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HERO OF DARKNESS 
(Book 1)
Sneak Peek
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Chapter One 
Eyes the color of night watched Lord Damuria plunge to the forest floor. The wind seemed to 
hold the nobleman suspended in the air for a moment before slowly releasing him to the grasping 
clutches of gravity. 
The hard, dark face of the Hunter showed no sign of pity as the body landed with a loud thud at 
his feet. 

It is no more than he deserves,  he thought. 
He felt no remorse as he watched the broken man fight for his last pitiful, agonizing breaths. 
Not given to mercy, the fear in Lord Damuria's eyes meant nothing. 
Soot and mud stained the nobleman's robes, and crimson contrasted sharply with the white 
blond of his hair. Three broad-headed crossbow bolts protruded from the nobleman's chest and 
stomach. Damuria struggled to speak, made difficult by the quarrel puncturing his lungs. 
The Hunter bent close to hear the whispered words. 
"Do…it…you…bastard." Lord Damuria's eyes closed as he awaited the inevitable. 
The Hunter moved with precision and speed, drawing the dagger from his belt and plunging it 
deep into the dying man's chest. The thrust snapped ribs and sliced through smooth heart muscle. 
Damuria's screams echoed in the silence of the forest, an eerie sound tinged with desperation and 
terror. 
The screams of his victims always remained with him long after their deaths. They played 
over and over in his mind, accompanied by the vision of their dying faces. 
Bright ruby light flared from the gem set in the hilt of the dagger, and power rushed through 
the blade. The Hunter gasped as the voice in his mind screamed its pleasure. A familiar pain flared 
along his back, but he was accustomed to it. It was the price he paid for the power. 

This,  he thought, reveling in the sensations flooding through him, this is why I do it. 

A final shudder ran through the broken body before him, and the cries of agony faded into a 
gentle whisper. "Damn you…Hunter…" Damuria cursed with his dying breath. 
Silence reigned in the forest, broken only by the sound of the wind whistling through the 
trees. After the thrill of the chase, the stillness hung like a weight on the Hunter's mind. Callused 
hands trembled as he gripped the worn hilt of the knife embedded in his latest kill, and his long, 
lean muscles bulged. The blade, caught on the dead man's ribs, required a surprising amount of 
effort to pull free, even with the Hunter's immense strength. 
Blood glistened on the dagger, and the Hunter watched it soak into the steel. The bright red 
light leaking from the gem slowly dimmed, and the stone became translucent and colorless once 
more. 

Soulhunger has been sated.  He no longer heard the insistent voice in his head urging him to 
kill. It will remain silent, for now. 

The Hunter sheathed his blade and stooped to kneel over the lifeless form of his prey. Placing 
one hand on the man's head and the other on his now-silent heart, he bowed. 
"May the Long Keeper take your body; your soul is forfeit," the Hunter intoned. His voice was 
rich and deep with a hint of gravel. A hard voice, reciting a final ritual for fallen prey. A ritual from a 
past he could no longer remember. 
He stared down at the broken body lying at his feet. 

This one was surprisingly difficult to track down. 
Green blood now oozed from the dead man's chest, staining the forest floor a sickly color. The 
scent of poisoned flesh hung in the air—the effects of the venomous argam with which he coated 
the bolts. 

A fit creature for the hunt.  A sense of satisfaction flooded him. Another contract fulfilled. 
He had killed all manner of men. Big men, little men, strong men, weak men. Cowards, and 
brave fools. Heroes, villains, rich men, beggars. 
He was the Hunter. All men were his prey. 
Rising, the Hunter turned his back on the corpse and strode toward the cliff. He climbed the 
craggy face with ease, taking care to avoid the blood-soaked rocks that marked Lord Damuria's 
fatal path. His powerful muscles made the ascent easy, and he soon stood at the top. 
The Hunter stared at the city sprawling across the plain and along the ocean's edge. 

Voramis. My city. 

Thick walls towered high, the massive city gates open to allow the traffic to flow at a steady 
pace. Temple spires reached for the clouds, while the blocky Palace of Justice watched over the 
metropolis in its shadow. Upper Voramis, jewel of the city, straddled the hilltop, looking down 
protectively over Lower Voramis. To the west, the cloudy blue waters of the Endless Sea stretched 
farther than the eye could see. 
The Hunter studied the position of the sun—already wel into its descent toward the horizon. 
Night would have fallen by the time he reached Voramis. It was always easier to move through the 
streets then; he wouldn't attract undue attention—either from the Heresiarchs guarding the city 
gate, or from the gangs of thugs roaming the Merchant's Quarter. 
With a sigh for his road-weary feet, the Hunter began the long walk back to the city. 


* * * 
 The streets of Lower Voramis came alive after dark. Light spilled from the numerous brothels, 
taverns, and gambling houses along Reveler's Lane, illuminating Voramis' busiest and least-
reputable thoroughfare. The Blackfall District served as the hub for every vice and crime created 
by men and women with more money than good sense. 
Burly men clad in the uniform of hired muscle guarded the doors to their establishments with 
fierce pride, their watchful eyes never straying from the drunken revelers stumbling between 
alehouses and whorehouses in various stages of inebriation. 
The working men and women who inhabited the run-down districts spent their meager coin 
on drink, gambling, and cheap whores. Unwary visitors to the district often woke up with an 
aching head and an empty purse, not to mention a host of persistent diseases on body parts better 
kept free of infection. 
The Hunter hated the Blackfall District, but his home in the Beggar's Quarter lay on the far 
side of the city, leaving him no choice but to traverse it. 
He groaned at his untimely ill-fortune as three drunken men stumbled from The Cock and 
Bull—an inn known for cheap beer and cheaper women—belting out a bawdy tune. Two of the 
sots clung to each other for support, barely managing to keep their feet as they wended their 
unsteady way down Reveler's Lane. 
The third, a man with a forehead like a rock and a nose flattened by too many beatings, 
crushed his pewter tankard in his massive hands. His arms looked hewn from rock—a very hairy, 
very tattooed rock. 
" And then me love, a lovely lass," sang the two drunkards, their voices rising above the din of revelry around them, " she kissed me face, I poked her-" 
"Won't ya two shut the frozen hell up?" their companion muttered. "Drunken idiots, ya can't 
even get the song right!" 
"You're jush jealoush becaush ya don't have me fine singin’ voice, Rifter," one slurred at him. 
"Oh, get stuffed, Emon," Rifter said with a glare. "If ya weren't so Minstrel-damned drunk, ya’d know that ya sound worse than a pair of ruttin’ cats in a laundry press." 
"And that'sh why yer jealoush, Rifter," said the second drunk. "Yer shingin’ shoundsh like it's comin’ from the Watcher'sh own arsehole." 
"Which is why, Eld," Rifter snarled, "I know to keep me mouth shut instead of singin’ at the top of me lungs when I've had too much ale." 
Something about the tension in Rifter's shoulders, coupled with the flattened nose, shouted of 
the man's desire to fight. In an effort to avoid a confrontation, the Hunter slipped down a side 
street and into an alley. 
The Bloody Hand kept discipline in the Blackfall District, but they failed to maintain even a 
moderate standard of cleanliness. Just one street away from Reveler's Lane, the stench of waste 
was unbearable. The Hunter had to cover his face lest he add the contents of his stomach to the 
filth. Men and women lay scattered in varying states of drunkenness and drug-induced stupor, 
many of them wallowing in their own filth. Debris and litter clogged the gutters, and refuse spilled 
out into the street. 
Picking up his pace, the Hunter hurried through the streets, keeping his breaths shallow to 
avoid filling his lungs with the noxious air. 
"Evenin’, gents." A woman's voice drifted from around the next corner. "Can I offer either of ye a good time? Only four bits, and I promise I'll be gentle with ye." 
"What'sh a pretty lady like you," a male voice hiccupped in her direction, "doin’ in a place like this?" 
The Hunter's heart sank as he recognized the voice of one of the three drunks he had tried to 
avoid. He was faced with a choice: backtrack and go around the men to avoid a fight, or walk past 
them and hope his ragged cloak would deflect their attention. With a shrug of resignation, he 
hunched his shoulders, bent his back, and shuffled forward, mimicking the slow gait of a tired old 
beggar. 
The drunken attempts of the two lushes to accept the painted doxy’s invitation seemed to have 
the opposite of the desired effect. 
The whore stared at them for a moment, as if weighing up her options, before waving them 
away dismissively. "The pair of ye's looks too drunk to handle me. As for you, big boy," she said, 
staring up at Rifter, "I reckon ye'll split me right in half. And that's with me on top, eh?" She patted his arm provocatively, but he pulled it away. 
"I'm not much in the mood for company tonight, back-bedder," Rifter spat. 
Her face contorted, showing clear distaste at his words. "Well, I've no mind to bed any of ye," 
she protested. "I'm sure it won’t be hard to find men of a far better  stock than ye sorry lot, 
anyways." 
Rifter's expression darkened as she minced away. He clenched his fists, his massive arms 
flexing in anger. 
His gaze fell on the Hunter shambling toward him and a malicious gleam flashed in the man’s 
eyes. The other two men saw the Hunter as well, and a grin creased the face of the one called 
Emon. 
"Let’sh see if we can't have a bit of fun, eh, Rifter?" He chuckled and pointed down the alley in 
the direction of the Hunter. 
Eld released his hold on Emon, and stumbled towards the harmless- looking beggar. 
"I say there, friend," he said, adopting the manner and accent of a member of the upper class, 
"it's time for you to move out of the street and make way for your betters." Emon clapped his 
hands on the Hunter's shoulders and shoved hard. 
The Hunter had no intention of allowing himself to be pushed into the filth of the gutter. From it rose the strong, repulsive odor of human refuse mixed with the gods-knew-what else. The 
nauseating cocktail produced the type of stench that seeped into the pores of a man’s skin and 
reeked even after weeks of regular washing. He stood firm, and the drunken man sprawled into 
the muck. 
Emon gagged as his mouth filled with the slime, and he retched—adding his vomit to the 
ordure staining his face. His companion, no less drunk, stared down at his friend for a long moment 
before reacting. 
"Say there," Eld protested, "that’sh down- hic-downright rude of you, friend, to knock Emon over." 
The Hunter attempted to step around Emon's fallen form, but Eld moved to block his way. 
Opting for retreat, the Hunter found the hulking form of Rifter cutting off his escape. 
"My friend speaks the truth, wretch," Rifter growled, his breath heavy with alcohol and anger. 
"Ya owe him an apology, and an imperial for his clothing." 
Emon's clothing was clearly worth far less than an imperial—an entire year's wages for a day 
laborer—but the Hunter could see Rifter was spoiling for a fight. 
"Apologies, good sirs." The Hunter adopted the quavering voice of an old man. "It was clumsy 
of me not to see where you were walking. Alas, I have naught to give you." 
"Nothing, beggar?" Rifter's voice had a hard edge. 
"No, good masters. A poor man like myself can barely scrounge together two bits, much less a 
whole imperial. Please, I beg you to let me pass, and the gods will bless you for your generosity." 
The Hunter attempted to move once more, but Rifter's hand on his arm was firm, holding him 
in place. "If ya don't have an imperial to spare, beggar," the big brute said, "we'l just have to take what ya have and be content." 
Rifter reached out to pull back the hood, but the Hunter twisted away, catching the hulking 
man off guard. Rifter's sausage fingers closed around the Hunter's robe, ripping it from his 
shoulders. 
"Let's see what this has to…" Rifter's words trailed off in disbelief. 
The Hunter straightened, his eyes now level with his enemy. Rifter frowned as he took in the 
features of the handsome face of the Hunter; the sculpted nose, high cheekbones, and strong chin 
were not the features of a penniless beggar. His dark hair, near-black in the lightless alley, was 
pul ed back into a tight tail. His unadorned leather armor, clearly worn and wel -used, revealed a 
lean, lithe form. 
The Hunter's eyes, a color somehow darker than the starless night above, held no fear. He 
glared at Rifter with quiet calm, taking in the huge man's features, and his expression showed 
nothing but contempt and resignation. 
Rifter's gaze dropped to the sword at his waist, and the Hunter knew the man's dull mind was 
struggling to keep up. Only Heresiarchs were permitted to carry swords, but the Hunter cared little 
for the laws of the city. 
"Hey," shouted Emon from the ground, spitting foul muck and wiping black slime from his 
mouth, "he's not old! What’sh goin’ on here?" 
"Last chance." The Hunter added a menacing edge to his voice. "Walk away." 
In their befuddled states, Emon and Eld tried to comprehend the gravity of their situation. 
Good sense seemed to flash behind Rifter's eyes as his brain screamed for him to run away, but 
the big man's anger caused it to go unheeded. 
"Sorry, boyo," Rifter said, lapsing back into his usual brogue. He bared his teeth in an evil grin 
and balled his enormous fists. "You've insulted me mates, and now it turns out you've got 
somethin’ valuable beneath that ratty cloak of yours." 
"You've been warned," replied the Hunter, "and now you've seen my face." 
He stepped back as the foul-smelling Emon struggled to his feet. His hand dropped to the 
sword hanging from his belt, and he stared down into the drunk's bleary eyes. 
"That’sh mine now!" Emon stumbled forward and reached for the sword. 
The Hunter drew and struck so quickly it took Emon's drink-addled brain a few seconds to 
register the fact that his hands were no longer attached to his arms. He didn't even scream as he 
fel to his knees, blood spurting from the stumps of his forearms. 
"Emon!" Eld lashed out with a wild swing. The Hunter took a single contemptuous step back to avoid the drunken blow. 
Eld stumbled off balance, and before he could recover, the Hunter slammed the hard edge of 
his callused hand into the soft tissue of Eld's throat. Eld fell to the ground, clutching at his ruined 
windpipe. 
Rifter had not moved in the seconds it had taken the Hunter to dispatch his friends. He 
remained rooted to the spot, eyes wide. A flicker of fear flashed through his inebriated mind. 
"Two down, friend, " the Hunter rasped, his depthless eyes burning as he stared at Rifter. 
The harsh voice wrenched the big man from his stupor, and rage twisted his face. "Ya shite-
eating bastard," Rifter growled at the dark figure. "Ya’ll pay for that!" He carried no sword, but the long dagger he drew from his coat was razor sharp. His huge fists dwarfed the blade, and he 
wielded it with familiar ease. 
The Hunter's eyes flicked to the dagger in Rifter's hands. Iron.  His instinctive fear faded a 
fleeting moment later. The drunken man had no chance against him, iron dagger or no. 
"Now let's see how ya fare, ya dim-witted git," Rifter said, his voice low and filled with rage. 
The Hunter’s burning black eyes stared back at Rifter. Fear flitted across the big man's face. He 
saw his death written in the Hunter's expression. 
Rifter stepped forward, slashing with short, quick strokes meant to slice open the Hunter's 
intestines. His attacks lacked sophistication, yet there was brute force behind the blade's cruel 
edge. 
The Hunter didn't even bother to block the blows. A dagger appeared in his free hand. Longer 
than Rifter's weapon, the blade had a single razor edge and a slight curve—perfect for both 
stabbing and slicing. A small, transparent gem was set into its hilt, and the stone caught the light of 
the moon in its facets. Something about it made Rifter hesitate for a moment, but that was more 
than enough. 
In the time it took Rifter to swallow his terror, the Hunter's sword cut him to shreds. Blood 
flowed from gashes in the big man's neck, chest, and gut, and he fell to his knees with a gurgle. 
"I warned you , " the Hunter snarled, his voice quiet, "but you refused to heed. You are not my prey this night, yet you made the mistake of seeing my true  face." 
He held up the wicked-looking dagger. "Your life is forfeit, but I leave your soul to the Long 
Keeper's embrace." 
The Hunter slid the blade smoothly into its sheath and gripped his sword with both hands. 
Moonlight glinted off the flashing steel as the Hunter struck. Rifter's blocky head fell from its place 
on the man's sloped shoulders, landing in the muck alongside Emon's bleeding body. His huge, 
decapitated torso slumped to the ground next to the convulsing figure of Eld, who somehow still 
lived, fighting for each breath. 
The Hunter surveyed his handiwork without remorse. He stooped over the dying man, 
keeping wel away from the iron dagger gripped uselessly in Rifter's hand. 
"May the Long Keeper have mercy on your soul, friend, " the Hunter whispered in the man's 
ears. 
Eld's eyes closed, and his struggles weakened. The dying man voiced no protest as the Hunter 
wiped his long blade on his clothes. 
Shaking his head in disgust at the foolishness of these men who had thought to accost him, 
the Hunter stooped, recovered his cloak, and donned the disguise of the old man once more. 
With slow, measured steps, he shambled away, leaving death in the street behind him. 


* * * 
 The Hunter tossed and turned in his bed, unable to sleep. The musty scent of unwashed bed 
linens hung thick in the air, ignored. His blankets suffocated him, but chills shook his body when he 
kicked them off. He had no idea how much time had passed since he had climbed into bed. It could 
have been hours or days, but he cared little. 
While he hunted, the thrill of the kil sent shivers of pleasure down his spine. He could stalk his 
quarry for days on end without sleep or food, as the inner voice urged him on. 

Disgusting mortals,  it would whisper in his thoughts. So weak, so easy to kill. 

But once his prey lay dead at his feet, the absence of the voice echoed like a void in his head. 
The death of Lord Damuria had silenced the insistent chatter, filling his head with a numb, dull 
ache that pressed inward and muddled his thoughts. 
The end of the hunt brought on a weariness that days of sleep could not ease. He would lie in 
bed, staring up into the darkness or idly watching the movement of the sun through his windows. 
He could sleep for days and wake up exhausted, or he wouldn't sleep at all. He had no appetite; the 
power of the kill fed his body, yet it felt as if every death ate away another piece of his soul. 
He tried to ignore the gnawing in his chest. His blade, Soulhunger, remained silent. The kill 
had temporarily sated its bloodlust. He hated the silence more than anything in the world. In these 
moments, his mind would replay memories of the hunt. The faces of his victims would float before 
him, their empty eyes accusing. 
He absentmindedly watched dust motes float in the rays of sun filtering through his window, 
all the while reliving the gruesome deaths at his hands. 
As their lifeless faces danced through his head, he drifted in and out of a fitful sleep, his 
thoughts filled with hate. He could discern irrationality from logic, but at times like this, he didn't 
care. He despised every single one of the humans around him, and the voice in his head echoed his 
ire. He could ignore the voice and its hatred of humanity when he surrounded himself with others, 
but when alone, the hate bubbled within him like a cauldron of vitriol. 
Hours passed, time moving at a snail's pace yet flashing by in the space of a few heartbeats. 
The light filtering through his window weakened, doing little to illuminate his bedroom. 
Peering outside, he saw the sun had begun its plunge into the Endless Sea. The ache in his head 
subsided, replaced by the voice whispering its renewed bloodlust. 

Feed me,  it said. Fighting the profound weariness tempting him to remain in bed, he forced 
himself to climb to his feet. He shook his head to clear the languor, to push back the gloom filling 
his mind. 

It is enough. Time to get up. 

His clothes lay piled on the floor, and he sorted through them in search of an unsoiled garment. 

Let's see what new victims await me in this new day, what sport I can find to distract myself 

from this aching. 

* * * 
A chill hung in the night air, and sweat dripped down the nameless nobleman's back, soaking 
his thick tunic. He clenched his fists to still his shaking hands. His nondescript clothing blended 
with the rough crowd of the Blackfall District, and yet he felt eyes upon him, following his every 
step. 
He cast anxious glances around the alleyway, searching for a sign of…what? 

By Derelana, 
why do I fear so? 

Perhaps it was the terror of a moonless night, or the instinctive fear dredged up at the thought 
of meeting the legendary Hunter of Voramis. 
He chided himself. Bugger me for a jumpy little princess! 

He would rather be somewhere else, anywhere else, but here. He had no desire to face the 
creature the mothers of Voramis used to threaten their children into behaving. His mother had 
used those legends to frighten him, and he had developed a healthy fear. 

Focus. You have a job to do. Get in, get it done, and get the fiery hell out of there! 

The doors to the dilapidated tavern swung shut behind him, but none of the handful of patrons 
at the tables paid him any heed. He slipped a pair of copper bits into the bartender's hand. 
"Top of the stairs, door at the end of the hall," the portly pub landlord drawled as he made the 
coins disappear. 
The stairs creaked dangerously as the noble climbed, but he forced himself to place one foot in 
front of the other. The smell of mold filled his nostrils and threatened to make him sneeze. 
Swallowing hard, he stared at the door at the end of the shadowed hall. It looked like something out 
of his nightmares, and it made his blood run cold. 
"Hello?" he called in a weak voice as he entered the room. 
He saw no one in the gloomy darkness, and breathed a sigh of relief as he closed the door 
behind him. Believing himself alone, the noble took deep, calming breaths. 
"What brings you to the underbelly of Voramis, little man?" The voice sounded far too close for 
the nobleman's liking. 
He leapt backward, an effeminate squeak bursting from his mouth. His back slammed against 
the door, knocking the breath from his lungs. 

Bloody Hunter! 

The nobleman struggled to regain his composure, trying to ignore the thick drops of sweat 
rol ing down his face and coating his palms. 
"I-I-I h-have a c-c-commission for you, er, Hunter, sir," he managed to stutter. 
"Tell me more," the Hunter said in a rough voice. He stepped forward, pulling back his hood. 
Scars crisscrossed the dark face, twisting his upper lip into a perpetual sneer. Heavy brows 
hooded his dark eyes, and his crooked nose had been broken and badly set. A scarlet ribbon bound 
his midnight black hair, which hung in long, greasy strands. 

Bloody twisted hell, 
no wonder he hides himself. I would too if I looked like that! 

The nobleman realized his mouth hung open, and snapped it shut. He belatedly tried to hide 
his revulsion at seeing the Hunter's grim visage, but knew it had shown through. 
The dark figure with the horrible face waited in silence, clearly unaffected by the nobleman's 
disdain. 
"My, er, master," stuttered the shaken man, gulping as he spoke, "requests your services in a 
matter of a, er, delicate nature." 
The Hunter raised an eyebrow. "Your master understands that delicate situations cost more?" 
"Of course, sir, er, Hunter. I have more than enough to c-cover any extras beyond your usual 
fees." The nobleman removed a leather purse from his cloak. His hand trembled as he passed it to 
the Hunter, who balanced it in a burn-scarred hand. 
"Good. It will suffice." The purse disappeared into the Hunter's cloak with a movement that 
made the nobleman jump. His cheeks burned with shame, and he saw mockery in the Hunter's 
cold eyes. "You have the other item?" the Hunter demanded. 
"Of-of course," the noble stammered. He fished around in his robes for a moment before 
producing a handkerchief. His fingers brushed dangerously close to the Hunter's hand as the 
assassin took the kerchief, and his skin crawled. 
"I-I hope it is enough," the noble whispered, the fear in his voice audible. "It was all my master could procure." 
The Hunter's rough fingers traced the initials embroidered in one corner of the delicate cloth. 

G.D. 

"It will do," the Hunter rasped. 
"So you will take the job? You'll make the coward pay for his affront to my master? The 
swine—" 
The Hunter cut him off. "I care little for your master's reasons why.  As long as I deem it worthy and the coin is good, the job will be done." He pulled the hood up, obscuring all but his mouth from 
the nobleman's view. "Does your master have any special requests?" 
"No," the noble replied. "He wishes for the job to be done before the Feast of the Mistress, and would prefer the target die in his own home. It is to send a message, you see, to all the nobles of 
Voramis that—" 
"No details, fool," the Hunter growled, interrupting him. "They matter not." 
The nobleman stiffened, offended at the Hunter's interruption. The muscles in his back went 
rigid, and he somehow summoned up the courage to glare at the Hunter. One look into the dark 
hood, however, and his pride deflated. 
"Good." The Hunter's mouth twisted into a horrifying semblance of a grin. "I will contact you 
when the job is complete." 
Shuffling nervously from foot to foot, the noble called upon all of his limited courage and 
limitless self-importance to stand tall, when he wanted nothing more than to flee. He thought he 
detected a smile twitch the corner of the Hunter's lips. 
"Have the rest of the sum at hand," the Hunter grated. "I wil expect it once I have carried out the contract." 
"Of-of course," the noble said, "I will…" 
He trailed off as he found himself talking to an empty room. The Hunter had disappeared, 
startling him and leaving him feeling like a fool. 
Long moments passed before the noble regained his shattered composure. The darkness of 
the room haunted him, and his eyes darted around as if he expected to see the Hunter standing 
there once more. His breath came in ragged gasps, and every muscle in his body tensed in fear. 
With a muttered curse, he wiped sweaty palms on his robes, and his hands trembled as he 
reached for the doorknob. His fear diminished with each shaky step toward the dim light of the 
stairwell, his relief growing as he stepped into the smoky alehouse taproom. Ignoring the few 
patrons sitting and drinking, he stumbled into the cool Voramis night. 
He breathed deep, filling his lungs with the foul-smelling air and letting the chill calm his 
nerves. 
"Watcher-damned Hunter!" The curse helped to restore some of his shaken confidence. 
His sweat-sodden robes clung to his body, causing him to shudder and pull his cloak tighter. 
The heavy garment offered some protection from the cold, but the noble knew it would be hours 
before he would be able to sit without feeling a stab of panic. 
With his attention consumed by his desire to leave the stinking alehouse and the horrific 
memory of the Hunter's scarred visage behind, the terrified man failed to notice the dark figure 
sitting on the inn rooftop. Midnight black eyes followed the noble's steps, and a scarlet ribbon 
fluttered in the breeze. 

 Chapter Two 
The Hunter slipped into the abandoned building in which he lived. The massive structure 
looked on the verge of collapse, but the façade only ran skin deep. He had shored up the timbers of 
the building, ensuring it would continue to stand, even through the tremors that occasionally 
shook the city. 
He had taken great pains to ensure the construction remained as unattractive and 
unwelcoming as possible on the outside, even allowing beggars and lepers to occupy sections of the 
structure. After all, he reasoned, no one would look for anything more than the refuse of humanity 
in a place like this. The smells of offal and filth alone would dissuade even the most curious 
potential visitors. 
But the beggars were there for more than just disguise. 
On the rare days when they found somewhere else to spend the night, the emptiness of the 
building haunted him. He had begun to leave bundles of food and clothing out in the hope of 
attracting even a few looking for shelter from the night air. Something about having 
companionship—even that of filthy beggars and lepers—made him feel less alone when he lay in 
the silent darkness. They made him feel needed, and he had come to see himself as their protector. 
He strode past the forms of men and women huddled under their blankets, nodding to the ones 
he recognized. Jak the Thumb and Twelve-Fingers Karrl sat playing with a deck of ancient, frayed 
cards, gambling for scraps of who knew what. Jak stole a look at Karrl's cards as Twelve-Fingers 
waved at the Hunter. 
Passing Old Nan's tent, he scanned the mound of tattered cloth that marked her shelter. 
"You'll need more blankets soon," he said, crouching in front of the old woman. "Winter's not 
far off." 
"Aye," she wheezed, "don't I know it? These old bones feel the chill comin’ on." She coughed, a horrendous, wet thing that set her frail shoulders shaking. Hacking up a foul green gob of phlegm, 
she shivered and pulled her ratty bundle of assorted cloths tighter. 

She's not long for this world,  the Hunter thought, studying the old woman's face—twisted and hideous from some unknown acid—and her liver-spotted skin, gnarled fingers, and stringy hair. 
She was almost too thin to be alive, and yet fire burned in her eyes. A stubborn determination to 
live kept Old Nan from the Keeper's embrace, but the Hunter knew she couldn't escape for much 
longer. 

The winter will be harsh on her. 

Sorrow flashed through him at the thought. He resolved to leave blankets and one of Graeme's 
healing potions the next time he returned. 
He felt oddly protective of the beggars who lived just beyond his door. They were outcasts 
from society, just as he was. He would not call them his friends, but it was as close to friendship as 
he came. It felt…good to do something for someone else, even poor, miserable wretches like Old 
Nan. 
With a gentle pat on the old woman's shoulder, he picked his way toward the door of his 
apartment. 
A toddler wobbled past on unsteady legs, interrupting his progress. The child, losing his 
balance, grasped the hem of the Hunter's cloak for support. The boy's pursuing mother shot an 
apologetic glance at the Hunter. 
"Arlo's walking quickly, I see." 
"That he is," replied Ellinor, a girl the Hunter guessed to be barely into her adolescence. Dark 
circles framed her bright green eyes, and she looked exhausted. 
The Hunter studied the sores and blisters covering the boy's arms, legs, and face. Graeme had 
told him they were the result of the lad's body burning him from the inside out. The slightest 
friction would cause the lad's skin to slough off, causing pain and festering wounds. It hurt to see 
Arlo, yet the lad always appeared happy despite the constant suffering. 
El inor had no money for bandages or poultices to manage the lad's sickness, so the Hunter 
left them in her small makeshift shelter whenever she was out. Even in her poverty, she fought to 
retain her dignity. 
"You'll want to keep a closer eye on him," the Hunter told her. "You never know where he'l 
disappear to the minute you turn your back." 
Arlo tugged on the Hunter's dark robe, and a smile played at the corner of the Hunter's mouth. 
The smile disappeared when the lad wiped a long trail of snot from his nose on a corner of the 
Hunter's cloak. 
"Back to your mother, lad," said the Hunter, giving Arlo a gentle nudge with his boot. The 
toddler waddled away, and Ellinor followed in the boy's wake without a backward glance at the 
Hunter. 

A bit of food for the growing lad wouldn't go amiss.  He made a mental note to visit Graeme for 
bandages before the week's end. 
The voice in his head begged for blood as he slipped past the beggars, but he ignored its 
pleading. 

Not here. Not them. Once I've found my target, then you will be fed. 

Soulhunger's insistence remained a pounding headache in the back of his mind. It craved 
death, and he could only stave off its urges for so long. 
At the heart of the building, past the unpleasant odors emanating from the unwashed mass of 
bodies, lay his private rooms. A door constructed of bloodwood—one of the densest trees found on 
the face of Einan—guarded his room, with locks so complex they could only have been designed by 
an Il usionist Cleric. 
The mechanisms worked like a puzzle that required precise placement of each piece of the 
lock. With dozens of moving parts, thousands of possible combinations existed. 
Placing his tired fingers on the mechanisms, he let muscle memory guide him. 

This one up, that to the right, twist this knob, pull that lever, push these together. 

The door swung open on well-oiled hinges, and the Hunter slipped into his home—the only 
place in the city where he could escape the watchful eyes of the Bloody Hand and the Dark Heresy. 
Only here could he remove his disguises and show his true face. Not even those poor wretches out 
there could be allowed to see the real him. 
The false alchemical flesh required less than a minute to remove. A specially prepared 
unguent softened the now-rigid molding clay forming the "scar tissue" on the Hunter's face, 
making it easy for him to wipe away. The greasy black hair pul ed free, and it joined the scarlet ribbon in the concealed wardrobe where the Hunter stored all of his alchemical disguises. 
Outside his window, the last vestiges of night had begun to fade. 

The sun will rise in an hour. I'll have plenty of time to rest once the ritual is complete. 

A face stared back at him in the mirror—his face. It had grown unfamiliar of late, and he 
found himself uncomfortable staring at his true features. His disguises felt like a part of him. 

Who are you?  His face mocked him. Who is the Hunter? 

His changing identity added another element of mystique to the legend. No one could see his 
true face and live, though few knew the real reason why. He preferred to keep his identity a 
secret—it would make it easier to hide should he ever have occasion to do so. 
He craned his neck to peer over his shoulder at his latest scar. It joined the multitude etched 
into his back, chest, and shoulders like raw marks on a fleshy chalkboard. 

One scar for every life Soulhunger takes. How many are there now?  He had no desire to count 
them, to remember each soul his blade had consumed. 
Casting a glance toward the dagger where it hung in his sword belt, he recalled the final 
moments of the hunt for Lord Damuria. 

He nearly escaped, but in the end, the Hunter always gets his prey. 

He couldn't remember where the name "the Hunter" originated. Truth be told, he didn't care. 
He only cared that mention of the name drove fear into the populace of Voramis. 
“Where the Hunter goes,” they say, “death follows in his footsteps.”  He smiled at the thought. I 

like that. 

The Hunter encouraged the fear his reputation bred. The more the people of the city feared 
him, the more willingly they paid the high price he demanded for his services. 
A smile touched his lips as he recalled his brief encounter with the terrified noble earlier that 
night. He remembered the man's scent—the reek of fresh lace, perfume, and pomposity drowned 
out by the stench of fear. 

The foolish little lordling sent to meet the Hunter on behalf of his employer.  His grin turned mocking. Pissed himself, that one did. Long on money, short on brains and courage. If only he knew 

how easy it would be to track him and his master down, thanks to that purse he gave me. 

He threw himself into a plush armchair and reached for a pitcher of wine. Exhaustion 
overwhelmed his body, but his mind stil ached for the thrill of the hunt. 
As he drank, his thoughts meandered. The wine was good, but he barely tasted its fruity notes. 
He studied his room, taking in the plush carpet and the soft bed with its many pillows. The Hunter 
had plain tastes, but he loved comfort. 
A collection of exotic weaponry hung on the wall, his one compromise to luxury. He had paid a 
small fortune for the pieces, many of which had belonged to ancient cultures long dead. The simple 
stone, bone, and wooden weapons looked primitive and odd, but he felt a sense of kinship with the 
artifacts. He was out of place in Voramis, just as these adornments were. 

This is my palace,  he thought. These are my treasures. 

His thoughts turned melancholy, so he pushed them aside and forced himself to stand. He 
strode over to his sword belt hanging on its peg. The blade slipped free of its oiled sheath with a 
whisper. 

She is beautiful.  The Hunter couldn't help admiring the way the light glinted off the watered 
steel. She has served me well for so long. 

He fell into a relaxed stance, extending the sword in a classic fencing pose. Tension drained 
from his body, and he moved slowly through a basic sword form he had learned… how long ago? 

Ragged gaps in his memory left him uncertain of his age, where he had been, or even what he 
truly was. 
He remembered nothing of his life before arriving in Voramis, as if a wall blocked him from 
recalling details of his past—his birth, childhood, his parents, anything. His earliest recol ection was 
of walking through the city gates. Before that, nothing. 

No human lives as long as I have.  Voramis had been his home for at least four decades. Or is it 

five? 

His missing past had stopped bothering him long ago, but occasionally he found himself 
wondering who he had been before arriving in Voramis. He had ignored the question for so long 
the answer no longer mattered. 
Sweat broke out on the Hunter's lithe body as he moved faster and faster through the forms, 
his muscles rippling with each thrust and cut. His mind grew clear, and the aching in his chest 
diminished with every step. His movements blurred, his sword whistling as it sliced through the 
air. 
The Hunter relished the way his mind detached itself from his body. Muscle memory kept his 
motions consistent and quick, and he allowed his thoughts to wander. It served as preparation for 
what was to come, helped him to block out the voices in his head. As his heart beat faster, the 
sound of the blood rushing in his ears would drown out Soulhunger's lust. For a few short minutes, 
he found peace in motion. 
With a final cut and thrust, he completed the form and slid his sword home in its sheath. 
Panting, dripping sweat and flushed with exertion, he was ready for the ritual. 
His hands closed around the hilt of the dagger. 

Soulhunger, we have work to do. 


Yes,  the voice greeted him eagerly. We must kill! 

The Hunter lowered himself to the ground, sitting in a comfortable cross-legged position. He let 
his mind drift, and, closing his eyes, focused on the sensation of blood rushing through his body. At 
one with the world around him, the Hunter commenced his ritual of seeking. 
Soulhunger's razor edge sliced a shallow wound into his palm. The Hunter clenched his fist 
and squeezed a few crimson drops onto the knife's blade. The dagger's voice screamed in pleasure, 
setting his head pounding as it tasted blood. 
He removed a whetstone from his pocket and stroked it along the blade's edge. Soulhunger 
never needed sharpening, but the activity helped the Hunter clear his head in preparation for what 
came next. 
Pul ing out the handkerchief with the initials G.D.  embroidered into it, the Hunter used it to 
wipe the steel clean. The contact of the cloth bonded it with the blade, and through the blade to 
him. The bond would remain until Soulhunger drank deeply of the man's lifeblood. 
His subconscious mind sought out the man to whom the handkerchief would link him. He saw 
a picture of the cloth's owner in his mind's eye, inhaled the scent of the man. His senses surpassed 
those of a bloodhound once he had located his target. 

Parchment, ink, and steel.  The scent that belonged to only one man in Einan: Geddellan 
Dannaros, nobleman of Voramis 
He had the scent, and it would lead him to his prey. Soulhunger served as his divining rod, 
searching out his targets and leading him to them. The weapon amplified his own unique abilities, 
and without him, the weapon would be just another dagger sitting lifeless in a jeweler's case. The 
bond between man and weapon made it possible for the Hunter to do what he did. 
Long moments passed in silence, the Hunter breathing in a steady rhythm. His mind cast 
about the city of Voramis for his target, searching for the essence found in the handkerchief. 

There!  A heartbeat echoed in his mind. I've found you now! 


We will feed,  the voice of the dagger whispered. 
The Hunter knew Soulhunger would be drawn ever closer to that heartbeat until it finally 
sated itself. His target's heart would act as a beacon, and the Hunter would simply have to locate 
the man. 

Together, we are the Hunter. 

Truthfully, he had no idea how it worked. He didn't know if his abilities were sorcerous or 
pure animal instinct. But he didn't care. All that mattered was that it worked. 
With care, the Hunter replaced Soulhunger in its sheath. Even with the weapon encased in 
leather and steel, he could hear it in his thoughts, aching to find its target. 

Kill!  The voice shouted. Feed! 

He pushed the insistent voice to the back of his mind. 

For now, I need rest. 
I will deal with the matter of hunting down my target later. 

He slept through most days, preferring to do his work under the cover of darkness. In the 
shadows, the risk of anyone seeing through his disguises diminished. 

Faceless, nameless, and yet with countless names and faces, the Hunter walks among the people. 
A grim pleasure filled him. 
Opening his wardrobe, he rummaged through its contents in search of a suitable disguise. His 
evening plans included a visit to a rougher part of Voramis, and he required a face that would allow 
him to blend in. 
He held up a mask of alchemical flesh—complete with false hair—and smiled. 

This will be perfect for tonight's activities. 


Chapter Three 
Business was brisk at The Iron Arms tonight, though most nights found the tavern well 
patronized. Thanks to its proximity to the docks, the alehouse saw a steady stream of day laborers, 
roughnecks, and roustabouts eager to quench their thirsts at the end of a long day. 
Drunken tradesmen and merchants filled the tables. Tired dockhands sat at the bar, nursing 
tankards overflowing with frothy ale. The smell of sawdust, peanut shells, and stale sweat 
permeated the tavern, and the sounds of clinking glasses, shouting patrons, and loud conversations 
filled the air. 
Barmaids wended their way through the crowd, delivering drinks with a hearty laugh and hard 
slaps to roving hands. Their tight bodices often looked in danger of spilling their luscious contents, 
a possibility that kept the men they served entertained and eager to buy more ale. Indeed, the 
wenches found themselves fending off advances from all sides, though occasionally one would 
hustle up the creaking stairs with a customer willing and able to pay for “additional services”. 
The man who entered The Iron Arms looked just like any other day laborer scattered around 
the bar, though he carried himself with more confidence than the slouching roustabouts. His heavy 
features gave him a vicious look, his huge arms banded with thick muscle. Those sitting at the bar 
gave him a wide berth as he sat down. 
The Hunter had donned the disguise of a rough working man for tonight’s activities, and he 
played the part well. 
"Well, aren't ye a big lad?" teased one of the barmaids flitting past. Her garment left little to the Hunter's imagination, her ample charms visible and evocative. 
"Tankard of ale," he grunted. 
"Aye," the wench smiled at him, "I'll have it right up for ye. Ye sure ye don't want to finish it upstairs? I know a good place beneath the roof where we can explore the things we have in 
common, and"—she threw him a lascivious wink—"the things we don't." 
He studied the woman appreciatively, allowing his eyes to follow the curvature of her body. He 
couldn't deny that she was attractive, though her eyes were tired and hard. Desire filled him, the 
voice in his head whispering of carnal desire, lusting for passion, begging for death. It took 
considerable effort to ignore it. 

I'm not here for that,  he thought. He might have allowed himself the luxury of a distraction, but 
he had a purpose here this night. 
"Sorry, darlin’, I'm fresh out of coin or I'd take you up on that." He gave her bottom a pinch, 
which elicited a delighted squeal from her. "I don't get paid ‘til the ship leaves tomorrow, and I'll be 
sailin’ out with it. Next time I'm in Voramis, though…" he trailed off, a suggestive look on his face. 
The wench, though disappointed, gave him a small smile, and promised to make herself 
available next time he was in port. 
"And ye'd better have a full purse," she reminded him. With a saucy look over her shoulder, she 
walked away, the exaggerated roll of her hips intended to show him what he was missing. 
The Hunter had spent his fair share of time in the company of whores and courtesans, but he 
always left feeling repulsed—not by them, but by himself and his desires. 

The weakness of the flesh. The urge grew irrepressible immediately following a kill. It would 
remain in the back of his mind until he satisfied it. 
He eyed the woman as she minced away, swaying through the crowd. The men of the tavern 
called out for her, their language rough. 

Animals.  He felt disgust at their crude nature—a nature he saw reflected in his own lustful 
desires. 
Soulhunger throbbed in his mind, agreeing with his disdain for the men around him. The 
weapon—hidden beneath his clothing—radiated its loathing for the noisy, sweaty, drunken crowd. 
The bartender placed a giant mug of frothy ale before the Hunter, who drained it quickly in an 
effort to distract himself. He gestured for another, turning his attention to the people around him. 
His ears strained to pick out the various threads of conversation woven into the hubbub of the bar. 
"I heard his body was found at the bottom of Dead Man's Cliff," said a rough voice a few seats 
along the bar to his right. 
"Some say it was the Hunter's work," whispered a man at a table behind him. "Riddled with 
arrows, oozing blood the color of vomit." 

Word of Lord Damuria's demise had spread quickly. 

A feeling of elation ran through him as he relived Damuria's final moments. Even now, he 
could feel Soulhunger plunging into the noble's chest, the blood warm on his hands, the power 
coursing through his body. 
A fleeting smile touched his lips, hidden by the tankard of ale he held in front of his face. 
"I've heard tell," said the man to the Hunter's left, "that one look in the bastard's eyes and you drop dead from fear. He's a demon, is what he is!" 
"He's no demon," shouted the man's companion, "but a ghost of the Swordsman come back to 
punish the wicked." 
"Idiot," cursed the man next to the Hunter. "You can't believe everything you hear. No one 
knows who he is," he dropped his voice to a conspiratorial whisper, "or what he is." 

What am I, indeed?  The Hunter found the question ringing in his mind. How many times have I 

asked myself that question, yet found no answer? 


We are death,  a quiet voice whispered in his mind. 
At times like this, with liquor coursing through his veins, he would sift through the few 
memories that remained to him. 
His memory stretched back to the time immediately before he arrived in Voramis. He had a 
faint memory of a nearby village— Horranz, I think it was called—but prior to that, nothing but 
ragged gaps and empty voids filled his mind. 

But the memories of death will always remain. 

The faces of every man and woman who had died at the end of Soulhunger's blade were 
etched into his memory. 

Those faces never leave. 


We fed well,  his inner voice crowed. 
The dagger's bloodlust rose within him and begged for death. He needed a distraction, and 
quickly. 
At a gesture, the pub landlord brought him another tankard, and he set to work draining his 
third mug of ale. 

Focus on the conversations around you,  he told himself. 
"Found three bodies near Reveler's Lane a few nights ago, they did." This voice belonged to a 
drunken man stumbling towards the door, hanging on to his marginally less inebriated friend for 
support. "Deader'n my Aunt Winifred." 
"But," protested his friend, "it can't be the work of the Hunter. He's only s'posed to kill when he's paid to." 

It seems my exploits are the talk of the tavern. It's always good to know one's handiwork is 

appreciated. 

One conversation in particular interested him. 
"I heard copper's the thing to kill the Hunter," insisted one man in a loud, drunken voice. 
"They say it turns his blood to solid metal." 
"No, no, you fool," retorted his friend, "you're thinkin’ of silver. It's why I always carry me lucky half-drake with me." 
A steady stream of patrons moved through the taproom. The volume within the bar increased 
as the night wore on and the tavern filled. Conversations ebbed and flowed around the Hunter, but 
he was content to simply sit and listen. 

After all, listening is always the best source of information. 

Their conversations were so mundane, so blissfully unaware of reality. 

Fools!  The voice in his mind echoed his contempt. So content in their ignorance. If only they 

knew who sat among them this night. 

A glazed window behind the bartender cast his reflection back at him. The face he wore 
tonight bore heavy, dull features—nothing like the handsome face he called his own. 
He stared at the reflection of the face he wore—an unfamiliar one—peering back at him over 
a large tankard of ale, and for a moment, he wondered who the man really was. 

What is this big brute's story? Does he have a family, a wife, someone to care for him? 

The men who filled the bar had companions to share their tables, or people waiting at home 
for them, but even in the middle of this bustle and commotion, he was alone. 

Better that way,  he told himself. It is easier than having to worry about being stabbed in the 

back, or being betrayed by a “friend”. 

Someone slid onto the stool to his right, jostling him gently. He ignored the newcomer, 
preferring to drink his ale and listen to the conversation in the tavern. 
"Slumming it, milord?" a silky voice purred beside him, breaking into his stream of thoughts 
mid-flow. Uncertain if the voice addressed him, the Hunter ignored the question. 
A hand touched his arm gently, which got his attention. He turned to see a diminutive woman 
sitting on the stool next to him. Dark eyes stared back at him, a mischievous smile playing at the 
corners of ful lips. Her features hinted at something hidden beneath the rough exterior. 

It's those silky locks that really make her stand out. 

Raven hair fell to her shoulders in gentle waves, and the Hunter caught the scent of a delightful 
blend of oils and herbs. 
She wore simple clothing, which fought to hide her curves. Trying to avoid attracting too much 

attention.  The Hunter sized her up. She looks as if she can hold her own in a fight  and between the
sheets. 

"What's that you say, miss?" he asked, confused. 
"I said, 'Slumming it, my lord?' " She emphasized the last two words. 
Her question surprised him. He wore rough clothing and an even rougher disguise, meant to 
blend in at The Iron Arms. 
"Do I look like a lord, lass?" 
"Not at all," she replied with a smile. "Your clothing certainly does  give you the appearance of nothing more than a simple dockhand." 
"But?" the Hunter asked, raising an eyebrow. 
"Look around you." She motioned to the crowd filling the tavern. "We are surrounded by 
rough, hard men burned by the sun, their hands callused. They stink of a full day's work." Her gaze 
returned to him. " That is the sign of a true laborer, not just some rough clothing. Plus, you smell like old leather rather than old sweat, and you sit with a straight back while everyone else slouches 
over their drink." 
"And this makes me a lord?" he asked. 
She graced him with another smile. 
"I've been watching you for a while. You addressed the serving girl with respect, and only your 
eyes wandered—your hands stayed on your tankard. I've not seen you shout once at a passing 
patron, even though you've been bumped a handful of times." 

She is good,  the Hunter thought, at a loss for words. 
"Don't bother to deny it, my lord," she cut him off before he could protest. "I know it has 
become a popular pastime among the lesser nobility of the city to dress in lower class clothing and 
experience ‘life on the underside', as they say. Hence my original question, 'Slumming it, my lord?'" 
"Quite the eye for details," the Hunter said, shrugging by way of acceptance. "What did you say your name was?" 
"I didn't," she responded with a sly smile. "Buy me a drink first, and we'll see if I feel like giving it to you." 
For reasons he couldn't explain, the Hunter found himself intrigued by this woman. Something 
about her pul ed him from his solitude, and he felt the desire to know more about her. 
He signaled for the pub landlord, who deposited two fresh tankards of ale in front of them 
before bustling away to attend to his other customers. The voice within him whispered lustful 
thoughts, which he ignored. 
"So," said the Hunter, "I guess you can say I'm guilty of 'slumming it', as you say." He adopted the role of a noble lord in disguise with ease. "It is  good to get away from the perfumes, the too-sweet wines, the annoyingly slow waltzes—" 
"The lavish banquets," she cut him off, "the comfortable carriages, the luxurious homes." 
The Hunter shrugged. "It's not all  bad, truth be told. Life isn't all suffering," he said with a grin. 
She glared, clearly finding no humor in his words. "What makes it awful is that you treat our 
lives like a novel experience, something to be enjoyed. It's just another thrill for you, but this is 
how we have to live every day. Lower Voramis is a rough place, especially for those of us without a fancy mansion to return home to once we've had enough cheap ale and sluts." 
Her anger surprised him. "I apologize if my lifestyle offends you, lady, but—" 
She cut him off with an angry glare. "I'm no lady! Just as you're no dockhand." 

What a woman!  He thought. He watched her out of the corner of his eye, though he tried to be 
unobtrusive about his interest. 
She downed the contents of her tankard and gestured for the bartender to bring her another. 
The Hunter motioned for a refill as well. 
When the tavern keeper finally replaced the Hunter's pewter mug with a fresh, full one, it was 
accompanied by an almost imperceptible nod. The Hunter's fingers closed around the small piece 
of parchment folded beneath the cup, and he slipped it surreptitiously into his pocket. 

I have what I came for,  he thought . 

Turning to face the woman once again, he slipped back into character. "Well, miss, I've got to 
get back to the ship. Shame I'm sleepin’ on board," he said with a wink filled with veiled meaning. 
He half-expected her to take offense at his forthrightness, but his mysterious companion 
simply ignored him. Shrugging, he said, "Goodnight, miss." 
"Goodnight," she responded, her voice icy with disdain. 
The Hunter stood and pushed his stool back from the bar. A spluttering sound came from 
behind him, and he turned to find a huge man staring down at him. 
Sloped shoulders and a square jaw were the man's best features. An oversized nose, 
cauliflower ears, and far too few teeth gave him a bestial look. Beer dripped down the man's beard 
and shirt, and anger filled his dull eyes. 
"Watch it, idiot," the big men yelled at him, grabbing the Hunter's arm in huge hands. 
"Excuse me. My mistake," apologized the Hunter. He made to move away, but the large hands 
remained firmly wrapped around his bicep. 
"I think you should buy me a drink," the big man said. "S'only fair." He gestured to his beer-soaked tunic. 
The man's face was far too close for comfort, and the Hunter struggled to keep down the 
contents of his stomach as the man's noxious breath filled his nostrils. 
Heat rushed to his face, and the urge to break this man with his hands nearly overwhelmed 
him. He took a deep breath, determined to swallow the anger flooding him. 
With a nod, the Hunter signaled the bartender to bring the big man another drink. He tried 
once again to leave, but the man's massive hand continued to hold him in place. 
"Maybe," said the big man, "you should also buy my friends here a drink." 
"Come on, Garlin," said one of the men sitting at the table, "he already paid for your drink." 
Garlin's friend clearly had better sense, or was at least less inebriated than his hulking 
companion. 
Spittle accompanied Garlin's words. "I said, my friends  need a drink." The big man stared into the Hunter's face, his eyes daring him to argue. 
The Hunter stared back for a tense moment, clenching his jaw and grinding his teeth. He was 
tempted to listen to the voice telling him to drive his dagger deep into the man's eye. 

Let me feed,  the dagger begged. It took every shred of his rapidly diminishing self-control to 
ignore the voice. 
At a nod from the Hunter, the pub landlord filled tankards for Garlin's three drinking 
companions. The Hunter tossed a silver drake to the tavern keeper, who caught it in deft fingers. 
The coin would cover the cost of the Hunter's drinks, as wel as the ale consumed by the 
mysterious woman at the bar, the massive Garlin, and Garlin's friends. 
"Now might be a good time to take your hand off me, "  said the Hunter in an even tone. 
Garlin studied him through ale-soaked eyes for a moment, smiled, and unclenched his sausage 
fingers. "Aye, you've paid off your debts, boyo, so you can scurry away now." 
The big man stepped around the Hunter, moving toward the woman sitting at the bar. He 
draped a muscled arm around her shoulder, and spoke without taking his eyes off her. 
"Now that you're leaving, let's see if this little lady doesn't fancy the company of a real  man, eh?" 
Whatever Garlin whispered into the woman's ear made her shudder in revulsion. Her face 
twisted with disgust. 
"Forget it," she spat, "not even if your shriveled cock was made of pure gold." 
The big man's eyes narrowed, his face flushing with anger. 
"I wasn't asking, girly." His voice turned ugly, with more than a hint of menace. "Time for you to play nice and come upstairs with me. If you need a bit of encouragement, I can always bring me 
mates along." 
Before he realized what he was doing, the Hunter stepped toward Garlin. 
"I believe the lady said something about wanting to leave the alehouse without a drunken 
gorilla clinging to her arm." A dangerous light glittered in the Hunter's eyes. "Might want to get 
back to that ale, friend." 
He gripped Garlin's arm, and the drunken man found himself being steered away from the 
bar. 
"Bugger off, you little pissant," Garlin hissed at the Hunter, wrenching his arm free from the 
vice grip. "The little lady and me are gonna have some fun, aren't we, my sweet tickle-tail?" Spittle flew as he leered at the woman. She glared back at him, wiping her face in obvious disgust. 
The Hunter’s patience with the drunk had run out. "I said enough." 

He accompanied his words with a short, sharp punch to the man's solar plexus. The force of 
the blow knocked the wind from the big man's lungs with a loud whoosh. Garlin's legs buckled, and 
the Hunter brought his knee up hard. It connected with the man's jaw, rocking his head back. His 
huge frame slumped unconscious toward the floor, crashing through a bar table and a pair of stools 
before finally hitting the sawdust with a loud thump. 
A tankard slammed down on the table next to him, and the Hunter turned to see Garlin's 
enraged friends charging him. He kicked high, and his heel caught a man in the temple. The 
assailant dropped to the floor without a sound. 
A hand grabbed his shoulder from behind. The Hunter lashed out with his elbow, and he heard 
a satisfying crunch from the man's nose. Hot blood spattered his arm. 
Adrenaline surged through the Hunter's veins, an eager smile crossing his face. Soulhunger, 
hidden in its sheath beneath his clothes, sensed blood and the voice pounded in his head, begging 
to be fed. 
Another of Garlin's friends swung a meaty fist toward him. The Hunter caught it in mid-air. A 
quick twist of the man's hand sent the assailant to his knees, and the Hunter delivered a sharp 
blow to the man's thick wrist with the edge of his hand. 
The sound of cracking bones echoed in the bar, a sound soon replaced by the man's agonized 
screams. 
"Oh gods, me wrist! He broke me bleedin’ wrist!" 
The Hunter's heart pounded as he reveled in the thrill of the fight. 

There should be one more. 
He might—

He heard a heavy thunk behind him, followed by a groan of pain. The sound caused him to 
spin around, preparing for another assault. 
The last member of Garlin's party had crept around behind the Hunter, a pewter tankard 
raised high overhead. Before he could bring it crashing down on the Hunter's head, the drunken 
man found himself caught in an arm-lock by the diminutive woman. His nose bled freely into the 
shattered pewter mug embedded in his face, and the pressure she applied to his fingers had him 
begging for mercy. 
The tavern had fallen silent, though the encounter had lasted for little more than a minute. The 
Hunter saw the heavy-set bouncers wending their way through the crowd, and knew he had 
outlasted his welcome. 

No matter. I got what I came for. 

The Hunter flipped a gold imperial to the bartender. "For the mess." 
The portly pub landlord nodded and motioned for the crowd to resume drinking. When the 
bouncers laid rough hands on the Hunter, he waved the thugs away. "He's leavin’." He shot an 
ominous glare at the Hunter. 
Silent stares followed the Hunter as he strode to the door. The din of conversation only 
resumed after he had stepped out of the doors of The Iron Arms. 
He breathed deeply, enjoying the cool night after the cloying heat of the bar. A miasma of 
scents hung in the air, but he found them much more enjoyable than the smell of old sweat, 
crusted vomit, and cheap beer. 

It smells the way a city should. 

His steps quickened, and the noise of the tavern faded as he strode down the cobbled street. 
"Hey!" a voice rang out behind him, calling after him. "Hey, you!" 
The Hunter turned and found the woman from the bar chasing him down the street. She 
glared at him, her face flushed with anger. 
"Why in the frozen hell did you do that?" she raged. "I had the situation in hand." 
This took the Hunter by surprise. "I did nothing any other man of class wouldn't do. I saw a 
lady in an untenable situation, and I thought—" 
"You thought wrong! I'm no delicate lady. I can take care of myself." 
"I can see that," the Hunter responded with a grin. 
"Good, and remember it, stranger." Her eyes glittered with anger, but she no longer shouted. 
"I'm not some painting to be hung on a wall and protected; I'm more than capable of handling 
anything and anyone." 
"Consider it a lesson learned," the Hunter said with all the grace expected of a lordling, bowing 
to complete the façade. He turned and strode off into the night, but he had only walked a few steps 
when her voice called out to him once more. 
"It's Celicia, by the way." 
The Hunter turned to reply, but the woman had disappeared. 

Who is this mysterious woman?  Intrigued, the Hunter let his imagination wander. 

She saw through my disguise easily enough, though she mistook me for a lord rather than 

realizing who I really am. Perhaps…

He refused to voice the thought, but deep in his mind, he continued to ponder the question. 
Soulhunger's voice throbbed in his head, returning him to the present. With an effort, he 
shook the image of Celicia away. 

Enough. I have a mission to accomplish. 

Closing his eyes, he cast out his senses. Soulhunger, attuned to the unique scent of its quarry, 
sought the life force of the man—or woman—he had been hired to kill. 

There you are. 

He sensed the direction in which he would find his target. A slow smile of anticipation spread 
across his face. Lord Dannaros had descended from his grandiose Upper Voramis mansion and 
was headed toward the sprawling Port of Voramis—the last place he ought to be at this time of 
night. 

Let's find out what brings you to the port so late. 
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 “Stop, thief!” The tiny clerk waved his hands in the air like a maniac. 
Alayna froze—a guilty tell, but she had never done this before. She took in the scene at the 
run-down convenience store, weighing her options. 

I can turn myself in.  First offense, and the dollar value of the items were low. Probably wouldn’t 
even press charges. She eyed the frantic clerk. He would definitely press charges.  He popped out of 
her view, which lead her to consider her second option. 

The front door. It was only a few feet away. The clerk was encased behind a wall of clear 
panels, designed like a little fortress to keep the cigarettes, condoms, and cash register safe. I can 

probably make it, she thought. 
But two things changed her mind. The first was a burly customer who made eye contact with 
her and started walking in her direction. The second was the clicking noise of a gun being cocked. 

A day-old ham sandwich and a bag of chips is not worth dying for. She let out a resigned sigh 
and approached the clerk, her hands in the air. 
“Empty your purse!” Spittle appeared on the plexiglass panel around him. The fluorescents on 
the ceiling reflected off his bald head, giving him a light mohawk. Alayna couldn’t tell what 
nationality he was by his accent, and his light brown skin color wasn’t much help either. If he were 
black like she, he certainly wasn’t giving her any special consideration. 
Alayna did as instructed. The sandwich and chips fel to the counter with a thud. 
“What is wrong with kids these days?” the clerk fumed, his eyes critical and judgmental. “Are 
on cr–” 
The jingle of the front door opening stopped the clerk’s rant, and he motioned to whoever 
entered. 
“Oh, thank God you’re here, officer.” 

Great, a policeman, Alayna thought. Can my luck be any worse?  She pushed a frayed lock of hair away from her face and reluctantly turned. The cop before her couldn’t be more of a stereotype—
greying afro and a potbelly full of donuts, she was sure. 
“This girl,” the clerk began, pointing an accusing finger at Alayna, “was trying to steal from my store!” The outraged tone of his voice was almost laughable, as if it were the worst crime 
committed in the history of man. Alayna pressed her lips together to suppress a snicker. 
“Is that right?” the cop asked, in an odd detached sort of way, as if he were listening to an 
interesting news report on TV. He stared at Alayna, tilting his head slightly. 

What is up with this dude? Alayna thought. She folded her arms against her chest and looked 
down. She’d seen the look of disappointment too many times. Like the critical gaze of the clerk—so 
superior, indignant even. As if her very existence was simply a waste of cells. 
“Well?” The clerk stared at the cop. “Are you going to arrest her?” 
“Arrest me?” Alayna shook her head, her wild hair bouncing along with it. Other students at her 
last school teased her about it, but she didn’t care. She wasn’t trying to win any beauty pageants. 
“I’m only sixteen, you can’t—” 
The cop closed his eyes for a moment and reopened them, as if he were in some kind of daze. 
“Of course.” He grabbed the top of Alayna’s arm and led her towards the entrance. 
“Thank you, officer.” A satisfied grin spread across the clerk’s face. “And don’t even think about 
coming back here, girl!” 
A round of spontaneous applause sounded from the clerk and customers alike. 

They don’t know me, Alayna thought. They don’t see the real me. Just a statistic. A stereotype. 

Once they made it out the door, she yanked her arm free of the officer’s grasp. “You can’t 
arrest me, I’m a minor.” 
“Of course.” The cop stared at her curiously. 

Is that all he’s going to say? Does he know how to say anything else?  There was something 
vacant to his gaze, like he wasn’t all there. 

Should I make a run for it?  Alayna decided it wasn’t worth the risk of getting shot. She looked 
around and didn’t see a cop car parked anywhere. “Where’s your car?” 
“My car?” He looked down for a moment, then answered, “I don’t have one.” 
Alayna didn’t know how to respond. “So…” 
He just continued to stare at her. She scratched her head, waiting for him to say something. 
Anything. 
“Okay, I’ll guess I’ll be going then.” Alayna walked away from him slowly, still afraid he might 
draw his gun or give chase. But he just stood there, watching her. 
“Weirdo.” There’s no way that dude is a cop. A real cop would’ve at least lectured me on my life 

choices.  She turned at the next corner, eager to get some distance from him. 

What the hell was that all about?  Alayna wasn’t complaining, it was incredibly lucky she didn’t 
get thrown in juvie. It would’ve screwed everything up—the last thing she needed was to get 
thrown back in the system. 
She looked back toward the street she came from and exhaled a sigh of relief. She was alone. 
The sun reflected brightly on a car farther down the street, blinding Alayna for a moment. She 
rubbed her eyes, and the moment her hands left her face, she saw him there. Next to the car stood 
the same odd dude, staring at her. 

How did he get all the way down there?  She didn’t dare take her eyes off him as she approached 
him. “What’s your deal?” 
The cop seemed as if he were taken aback by the question. “I have more…questions.” 
“Look, I know you’re not a real cop. I don’t know what kind of game you’re playing, but if you 
think for a second I’m going anywhere with you, you’re insane.” 
He tilted his head. “I find you interesting.” 

This guy is sounding more and more like a serial killer. 


Nope. Not going to happen.  Alayna flashed a fake smile, but then sprinted as she passed him. 
She ran until her lungs felt like they were going to burst. In trying to get as much distance as 
she could from him, she didn’t pay attention to where she was running. Not until she heard a deep 
voice call out her name. 
“Alayna!” 
It was a voice she prayed she’d never hear again. Only a few days had passed since she ran 
away, but the sound of his voice made it feel like seconds. She realized, with sudden dread, she had 
run down the street where her old foster parents lived. Why the hel didn’t I run to the park? Only
overzealous geese to be afraid of there. 

“Been looking all over town for you, girl.” Darius, her foster father, sprinted over to where she 
stood, frozen in place. 
A tear escaped her eye, as she looked away. “Sorry, sir.” 
“I… we missed you at home.” He touched her shoulder, lightly at first, but then his fingers 
wrapped around it and squeezed. “Look at me, Alayna.” 
She reluctantly met his gaze. His cold eyes contrasted the grin on his face, but it was an 
expression she’d gotten used to: a perfect combination of disdain and anticipation. She could only 
imagine the things he planned to do to her, to punish her act of disobedience. 
In her peripheral vision, she caught a glimpse of the pseudo officer again. Her eyes grew large, 
as she realized, odd behavior or not, she was probably safer with him than Darius. 
“Let’s go home, baby,” Darius said, a little too eagerly. 
“I… I can’t go with you,” Alayna said loudly, so the cop could hear. He seemed to take the hint 
and approached them. “This policeman needs to talk to me.” 
Darius turned and sawthe officer, who extended his hand to shake. 
“She’s right,” the cop said,“I have to ask her some questions about an attempted theft.” 
Darius glanced at Alayna, his eyes critical.“A theft?” 
“What’s going on?” a female voice said, from the house. Alayna’s foster mother, Rosa, 
narrowed her eyes upon seeing Alayna. She let out a stream of muttered obscenities in Spanish, 
shaking her head. 
Darius ignored her and folded his arms against his chest. “What kind of trouble has she gotten 
into?” 
“No trouble, sir,” Alayna said. “He just has some questions, that’s all.” 
The cop nodded in agreement. 
Darius eyed the cop and then Alayna, as if he didn’t believe them. Finally, he relented, stepping 
aside. 
“Just be sure to deliver her back to me,” Darius said. “We can’t have her running away again.” 
Alayna shuddered at the knowing look on his face. How am I going to get out of this? 

As Alayna walked away with the officer, she noticed he seemed different, less scary than 
before. But it was more than that—he seemed younger somehow, than when she first saw him in 
the convenience store. 
“Are you stalking me or something?” Alayna knew she should be nicer, and she did feel 
gratitude, but she still wasn’t so sure about this guy. If he wasn’t really a cop, why was he 
impersonating one? 
“No, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you.” He looked farther down the street. “I’m kinda new at 
this.” 
Alayna softened. If he were a new cop, it would explain what happened. Does this mean I’m still 

going to be arrested? 
“So, are you gonna take me in?” 
His eyes got large, as if he didn’t expect that question. “I suppose that depends.” 
“Depends on what?” Alayna wondered if it was bad judgment to leave with him. But anything 
was preferable to staying with Darius. 
“I…uh, do have to ask you a few questions. But ultimately, it’s up to you.” 

What is this guy talking about? Why would I choose to go to juvie? “I don’t understand.” 
He sighed. “Can I buy you dinner? We can talk then.” 
“Look, I appreciate you helping me out with Darius, but I don’t even know your name. I don’t 
make it a habit of eating with strangers.” 
“I’m not from here,” he said, as if that were any kind of answer to her question. 
“You know, I was born and raised here, never left the metro area, but I’m pretty sure people 
outside of DC have names…” 
He smiled. “You’re funny.” 
The warmth in his expression immediately set her at ease. Part of her wondered if she was 
crazy for even considering it. But something about the way he talked, the way he carried himself in 
an open, unassuming fashion, convinced her he was no threat. 
Plus, she was hungry as hell, since she never did get to eat that sandwich. 
“My name is Alayna,” she said. “You don’t have to tell me your name, but yougotta give me 
something to refer to you as.” 
He scratched his head. “A?” 
Alayna shook her head no. “That’s an article, it’ll get too confusing.” 
“B?” 
She laughed. “Also a word. Two words, actually.” 
“C?” 

Is this guy for real? “Well, the letter isn’t a word, but…Nevermind, C it is.” She shook his hand, 
which was unusually warm. “It’s nice to meet you, C.” 
“And you as well, Alayna.” His smile was sincere, and she found it comforting somehow. 
“You’re not a cop, are you?” she asked. 
He half-smiled. “If that’s what you perceive me to be.” 

What kind of psycho-babble is that? She didn’t know how to respond, so she stayed silent. 
“What would you like to eat?” C asked. 
“Whatever, I’m not picky.” She was so hungry, she would’ve devoured anything that remotely 
resembled food. It had been a day since she last ate, if the suspect gruel she ate at the shelter 
(whichdidn’t stay down) counted. 
They made it back to a crowded street, in a better part of town where there were a number of 
restaurant choices. They stopped at the first restaurant they approached, a sports bar type place 
serving American food. 
“Are you sure about this place? Isn’t it pricey?” Alayna asked. She’d never been to a restaurant 
like that before. The nicest place she was ever taken to was a Denny’s. 
“I have funds,” C said. “I was given enough to live comfortably for six months.” 
“What happens after six months?” 
“Oh, I’ll be gone long before then.” 
He said it in a such a warm, reminiscent tone, she could only conclude he wasn’t from DC. “So 
where do you call home?” 
“My planet isn’t in your solar system. I doubt you would have heard of it.” 

Oh great, a whack job. Okay, I’ll play along.After all, he is buying me this nice dinner. “Oh yeah? 
They say the universe is a vast, infinite space. Not surprised we don’t know all there is to know.” 
The sincere grin that appeared on C’s face was contagious—she felt good for throwing him 
that bone. “I knew it. I knew you would understand.” He continued to stare at her, but it was more a 
look of admiration, of unexpected delight. 
The hostess led them to a booth in the corner of the restaurant. Alayna had never seen so 
much old memorabilia in her life, nailed to the walls or suspended from the ceiling. She giggled, 
wondering why someone would choose to decorate a space with a bunch of crap that looked like it 
was from some old guy’s attic. The place was only mildly crowded, but there were enough people 
for Alayna to feel comfortable, if C’s eccentric nature turned out to be something more sinister. 
Alayna let out a long sigh, as if to push the thought from her mind and just relax. There was 
something about him, something she couldn’t quite put her finger on, that put her at ease. Even if 
he was bat-shit crazy, at the very least he was entertaining. And genuine. 
It was nice. 
The hostess handed them menus and left. 
Alayna bounced a couple of times on the cushion after she sat down. “Thanks again, this place 
is really nice.” 
“Order anything you like.” C browsed his menu briefly, and then put it down. 
Alayna smiled as she leafed through the pages. “Seriously? I could order the filet mignon?” 
“Why not?” C said. “Anything.” 
“Wow.” She fidgeted in her seat, and then looked off to the side. “And you’re not expecting 
anything in return?” 
C’s brow wrinkled. “I don’t understand.” 
Alayna had enough experiences with men not to assume anything, no matter how innocent 
they appeared to be. She continued to avoid his eyes. “People always have an agenda.” 
He gazed at her, and his expression grew sad. “I don’t.” 
She looked up at his somber response, and he somehow appeared younger, like he was more 
in his thirties than his fifties. His face seemed slimmer, his body more muscular. And his eyes—
they turned from a shade of dirt brown only moments before, to a golden brown. 
“What is going on with you?” she whispered. 
A waitress arrived at the table and took their drink order. Alayna couldn’t keep her eyes off 
him. Did I imagine an old man before?  She shook her head, wondering if she were losing it. 
“What’s wrong?” C asked. 
“Your appearance. You look like a different person from when I first met you in the store.” She 
picked at the sleeve of her shirt. Confrontation wasn’t something she enjoyed. It never ended well 
for her in the past. 
The waitress returned with their drinks, and then took their order. Alayna didn’t hold back, 
ordering an appetizer and the biggest combination platter they had. 
“People see what they want to see,” was his cryptic response. He smiled at his drink, playing 
with the ice cubes with his straw. “This soda stuff is just amazing! So bubbly.” 
“You don’t have soda where you’re from?” she said, then recalled his earlier comment. “Oh 
that’s right, you’re from a distant galaxy.” 
“It’s not that far away.” He took a sip from his drink and let out a satisfied exhale. “But it is the 
most incredible place. So peaceful.” 
Alayna considered it for a moment, that the man who sat across from her was actually an 
extraterrestrial. Though it was a ridiculous notion, one question just begged to be asked. “So why 
are you here then, why this planet?” 
“A song I heard. Made me think there was hope for it.” He rested his hands on the table. “But 
enough about me, I want to know about you.” 
Alayna let out a nervous laugh. “Not much to tell.” 
“I doubt that. Maybe there’s not much you want to tell?” His eyes were kind but curious. He 
waited patiently for her to respond. 
“I hardly know you, C. Besides, you really want to hear my life history? It’s not that—” 
A thought occurred to her, one that stopped her mid-sentence. “Wait a minute. Are you a 
social worker?” 
“No,” he answered. “I told you, I’m from–” 
“Right, right, another planet.” Could it be one of their ploys, to get me to talk, so they can put me 

back in the system?  “Are you from CPS?” 
“CPS?” The blank look on his face was comical. 
“Guess that’s a no.” 
“Deception is not something I actively try to do.” 

What the hell is that supposed to mean?  Alayna looked at C, but he wasn’t wearing a wise-ass 
smirk or anything. She got the feeling he meant exactly what he said, however bizarre it was. 
“You intrigue me, Alayna. Please tell me about yourself.” The gold in his eyes seemed to shine 
brighter, and Alayna found herself smiling along with him. 
“Well,” she began, and then paused to take a sip from her drink, “like I said, it’s pretty simple. I 
never knew my father, my mother bailed when I was four, and I was stuck in the foster system for 
most of my life.” 
“And you’re living with that family now, the one I saw you with earlier?” 
Alayna cringed. She had run away from there a couple of days ago. The last thing in the world 
she wanted was to be returned to them. Not after what happened. 
“Uh…no.” She rubbed the back of her neck. “It’s a long story.” 
The waitress came back with their appetizer order. Alayna reveled in the greasy wonder of the 
enormous deep-fried onion. 
“So, what is the food like where you’re from?” Alayna asked. 
“It’s not this flavorful or elaborate,” he said. “But it’s of little importance to us.” 
“What is important to you?” Alayna asked, now curious. 
C smiled and placed a finger on his lips pensively. “Knowledge. Experiencing life to its ful est—
seeing, hearing, feeling everything.” 
The answer kinda threw her off for a moment; she didn’t expect it. Though really, what was 
she supposed to expect from a man who claimed to be an alien? 
“What’s important to you?” he asked. 
She half-smiled. “That’s a bit of a moving target. A week ago, it would’ve been timing my 
arrival from school so I wouldn’t be alone with Darius. Now, it’s more figuring out where I’m going 
to sleep.” 
Sometimes when she closed her eyes, glimpses replayed in her mind. Darius’ bloodshot eyes 
and his rage, Rosa leaving in a huff.Trying to lock the door and him breaking it down, and then… 
The pain was unbearable. 

Every time it happened. 

Rosa found out and lost her mind, beating Alayna until she passed out. 
A pregnancy. Then a miscarriage. 
She figured it had to be a sign, for her to get out and start over. Even if it meant she would be 
homeless. 
C was silent for a while, and Alayna wondered if it was a mistake to say that. 
“Don’t get me wrong,” she said quickly. “I’m doing fine on my own, it’s just—” 
“Life has not been kind to you. I can see that in your eyes, and sense it from your emotions.” 
He stated it as fact, not opinion or speculation, as if he already knew all about her. 
“What do you mean?” Alayna pushed back an errant clump of frizz from her face. She knew by 
all counts she should be freaked out, but his kind eyes calmed her. And the crazy stuff he kept 
saying was nothing if not interesting. 
“My people, we can sense emotions in each other, even thoughts. Communication is effortless. 
In this way, I feel sorry for humans, you seem to have some great difficulty with this.” 
“Yes, we do.” Alayna couldn’t help but laugh. “How is it that you do that? Say stuff that would get 
me put in an asylum, and I’m like, totally believing you.” 
“You sense that I’m speaking the truth,” he said. “You seem more perceptive than most.” 
“Thank you.” She valued the compliment. Not every day an alien calls you perceptive. 
The waitress returned with their main meal and cleared the scant remains of the appetizer. 
Alayna excused herself and went to the restroom. She splashed some water on her face, 
wondering if she was the biggest idiot on the planet. How can I possibly believe this dude?  No 
matter how insane he sounded, she couldn’t shake the feeling he was genuine. 

How screwed up am I, that the most genuine person in my life believes he’s an alien from outer 

space? 

She patted her face with a paper towel, and then smoothed down her wild black locks. Hard 
for any boys to be interested with crazy, frizzy hair. But he was different—he wasn’t a boy. And he 
was refreshingly unique. 

What am I even thinking? Why do I care what this odd,possibly certifiable guy thinks?  Though 
she didn’t want to admit it, C had her feeling something she hadn’t dared to feel, for fear it would 
vanish and never surface again. 

Happiness. It wasn’t from infatuation or anything physical, but from a different place. A place 
of friendship, maybe even hope. She’d never met anyone like him before. 
Thinking about everything they’d discussed, she wasn’t paying much attention to her 
surroundings, as she returned from the bathroom. She slipped back into the booth she had shared 
with C and was about to dive into her meal, when she looked up. The person who sat across from 
her was a young, handsome boy, scarcely older than she. His eyes, more golden now than before, 
were the only thing familiar to her. 
She looked around, startled. Am I in the wrong booth? That can’t be him…

“Alayna, what’s wrong?” C’s familiar voice seemed foreign coming from that person’s mouth. 
“No,” she said, as she stood and staggered back. “You’re not C, he…he’s…” 
Alayna frantically scanned the restaurant, wondering if he’d left. If someone was playing a 
cruel joke on her. But the middle-aged man she was talking with was gone. 
The handsome stranger approached her. “You see me that differently?” He muttered to 
himself, “That’s never happened before.” He looked back up at Alayna. “It’s still me. C.” He reached 
for her hand, but she just shook her head, retreating. And then she ran out of the restaurant. 
Outside, night had fallen. Alayna didn’t have any place to go—the shelter was overcrowded and 
disgusting, even by homeless standards. So, she ran to the only other place she could think of:the 
park. 

How could he turn into a different person?Is he a shapeshifter or something?  His claim about 
being from another planet suddenly seemed plausible. 

No, there must be a logical explanation.  The only other thing she could come up with was that 
it was her—she was the one who was crazy. Great, that’s just what I need. Darius is after me, I’ve 

got nowhere to sleep, and now I’m mental, too. 
Alayna found a spot by the lake, away from the main roads where police would be patrolling. It 
was so quiet. She could just make out a duck or two swimming in the distance. 
She settled on the ground and wrapped her arms around her legs. It’s going to be all right. I’ll 

figure out what to do. 

“I can help you with that.” 
The sound of C’s voice startled her, and she jumped up to her feet. The last incarnation of him 
at the restaurant, the handsome boy, stood in front of her. 
“Help with what?” 
“I mentioned how I communicate. It’s never happened with a human before, but I can 
understand your thoughts, just as easily as if you spoke them.” 
The gold in his eyes burned brighter, pushing out all the brown that was there. The calm she 
sensed from him spread to her, and she relaxed. 
“Who are you, really?” She reached for his hands, but then stopped, afraid of what would 
happen if she touched him. 
“There’s no reason to be afraid. I appear as people would imagine me to be. No human has 
ever seen our true form before.” 
Alayna gulped. There was no rationalizing it now. The being before her was an alien. “What do 
you look like?” 
“I guess the best way to explain it would be light. I am…a being of energy.” 
She closed her eyes and placed her hands in his. Her mind spun, a dizzying array of colors and 
thoughts. Finally, the dizziness dissolved and settled into a picture of a room, where men and 
women in robes were having a discussion. They were all similar looking, with a generic beige skin 
tone and short brown hair, as if they were all siblings from the same parent. C was one of them. 

What am I seeing? Is this something in C’s mind? 

“You have to give me another chance,” C said to the others. “The place you sent me was filled 
with poverty, despair and distrust. There are other locations on this planet where we may find 
someone more suitable.” 
“Do you have any suggestions?” one of the females said. 
C nodded. “America.” 
The robed figures talked back and forth amongst each other. 
“Very well,” one of the males finally said. “You shall go to the Capitol and meet with their 
leader.” 
“Yes,” another said, “what better way to assess their readiness, than to review the person 
elected to be their representative?” 
C shook his head. “You don’t understand. Politicians… they are…” 
“It is done.Go now,” another female said. 
The scene dissolved as C withdrew his hands. 
Alayna shook off the fog from that experience. Her head felt full, but she was unharmed. “So 
that’s how you got to DC?” 
C looked at her curiously. “I… I didn’t think I could do that. With you, I mean.” 
She knew she should be totally freaked out, but seeing his thoughts felt natural, like an ability she should’ve had all her life, but through the tragic happenstance of being human, she was denied 
this wondrous gift. “Did you really try to go see the president?” 
“No.” A sheepish smile appeared. “I had heard some of the political news, when I visited the 
first time. I knew he wasn’t who I was looking for.” 
“Why did they appear human, your people?” Alayna asked. 
“It still must be easier for you to process us in this way,” C said. She detected a twinge of 
disappointment in his voice. 
Alayna remembered what he said before, why he’d chosen Earth. “That song you mentioned, 
the reason you wanted to come here, what was it?” 
C managed a small, simple smile. “An older one, I don’t know that you’d be familiar with it.” 
“Just because I’m young, doesn’t mean I listen to only Taylor Swift,” she said, laughing. “Try 
me.” 
“It’s called Imagine.” 
Alayna smiled. She always loved that song. Sometimes it even made her cry, to think about a 
place like that. If only that were real. 


It is real. 
She heard the words as plain as could be, but C’s lips didn’t move an inch. Did I just hear his 

thoughts? 

C’s eyes grew large. “I knew it! From the moment I first met you, I sensed it… I was right 
about you.” 
“Right about what?” Alayna had never felt more comfortable with anyone in her entire life. It 
was like she could anticipate what he would say next. 
“That you were perceptive. Open to possibility.” 
Alayna felt a warmth surrounding her. She closed her eyes and basked in the heat. “That’s 
amazing.” 
“There you are!” 
Alayna jumped at the voice from out of the shadows, a voice all too familiar. She felt a chill run the length of her spine. 
Darius strode up in an overconfident swagger. “I thought you might be sneaking around here.” 
He motioned to C. “Who’s your girlfriend?” 
Alayna chuckled. “Of course that’s what he would see. Probably looks like a supermodel.” She 
turned to C. “Why did he see a cop the first time he saw you?” 
“Because you said I was a policeman. The suggestion planted that image in his mind.” 
Darius looked painfully confused. “What the hell are you two rattling on about?” 
Dismissive. Superior. Abusive. He was like the perfect representation of the worst of 
humanity. 
“This doesn’t concern you,” C said to him. “Please leave us.” 
Alayna was shocked at C’s words, and genuinely afraid for his safety. She positioned herself in 
between Darius and C. 
“Who does this bitch think she is, telling me my business?” He shoved Alayna out of the way, 
and drew back his fist to strike C. 
C halted his attack, holding Darius’ fist in his hand. A glow emanated from C’s hand, 
illuminating Darius’ fist. 
“What the…” Darius cried out and withdrew, rubbing his injured fist with his good hand. “My 
hand, it was like it was on fire! Who are you?” 
In a calm tone, C said, “Leave now. We have no further use for you.” 
Darius glared at C, but Alayna could see the fear in Darius’ eyes. It was strangely therapeutic 
for her. 
“I’ll wait for you over there,” Darius said to her, as he motioned across the way to a park 
bench in the distance. He eyed C a final time and departed with a disapproving snort, mumbling 
something about that bitch being lucky. 
Alayna wanted to die. She watched Darius retreat and felt an utter dread. Being trapped back 
with him and Rosa was her worst nightmare. 
C stared in his direction as well, disgust plainly written all over his face. “We abhor violence and don’t tolerate it. That man… what he did to you…” 
“How did you know about that?” Alayna said quietly. 
“Your thoughts in the restaurant. I’m so sorry he treated you that way, what you had to 
endure.” 
She looked off to the side, a resigned smile on her face. “Thank you. But it looks like that’s 
going to be my life again.” 
“Alayna, do you know what I see when I look at you?” C asked, as he gently took her hand in 
his. “A girl with a natural beauty, a light that shines from within. And no matter how hard she tries 
to be invisible, the light shines on: an energy pure and exquisite and full of love.” 
She’d never heard anything so beautiful in her life. 
“Your life can be so much more than what you have here.” C’s calming gaze was upon her, and 
the smile on his face sparked a desperate hope within her. 
“What’s it like, on your planet?” Alayna took both of his hands in hers once more and closed 
her eyes. 
The images that filled her head were nothing short of breathtaking. The planet itself was 
green with life—plants, insects, animals, but yet in perfect balance with the beings of his race. She 
sensed it was more of a synergistic relationship, that the native life forms were benefitting from 
the amazing energy his people gave off. 
Then she realized, she wasn’t perceiving them as human anymore. She opened her eyes and 
gasped. The light, the energy of C bathed her in a comforting heat. He was raw and beautiful in his 
natural form, the most amazing sight she’d ever witnessed: a million points of spectacular light. 

You can see me? 


Yes,  she thought. And a feeling of gratitude and love swept over her, something she’d never felt 
before. In al her life, she’d never felt so much love. It overwhelmed her, and she broke down, 
crying. 
The warmth surrounding her grew more intense. She felt her body lift off the ground, and in 
that weightlessness, her emotions found balance. 

Come with me. Become one of us. But know if you leave, it will be permanent. 

“I don’t have anything here.” She glanced at Darius on the park bench. “Nothing good, anyway.” 

Your human form will be gone, too. 
Alayna touched her frazzled hair and looked down at her body. All things considered, it was 
more of a burden. Something for animals like Darius to abuse. 
“You ready to go yet, girl?” Darius called out. 

I’m ready, she thought. She closed her eyes as the light overtook her. It felt like a release, more 
than anything, shedding off her last vestiges of humanity. But then it felt familiar, too, like she 
finally arrived after a lifetime of feeling like an outsider. Her senses became as one, and she 
understood everything C was trying to explain. She could feel everything, and yet, a peaceful 
feeling of love was the most dominant emotion. So pure. Not dependent on other people or her 
current situation. It was just there, like a default state of being. 
In a brilliant display of light, their bodies combined into a single beam and shot into space. 
For the first time in her life, Alayna was free. She was home. 
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Chapter1 
“TIME TO GET moving, get selling,” Hugh said. “You’ll be top salesman again this month if you keep at 
it.” Hugh slapped Eli on the back. Hugh was a big man, but Eli, at six-five, was even bigger. 

The sun looks wrong,Eli thought as he glanced past Hugh and out the window behind him. Eight 
ordinary, unnoticed minutes from now the sun could be gone. It could be gone right now. 
Eli sat in his chair at his cubicle, the one nearest the window, the one nearest the wrong-seeming 
sun, the one farthest away from the wrong-seeming boss. A person you could never accept as a 
boss but who was in fact the boss. 
Eli looked out at the sun, which was wronger than ever, less hopeful, less like the sun you’d want to 
see if you were lost on Earth, a stranded visitor from a distant planet in another galaxy, like that 
guy on the poster he’d seen on the bus on his way in to work. 
But . . . time to sell. Time to forget that something—that everything’s—wrong. 
“Hello! Eli Ryerson, here, from Sunbright Lifestyles. I have a special gift just for you! Just for 
answering a few simple questions that could change your life and your future! Now—” 

Bang.  Most people hang up. That’s why no one wants this job. 
Eli exhaled twice and felt each bone settling into its groove. 

Start over, Eli told himself. Every minute that you start over brings new possibilities. Inevitably, 
someone will be lonely enough to listen, to want to answer the questions, to need to stay on the 
line and get sucked into it. 
Perseverance. That’s how you got to be the top seller of timeshares at Sunbright Lifestyles. 
Whether the sun looks right or wrong. Whether you’re in the right place or the right time. 
Didn’t matter. 
“. . . that could change your life and your future! Now, I want to ask you: Wouldn’t you love a 
beautiful place to go? Idyllic? A place at the beach? Sunny? Bright? Breezy? Where you could taste 
the salt air and watch the waves come in and just relax? 
“A place that was yours  for a week or two or a month out of the year? A place you didn’t have to 
take care of but that would just be waiting  for you? Always ready for you? A place you could rely 
on!” 
You could tel immediately if you were going to make a sale. Even though this prospect was talking 
about her life, was picking up little threads that you dropped and using them to weave a limp cloth 
with a meandering, senseless pattern, and was staying on the line, she was never going to buy 
anything. 
If you’d been selling the key that opened the door to enlightenment and charging only a penny for it, she’d never buy it. She was lonely enough to listen but definitely not lonely enough to fill up her 
life with another obligation, a completely unnecessary obligation. 
Wasting time. 
Smile, make an excuse, hang up. The prospects can absolutely hear the smile. 
Eli looked out the window. Chills mixed with a boiling-over fear. Because the sun wasn’t right, the 
office wasn’t right, and nobody looked like they were supposed to look. 
How can you become the month’s top-selling salesperson if you let things get to you, stop calling 
prospects? How can you become the month’s top-selling salesperson if your gut is telling you that 
nothing’s right, that you’re in the wrong place, that you’re missing something? 
But like the alien in the poster on the bus, your home is too distant to even consider returning to. 
The man from the far-off galaxy—now, that seemed right. That seemed understandable. But that 
was an entertainment, an imagined scene. That an imagined scene looked right and that 
everything else seemed . . . 
If you get up from your desk, walk past all the wrong-seeming people in this not-right office and go 
out the door, you can’t hope to become the month’s top-selling salesman. You can’t hope to make 
enough money to pay your rent or feed yourself. 
If you walk down twenty-three flights of steps instead of taking the elevator, you’re not using your 
time wel . The elevator’s faster and you should be at your desk, sel ing instead. 
Twelve flights down the dull blue stairwell, Eli stopped for a moment. The chill rose up. The heat 
boiled over, more insistent. The coexistence of searing heat and intense chill was as wrong as 
anything else. 
Rubbing his neck, rubbing his face, shaking his head. Did the staircase look wrong, too? Not as 
wrong as the office, as the sun. But not right. The center of his body as wrong as anything else. 
Was anything right? 
Running down the last eleven flights, skipping steps, closing his senses to the sounds of his shoes 
on the stairs, his breath pulsing, the empty echoes of the stairwell. Pushing open the fire bar, the 
ice and boil ever rising, taking over. 

Chapter 2 
SHE’S A TYPICAL client. Very edgy. You might even say paranoid. Wanting to do it but also wishing 
she’d never worked up the nerve. Looking around, eyes never staying in one spot for more than a 
moment. 
Did I just see her flinch? 
I can already tell that she’ll ask too many questions. She’s gripping the brochure, the one with all 
the rules laid out very very plainly. 
Because Sean doesn’t want anyone getting the wrong idea. 
Yet every damned person who comes in here has the completely wrong idea and we have to set 
them straight. 
Why I had to come in early today is the question that’s beating me over the center of my chest 
with a force that I’m sure a physicist could explain. And why the hell isn’t Sean here yet? It’s his 
company, after all. 
The client’s a medium-height, medium-build, medium woman with medium-brown hair. I’ve 
gotten tea for her. And one for myself. 
She’s holding on to her purse like she thinks she’s about to be mugged. Another flinch, and if her 
eyes haven’t taken in every square millimeter of the office yet, it’s not because she hasn’t been 
making a good enough effort. 
“Have some tea.” 
Like so many other clients, she’s distracted yet focused, determined yet skittish, decisive and 
simultaneously wavering. Uncertainly certain. 
“Thank you?” She looks down at her tea. 
“You’re welcome?” It’s easy enough to return a question with a question, something Harv is always 
criticizing me about. As though he’s above criticism. 
“And?” 
But—it’s because no one wants to break the law. 
By that, what I mean is that everyone  wants to break the law. Isn’t that what laws are for?—to 
entice people to break them? To make the resistible irresistible. To give you a thrill in your 
otherwise not-too-exciting existence. 
To give you one more thing to worry about and lose sleep over so that the other things that deeply 
bother you will be pushed aside and squelched under this new, nervous-making, illegal, and 
electrically exciting thing that you’re contemplating—that you’re doing. 
It’s like any hobby—something to take your attention away from the terrible truths of life, which truths even I have no desire to get into. 
I mean, what she’s about to do may be illegal, but I work here. 
This woman has moved past the contemplation stage and is actually doing something. Once 
someone gets this far, they rarely back out. Not never, but rarely. It takes quite a bit of effort just to 
find us, and once you’ve passed that part, the rest is downhill. 
Really, where is Sean? It’s nearly ten already and he’s never late. Never. He’s so reliable. 
“Can you bring something back for me?” 
“No.” I refuse to give her any additional information. She has the pamphlet in her grip, the stiff, 
shiny paper pushed into creases against her purse. Jeezus. Who carries a purse anymore? 
The pamphlet answers every single question she could possibly come up with, including the 
inevitable Can I take this pamphlet with me when I leave? 

No. It stays here. 
I hate it when the clients crease up the pamphlets, the pamphlets they haven’t even looked at  much 
less studied. And it’s so great-looking. I’m pretty sure #2 did all the design work. She’s creative like 
that. 
“But . . . how will I know it’s been delivered?” 
“Look, miss—” 
“Elizabeth.” 
“Okay, Elizabeth. Look here. You’ll know your package has been delivered because that’s what we 

do. We deliver packages.” 
“You mean I have to take your word for it?” 
Damn, I wish I were back at the shop. I need to break something right this instant. 
“We’ve never failed to deliver a package.” I praise myself for saying that with such restraint and 
grace. I sit up taller and exude some confidence. 
Although of course my answer’s not exactly true. But it’s pretty close to true, a lot truer than the 
name Elizabeth. Not a lot of lawbreakers give out their real names. 
She looks around some more. She hasn’t touched her aromatic tea. I stare right at her and take a 
swig of mine. 
The door at the other side of the office opens. Relief. I’m not alone with Elizabeth anymore. Client 
relations are not my thing. I’m a courier, not a salesperson. 
“Hey, Sean. You’re looking suave this morning,” I say. “This is Elizabeth. She wants to know how she can be sure her package has been delivered.” I stand up as Sean comes over to my desk—
actually his  desk. 
“Hi, Elizabeth. A pleasure to meet you.” Sean doesn’t just look suave, he is suave. Very reliable-
looking, with his upright quasimilitary posture, that tall body with the proportions of a Greek 
statue, those dark gray eyes. 
The clients trust him for no reason other than how he looks. They distrust me for the same reason. 
Something about my eyes. At least that’s what someone told me once—they were too dark. There 
could be a little sign on my desk with the caption UNTRUSTWORTHY SELENA. If I had a desk, which I 
don’t. 
“Why are you here so early?” Sean says. Isn’t it enough that Elizabeth’s been giving me the fifth 
degree, now Sean has to start in as well? 
He comes over to the desk and folds his Greek-statue body into the chair I’ve just vacated while I 
hover a few feet away, leaning against one of the many structural columns in our elegant office 
space. 
We’re the only tenant in this building, which building I’m pretty sure Sean owns. He lives on the 
top floor, where I’ve never been. 
“It’s almost ten. Is that early these days?” I feel unusually virtuous, having gotten here in the 

morning. I fold my arms across my chest while I’m leaning. Just the sort of pose that an early-to-
work virtuous employee would strike. 
“It is if it’s eight forty-five.” 
“It is? I thought it was odd you weren’t here. You’re never late.” I should really get rid of that 
throwback clock I’ve got. I can’t read it half the time. Eight, nine, ten—little slashes that all look the 
same. 
“Are you going to deliver my package or not?” The sound of Elizabeth’s voice is jarring. I’d half, 
possibly three-quarters, forgotten about her. 
She’s stood up now and she’s gotten some actual guts into her latest question. Her waveryness has 
transformed into forthright, direct action. The kind of action that got her here in the first place, 
before the inevitable paranoia intruded. 
“Of course we are, Elizabeth,” says Sean in his best anodyne tones. “Have a seat and we’ll get all 
the particulars. Just take a moment. You”—he points at me—“stand down.” 
“I told her we’d deliver it,” I say. 
“She never said that,” says so-called Elizabeth. 
“But I—” 
Sean raises his hand, palm facing me, stopping me cold. He picks up my teacup with my tea in it and downs what’s left in one definitive gulp. 
“Of course we’ll deliver your package, Elizabeth. That’s what we do,” Sean says. 
“I wasn’t certain,” Elizabeth says, sitting again and back to her former not-quite-so-sure-of-herself 
ways. “I’d heard of you but I didn’t know you existed until a few days ago. I thought you were just, 
you know, a myth sort of a thing.” 
“You realize, Elizabeth,” Sean says, “you can’t tell anyone you’ve been here.” 
“I have no one to tell.” 
“It’s on the standard agreement form,” Sean says, pushing the scroll with that very form on it 
across the desk and motioning for her to sign it. 
“Isn’t this just a formality?” Elizabeth says, her nervousness returning. 
“It’s a legally binding contract,” I say from my leaning spot at the pillar, even though Elizabeth was 
talking to Sean, not to me. 
“How can an illegal business have a legally binding contract?” says Elizabeth, suddenly revealing 
herself to be about fifty times cleverer than I’d guessed. 
“You are not engaged in an illegal activity,” Sean says. “You’re merely giving us a package to deliver 
and paying us for our services. What we do with it after that is out of your hands. But your 
relationship with Origin Phase Delivery is governed by this standard agreement form, which every 
client’s required to sign.” 
“It will really go wherever I ask?” 
“As long as it falls within the stated parameters,” Sean says, his suaveness taking on a slight edge. 

Chapter 3 
IN THE PARK, Eli found a bench and sat down. He touched the ridges in the seat. Closed his eyes. The 
bench looked fine, seemed fine—but the sensations were wrong. 
The relief of a moment ago slid away, vanishing as though it had never appeared. What the hell? 
This must be a nervous breakdown. This is the kind of thing everyone knows about but only an 
unlucky few are forced to experience. That must be it. The icy penetrations, the burning blood, the 
utterly wrong sun. Not belonging. An alien from another galaxy. 
“Are you okay, Eli?” 
“What?” Looking down, away from the impossible sun. “Why?” 
“I saw you leave the office and, well, you don’t seem like yourself.” 
“Who are you?” The glaring not-right sun that blocks all vision blocked Eli’s. 
“Eli! It’s Flora. You know—Flora, from the office.” 
“Oh yes, sure.” 
“Flora. The person you eat lunch with on Thursdays. The person you work with. That Flora.” 
“Yes. Of course. Flora. I’m sorry. Nothing seems right today.” 
“You’re just pissed because Josie sold two months already this morning and you won’t be salesman 
of the month like you were last month,” Flora said. 
“Yes. Of course.” 
“Eli?” 
Staring at the sun, rocking forward on the bench. His broad, overly tall frame sinking into itself. 
The sun’s just wrong and Flora doesn’t look like someone he might work with. What does Flora 
seem like? Who came up with the idea of selling time? Why does the bench feel like this? 
Flora put her hand on Eli’s shoulder and gently shook him, the underside of her sharp metal 
bracelet biting into his shoulder. Two pigeons landed on the bench next to them. 
Eli sat still, staring past Flora. 
“Eli! What happened over the weekend? You’re never like this. Something must have happened. 
What happened?” The tone of her voice scared off the pigeons. 
“I’m not like this? What am I ever like?” What  am I ever like? Does the sun always look wrong? 

Flora put her hand on Eli’s damp forehead. “You’re burning up.” 
That must be it—a fever. That explained, that could explain everything. It’s not a nervous
breakdown but a physical disease, Eli told himself. It’s something curable. Something 
understandable. Solid. 

Get ahold of yourself. 

“Eli, I’m taking you home. You can’t be here in the park, outside. You need rest and some soup or 
something. Crackers, for the salt. You can’t stay here.” 
Flora’s red hair had a preternatural shine to it, something else that looked completely wrong. Was 
Flora’s hair always that color of red? 
“Flora, I hope you don’t think . . . but . . . was your hair always red?” 
Flora threw her hands on her hips. Was that a familiar gesture? 
“It must be the fever, Eli. You have to get home.” 
“How long have I known you? Wouldn’t I know if your hair was always red?” 
She sighed in exasperation, in desperation. Her hands moved off her hips and onto Eli’s arm, 
encircled it as she tried to pull him up. 
Is this how Death feels? The ice, the burning up, the hand on your arm? Nothing seeming right? 
“I’m taking you home right now. You have a fever.” 
“But did you notice the sun? And your hair. That red.” 
“Eli, my hair’s always been red. Since I was born. Since forever. All the time. Always. Thirty-seven 
years ago, today, and last week.” 
But her asserting something didn’t make it true. Those were just words. 

Since forever. All the time.  The words were colder than the icy fear. 
Maybe this was a nervous breakdown brought on by a mysterious fever-fueled disease, a disease 
that made everything seem off. A sort of flu of the innate sense of what’s right. 
They stood then. She could take him home. She still held on to his arm, encouraging him to go with 
her. 
“Thank you, Flora. I’m sure if your hair is red, then it’s red.” 
“Yes, Eli. You don’t look well.” 
“Really. I’m fine.” If having an unheard-of flu that ruined your sense of what was right could be fine. 
As they walked to Flora’s car, toward the back of the too-shiny building that housed Sunbright 
Lifestyles and at least a hundred other unfamiliar, probably wrong-seeming, and no doubt useless 
companies, Eli glanced back, across the street, and saw a tall, slim man in a gray suit. Blond hair, 
perfect posture. 
The man carried a small package and he walked briskly forward, then stopped on the median 
while the light changed. Eli could see his breaths, the rise and fall of his chest. His feet were 
parallel. 
There was nothing special about him. Just another person on the street. Someone you’d never 
notice. Everyman. Any man. 
Flora pulled on Eli’s arm. He’d stopped walking but she was still moving, about to round the 
corner to the parking lot in the back of the building. 
Eli put his hand on Flora’s and turned toward the street. There. That man in the gray suit. 

I know him. 

Finally. Someone recognizable. Someone who was right. Someone not off. 
Prying Flora’s fingers loose, breaking her grip on his arm, and sprinting across the street. 
Finally. Someone he knew. 

Chapter 4 
IN THE BACK office, the comm blares out its obnoxious tone, the one that means someone needs 
Sean now. 
“Excuse me,” Sean says so politely I want to kick something. He unfolds his perfect proportions 
from his chair, calmly nods to Elizabeth, ignores me, and goes to the inner office, the one he shares 
with #2, who isn’t in yet. 
He’s got a desk back there as well. Sean: two; Selena: zero. 
Sean closes the door partway and I’m left alone with Elizabeth and her package, which she’s 
produced from the depths of her anachronistic purse. She’d done this before Sean stepped away 
but now that it’s just her and me, she’s got her hand resting on top of the package, like I’d take it 
away from her or something, which, if I end up being the courier, I will take it away from her—and 
deliver it, of course. 
I wish I could take it to the future, because frankly I’m sick of the past. Although it’s possible I 
won’t be the courier. The timing might not work out—and timing is everything in this business. 
Elizabeth rhythmically taps the medium fingers of her left hand on top of the package, her right 
hand still gripping her purse and the brochure. 
“No celebrities,” I say. 
“What?” 
“We won’t deliver anything to anyone wel known, no matter when.” Just in case that was what she 
wanted, because it’s what a lot of people want—to send something of theirs to someone Big and 
Important so they’ll be Big and Important. We don’t do that. 
“And you can’t send anything to yourself,” I say. It just simply won’t work, although I have no direct 
evidence that this is true. 
I think of making myself another cup of tea. Elizabeth hasn’t touched hers except to move the cup 
aside to make room for her package, a flat padded envelope, the kind you rarely see anymore. 
The scrol ’s still in front of her, its radiance illuminating the surface of the desk and the sides of her 
package and causing the brilliant red gemstone on the ring on her left hand to glimmer and 
sparkle brilliantly. 
“Because I said you can’t.” Sean’s raised voice leaks out from behind the not-closed door to the 
inner office. 
“You absolutely can not take a day off,” Sean says, “just because . . . For God’s sake, Harv. Get in 
here.” 
Sean pushes his perfectly straight back into the door and closes it with absurd gentleness just as he uses his yelling-but-whispering voice to drive home his message: Get in here. 

I smile at Elizabeth, showing her what an actually reasonable, friendly person I am. Elizabeth’s 
looking all around again, like she’s lost something so minuscule that it could be located anywhere 
at all and she needs to find it immediately. 
I fol ow her roaming gazes, imitating her movements, subconsciously attempting to help her, but 
force myself to stop. 
I’m just about to ask her if she’s read and signed the agreement when the front door opens and #2 
sashays in, her perfect blond hair in its perfect ’40s movie star coif, her retro shoes clicking on the 
wide oak floorboards, her lipstick the usual deep red that matches her deep red polished nails. The 
red’s always a surprise to me, since she looks like she’s stepped out of an antique black-and-white 
movie. 
“Hey,” I say. 
“Selena,” #2 says, “good morning.” 
“This is Elizabeth.” I gesture my open hand toward Elizabeth, who, it seems, hasn’t noticed #2 and 
is purposely shunning me. Her looking around has become more pronounced, almost urgent. Her 
fingers are drumming on the package now. Insistent. 
What the hell is she looking for? 
#2 is always so damned kind. She reaches over to Elizabeth’s purse-clutching hand, grasps it in her 
manicured paw, and says, “Elizabeth. So nice of you to stop by,” as though she knows Elizabeth, 
which is the way she talks to everybody, reeling you in. 
If #2 has any Life Problems, they’re unknown to me. She’s the perfect person everyone wishes 
they could be, but no one, except her, is. 
“Is there a guarantee that my package will be delivered?” Elizabeth’s returned to her original 
insistent questioning. 
“The guarantee’s described right here,” #2 says, her voice mellifluous, her gestures like silk floating 
on a cool breeze. You can practically smell spring in the air, even though it’s the dead middle of a 
particularly disgusting summer. The overhead fans are whirring about, churning the hot air into 

moving hot air. 
#2 shows Elizabeth the place on the standard agreement where there’s such convoluted 
mumboing and jumboing that even an experienced judge would be flummoxed, sigh, look resigned, 
sigh again, and sign. I know this only because I delivered a package for such a judge last year. 
Elizabeth looks down to where #2’s pointing on the scroll just as Sean emerges from the back 
office, seeming as though nothing at all has transpired, and just as the front door opens yet again. 
“Spencer!” I say, like I’m glad to see him. If I were in a better mood, I might be. But here it is, ten 
o’clock already—or is it nine?—and I haven’t done my delivery yet, which is why I came in to begin 
with, and I have to get to the shop this afternoon, and Sean drank my tea. Not to mention 
Elizabeth. 
“Is there a bathroom?” says Elizabeth, glancing up from the scroll. 
“In the hall, just to the right there,” says Spencer, pointing. Elizabeth gets up and goes past Spencer 
and into the hallway. 
After she leaves, Spencer sits in one of the client chairs by the door, calmly waiting for Sean to tel 
him what to do. He excels at waiting. Spencer’s like that, such a good worker, so obedient, always 
well groomed. 
Most robots are, although I heard Spencer had to convince Sean to hire him, which must’ve been 
some scene. Too bad I was at the shop that day. Sean’s never hired a robot—well, really, Spencer is 
a humanoid robot, an android, but he prefers robot—before and doesn’t use them for anything at 
all, except for Spencer, that is. 
All this while Sean and #2 are embracing, as always, like the lifelong friends they are. I sit on the 
edge of the desk, watching them and refusing to be jealous or envious or whatever term might 
apply here. After all, I have a life, too. People embrace me, too. Maybe not right at this moment, but 
they do. Perhaps not Sean, but other men. 
“I have something for you,” Sean says to Spencer. He’s talking to him over #2’s shoulder, since 
they’re still locked together in a tremendously friendly hold. 
Spencer stands up, #2 disengages her perfect self from Sean and smooths out the front of her suit, 
and Sean, Spencer, and #2 make for the back office, where the details for all the deliveries are 
arranged. 
The place is a bustling hive of activity, yet now I’m all by myself in a deserted room. So I turn the 
kettle back on. Maybe I can have the cup of tea I’ve so far been deprived of. 
Ten minutes later, I’m sitting at my desk— Sean’s desk—with my feet balanced on the pulled-out 
bottom drawer, finally relaxed, or as relaxed as I can get, but, damn, now I have to go to the 
bathroom. Bodily functions can be so inconvenient. 
I kick the drawer closed, reluctantly stand up, go into the hallway, and push through the heavy oak 
door to the bathroom. It’s empty in here, so I can have any stall I want: my choice of identical toilets 
with identical views of the back of a door while the mysterious goings-on of the human body work 
their way into the depths of the city’s sewer system. 
Perhaps someday I’ll make a delivery to a time when they’ve made going to the bathroom a fun 
activity. If there is such a time, I might decide to stay there, even though that’s strictly against 
Origin Phase Delivery’s not-short-enough list of rules. 
It’s not until I’m washing my hands at the old-fashioned pedestal sink that I remember that flash of 
red on Elizabeth’s ring . . . and . . . Elizabeth herself. Oh yeah, the client. Didn’t she go to the 
bathroom? Where is she? 
I open all the stall doors, just to make sure, but as I’d thought, I’m the only person in here. 
Out in the hallway, I lean over the banister, looking up and down. Smoothed-over dark walnut, 
marble, and mosaic tiles. 
But no Elizabeth. She can’t have gone back into the office—I would’ve seen her. I go back into the 
bathroom, to triple-check. No one’s here. 
Where the hell is she? 

Chapter 5 
SHE DID ALL that gazing about. Didn’t sign the agreement—or did she? 
I guess she’s lost her nerve. It’s happened before. Never exactly like this, but it has happened. It 
was that sign-the-agreement part she didn’t like. She resisted it. Probably didn’t want to be traced 
back to our illicit business. 
In the office, back in the main room, Sean, #2, and Spencer are having a grand old time, laughing it 
up. Well, not Spencer, really, al-though he is smiling. The day I see Spencer laughing it up, well—I 
look forward to it. 
That’s one of the things I like most about the future—something to look forward to. 
“Did I miss something hilarious?” 
“No, no, no,” #2 says while trying so hard not to laugh she’d spit if she weren’t so perfect, but she is

bending over, holding her stomach, bracing herself against the edge of the desk, and smiling harder 
than I’ve ever seen her smile. 
“Where’s Elizabeth?” Sean says. He may look like someone who doesn’t care about the business, 
like someone who does this only for amusement because he’s got a pile of assets stocked away 



somewhere, but he is a businessman—and pretty good at it, too, it seems. 
“Gone,” I say. 
“Her package is still here.” Spencer’s quite observant, a quality you’d think would be standard in a 
robot, yet it isn’t. Like anyone else, they seem to see only what they’re programmed to see. 
Still smiling, #2 straightens up and turns around to see the package. “I wonder why she left it?” she 
says, and picks up the envelope, hefting it. As though this’d tel her what the contents were. 
I’ve never known what was in anything I’ve delivered. 
Wel , actually, that’s not completely true, but it’s mostly true. Once I did see a kid open his package, 
which contained a beautiful metal train set, the kind they don’t make anymore, the kind they didn’t 
make anymore even back then. 
But I’ve never told anyone about it. I’m sure neither the train set nor my having seen it altered the 
course of anything, much less His-tory. But even if it did—what the hell. The fabric of events and 
consequences is more flexible and much more difficult to disturb than the laws banning zeitreise 
would imply. Than Sean’s long list of rules would imply. 
“Lock it in the drawer and let’s go have breakfast. My treat.” Sean heads out, flipping over the sign 
on the front door, the one that says we’re in the coffee shop across the way if anyone needs us. 
In case Elizabeth comes back, which, since her package is here, odds are good she will. 
I take the package from #2, gently put it in the desk’s center drawer, turn the old-fashioned key in the old-fashioned lock, and put the key in my pocket. 
“Let’s go. I’m starving.” Never refuse a free meal: that’s one of my credos. 
We troop down the stairs together—well, maybe #2 is more of a wafter than a trooper—and walk 
out into the sticky, hazy, heavy, gray-as-always morning. 
When we’re halfway across the street, I stop walking. I remember: I have a delivery to make this 
morning. 
Damn. That was the reason for my being here, for my coming in so early, even earlier than I’d 
thought, as it turned out. 
I’ve gotten distracted by the whole Elizabeth mess, which is bothering me more than it might. And 
even though her presence—and absence—seem like something more than just a nervous client, 
something bigger,well, they can’t be. 
I mean, she’s just a client who got scared and left. I think. But there’s something strangely familiar 
about her. Something—I don’t know. Something. 
“Sean!” The three of them, including Spencer, who can’t possibly want breakfast, are half a block 
ahead of me. When no one even pauses, I run after them, but they cross the street before I can 
catch up. 
The light changes. Now I have to wait. Damn. I hate waiting. 

Chapter 6 
“Eli! where are you going?” 
Still sprinting, Eli turned slightly, waved halfheartedly at Flora, as though everything were suddenly 
fine, and stared across the traffic to where the slim figure in the gray suit stood, holding his 
package, waiting for the light to change, looking straight ahead. 
The heat and ice exchanged locations. The fear became ice, and the sharp cold reassigned itself 
into broiling steam. The sun was still completely wrong, pulsing a chill. 
Eli kept moving, stopped only by the rush of vehicles. He waited at the curb, panting, more out of 
breath than a brief sprint warranted. 
He waved at the man in the median, trying to get his attention, but Eli was unseen not just by the 
man but by everyone. No one looked at Eli or at anyone else. 
“Hey!” If he called his name, he’d look over at Eli. He’d have to. Eli opened his mouth to say the 
man’s name. “Wait!” 
What was his name? Eli knew it, knew him, but there was no name in the place where names are 
stored. A memory existed, the knowledge of that memory was certain, but when Eli opened the 
weighty drawer of names, the letters dissolved into vapor before they could cohere. 
My God. How could he not know this tremendously familiar man’s name? 
But of course he’d remember it. He’d have to remember it. He’d know it as soon as he could talk 
with him. 
The light changed and the street became unexpectedly crowded, chaotic. People pushed against 
one another, against Eli. They cut across his path, blocking his progress, blocking his view. 
Eli kept his eyes on the man he was certain he knew. If he could get to this man, talk with him, 
everything would fall into place. Nothing would seem wrong anymore—or the wrong-seeming 
things would explain their wrongness. 
Logic. Sense. That’s what was needed. And a familiarity that was in harmony with truth. 
The surge of the crowd carried Eli across the street in its swarm. The tall, slim man crossed the 
boulevard and broke into a trot. Had he seen Eli? Was he avoiding him? Running away from him? 
“Wait!” But Eli’s voice couldn’t be heard through the crowd, even by the person next to him. 
Eli waved his arms over his head, jumped up to look past everyone, all of them in his way. “Hey!” 
Across the street, the man in the gray suit wedged his package under his arm, secured it. His trot 
turned into a run. 
Eli elbowed his way forward, pushing past as many people as possible. If he could only speak to this man, even for just a moment, everything would fall into place. Everything would be explained. 
This sense of wrongness would shatter. He was sure of it. 
The slim man ran down an alleyway, his gray suit merging into the dark corridor. Eli lunged 
forward against the changed light as the crowd pulled him back. 
“Hey!” He was talking to anyone now. It was impossible to step forward into the flowing mass of 
vehicles, rushing, streaming past. His friend—the person who’d make everything seem fine—had 
disappeared and taken familiarity with him. 
The sun incised its wrong-seeming light everywhere. When the crowd moved forward, Eli moved 
with them, crossed two streets, and picked up speed as he got to the alleyway the familiar man had 
disappeared into. 
Eli broke into a run. Maybe he could catch up to him. Maybe he could find him. He’d remember his 
name the second he spoke. He was certain of it. 
The alleyway turned right, then left. Eli turned with it, gaining hope as he gained momentum, the 
passage so narrow that even the wrong sun couldn’t penetrate it. 
“Wait!” Eli said. 
But there was no one to say it to, only the memory of a familiar-seeming man carrying a package. 
That tall, slim figure, his posture, the blond hair, the gray suit—all of it more known, more right

than anything he’d seen so far that day, than anyone he worked with, than even himself. 
The cavernous, dank alley opened up onto a wide, dry boulevard. Pale stone buildings rose against 
the buff-colored pavement. Emptiness, unlike the masses on the streets in front of the glass 
monstrosity that housed Sunbright Lifestyles and scores of other useless, pointless businesses. 
Did the man go left, right, straight across? Was he in one of these pale buildings right now? 
Eli ran faster, across the boulevard, down a street chosen at random, urged on by a sudden cloud 
cover that obscured the hopeless sun, blotting out at least that wrong element. 
It was deserted here. Easy to find someone on a deserted street, wasn’t it? He had to find this man. 
Fifteen minutes of running full out yielded nothing. Not even another person, much less the 
person he was looking for. 
Panting, bent over, hands on his thighs. Gasping for breath, the fever spent, cool sweat on his 
forehead, dripping dark onto the light pavement. Looking up at those cool, pale buildings, their 
stone blocks, their smooth, unyielding façades. 
How could this section of town be so deserted when on the other side of that alley there were 
crowds, everything moving through noise, chaos? Where you were compelled to move with the 
force and will of other people. 
But here, this emptiness, the smooth stones, the beige pavement. Not even an open shop, if there were shops. The blank faces of building fronts, closed off, inscrutable. 
Eli trudged back to the alleyway, wound hesitantly through its snaky turns, his breaths heaving. At 
least here there was no sunlight. At least there was that. 
A few more steps. His legs gave out. He sat on the ground and leaned back against the cool, damp 
wall of black bricks, an antidote to the wrong sun, to the pale stone buildings. 
How would he find this man? He had to find him. So much depended on it, he was sure. 
“Eli! Thank God.” 
Yes, thank God. Someone recognized him, at least. 
“Flora.” 
He looked up at her, standing over him. 
“Flora.” She must have heard the disappointment in his voice. 
“I was so scared for you. You’re sick. You shouldn’t be running around the city like this. Someone 
with a fever, you know—” 
“The fever broke.” 
She reached down and felt his cheeks. “Yes.” Reluctant. “I guess you’re right.” 
“Must get back to work.” Eli half stood but his legs wouldn’t cooperate. He sat back down. 
“Eli, you’re still not well.” 
“Give me a minute.” His breaths had calmed. It was better to be in this shaded alleyway. The wet 
bricks had penetrated the back of his shirt. His shoulder blades and the wall seemed to merge. 
In the distance, from the direction of the deserted boulevard, sirens screeched. As Eli turned 
toward the sound his hand pressed down and brushed against something cool. He felt it before he 
saw it. That familiar sensation. 
“Let’s get back.” He laughed. Flora tried out a laugh as well. 
He felt the metal under his hand. He recognized it without seeing it. Just the sensation was enough. 
He picked up the token and as he stood, jammed it in his pocket before Flora could see what he 
was doing. 
His hand in his pocket, still grasping the cool metal. Something else wasn’t wrong. Something he 
could hold on to. 

Chapter 7 
THE LIGHT ON this street takes for bloody ever. If this was done on purpose to make people 
impatient, more  impatient, to make people want to scream in frustration—it’s working. Nice to 
know that something works so well. 
While I’m standing there waiting waiting waiting, Sean, #2, and Spencer blithely enter the coffee 
shop, never noticing my absence. They haven’t even turned back to see if I’m still there. 
I’m hungry, but I have a delivery to make. And something about so-called Elizabeth is really 
bothering me. 
The light stil  hasn’t changed. This is the universe telling me to go back to the office, take care of my delivery, and forget about breakfast. 
Really, though, the universe is telling me to find Elizabeth. Because something isn’t right and I 
know it. I have no clue how I know this, but I kind of know things that I can’t account for. 
Since no one believes or understands this about me, I rarely say anything. Even I’m not sure I 
believe it or understand it, although it happens a little too often. 
Was it something she said or didn’t say? Was it the way she kept looking around the office, never 
letting her eyes rest on anything or anyone? 
Or maybe I was just concerned that she’d gone, taking the brochure with her, which was against 
company policy although, really, it wasn’t like the brochure by itself could cause any problems. 
It explained everything, but it’s not like it also had our address or contact information on it. It 
didn’t. You could just as easily look at it and think it was a prank or a hoax. We deliver when no one 

else can. 

A time travel delivery service didn’t really exist. It couldn’t. Time travel itself didn’t exist. Besides 
that, it’s against the law. That’s just one of the many paradoxes inherent in zeitreise, which 
officially doesn’t exist and anyway has been thoroughly debunked and discredited—yet it’s 
nevertheless illegal. 
How something that doesn’t exist and couldn’t exist is illegal just shows you how essentially insane 
rules and laws are. 
Yet banned, debunked, or otherwise discredited, we exist and we provide the exact service we 
described. Your package delivered to the past. Within limits, of course. 
Almost everything we deliver is completely innocuous, not affecting or noticed by the galactic 
coherence of matter, disturbing nothing. 
We do a brisk business in love letters, often delivered by #2, the very personification of Love, even 
though the recipient never sees her, although I’m convinced that something about her essential 
being leaves its traces on everything she touches. Maybe this is true of everyone. But I’m sure it’s the case with #2. 
And of course the usual bunch of forgotten birthday and anniversary presents, which probably 
account for at least 50 percent of our business. 
A couple of artists have sent their work (one piece only—those are the rules) into other times. 
Hopeful, I guess, trying to build a reputation before themselves—or just ego. 
I have a theory that if your work’s not of its time, then anything you’ve made is also not of its time, 
so no matter where it goes, it’ll always be out of sync, since it’s eternally itself. Merely removing 
something to another time doesn’t change its innate nature, which is helpless against its own 
emanations. Of course that’s just a theory. 
You get only the one delivery, then never again. Too bad, really, since repeat customers would 
certainly boost our profits. Sean’s profits, I mean. 
I’d like to send a note to my past self, warning me. When I finally complete the list of things I’m 
going to warn myself about, I’ll probably do it, even though that’s against the rules, which there 
are too many of. 
My own shop operates with only one rule: you must wear the protective goggles. Other than that, 
you’re on your own. If I could get rid of that one rule, I would, but the near miss I myself had 
prevents me from being so devil-may-care. 
Sean once told me that his father created Origin Phase’s rules and that he just fol ows them, since 
they’ve worked out so far. Yet I get the feeling that he’s bullshitting me, blaming the rules on his 
father so no one will argue with him about them. 
Did his father even exist? He’s just someone we hear about, but there are no photographs, even. 
Of course, I’ve never been upstairs in the sanctum sanctorum. 
Here in the building’s corridor it’s quiet. No sounds echoing off the mosaic tile floor, no footsteps on 
the marble staircase. Just me, looking for someone who’s gone. 
“Elizabeth?” 
Nothing. Silence. 
I go back upstairs to the office, sit at the desk, and look around, the same way Elizabeth did. 
Perhaps there’s something in this very room that I’m missing—something I should see more 
easily than Elizabeth could since I’ve been here so many times. 
Although familiarity can just as easily create a kind of disappearance of anything. Something 
you’ve seen too many times becoming visibly invisible. 
I change places, sitting in the client seat. Maybe I can see whatever it is that needs to be seen from 
here. Maybe this is the optimal viewpoint even if the wood chair isn’t very comfortable, which 
perhaps Sean arranged on purpose, so no one will want to sit here for too long. 
I scan the room, but it looks like the same place as ever to me. The same wide-plank floors that look like they could use shining or buffing, except that Sean likes them this way. 
I examine the old-fashioned wainscoting around the room’s perimeter, interrupted only by the 
door to the inner office, where Sean and #2 spend so much of their time. 
Spending time. What a ludicrous idiom. 
My own ideas about time used to be dead wrong—I’d been certain I knew what was what. That 
the universe measured out time in definite parcels. That time had its own immutable motion. 
Changeless. 
I’d been sure that the only direction you could travel through time was forward, and that progress 
was made at some predetermined speed, a speed that went faster when you were enjoying 
yourself and seemed to stop when things were unbearable. Also that stuff about clocks on a 
speeding train. I was so wrong. 
I trade seats again, take the key out of my pocket, and open the desk drawer. There’s Elizabeth’s 
package. As I’m pulling it out of the drawer, I hear someone in the hallway. Elizabeth’s come back! 
I’m anxious to see her. I feel like hugging her. She’s come back and now I can make up for the terse 
answers I gave her. Offer her something to eat along with her tea. Make sure she feels that she can 
totally rely on me to deliver her package safely. 
It’s odd. I seem to like this person I’d barely tolerated twenty minutes ago. Merely because she’s 
returned, because she didn’t run off, because she isn’t missing. Because I sat in the chair she just 
sat in and absorbed some of her energy. 
I have to unlock the door for her. 
I get up, pushing my thighs into the drawer, closing it. The soft click of the front door as it opens. 
I’d forgotten to lock it behind me. 
“Elizabeth!” I jump up, the wound-up part of my anticipation springing me forward. I’ll be getting 
her something to eat, a new cup of tea, fresh reassurances. I’ll be the person I should’ve been 
earlier. 
“Selena?” 
“Harv?” 
“Where is everybody?” Harv says. 
“Hey, I’m here. What are you doing here, anyway?” I say. 
“Sean told me I had to come in. I wasn’t going to. I’m working on something, you know. The Gas 
Cloud.” That’s Harv’s latest obsession. 
“You would be.” 
“I’m going to convince Sean one day. I have hope.” But Harv’s already-slumping shoulders slump 
more obviously. If my own hopes are that poorly supported, it’s, well, hopeless. 
“They’re at breakfast, across the street.” I start looking around again, à la Elizabeth, as though that 
will make either her or what she might’ve been looking for spring into view. 
“I saw the sign on the front door. I can read, you know. So I was surprised that the door was open. 
What on earth are you doing here? You’re never here in the morning.” 
“Delivery. And I don’t know how to tell time.” Harv knows that about me. He sees right through 
me, something he was able to do immediately. I can see only about an millimeter into Harv, 
though, through his ordinary gray suit and tall, slim frame. 
He’s the perfect nobody—someone both recognizable and unrecognizable. Someone you think you 
know yet has no personality. 
Only, of course, Harv has a personality, but he puts it on hold for the deliveries. He’s the ideal 
courier, needing no disguise, no alternate identity, no special outfit. No one would ever remember 
him. 
“You want some tea?” I say. 
“Are you kidding me? Let’s go have breakfast with everyone else. There’s nothing going on here.” 
Harv motions around the office, proving his point. 
“I was just going to have something here—crackers, a cookie. I’ve got a delivery in an hour,” I say, 
still scanning the room for some something. 
“That’s an hour from now. You’ve got time,” Harv says. 
My stomach burbles. Maybe the crackers won’t be enough. And Elizabeth hasn’t come back, even 
though I felt she would. I sigh my disappointed sigh. 
I’m about to close the desk drawer, but I just can’t. Instead, I open the desk’s bottom drawer, pull 
out the messenger bag I’d already stocked with today’s scheduled delivery and my ID kit, and 
throw Elizabeth’s package inside. 
“Let’s go,” I say. Now that Harv’s here, now that I’ve got my package and Elizabeth’s package, now 
that we’re going to eat, it feels like the universe has gathered everything into its proper place, me 
included. 
“I’m starving,” says Harv. “Haven’t eaten since lunch yesterday. Got involved, you know. I wasn’t 
going to come in. If I didn’t need the money . . .” 
“I could eat two breakfasts,” I say, downplaying my actual appetite. I lock up the desk again, even 
though there’s nothing in it now, throw my messenger bag over my shoulder, and put my arm 
through Harv’s. When I don’t feel like being left alone, I crave companionship. 
“Sean’s paying,” I say out in the hallway. I lock the office door behind us, tugging on the door handle 
twice, making certain. 
On the stairwell, I stop for a moment, listening. There. 

“What is it?” 
“I thought I heard something, but . . . it’s nothing,” I say. 
I reposition my messenger bag across my chest, bandolero-style. 
Harv and I are the only ones here. I’m glad he came in. Something reassuring about seeing him, 
despite—or maybe because of—his bad attitude. 
We breeze down the stairs, arm in arm. 

Chapter 8 
ELI AND FLORA got off the elevator. They approached Sunbright Lifestyle’s offices, the place where 
they both sold time to people who didn’t know what they were buying. To people who didn’t 
realize that you can’t purchase time. 
Eli’s knees nearly collapsed again as Flora opened the glass door to the bullpen. The cubicles filled 
with Sunbright’s smiling salespeople. The prospects can hear your smile. 
He couldn’t see Josie, who must have been smiling more than anyone else after such an unlikely, 
victorious, unusually lucrative morning. 
But that sensation brought on by the still-wrong sun as it gleamed its disorienting push through 
the windows on the far wall. The dead green carpet. 
“Didn’t you have a great time last year?” Charlie smiled his biggest smile. He nodded at Eli as he 
walked past. Must be trying to convince a current customer they should buy even more  time. 
As though you couldn’t buy enough time. As though buying more of something you couldn’t really 
own would increase your level of happiness or satisfaction or your sense of rightness about your 
decisions, about your self. As though you were giving yourself something extra, something more. 
Charlie could be very convincing. He sounded like he knew something that you didn’t know, that 
you couldn’t  know until he told you about it, and that you were a more complete person for having 
discovered. 
Flora was no longer in sight. Her desk, mercifully, was on the other side of the office. Leaving Eli to 
himself. He exhaled twice. 
At his cubicle, Eli got ready to start again, call someone new, someone he’d never spoken to before. 
Josie half stood from her chair and leaned over the partition, then sat back down, her attention 
abruptly refocused on her prospect. All business. Another sale, no doubt. 

Didn’t you have a great time last year?  He’d have to remember that. Natural sales technique, 
something that came easily to Charlie. Something Eli had to work at. 

I have a job to do.  Not exactly a pep talk, not the kind of motivating encouragement you’d give 
someone else. Not what Hugh would say. But the fever, the chills—gone now, depleted by chasing a 
phantom more familiar than anyone he could see from his seat. 
Someone he knew. Someone he remembered even if he couldn’t remember his name. Although if 
he could find him, he’d instantly know his name. He could picture it—the meeting, the expected 
gestures, his saying the man’s name as though he’d always known it. The relief. The release. 
Eli put his hand in his pocket and felt the cool metal. His link to a reality he couldn’t grasp. 
“Hi! This is Eli from Sunbright Lifestyles. I have a special gift just for you! Just for answering a few simple questions . . .” 

Chapter 9 
I’VE ALWAYS LIKED this diner, although there’s no reason to. The place has lackluster food, zero 
personality, and zero-minus atmosphere. As clouded over in here as the constant dullness outside, 
here in Port Jordan and everywhere else. 
Yet the diner’s good. Comfortable and comforting. Maybe because we come here so often. 
Sean, Spencer, and #2 are sitting at the usual table, the one by the side window in the back, and 
there are two empty chairs, as though they knew Harv would be here, as though they knew I’d 
catch up with them eventually. 
Sean and #2 are sitting across from each other, the great friends that they are. I sit next to Sean, 
and Harv plops down in the seat next to #2, who’s graciously pulled out the chair for him. Sean 
hasn’t even noticed me—he’s too busy plowing through a plate of something that looks like it’s 
striving to be eggs. #2’s spreading some sort of orangeish goo on her toast. 
Spencer’s by himself in the chair blocking the aisle. He’s got a plate of pancakes in front of him, 
which he’s staring at. 
“You can eat?” I blurt out. 
Sean chokes on his near-eggs. #2 takes a bite of her toast and a delicate sip of a cranberry-colored 
liquid. She leans over the table. Can’t get crumbs or stains on her perfect suit. 
Harv waves his hand at the server, who’s turned away from us. Harv sighs and stares at Spencer’s 
pancakes, which I’m also admiring. 
“I’m studying them,” Spencer says. 
“Yeah,” Sean says. He shovels another giant mouthful of whatever it is that’s on the plate into his 
mouth. The body of a Greek statue needs nourishment. He must look fabulous naked. 
“Why are you studying them?” I say to Spencer. What’s there to learn about pancakes? Is he 
thinking of becoming a chef? It’s all I can do not to pick up the fork in front of me and cut myself 
off a quadrant. 
“To understand,” Spencer says. He can be extremely cryptic. 
#2 raises her flowerlike hand, and the selfsame server who ignored Harv materializes at the table. 
The server glances at Harv. “I didn’t see you come in,” she says. More proof that Harv’s 
unnoticeable, almost invisible. That’s probably the main reason Sean hired him and, more to the 
point, doesn’t fire him, even though Harv’s so damned difficult. 
“Pancakes,” Harv says. “They look good.” 
Spencer turns toward the front door and cocks his head, as though he’s heard something. He’s got an advanced sense of hearing, so maybe he has. 
“I’d like—” 
But my words are drowned out by the scraping of Spencer’s chair on the tile floor as he pushes 
away from the table and heads to the front door. 
We all stand. Everyone in the restaurant’s on their feet. We’re all as alert now as we were 
complacent only a second ago. 
A shimmering globe of heat blossoms in the air just outside, knocking against the windows. The 
glass on the front door cracks into a jagged rivulet. Spencer, who was about to open the door, 
moves back several steps. 
The burst of light’s more intense than the heat. I look away. Even Spencer shields his eyes. 
A woman who’d been sitting at the table in the front window but who’s now standing behind 
Spencer shouts something I can’t hear over the noise of my own fears and the trembling underfoot 
as the floor shifts, then abruptly drops back into place. 
The air outside expands in a heat-infused burst, the sound unlike anything I’ve ever experienced. 
Like the sound of a hundred thousand agonized shouts. 
My hands and arms tremble. I’m living in someone else’s body, separate from myself and from 
what’s around me. 
#2 grabs on to me for support, her hands moist and shaking almost as much as mine. Harv’s 
frozen in place, staring openmouthed at the scene outside. 
“Fire!” someone shouts. 
Sean’s headed for the front door, but Spencer holds him back, stares him down. “Don’t you dare,” he 
says. Spencer thrusts his arm in front of Sean. I had no idea Spencer could be anything but 
obedient, that he could take charge. 
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Chapter One 
“Cock,” Sweaty Stefan observed. 
I squinted at the cloud. “That’s nothing like a cock. It’s a sausage, or a worm maybe.” 
“Are ye blind? It’s obviously a cock.” The sellspel stretched out and put his reeking feet against the 
parapet that hid us from view. 
Careful to keep my head down, in case any of the servants loitering by the gates happened to look 
back towards the house, I took the witch wood box Mother had given us out of my pack. “I have 
better eyesight than you, human and if your cock looks like that, I pity you.” 
Sweaty cupped his nethers and grinned suggestively, displaying a worn set of false teeth that had 
been carved out of old bone and amber. He was a grubby pain in the arse, but he was one of the 
more reliable sorcerers Mother hired from time to time. I say more  reliable. It had been a couple of 
hours since he’d used any pel and without his favoritedrug, he was starting to twitch and sweat 
more profusely than usual.I prayed a silent prayer to the shadows that the job went as planned. I 
didn’t want to deal with a strung-out sorcerer while we were hiding on the roof of the mansion of 
an imperial senator. 
He wiped his sheened face with the back of his hand, shuffled over to the parapet, and put his eye 
to a crack in the fancy stonework. “And there’s no need for your pity, lizard. It’s not what it looks 
like that matters, it’s what you do with it. You wouldn’t understand.” 
“Lizard, eh? I’m half-thoasa, if you please, sirrah. And I have no desire to understand how you rut.” 
The sorcerer snorted. “You don’t know what you’re missing.” 
“Something that looks like a wonky sausage, apparently.” I heard the drum of hoofbeats on the 
road and kicked the mage. “Riders.” Mythoasan senses are more acute than those of most humans, 
and I could pick out the faint tattoo of hoofbeats that were still beyond the range of Sweaty’s 
hearing. I could also smell Mother’s scent clinging to the box. Her unmistakable, olfactory signature 
was suffused with the sweet iron tang of blood and the eldritch spice of sorcery. It lingered like a 
malevolent, ghostly presence reminding me not to fuck it up. I broke the seal. Stefan held out his 
hand. Scratched into his palm was an arcane sigil. The marks Mother had scribed with the demon 
fang were deep and crusted with dried blood. “She wasn’t in a good mood when she did this was 
she?” I said and opened the box. The breath of ancient tombs assailed my nostrils, and I would 
have sworn before the sternest beak that I could hear distant screams and growls. 
“Is she ever in a good mood?” The mage swallowed, choked by the sudden remembrance of who he 
was talking to. “No offense. I mean…” 
I folded my arms and composed the straightest of faces. “Do go on.” 
“I know Mother is your actual mother and might I say the best leader of one of the finest guilds I’ve ever had the pleasure of working for, but she’s not one for smiling, is she?” 
“Trust me, you don’t want to see her smile. You’ve done work for Pork Chop, haven’t you?” 
The sellspell paled at the mention of Mother’s rival gang boss. “It was a long time ago, and even 
then, it was a small job, out of town—” 
“No need to dissemble, Sweaty. I don’t give a shit, it’s just business, and if Mother gave a shit, she’d 
feed you to her dog rats. I just wondered what he’slike is all. I mean, I’ve seen him from a distance, 
and unlike Mother, the spider’s always smiling, like he knows something nobody else does.” 
“It’s not deep insight,he just smokes a lot of pel. He lets his broodlings do most of the day-to-day 
grind while he sits there stewing in a warm, fuzzy haze. The lucky bastard.” The guards’ horses 
halted by the gate. “There are only four, a sergeant and three rankers,” Stefan whispered. “Looks 
like Senator Rublis isn’t as important as he thinks he is.” 
“Are they local greenshanks or Imperials?” I poured the contents of the box into his spell-marked 
palm. 
“You’re the warspawn, can’t you smell the difference?” 
“You’re such a prick.” 
“You sure you don’t mean sausage?” 
I answered with a gesture that left no doubt as to what I meant. Sweaty grinned, closed his eyes 
and began mumbling an incantation over the pile of dust in his palm. While I waited for him to 
summon the homunculus I tasted the breeze. I already knew the servants by their odors, which to 
someone like me were as unique as their names were to them. There was ‘the nursing mother’ 
who smelled of stale milk and baby puke, ‘the drunk’ who supped mint leaf tonic to hide the smell 
of cheap brandy, and ‘the youthful self-abuser’ a stable lad who had slightly more on his hands 
than horse shit. 
As for the guards, there was a strong smell of blade oil but happily, not a whiff of calthracite 
powder which meant that they weren’t armed with handcannons. Not that I was expecting a 
confrontation. If this job went as planned no one would know about it until we were long gone, but 
as Mother was fond of saying, “Never count your vipers before they hatch.”  It also meant that, as we 
suspected, the senator wasn’t a big enough fish to warrant imperial aid in hunting down the 
dastardly curs who’d attempted to rob his country retreat. 
Stefan looked up. “So, what do you smell?” 
“There are three men, one woman. Obviously, they’re all human. The woman’s old, past her 
seasons. One of them oils their hair. One of them has a bad back or knee. Whichever it is they stink 
of langer gal . One of them likes fermented cheese, one smokes a pipe, and one unlucky cul has 
cancer.” 
“You smelled all of that?” 
“Of course,” I lied. 
“You could tell me anything.” 
The cloud shaped like a sausage dissipated. “Perish the thought. What’s keeping those 
greenshanks? Can you see what they’re doing?” 
The sorcerer rolled his eyes and cozied up to the hole in the wall. “The sergeant with the oiled 
beard is talking to the big breasted wench by the gates. Her brat’s a lucky cove. I wouldn’t mind 
suckling on those big, leaky tits. The greenshanks are dismounting. The sergeant has a perky arse.” 
“Keep your mind on the job, sorcerer.” 
“I always do, dearie but it don’t hurt to admire the local talent now does it? The stable lad is holding 
the horses at the gate, so it doesn’t look like they’re planning on spending too long scouring the 
scene of the crime.” 
“Good. Is that thing ready?” 
“Almost.” The sorcerer put his back to the wall and breathed on the dust in his hand. The bloody 
sigil glowed, and the pile of coffin dust swirled in his palm. Animated by his magic and the magic in 
the sigil, the powder coalesced into the shape of a lizard made of shifting sand and the sorcerer’s 
breath. Sweaty raised his hand, and the homunculus scuttled through the hole in the parapet. I 
couldn’t see it, but I could hear its tiny claws scraping on the stone as it worked its way down the 
wall to the window, where my rope dangled from the hook I’d embedded in the sill. Stefan let his 
head rest against the wall. His eyes were now shallow pits of swirling sand. Down below, the 
guards’ voices and iron-shod boots echoed in the marble atrium. 
“Rublis is back,” Sweaty whispered, his senses now augmented by those of the homunculus 
confirmed what I’d heard a few seconds earlier. “The servants are talking to him.” 
“Probably telling him that some dastardly curs have tried to rob him while he was enjoying a spot 
of hunting.” 
Sweaty nodded. “Aye, probably. Hedon’t look happy that’s for sure. Well, I didn’t know that.” He sat 
up. 
“What? What didn’t you know?” I asked and tapped him on the head to remind him to keep down. 
“He’s got a bald spot. He must wear a hairpiece when he’s in Valen. Fancy that. Right, he’s riding to 
the door, jumping off his horse. He looks really fucking angry.” 
I nodded. “That’s good. We want him off balance.” 
We waited in silence for about half an hour while the Senator roundly berated his staff. After 
venting his spleen, he stormed into his study which was directly below us and right where we 
wanted him to be. A trickle of sand ran from the corner of Sweaty’s eye as he stifled a treacherous 
sneeze. His skin was dusty, and his lips were cracked as though he hadn’t had a drink in a month. 
I couldn’t bear the wait,but I didn’t want to stick my head above the parapet, so I poked the 
sorcerer who started at my touch. “What’s he doing?” 
“He’s taking his cloak off. Now he’s picking his nose. Urgh. That’s disgusting.” 
“What?” 
“He ate it.” 
“That’s humans for you. Come on Sweaty, keep talking.” 
“He’s pacing, scratching his arse. Aha. I knew it.” 
“He’s gone for the safe?” 
“No, he’s putting on a wig.” 
“For fuck’s sake. Why hasn’t he gone to the safe? You’d think he’d want to check his most valuable 
possessions.” Patience was not a virtue I possessed. All the pieces were in place. All he had to do 
was show us where his fucking safe was, so I could rob it and go home. 
“Hey, what if it isn’t in his study?” 
“It has to be.” It bloody had to be. I couldn’t bear the thought that we’d done all this for nothing, or that I’d have to go back and tell Mother we’d failed. “That sellspell was very specific.” I 
remembered the day the pale-haired, black-eyed sorcerer had come to Mother, bartering her 
information for a bag of powdered dragon bone. She’d told her that Rublis mentioned that the safe 
was in the study, the room upon which he’d hired her to cast some wards. According to the 
sellspell he was a tight-fisted cuss and had told her that he didn’t want a glamour casting on the 
safe itself because it was well hidden. Mother had seemed satisfied and handed over the bag of 
powdered bone, but not before explaining in explicit detail what she would do to the sel spell if her 
information proved false or inaccurate. “Trust me, Stefan, it’s in the study.” Sweet Salvation, please 

let it be in the study. 

“If you say so. I wouldn't trust Gizla Milkmane as far as I could throw her. Anyway, shh. I can hear 
footsteps.” 
“I know, below us, I can hear them too.” 
A door creaked open. “Ah. At last.” Someone said. My money was on it being the senator. “Did you 
find anything?” 
“No, Senator, the thief is long gone.” 
Sweaty Stefan and I grinned at each other as we crouched a few feet above their heads. 
“Wel , what are you going to do about it…?” 
“Malpus, my lord. Sergeant Malpus.” 
“Sergeant?” 
“Aye, sir. Sergeant Regnal Malpus.” There was the sharp crack of a heel click. 
“I don’t care what your fucking name is,” the senator snapped. “I don’t want to speak to some 
provincial greenshanks. Where’s your commanding officer? I need someone here with rank.” 
“He had to go to Valen, sir on important Imperial Guard business. However, this woman says she 
was a witness to the failed robbery.” 
“That’s right. I saw it, Senator,” said a woman in a trembling voice. 
“Don’t just stand there sniveling. What did you see Decima? Come on girl, spit it out.” I had no love 
for any mark, but this Rublis fellow sounded like a prick of the highest order. 
“Well, sir, I’d just told Nuni to prepare your bath because I know they didn’t have it ready for you 
when you got back yesterday and—” 
“Sweet Salvation!” Rublis was growing angrier by the minute. “Get on with it woman. The thieving 
bastard will be halfway to Shen by now.” 
“I was passing the study door when I heard the sound of something scraping against the 
window—” 
“The windows aren’t warded?” Malpus jumped upon the possible clue like a dog on a rat. 
“Of course they’re warded. Do you think me a country squire who must rely upon locks and bars? 
My wards are very specific, very expensive. They don’t go off at a tap from a nosy crow, they don’t 
go off if my staff or I open them.” 
“I was just asking.” The greenshanks sounded deflated. 
“Don’t. Go on Decima and hurry up. I want that bastard caught and skinned.” 
Stefan leaned close to me. “They say lizard skin makes excellent scroll cases.” 
“Whereas your ballbag will make a wonderful coin purse if you don’t stop calling me ‘lizard’.” 
“I didn’t call you ‘lizard’, I merely commented on the quality of lizard skin.” 
I gave him the side-eye. 
Below, Decima blew her nose and continued. “I unlocked the door, and there it was, staring in at 
me.” 
“What did it look like?” the sergeant asked. 
“Its eyes were a sulfurous yellow, it had scales, wicked fangs, long, spiky hair, and huge claws. Oh, 
those eyes. I’ll never forget them.” She began to sob. 
I held up my hands. As claws went, minewere quite modest. 
Sweaty chuckled, shedding a fine mist of dust from his clouded eyes. “She’s had to sit down. The 
poor thing’s gone faint at the recollection of your ugly mug.” 
“So, it was a warspawn?” The sergeant asked. “A thoasa maybe?” 
“I don’t think so. It didn’t have a tail.” 
“You sure? Only it sounds like a thoasa.” Malpus was growing impatient, andRublis muttered in the 
background. There was the clink of glass, and the smel of brandy blossomed in the air. 
Decima was not to be cowed. “I’ll never forget what that thing looked like so long as I live. It did 
not have a tail. It wasn’t a thoasa.” 
“Right, got it, not a thoasa. No tail.” It sounded like he was taking notes. “How tall was this mystery 
creature? What, if anything, was it wearing?” Malpus couldn’t keep his bored contempt for the 
witness and her evidence from his voice, his ire no doubt exacerbated by Rublis’ disparaging 
comments about provincial greenshanks. 
“It must have been seven feet tall, and it was mostly orange and pale peach.” 
“Pale peach?” The sergeant echoed. 
“Yes. Pale, sort of pinky peach.” 
“Like skin color?” 
“Like your skin color perhaps. I would say that I’m more olive than pink.” 
“Olives are green but have it your way. What did it do when it saw you?” 
“I shouted at it, told it to get off or else. It fel to the ground and ran across the gardens.” 
“Which way did it go?” 
“North, into the trees.” 
In point of fact, I’d had to knock on the window until the deaf cull noticed me, whereupon she 
didn’t shout, she screamed. I then dropped to the ground and loped slowly across the garden so 
that she could see which way I’d gone and report it. I’d then raced through the trees, looped 
around behind the manor, and climbed onto the roof where Sweaty was waiting, quietly laughing 
as the housekeeper raised the alarm. Unlike me, the sorcerer had it easy. He didn’t have to run or 
climb, he just cast an apportation spell and transported his carcass onto the roof. 
“North, forest. Right then. We’ll go and take a look.” The sergeant sounded far from overjoyed at 
the prospect. I guessed that as soon as they were out of sight, they’d do what I would have done 
and head to the nearest inn for the afternoon. Senator Rublis had other ideas. 
“Take a look?” The Senator’s tone was frosty. 
“As in, we shall not rest until we find the thief, Senator.” The sergeant made more of an effort to 
sound enthusiastic, but it was too little too late. 
“Damn right you won’t. I have the ear of Imperial Consul Soldus. You will take the road to Alselm 
through the forest. I’ll take my retinue east to Brogundel. You will meet me there inthree hours. 
And if you know what’s good for you, Sergeant you will have apprehended the miscreant who 
tried to break into my home.” 
“He’s pacing, hands behind his back.”Sweaty’s voice was a dry rasp now as the homunculus spell 
took its toll. “He must think he’s back in the Senate, orating.” The hand gesture Sweaty made had 
nothing to do with public speaking. 
“This is why we need legislation.” The Senator continued. “Warspawndon’t belong in civilized 
society. Their place is on the battlefield, not roaming amongst decent people.” 
“No indeed, Senator.” The sergeant’s words were followed by the ring of steel on steel that marked 
a chest-beating salute. It was followed by the sound of footsteps retreating into the bel y of the 
manor. 
“Stop crying,Decima,” Rublis commanded. “Tell Breck to saddle fresh horses. We’l ride at once 
before the trail gets cold. I don’t trust those green-clad imbeciles to do anything more productive 
than get lost in the woods.” 
He would find a trail, albeit one which was as cold as a week-old corpse having been laid by me on 
the way to the Senator’s retreat earlier that day. It would keep him and his retinue busy and out of 
the house long enough for us to get the job done. Of course, if he didn’t show us where his fucking 
safe was located the job might not get done at all. 
“Decima Leaky Tits has left,” said the sorcerer. “Shit. The Senator’s leaving too.” 
I bit down on a curse when Sweaty sighed with relief. “Ah. Forget that, he’s just closed the door and 
locked it.” 
I waited for Stefan to continue but he didn’t so I poked him in the ribs. “What’s he doing? Come on 
Sweaty, what’s he up to?” 
“He’s tugging his old man, all right? And stop calling me Sweaty.” 
“Really?” 
“Yes. I don’t like it. I can’t help having a perspiration problem. There was this duel you see. I was 
forced beyond the Paradox of Power and have had this problem ever since. I just can’t seem to get 
rid of it.” 
“No. Not that. I mean is he polishing his staff?” 
“Of course not. He’s just standing in the middle of the room, drinking brandy and grimacing. Now 
he’s going over to the desk.” It was odd watching Sweaty staring into space with his dust-filled eyes. 
“There looks to be a catch on the front. I think it's in the center of the second flower in the carved 
border around the top. I think. It’s hard to see.” He made a clawing gesture echoing the scrabbling 
claws of the homunculus as it attempted to get a better look. “Aha. Got you, you lovely bastard. The 
safe’s in the desk, under the blotter. Don’t know why it's not in a wall. What if there’s a fire? 
Anyway, we’ve got it.” He grinned. “I told you I was worth the gold.” 
“All you’ve done is sit on your arse.” 
“Come on, admit it. You’d never have looked there.” 
“Yes, I would.” He was right, I would have torn every brick out of the wall and ripped up every 
floorboard, before searching the desk. I wasn’t going to admit that though. Sweaty summoned the 
beast back to his hand where it curled up and once again became a pile of dust. Exhausted, he lay 
back against the roof and closed his clouded eyes. 


*** 
 While I waited for Sweaty to recover his strength, Rublis and his grooms rode out. The household 
quietened. The suns began to set, and shadows lengthened. Wood smoke mingled with the smell of 
bread and meat as evening meals were prepared. Lights pearled in windows, shutters were closed, 
and I got ready to do what I do best. 
I cracked my knuckles and prepared to lift the first tile from the roof. This was the moment that I’d 
find out if Mother’s information was worth a bag of powdered dragon bone. Sweaty watched 
anxiously, his eyes had returned to their usual, bloodshot brown. 
“Go on,” he urged. I wedged my claws under the tile, half expecting an alarm to ring out and shatter 
the bucolic peace. According to the disgruntled sorcerer,Rublis had only paid for the door and the 
window of his study to be warded,and even then, he’d withheld a portion of the sorcerer’s fee on 
some apparently unjustified pretext. 
I lifted the tile. Nothing happened. Sweaty exhaled as relieved as I was. I drew my knife, reached 
down through the rafters, and began to saw through the plaster-covered ceiling board. It rained 
paintwork onto the patterned carpet, but no alarms sounded. After I’d finished cutting a me-sized 
piece out of the ceiling, I carefully removed the board and handed it to Sweaty. “Don’t say I never 
give you anything.” 
“You’re too generous.” 
I sheathed my blade, squeezed between the rafters, and dropped onto the carpet. Many lovely 
shiny things caught my eye, andI was momentarily blinded by glitter and greed. As I was fond of 
my head being attached to my shoulders, I ignored the chink and found the catch in the flower and 
pressed it. There was a satisfying click,  and then unexpectedly, the button yielded a fraction more. 
Being half thoasa my body has a mind of its own when it comes to self-preservation, and I was 
already twisting sideways as the dart flew past my thigh and embedded itself in the door with a 
solid thunk. “Who puts a poison dart in a desk?” 
Sweaty’s leering face appeared through the hole in the roof. “It’s irresponsible if you ask me.” 
“I agree, Stefan. Very irresponsible.” While we talked, I traced the seam of the secret compartment 
under the blotter with the tip of a claw. I found the catch and levered it open. Inside was a pile of 
official-looking documents and the bone scroll case that Mother had described in exacting detail. I 
tucked the case into my doublet and replaced the blotter. In my extensive experience on the rob, I’d 
learned that if you tidied up after a job, it could take a while for a cull to even notice they’d been 
done over. 
With that in mind, I swept the plaster flakes under the carpet and pulled the dart out of the door before hauling myself back onto the roof with no one in the house any the wiser. The evening was 
settling in now, beginning to layer the land in shades of soft purple and dusky blue. My capricious 
friend the moon was doing us a kindness and remained discretely hidden behind a bank of cloud. 
“Gimme that.” I pointed at the neat rectangle of plaster ceiling. Sweaty handed it back. I set it at a 
slight angle in the hole from which it had been cut. There were gaps, and the pattern would be off, 
but only if you looked up, and very few people ever look up. I’d wager that the Senator wouldn’t 
even know he’d been burgled until he opened the secret compartment again, by which time we’d 
be back at the Guild’s headquarters enjoying a frothy mug or two of ale. I re-laid the tile. “Sweet as.” 
“Let me see the case.” Sweaty asked. I handed it over. He turned it in his hand, checked the seal and 
smiled his amber smile. “Nice work. I’ll see you back at The Mouse’s Nest.” 
I grabbed his arm. “What do you mean, ‘you’ll see me back at the Nest’? You’re not thinking of 
apporting without me, are you, Sweaty?” 
The sorcerer grinned. “Nooo,” he said and then vanished. My hand closed on air. 
“Flat-faced, barnacle-arsed, fucknubbin.” I hissed at the space he’d occupied a moment earlier, still 
redolent with the smell of his greasy sweat. 


Chapter Two 
I retraced my route over the rooftops of the sprawling country retreat and climbed down the same 
way I’d climbed up. I had to dodge a group of stable hands and slip past a couple of women who 
were sharing a pipe by the kitchen door. 
I don’t recall what they were talking about because I was entirely focused on escaping and 
planning how badly and when I was going to beat the crap out of Sweaty. One tiny lapse in 
concentration had caused me to hand over the scrol case. It was beyond stupid, but I didn’t scold 
myself too much, not now. I’d have plenty of time to beat myself up over it as I plodded back to 
Appleton. Mother would laugh her arse off as she verbally flayed me in front of the entire Guild. She 
was a sorcerer and like Sweaty could have apported home in a blink. Even at a run, it would take 
me days to get back to Appleton, by which time that amber-toothed cock-knuckle Stefan would 
have claimed all the credit for the job. 
“Treacherous, fucking cockroach,” I muttered as I hoofed it from the manor, my claws churning up 
the mulchy loam of the tree-shaded road. I wanted to wring Sweaty Stefan’s neck so much it made 
my teeth ache. I’d wait until he’d forgotten the slight and then, when he’d dropped his guard, I’d 
settle his account. In the meantime, I’d have to endure the mockery of my fellow Guild Blades. The 
thud of horses’ hooves distracted me from thoughts of vengeance. Without waiting to see who it 
was, I dived into a fern-shaded ditch and waited. A minute passed before a contingent of green-
clad guards cantered along the road. It might have been a coincidence that they were heading in 
the same direction as me, or it might have been that the senator had more influence than we’d 
given him credit for. Either way, I would have to make a detour to avoid them— another notch on 
the stick I’d use to beat Sweaty to death. 
Instead of heading east along the road, I cut norththrough the woods towards an old packhorse 
trail that ran just below the Scathblight hills. It wasn’t used much by common culls, not since an 
ogrenwarband had wiped out a group of urux herders a few years earlier. Since then the trail had 
become the favored highway of smugglers which was how I knew about it. There were a few 
farms and isolated villages scattered here and there, but I was confident that I could slip past 
without alerting anylocals to my presence. Friend Night fell like a comforting shroud as I made my 
way through the forest and soft pine needle loam deadened what sound I made. I looked back from 
the steep rake of the hillside down to the road where torchlight flashed back and forth. Someone 
was searching for something, and I guessed that something was me. 
When the glittering gold threads of torchlight began to weave through the weft of the trees, I 
quickened my pace. The hunters were going to a lot of effort for a failed burglary. Could it be that 
the real theft had already been discovered? But even if it had, this seemed like a lot of effort to go 
to for something I’d been told was of little intrinsic value. Mother had brushed off the question 
when I’d asked her what we were stealing. “A small thing,” she’d said as she gnawed on a butter-drenched pigroach leg, the hot, dark juice running down her chin as she chewed on the delicacy. “A 
worthlittle trinket,” she’d said before cracking open another leg and sucking out the marrow, 
offering me nothing but a meat-flecked smile. 
I put it to her that if it was indeed a ‘worthlittle’ why send me and Sweaty Stefan after it? Why not 
send some snot-nosed coves, eager to make a name for themselves? She stopped smiling then and 
fixed me with a cold stare before spitting out a piece of bone which caught in her perfectly curled 
black hair. “Put it this way,” she said. “If you value your hide you will consider it worthless. Now get 
the fuck out of my sight.” And that was that. The memory of past thrashings and the bone throne 
on which she sat reminded me that dear mamawas as mean as death and not even her own flesh 
and blood should cross her. 
Much to my dismay the packhorse trail was stamped with fresh, heavy warhorse looking 
hoofprints. The faint taste of blade oil was tangled with the sweet aroma of pine and loam that 
warmed the shadows. Again, it could have been a coincidence that warriors were on the 
smugglers’ trail, but below me, scattered torchlight blazed like meteors in the amorphous darkness. 
Back and forth they went, combing the length and breadth of the sweeping valley. 
I found a deer track and hiked higher into the bones of the foothills. As I scrambled over rocks, 
avoiding treacherous scree and slithering things, it dawned on me that Sweaty must have known 
all along that he would pull a swifty. In fact, Mother had probably told him to do it, which made 
sense, in a coldly calculating sort of way. While the senator and the local guards were busy 
searching the area for me, she would quietly sell whatever it was she’d had me steal. “I’m such an 
idiot.” Something the size of a dinner plate scuttled away from me, the rub of its wing case and the 
scrape of chitin on rock echoed like laughter. 
I continued to climb for another hour or so until I came across another path that cut athwart the 
animal path, east to west. The tracks on this road were old, rain scarred, and windblown into near 
obscurity. I decided to take it and head east. It was more of a detour than I’d planned, but I’d be able 
to drop down on Appleton from the north, thereby avoiding the risk of bumping into any of the 
search party. They would have to give up before riding into the next magisterial jurisdiction which 
made me smile. You have to love the law when it works in your favor. 
The track shone silver in the moonlight and widened into a road. It was flanked here and there by 
the remains of a low retaining wall that had been overgrown by leathery ferns and constricting 
snake vine. A few hundred yards further on the skeletal outline of a deserted watermill stood 
silentlybeside a deep river race. The wheel lay on its side, a splintered reminder that nothing lasts 
forever. Something that sounded like the scrape of metal on leather froze me in a crouch. The 
spoor of beasts, and the scent of humans floated on the air. A heartbeat later the scrape of metal 
became the clash of steel. The commotion was coming from between the gutted bones of 
homesteads somewhere up ahead. As I wasn’t being ambushed I should have left whoever to 
whatever bloody-handed work they were about, but curiosity got the better of me. I crept through 
the undergrowth, climbed onto the roof of a dead-eyed building, and slid along the bones of the rafters. 
I inched forward so I could get a better view of the action, spilling a fine drizzle of rotten thatch 
onto the fungus that had colonized the shell of the building. Standing on itshindlegs, with its back 
to a well was what at first glance I took to be a rearing bear. On a second, closer look I realized it 
was a human. He smelled of pickled cabbage, mead, and bear grease somewhat vindicating my 
initial mistake. 
He was being out-flanked by two coves who were half his size. Two other miscreants were stalking 
him head-on, the four of them closing him down like a pack of wolves. Brigands didn’t usually pick 
on someone like the bear man, someone who might prove a challenge so I could only assume that 
pickings were thin or, more likely given their occupation, they were stupid and lazy. Whatever the 
reason for the attack, they were going to win. They might take some lumps,but they had the 
weight of numbers on their side. Only in stories could one, heroic human beat four. A thoasa or an 
arrachid would hand these fools their arses, a sorcerer likewise, but an ordinary human was 
unlikely to win out. Given his size, I didn’t think the fel ow would go down easy, which would make 
for an exciting contest. 
As I was a gambler, I decided to stay and enjoy a low-risk bet with myself. I reasoned that even if 
the noise drew the attention of the greenshanks, the fight would be over, and I’d be long gone by 
the time they got here. The bear spat out a mouthful of blood that stained the tails of his pale 
mustache. He was wielding a pair of what looked like climbing axes. They had narrow heads and 
iron-bound shafts that were as long as his arms, but they weren’t weapons as such. A big ax was 
lying about eight feet away beside a slashed backpack. Beyond the pack, a figure lay in a fetal curl, 
save that her head was facing in the opposite direction to her body, unusual for a human even one 
with above average flexibility. A long knife gleamed in her dead hand. 
In my professional opinion, I estimated that he’d take one more, and maybe wound another 
before they brought him down. Not the best odds for the attackers, but then if your career choice 
was ‘brigand’ you probably didn’t spend much time contemplating the consequences of your 
actions. One of the thugs, a lanky cull whose eyes were too close together, made an obviousfeint. 
Predictably, the barbarian blocked it. He was ponderous and clumsy and stupid to have been 
drawn so easily. This
is going to be over sooner than I thought. As though to confirm my 
assessment, one of the attackers on his flank darted in, his blade a flash of silver in the moonlight. 
The barbarian didn’t even look as he hurled an ax at the sneak with surprising speed and 
unsurprising power. It hit him square in the face, splaying his nose and taking him off his feet. The 
bandit crashed to the ground. Limbs unstrung, he twitched and gurgled but didn’t rise. 
The others froze, shocked at the sudden and fatally explosive counter. Expressions of grim 
determination replaced the smug grins that had hitherto been etched on their faces. This is it.  I 
edged closer to get a better view of the barbarian’s last stand. A soft, almost imperceptible groan 
gave a warning that all wasn’t right beneath me. It was quickly followed by a loud crack as the 
joists on which I was laying snapped. I was moving as soon as the wood sighed. I grabbed the edge of the wall, pulled myself forward, and flipped off the roof as the rotten beams collapsed. 
I landed in a crouch near the fellow who’d just had his face split open and drew my blades. It was 
an entirely reflex action, but as far as they were concerned, it looked like I’d intended to join the 
fray. Now, given a choice, I would have thrown my lot in with the bandits. They had the advantage 
in numbers, and I probably had more in common with them than the bearish cove. He had about 
him the look of a warrior, one of those dangerouscovesarmoredfrom sense by a ‘code of honor’. 
Warriors swore all manner of noble oaths until some princeling or other cast the spel of gold that 
turned heroes into butchers. At least the bandits murdered honestly without the need of pretexts. 
You knew where you were with scum. 
“Evening.” I smiled. 
The oldest bandit backed away from me. “What the fuck?” he exclaimed, quite naturally surprised 
by my dramatic entrance. I was about to introduce myself and give my bona fides as a member of 
the Midnight Court when the small-eyed fellow stabbed his blade into the ground and drew a hand 
bow. “Don’t just stand there,” he snapped at his remaining comrades as he fumbled a bolt into the 
flight groove before wrenching the string back. He chinned at the barbarian. “Kill the fuck out of 
him. I’ll deal with snake face.” 
“Wel , that’s just rude,” I said. “I was only going to—” The string clicked in place, Small-eyesleveled 
the bow at me. Following the barbarian’s lead, I hurled one of my blades. It flew true and took a 
chunk out of his arm. The bandit yelled and dropped the bow but not before pul ing the trigger. 
The bolt zipped past my head and shattered against the wall of the building I’d just fallen off. 
“You freakish bastard.” He snarled and clutched his bleeding arm. “I’m going to fucking skin you for 
this.” 
His words were an unpleasant reminder of Mother’s threat and the senator’s promise. “Why is 
everyone so intent on skinning?” I stalked towards the fel ow. 
“I’m not intent on skinning you,” the barbarian offered all friendly like as he snatched the bucket 
from the well, presumably to use as a shield since he’d partially disarmed himself. The fellow 
who’d had his face split groped blindly towards me as I advanced on his comrades. I ended his pain 
with a thrust through the heart and left my sword sheathed in his chest while I tugged the ax from 
his ruined face. 
“Oi, catch.” I tossed it to the barbarian. He grinned, hurled the bucket at the nearest attacker, and 
caught the ax. I retrieved my weapon from the corpse. Small Eyes backed away from me, deciding 
much too late that discretion was the better part of living to rob another day. I chuckled. “Do you 
seriously think you can back away far enough that I’ll get bored? Or perhaps you think I might 
forget what I’m doing and wander off?” I flicked the blood from my blade. “You might as well stand 
your ground and die fighting because I am going to kill you.” To underscore my grim promise, the 
barbarian bellowed a war cry and charged the remaining bandits. Seeing the shift in fortunes, one 
of them wisely turned tail and ran like hell, leaving his erstwhile comrade to face the great hairy one’s wrath alone. 
It wasn’t pretty, more butchery than skilled bladework, but it was quick as the bear hacked him 
open from shoulder to balls. The bandit I was facing licked his dry lips. 
“What if I surrender?” 
I grinned. 
“You miserable, filthy by-blow,” he cursed and then lunged at me. He was sluggish and heavy on the 
forehand, and his eyes glistened with unshed tears. Even with the injury to his arm, he could have 
done better. This wasn’t an attack, it was suicide, not an uncommon reaction for a human faced 
with an aggressive warspawn. Most of them only saw a monster when they looked at people like 
me. They saw only death in tooth and claw rather than someone like them who was making it up 
as they went along. Do not mistake me, I wasn’t complaining, his misconceptions made my life 
easier. I sidestepped his leaden attack, turned my blade inside his lax guard, and opened his throat. 
He gasped, spraying a mist of blood into the silvered night. His gaze clouded as he got busy choking 
to death on his claret and staring into the yawning void of eternity. 
I turned to see the barbarian wiping his ax on his attacker’s jerkin. When he was done, he 
straightened, rolled his massive, fur-clad shoulders, and hammered his fist against his chest. To be 
polite, I did likewise. 
“Ah, no, it’s not a salute,” he said. “I was just showing you that I’m wearing a breastplate under 
this.” 
“I knew that.” Happily, I don’t flush when I’m embarrassed. 
As the bandits bled out, the barbarian checked his pack, tutted, muttered, and grumbled. “Timely 
arrival there, friend,” he said at last, although, even then it seemed like a difficult admission. “It 
would have been a mite harder to put them down had you not shown up when you did. The gods 
must be watching.” There was so much wrong with his statement all I could bring myself to do 
wasnod. “What’s your name, friend?” 
“Amberley. Chas Amberley at your service,” I lied smoothly and inclined my head. 
“You’re thoasa?” 
I nodded. “Close enough.” 
“My name is UlthvarrUrisson.” He grinned evidently proud of his name. “My friends call me Uli.” He 
spat on his hand and offered it to me. I was tempted to slot him and rob the lot of them. But it was 
late, and he might prove useful, so I took his hand. It felt like I’d wrapped a steak around my fist. To 
give him his due, he didn’t flinch away from my cold, scaly skin as most humans did, and to give me 
my due, I didn’t balk at grasping a handful of sputum. “Where are you heading, Uli?” 
“To Valen and then back home to Grundvelt.” I swiftly concluded that traveling with this fellow 
would be a sensible precaution given that the greenshanks were looking for a lone warspawn. 
Added to which, he was handy in a fight, if a little on the messy side. “These hills are dangerous,” he said in case I hadn’t noticed the dead bandits. “We should maybe travel together a ways. What say 
you, Amberley?” 
I pretended to think about it before speaking. “I’d be delighted,” I said at last. 
“Just one thing,” he added. “I have to make a slight detour, to help an old friend.” 
This was not part of my plan. “I wish you well and good luck on your quest, friend, but I must be 
on my way.” 
“I can pay you for the inconvenience. It’s not far.” 

Ah, the magic words. “How much?” 
The barbarian gave me a dirty look. “Time was a fellow could ask for aid and it would be given 
without the need to barter coin. What happened to courage and honor?” 
“They died of starvation, as will I if I don’t earn my keep. Look at me, friend-from- Grundvelt.” I 
spread my arms. “Do I inspire charity? Or do you perhaps think an army of adoring benefactors 
shower me with gold? Let me answer that for you. No, I do not, and the only things I am ever 
showered with is rain or the contents of a well-aimed chamber pot. If I don’t work, I don’t eat.” 
He thought about it for a while, his hooded eyes glittered beneath bristling brows, and then his 
mustache twitched, and he gave vent to a deep laugh. “Aye. I can see that. I have eighteen crowns. 
He patted his massive gut, kindly indicating where he kept his coin pouch. Will nine do you?” 
“Say ten and you have a deal.” 
He frowned, huffed and rubbed his chin, making such a show of thinking about it that I regretted 
not asking for more. “Very well, ten it is, but not a penny more.” 
“You drive a hard bargain, sirrah,” I said and resolved to steal the rest at the earliest opportunity. 
Chapter Three 
My new friend and I stripped the brigands of their valuables. It wasn’t greed, more a tax on the 
stupid which amounted to the princely sum of two crowns in assorted coinage, a decent dagger, 
and a gold hoop earring. One of them was wearing a good pair of boots, but Uli’s feet were twice 
the size of the bandit’s and mine don’t conform to the shape of human feet. We dumped the bodies 
in the house with the collapsed roof. It was a small consideration; giving them a more dignified 
resting place than they deserved, but despite appearances, I’m not a monster. 
The bear lit the fire he’d set before he was attacked and made camp for the second time that eve. It 
was an unnecessary delay as far as I was concerned. I didn’t need much sleep, I didn’t eat often, and 
the concept of ‘rest’ was lost on me. Humans, however, tend to get cranky if they don’t get a few 
hours kip every day. While he rummaged in his pack, I sat back and enjoyed the olfactory banquet 
to which my companion was happily oblivious. I could taste the iron stink of congealing blood and 
the sickly, rancid flux that was beginning to ooze from the dead bandits. The noxious taste of 
recent death clung to my bifurcated tongue along with the rotten meat smell of the fungus spores 
blooming on the fertilizer we’d just dropped into their midst. In a few weeks’ time, fruit would set 
on the bodies— a gangrenous lesson in how not to run a bandit crew. It was a lesson from which 
the dead could learn nothing, but the wise cull who’d legged it might return and gain some insight. 
Ulthvarr tossed a piece of the broken well cover onto the fire sending a swarm of embers spinning 
into the sky. How he’d never set himself alight being as he was covered in wild, bushy hair and 
wearing furs was a minor miracle. I tasted the air again, just to make sure he really was human 
and not some bearish creature masquing as one. Not that I would have regarded him with less 
esteem if he wasn’t. I was just curious. 
“So, they got the drop on you, eh?” I said. 
He stiffened. “Not as such. The woman came in openly enough, said she was lost, smiled sweetly as 
they do, and then tried to cut my throat. If I hadn’t had my pack in my hands when she came at me, 
she might have succeeded.” He laughed, shook his head, and spoke intothe flames. “I’m getting old. I 
should have sniffed that honeytrap a mile off.” 
“Aye. You should.” I grinned. 
“I’ve always been a fool for a pretty face. Ask Murai when we see her. She and I were mercenaries 
in the Ferric Cohort. We served under Imperator Septima in the Greenstahl campaign… are you 
listening?” 
“Yes, absolutely.” I wasn’t. I was scanning the crowding shadows in case the escaped bandit was 
foolish enough to return and try his luck. “That battle happened before my time.” 
“It was twenty years ago.” 
“Like I say, before my time.” 
He didn’t look like he believed me which was an irony, as for once I wasn’t lying. But even had I 
been alive, I wouldn’t have known what he was talking about. Coves like me didn’t care who was 
fighting or why. What mattered was how many whores and how much pel the weary warriors 
could afford and how my guild could supply them. Given that there always seemed to be a war 
somewhere, business was good for kings and queens of every stripe, even those who dwelt in the 
shadows. “What kind of trouble is your friend in? Is it money?” 
His face darkened. “I don’t know. I received a missive from here saying that she needed help. We 
Ferrics know the meaning of loyalty. We swore a blood oath to each other and the Empire.” 
“Twenty years ago?” 
“Aye.” He settled into a storyteller’s hunch, and I composed an attentive face. “When the Greenstahl 
campaign ended, our platoon decided to stay together. We became sellswords and damn good we 
were.” His eyes shone, lit by the warmth of remembrance. “Many of my comrades fell. Alas, a 
beautiful death in battle was denied me, and I retired, alive and well. But once a Ferric, always a 
Ferric.” He spat in the fire, locked his raw-knuckled fingers together, and cracked them. “I became 
a farmer. Can you imagine that?” 
I could indeed imagine the big ox pulling a plow. “No. Not at all. Although, I’m sure such a cunning 
cove as your good self has mastered the intricacies of the business.” 
He sat a little taller. “I do all right, but a long, healthy life is worthless. A warrior must earn his place 
in the House of Eagles where the glorious dead go to roost in the Eyrie of the Gods.” 
“I long to die in my bed, preferably in my sleep, and with a bellyful of ale. I’ll concern myself with 
the afterlife when I’m in it.” 
He gave me a look that could have cracked stone. “Each to their own, I suppose, but it is not the 
way of my clan. We seek the glory of a beautiful death, fighting for a worthy cause, preferably 
against overwhelming odds.” 
With such a self-destructive tenet at their core, I was surprised any of his ilk had lived long enough 
to form a clan. He rummaged in his tattered pack, took out a sewing kit, and repeatedly failed to 
thread a needle. As entertaining as it was to watch his impression of a someone playing a tiny, 
invisible trumpet, I decided to put the myopic cove out of his misery. 
“Allow me,” I offered. “I’m good with needles.” 
“Are you a tailor?” 
“Nah. I’m just good with sharp things.” 
“Tailoring aside, your kind are good fighters, strong and fast. What happened to your tail?” 
I’d never had a tail, but I wasn’t surprised that he couldn’t tell that I was only half thoasa. Humans, 
in particular, didn’t seem to notice those elements of my physiognomy that coincided with their 
own. It was almost as though they didn’t want to think that there was anything human in a 
monster like me. “It got bitten off by a brachuri, made a terrible mess. Where are we headed?” I rol ed the thread around the eye and poked the stiffened tip through the hole before handing it 
back. It’s an excellenttechnique if you have claws or thick fingers. I was taught the trick by an 
upstanding fellow who used to sew shrouds for an undertaker of Mother’s acquaintance. He sold 
her bodies that she sold on at a profit to anatomists and necromancers. It could not be said that I 
had a happy childhood, but it was certainly interesting. 
“My thanks.” He started to sew the rents in his pack, the needle little more than a gleaming splinter 
gripped in his meaty paw. “There’s a keep about half a day’s walk from here, I’d guess. I’ve got 
directions that came with the missive. It’s a bit vague, butMurai wouldn’t lead me wrong.” 
“Why send a message to you? No offense, but if she’s being held against her will that’s 
greenshank— I mean, imperial guard business and there are dozens of outposts closer than 
Grundvelt. Why wastetime getting a message to you instead of them?” 
He jabbed the needle into the pack like he was trying to kill it. “The Ferric’s swore a blood oath. 
Honour demands that we help each other. Murai wouldn’t dream of going to the guards for help 
while one of us yet lived. None of us would. You wouldn’t understand. I’ll bet you’ve never stood 
beneath a silken banner, shoulder-to-shoulder with your comrades on the battlefield.” 
I laughed at the thought. “Sweet salvation, no.” I warmed my feet by the fire, enjoyed the tickle of 
heat and the hot ash between my claws. 
“You don’t know what you’re missing.” 
“A beautiful death?” 
“Aye. Death and honor! Courage and Blood!” He thumped his barrel chest. 
“I’m more, ‘Life and Ale!’ ‘Hard beds and soft whores!’” 
I laughed alone. 


*** 
 Dawn came. The suns didn’t rise, glum clouds gathered like mourners at a funeral, and a thick mist 
rol ed down from the mountains and bound the deserted town in gauzy grey. 
I hadn’t slept, I’d sat and watched shadows dance and later, as the sky lightened, iron bright 
dewdrops grow and spread until they’d battened the ground as thick as nails in the deck of a ship. 
Ulthvarr had dozed off for a couple of hours, snoring and cuddling his ax to his breast like a lover. I 
could have cut his throat and taken his gold, but I wasn’t a murderer as such. But I also wasn’t 
shackled by honor, that particular form of moral bondage being favoured by the likes of the bear 
who was snoring and drooling on the other side of the dead fire. I preferred to play things by ear, 
to weigh each situation on its own merits which seemed so much fairer. Certainly, I’d killed without 
compunction those culls who’d crossed Mother. I had also inhumed several counterparts in other 
ignoble houses of the Midnight Court of Appleton without losing sleep over the matter. But I wasn’t 
an executioner, or so in love with coin that I’d slay with impunity to get my hands on it, not unless there was a great deal of coin at stake and then who knows? 
I coaxed the fire back to life, found some black bread and hard tack in the poorly sewn pack, and 
toasted them in the lackluster flames. The smell of hot, moldy yeast, dried meat, and rancid fat 
worked its magic and woke him from his slumber, putting me and the local wildlife out of our 
stertor-induced misery. He farted and eyed me suspiciously as though I’d done the deed before 
spying his pack that I’d left open beside him. “You better not have stolen anything.” 
I slow blinked my disdain. “I was bored of waiting for you to wake up, so I thought I’d get some 
food going. Fear not, I resisted the urge to steal your spare breechcloth, whetstone, and sewing kit. 
Although the ball of twine was tempting.” 
He grunted and fixed me with a sullen stare, but the hard line of his shoulders relaxed. He ate the 
bread and tack without comment and stared gloomily into the guttering flames, the shreds of a 
troubling dream clinging to his waking mind like the oppressive mist hanging over the town. We 
shared a drink of stale water that had been mulling in his flask for gods knew how long. Like the 
barbarian he was, he cleaned his teeth with the muddy hem of his woolen cloak. Being a well-bred 
cove, I used a sweet wood twig to keep my fangs in bite-worthy condition, although, after six 
months this one was wearing thin. 
We left the road a short way out of town and headed higher into the foothills along an overgrown, 
cobbled trackway. Judging by the wear, it must have once been a busy artery, thronged with rustics 
and their beasts going back and forth to the market in the town we’d just left. What blight had 
befallen these hardy souls was lost to history, but the remains of their steads lay scattered like old 
bones across the hillside ossuary. I wondered if perhaps we were near an old Schism battle site and 
the land had been poisoned by foul magic. Either way, it was an inhospitable place wedged 
between jagged crags. The thin air was playing havoc with my aging barbarian friend whose face 
beneath his whiskers was as red as a slapped arse by the time we reached our destination. 
“There,” he said between labored breaths, as though I hadn’t spotted the looming towers spearing 
through the gloom on the far side of a crumbling bridge. When the mist briefly parted, I could see 
that the gate was bound with chains and marked by sigils of warding which was rarely a good 
sign. To emphasize the point that this place was proscribed the Holy Eye had also been crudely 
painted above thegate. There were no signs of life, and the shrieking winds driving through the 
keep were infused with a sepulchral smell of decay. 
To my surprise, my companion was bent almost double after crossing the snowline where hills 
became mountain. I’d expected a rugged Grundvelt barbarian to be at home in such terrain, but 
his bel ows breathing said otherwise. Despite his apparent discomfort, he trudged on with a 
bovine tenacity that I had to admire. 
The bridge had once been a grand affair, as befitted the forbidding edifice before us. Like Ulthvarr, 
it was past its best. Rock slides had taken bites out of it over the years, pocked the masonry and 
beheaded the statues of mighty warriors that flanked the walkway. Above us, tattered banners 
bearing the faded arms of a noble house fluttered bravely from the lofty ramparts. As we crossed, I 
glanced below and saw the remains of carts and carriages scattered on rocky ledges and caught up in the branches of sickly pines. The remains of the occupants lay in various states of 
decomposition amid the wreckage. That some appeared to be recently deceased was a matter of 
concern. 
“They didn’t fall down there by accident.” My words were absorbed by the dense brume and 
carried no distance at all, forcing the warrior to lean in to hear me. 
“It is a treacherous path, to be sure.” His acknowledgment was half-hearted. I guessed that he 
thought I’d do a runner if he admitted what we both could see. He was mistaken. After coming this 
far, I wasn’t going anywhere without the gold he’d promised me. 
“Someone or thing threw those carts down there, along with the unfortunate cargo,” I observed 
casually. “And then hid their tracks.” 
He shrugged. “Your imagination is running away with you. It was probably landslides. Now hurry, 
whatever happened this is a dangerous place to loiter.” 
“Yes, let's go into the keep marked by the Holy Eye, and is that a human skull hanging from the 
gate?” 
He gave me a knowing look. “It’s probably been put there to scare away thieves. Come on, it’s 
bloody freezing out here.” 
“I thought you were a barbarian?” 
He stopped, framed by the black maw of the gateway. “You’re judging me by what I look like?” 
He had a point. “I, well…” 
“Is it because I have a beard and long hair or because I prefer axes to swords? Perhaps it’s what 
I’m wearing. Do you think I look like a Nuntka hunter from the Fang Frost wastes?” 
“Wel , you are wearing a lot of fur, so…” 
“Because it’s cold here, ” he retorted. “I hate the cold. I was born on a beach, under the heat of the midday suns.” He hunched his shoulders and plodded over the bridge like a constipated mammoth. 
A little voice told me that I should leave him to it, but as is quite often the case, my little voice was 
silenced by the brash shout of coin. 
“Are you ready for this?” The barbarian unslung his ax. 
As there weren’t any signs of life or activity of any kind I wasn’t sure what ‘this’ he was referring 
to. “Aye, my friend. I’m ready,” I said without a quip or sharp comment for the ax he was carrying 
was as long as I was tall. 
I fol owed him through the gatehouse into the bastion, but wecould progress no further as the 
walls of the inner bailey had collapsed into rubble. Moss and scrubby plants were growing on the 
stones indicating the fall had happened years ago. I thought I caught the scent of another human, 
but the wind shifted and snatched it away. The only tracks I could see were those of beasts hunting in the ruins. 
“You sure this is where your friend’s being held?” I asked. 
“Yes. I’m sure.” He didn’t sound sure. 
“Wel , my friend, unless you’re a sorcerer we’re not getting in that way. We should probably head 
back before the fog really closes in.” 
He paused a moment then spotted what I had seen but had chosen to ignore. “Over there.” He 
stalked over to a flight of stairs. The steps led to a door beneath a partially collapsed arch. “It’s 
locked.” His voice echoed. Reluctantly, I headed down after him. A shaft of wan light silvered the 
rain blackened stone and illuminated a heavy door. Ulthvarr put his shoulder to it. It didn’t budge. 
“D’you have any skill with locks?” 
I couldn’t help but give a little smile. “I’m no expert, but I could take a look.” I crouched by the door 
and slipped the tools of my trade from the hidden pocket on my belt. After a quick poke around I 
ascertained that the lock was a three-tumbler affair, very basic. It took seconds to unlock the teeth 
and retract the bolt. “It was just rusty,” I said as I slipped my picks back into my belt. He grunted 
but let the explanation pass and gave the door a shove. It creaked open. A cold blast of air whipped 
out of the darkness bringing with it the taste of death and decay. Uli got out his flint and sparked 
life into a torch that was ensconced on the other side of the door at the top of a further flight of 
stairs. 
The oily smell of smoke ameliorated the musty, dead air odor that oozed from the crypt. With 
hisax in one hand and the torch in the other, the barbarian headed down. I drew my blades and 
fol owed. If there was a beautiful death waiting down here, I’d generously let him find it first. I was 
convinced his friend was dead and that whoever had slain her was most likely waiting for their 
next victim. Or if we were lucky, we’d just slotted the gang who’d taken her, and all we’d find was a 
body instead of a fight. The steps led to an atrium and another door. Piles of bones and rags littered 
the floor, and the plinths of smashed statues gathered dust in cobwebbed niches. 
The door that confronted us here far below the keep’s bastion could only be described as macabre. 
It was carved in the Imperial style from thorn wood, the black grain a favorite for use in tombs and 
magisterial palaces when the dagger-like thorns were planed down. The thorns on this door hadn’t 
been planed. Impaled upon the spikes were dozens of giant cockroaches. The insects’ bodies were 
as big as my palm, in of itself not unusual, especially out here in the wilds. That they hissed in 
alarm, and that their antenna flicked wildly when they really ought to have been dead was 
somewhat out of the ordinary. 
“Sweet Salvation. Why aren’t they dead?” said Uli and he began hacking them off the door with his 
ax. When every gleaming carapace had been smashed to glistening shards, he tried the handle. Of 
course, it was locked. He sliced away more of the thorns and kicked it. Despite his considerable 
strength, it didn’t open. Beaten, he turned to me. “You want to see if you can do anything about the 

rust on this one?” he asked. 
“If you’ve finished playing with your little friends, I’ll give it a go.” I crouched and slipped my picks out. Not that subtlety remained uppermost in my mind for when I glanced over my shoulder I saw 
a skeletal hound rise from a pile of bones a few feet behind Uli, a pale blue light shining in its empty 
eye sockets. “There’s a dead dog behind you,” I said in the calm tone of voice I used when I was 
confronted by a living guard dog. Which, in hindsight might have been a mistake. 
The barbarian canted his head to the side. “And?” The dog leaped. Its rattling bones gave Ulthvarr 
enough of a warning for him to spin and put up his weapon. Instead of latching onto his neck the 
dog’s fangs snapped closed on the ax shaft. 
“It’s still moving,” I said as he smashed it against the wall. “Well, it was.” 
“Fuck,” the giant exclaimed while holding the remains of the skeletal hound at arm’s length. “A 
warning would have been nice.” He threw the bones on the floor and stamped the skull to powder. 
The light died, and a chill wind howled up the stairs and out of the crypt. 
“I did warn you,” I said. He ignored me and continued to dance on the dog’s bones. I left him to it 
and set about springing the lock. I put my wrench in the hole opposite where the teeth of the key 
would go and felt around for the way the lock turned. When I found it, I kept the pressure on with 
the wrench, inserted the pick, and found the pins. I counted four. With the big lump keeping a 
lookout, I lifted each one until I could turn the wrench the whole way whereupon I was rewarded 
with a satisfying click. 
I tucked my tools away and stood up. “You, er, you’ve got bits of bone in your beard.” I pointed to 
the offending chips of bone caught in his sandy whiskers. Glaring, he shook them out. 
“Nevermind bone in my beard, I almost had fucking fangs in my neck. You could have given a more 
specific or indeed, more urgent warning.” 
I shrugged. “I didn’t want to alarm it.” 
“It was dead and well beyond being alarmed, I’ll wager.” 
I stepped aside. “All right, calm thy self, sirrah. I swear on my mother’s life, the next time I see that 
you’re about to be attacked by a skeletal hound, I’ll shout.” 
Chapter Four 
“It’s a crypt.” The echo of the barbarian’s words skittered around the walls of the chamber. Like 
the spokes of a wheel, short corridors linked this central room to half a dozen others. From what I 
could see, these other vaults were stacked with coffins that were shelved into the walls. 
“A crypt, you say? I wonder what gave it away?” 
“You’re pretty funny for a lizard.” 
“I’m pretty funny for an anything.” 
“You want to watch that. A fast mouth could get you into trouble.” 
“Luckily for me, my hands are faster than my mouth. Which way do you want to go?” 
He snorted. “Back the way we came if I’m honest. Why don’t you sniff out a way in?” 
“Unlock the doors, sniff a way out. What is it you do again?” 
He patted his chest. “Provide the gold. I also hit things.” 
“You had me at ‘provide the gold.’” 
I put my back to a cracked fountain that stood in the centre of the chamber beneath a vine 
strangled light well. Short corridors led to vaulted crypts that were full of moldering coffins but as 
wel as the high stink of old rot and mold spores, I was sure I caught the musky warmth of living 
human carried on the breeze. It was too faint to tell me anything more than there was, or had 
been, at least one living human somewhere north of where we were. “This way,” I said and headed 
in that direction. 
The barbarian stomped along, noisily crushing herbs and husks of sweet flowers that had been 
strewn on the floor. The first crypt we passed through was dedicated to the house of Adrosius 
which, if the ancient caskets were anything to judge by, died out centuries ago. The passageway 
continued beyond this chamber and led to another where a wan flame flickered in the darkness. 
Ulthvarr rol ed his neck and loosened his shoulders as we crept— as I  crept towards the light, and 
he did his best to sound like an army. The lit room only had a single occupant. Lying on a raised 
stone dais set in the middle of the chamber was a fellow garbed in fine if faded velvet and 
watermarked satin. Jewels winked on his fingers and heavy gold chains sparkled around his neck. 
His arms were crossed over his heart and his eyes were closed. He looked for all the world that he 
was enjoying a deep and restful sleep, which was somewhat of a concern because, given the smell 
emanating from him, I was confident that he was long dead. We tiptoed back down the passage. 
“Is he dead?” Ulthvarr whispered in a manner which suggested he already knew the answer but 
didn’t like it. 
“Oh, yes.” 
“Are you sure? He has colorin his cheeks.” 
His cheeks were indeed as flushed as though he’d quaffed one too many glasses of wine and was 
now sleeping it off. I tasted tallow from the small lamps that were burning at each corner of the 
dais, but the smell of death pervaded the air. The slender thread of living human scent came and 
went, but it wasn’t coming from this fellow. The name carved on the tomb was that of one 
RugoriusAdrosius. There were other smells I didn’t recognize, some that I knew I’d smel ed before 
but couldn’t place. There were resinous, oily smells that reminded me of temple incense. 
“I’m tel ing you, he’s as dead as they come.” 
“As dead as those roaches, or that dog?” 
“Deader.” 
“I think it’s an infernal. A blood drinker.” Ulthvarr declared as though I hadn’t considered and 
discounted the possibility. 
I shook my head. “He doesn’t smell of blood. He hasn’t got protruding fangs; he looks—” With a 
roar, Ulthvarr charged past me. I sighed. “Too healthy to be a blood-drinker.” 
He swung his axe over his shoulder and brought it down on the corpse in a two-handed blow, 
splitting it in twain like a piece of cordwood. The wax death mask shattered like the thick shel of 
an urux egg. The more substantial pieces clattered hollowly off the now cracked dais and onto the 
floor. The expertly embalmed body fell apart, revealing the intricate work of the mortician before 
my superstitious companion hacked it into rawhide confetti. Throughout the assault, the corpse 
behaved precisely as one would expect a corpse to behave and did nothing. 
Eventually, Ulthvarr deemed the deceased to have been rendered harmless and stopped hacking. 
Panting, he stood surrounded by bits of RugoriusAdrosius and the flickering light from two of the 
four oil lamps. Beyond the mess, a stiff breeze ruffled the shredded black silk that hung across 
another corridor like a morbid banner raised on behalf of the ill-used deceased. 
“Have you… are you content that he’s dead now?” I tried to bleach my tone of all sarcasm lest the 
lack-wit turn his ire upon me. He nodded, mouth open, breathing as heavily as one would expect of 
a fel ow who had been sifting wheat rather than wielding steel for the last decade. 
“I had to be sure. Back in the day we Ferric’s were thorough. It kept us alive.” 
I didn’t remind him that we were here because one of the fucking Ferrics was up to her tits in shit. 
Although a mite blunt after smashing the corpse and its tomb, that axwas still sharp enough to 
split my skull. 
“Shall we continue?” I asked. While he tore down the silk shrouding the archway, I pocketed a 
chunk of the gold and gem-encrusted chain that the corpse had been wearing. 
The corridor beyond the chamber of post-mortem slaughter was adorned with mildewed paintings 
that were draped in tattered silk. The portraits were water damaged, swollen and blistered almost 
beyond recognition save for the occasional glimpse of an eye, a sly smile or a weak chin that hadn’t been entirely obliterated by mildew. I’d robbed dozens of crypts and there was nothing out of the 
ordinary about this decrepitude. In fact, now that I had a chunk of sparkle tucked into my jerkin 
the hissing roaches and the skeletal hound didn’t seem all that alarming. The worried look on 
Ulthvarr’s face told me that he didn’t share my fiscally derived nonchalance. He stomped off 
purposefully, no doubt listening to the clarion call of war drums banging around in his cavernous, 
under-stuffed braincase. 
I fol owed him up a narrow stairwell to a typical, noble family chapel. The sanctuary was derelict 
and crammed with time-worn effigies. At odds with the seeming abandonment, lit torches and 
candles burned on the altar. It seemed unlikely that bandits would hold vigil, but if not them, who 
was? There were no signs of habitation, but there was a single set of tracks, and the thread of 
human scent swam faintly through the air. Aside of the mundane stink of sweat, there was another 
smel lingering in the chapel, one that I knew well. It was a mix of storm born petrichor and sulfur, 
it was the smell of sorcery. 
“You sure you want to go on?” My question seemed to trouble Ulthvarr as though he hadn’t made 
up his mind, and my inquiry only served to deepen his indecision. Aware that I was waiting for an 
answer he resolved himself. He nodded, shrugged off his pack, and stuffed it angrily under a pew. 
For a moment he just stood there, staring at the door, and then he rolled his shoulders and slapped 
his chest. 
“I’m ready.” His voice was thick with blood. I could almost hear it singing through his veins. 
“Are you sure?” 
“Of course. Why wouldn’t I be?” he snapped. 
“Because it’s doubtful that your friend is alive.” 
“Then I shall avenge her. We Ferrics—” 
“Are fucking idiots,” I muttered. 
“What did you say?” 
“Nothing.” 
I fol owed him into what had once been a great hall. Across from the chapel, the door leading to the 
outer bailey was buried beneath a section of the floor that had been torn up like a giant wave of 
granite and smashed into the arched doorway. What was instantly apparent was that a terrible, 
sorcerous battle had taken place here, as evidenced by the skeletal remains welded to walls and the 
blackened bone and clinker that littered the floor. Within the ashen residue were pebbles of melted 
metal— steel, iron, copper, even gold. Given the distribution of material, it looked like a good 
number of clanks had met a grisly end in here. “Someone fried ‘em.” 
“What gave it away?” Ulthvarr smiled sarcastically. He seemed more relaxed now that he’d 
committed to a course or perhaps it was the familiarity of mass bloodshed that put him at ease. At 
the far end of the hall, a wide, sweeping staircase led to a galleried landing. Ulthvarr saw the track of my gaze. “Up there?” 
I wanted to lie and say that I couldn’t smell anything and that we should probably leave, but all he 
had to do was look up to see the fresh, muddy footprints on the stairs. “Aye, up there.” 
He nodded, and we headed up. It was at times like this that I wished I was an adherent to some 
faith or other, or more accurately that I had one of the imbued charms against the infernal that 
were popular amongst that ilk. But I didn’t. I had two blades, a quick wit, and above average speed 
and that would have to do. With any luck, the cove who melted a dozen people and tore up a sizable 
chunk of the floor was long dead, or far from here and not sitting on a bone throne at the end of the 
corridor. “Drinking blood out of a skull cup.” 
Ulthvarr spun, the ax ready and alive in his hands. “Who, where?” 
“What? No. Nothing. I was just thinking aloud. Let’s get going, shall we?” 
“Which way?” The gallery split either side of the staircase. 
The muddy footprints confirmed what I could smell. “Right,” I said. A door was ajar at the end of the 
corridor, and a thin spindle of honey light spilled into the hall and pointed to a puddled cloak. I 
picked it up. “Still damp,” I whispered. The barbarian nodded and wiped his hands on his trousers 
before adjusting his grip on his ax. I didn’t want the big lump stirring up a bigger viper’s nest than 
we could handle so I raised my hand. “Let me take a look,” I said before he had a chance to charge. 
I sheathed my blades and padded softly to the door, testing each floorboard before committing my 
weight to it. Despite having claws, I walk softly. The smel of blood, sulfur, and human musk flooded 
from the room. I crouched and stole a peek around the jamb. Rather than the fires of hell and a 
bone throne, the room was lit with candles, and soft drapes hung around a canopied bed. A heap of 
clothes lay discarded on the floor, and a dead, naked woman lay sprawled on the bed, her face 
obscured by a fall of auburn hair. It looked like we’d found Murai. 
I lingered a moment just to make sure my senses weren’t playing me false, but she was as dead as 
the fellow downstairs. I was about to retreat and give Ulthvarr the bad news when I heard him 
come up behind me. 
“Murai?” His voice broke on the word. Before I could stop him, he barged past me. “Murai!” 
The next moment several things happened at once. Sensing something was wrong, I rolled into 
the room, sprang up, and drew my swords in time to see the barbarian stumble to a halt halfway to 
the bed, the echo of his plaintive cry ringing throughout the dismal keep. The dead woman sprang 
up, twisted in mid-air, and dug her not insubstantial claws into the canopied ceiling revealing the 
shriveled, bloodless corpse on which she’d been lying. All three of us exclaimed at once. 
“Holy Eye, Uli. You could have knocked,” the infernal cull said before she dropped off the ceiling. 
She landed as graceful as an acrobat on the opposite side of the bed and snatched a robe from 
under the corpse. “You scared me half to… well, let’s just say you scared me.” 
“Mur?” Ulthvarr said again, seemingly unable to comprehend what to me was blindingly obvious. 
“I thought you were in trouble.” He wasn’t stupefied enough to stay where he was and began to 
edge back towards the door as she moved around the bed. 
“I was, briefly. But then I wasn’t.” She gave a toothsome grin. 
“What happened?” he asked, still stubbornly refusing to admit the grim truth. 
“Isn’t it obvious?” I said, inadvertently voicing my thoughts. They both shot me an accusing stare. 
“Sorry. You two carry on. I know you Ferrics must have a great deal to talk about after all these 
years.” 
“Silence, fool.” The blood-drinker snarled. For the briefest moments the glamour upon her failed, 
and I saw her viper fangs and ash grey skin hanging in folds around her cadaverous form. A blink 
later the glamour returned, and she was once again a voluptuous redhead, her ample charms 
barely concealed by the silken robe. Ulthvarr didn’t react, which led me to believe he hadn’t seen 
her true form, but he kept his weapon up. I hoped this meant that he wasn’t entirely beguiled by 
his erstwhile comrade’s unnatural athleticism. “As you can see, old friend, not only am I not in 
trouble, but I’ve been rejuvenated. I feel better than I’ve felt in years.” 
“What happened?” Ulthvarr asked again as he backed a few more feet towards me. 
She threw a sheet over the body on the bed. Her claws were gone, replaced by delicate pink 
fingernails. “The same thing that happens to all of us. I got old.My knees started to give out, my 
back, my eyesight, you know how it is.” The barbarian grunted in agreement. “I had to keep 
working, keep taking the coin of every petty baron and weakling prince just to keep body andsoul 
together. And then I met someone who gave me the gift of immortality. That’s why I brought you 
here.” 
“I don’t understand,” Ulthvarr said as he backed towards the door. 
“She’s offering you the gift of immortality,” I said as I also began to make a surreptitious retreat. 
This situation could go wrong for me in so many ways, I had to laugh. 
“The beast is correct. Look at you, Uli. You’re old, soft, going grey. I’ll bet your eyesight is failing 
and your prodigious strength. Now, look at me.” She opened her robe. Ulthvarr’s eyes widened. 
“I’m as old as you and yet I have the body of a woman half my age.” 
“I bet she keeps it under the bed,” I side-mouthed,but the barbarian wasn’t listening to me, he was 
too busy ogling his dead comrade. 
“Join me, old friend. Together we’ll find the other Ferrics who yet liveand we shall ride again.” She 
smiled. I was no sorcerer, but I could feel magic thicken the air as she tried to bend his mind to her 
will which was probably not the most challenging spell she’d ever cast. “Put the ax down, Uli. You 
don’t need it, we’re comrades.” He looked at the weapon like he was surprised to see it in his 
hands. I took another half step back. His arm shot out and blocked my path to the door. The blood-
drinker nodded. “I’m so glad you brought a friend. I would have preferred a hot-blooded human, but 
given the circumstances, a warspawn will do.” She prowled towards us. 
I decided that I’d stab the big, hairy bastard and while she was lapping up his claret, I’d run like hell. 
He raised his ax, halting her in her tracks. “Tell me, Mur, why did you send for me? I know we had 
that, er, thing in Kandandooran, but that was a long time ago. Why me?” 
“Because you’re strong and brave.” A slow smile spread across her face. She shivered, pul ed her 
gown tight across the fulsome curve of her breasts. “And because of that thing that happened in 
Kandandooran.” 
The big ox smiled stupidly. I couldn’t let this go unchallenged, not unless I wanted to be their 
reunion meal. “Hey, Uli, listen. You might not be the only one she’s sentfor. For all you know those 
boxes in the cellar might be full of your comrades. Maybe she just knows you lot will come running 
for old times’ sake. Or maybe she’s just too fucking lazy to hunt down her prey and would rather it 
came to her.” 
She snarled at me, hate shining in her red-rimmed eyes. “Don’t listen to that animal, Ulthvarr. You 
know me. We’ve fought side by side, we’re Ferrics.” 
He lowered the ax. Murai allowed herself a little smile of triumph and resumed her slow prowl. 
“Think of it, Uli. No more aches and pains, no more growing old and slow. Eternal youth will be 
yours.” 
He nodded slowly. I prepared to open his throat. I wouldn’t lose any sleep over the decision to kill 
him, given that it looked like he was fixing to slay me. However, there was something in the way he 
looked at me in that moment that stayed my hand. Instead of stabbing him I ducked, and he hurled 
his ax at the blood-drinker. She seemed surprised but reflexively slapped the great weapon aside as 
it arced towards her head. Black blood sprayed across the gauzy drapes and she let out an 
unearthly howl as her severed fingers tumbled through the air. 
“Run!” Ulthvarr shouted entirely unnecessarily as I was already pounding down the corridor ahead 
of him. 
Chapter Five 
I didn’t stop running until I reached the abandoned village and even then, only because Uli had 
fallen behind. He eventually caught up, panting and red in the face. 
“You… left… me,” he said andcollapsed, gasping for breath. 
“No, you failed to keep up. But let’s not dwell on who left who. Did your friend fol ow you?” I asked 
although I saw no sign of the infernal harridan on the trail. Ulthvarr shook his head by way of 
answer and gulped air like it was the most excellent wine. 
A few minutes later he’d recovered enough to sit up, whereupon he put his head in his hands. “Oh. 
Murai.” 
“Yes. Murai. Indeed.” 
“I don’t know how it happened?” 
“Wel , sirrah, I’m no expert, but I believe that discourse with an infernal being is required, wherein 
a deal of some kind is struck,and power is bargained for a service, or perhaps given on a whim.” 
He looked askance. “How the hell do you know that?” 
“My mother’s a sorcerer.” 
“Ah. Right.” He got up, dusted himself down. “She was my friend. My comrade, my blade sister 
and—” 
“And now she’s a blood-drinking infernal.” He glared at me. “Don’t give me the evils. I’m not the 
lackwit who made a deal with a demon.” 
“She must have been tricked into it.” 
“You believe that if it makes you feel better.” 
“It doesn’t. My friend is lost to evil. Gods’ know how many innocents she’s slain.” 
I drew my dagger and picked some filth from under my claws. “Aye, ’tis tragic, there being such a 
shortage of humans and all. Anyway, as much as I would love to discourse with you on the matter, I 
must be going. I take it you’ll be heading back to slay her, perhaps find that beautiful death you’re 
so looking forward to?” 
He looked aghast. “Sweet Salvation, fuck that.” He shook his head vigorously. “Oh, no, no.” 
“No?” 
“Do you take me for a lack wit?” 
“Certainly not. I took you for a mighty warrior, fighting for honor and glory and all that shi… stuff.” 
“None of that stuff involves having my blood drunk by a demon, even if the demon used to be a friend. I’m not as young as I was and even then, this is too much.” 
I changed my estimation of the fel ow. It turned out that he was brighter than he looked and yet a 
part of me was disappointed that he wasn’t the grim, pebble-brained hero thatI’d taken him for. 
Being heroic was undoubtedly a mug's game, but I felt that someone ought to do it. Alas, the 
worldwas most likely populated by pragmatists, cowards, and liars— people like me. 
“As we didn’t rescue Murai I think it only fair I keep hold of the coin,” Ulthvarr said, his hand 
resting lightly on one of the axes tucked into his belt. 
I could have argued that a deal was a deal, but the only arbiter out here was steel. I didn’t want to 
kill him over the matter, I quite liked the big, huffing lump and I also didn’t want to risk being 
killed by him which was always a possibility when events turned sharp and pointy. Happily for me 
I knew of more than one way to skin a barbarian. 
“I understand entirely, Uli,” I said with a smile. “Come, friend, let us embrace and bid each other a 
fond farewell. We are comrades born out of circumstance rather than of choice, but we are 
comrades nonetheless.” 
“Aye.” He beamed, eating the flattery like a plate of honey pancakes. He wrapped me in his massive 
arms. “If you’re ever in Grundvelt, come visit me,” he said without offering any means by which I 
could find him. 
“I shall,” I replied when he released me. “And thank you for seeing beyond these scales and fangs to 
the person underneath.” 
He planted his massive paws on my shoulders. “You are as human as I am and anyone who says 
otherwise will have me to answer to.” 
I inclined my head in a display of sham gratitude. It was all an act fashioned to buff his ego. I could 
hear him now, regaling bored listeners with the grisly tale of this day in whatever shithole, 
farmers’ tavern he frequented back in Grundvelt. I’m sure he would paint himself the hero and I 
wished him well in that endeavor. All I knew was that he’d have to borrow money if he wanted to 
buy a round for his audience because while he’d been hugging the breath out of me, I’d been 
extracting gold from him. Quick as a switch I’d cut the strap on his breastplate, slipped my hand 
inside his coat, and palmed his coin pouch without him noticing anything was amiss. 
With oaths sworn and farewells bade, I waved him goodbye and made a show of heading in the 
opposite direction to that which I intended. When I was out of sight, I hunkered down to examine 
my hard-won gains. My plan was to shadow the trail I’d taken to get here and then cut across 
country. It would bring me closer to the patrols if they were still on the hunt, which I doubted, but 
further away from the damnable keep and its thirsty occupant. I tipped the contents of the pouch 
into my hand. 
“You utter prick.” There were four gold crowns, three gold quarter bits, a couple of silver tals but 
mostly copper pennies. About a year’s wages for a farm hand. I, however, was an upstanding 
member of the Midnight Court with debts to pay. I counted them again, just to make sure and 
cursed the lying snotpocket and all his descendants. I didn’t blame him for lying, I was more 
annoyed at myself for taking him at his word. At least the gold chain I’d liberated from the crypt 
made up for almost being killed by a blood-drinking infernal and swived by that hairy tosser. It was 
then that a familiar sinking feeling hit me like a rock in the face. I patted my jerkin, and then, when 
I couldn’t feel the reassuring bulge of thick, gold links I tore open the laces and rummaged through 
my shirt pockets. Nothing. 
The chain was too valuable to abandon, so I retraced my steps from the village to the bridge in the 
hope that I’d dropped it during our mad flight. 
I hadn’t, or if I had, I’d dropped it nearer the damnable keep or worse, inside. 
“Bollocks.” This was a disaster. Not only would I get back to the Guild and the Mouse’s Nest days 
late, but I would be returning as empty-handed as an honest beggar. I’d be a laughing stock, 
mocked by my peers which would mean I’d have to kill one of them to save face and re-assert my 
position, and that would be a damn shame. If I wanted to avoid the slight and thereby save the life 
of one of my comrades, I reasoned there was only one thing I could do. I’d have to sneak back into 
the blood-drinker’s keep and rob the dead. I wouldn’t go near her boudoir, where I guessed she’d be 
holed up for a while nursing her wounds. I’d stick to plundering the crypt, where I knew there 
were rich pickings to be had. Why, the gold and gems on the waxed mummy alone would cover my 
debts with plenty to spare. 
Being a greedy cove, the more I thought about it, the more I warmed to the idea, and the more the 
memory of the undead wench receded. My greedy little mind pictured sneaking in all nice and 
quiet, robbing the dead, and fleeing beforeshe knew I’d returned. After all, why would she loiter in a 
cel ar? What kind of fool would return to a place from where they’d just escaped the claws of 
death? Being somewhat of an optimist, it didn’t take long to convince myself that this was a 
brilliant plan. 


*** 
 Much to my surprise, no one had bothered to lock the doors behind us. I’d half expected the trap to 
be reset like a spider’s web, primed for the next victims, a fact that in hindsight should have 
encouraged me to greater vigilance. Hindsight, eh? 
By the time I returned, the dead insects had been devoured save for their heads which lay scattered 
across the floor. I tiptoed around them and into the crypt. It was full dark now, the lights having 
either been spilled or blown out by the gale that was howling through the undercroft. Darkness 
didn’t hinder me. I could see almost as well in the inky black as in daylight, andas I’m an 
avariciouscove, I’d learned the knack of picking out the faintest glint of gold and the slightest 
twinkle ofa precious stone even in such a benighted pit as this mausoleum. 
The wax-coated corpse was where we’d left him, spread around his tomb. It was a mess, but all I 
had to do was pick through the pieces, divest fingers and ears of rings, his waist of the remnants of 
his jeweled belt, and retrieve the golden links from the neck chains that the lying oaf had smashed to scrap. 
By the time I was done,I’d accumulated enough chink to pay my debts with some to spare. As I 
stuffed the loot in the barbarian’s discarded bag, the wind shifted just enough to save my life. The 
instant that the hot stink of fetid blood and rotten flesh tickled my nose I dropped and rolled, 
discarding the bag as claws sliced the air where my head had been. 
“I expected Uli, not you.” The blood-drinker said as she dropped from the ceiling. She hadn’t 
bothered to disguise her true self this time. She was grey and had a distended maw and fingers 
like knives, at least some  of her fingers were like knives. Her right hand was just amangled, bloody 
stump missing four of its five digits. “I thought warspawn had more sense.” 
“I’l have you know that we can be just as stupid as humans.” 
“In your case at least.” 
“What can I say? I’m special. You look different. Have you done something with your hair?” I tried 
to keep her distracted as I stood with the tomb between us. “Your mate Uli said he never wanted 
to see you again.” 
“Liar.” 
“I wouldn’t lie to you, madam, honestly. I called him a cur and said he was an ingrate for spurning 
your generous offer. “I never want to see that mangy corpse-fucker as long as I live,” he said as true 
as I’m standing here.” 
Rather than buying me time to work out how I was going to escape, my little lie incensed her. She 
leaped at me, horribly fast, despite her injury. I drew my blades and had to use all of my not 
inconsiderable speed and skill to hold off her frenzied assault. More by luck than judgment I 
avoided her raking claws which struck sparks from steel when we clashed. She jumped up onto the 
tomb and lashed out again. 
I leaped back and hit the wall. The rotten wood of a coffin crumbled under the impact of my 
shoulder, releasing more noxious gas into the stagnant air. Muraicrouched on her haunches and 
pounced. I parried her functioning hand but didn’t dodge the kick in the gut. Had she caught me 
with her claws I’d be tripping over my intestines instead of merely gasping for breath, so I 
suppose I should have counted myself lucky. 
Before I could recover,she was on me, lunging for my face. I made to stab her in the stomach, but 
she dodged aside and grabbed my wrist. This was bad. She squeezed and had I been human she 
would have crushed the bones. As it was, they ground together, trapping tendons and forcing me 
to release the sword. I swung my remaining blade, intent on cutting the demonic wench in half, but 
she pinned my arm against the wall with her bloodied stump. 
“Can’t we talk about this?” I enquired hopefully. 
“I play with my food, I don’t talk to it. Such a pity warspawn taste like shit, but I’ll choke you down.” 
Her snakish tongue lolled from her mouth, quested towards my face. 
“You don’t have to eat me, sweetling,” I said and drove my knee into her gut as hard as I could. “You 
just have to kiss my arse.” Her grip on my wrist slackened. As she folded, I punched her in the face. 
It felt like I’d hit a wall, but her head snapped back, and she staggered sideways releasing her grip 
on me. I dived in the opposite direction, rolled to my feet, and ran for the stairs. Behind me, I could 
hear her claws scrabbling furiously, like a mad scribe writing my epitaph on the cold stone. 
Thus encouraged, I put on a burst of speed and pelted for the crumbling arch. As I drew closer a 
patch of shadow resolved into the familiar, blocky outline of the barbarian. The creak of sinew and 
the angle at which he was holding his arms told me he was drawing a bow. 
“Down,” he shouted. I dropped and skidded beneath his arm. He let fly at the blood-drinker. The 
arrow took her in the chest and punched her off her feet. She gave a strangled yelp, flipped 
backwards, and landed on her face, finally as dead as she should have been. Ulthvarr knocked 
another arrow, aimed at his friend. His hands were shaking. 
I stood up. “Put your bow up. You did it, it’s dead.” 
“She. She’s dead. Have some respect.” He looked at the body, his face a mask of disgust, his eyes full 
of sorrow. “She was my friend before this curse fel upon her.” 
As he had the bow, I didn’t argue. “She, sorry. Damn good shot though, I didn’t have you pegged as 
an archer.” I retrieved my blades and sheathed them before grabbing the bag of loot and slinging it 
over my shoulder. He stepped into the crypt. I noticed he still held the bow at half draw which 
should have put me on notice, but I just assumed he was in shock. “Be at peace, friend. ‘Tis over.” I 
smiled. 
“No, it isn’t. Light a torch, it’s dark as hell in here.” 
Even though I should have known better, I put his sharp tone down to his recent bereavement and 
set a spark to one of the torches bracketed by the arch. Light flared and cast dancing shadows 
against the walls. “Now that’s been dealt with, I really must be going and so should you, she might 
not be the only fiend in residence.” 
He gave me the fisheye. “No indeed,” he said, his tone weighted. “Why, there’s at least one other I 
know of in this keep. Now, sheathe those blades, or I’ll put this shaft through you, and as you 
know, my aim is true.” The bow creaked as he went to full draw. I’m fast, but at this distance and in 
such a confined space, I didn’t fancy my chances of dodging the shot. I would have to rely on my 
charm and wits rather than my reflexes to get out of this pot of arsepickle. 
I sheathed my swords. “I have no skill at divination, but something tells me you’re upset about 
more than your friend being a blood-drinker. Oh, and thank you for saving me.” 
“Don’t bother.” 
He eased off the draw but kept the arrow nocked. “You are a thieving bastard.” 
“Comrade! It pains me to hear you say that.” 
“Not as much as it’s going to fucking pain you. Now put your hands up.” 
I did as he bid. “Happy now?” 
His bushy brows knitted together. “No. My friend is dead, and you lied to me and then you stole 
from me.” 
“Stole is such a strong word. I merely took that which you owed me. I risked my life— twice as it 
turns out.” 
“I just discovered one of my oldest comrades was a fucking infernal, and you’re more interested in 
coin. Have you no honor, no decency?” 
I was a stranger to both but now wasn’t the time to tel him. “Yes, of course, what do you take me 
for?” I spoke with confidence as there was only one way to lie when something pointy was aimed 
at your face and that was confidently. More often than not, it isn’t what you say that matters, but 
how you say it. The arrow wavered, the head dipped. 
“Why did you come back?” I guessed that he was asking out of more than idle curiosity. This was a 
test, which if I failed would probably result in me taking up permanent residence in this demesne 
of the not-quite-dead. 
“Because I couldn’t live with myself if I left, knowing that she would kill more innocents who 
wandered too close to her lair. You know it wasn’t for coin, because I already had that.” I grinned. 
“Why did you come back?” 
He lowered the bow. “Same.” 
Despite the grim surroundings and the blood-drinker’s festering corpse, there was a moment’s 
peace as we came to a place of mutual understanding. It was entirely bogus on my behalf, but I 
allowed myself to indulge in the fantasy that I, like him, had acted out of a sense of duty and honor 
instead of greed. It was amusing, if odd. This must be what it felt like to be a hero, although, 
intruth, I could only guess at that. “I really must be going now,” I said. 
He nodded, his gaze drifted to the corpse. “I’ll take care of Mur. Give her the warrior’s pyre she 
should have had. She was a great fighter.” His eyes glittered with tears. “She was also a talented 
potter, but that was more of a hobby. You haven’t seen the best side of her, but take my word…” 
While he haltingly eulogized, I slipped out unnoticed. I had a sackful of chink and his modest coin 
purse and deemed it best to be on my way before he remembered one and noticed the other. To 
give the big lump his due, it didn’t take him long. 
“Oi! Come back here you scaly fucker. Where’s my purse?” His words thundered after me, followed 
by the sound of his pounding footfall. I laughed. I’d met a few humans over the years who were 
almost as fast as I was. Ulthvarr wasn’t one of them. I dug my claws into the dirt and propelled 
myself towards the bridge where I came to an immediate, screaming halt. Climbing on the span 
were the misbegotten spawn of the blood-drinker. 
The poor bastards who’d been drained and hurled off the keep like empty wine bottles had it 
seems been cursed to rise from the dead and seek out their own victims. Whether she’d 
summoned them to her aid before she ‘died’ or whether some other dreadful imperative had 
driven them to climb out of the gully at this inopportune moment I couldn’t say. What I could say 
for sure was that I was in a bit of a pickle. 
There was a dozen, ragged corpses staggering around on the bridge. Leprous and gaunt,their 
fingernails had turned into talons, their teeth into fangs. I stared at them, and they stared at me. 
The wind whistled off the mountain, the air was drawn taut with unexploded tension. At last one of 
the damned broke the deadlock and threw back her head before unleashing a piercing shriek. I 
took this as my cue to run back into the crypt. I bounded down the stairs and just managed to see 
the rind of the barbarian’s grinning face before the door slammed shut leaving me on the wrong 
side. The sound of the bolt being thrownwas underscored by the furious scrabbling and baying 
closing behind me. 
“Uli! Open up.” I hammered my fist between the broken thorns. 
“I don’t think so, comrade.” 
“I’ve got your purse. Here, let me give it to you.” 
“That’s all right. I’ll collect it when they’re through with you. Or not.” 
“What about honor and courage, a warrior’s death?” 
“Maybe later.” 
“Prick.” I drew my blades. The dead crawled and crept towards me. Thinking darkness was their 
shield, they grinned as they closed. I let them come, and when the first one leaped, I side-stepped 
and took his head off his scrawny neck with a well-timed swing. The soggy cabbage hit the wall, 
the uncorked body floundered and fell twitching amongst its kin. I shrugged my shoulders pleased 
to see a look of confusion, if not outright fear cross the face of the screaming wench as her fellows 
fel upon the body. “What?” I said to her as I flicked the ichorous blood off my sword. “Did you 
think you were the only monsters ‘round here?” I laughed, bared my fangs, and waited for them to 
come. 
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Chapter One: The Future 
It was a microphone, shaped like a flower. A tall woman stood behind it, elegant and emanating 
authority, for all the fact that she was barely eighteen. 
She lifted her chin, surveying the crowd before her. A sea of teenagers and children watched 
breathlessly, eager for her guidance. Anxious to hear what they should do. 
“The villains,” the woman said, “are dead.” 
A sigh went out across the whole audience. A sigh of relief, of pleasure, of anticipation. 
“The Olympians are slain,” the woman continued. “The Deathwaves have disbanded. The invaders 
from other worlds have all fled. For the first time since magic came to us in order to save this 
world, we have world peace.” 
A murmur of excitement danced across the crowd. Almost all of them were children and 
teenagers. Almost all of them were female. A great many of them wore colorful costumes, were 
surrounded by animal critters, or had magical glows or sparkles around them. 
“But!” the woman snapped sharply, bringing their attention back to her. 
The crowd stilled. Murmuring stopped, and eyes fastened back onto the speaker. 
“But,” the woman said more softly, “our problems are not over. For now there are those saying 
that where there is power, there can be both good and evil. Now there are those saying that we 
are no longer needed. That our magic should be set down. That we should renounce our powers 
and join the ranks of mediocrity.” 
Her voice rose sharply. 
“Is this right?!” 
“NO!” the crowd shouted. 
“Is this fair?!” 
“NO! ” the crowd shouted. 
“Will we do this?!” 
“NO!! ” the crowd screamed. 
Teenage girls clenched fists in outrage. Middle school girls looked hurt. Younger girls looked like 
they had no idea what was going on, but they enjoyed the opportunity to yell. 
The woman at the podium held up her hand. 
Silence fell. 
A few little girls shouted “No! ” from the crowd, just in case there was about to be another question. 
The speaker waited for a moment, and then she answered. 
“No,” she said quietly. “We created this peace, and we are the only ones who can defend it. 
Without us, everything we’ve built will crumble, wither and die. So even now, we must continue 
to fight — to protect world peace!” 
“World peace! World peace! World peace!” the crowd shouted. “World peace! World peace! World 
peace!” 
One little girl near the front looked baffled. She stared up at a slender teenage girl beside her, 
probably an older sister. Then the small child’s face brightened, and she started chanting along 
with the rest of the crowd. “Would peas! Would peas! Would peas!” 
“Magical girls have protected our world for four and a half generations!” the woman shouted from 
the podium. The microphone shaped like a flower trembled. “And yet now, the politicians say we 
are no longer needed! We were given this magic to protect the world! We were given this magic to save it! We must do that! ” 
“World peace! World peace! World peace!” 
Gigantic feathered wings sprouted from the speaker’s back, and she zoomed up into the air, 
presiding over the fervor of the crowd. Then, just as the screaming reached its peak, she plunged 
down and soared off into the distance. 
An alarmed-looking man scrambled up to the stage and grabbed the microphone. “A big thank you 
to our chairwoman — Avenging Angel!” 
“World peace! World peace! World peace!” the crowd chanted. “World peace! World peace! World 
peace!” 
There was no “Would peas” any longer. The little girl near the front had fallen asleep, sucking her thumb. 


*** 
 The blonde-haired woman with the glorious feathered wings landed. Waiting for her was another 
woman, dark-skinned and bat-winged. This woman wore a crimson blouse and a long, layered 
skirt that looked like it had once been fluffy, but had morphed into shreds. 
“Terrific, Kendra,” the brown-skinned woman said. She put her hands on her hips. “That was not 
what you were supposed to say. Presidente Santos will be furious.” 
“Presidente Santos can do what she likes,” the blonde-haired woman said. Feathers glowed around 
her as she detransformed back into ordinary attire: a T-shirt and jeans with a butterfly patch on 
each of the back pockets. “It had to be said, and you know it.” 
“I do not know that,” her friend snapped. “We’re magical girls, not governments. Who elected us to 
decide the world’s fate?” 
“Magic itself did,” Kendra said. “We were chosen as the most pure in heart. Who else is so 
qualified?” 
The brown-skinned woman looked troubled. 
“Do you disagree?” Kendra demanded, folding her arms. 
“No . . .” her friend said slowly. “But I do believe in democracy. Not . . . whatever you’re doing. 
You’re the reason governments are getting scared of magical girls.” 
“They were always scared of us,” Kendra said scornfully. “Why do you think there’s so much 
pressure to relinquish powers in early teenage years? Because children can be controlled. ” 
“I know that that’s a touchy subject for you,” the brown-skinned woman said slowly. “I know you 
think all magical girls should keep their powers until magic decides to leave because they’re 
unworthy or too old. But Kendra, the only reason Presidente Santos allowed you to call that press 
conference in the first place was because you agreed to . . .” 
“I’l agree to anything,” Kendra cut her off, “if it’s a necessary step to reaching my goals. That 
doesn’t mean I’ll do it. Listen.” 
In the background, the chanting was growing louder and louder and louder. Other flying magical girls were now filling the sky. “World peace! World peace! World peace!” 
“What did you do?” the brown-skinned woman asked in horror. 
“You might ask, rather,” Kendra said in satisfaction, “what did Namikaze do when I gave her the 
signal?” 
“What did she do?!” 
Kendra smiled. “They’re going to the border. For a . . . peaceful demonstration against Brazil’s 
demands that we give up our powers. Such an unimaginably stupid thing for them to do.” 
“You’ve probably just started a war, you know.” 
The smirk fell from Kendra’s face. “I know.” 
“And you really think that risk was worth it?” her friend snapped. 
“If there’s a war, we’ll win,” Kendra shrugged. 
“That wasn’t my question.” 
Kendra sighed heavily. She reached out and pushed a stray hair back behind her ear. “Flo, you 
know someone has to rule the world. And the only people pure enough to do it are the magical 
girls. If it takes a war to stop all wars forever, that’s what we’ll do.” 


*** 
 The myriad future wars, the multitudes of deaths and chaos, smashed through Chronos’s mind and 
jerked her awake. She sat bolt upright, gasping. 

It was that dream again,  she thought numbly, clenching her bedsheets. The point of no return. 

She had woken up from that dream every night for two weeks straight, and that hadn’t been the 
first time she had seen it. Two years ago, when she’d first seen it, it had been so unlikely that 
she’d dismissed it as one of the many irrelevant futures that haunted her at night. But unlike most 
of those unlikely futures, this one had persisted. It had gradually become more and more likely, 
until it was showing up once every few weeks. 
And then it had doubled in likelihood and started showing up every night. 
Chronos clutched the bedsheets in angry frustration. 
Two weeks ago, something had happened. That much was plain. But she couldn’t see the past, 
and there was no way she would ask the person who could. She knew what her sister’s advice 
would be: “Just kill the kid.” 
Chronos, unlike most of her family, didn’t believe in killing children and teenagers. It just seemed 
so obviously wrong. That was why she wasn’t on speaking terms with her sister. That was why 
she hadn’t gone to her parents’ funeral. That was why she basically lived like a hermit. 
Wel , that was a small part of the reason. The major part was that she didn’t like people much. 
Chronos muttered furiously under her breath and pounded the pillow beside her. She hated that 
dream. Hated it. Hated it. Hated it. Hated it because it was growing more likely. Hated it 
because it wasn’t going away. 
Chronos’s dreams were never dreams. They were her born mage gift acting out of control. 
Chronos could see the future, which wasn’t the problem. 
The problem was that she couldn’t get it to stop. 

Chronos closed her eyes, remembering the time she had felt cheated. The time she had learned 
that, if she’d just known earlier, she could have had a way to turn off her powers, if only 
temporarily, if only short-term. 
She would have taken temporarily and short-term. 
Her parents had asked her to search for futures of specific people, strangers in some sort of 
powerful position who could be blackmailed overseas. Her sister was the one who excel ed at that, 
and who actually enjoyed doing it, but Chronos’s parents had insisted that she should learn to do it, 
too. 
“The two of you would be the most amazing team the family has ever known,” they’d told her, “if 
you’d just learn to work together!” 
But Chronos, who was known for her rebelliousness and uncooperativeness, had just answered 
rudely. 
Still, because she’d had some grudging desire to please her parents, she’d put some small effort 
into it while grounded in her room. If nothing else, she’d had some mild curiosity about their 
targets, and it had turned out to be justified. 
One of the targets had been a member of their greatest rival, the Deathwaves. A born mage family of great power and villainy. 
And one of the target’s futures had been that his seven-year-old daughter would turn into a 
magical girl. 
Chronos lifted her fist and smashed it down into the pillow beside her. The rage she’d felt then 
was still strong now. She’d always been told that born mages couldn’t be magical girls. That the 
two magic systems were natural enemies. That that was why born mages and magical girls 
couldn’t coexist. 
And it had been a lie. Everything her extended family believed in had been a lie. 
Once she’d known to look for it, she’d searched for other futures like it, and there had been dozens 
of them. Born mage magical girl futures littered the world. Most were born mage girls with such 
weak powers that they didn’t even realize they were born mages, yet the results were always the 
same. In every future, the two magic systems coexisted. More than coexisted: they could hybridize 
together. 
In other words, if she’d had magical girl powers, she could have used them to control her born 
magic talent. 
And it had been too late then, because she’d been too old to become one. 
Two decades later, long past the point when she would have been able to keep magical girl powers 
in any case, it still stang. Perhaps she would never have succeeded — it was likely, as she’d never 
been particularly innocent — but she had been robbed of the opportunity to try. 
Chronos shook her head, reminding herself that brooding on that memory had never 
accomplished anything except to put her in a sour mood. The past had never gotten her anything. 
The future didn’t seem much better, though. 
Uneasily, Chronos checked the alternate possibilities. There were hundreds of them. Thousands 
of them. Mil ions of them. All sorts of other paths the future could take. All sorts of ways the 
world would be safe. And yet . . . 

And yet,  Chronos thought, it’s getting more likely every single day. 

She knew that after that press conference, after that scene she had just witnessed, there were no futures remaining where the world would be safe. But it was three and a half years in the future. 
Plenty of time for something to derail it. 
Except that it had been growing for two years now, and nothing had yet. 
Chronos opened her fists and watched the scene she knew would happen two months after that 
press conference. In her hands lay a transparent landscape, a cityscape of broken buildings and a 
shattered moon strewn across the sky. There would normally be sound, too, but there were no 
sounds in this scene. There was nobody left to speak. 
Chronos moved her hands and flicked back to the press conference, then flicked back further than 
that. Brazil’s ultimatum. Cream Angel changing to Avenging Angel. Green Fairy dying. 
She could do all this in her head, but she preferred to watch the images with her eyes and hear the 
noise with her ears. It felt more divorced from her thoughts that way. Less intrusive and 
unwelcomely intimate. 
Their fifth arch-villain. The founding of the Magical Girl Union. Kendra deciding not to go to 
college. Their fourth arch-villain. Flick. Flick. Flick. 
And then at last, she couldn’t flick anymore. She had gone as far back as she possibly could. 

That’s the present,  Chronos thought, touching the transparent image with her fingertips. Or only 

seconds away from it. 

The fifteen-year-old girl who would destroy the world in three years lay fast asleep. She seemed so 
innocent and peaceful, compared to what she would one day be. 
“Why?” Chronos muttered, even though she knew no one would hear her. “Why is this your 
future? What would cause someone to do such a thing?” 
She waited, watching with narrowed eyes, but there were no answers in the present, and the past 
was inaccessible to her. So she flicked forward to the future, surveying tomorrow. 
“Oh, so you want me to be a washed up, former magical girl whose life revolves around her glory 
days?” a brown-skinned girl with dreadlocks was asking bitterly. “You want me to be like your 

mother? ” 
The fifteen-year-old Kendra leapt to her feet. “YOU TAKE THAT BACK!” 
The fifteen-year-old girl with dreadlocks hopped up out of her chair and headed towards the exit. 
“Whatever. I’m late for track.” 
Chronos stopped the scene and tapped her fingers on her sheets. 
Trying to figure out why was a fool’s errand. She didn’t want to spend that much time watching 
somebody else, either. She was a hermit because she didn’t want to spend time with people, and 
watching their futures qualified. 
Unfortunately, she didn’t have a choice when she was asleep. 
Chronos’s fingers stilled. 

Maybe,  she thought, maybe . . . if I stop it . . . 

Maybe then she would be able to sleep without that dream recurring constantly and driving her 
insane. 
Her sister’s methods were out of the question, of course. She’d never killed anyone, and she had 
no intention of starting. 

But . . .  Chronos thought, a conversation . . . 

She grimaced at the thought of it. She hadn’t left the apartment in two years. She paid someone to 
deliver groceries to her doorstep, and anything else she needed, she left a note for that person to 
buy it with the money. 
Money had never been a problem. She’d day-traded stocks for a few weeks several years ago. 
Chronos sighed heavily, and got out of bed. Unpleasant as the prospect was, she couldn’t think of 
any other way to make the nightmares stop. Besides, the end of the world seemed like a relatively 
unpleasant thing. 

I wonder,  she thought, could one conversation solve anything? 

Chapter Two: The Present 
Kendra was bursting with pride. She’d had a fantastic idea that she could hardly wait to explain to 
her teammates. After last night’s terrible battle, she had figured out exactly what the problem was 
with their team and what they needed to do to fix it. Florence might object, but she was fairly 
certain that she could persuade her. And Felicity . . . well, Felicity was easily persuaded by anything. 
The trick would be convincing Florence. Kendra’s best friend had been very unreceptive about the 
same idea a year ago. But this time, Kendra was sure she could make her see the necessity. 
Florence walked in through the entrance she usually arrived at. 
“Hey, Flo!” Kendra called, walking briskly over and waving. She fell into step with her best friend, 
acting casual as if she hadn’t arrived fifteen minutes early and been waiting there this whole time 
for her. “I wanna talk about something. About the battle last night. We have . . .” 
“Shhhhhh!” Florence hissed, glancing around at the crowded hallway. 
Kendra let out an exasperated sigh. “If anyone listens in, I’ll erase their short-term memory. 
Anyway . . .” 
“Or maybe you could just not say things like that at school!” Florence hissed in a strangled voice. 
Kendra snorted in annoyance. Lately, not using magic had been her best friend’s favorite pastime. 
Florence should never have joined that track team. Kendra had warned her that it would take away 
from their magic girl time, but no . . . 
“Kendra! Florence!” an excited voice shouted. Kendra glanced over to see Felicity dashing down 
the hallway, brown ponytail bouncing behind her. “Wasn’t that the greatest battle last night?” 
Florence threw her hands up in the air. 
“The part where I powered up because of my love for Daniel, eeeeeeeeeeee!” the girl squealed, 
squeezing her hands into fists and jumping up and down. She made no attempt to moderate her 
volume. “I knew it was true love! Only true love could make me power up, right? Daniel and I are 
destined to be together!” 
“Which is why you have the nerve to say that in public, in front of dozens of people, but you 
haven’t yet worked up the nerve to say anything to him?” Kendra asked cool y. 
Felicity’s face turned red. “I — I’ll tell him! I’ll tell him today!” 
“Would you two stop talking about these things at school?!” Florence exclaimed. 
“Uh huh,” Florence muttered. 

Of course, he’s probably figured it out already,  Kendra thought, glancing at her ditzy teammate’s 
backpack. In permanent marker, all over it, she had written things like Felicity + Daniel, Felicity 

and Daniel 4-EVER,  one great big heart with DANIEL in the center, and of course Felicity 

Frankweiler  all over the place, which was Daniel’s last name. 
Really, if the boy hadn’t figured it out by now, he was as clueless as Felicity, who seemed to think 
her stalker-crush was some sort of secret. Then again, if he was as clueless as Felicity, they 
probably belonged together, and she should get that whole “confessing her love” thing out of the 
way already. 
Kendra was almost, sorta jealous. She hadn’t had a guy she’d liked since . . . well, since their first 
year as magical girls. But really, she’d been busy with more important things. 
Felicity giggled. “It’s only been a year since our last power-up, and already I have another one!” 
Florence ground her forehead into the palms of her hands. 
Kendra felt a flash of irritation. It was true, Felicity had managed to power up, and she was 
relatively proud of her teammate and all that. But it had been a very minor power up — her focus 
item and costume hadn’t even changed — and the battle had been horrible in every other way. 
Kendra cleared her throat. “We started with an old attack that hasn’t worked since our arch-
minions upgraded. I wouldn’t call that ‘great.’” 
“I got a power-up because of Daniel! ” Felicity squealed, hugging herself. 
“Would you stop saying ‘power-up’ at school?” Florence griped. “It’s like you don’t even care if —” 
Kendra cast a sharp glance off to the side, and caught someone hovering beside a locker listening in 
on them. Without thinking, she flung her arms upwards and shouted, “Cream Angel, fledge! ” 
She launched into the air, hovering just below the ceiling as gigantic feathered wings sprouted 
from her back. Now everyone in the hall was watching, but that was fine, because they wouldn’t 
remember any of this in a minute. Kendra grabbed the golden ring of a halo off her head and spun 
it around her wrist. 
“Cream Angel, memory erase!” she shouted. 
The eyes of everybody in the hallway went glazed. 
Satisfied, Kendra dropped down, detransforming at the exact moment that her feet touched the 
floor. She lowered her arms with effortless grace and just a hint of smugness. This was why she’d 
taken ballet for all those years — to learn to detransform perfectly. Magical girls who stumbled 
looked so uncool. 
“Thank you so much,” Florence hissed furiously. “That’s exactly what I was hoping you would do 
right here in the hallway.” 
Kendra rol ed her eyes. “Three years ago, you would have asked me to.” 
“Wel , she did thank you,” Felicity said earnestly. 
The eyes of everyone around them returned to normal, and conversations and walking resumed 
as if nothing had ever interrupted them. Kendra waited until the student who had been listening 
in had walked off. 
Satisfied at last that it was safe to talk again, she said, “Now, about the battle last night —” 
“I powered up!” Felicity squealed. 
“What part of ‘secret identity’ do you two not understand?” Florence asked incredulously. 
“Oooooooh, what’s Daniel going to say when I finally tell him? ” Felicity squealed, hopping up and 
down. 
“What secret identity?” Kendra asked dryly. “We don’t shapeshift when we transform. My parents 

designed our costumes. We’re officially registered with the government. If it weren’t for my short-
term memory eraser, the entire town would . . .” 
“Yes, yes, I know, I’m very grateful that you have it,” Florence said testily. 
“Why don’t you make a power like that yourself?” Felicity asked helpfully, bouncing up and down. 
“Next time you power up?” 
“Oh, because that’s so easy,” Florence said in an undertone, glancing around the hall with a 
paranoid eye. 
Felicity giggled. “You just have to fall in love again, and —” 
“We’ll talk about that later!” Kendra broke in, anticipating the firestorm of her friend’s rage if the ditz finished that sentence. Florence’s last relationship had ended very, very badly. As in, “the guy 
had turned out to be a villain in disguise” badly. 
Sure enough, Florence looked very grumpy. “If you tell the rest of the track team I spend my 
weekends dressed like a cheerleader, you’re dead,” she muttered. 
This was a safer subject, and besides, it was a silly objection. Kendra’s parents had designed their 
costumes, but Florence herself had insisted on fluffy pink. “You didn’t mind your costume three 
years ago —” Kendra began. 
“Three years ago, I was twelve,” Florence cut in. “Besides, that was before we developed ‘frills of 
justice.’ What, would you rather I acted like Felicity?” 
“Gasp!” Felicity shouted. She didn’t gasp — she said the word out loud. “If I saved Daniel from a 
minion sometime, do you think he’d fall in love with my magical girl form?” 
“Again! ” Florence cried. “Secret —!” 
“Oh no!” Felicity howled and burst into sobs. “If that happened, that would create a love triangle, 
and he’d never look at normal me again!” 
Watching their third teammate dissolve into hysterical sobs over nothing, Kendra’s eyes 
narrowed. “You have a point,” she said. 
“No kidding,” Florence agreed, walking away. 


*** 
 Chronos loitered outside the building, waiting for the school bell to ring. She knew that it would 
happen in eighteen seconds, so she counted down the seconds impatiently. 
The idea of school bells seemed foreign to her, though she had seen them in many other people’s 
futures. She had never been to any sort of school; her family had had its own way of doing things, 
and that way had not included letting governments know their children existed. 
Chronos had grown up her whole life being told about the terrible anti-born mage discrimination 
laws, and the fact that ordinary humans would hate her for being superior if they knew about her. 
Most of her family’s work during her childhood had involved blackmailing and bribing politicians of the Greek government to have those laws repealed. They had succeeded so well that Greece was 
now infamous as a haven for villains. 
The bell rang, and Chronos glanced down at her watch, although she didn’t need to be told that it 
was 3:15. The futures were swirling and settling now. The future Avenging Angel would walk out 
the door in one minute . . . no, three . . . no, two . . . 
Doors burst open and students poured out. Chronos flinched and reeled back as the futures 
assaulted her. 
There was a popular girl kissing three different boys during the same night. The glimpses at first 
seemed like three separate futures, but they weren’t. Busy girl. There was a shy freckled teenager 
whose unlikely futures included dying in a car accident and becoming a singing magical girl. Four 
boys from the basketball team walked past, likely to win the state championship. A surly grumpy 
girl walked past, and Chronos saw her squealing with joy over her cat. 
Dozens of futures. Hundreds of futures. All of them irrelevant. All of them unwanted. Bam. Bam. 
Bam. Bam. It had been so long since Chronos had had to deal with a crowd, she was 
overwhelmed. She closed her eyes and clutched her head, and — 
A flash of the Wings of Justice appeared. 
Chronos’s eyes flew open. Now coming out of the door were Kendra and her two teammates. 
They seemed to be deep in an argument. 
“You want me to miss track for . . . combat practice? ” the dark-skinned girl with dreadlocks 
demanded. 
“Did you see? Daniel looked at me in fourth period!” the pale-skinned girl with a brown ponytail 
squealed, bouncing up and down as she walked. 

Crimson Dragon and Green Fairy,  Chronos identified them. She checked their futures to confirm 
that, and corrected herself. Pink Dragon. The one in dreadlocks hasn’t changed her magical girl 

form yet. 

“You can’t deny we desperately need it,” the blonde-haired Kendra announced, looking straight at 
the dreadlocked girl and ignoring the other one. “If we’re ever going to power up again, we need 
to learn the meaning of teamwork —” 
“I’m going to learn the meaning of teamwork in track, ” the other girl said, starting to march away. 
Kendra seized her by the end of her long dreadlocks. “No, you’re not. This is important —” 
“Felicity and Daniel, sittin’ in a tree!” the other girl burst out singing, oblivious to her friends’ 
disagreement. “K-I-S-S-I-N-G! First comes love, then comes . . .” 
She stopped, finally seeming to notice her friends’ heavy glares. 
“What?” she asked, blinking. 


*** 
 It took a lot of effort to pry Florence away from her precious track practice, so Kendra was relieved 
when they finally entered the ice cream parlor. 
“Okay, here’s the deal,” Kendra said, sitting down at the nearest table. She tried to ignore the fact 
that Felicity, who had insisted that they hold the meeting here, was now flipping through the menu 
with avid enthusiasm rather than listening. “We haven’t had an arch-nemesis since we defeated 
Queen Hemlock, and I think that’s made us go soft.” 
“I hope you’re not suggesting we pick a fight with someone new,” Florence said sourly. “Isn’t 
saving the world three times enough?” 
“Of course it’s not!” Kendra snapped. “We still have power, hence responsibility! Besides, what’s 
with this attitude? Wings of Justice was your idea!” 
“Does anybody want to buy me ice cream?” Felicity’s voice poked in. 
“Wel , no one said I’d have to stay Pink Dragon for the rest of my life, ” Florence said angrily. 
“Adults can’t become magical girls!” Kendra snapped. “You won’t be doing this the rest of your life! 
That’s why it’s all the more important to put all of your time and effort and emotional investment 
into this now! ” 
“Doesn’t anybody want to buy me ice cream?” Felicity’s voice asked tearfully. 
“Oh, so you want me to be a washed up, former magical girl whose life revolves around her glory 
days?” Florence asked bitterly. “You want me to be like your mother? ” 
Kendra leapt to her feet in outrage. “YOU TAKE THAT BACK!” 
Florence sneered and hopped up out of her chair and headed towards the exit. “Whatever. I’m late for track.” 
“Florence! ” Kendra shouted. 
But the door swung shut, and Florence was gone. 
Kendra sat down, her fists clenching and unclenching in fury. She admired her mother. She wanted 
to emulate her mother. Her mother had kept her magical girl powers until nineteen years old, 
even though most girls outgrew them between sixteen to eighteen. That meant Kendra’s mother 
had been so innocent, so pure, so good that the magic had still wanted her even that late. Even 
now, her mother spoke about magic with reverence and regret. 
Kendra had always known that she would one day be a magical girl. And she had always known 
that she would be so good, so pure, so righteous that the magic would choose her to stay a wielder 
of it past high school age. Just like her mother had. 
She’d based her whole childhood around that. She could have become a magical girl much earlier, 
but she had chosen to wait until she was twelve, so that she felt ready to do it right.  She’d studied magical girls through history. She’d taken ballet and martial arts classes. She’d even learned 
German, the language of the world’s first magical girl, so that she could read books about Sönnig in 
her original language. 
The only thing that had derailed her plans had been Florence, her best friend, who had insisted 
that if Kendra was going to become a magical girl, she wanted to be one, too. And, not content 
with that, she’d wanted to be a team. 



Kendra’s jaw clenched. So I based my magical girl form around being part of a team. I can’t change 

my powers to be an effective solo magical girl unless I power up — and it would be very difficult to do 

that without her. 

How could Florence, who was supposed to be her best friend, be so selfish? She’d insisted on 
shoving her way into this part of Kendra’s life. Now she couldn’t just slack off or leave or quit. 
Kendra came back to herself and realized Felicity was yammering something about Daniel and 
yearbook photography. 
“I’ll let you obsess in peace,” Kendra said, shoving her chair back and standing. 
“Hey, why are you leaving?” Felicity asked blankly. She glanced around. “Where’d Florence go?” 

Why did we ever let her win the audition to join our team?  Kendra wondered, marching out of the 
building. 
Chapter Three: The Vision 
Marching down the sidewalk, Kendra continued fuming. “Pick a fight with someone new,” she said . 

. . and I  don’t pick fights! The FBI assigned us to the drug lord, and Queen Hemlock and Dark 

Deathzone attacked us  first! 

Okay, granted, Dark Deathzone was a minion of our first villain, and we started the fight with Dark 

Deathwave when we mistook him for Dark Deathzone . . . but that’s not the same thing! 

Villains really needed to learn to use more original names. 

If she’d just listened,  Kendra thought, frustrated, she would have seen that I had a terrific idea. This
is just like that time we lost the Magical Girl Team of the Year competition to stupid Victory’s Bloom! 

Kendra still blamed her best friend for that. Florence had insisted that they use a team pose 
Kendra had known looked lame, and sure enough, they’d placed sixth.  Meanwhile, the winning 
team had completely imploded on stage when one of the girls had accused the team leader of 
hogging all the power-ups and never letting the other two do anything useful in battle. 

I mean, really!  Kendra thought. Our magical girl forms even looked cooler! And who names their 

magical girl form “Geranium,” anyway?!  It had been two years since they’d failed to win the 
competition, but the memory still rankled. 
But Kendra was too mad about her current grievances to focus too long on an old one. Was it too 
much to ask that Florence be in a good mood so that she could persuade her to let their team 
volunteer as FBI aides again? 

I don’t even know why she made us quit in the first place!  Kendra thought indignantly. Wel . . . okay,
I do know.  Florence had gotten really mad when Kendra had killed their first assigned arch-nemesis instead of capturing him so that he could stand trial. But seriously, the guy had bribed 
two judges and gotten off scot-free twice already. What other way would there have been to stop 
the problem? 
She’d claimed it was unethical to kill someone when you could have captured them. And sure, 
Kendra had worried about that, too. But their handler at the FBI had explained to her that magical 
girls weren’t bound by the same regulations as law enforcement officers, and that as long as her 
magic continued to think she was worthy, she could take that as a sign that she was doing okay. 
That was even one of the reasons magical girl aides were so helpful to law enforcement, he had explained. 
But when Kendra had passed along this wisdom to Florence, she’d blown her top. She’d said that if 
they didn’t quit helping the FBI, she’d quit the team. 

But that was two and a half years ago,  Kendra would have insisted. We’d have a different handler 

this time, and anyway, there are some regulations about magical girl aides now. 

She probably would have even managed to keep from adding, “Unfortunately.” 
So really, how dare Florence not listen to her? This was something they needed to do, as a team! 
Otherwise they’d keep stagnating! 
Kendra became aware that someone was following her. 
Without a pause in her stride, without stopping to think, she threw her arms in the air and 
shouted, “Cream Angel . . . fledge! ” 
Her body soared up into the air, and Kendra danced and flipped through the acrobats she had 
choreographed for her transformation scene. 
She’d tried to choreograph awesome ones for her teammates, as well, but noooo, they had refused 
to use them. “That looks too difficult,” Felicity had complained, and Florence had said, “If you think 
I’m doing anything but hiding while my clothes disappear, you’re dead wrong.” 

Really,  Kendra thought, grabbing her halo from the air as it appeared over her head, it’s like they’re
missing the whole point of transforming. It’s not like anyone’s supposed to  watch you. You’re just
supposed to look cool! 

The last of her angelic robes appeared and shot upwards into a double-layered short skirt, and a 
red sash came from nowhere and tied itself around her waist. Kendra spread her fingers like the 
wings of a bird of prey, and dove down at the villain who had been behind her. 
The target tried to leap aside, but Kendra was too quick. She jabbed her halo against the villain’s 
throat. 
“Speak, vil ain! ” she shouted. “Why were you following me?” 
“I just wanted to talk to you!” the villain exclaimed. 
Kendra narrowed her eyes. “All right. Talk.” 
“Well, first of all, I’m not a villain!” the villain said furiously. 
Kendra snorted, but her arm didn’t waver. “I grant that you look more like a hobo, but that’s just a 
disguise.” 
“I do not!” the villain exclaimed. “I brushed and washed my hair, and I’m wearing a skirt! It isn’t 
even dirty!” 
Kendra wrinkled her nose, her arm still unwavering. “Well, it smells like something.” 
“Mothballs!” the hobo shouted. “That’s the smell of mothballs!” 
Kendra shrugged with the shoulder that was not holding the halo. “All right. Then who or what are 
you?” 
“My name is Chronos,” the hobo said. “I’m a born mage.” 
Kendra snorted. “Which almost certainly makes you a villain.” 
“It does not!” the hobo shouted. “Put that halo away!” 
“I think I’ll hang on to it, thanks,” Kendra said dryly. “Why were you following me?” 
The hobo straightened, and seemed to be making an attempt to sound mysterious. “Because of my 
power. I can see the future.” 
Kendra burst out laughing, her arm holding the halo falling to her side as she clutched her 
stomach. This ludicrous hobo, with the power of an arch-villain? Oh, yeah, right! 
“It’s the truth!” the woman shouted. 
Snapping her halo back into a threatening position and wiping a tear away from her eye, Kendra 
jeered, “All right, soothsayer. If you’re so smart, prove it.” 
The woman looked annoyed. “I didn’t say I was smart;  I said I could see the future. ” 
It was all Kendra could do to keep from laughing again. She’d seen carnival fortune tellers claiming 
that they had magical powers before, and those claims were beyond ludicrous. They were too old 
to be magical girls, and too drab to be born mages, a.k.a. villains. 
“Uh huh,” Kendra smirked. “Why don’t you just . . .” 
“And you’ll want to stop that child from running into the street,” the woman added, pointing over her shoulder. 
Kendra spun around and saw a small child running after a ball that was bouncing straight at the 
road. 
“Little girl! ” she shouted, sprinting after the kid. 
Kendra’s wings flared as she shot forward and grabbed the girl and ball right before they hit the 
street. A second later, a car raced around the bend three times faster than it should have been 
going, right where the girl would have been. 
Kendra’s heart beat wildly as she set the kid down and the kid ran off towards a sandbox. There 
were parents everywhere, seeing as she had been walking right beside a playground, but 
somehow, no one had noticed that this kid had run off. 
Was it possible . . . was it feasible . . . that the hobo could see the future? 
Or had this whole demonstration just been staged? 
Kendra couldn’t decide. The two seemed equally likely. 
“So,” the hobo said from a seated position. She was sitting on the sidewalk, despite the fact that it 
was filthy and covered with sand. “Do you believe me?” 
“Maybe . . .” Kendra said cautiously. 
“What would convince you?” the woman asked. 
“An explanation wouldn’t hurt,” Kendra said darkly. “Why were you following me?” 
The born mage hobo shrugged. “I figured it was high time someone told you not all magical girls 
are inherently good.” 
“What?! ” Kendra shouted. 
“You heard me.” 
“That’s absurd! ” Kendra burst out, shoving her arms outward. “Everyone knows our magic only 
works for the pure in heart!” 
“Yes, I’ve heard the propaganda,” the woman said coolly. “It’s true a girl has to be young, innocent, and well-intentioned to become a magical girl. But I’ve studied the magic system since before you 
were born. After gaining their powers, magical girls can become corrupt.” 
Oh, that was what she was talking about. Kendra relaxed microscopically. 
“Well, sure, but then they’ll lose their powers,” she said, as if speaking to an idiot. Her halo spun in 
the air over her hand. “Just as if they’d grown too old or given them up willingly —” 
“— or died,” the hobo finished for her. “But, Kendra, I think you’re missing something. Only death 
or voluntary loss make magical girls powers vanish instantly.” 
Kendra didn’t ask how the hobo knew her name. It wasn’t the first time a villain had figured out 
her secret identity. She’d never gone to much effort to keep it hidden. 
“Don’t be dumb,” Kendra said impatiently. “I’ve seen recordings of defectors. Their focus items 
crumble, and they lose their transformations permanently!” 
I mean, really, you couldn’t get much more instant than that. The second a magical girl declared 
that she was turning to villainy, all her powers and costume and transformation vanished 
immediately. And it wasn’t just defectors, either. When a magical girl quit for any other reason, 
the results were the same. 
“There are dark magical girls,” Kendra conceded. “Is that what you mean? But they’re 
brainwashed by villains. When you take away the magic brainwashing them, they go back to 
normal again. They’re still pure underneath.” 
The hobo brushed away this comment as if it were irrelevant. “Well, obviously. But I meant real 
magical girls. Like you. The kind who look completely harmless on the surface.” 
Kendra bristled. If there was one thing she did not consider herself, it was harmless.  She was 
mighty and powerful. She was a strong force for good. 
“You say you’ve seen recordings of defectors,” the hobo said. “It’s true that the news loves to 
report those rare events. It looks so convincing, doesn’t it? The instant a girl decides to turn evil, 
she loses her magic permanently.” 
“Right,” Kendra said, nodding sharply. She was starting to feel irritated. 
“Think it through, Kendra,” the hobo said. “A girl declares her intention to join the other side, then loses all her magic. The same thing happens with all defectors. But that isn’t because they’ve just 
turned evil. It’s because they’re choosing to give up their magical girl forms after turning evil. Do you really think that anyone would make such a decision out of nowhere? In a split second? Do 
you really think those people change drastically overnight?” 
Kendra was starting to see red. “MAGICAL GIRLS DON’T TURN EVIL!” 
“. . . And yet you assume all born mages do,” the hobo said. “Why are you so quick to judge my 
people, and so quick to praise yours? Haven’t you ever heard the saying, ‘Power corrupts; 
absolutely power corrupts absolutely’?” 
“I wrote a paper on how that doesn’t apply to magical girls in fourth grade,” Kendra snapped. 
The hobo looked unsurprised, then exasperated. 
“Look, it’s been nice chatting,” Kendra said, starting to walk off, “but I have combat practice to 
salvage, a best friend to chew out, and —” 
“I didn’t come without proof, Kendra!” the woman interrupted. “Would you like to see it?” 
Kendra hesitated. 
Proof? 
“All right,” Kendra said slowly, turning around. 
The hobo held a hand out, cupping it, and images appeared. A pair of wings; a whip; a halo. Then 
a ful scene appeared, tiny in the palm of her hand. The woman pinched it, and it stretched out 
wide before them. Sound began to swel from it, too. 
“— to protect world peace!” a politician was shouting from a podium. 
“World peace! World peace! World peace!” a crowd shouted. “World peace! World peace! World 
peace!” 
The woman pulled the image, and it zoomed forward to another scene. The same politician, 
zooming through the air with a mob of flying magical girls behind her. Her flowing robes were 
bloodred, as were her wings. There were buildings in the distance. 
“That looks like Mágico,” Kendra commented. “That’s the style of magical girl outfit they wear out there. Is this from the revolution?” 
The born mage hobo said nothing, and the scene changed. 
Now there was a terrible battle. Very little bloodshed, since most magical girl powers didn’t shed 
blood and most magical girl forms didn’t bleed, but there were thousands dying. One girl engulfed 
a soldier in what looked like cotton candy, then another soldier launched at her and mowed her 
down with bullets. She fell to the ground, detransforming, and he shot the bul ets through her 
again, killing her human life as wel . 
“What in the world?!” Kendra screamed. “You don’t do that! Killing a magical girl form, that I can 
get, but you don’t kill someone permanently! ” 
The born mage’s eyes hardened, and she changed scenes. 
“If you see a kid on the battlefield, do not let it live!” an enemy commander was shouting. “I don’t 
care if you know you killed its magical form! The younger they are, the more likely they are to get 
magic all over again! And those things aren’t innocent! They mean to destroy our entire country!” 
“Moron,” Kendra muttered. “It’s true that younger girls don’t have to be as pure as older ones, but 
there’s still a minimum level. If they’re attacking you, you clearly deserved it.” 
“But they’re kids,” a subordinate objected. “We can’t kill kids —” 
The superior’s fist thumped down. “They’re killing us,  aren’t they? We don’t have a spare life we can just throw away!” 
“Nobody throws a magical girl life away,” Kendra said, riled. “There’s no guarantee that you could 
become a magical girl again. The vast majority of girls who die as magical girls don’t!” 
The scene dissolved, and a new one took its place. 
“Kill the hostages,” the woman with the bloodred robes said, stretching out her hand. 
“But they’re innocent!” a girl with an Australian accent protested. She was dressed much like a 
figure skater, and wore ice skates. “We can’t do that!” 
“We said we would if they didn’t release our allies, didn’t we?” the woman snapped. “We’ll lose all 
credibility if we don’t follow through on our threats.” 
“I told you not to make that threat, didn’t I?” an Asian girl said coolly. She wore what looked like a kimono and had flowers drifting lazily through her hair. “It didn’t work well against Emperor 
Kami, and it won’t work well here.” 
“Thank you for your opinion, Namikaze,” the woman snapped. “But I remind you that we still 
overthrew the man.” 

Oh.  Kendra’s mouth opened. She’d been thinking she was watching scenes from the Mágico 
revolution, when magical girls had freed a portion of Brazil from the tyranny of its dictator who 
had persecuted magical girls, but now she realized she wasn’t. Emperor Kami was still on the 
throne of Japan. 

Which means . . .  Kendra thought. Which means . . . this is the future? 

That would make more sense. The woman had said she could see the future. Maybe she could 
show it, as well. It was a fascinating power, one that Kendra would have found extremely 
admirable if it had belonged to a magical girl, but unfortunately, being from a born mage, that made 
it suspicious. It could very well be an illusion power, for instance. Everything she was watching 
could be fiction. 

But there’s something . . .  Kendra thought, unsettled. There’s something that seems . . . familiar . . . 


No.  Kendra shook her head. She’d never seen that woman before. What was familiar was the 
costume, which was rather like one she had been designing for her next power-up. She’d already 
planned out Florence’s, which would be that color of bloodred, so that she’d stop complaining 
about her costume being pink. 

Maybe not that shade, after all,  Kendra thought, if there’s a villain masquerading as a magical girl
who dresses like that. 

Because that was clearly what was going on here. If those future scenes she was currently seeing 
were real, it was a villain who had infiltrated the whole magical girl community and made them 
think she was one of them. Kendra wasn’t sure how, since magical girls were the only ones with 
magic that allowed for transformation, but perhaps a tricky villain from another world could 
pretend they did through illusion magic. 

The only question,  Kendra thought, watching the woman kill off the hostages herself, is, why did 

this hobo come to me? 

As she watched the army of magical girls overrun the world, shattering cities, the answer became clear. 

Because we’re the only ones who can stop it. We’re the ones who are meant to save the world from 

that charlatan monster. Even a born mage doesn’t want to see the world ruled and destroyed by 

somebody from another world, and if she sees the future, she knows we need this information so that 

we can stop her. 

The moon exploded in the born mage’s hands, scattering fragments across the sky. A terrible 
earthquake roared. 

Of course,  Kendra thought, nodding. She had never failed to do what was necessary, no matter 
what the cost. She would do whatever she had to to protect world peace. 
“Do you understand?” the born mage asked softly, as devastation continued spreading with her 
hands. 

Yes,  Kendra tried to answer, but she couldn’t manage to speak. The magnitude of the disaster was 
too big to take in. The responsibility to stop it was too tremendous. But she mustn’t let fear stand 
in her way. The world needed her. 
Kendra licked her lips and swallowed to allow her dry throat to recover. “Is that . . . our new arch-
nemesis?” she managed. 
For a moment, the visions ceased. The hobo was staring at her with what looked like pity. Then 
the born mage twitched her fingers, and a new scene appeared. Florence was there. 
Kendra recognized her in an instant. She had the same face, the same dreadlocks, and a new 
costume that looked nothing like Kendra had designed for her friend’s power-up — typical 
Florence. 
The woman in the bloodred wings was standing there, too, with her back to Florence. 

This is the part where we defeat her,  Kendra thought. Or — no. Is the hobo warning me that 

Florence is going to die in the attempt? 

Her heart squeezed at the thought. It was an awful idea. If Florence was going to die, then she 
should let her friend quit. Kendra could save the world by herself if she had to. 
But then the woman turned around, and she looked very, very familiar. The way she’d held her 
face before, such rage and fury, had seemed clearly villainish. But the way she looked at Florence 
now was different. 
The woman’s face now looked familiar. 
Horrifyingly familiar. 
“Kendra, you can’t take civilians hostage!” the future Florence said angrily. “If you do that, you’ll be 
crossing the line!” 
“They keep on killing our allies,” the other woman snapped. “Not just their magical girl forms, but 
their human lives. They won’t negotiate. They won’t stop. We have to do whatever’s necessary to 
save more lives.” 
“But their families are innocent!” the future Florence cried. 
“And so are our allies,” the woman said quietly. “I won’t have to make good on our threat. It won’t 
come to that. But I have to make it if we want those girls to come home alive.” 
“But even threatening —” 
“Do you want our allies returned, or not?” the woman roared in fury. 
The scene waited, and the born mage waited silently. 
“So . . . so our arch-nemesis looks like that,” Kendra said shakily. “She even has Florence fooled. Is . 
. . is that a doppelganger?” 
In answer, the born mage lifted her hands. 
“We will do whatever is necessary,” a translucent image of Kendra as she was now said, “to protect 
world peace.” 
Yel ing at Florence. “To protect world peace!” 
Standing before the FBI branch office. “To protect world peace.” 
Speaking at their high school graduation. “To protect world peace . . .” 
Standing over a dead Felicity. “To protect world peace!” 
Now in the bloodred costume. “To protect world peace.” 
Founding the Magical Girl Union. “To protect world peace!” 
Leading the mob of magical girls following her into the horrible, bloodless battlefield. “World 
peace! World peace! World peace!” 
There was silence as the images faded and the born mage lowered her arms. 
“No,” she said. “I wish it were.” 
“That’s not me!” Kendra screamed. “That can’t be me!” 
“I can show you five complete paths from now to then,” the born mage said. “It’s rapidly becoming 
your most likely future.” 
“NO! YOU’RE LYING! I’D NEVER TURN EVIL! NEVER!! ” Kendra screamed. 
Around her she felt feathers flying. She realized dimly that she must be detransforming. It was as 
if part of her wanted to shove the magic away. As if doing so would make the whole future dissolve 
and vanish. 
“Fine. Ignore my warning,” the hobo said coldly. “Your choice.” 
“But . . . but I wouldn’t,” Kendra murmured, stumbling over the words. She was too stunned and 
lost to make any coherent argument. “I’m good. ” 
“And let’s hope you stay that way,” the woman said, shoving the bloodred-woman future into her 
face. 
Kendra burst into tears. 


*** 
Did I go too far?  Chronos wondered, unsure of herself. She never knew how to talk to people. She 
hadn’t meant to make anyone cry. 
On the other hand . . . wasn’t that a good thing? If this conversation made a strong impression, 
maybe it would stop that future. Maybe it would end it permanently. Chronos had no way to 
know; she couldn’t see any futures that she herself was in, and right now, this girl’s future was 
clearly dependent on their conversation. 
Clearly, because it was in flux, and almost all of the girl’s futures were now invisible to her. 

What can I do?  Chronos wondered. What should I do? 

She knew what she wanted to do. She wanted to just walk away. She’d gotten here by teleporter, a magical device her uncle had made, so it would take no time at all to get right back home and 
resume ignoring the problem, like she’d wanted to do in the first place. 
But . . . 

But what if she’s not convinced?  Chronos wondered. What if I only made things worse? What if I 

made her more determined, and it makes everything happen sooner? 

That was a risk she didn’t want to take. She wanted the future resolved. She wanted the 
nightmares over. She wanted to go home and know that she’d never have to return again. She had 
to make sure that future was gone now. 

“The thing about evil magical girls,” Chronos said, “is that most times corruption is a gradual 
process. The magic system’s too merciful. Magical girls don’t lose their powers when they start 
going corrupt — they lose their powers when they finish. Which is why evil magical girls are 
possi—” 
“MAGICAL GIRLS DON’T TURN EVIL!!” Kendra screamed, leaping to her feet. 
Chronos was about to snap back, but then realized that the girl was teetering on her feet, her eyes 
wild, looking unstable. 
“Except for the rare cases that do,” Chronos said gently. 
Kendra burst into tears again and collapsed back on the ground. 

Is that . . . it?  Chronos wondered, unsettled. Can I go now? 

She felt guilty to have caused such devastation, but she didn’t know how to fix it. She didn’t know if 
comfort would help the future or hurt it. Besides, she didn’t know what comfort would even be 
possible. She wasn’t going to lie to be reassuring. 
Maybe she should go now. Yes, that was the best thing she could do. Chronos pulled the 
teleporting watch her uncle had given her out of her pocket — 
She stopped. 
Maybe the problem was that Kendra felt trapped. Trapped in a future she couldn’t escape. 
Trapped without hope or possibilities. 
Chronos knew how it felt to be trapped. 
That was why her uncle had given her this watch. 
“Teleportation represents freedom,”  he’d said. “You can go anywhere, do anything, and get away with
it. Nobody can tell you what to do, and nobody can stop you.” 

As a child, that had meant a lot to her. It had meant hiding from her older sister. It had meant 
avoiding the head of the family. It had meant escaping from the entire villain lifestyle when she’d 
been old enough to take care of herself. 
Perhaps, to a corrupt magical girl, it would mean starting a fresh life somewhere new. 
Chronos took a deep breath, and then placed the watch on the ground beside the sobbing magical 
girl. This had been her childhood treasure, but she no longer needed it. 
“Here,” Chronos said. “My uncle made this for me when I was down one day. It teleports. It’s 
useful.” She hesitated. “I’ll book a flight home.” 
A crowd had gathered at some point to watch them, and Chronos used her elbows to shove people 
aside as she walked briskly down the sidewalk. She felt naked without the watch, without a way to 
escape, but nobody challenged her. 
She’d have to book a flight with the Deathwaves, of course, because she had no legal passport and 
had never bothered purchasing a fake one. But that would be easy to enough to do. It took her 
only a few seconds to find the future of a random Deathwave minion and to follow it to the nearest 
office. 
Chronos turned a corner, away from the crowd, and breathed a sigh of relief. She headed toward 
the Deathwaves’ office. 
She had a long flight home back to Greece. She wasn’t looking forward to it. 
Chapter Four: The Decision 
A crowd of people gathered around Kendra, and some of them started asking her if something was 
wrong. 

Are you kidding me?  Kendra thought furiously. Leave me alone! Why don’t you go chase after the 

born mage, if you’re so worried? 

But then she realized that the born mage hadn’t looked like a villain. She’d looked like a hobo. And 
Kendra had been transformed. As far as they were concerned, all the magic had been hers. 
For some reason, this realization left Kendra feeling even more depressed than she had been 
before. 

My magic failed to warn me that I was doing anything wrong,  she thought. Instead, a born mage 

had to. A born mage. 

Everyone knew born mages were evil. If a born mage had needed to stop her, she’d been destined 
to become a nightmare indeed. 

Forget being the hero,  Kendra thought bitterly, I’m not even better than a villain. 

She wished she could believe the born mage had been lying, but that just didn’t fit. Too many of 
the details had meshed with Kendra’s own plans for the future, including ones she’d never written 
down or told anybody. 
The bloodred woman’s hairstyle. 
Her costume’s shape. 
The Magical Girl Union. 
Wel , to be fair, Kendra had joked with Florence about the need for magical girls to have their own 
governing body. Only magical girls could fairly judge magical girls, after all. But she had never said 
she’d been serious. 

Unless the born mage was a mind-reader, she doubted that all of those details could have been so 
accurate. 
For a moment, Kendra’s heart lifted at the possibility. Born mages only ever had one power, so mind-reading and illusion couldn’t happen in one person, but what if there had been a second 
born mage involved? 
This could just be a plot to convince her to quit her powers, right before the world needed her. 
Kendra brightened at the idea. That was it. She’d just been lied to. It was going to be fine. The 
world still needed her. 
That thought sustained her enough to stand up, to inform the crowd briskly that she was fine, and 
to start walking home. 
But as she headed down the sidewalk, alone now, her pace flagged. Her shoulders grew tighter and 
tighter. 

Be honest with yourself. Is that the most likely explanation? 

The problem was . . . the problem was, there was one simple fact she couldn’t explain like that, and 
that was the common sense point the hobo had made. 
“Do you really think those people change drastically overnight?” 

If magical girls could be evil . . . if they could turn corrupt gradually and still have their powers 
until the process was complete . . . 
Wel , then it made perfect sense that Kendra might be one of them. 
Kendra’s pace slowed to a dead stop. Despair washed over her. 
She wasn’t like Florence. She didn’t have a moral compass born from a religion. She based her 
moral compass on what she had been told, and on believing that the magic system would stop her 
if she went corrupt. Therefore, whenever she’d done something questionable and Florence had 
called her on it, she’d known that she was right and Florence was wrong. 
For instance, choosing to kill their first arch-nemesis instead of taking him prisoner. 
Tears squeezed out of Kendra’s eyes. 
It wasn’t fair. She’d always followed what she had been told. She’s always believed what she had 
been told. And everybody had let her down. Magic had let her down. 
And that was when Kendra realized . . . 

No. Magic didn’t fail me. I failed magic. 

Kendra drew in a shaky breath, trying not to bawl again. Yes. She had failed magic. She didn’t 
deserve it anymore. 
But she couldn’t bear to give it up. 

Please,  Kendra pleaded silently, isn’t there any way I can keep it? 

All she wanted to do was save the world. All she wanted to be was a hero. Giving up couldn’t be 
the answer to that. It couldn’t. 
But she had only two sure ways to make sure that future didn’t happen, and she would never 
consider suicide. That was a coward’s way out. Which meant that the only real option to make 
sure that, no matter how tempted she got in the future, she would never become that person was . 
. . 

If I gave up my powers . . . 

Kendra shivered, and forced herself to continue walking down the sidewalk back home. 
She wasn’t ready to stop being a magical girl. She wasn’t done.  She’d never intended to quit; she’d intended to keep her powers for as long as possible until magic itself abandoned her for being too 
old. 
She’d always said she’d do the right thing, no matter what the cost. But this was not a cost she 
had anticipated. This was not a cost she had been willing to pay. 
But if it was the right thing . . . 
Kendra stopped again as another thought struck her. 

Is it the right thing? 

Because there was another logical conclusion to draw from what she had just learned. 
“The world does need me to save it,” Kendra murmured. “I see . . .” 


*** 
 Florence was getting really worried. Somebody had called her after track practice to say he’d seen 
Kendra crying in the park. Then Florence had called Kendra’s house, and her parents had said 
she’d been refusing to speak to anybody. And now Kendra had skipped school all day. 

We’ve fought before,  Florence thought uneasily. A lot. Kendra’s never cried about it. What’s made
this time so different? 

She and Kendra had always had a . . . dynamic friendship. Even as kids, they’d gone from best 
friends to worst enemies to best friends many times in a week. They’d been fighting more than 
usual lately, but that was just because Florence had been wondering whether she wanted to stay a 
magical girl at all, and Kendra’d had strong opinions about the matter and problems with the 
whole “staying out of other people’s business” thing. 
But something must have been different this time. Florence must have really hurt her best friend. 
And she had no clue what she’d said. 
She caught up to Felicity near the bleachers after she’d finished running a few laps on the track. 
“Any sign of Kendra?” Florence panted, pulling her dreadlocks off her sweaty neck. 
Felicity shook her head. Her eyes brightened. “But I gave Daniel my phone number!” 
“Really?” Florence was startled. “You told him that you like him?” 
Felicity giggled, turning red. “No, no! I wrote it on his backpack while he wasn’t looking!” 
“Wel , then I’m sure he’ll know exactly what that means and what to do about it,” Florence said, 
rol ing her eyes. 
“Kendra!” Felicity gasped, pointing behind Florence. 
Florence spun around, and there was a slumped figure, standing with a wall of blonde hair covering 
her face. 
“Kendra . . .?” Florence asked uneasily. 
“Where did you come from?!” Felicity exclaimed. “You just, like, appeared out of nowhere! Where 
have you been? ” 
“Do I want to know why you skipped school?” Florence added in an accusing tone, hoping to 
provoke a reaction. 
Kendra said nothing. 
Florence felt a stab of uncertainty. What was wrong with Kendra? She never acted like this. She 
always had something to say, often some kind of order that drove Florence crazy. 

Did I jump to the wrong conclusions yesterday?  Florence wondered. I thought she was going to
pester us to apply as FBI aides yet again. Maybe she wasn’t. Maybe she wanted to suggest that we 

become singing magical girls or something. 

The more she thought about it, the more likely it seemed. Kendra’s mother had been a singing 
magical girl, and Kendra really admired her. Kendra also knew that Florence’s favorite musician 
was a singing magical girl in South Africa, and she knew that Felicity loved singing along to songs 
on the radio. 
Badly and out of tune. But most singing magical girls had autotune magic, so that wouldn’t be a big 
deal. 
If that was the case, Florence felt awful for ignoring her. She’d assumed that Kendra was still 
obsessed with that whole “saving the world” schtick, but maybe she wasn’t. Maybe Kendra had 
been trying to be unselfish, for once, and Florence had thrown it in her face. 
“Kendra?” Florence asked cautiously. 
Kendra final y spoke, but she did not raise her head. Her long, blonde hair was like a wall between 
them. “I’ve been up all night, thinking. And I think . . . we need to split up our team.” 
“WHAT?! ” Felicity shrieked. Loose hair clips from her ponytail went flying all over the place. She’d worn about three dozen of them today, and she’d been losing them all day. 
“Wel , that’s a complete 180 . . .” Florence muttered, with a flash of irritation. 
She couldn’t believe she’d been so worried. Kendra was just being Kendra, it seemed. She’d high-
handedly decided to fire them both from Wings of Justice without their permission. 
“I’m sorry if I’ve talked too much about Daniel . . .” Felicity sobbed, burying her face in her hands. 
“Who do you want to train to take our place?” Florence asked, almost as accusingly as she’d 
intended. 
“No,” Kendra said. “That’s not what I meant at all.” 
Florence noticed for the first time that Kendra was holding her halo. That was odd, because your 
focus item didn’t do anything unless you were transformed. You could summon it whenever, but 
there was no real point in doing so. 
As Kendra spoke, a flutter of feathers surrounded her halo — not Kendra herself, which was even odder, because they would normally be part of her transformation scene. 
“I’ve decided,” Kendra said quietly, “to become . . . a villain instead.” 
Florence’s mouth fell open as the halo grew spikes. Thick iron spikes jabbed out of the gold ring. 
“WHAT?! ” she burst out, hearing Felicity say the same. 
Kendra raised her head at last, and there were tears in her eyes. “If magical girls can betray the 
world, then someone has to stop them! So as of right now, I’m officially defecting!” 
“Are you insane?” Florence yelped. 
“Teleport! ” Kendra screamed, raising the spiked halo and something else in her other hand over 
her head. Then, with a poof of sparkles, she was gone. 
Florence stared at the empty air, unable to fathom what she had just witnessed. Kendra had said 
she was . . . defecting? 
Kendra? 

Kendra,  of all people? 
That didn’t even make sense! Defectors lost their powers, and their focus items crumbled! 
Kendra’s focus item had grown spikes, as if it had become a villain weapon instead! 
“What just happened?” Florence burst out, trying to process it. 
“I wanna wake up from this dreeeam!” Felicity wailed. 

What the —?  Florence thought. WHAT?! 



*** 
 Chronos was settling in with a book she’d read many times. She was glad to get back to her 
routine of doing not much of anything. She hadn’t had any nightmares on the plane home, which 
hopefully meant that she could go back to ignoring everybody. 
“Hm?” A twinkle of light caught the corner of her eye, and she turned around, wondering idly what 
— 
“Kendra? ” 
The corrupt magical girl was standing there, spiked ring in one hand and watch in the other, 
glowering fiercely. 
“Um . . .” Chronos said. “I think you took a wrong turn —” 
“I defected,” the magical girl said darkly. “Now I can never wreck the world, and no one can ever 
wreck the world in my name. But that doesn’t solve the problem permanently, does it?” 

What are you talking about?  Chronos stared at her, baffled. That solves the problem entirely. 

Granted, you could just have quit your magic, and I’m not sure why you didn’t, but . . . 

“If I  was going to turn evil, I won’t be the last one,” Kendra explained sharply. “So you’re going to help me fight the corrupt. We’ll form a villain team.” 
“WHAT?” Chronos exploded. “I don’t do teams! And I’m not a villain — I’m neutral! ” 
“Not anymore,” the magical girl said. “You want to save the world? Help me stop the people who 
threaten it.” 
“I don’t want to save the world!” Chronos protested. “I just wanted to end my nightmares about 

you! ” 
“Congratulations,” Kendra said, spinning on her heel and walking towards the door. “Where’s your 
guest room?” 
“You’re not staying! ” Chronos shouted. “Leave me alone! ” 
“Too late for that, oracle.” 
“The name’s ‘Chronos’ —” 
“Whatever you say, soothsayer.” 
“CHRONOS!” 


DRAGON SISTERS 
Jeffrey Bardwell 
Published by Twigboat Press 
Copyright © 2017 Jeffrey Bardwell 
All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or 
transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the author, nor be 
otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a 
similar condition being imposed on the purchaser. This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, 
places, events and incidents are either the products of the author’s wild imagination or used in a fictitious 
manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental. This 
ebook may not be re-sold or given away to another person. 
DRAGON SISTERS 
We always argued, my sister and I. Some might call it banter or verbal sparring, but we never 
minced words. We nurtured conflict like Mother nursed her garden for that was the one proof we 
were different. 
Twin girls are uncommon in the empire. When Mother birthed us, the other nobles flocked to our 
estate to leave little gifts and gawk. We assumed they gawked as this birthday spectacle continued 
year after year. But it was not merely our mirror appearance that drew such crowds. Our voices, 
our inflections, our thoughts all veered along the same paths. We used to recite long poems in 
unison while one twin was blindfolded, with little emerald green dresses and frilly ribbons in our 
hair, to the delight of our father's guests. 
The sameness lasted until three days after our eleventh birthday when one of us discovered a new trick that shocked and disturbed our parents: an odd skill her sister could not duplicate. That was 
the summer I taught myself to juggle. 
“It's a talent,” I crowed, keeping five acorns in the air. Mother had banished me from the house for 
my vulgar minstrel display and then assigned my sister May to keep an eye on me. Each acorn was 
as large as my fist and hefty as a bag of gold, but as smooth and delicate as a fresh brown egg. Not 
that I was allowed to handle fresh eggs. That was servant's work. Eby handled the eggs while I 
fought the chickens in their lair. Mother didn't know about that. 
“Mother said it's a crude skill only fit for barbarians and beggars,” May spat, glaring at me through 
the whirring golden brown circle. She tossed an acorn back and forth, then chucked it over her 
shoulder. 
I ignored my sister, dropping the acorns to poke through the leaf litter for a more balanced nut. 
The forest floor was littered with the things. “You were clapping yesterday in the field,” I muttered. 
“Sure! In our private field, Minny.” My sister flounced her white shawl. “It was a quiet, shared 
moment between sisters. You promised to show me the trick later. I didn't think you'd be stupid 
enough to show our parents. What did you expect, flowers and an ovation? You know how Mother 
gets.” 
“Don't tel me you enjoy sitting in the corner knitting with Mother any more than I do,” I said, 
kicking one of the acorns. She said nothing. I started juggling again. A lone crow swooped down 
from the canopy and pecked at my head while my hands were distracted. “May,” I cried, shielding 
my face with raise arms and fingers. I would have had better luck defending myself from the 
kitchen hounds with a shield made from meat. 
May grabbed one of the bouncing acorns, transforming her shawl into a cloth mace, whirled it over 
her shoulder, and smacked the crow mid air. I could hear the acorn explode as it connected. The 
crow dropped. Somewhere above us, the other crows squawked while their comrade lay stunned. 
She peered up into the trees, transformed the shawl into a sling, squinted into the rustling leaves 
above us, and shot several acorns into the canopy. Three dark-feathered bodies plummeted to the 
ground. 
The rest of the rooks broke through the canopy and fled. She untied her ribbon and wound it 
around my bleeding forehead. I winced when she pul ed it tight. We shared a grin as the last of the 
crows flapped above the trees and vanished. Nasty birds, we thought. 
May plucked the brown shards and shook the grit from her makeshift weapon and tied it back 
around her shoulders. No sense getting blood on the shawl, she thought. 

Nah. Mother would make you knit a new one from scratch, I replied. 
I had promised to teach her how to juggle and I was as good as my word. But May was more a 
straight line thinker. Intricate little circles flummoxed the poor girl. They came easily to me. When 
we argued, I always won. I could twist my sister's arguments like a dragon's tongue and snare her 
in them or squirm through all the tiny cracks in her defenses. Imagining little patterns of swirling 
acorns was simple. 
That night when my sister amused herself and distracted our parents by snuffing the candle flames 
between her fingers, I pocketed a few of the bread knives. I spent days practicing in seclusion. I did 
offer to teach my sister, but she was nowhere to be found. Perhaps she wished to practice alone. 
While May continued to struggle tossing two acorns back and forth–no wonder the poor girl didn't want an audience–I graduated to knives and not just butter knives either: real, edged blades. 
After the last fiasco, I did not show my parents this new skill, but Eby was impressed. Eby was an 
ancient cavalryman not long for the knackers as he put it. He'd been saying that for years. My 
parents hired him as a nanny, servant, and bodyguard. He was an old dear and the day my parents 
turned him out to pasture broke my heart. 
May nearly broke my arm the year we turned fifteen and Eby left us, screaming how it was my 
fault, all my fault, while I held my tongue. I could have argued otherwise. Half convinced my sister 
if not myself, but deep in my gut I knew she spoke the truth. I should have suspected something 
the way Eby's eyes lit when he caught me practicing with those knives. 
I had discovered a forgotten, dusty alcove deep within the mansion, so focused on my task a 
galloping herd of horses would not have fazed me. So I did not hear a single pair of worn leather 
shoes. Nor did the armor creak. The old soldier oiled his kit every morning. 
“Not for ye, the lacy dresses and fancy knitting, eh lass?” 
I did not jump. I did lose focus and almost skewer my toes as the knives clattered to the ground. 
The sound seemed deafening. “Eby?” I squeaked, voice echoing in the alcove. 
“What happened to those humble lil' acorns? Too safe?” The old retainer grunted as he knelt on 
the cold stone floor to collect the scattered knives. “Chef's been bitching for days about the missing 
cutlery.” He raised an eyebrow as he tested one of the blades against his thumb. “Didn't swipe deer 
skewers like these from the scullery, did ye? It'l be the Huntsman bitching next I shouldn't 
wonder.” 
“The scul ery maids use them to skin pigs and wild game.” I hung my head. “Might have swiped a 
few butter knives to practice with first,” I said in a quiet voice. 
“Not your Ma's good silver flatware?” The man scowled. “So that's why Chef's rosy cheeks look like 
two ripe boils. We wanted to practice knife work in the cavalry, a pair of shaved sticks worked a 
treat. Good balance. Safe. As I've told ye often enough.” He dangled one of the edged blades between 
his thumb and his trigger finger like a soiled rag. 
I said nothing and shrugged. Then I reached to swipe the knife, but he jerked it away. 
“By the five gods lass, why would ye do such an awful thing?” Eby asked quietly. “Chef's already 
turned out one scullery maid accused of theft. After he flogged her.” 
My cheeks flamed. “I didn't know, Eby. All that talk about how juggling was only fit for minstrels 
and beggars . . .” 
“And thieves,” Eby muttered darkly. “I raised ye better.” 
I smacked the wall. “It had to feel real, Eby. Nobody takes you seriously when you toss a few acorns 
in the air. But knives, swords, fire sticks . . . these get respect.” 
“Ye won't get respect stealing yer Ma's butter knives, lass.” He held up one hand to strangle the 
harrumph building in my throat. “But give me a few days to scrounge through my packs. I will find 
ye some good, balanced knives.” 
I looked up. “Yes!” 
“Throwing knives,” he snorted. “Proper cavalry blades, not this scullery trash.” 
I quivered. “Yes! Yes!” 
He held up his other hand and shook his head. “After ye apologize to your Ma' and the Chef and the poor scullery maid. We shall make up a story so ridiculous, so embarassin' nobody will ever think 
of ye juggling.” 
My shoulders tensed. Punishments from Eby tended to be epic. “Oh?” I asked quietly. 
“Huntsman ever take ye into the woods?” 
“Mother would carve him up with his own knives first,” I snorted. 
“But ye been curious, badgered the man?” Eby pressed. 
“I . . . suppose so,” I said, trying to work where he was going and failing. Eby was even twistier than 
me. 
“Well, let's say ye got so burning curious you decided to skin and butcher one of his boars . . . with 
ye Ma's good butter knives.” Eby shook his head mournfully. “Battered, bloodied, and broke a 
handful of the lovely things before ye found a proper skinning knife. Guess ye will have to 
apologize to Huntsman as well, eh?” 
I bit my lip. “Mother will tan my hide.” 
“Aye and it's no more than ye deserve. Consider it penance for that poor maid. Ye didn't think 
words would suffice, lass?” He sighed and shrugged. “Besides, the maid is long gone. Come to the 
scullery tonight.” He doffed his coat and rol ed up my contraband. “Bring the butter knives. I shall 
bring the pig.” 
“Yes, Eby.” 
“A great, hairy pig with large tusks and mousy, little eyes. Oh, and lass?” He gave me an evil little 
smile. “Wear one of ye fancy green dresses and put some ribbons in your hair. Nothing like an 
emerald green evening gown to slaughter black boars, eh?” 
Mother did not punish me for ruining my good green dress. I'm not an idiot. I wore an old, brown 
cotton smock to slaughter the pig, which was sprawled across the length of the counter. Eby 
directed me to hack the beast's testicles off first with a blunt butter knife. They looked like two 
gigantic, white onions and sizzled when Eby lobbed them in the hearth. The little brown dress 
allowed me to flex my knees and elbows, which is a great help when skinning, gutting, and cutting 
up a wild boar. A green evening gown and ribbons. Where did old Eby get such crazy notions? 
The night of the great boar slaughter came and went. The huntsman even thanked me for my 
'assistance.' The cook did not. My parents bade Eby to cut a stout switch and wield it with a firm 
hand. Mother was more angry at her daughter's lack of grace and couth than a few broken silver 
knives. Father missed the knives: their lack would curtail the guest list for his next party. They 
expressed their displeasure through Eby's swift, precise strokes in the hopes that I never do 
something so reckless again. 
My sister did not gloat and ministered to my sore backside after, but some part of me resented 
her. I pushed her away though every inch of skin from my shoulders to the back of my knees 
burned. 
May held her finger poised mid air, a dollop of ointment dripping off the end. “What's wrong? I'm 
being as gentle as I can.” 
I struggled pulling the nightgown over my shoulders. She rushed to assist and I waved her away 
again. I couldn't accept her help after I had failed her. 
May sighed and sat on the bed, tossing the tin of ointment from one hand to the other. And there it was. My eyes watched the single tin sail back and forth, my mind adding more tins, little tricks, and 
patterns I could never, ever teach her. The juggling lessons she bothered to attend were not going 
wel . May refused to admit she just didn't have a knack for it, that there was something I could do, 
which she could not. 

Your failure is my failure, I thought. 
She looked down at the tin and laughed. “Oh, you're not a failure. I'm just a poor student. Juggling is 
hard. We'll get it some day. Please, come to bed.” 
But determination did not make her a better student nor me a better teacher. I began to hate her 
for it. 
Eby apparently noticed this growing rift and after the pork and butter knife debacle had died a 
quiet dead in my parent's memories, he suggested a proper chaperoned sisterly camping trip was 
just the thing to rekindle our spirits. Our parents agreed. They said a few days of sleeping on the 
hard ground and cold tinned breakfasts were just the thing to settle two rambunctious little girls 
and off we went. 
Once out of site of the mansion, Eby gifted each of us with her own sheathed cavalry blade. “When 
we get deeper into the woods, lasses,” he said, “I will teach ye to sink those blades into a tree trunk 
at fifteen paces. Good defense against bandits, boars, and bears.” 
He winked as we and admired the blades in the dappled light. The woods around our father's estate 
were more akin to a park than the gnarled, wild forests from Eby's stories. Thieves lurking in the 
bushes were a thing of fairy tales. The understory was kept clear. Dead, listing, or rotten trees were 
harvested for firewood lest they fall on some unsuspecting traveler. The huntsman routinely kil ed 
any beast larger than a fox. I don't know where he had found my boar, but it wasn't in these  woods. 
I rubbed the scars on my back and put the knife away. 
My sister threw the knife into the tree trunk at a full twenty-five paces and Eby cheered. Of course, 

she has such small, dainty feet, I groused, counting out my own paces. 
May turned to me and smiled as she wrenched her knife out of the tree. She slipped one foot out of 
her soft leather shoe and wriggled her toes at me. Your feet are my feet, too, Minny. 

I blushed. Subtlety was not my sister's way. I stopped counting paces and walked to the line my 
sister had marked in the dirt with her heel. My scars ached when I bent down to retrieve my own 
blade. Eby had made us practice our vertical throws before we graduated to the horizontal. Rather 
than plunge straight down, my blade had hit the ground at an awkward angle. 
May skipped back towards us and I wanted to smack the knife from her hand. Was I jealous for her 
sudden skill with the knives or was it her flaunting that disturbed me? We had started at five paces 
and worked our way backwards. Most of my throws have a lovely spin—too much spin, Eby said—
and the knives bounced off the trees rather than sink into their targets. May's skill was . . . 
uncanny, suspicious. Whatever she cast from her hand hit the target. I glared at her. What have you 

been doing while I was away practicing with butter knives? 

My sister dimpled and said nothing. Practice continued. When we hit thirty paces, she missed for 
the first time. I crowed and stole both knives, plucking a few acorns off the ground and making a 
pinwheel fly between my fingers. But can you do this?  I taunted in our mind. 
May reddened. She blew out her cheeks and pushed me to the ground. Knives and acorns flew in all directions. I jumped up and slapped her. The fight escalated and as Mother would say, we ceased to 
act like proper little ladies. 
Eby roared, pulling us apart and one, maybe both, of us screamed at him, “We're nothing but dol s, 
Eby, little matching dolls performing little, matching tricks. And now she knows a trick I don't 
know!” 
Eby snorted, grabbed each of our heads in his hands to brace us apart and drove us down until we 
were all sitting on the ground. We crossed our arms and looked away. “Ye are not two little dol s, 
lasses. But ye are sisters. Act like it.” He twisted his wrist until May and I were facing each other. 
“Who can ye depend upon in this world if not ye own flesh and blood? Cherish that connection, 
lasses. Maven, apologize. Minerva, apologize.” 
“Sorry, May,” I said, smiling. You dumb dragon barf. 

“Sorry, Minny,” she replied. You stupid minstrel punk. 

“There, all better,” Eby laughed, clapping us both on the shoulder. The lilt of his brow suggested he 
didn't quite believe us. “Now, let's put the knives away and make camp. We'll dig the latrine first, 
then get started on dinner. I don't like the look of those clouds.” 
The gathering dark clouds had largely dispersed by nightfall. Packs of clouds drifted across the sky, 
blocking the bright moon and shrouding us in passing darkness. “How's that fire coming, lass?” 
Eby called to May, who was kneeling over a pile of sticks with flint and striker in hand. Then he 
turned to me. “Minerva, get some more kindling for your sister. Make some fluff from those twigs 
like I showed ye.” 
I dutiful y shaved a pair of sticks. “Yes, Eby.” The moon vanished again. I threw one of the sticks 
and stomped on it. “What was that, a bear?” 
May shrieked. 
“There are no bears in these woods,” Eby growled as the moon reappeared. 
I laughed and threw the broken twigs and fluff at May's feet. “Maybe you can burn those twigs by 
screaming at them.” 
“Shut your gob, Minny,” May said as the moon vanished once more. She screamed in frustration, 
and a bright orange light flashed in the darkness. I blinked and when the moon came back, found 
my sister fallen backward, staring at a small fire, dumbstruck. 
“Don't just sit there on yer bum, lass,” Eby called. “Feed the flames.” 
My sister ignored him. She hunched over, staring into the flickering fire light. 
“See?” I said, dropping sticks into the flames. “Even you can light a fire.” 
“Yes,” she replied, staring at her hands. 
“Still can't juggle for crap.” I pulled her away as she reached for the flames. “Sit up before you toast 
your fingers and singe your hair.” 
We cooked some strange maroon-colored bricks that smelled like lard and berries, which Eby 
called red rations. Told us the ingredients were an imperial state secret we were better off not 
knowing. Cooking the things merely changed the bricks from cold to warm and water from our 
canteens helped to soften them up. We'd eaten worse when the chef was having a bad day in the 
scullery. 
Bel ies full, we crawled into our little pup tents arranged facing the fire. I fell asleep to the sound of crickets and the crackling flames. 
That night, I dreamed I was awoken by soft, eerie laughter. I crawled from my tent to see my sister. 
She was in the fire, but not on fire. She was spinning and dancing naked in the flames. They 
crawled up her body, clothing her in a fiery, translucent dress, but she was unharmed. I gasped and 
she startled. The fire extinguished and my sister vanished. 
It had to be a dream. I should have grabbed her, reached toward the flames, done something. But in 
the morning, my sister was unharmed. She let me examine her feet, he fingers, and her hair. Not 
even singed. There was a bit of ashes on the soles of her foot. May giggled when I brushed it off, 
spinning a tale of a midnight visit to the latrine and stepping in the ashes of the long dead fire. 
She laughed nervously when I described my dream. Me dancing with no clothes? What would 

Mother say? 


Say?  I tittered. The woman would die of shock. 

May hugged me. Strange things happen in the night, sis. 

I tensed, then wrapped my arms around her. Why were you sitting so close to the fire last night? 


I like the flames,  she said. They . . . comfort me. And you were being a butt. 


An imperial butt, I agreed. This new fascination of hers was strange, but gave me an opening to 
mend things between us. What if I worked some fire sticks into my juggling? I would need a partner 

who's good with fire. Would you want to help me with that, Mistress of the Flames? 


Oh yes!  She squeezed and I felt like my ribs might crack. 
When I started to juggle fire sticks, Mother suddenly approved of my hobby. I could sense my sister 
working behind the scenes, prodding, arranging a demonstration at one of father's soirees. This 
wasn't some misguided career aspiration, my sister deftly slotted the thing with hints and 
whispers into Mother's mind, it was just another party trick like reading blindfolded. I handled the 
sticks while May handled the fire and it became a sisterly activity. I felt like we were growing closer 
again. 
The word 'assistant' was never used, but my parents didn't dress us in matching green garments 
anymore. I wore somber clothes with tassels, as befitted a performer, and May wore a flashy dress, 
as befitted the performer's partner. As the crowds grew, Mother was a changed woman. No more 
talk of beggars and minstrels. 
After one such performance, Mother came behind me and squeezed my shoulder. I startled. “I 
never realized,” she said softly. “It's not a gaudy minstrel show at all. When you danced between 
those whirling orbs dripping with fire, weaving light and darkness and movement, it was . . . art. 
Like a living painting. Who knew my daughter had such talents buried within her?” She hugged me. 
I went limp in the woman's rough embrace, stunned. Mother never hugged. 
May gave a bitter, little bow, the bells on her costume jingling. “Thank you, Mother. We both do our 
best.” Coating my simple, wooden juggling balls with naphtha and transforming them into fiery 
orbs while wearing thick, fire-resistant gloves to impress the crowd had been my sister's idea. 
“Yes,” Mother said, patting my sister's shoulders. “I have two wonderful daughters with very 
different talents. I am certain you will find your talent one day, Maven. Perhaps your sister can 
teach you how to juggle?” She gave a little shrug and turned to rejoin the festivities. 
“Perhaps,” May said, grinding her teeth as she glared behind Mother's back. I sensed a roiling mix of envy, hatred, and loathing behind my sister's eyes. She tried to shield it, but her emotions were 
too raw. We had shared everything for too long to start hiding. 
My fame ascended while my sister continued to fume quietly. Nobody else suspected a thing. She 
gave no outward sign in word or deed, but her mind was an open book to me. 
I once offered to trade places and be her groveling assistant. She laughed and demurred. 
“What would I do?” she asked. “Juggle my way to fame? Our roles are set. You are the wonderful 
performer and I your doting lackey. Are you going to be a minstrel?” 
“Stop it. You're starting to sound like Mother. You can do something,” I said. “What have you been 
sneaking away to practice? Show me. We can put it in the act.” 
“I'm not ready for that.” She held up her hands. “I need to practice alone. In private. Like you with 
the knives.” 
I shrugged. “When you're ready, show me. I want to see it. I would love to see it.” 
May gave me a wan smile and disappeared into her own little world again. She stopped performing 
in my act, citing illness to our parents, but I knew the truth. The breach between us had not healed 
that day in the woods, but widened. 
Then one day, she was ready to show me her secret little talent. “Come into the woods with me. It 
will be a private performance. Just the two of us. Like we used to do. Please?” 
“Yes,” I replied. “Love to see it.” 
My sister led me out to our field. I wanted her to wear the suit with tassels, but she said her plain 
shawl would do. She tossed me a few acorns. 
“You start, sister. It will help me get into the spirit of things.” 
I made a few lazy pinwheels. My heart wasn't in it. The dew on the grass was beginning to soak 
through my shoes. Despite what I told my sister, I wasn't in the mood for another pathetic juggling 
demonstration. I just wanted to go home. 
May sighed and clenched her fists. “More. More . . . pizazz.” She tossed me more acorns and 
laughed, shaking. “I can still barely juggle at all, you know. So pathetic.” 
I winced and dropped an acorn. I had sixteen . . . fifteen in the air now, weaving interlocking 
pinwheels. I was showing off again. “Will this do?” I asked. 
“Yes, thank you,” May ground between her teeth. “That looks . . . perfect. I'm not like you. This is 
how I juggle.” She gestured and a ball of fire appeared in each hand, one low and one high. 
I stared at the fire in her hands for a moment. Then I reached out, screaming. I had some half-
formed plan to rip the shawl off her shoulders and smother those flames before she burned 
herself. 
The confidence in her eyes and that smug, condescending smile gave me pause. The fires weren't 
spreading. She cradled the tiny flames it in the palms of her hands. She tilted one hand to show me. 
“All that practice. Still only two balls,” she laughed quietly. “Here's the first.” May threw the fire into 
the grass. It blazed across the field, leaving a dark, ugly scar. The stubble on either side of the black 
swath was steaming. 
The rest of my acorns clattered to the ground. Our little field. What had she done to our little field? 
“And the second,” she grunted, heaving the second ball of fire into the trees. The canopy burst into 
flames. “Do you remember all that trouble we used to have with the crows?” she asked, grinning. 
I stared at the bit of fire still dangling between her fingers. She played with it like a toy. “By the five gods May, what are you?” The fallen acorns turned to black husks in the quiet inferno. 

Not a minstrel! My tricks don't have a place in your stupid little show. Mother would never approve. 
She dimpled and curtseyed with a small, pinched smile. She rolled one of my smoldering acorns 
beneath her shoe. “I guess you're still the better juggler, sister dear.” 
That was the summer my sister and I discovered that despite our parent's best efforts to package 
us as a matching set, despite the evidence of our shared thoughts and faces, we were truly two 
different people. I never forgot the acrid stench of the black acorns smoldering in the morning dew. 
Whenever I see her smile, I can still smell it. 
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The Story so far…

Rhuna’s unhappy childhood on the small and isolated island of Chinza came to a dramatic 
end when she met a man from the fabled land of Atlán who recognized her Atlan heritage. She had 
grown up without a father, mocked by her mother’s brown-skinned people for being pale-skinned 
and strange. Now, this mysterious man from Atlán answered all the questions that had plagued 
her, and told her about the special abilities unique to the Atlan people. 
He showed Rhuna how Atlans can transform elements, such as sand to stone and metal to 
gold by the power of their minds, and then demonstrated the summoning of visions by means of 
the Gazing of the Waters. But the native people of Chinza harboured great fear and hatred of the 
pale Atlans with uncanny powers, and before long, Rhuna was forced to flee for her life. 
Tozar, the man from Atlán, took her away from the island one climactic night, bringing her to 
safety on an island where Atlan ways were accepted, and where she attended an Atlan school. 
Rhuna spent her adolescence on this tropical island of Medíz, taking in the wealth of Atlan 
knowledge and developing her inherent Atlan powers. When she matured to adulthood, she 
journeyed to the greatly anticipated land of Atlán where Tozar awaited her. 
In the majestic capital city of Atlán, Rhuna found happiness as Tozar’s wife, and continued 
her studies to become an Atlan Master. She regularly attended the meetings at the High Council 
building where Tozar was a member of the governing body, and where citizens brought their 
problems to be discussed and solved. 
Rhuna’s idyllic life was marred only by the return of an infamous and dreaded former Atlan 
Master who misused his Atlan powers, causing fear and suffering for many across the entire Atlan 
Empire. Exchanging his traditionally white Atlan Master’s Robe for a black one to express his 
defiance and opposition to Atlan principles, he became known as The Dark Master. 
During her studies, it became apparent that Rhuna’s powers transcended those of even the 
most skilled Atlan Masters, especially with regard to summoning visions. At first without 
intention, Rhuna received mental visions of the Dark Master’s activities which other Atlan Masters 
were unable to summon by means of the Gazing of the Waters. Her special skills were needed to 
entrap the Dark Master and end his reign of terror among the citizens of Atlán. 
Although the Dark Master died inside an inescapable pyramid, he threatened to return in 
some way. Many years later, when Rhuna and Tozar have a teenage daughter named Lozira, 
strange events in the faraway Atlan colony of Safu remind them of the Dark Master. The reports 
heard by the High Council of Atlán, of which Rhuna had also become a member alongside Tozar, 
prompted Rhuna to volunteer for a special assignment. Leaving Tozar behind, she journeyed to 
Safu with Lozira, expecting a pleasant cultural and recreational experience while attending to 
formalities on behalf of the High Council of Atlán. 
Rhuna quickly discovered that the Dark Master had many fol owers who operated in secrecy, 
even avoiding detection by the Gazing of the Waters in certain cases. A second group of Atlans 
called ‘The Observers’ also worked in secret to spy on the Dark One’s followers in an attempt to 
thwart their plans. One of The Observers called Aradin approaches Rhuna to reveal everything to 
her, thereby drawing her into a complicated web of secrets. 
Rhuna’s plight over keeping The Observers’ secrets by not reporting her findings accurately 
to Tozar and the High Council of Atlán was complicated further when she fell in love with Aradin. 
Enduring deep anguish over this personal matter, she nevertheless continued to find ways to stop 
the Dark Master’s followers from harming the most vulnerable people of Safu. Using her Atlan 
powers, she also helped these poor people in practical ways, while working secretly with The 
Observers. 
In a secret chamber of a pyramid, Rhuna becomes charged with extra cosmic energy, making 
her Atlan powers grow tenfold, and completely beyond her control at first. This leads to the 
unintentional killing of one of the Dark One’s followers who led a double life as an upstanding 
citizen. Tozar and the High Council of Atlán, lacking information and revealing visions of events in 
Safu, are forced to believe that Rhuna has lost her mind and must come home. 
As dramatic events unravel, Rhuna sends her daughter home to Atlán while she remains in 
Safu with Aradin. The Dark One’s followers were defeated, and Rhuna received a visit from her 
father who she had believed was killed by the Dark Master after he met her mother on the island 
of Chinza. Happy and fulfilled, she began a new life with Aradin in a beautiful home in Safu… 


Part One (Damell)

Rhuna looked out onto the courtyard garden of her beautiful home, listening to the gentle 
rain on the paving stones and letting the moist air soothe her parched spirit. She breathed in 
deeply and closed her eyes, and for the first time since she had arrived in Safu, only peaceful 
darkness caressed her mind. She focused on the soft patter of rainfall, letting the sound lull her 
Consciousness into a free-floating state, just as her father had taught her. 
“Rhu-u-u-na!” came the melodious sound of her small daughter’s voice, bringing her back 
into a fully awake and present state with happy anticipation. 
“Shandi!” Rhuna called and opened her arms to hug her excited young daughter. “What did 
you do today, My Little Honey Cake?” 
“Gardens…saw birds!” gushed the little girl, her big round eyes full of awe and wonder. 
Rhuna kissed her rosy cheek, and then looked up to see Faleeshenter the housewithAradinright 
behind her. Rhuna noticed their damp clothes and flushed faces from rushing home to shelter as 
the long-awaited rain finally began to fall. 
“We walked in the Sanctuary Gardens,” said Faleesh airily, and Rhuna noticed the serene 
happiness in her face. Seeing the gentle woman so happy with Shandi confirmed to Rhuna that 
she had made the right decision in asking her former maid servant to help take care of Shandi. 
“Yellow cat!” piped Shandi, and Rhuna raised her eyebrows at the little girl in mock surprise. 
“You mean the lions?” Rhunaasked, gently stroking her daughter’s silky soft cheek. 
“No. Yellow cat!” Shandi insisted with a firm shake of her head, and Rhuna looked 
questioningly at Faleesh. 
“No cats in the Gardens today, Little One,” Faleesh said, looking fondly at the child. “Sometimes 
she says strange things,” she said to Rhuna, shaking her head with a smile. 
Rhuna glanced past Faleesh at her husband, who had come home at the same time as Faleesh 
returned with Shandi from their outing. She immediately noticed the tension in his face which 
had extinguishedhis usual cheerful glow. 
“Rhuna, we have to talk!” he said in an urgent tone. Rhuna stood up quickly, nodding a silent 
request to Faleesh, who was already taking Shandi’s hand to lead her into the adjoining room. 
“Yellow cat!” Shandi called back to her mother as she left the room with Faleesh. 
“We have to talk about your father,” Aradin said sternly, ignoring his daughter and giving 
Rhuna a piercing glance. 
“Again? I’ve already told you all I know,” Rhuna insisted. 
“This is something new,” Aradin said ina tone that sent a chill up Rhuna’s spine. “Come, sit 
down here,” he said, directing her to the comfortable seating cushions in front of the glass 
doorway. Rhuna slowly eased herself onto the cushions facing the courtyard garden and waited 
silently with bated breath. 
“Divider of Fortunes summoned a vision by means of the Gazing of the Waters earlier today,” 
Aradin began slowly. Rhuna nodded, indicating that she was aware that Divider of Fortunes was 
proficient in summoning many delicate nuances of visions by means of the Gazing of the Waters, 
outshining many of his Atlan peers in this traditional Atlan skill. “Images of The Reigning One at 
his residence,” Aradin continued. 
“Is something wrong with The Reigning One?” Rhuna asked with alarm. She had become 
very fond of the enigmatic leader of the Benshi people in Safu. 
“No, no,” said Aradin hastily as he shook his head. “It’s about…you. You and your father,” he 
finally said. 
“What about us?” asked Rhuna, feeling perplexed. 
Aradin hesitated, looked intensely into Rhuna’s eyes, and then took a deep breath. “In the 
images there’s only you. Not your father, just you.” 
“What do you mean, just me?” Rhuna shook her head, baffled. 
“I mean… the images show you sitting and talking, but there’s no one else there!” Aradin said, 
getting agitated. 
“I still don’t understand,” said Rhuna, searching Aradin’s face but finding no answer. “How 
can there be no one else there?” 
“In the visions there’s only you, and it looks like you’re talking to an invisible person!” Aradin 
spat out, almost trembling with emotion. She stared at him as she tried to understand his words. 
“But…but you know I’ve been going to The Reigning One’s residence to visit my father for 
three solar cycles now!” she protested. “I always tell you all about my visits!” 
“But why doesn’t he want to see anyone else? Why doesn’t he want to meet me, your 
husband? And why doesn’t he want to see his grandchild?” Aradin spluttered, his face turning 
deep red with distress. 
“He has reasons…I told you!” said Rhuna defensively. 
“But he hasn’t really explained those reasons to you, has he?” Aradin retorted. 
“No, but…” Words began to fail Rhuna and she shook her head in disbelief. “What does this 
mean, Aradin? I’m really scared all of a sudden,” she said as an icy chill wrapped around her. 
Aradin took her into his arms and held her. 
“I don’t know…I really don’t. But we’ll find out! And whatever it is, everything will be all 
right,” he said in a soothing voice.Rhuna felt the usual warmth of emotions flood through her body 
whenever Aradin held her, and she was relieved that nothing had changed in this respect. Then 
she became aware of how truly disturbing Aradin’s words were, and that his descriptions of 
summoned visions had deeply frightened her. 
“It’s almost time for the meeting of The Observers,” Aradin said after a while. “Maybe they 
can help us understand this.”Rhuna felt distressed anew at the thought of talking about her father 
with their friends. 
“Are they also going to tell me that I’m talking to an illusion?” asked Rhuna angrily, and 
before Aradin could reply, she called Faleesh. “Faleesh still works for The Reigning One and knows 
all the guests staying at his residence,” she said, confident of resolving this matter before their 
friends arrived. 
“Faleesh,” Rhuna said as the woman quickly responded to being called. “My father - the 
travel er who is a guest of The Reigning One - tell my husband that you’ve seen him, spoken to 
him!” 
Faleesh stared at Rhuna for a moment, an odd blank look passing across her face. “Your 
father? A guest of The Reigning One?” she asked puzzled. “I didn’t know your father was here!” 
she said surprised and delighted. 
“Yes, yes!” said Rhuna excitedly. “You must have seen him many times. He has been staying 
at the Residence for more than three solar cycles already!” 
“That long?” Faleesh said as her eyes widened in alarm and then confusion. 
“You know him!” insisted Rhuna. “He is tall and slender, with a grey beard…and I come to 
visit him all the time!” 
“Oh?” Faleesh seemed to be thinking hard. “I have seen you visit The Reigning One, but I 
didn’t know your father was a guest there,” she said, looking perplexed. 
“You must have seen my father – Avenger of Justice is his Atlan name…” Rhuna stopped 
when Faleesh began shaking her head. “He’s a guest! You always tend to guests, don’t you?” asked 
Rhuna, getting frustrated. 
“Yes, of course,” replied Faleesh, still looking worried. “But The Reigning One often has 
guests, sometimes many at a time…I cannot remember…” 
“Faleesh! What’s wrong with you? You must have seen my father there many times!” Rhuna 
shouted, and then regretted her tone when Faleesh looked as if she would cry. 
“Leave it now,” interjected Aradin. “Faleesh, please take care of Shandi while we meet with 
some friends,” he said in a kindly manner.The woman smiled grateful y as she was dismissed. 
“I can’t believe that in all this time she’s never seen my father!” Rhuna said, shaking her head 
with exasperation. 
“We’ll sort this out soon,” Aradin said as he placed a comforting hand on Rhuna’s shoulder. 
“Look, our friends are arriving.” 
Rhuna quickly composed herself as the members of the group calling themselves The 
Observers began to arrive, pretending to come on a purely social visit with friends. They placed 
their damp cloaks and collapsible rain shelters in the paved entrance way before stepping inside 
andonto the many exotic and colourful floor rugs Aradin had acquired from his merchant clients. 
Four of thesevenAtlan men and women wore Masters Robes, identifying them as qualified 
and proficient in the traditional Atlan skills of transforming elements and summoning visions by 
means of the Gazing of the Waters. Rhuna greeted each one with a handshake in the customary 
Atlan manner and welcomed them inside where she offered them fruit nectar delicately seasoned 
with spices. 
“Dark storm clouds gather on the far horizon,” said Divider of Fortunes in his usual deep and 
rumbly voice, and Rhuna remarked that everyone in Safu will welcome a good downpour after 
several hot and dry lunar cycles. 
Roses of the Field, whose very long andpale hair fascinated Rhuna, smiled kindly at her and 
asked politely how she and her small daughter were faring. 
After some more casual exchanges and comments about the weather, the group of friends 
began to enter the special windowless room where they could conduct their meetings in private. 
The soft light and comfortable seating cushions made the room very inviting, but its special feature 
was the unusual set of receptacles, one in each corner of the room. Designer of Workshad 
constructed them to prevent the followers of the Dark Master from summoning visions of their 
meetings. Rhuna was constantly in awe of this remarkable invention which looked like decorative 
urns but contained certain metals and chemicals which created amagnetic energy field. 
Rhuna always felt safe when she heard the low buzz of the magnetic energycurrent 
circulating around them, but today, Rhuna reluctantly lowered herself onto a seating cushion in the 
middle of the room alongside The Observers, then waited in silence for Aradin to move the lever 
near the door which activated the protective force field around them. 
“A storm is looming on the horizon,” said Divider of Fortunes again, and Rhuna realized he 
meant it in a figurative sense as well as literal. 
“We have been seriously negligent!” continued Designer of Works with dismay as he shook 
his head and tugged at his long bushy beard. “We dismissed the activities we observed in recent 
solar cycles as meaningless, yet our latest hallucination-induced visions reveal disturbing activities 
by the Dark Ones.” 
Rhuna recalled how horrified she had been when she first learned of the hallucinatory herbs 
used by some Atlans in Safu, in violation of the principles followed in Atlán. Since then, she had 
come to understand and even admire The Observers’ noble quest to stop the fol owers of the Dark 
Master by observing their hidden activities. The Dark Ones performed strange rituals in secret 
rooms under the pyramids, visions of which could not be summoned by means of the Gazing of the 
Waters. The Observers, however, had discovered thatinhaling certain hallucinatory herbsenabled 
them to experience visions of the Dark Ones’ hidden activities. 
“The Dark Master has left a formidable legacy,” said Revealer of Truths, who wore a Masters’ 
robe. Rhuna found that her long red hair looked even more striking against the white of her 
robe.“Despite his demise almost twenty solar cycles past, his followers not only continue in their 
master’s path, they even extend and enhance the Dark Knowledge and activities established by 
that One,” she said with a pout of her sensuous lips. 
“The followers of the Dark One have resumed their abhorrent behavior of several solar cycles 
past?” asked one of the Observers aghast.“Taking animals and even small children at night from 
the Commoners’ part of the city to kill….as if the spilled blood increased their powers and pleased 
their leader, the Dark Master?” 
Rhuna sensed a shiver of abhorrence ripple through the entire group as each one 
remembered the events of several solar cycles past. 
“Much less direct and obvious, sincethey were exposed by The Star Child,” said Revealer of 
Truths nodding towards Rhuna. “Their Dark Activities continue in a much more subtle manner to 
avoid detection and possible reprisals at the hand of The Reigning One’s army,” she explained. 
Rhuna shuddered as she recalled how The Reigning One’s army had executed the Dark Ones who 
had so blatantly pursued their Dark Ways among the unsuspecting Benshi people. 
“One thing remains constant, however,” interjected Divider of Fortunes. “They persist in 
their pretense of being principled Atlans serving the community with good deeds, exactly as in the 
recent past, when The Star Child revealed the members of the Atlan Council of Safu to be the Dark 
Ones, perpetrating their vile deeds in the dark of night.” 
“One could almost believe that the Dark Master has defied death and continues to teach, 
guide and lead his followers!” exclaimed Softness of the Clouds in her usual tender voice. 
Rhuna reacted quickly. “Yes! His followers actually believe that the Dark One is still alive and 
communicating with them, telling them what to do!” she said, remembering her own frightening 
visions when she first arrived in Safu and realized that the Atlan Council members she had trusted 
were leading a double life as followers of the Dark Master. “We never discussed the question of the 
Dark One’s immortality…” Rhuna began, but stopped when she saw that Echo of the Eveningwas 
about to begin one of his lengthy speeches. 
“Indeed, the Dark Master’s legacy grows ever stronger, becoming deeply entrenched in 
society,” Echo of the Evening twittered. The ageing Atlan man reminded Rhuna of a scrawny grey-
headed little bird. “In Safu society, to be precise,” he added quickly, and then took a deep breath. 
“In recent solar cycles, as we have all come to hear…and indeed, most residents of the city of Safu are aware…that many people have succumbed to a new and aberrant superstition,” he said as 
his fingers twitched nervously. “On first learning of these peculiar beliefs, it was believed only a 
certain number of the Benshi populace fell victim to this odd…yes, even fantastic…custom…of 
fearing unseen forces that cause ailments or mishaps to befall a person…without discernable 
reason.” 
“Finding the cause of certain ailments can be very difficult,” said Rhuna confidently, looking at 
Roses of the Field for confirmation. The woman with the very long and pale hair nodded firmly. 
“As healers, both The Star Child and I know only too well that this is indeed so,” Roses of the 
Field stated. Rhuna smiled at the woman’s use of her new title bestowed upon her by the awe-
struck Benshi people several solar cycles past. 
“Yes, yes,” twittered Echo of the Evening as he prepared to continue his speech. “This very 
manner of thought prevented us from considering the possibility that the mysterious afflictions 
befalling many Benshi…and indeed some Atlan residents of Safu, may indeed by caused by…by 
unknown forces…perhaps even Dark forces…” 
“Surely it is merely superstition!” said Roses of the Field looking horrified. 
Echo of the Evening shook his head and raised his hands to gesture patience as he 
continued.“Divider of Fortunes, Designer of Works and I…yes, all three of us, have observed by 
means of hallucination-induced visions that certain Dark Ones are involved in performing 
uncanny activities, and in so doing, we observed them discussing individuals who had succumbed 
to ailments or mishaps…discussing them in such a manner as believing to have directly and 
deliberately caused those ailments!” 
“Who has been afflicted?” Rhuna asked. 
“Mostly traders and travellers coming to Safu for various reasons,” answered Divider of 
Fortunes. “It has even been assumed that these incidences have been acts of sabotage, yet they 
cannot be proven.” 
“But why would someone want to…sabotage…these traders?” asked Rhuna, carefully testing 
this unfamiliar word. 
“Some of my clients have expressed concern,” nodded Aradin. “But they don’t know who 
would want to do such a thing, nor why. Safu has always enjoyed very good trade relations with 
near and distant lands, and these worrisome events have only begun in the past solar cycle,” he 
added with a frown. 
Echo of the Evening continued his report with rhythmic movements of his long, narrow 
fingers. “These Dark Ones have been colluding, yes, meeting in secret in the depth of night, to be 
precise…to combine their powers and skills to…to cause injury or illness to certain individuals!” 
His last words sounded like a strangled tweet. 
“Pictures on walls or clay tablets, also figurines and statuettes are made to represent certain individuals,” Revealer of Truths added, “and when these objects are subjected to various forces, the 
individual connected to the object succumbs to ailments.” 
Rhuna suddenly remembered the last report by Wanderer of Plains, an Atlan scout who 
journeyed with her from Atlán to Safu nearly four solar cycles past. His initial account of 
mysterious behaviour by the Atlan Council of Safu was the reason Rhuna came to Safu, as a 
representative of the High Council of Atlán, and she had received further reports from the scout 
during his short stay among the inhabitants of Safu. 
Rhuna spoke up and told her fellow-Observers what she remembered from the scout’s 
reports. 
“That’s right, I remember this,” said Aradin with a firm nod. “He also reported that the 
general populace had become afraid, superstitious, and had begun believing in the protection of 
amulets…which we dismissed at the time because it sounded too absurd!” 
“These are matters we, The Observers, must investigate!” said Divider of Fortunes with 
authority, and Rhuna observed the determined nods of agreement by everyone in the room.The 
Observers muttered amongst themselves, nodded and then looked at Revealer of Truths as she 
moved from her seat and spoke up. “May one of you summon visions of these amulets, here in this 
water basin using the Gazing of the Waters?” 
“Excellent suggestion!” twittered Echo of the Evening, and promptly all Observers huddled 
into position around the basin. 
“Divider of Fortunes, you are most qualified in the summoning of the Gazing of the Waters,” 
Aradin said to the deep-voiced man who merely nodded solemnly. 
Rhuna watched as the skilled Atlan Master spoke the words of incantation for the 
summoning of certain visions, his intense concentration taking the place of the coloured powder 
that most Atlans must use as an aid in summoning visions in a still body of water. Rhuna held her 
breath as the familiar swirls of colour appeared in the water. The water’s reflection turned opaque 
for a brief momentbefore revealing a clear image of a past event. 
Rhuna watched intensely as the vision revealed three men in Atlan robes conversing with 
Benshi people, giving them strange items of jewel ery. 
“This amuletshall protect you from curses of physical ailments,” said one of them to a woman 
who gratefully accepted the item and immediately hung it around her neck. A man standing 
beside her stepped forward to ask a question of the Atlan men. 
“I am a trader, travelling many treacherous paths through wilderness,” he said with a lilting 
accent, and Rhuna assumed he was from Aradin’s homeland, Varappa. She had met many traders 
from this mysterious and distant land through Aradin’s occupation as maker and keeper of deeds 
and trade agreements. 
“May you walk in peace and security!” announced the leader of the Atlans as he handed him a 
large item of shining metals and gemstones. “This is a talisman imbued with protective power,” he 
told the trader. “Be fearful no longer, My Friend!” he said as he clapped a hand on the trader’s 
shoulder in a gesture of friendship. Rhuna felt there was something familiar about the Atlan man, 
but before she could examine his face more careful y, the image in the Gazing of the Waters faded. 
“It is a fact that traders and wealthy merchants seeking trade with Safu have been targeted by 
strange ailments or unexplained mishaps,” commented Revealer of Truths. 
“Perhaps we should ask The Star Child to summon a vision using her superior skills,” 
suggested Designer of Works. “More than once have her visions revealed activity hidden from the 
rest of us.” 
Rhuna nodded her consent, and as she glanced across at Aradin, he gave her a reassuring 
nod and smile. She positioned herself in front of the basin and began the gentle deep breathing 
her father had taught her. With each inhalation, Rhuna felt the energy tingle through her body and 
her power of concentration increasing. 
She closed her eyes to focus on the nature of the visions she wanted to summon, and when 
she opened them again, the water of the Gazing of the Waters was swirling with vibrant colours. 
Rhuna and her fellow-Observers waited silently as the colours turned to opaqueness, then cleared 
to reveal a vision. 
Three men were huddled together in a dark room lit with only a candle, whispering covertly, 
“We have succeeded! The trader has succumbed to his ailment in precisely the manner we had 
determined!” The other two men nodded and voiced expressions of both awe and deep 
satisfaction. 
“Brother, your skills are sublime!” said one of them with an ugly sneer, which immediately 
repulsed Rhuna. She watched the men’s movements and expressions careful y, trying to impress 
their faces on her memory. 
“The many experiments of utilizing figurines at the precise point of the lunar cycle have 
produced favorable results!” said the first man in a confident tone, andRhuna now felt certain that 
she knew him. She scrutinized his face once more before the vision faded and the water became 
clear. 
After a moment of thoughtful silence in the room, Echo of the Evening piped up. “There it is, 
there it is! As we have surmised,” he nodded nervously. “They intentionally targeted a trader…with 
deliberate, malicious intent!” 
“May it not be true!” added Softness of the Clouds in almost a whisper. 
“We must at all times be receptive to new and unfamiliar activities, else we shall fail in our 
quest to stop the Dark Ones!” said Reaching the Moon to murmurs of agreement. 
Divider of Fortunes nodded. “Indeed, it would be to our detriment to assume something to be 
impossible. Whenever a person, or a people collectively, believe to have complete knowledge of a 
matter, then their path becomes stagnant, even decaying.” 
Rhuna found these words disturbing, but had no time to think about their deeper meaning. 
“I think I know the Atlan man we saw in the Gazing of the Waters,” said Rhuna. “The one 
who seems to be their leader. His voice…and those green eyes are so familiar, but I can’t 
remember…” 
“Perhaps summoning more visions of this man may refresh your memories,” suggested 
Reaching the Moon with a smile, and Rhuna nodded in reply. 
After a moment of silence, Revealer of Truths cleared her throat and began to speak. “The 
most recent vision summoned by us showed the Dark Ones discussing The Reigning One, and 
that’s why Divider of Fortunes summoned visions of The Reigning One…” 
“And that’s when we saw you,” Aradin said as he looked at Rhuna with deep concern. 
The room fell silent and Rhuna tensed with discomfort. 
“The vision was so…unusual,” began Divider of Fortunes carefully, “…that each of us 
summoned the same event several times, yet the images remained unchanged. Keeper of 
Wisdom…I should say, the Star Child,” he corrected himself, “seated alone, talking as if in 
conversation with another person seated opposite.” 
“I don’t understand this,”she said shaking her head vehemently. “Are you saying that my 
father is not a real person…that I’ve been imagining him all these past three solar cycles?” 
Roses of the Field lowered her gaze and carefully began to recount the events leading up to 
the arrival of Rhuna’s mysterious father. 
“It would not be such an unusual outcome when the events of past solar cycles are 
considered,” she said softly, watching Rhuna’s reaction closely. 
“But I’ve recovered from those things!” insisted Rhuna, then looked at Aradin. “Since 
meeting Keeper of Justice, having our child, living in this beautiful, peaceful home, I have been 
happier than ever before in my life!” 
Aradin smiled and leaned over to place his arm around her shoulders. “The happiest time for 
both of us,” he said with conviction as he squeezed Rhuna’s arm. 
“This fact is apparent to all of us,” said Roses of the Field with genuine warmth asthe other 
Observers nodded and voiced their agreement. 
“However, as you know yourself, Star Child,” she continued cautiously, “emotional imbalances 
can remain hidden underneath peace and happiness. Great distress, even trauma, may be buried 
deep, and emerge in an unexpected manner.” 
Rhuna looked down at the floor as she recalled the many instances of healing emotional 
imbalances with Solar Light Healing in Atlán, where she had learned to become a Healer of both 
body and mind. 
“The High Council of Atlán condemned you, put you on the same level as the Dark Master…” 
began Roses of the Field before Rhuna could brace herself for the painful reminders of events only 
several solar cycles past. “A devastating ordeal no other Atlan has yet had to bear,” she said 
solemnly. “Yet to compound the emotional assault, Harbinger of Solace demanded that you send 
your daughter back home, and has forbidden any contact between you and her…a harsh and bitter 
wound indeed! The fulfilling and rewarding life in Atlán, the husband and daughter you had in 
Atlán…taken from you with such cruel force…” she trailed off as Rhuna lowered her head. 
“Such deep frustration at not being able to defend yourself and explain because you had to 
protect our secret as The Observers because other Dark Ones operating outside the Council of 
Safu were still watching and actively working against us,” she added softly. 
“So are you saying…” Rhuna suddenly had to stop and swallow hard. “…that these eventshave 
caused me to hallucinate and imagine…my father?” 
“Is he not a continual source of comfort and support to you?” Roses of the Field asked. 
“He has been teaching me new techniques of Inside Focussing to calm my mind, to find 
balance, harmony and restore my …” 
“Is it not also possible that your subconscious mind is doing these things automatically to 
heal you, but an avatar is necessary for your mind to do this?’ 
“I can’t believe this!” Rhuna blurted, moving to stand up. 
Aradin motioned for silence and shook his head vehemently. “No, I am convinced this is not 
the way it is,” he began, springing up to follow Rhuna to the door. 
“I’m going to see my father, right now!” Rhuna stormed out of the room as tears began to 
stream down her cheeks. 
“I’m coming with you!”Aradin said firmly as he jumped up to follow her to the doorway. 
As she stepped out onto the wet stone path, Rhuna realized she had forgotten to put on 
footwear or take a portable rain shelter, but her agitation was so strong that she could not stop her 
determined fast strides. Heavy raindrops drummed on her forehead, but the odd sensation had a 
calming effect on her, and she soon slowed her pace to a normal brisk walk. 
Rhuna felt the steam of the hot morning rise from the drenched paving stones, and as she 
looked down at her feet, she realized that she was not properly dressed to visit The Reigning One’s 
residence. She felt self-conscious in her plain tunic which she wore at home, and felt under-
dressed even for the street she was walking on. The houses around her had wel -kept gardens, 
some with fences or low stone walls, and the road beneath her feet was perfectly flat, straight and 
smooth, like every production of the Atlan Masters. 
“Roses of the Field is wrong,” Aradin said, keeping pace with Rhuna and wiping raindrops 
from his brow. “She doesn’t know you as well as I do.” 
“What do you think then?” Rhuna asked him in a shaky voice as she continued her steady 
brisk pace down the street. 
“I have had misgivings…fears…that perhaps your father is…like the Dark Master,” he said 
hesitantly. 
Rhuna stopped and turned sharply towards her husband. “Like the Dark Master? How can 
you think such a thing?” 
“Simply the way he is able to hide himself from the Gazing of the Waters, exactly as the Dark 
One did,” he said, taking a deep breath. 
“But he has been helping me, and there’s nothing wrong with him…” 
“Don’t you remember that the Dark Master also appeared good, friendly and even helpful, 
just to mislead people?’’ 
“I can’t believe that my father could deceive or mislead anyone, especially me!” Rhuna spat, 
then turned to resume walking, this time more slowly as she thought about Aradin’s words and felt 
a disturbing doubt rise within her. 
Before she could ponder over Aradin’s words at length, they had approached the gates of the 
imposing building, its smooth polished stone walls glistening in the rain. The grand palatial 
complex was built by Atlan Masters of the past, and now it was the residence of the leader of the 
Benshi people who lived peacefully alongside the small Atlan population of Safu. 
The Reigning One’s Primary Attendant was at his usual post, ready to welcome any visitors, 
and as Rhuna entered through the gates, the ageing Benshi man opened the main doorway. His 
welcoming smile faded when he observed Rhuna’s appearance, and then glanced at Aradin, whose 
hair and clothes were also drenched by the increasingly heavy rainfall. 
Abu-Malech had become like a trusted old friend to her now, and he reacted to Rhuna’s 
agitated stride by quickly motioning to junior attendants carrying towels and comfortable indoor 
footwear. 
“Avenger of Justice awaits you in his chambers,” Abu-Malech announced with his usual 
courteous bow. 
“You know Avenger of Justice?” Aradin asked the older man sharply. “And he is awaiting us? 
How did he know we were coming?” Rhuna heard the unease and suspicion in her husband’s 
voice. 
“Most certainly, I know Avenger of Justice, the special personal guest of The Reigning One,” 
the Primary Attendant said confidently. “He told me of your arrival only a moment past,” he added, 
and then directed the young attendants to hand them some towels and attend to their feet. Rhuna 
took the soft cloth thankfully and hid her face in it for a moment before looking at Aradin. He returned her look with a worried frown as he dabbed the excess moisture from his face and arms. 
Still uneasy about her casual dress, but more comfortable in dry footwear, Rhuna walked 
through the familiar grand hallway towards the staircase which led to the guests’ chambers. A 
glint of bright yellow light caught Rhuna’s eye and she turned to look at an alcove where several 
men were fussing over new decorations. They appeared to be discussingthe placement of some 
small vases with flowers at the base of a new statue. The Reigning One had amassed a wondrous 
collection of artifacts, sculptures, wall-hangings, furniture and other items of the highest quality 
workmanship from around the known world, all of them adorned with precious gemstones and 
pure gold. 
Rhuna stopped in her tracks as she realized that the latest addition to The Reigning One’s 
extensive statue collection was an elegant gold cat. ‘ Yellow cat’ in her little daughter’s bright voice resonated in her head. Rhuna took note that this was not the first time Shandi had seemed to 
foresee the near future. 
Abu-Malech escorted them up the wide and opulent stairs to the upper level where Rhuna 
had lived as The Reigning One’s guest when she first arrived in Safu on an assignment 
representing the High Council of Atlán. 
Rhuna could hardly stop herself from running the last few strides to reach the wood paneled 
door of her former chambers. Inside, she saw her father sitting on the window ledge, looking 
expectantly at the door. Rhuna noticed that he wore his usual attire of a grey and beige loose tunic 
with a plain belt, and his feet were bare. 
“Damell!” Rhuna called out, louder and more desperately than she expected.She flung her 
arms around his neck and squeezed hard for a moment, grateful to be in his comforting embrace. 
“I have to ask you some things,” she said at last. 
“Yes, My Daughter, I am aware of your predicament,” he said softly in her ear. Rhuna pulled 
away and looked into his sparkling blue eyes. 
“You are?” 
“Indeed I am! Your discussions with your friends concerning the visions in which I am 
absent, and the conclusions the long-haired Healer has reached. All is known to me,” he said 
simply. 
“What? But how? No one is supposed to…” Rhuna spluttered and then spun around to 
look at Aradin, whose face still expressed deep misgivings. 
“Keeper of Justice!” Damell said warmly as he heartily shook Aradin’s hand in the usual 
manner of greeting. “Although this is our first meeting, you are as my own son!” 
 Aradin seemed surprised for a moment, and then reciprocated the heartfelt words. “My 
personal name is Aradin,” he told Rhuna’s father, whose clear blue eyes sparkled with delight. 
“And I am Damell!” he said, smiling with genuine feeling. 
“Let us be seated close together,” he instructed. “In this close proximity our words cannot 
be summoned, and therefore I shall answer all your questions today,” he said with an assuring 
smile. 
“Did you really know that we were coming?” Aradin asked, 
“How did you know what we were discussing in the special room? And what do you mean 
our words cannot be summoned?” Rhuna asked alarmed. 
“Permit me to explain,” Damell said, leading her and Aradinto the comfortable seating 
cushions where some drinks had already been set down. 
“My special skills allow me to change the frequency of my personal vibrations, thereby 
eluding any summons of me by means of the Gazing of the Waters,” he explained casually. 
Rhuna shook her head briefly to indicate that she did not understand. She looked at Aradin, 
whose dark look of misgiving had returned. 
Damell carefully began his explanation. “Perhaps you have heard some older ones refer to 
vibrations. You hear them when you transform elements…” 
“I’ve never heard of Atlan Masters hearing…” interrupted Aradin, but stopped when Rhuna 
began to nod. 
“Yes, it has been louder these past few solar cycles since I’ve been in Safu,” she said 
excitedly, eager to hear her father’s explanation for this worrying condition. 
“Everything has its own vibration, and the frequency is what makes one vibration different 
from the other. When we transform elements, we change the frequency of an element with the 
vibrations of our mind,” he explained. 
“Oh, I think I see now,” said Rhuna, excited about these revelations.She looked at Aradin 
and saw the frown still deeply set on his face. 
“During my time of exile in distant lands, I was able to develop my inherent powers further, 
and discovered that by gaining full control of my personal vibrational qualities, I am able to 
influence and affect many more elements than merely stone, water and fire,” 
“That’s amazing!” enthused Rhuna, and turned to look at Aradin again, who merely 
returned her gaze with the same expression. 
“The vibrations you sense when focussing your concentration to summon or transform are 
merely a small part of The Infinite, which binds everything together,” Damell continued. “Certain 
frequencies cannot be detected by visions, hence my absence in the visions summoned by your 
friends.” 
“You learned these things on your travels to distant lands?” Aradin asked with a strong tone of suspicion. 
“Exactly so,” nodded Damell with a smile. “At times these places are referred to as the Land 
on Top of the World,” he explained. 
Rhuna suddenly remembered the visions she had summoned of Gamu-Bet, the strange old 
woman the Benshi people consulted for all manner of advice. 
“Gamu-Bet!” Rhuna exclaimed, turning to Aradin. “Remember when Gamu-Bet told me 
things that no one else should have known, and I summoned visions to learn more about her 
knowledge of those secrets? In one vision I saw Gamu-Bet as a child, talking to a man who looked 
transparent, like a reflection, and there was snow and ice, rocks and strange buildings.” 
“No doubt you saw theLand at the Top of the World,” Damell said in his usual calm manner. 
“There are others who have mastered this skill, and in fact, it is practiced in these remote parts of 
the world,” he said. 
“But why stay hidden from everyone all this time?” challenged Aradin. “Why a disguise? Why 
evade everyone, even family, for nearly forty solar cycles since it was believed you died?” 
“Yes, Father,” added Rhuna quickly. “All my life, until a few solar cycles ago, I thought you 
were dead!” 
“Certain people are intensely scrutinizing you, My Daughter, and it is imperative that those 
ones do not become aware of my existence,” he said somberly. 
“But why not?”asked Aradin, still agitated.“Why is it imperative? To whom? To you? What 
have you to hide?” Aradin charged at Damell. 
“The Dark Master, of course!” answered Rhuna defensively. “He was almost killed by him, 
and Damell has stayed in hiding so that the Dark Master – or his followers – don’t know that he 
didn’t die after all.” 
“Is this truly so?” demanded Aradin of Rhuna’s father. 
“Of course!” Damell answered. 
“But the Dark Master has been dead for many solar cycles – why haven’t you revealed 
yourself since then?” asked Aradin, still suspicious. 
“What does it matter?” Rhuna interjected defensively. 
“I don’t understand why your father is still hiding from everyone,” Aradin said to Rhuna. 
“These are important questions worthy of thorough answers,” Damell replied with a nod of 
agreement. “First of all, I was in a faraway land, preoccupied with other serious matters at the time 
of the Dark One’s demise,” Damell began to explain. “Yet when I finally came to know ofhis death, 
other circumstances prevailed uponme to continue my exile fromAtlán as well as change my 
identity.” 
“Change your identity?” asked Rhuna puzzled. 
“Yes, My Daughter. I am known by various other names in the faraway lands I have visited,” 
he answered. 
“Furthermore, I have grown accustomed to this way of life, to using my mental powers in 
certain ways, preventing detection by summoned visions.” 
“But why?” asked Aradin again with heightened agitation. 
“It serves a purpose to be as I am,” Damell said with sudden seriousness as he looked sharply 
at Aradin. “As you must keep your identity as one of The Observers a secret, so must I, for similar 
reasons, also keep my identity hidden.” 
“Hmm,” said Aradin, and Rhuna knew that he was still not ful y satisfied with her father’s 
answers. “Then I shall return home to our friends while Father and Daughter continue 
conversing,” Aradin leaned over to kiss Rhuna’s cheek and turned to leave. 
Rhuna watched her husband leave the room, and then turned to her father who handed her a 
cup of fruit nectar with spices. She savoured the sweet drink and let its tantalizing flavours refresh 
her mind. 
“I was getting so confused!” Rhuna said with a laugh of relief. “Faleesh couldn’t remember 
you, but I’m sure she must have seen you many times!” 
“Indeed she has, and I am certainly well known to her,” responded Damell with a playful sly 
smile. 
“But then why couldn’t she remember you when I asked?” 
“The vibrations,” he answered with the same playful smile. 
“The vibrations?” Rhuna repeated. “You mean, like not appearing in visions – something like 
that? 
“Something like that,” he answered with a twinkle in his eye. “My vibrational powers extend 
to other people’s thoughts, influencing their memory, thought process and perception of a matter,” 
he explained. 
Rhuna’s head was spinning with questions, and she tried to sort them in order of 
importance. She took another quick sip of the fruit drink and then asked Damell to tell her more 
about the vibrations and what he learned in the Land at the Top of the World. 
“But first tell me, do you have visions like I do?” Rhuna needed to know with sudden urgency. 
“How could you penetrate the energized magnetic field in our special room?” 
“Visions as you experience, My Daughter, developed in my early childhood,” answered 
Damell. “However, as I became older and more skilled, this ability elevated me to higher levels of 
knowledge, revealing ever greater possibilities.” 
“I don’t understand,” said Rhuna. “What higher levels, and what knowledge?” 
“I have been preparing you for this,” Damell replied with unusual gravity. “Detaching my 
Consciousness from my physical body, I am able to be present in other locations without being 
sensed by anyone.” 
“Detach your Consciousness from your body?” gasped Rhuna with disbelief. Damell 
smiled and nodded. 
“You are ready to take this step now,” he told Rhuna. “Attainment of this higher level is the 
reason I have been preparing you, My Child.” 
“Why? Why didn’t you tell me? I thought it was just to relax, improve my Inner Focussing 
skills and heal from the past traumas…” 
“Yes, and it has accomplished all these goals, has it not? Yet this is only the first step.” 
“But why?” asked Rhuna, suddenly aware that she sounded like Aradin, and was probably 
feeling the same exasperation. 
“You will need these special skills,” Damel said with gravity. 
“How do you know? Can you also see future visions like Gamu-Bet. .and like my daughter, 
Shandi – your granddaughter?” 
“Accessing The Infinite puts all manner of knowledge at one’s disposal,” Damell said with 
caution, and Rhuna sensed that he was not going to elaborate on this subject. She thought about 
her father’s words, realizing that the things she was hearing would completely change her life. 
“So your Consciousness has been in the room with us, when The Observers meet?” she 
asked, still incredulous. 
“Exactly so,” he answered. 
“And no one can see you? Hear you?”Rhuna asked breathlessly. Damell nodded, still 
smiling.“And…you can spy on the Dark Ones too?” she gasped, the weight of her question suddenly 
becoming clear in her mind. 
“And much more,” Damell answered. 
“Do you need to take hallucinatory herbs like we do?” she asked, already knowing the answer 
would be no. 
“It is possible for both you and me to access this level of Consciousness without the 
assistance of any substance,” Damell answered. “Only certain people are granted the privilege of 
this elevated station, namely you and I.” 
“Granted?” Rhuna asked, her mind racing to keep up with the constant new revelations. 
“The Golden Pyramid,” Damell answered simply. 
Rhuna remembered Possessor of Discernment and what he told her at the pyramid when 
she entered the special little room only very few Atlans knew about. 
“New Arrivals have certain plans for the GoldenPyramid,” Damell continued. “Others have 
similar plans for less honorable purposes.” 
“New Arrivals?” 
“Newly arrived from Atlán,” Damell answered. 
“Seeking to activate the Grand Pyramid.” 
“Activate?” asked Rhuna startled. 
“Yes. The Golden Pyramid possesses the potential to harness and produce immense 
energies.” 
“You mean more than the solar, cosmic and lunar energies?” 
“Much, much more. It was built with the purpose of harnessing the earth’s energy by sonic 
resonation, oscillation and conduction of all the Energies,” he said casually. 
Rhuna said that she did not understand these new words. 
“When you visit the pyramids at the early descent of the sun, you shall encounter the New 
Arrivals making their calculations and plans,” he told her. 
Damel reached for the tray of drinks and small bowl of nuts and dried fruit, offering them to 
Rhuna and then taking a sip from his cup. Rhuna realized that she was thirsty and that she 
needed a brief pause from their intense conversation. 
“Many monumental events are occurringof which you and The Observers have only limited 
understanding. This is a perilous situation, and immediate action is imperative,” Damell said in a 
strong and level voice, making Rhuna’s skin prickle with alarm. “However, I shall be with you, 
assisting and guiding you;yet always from the sanctuary of this chamber,” he added.“Therefore, let 
us begin without delay! Allow me to guide you in your first journey of Extended Consciousness,” 
he said with sudden passion, his eyes shining brightly. 
“Now?” asked Rhuna alarmed. Damell reached for several large seating cushions and 
placed them next to Rhuna. 
“Rest in a comfortable position, leaning against these cushions,” he instructed. 
Rhuna moved with reluctance,afraid she would not be able to achieve the results her father 
expected. 
 “Good. Now, perform the complete awareness and relaxation techniques you have been 
practicing, and when your mind is at ease, and your Consciousness afloat, command it to rise up 
and out.” 
“Command it to rise up and out?” Rhuna repeated, shocked. 
“Yes,” Damell answered in his casual manner. “You command the Extension of your 
Consciousness in the same manner as you command your hand to grasp something, or your legs 
to walk.” 
Rhuna closed her eyes and began with the Inside Focussing technique she had mastered in 
her youth in order to focus mental energies more effectively when transforming elements. Atlan 
Masters proficient in the transformation skills regularly practice Inside Focussing, and Rhuna had 
diligently set aside a short time for it every day for most of her life. As a result, her mind slipped 
into the deep and silent mode instantly and without effort, and the next step of deeper mental and 
physical relaxation had also become easy since Damel had begun to teach her. 
Rhuna’s body began to feel heavy and numb, as if her mind was no longer in direct contact 
with it, and then she felt her Consciousness begin to float. She remembered her father’s words to 
command her Consciousness to rise up, and before she was aware of having done anything, 
giddiness overcame her. A feeling of being suspended in water disoriented her, and she tried to 
look around but did not recognize the shapes, forms and colours she perceived. 
Suddenly she recognized the coloured floor rug in her father’s chamber, and then the form 
of two people began to take shape. After a long moment, Rhuna realized that the two people she 
was observing from a strange angle and from a considerable distance were her father and herself. 
Alarm and shock registered in her mind as she recognized herself leaning against the large, plush 
cushions, her eyes closed and appearing to be asleep while Damell sat comfortably nearby, 
apparently at peace with his surroundings. 
Rhuna felt herself move closer to her father, but the motion in space, without the pull of 
gravity, made her feel dizzy again. In an instant, she was level with her father’s eyes and looked 
directly at him, but saw no recognition in them. Suddenly she realized that he could not see her, 
and this thought unnerved her so much, that the dizziness engulfed her completely. There was a 
moment of nausea and struggling to breathe and be upright, and then she was sitting up from the 
plush cushion with her eyes open. 
“You succeeded,” said Damell simply. 
“I think so,” Rhuna said with a slight quiver in her voice, and then described her experience 
in detail to her smiling father. 
“Next time, attempt to direct the Point of Consciousness to move around,” Damell said, and 
Rhuna detected excitement in his voice. “Your Consciousness can pass through solid matter such 
as walls and other objects, as well as travel vast distances without the restraints of time or other 
forces that control our physical existence,” he explained. 
 “That’s how you could enter our secret room!” exclaimed Rhuna, overcome by awe once 
more. 
“This step may be difficult at first, and requires some concentrated effort, yet once 
overcome, passing through matter shall no longer be an obstacle,” Damell explained, and then gave 
Rhuna a stern look. “Do this only in my presence, here in my chambers, until you become more 
adept,” he instructed her.“Also, refrain from revealing these things to anyone until the proper time,” 
he said gravely, and Rhuna nodded obediently. 
“Now it is time for you to return home, as your friends are still waiting,” he said in a much 
lighter manner. 
“How do you know that?” asked Rhuna as she stood up. 
“The Infinite contains all Knowledge,” he answered with a mischievous smile. 
Rhuna thought for a moment as she began walking towards the door. “So that’s what 
you’ve been doing in here all this time? I wondered why you never went out…” 
“I am a frequent visitor and admirer of the Sanctuary Gardens, and in fact, I have mingled 
with The Reigning One’s guests on many occasions,” Damell explained as he escorted her to the 
doorway of his chambers, and then gave her a parting kiss on her forehead. 
Rhuna left The Reigning One’s residence, thanking an attendant at the door who handed her 
temporary wet-weather footwear and a portable rain shelter for the walk back to her home. She 
barely noticed the cool dampness at her feet as her mind turned over all the things she had 
experienced in just a quarter of a sun’s arc. Just as she caught sight of the house she shared with 
Aradin, a strong gust of wind whipped her hair across her face and sent a chill down her spine. A 
dark feeling of foreboding flashed through her at that moment, making her gasp and look around. 
The evening darkness had encroached upon the beautiful city of Safu early today, and another cold 
gust of wind scattered leaves onto the wet paving stones. 
As she approached the door of her house, Rhuna noticed that her skin prickled from the chill 
air. She looked around once more and noticed that the delicate roses Aradin had planted for her in 
the well-arranged garden were sagging under the weight of the rain, and suddenly she felt 
overwhelmed by sadness. She wondered why the drooping roses would make her sad and give her 
a feeling of losing all the beauty, peace and happiness she had found with Aradin in this house. 
Aradin was leaning out of the doorway of their special room, looking expectantly at the 
doorway as Rhuna entered. She understood his silence and strode firmly towards him. He closed 
the door and operated the switch to close the circuit of protective magnetic energy behind her. 
Inside the room, The Observers were seated on the floor in a manner that told Rhuna they 
had been engaged in intense discussions, and their shining faces confirmed their determination 
and resolve. 
“Star Child!” said Divider of Fortunes cheerful y. “How pleased we are, one and all!” 
Roses of the Field stood up to take Rhuna’s hands in hers. “A very satisfying outcome,” she 
said squeezing Rhuna’s fingers. “Our deliberations had not reached far enough to encompass the 
possible reasons for your father’s evasive actions.” 
“I’m just relieved that Keeper of Justice came with me and saw him,” responded Rhuna 
with an awkward laugh. 
“No doubt it was unpleasant to consider the possibility that your father was a mere image 
of your troubled mind,” Roses of the Field said as she lowered her head in apology. 
“We are eager to learn more about the insight Avenger of Justice has acquired,” said Divider 
of Fortunes. His deep voice resonated in Rhuna’s head, and she was reminded of the vibrations 
her father had explained to her. As she looked around the room and took a seat on one of the 
plush seating cushions, she wondered whether Damell’s Extended Consciousness was somewhere 
in the room with them. 
“May I repeat our plan of action,” asked Revealer of Truths, looking at Rhuna. She nodded 
eagerly, and the red-haired woman began her summary of the plans made by The Observers in her 
absence. 
“It is imperative that we acquaint ourselves with this dangerous new belief system, and 
seek further insight into the activities of the Dark Ones by means of visions induced by 
hallucinatory herbs,” he stated firmly. 
“Each one of us has taken the required amount of hallucinatory herbs from our stash,” said 
Designer of Works, his hand gesture indicating the hidden compartment in the wooden floor 
boards under the floor rugs of the secret room. “We shall report, analyze and discuss our 
observations at our next meeting at the end of this lunar cycle,” he said. 
“However, according to our usual custom,” Revealer of Truths added, “any event or report of 
great significance shall be relayed to all Observers in the accustomed manner of coded messages.” 
“Reaching the Moon and Softness of the Clouds will feign superstitious fear and belief that 
the amulets may provide protection, thereby gaining access to the Dark Ones and their 
manipulative control of vulnerable people,” Divider of Fortunes continued the summary. 
“Maybe I can learn something from the Benshi people, like I did last time when I first 
arrived in Safu,” Rhuna offered, and the Observers nodded their approval. 
“They named you their Star Child,” said Divider of Fortunes with a smile. “They have 
complete trust in you, and treat you with reverence and awe. Therefore, gaining their confidence 
in such matters of fears and superstitions should not be difficult,” he said with a nod. 
 Shortly after, Aradin moved the switch at the door that broke the circuit of the energy 
shield around the room, and the Observers began their pretense of casual friends talking about 
mundane matters, commenting on the persistent rainfall and taking up their portable rain shelters 
and footwear as they parted company. 
As Rhuna stood in the passageway farewelling their guests, an irresistible cooking aroma 
swept her attention completely away from The Observers and their meeting. 
“Faleesh has cooked the evening meal!” she said joyful y to Aradin, who gestured with 
closed eyes and deep inhalation that he also welcomed the aroma. The silence of their home after 
the commotion of visitors felt good, and Rhuna let out a long sigh of relief. She put her arm around 
Aradin as they strode into the warm room where Shandi already played with some soft toys on a 
thick floor rug. 
“I saw the yellow cat today,” Rhuna said to Shandi as she got down on the rug next to her 
daughter. Faleesh looked over at them with astonishment as she walked past, carrying bowls of 
food to the table nearby. 
Shandi looked up with big round eyes full of anticipation. 
“The Reigning One has a new statue…a big cat all made of gold,” Rhuna told her. 
“Gold!” Shandi repeated, tasting the new word, and then picked out a cat from her collection 
of toys to hold up and show everyone. Aradin laughed happily and Faleesh’s face was filled with 
deep contentment. Rhuna looked around the room and at the people dearest to her, grateful for 
the comforts of a beautiful home and a new family. She looked at the wall across from where she 
sat, and admired the colourful wall-hangings once more. Some of them were unique even in Safu 
because Aradin’s trade clients came from remote and isolated lands where different styles and 
techniques had developed over generations. 
Rhuna picked up Shandi and moved towards the low table that boasted many bowls and 
plates of food, then waited for Aradin and Faleesh to also be seated on the cushions around the 
eating table. 
“You’ve prepared my favourite food!” Aradin said cheerful y, and Rhuna was glad to see 
him in his usual good spirits. “Chicken cooked in milky sauce with herbs and spices from 
Varappa!” 
“Varappa!” repeated Shandi in her crisp, clear voice, and Aradin laughed again, saying that 
Varappa is his homeland. 
Rhuna’s hungry eyes surveyed the table that could barely hold any more bowls or plates. She 
reached for freshly baked bread, then scooped the chicken in sauce, along with some common 
garden vegetables onto her plate. Aradin enjoyed a large cup of brewed and fermented barley with 
his meal, but Rhuna still held to the Atlan principle of avoiding any intoxicating beverages. She 
reached for the fruit juice and then poured plain water for Shandi. 
 Faleesh sat as far from them as the small table would allow, and Rhuna wished the kind 
woman would finally overcome her servile attitude and feel more equal with them so that she 
could be more comfortable eating at the same table. 
Her small and precious family gave her deep comfort, and the mundane activity of eating the 
evening meal calmed her strained nerves and racing mind, allowing her to focus better as she 
reflected on the events of the day. 
“Gold cat!” Shandi piped up between mouthfuls, and Rhuna described the elegant statue she 
had seen in the grand hallway of The Reigning One’s residence. 
“Such exquisite workmanship!” Rhuna said, then laughed when Shandi tried to repeat her 
big words. 
“Created by remarkably skilled craftsmen,” Aradin nodded. The gold comes from the Land of 
Ubanti, where there’s a lot of gold. One of my clients was involved in the arrangements of this gift 
to The Reigning One of Benshu from the people of the Land of Ubanti,” he explained. 
“What’s gifts, Din-Din?” Shandi’s melodious voice piped up. Rhuna chuckled each time 
Shandi deliberately said ‘Din-Din’ because she had found ‘Aradin’ too difficult to pronounce. 
“It’s what people do, to keep good and happy relations,” he said in plain and simple language 
for Shandi. “Like we give each other things to make us happy,” he said, reaching for a nearby toy 
and waving it in front of her. Shandi squealed with delight and grabbed her toy, and Rhuna relaxed 
some more as she saw the normal, happy family interactions. She glanced across at Faleesh, who 
had been silent out of respect, but whose eyes expressed her deep fondness for the small child. 
Rhuna undressed in the sleeping chamber and commented on the heavy rain pounding on 
the roof, butAradin merely responded with a grunt. 
“You’re still uneasy about Damell, aren’t you,” Rhuna said as she sat on the bed, hoping to 
draw out his thoughts so that she could address them properly and resolve the issue. 
“I was just remembering…” said Aradin slowly, easing onto the bed next to Rhuna. “People 
from the Land at the Top of the World have been the subject of scary stories since my childhood in 
Varappa.” 
“What kind of scary stories?” 
“Like those you heard about the Dark Master in the early days,” Aradin answered flatly. 
“But that can’t be…I mean, my father wouldn’t do any of those things!” Rhuna protested. 
“But others like him, with his formidable abilities who honed their powers in the Land on 
Top of the World have done so,” Aradin countered. 
“But there’s only one Dark Master, so the stories you heard must have originally been 
about him,”Rhuna reasoned. 
 “The only Dark Master known to us,” Aradin corrected. 
“What are you saying, Aradin?” A cold shiver ran up Rhuna’s spine. 
“People who are as powerful as the Dark Master was, with the extraordinary abilities your 
father has, are in much greater danger of giving in to selfishness or other weaknesses of 
character. They have to keep their mind strictly disciplined so that they never use their powers to 
cause harm of any sort. You understand?” 
Rhuna nodded slowly, and agreed that other people from the Land at the Top of the World 
could have given in to weaknesses and done something wrong. “But not my father!” she insisted, 
but when Aradin continued to frown, she asked him to tell her exactly what was on his mind. 
“For one thing,” he began with a heavy sigh, “your father said that he stayed in hiding so 
that the Dark Master would keep thinking that he was dead. But don’t you remember, Rhuna? 
That message you got from the Dark Master himself not long before his demise in which he said 
that he knew your father was still alive?” 
Rhuna shook her head. “What message? I don’t remember…and besides, his messages 
were all lies and only meant to taunt and upset me!” 
“Let’s go summon the message by means of the Gazing of the Waters to hear what his exact 
words were,” stated Aradin as he stood up. Rhuna followed him into the special room where the 
basin of water stood on a small pedestal in the middle of the room. Aradin closed the door and 
moved the switch that activated the protective energy field. 
“Let me think,” said Rhuna, as her shaky fingers opened the pouch of coloured powders 
that always lay next to the basin. Powders and words of incantation were commonly used by most 
Atlans to assist them in the summoning of visions by means of the Gazing of the Waters, but 
Rhuna’s skills were already so enhanced from a young age that she hardly used any powders at all. 
“Ah yes, a summon of a message in the past,” Aradin said with a nod. “Such summons are 
only used by members of the Council to ascertain the facts in a matter of judgement.” 
Rhuna flinched at the thought of the Atlan High Council of which she had been a member 
for many solar cycles, often summoning visions and messages to confirm the facts of a matter in 
dispute which had come before the Council. Rhuna recalled that it was necessary, not because 
many people lied about what was said or done, but because people’s memories easily became 
distorted, and their differing perceptions led to misunderstandings. 
“I know,” Rhuna said, taking the green and yellow powders, then sprinkling them over the 
water in the basin as she spoke the words of incantation to summon a message in the past. Her 
mind focussed exclusively on a message from the Dark Master to her, in which he mentioned 
Rhuna’s father. 
Rhuna watched with bated breath as the green and yellow swirls slowly turned opaque, 
and then suddenly cleared. 
 Rhuna gasped. The sight of the Dark Master always shocked her and filled her with horror, 
even though the face that appeared in the Gazing of the Waters was not ugly or repulsive. The 
long and narrow face was unmistakably Atlan, but his long grey hair was unkempt and hung wildly 
down to his shoulders. Dark rings accentuated his unsettling bright eyes, and Rhuna tensed as the 
man in the vision began to speak. 
“Rhu-u-na! It is I! Gatherer of Sage. Do you not know my name, Rhuna? You have 
observed me, as I have also observed you, and with great delight, I may add! Your powers are 
impressive, Rhuna! I know what you can do, and I am enthralled and delighted! No other but your 
father showed such great skills, and he has gone forth from where no one can hold him back! Yes, 
he lives and prospers; free to exercise his powers as he wishes! You are the same, Rhuna. Do not 
let them hold you down like a bird with clipped wings! They fear you; they fear your greatness, 
your power and your strength! Your vulnerable husband fears you most of all because he cannot 
control you when you become so powerful, so much stronger than he. Husbands long to be 
superior to their wives, this is evident by the way he dominates you in bed. Did you not know, 
Rhuna? Do not be a slave to your husband and his fellows. Your destiny reaches far beyond the 
realms they offer you. Remember this, Rhuna! Remember!” 
The vision ended and Rhuna let go of her breath, hearing Aradin also release his as he sat 
silently next to her. 
“It’s like a different message altogether,” Rhuna said after a moment of disturbing silence as 
the Dark Master’s words sunk in. “How can that be?” 
“Your perception has changed,” Aradin answered. “Back then, you firmly believed your 
father was dead, and that the Dark Master was just taunting you.” 
“He was taunting me!” Rhuna said angrily. “You can’t believe anything he says!” 
“But don’t you think it strange what he said about your father?” Aradin persisted. “He lives 
and prospers, free to exercise his powers as he wishes. And those words about the heights you 
could reach if Tozar and others didn’t hold you back like a bird with clipped wings!” 
“But he must be lying!” insisted Rhuna. “If he really did know that my father was still alive, 
then he would have followed him, tried to kill him again…” 
“Would he? How can we really know for sure…unless we summon further exact visions…?” 
“No, not tonight!” said Rhuna, distraught. “I’ll ask Damell next time I see him.” 
“Yes, do that,” said Aradin as he put his arms around her. “Let’s not think about this 
anymore tonight, he said soothingly as he stroked her hair. 
“I know Damell will be able to explain everything!” she continued, and Aradin put his arm 
around her as he guided her back to their sleeping chamber. 
“I believe he will,” said Aradin with conviction, and Rhuna looked up into his face. 
 “You really believe that?” she asked, seeking some reassurance and faith from her 
husband. 
“I’m certain,” he said with a nod and smile, and then guided Rhuna to their bed as he began 
kissing her face and neck with slow and gentle movements. Her feeling of unease soon lifted, and 
she responded eagerly to Aradin’s kisses. His teasingly slow kisses gradually released all of 
Rhuna’s pent-up tensions of the day, and far into the dark and wet night she finally fell into a deep 
sleep. 


Part Two(The Benshi)

Rhuna awoke in the morning with the tingle of expectation coursing through her body. She 
sprang out of bed and quickly refreshed her face at the wash basin, and then applied the face 
cream Aradin had given her. She looked at the array of scented body oils, soaps, hair accessories 
and face paint she had acquired in the time she had been in Safu. Many of them were made in 
Safu, but her favourite ones were the exotic scents and unusual cosmetic productsfrom faraway 
lands which Aradinhad procured in exchange for his services of recording trade agreements, 
purchases and other business transactions. 
As she combed her hair and chose a clasp from the large tray of hair adornments, she 
thought of her life before coming to Safu, when she wore only the white robe identifying her as an 
Atlan Master, and never used face paint, hair accessories or scented body oils. A few soaps and 
personal items, such as the orrichalcum necklace Tozar had given her, were all the luxuries she 
ever wanted. Tozar and other Atlan Masters would surely think that she was living an extravagant 
lifestyle, she thought to herself as she arranged her hair. 
“You look beautiful,” said Aradin, rubbing his eyes awake and stepping out of bed. He 
walked towards her and welcomed her into his embrace, and Rhuna felt the familiar hot thrill 
pulse through her. “Last night was wonderful,” he whispered teasingly in her ear. 
“My life has never been more wonderful,” she said softly in his ear as he held her firmly 
against him. “I don’t want to lose it after only a few short solar cycles.” 
Aradin’s head jerked back and he searched Rhuna’s face. “What makes you say something 
like that?” he asked, trying to laugh. 
Rhuna managed a light laugh and said that she had just been reminded of her old life. “It 
feels like I was someone else before I came here, and that I only started living since I’ve been here, 
with you,” she said. Aradin looked deeply into her eyes for a moment and then kissed her. 
Rhuna heard the unmistakable noises of their small daughter in the adjoining room, and 
quickly finished dressing. 
“I want to take Shandi with me to see the Benshi today,” she told Aradin. “Faleesh can have 
the day for herself,” she added, and then promptly went into another part of the house to inform 
Faleesh of the plans. 
 “I will visit my daughter,” Faleesh said with a tender smile, and Rhuna remembered the 
woman’s deep love for the quiet young woman who was in The Reigning One’s employ at his 
residence. 
“The rain is cold today. Take your wool cape and some warm, water-resistant footwear,” 
Aradin suggested, and then told Rhuna about his schedule for the day involving several clients who 
required official trade agreements. 
Holding the portable rain shelters, Rhuna and Faleesh walked the familiar road to The 
Reigning One’s residence with Shandi between them, holding their hands as she dance-stepped 
around little puddles. 
Remembering that Faleesh had a sister who lived in the Commoners’ part of Safu, Rhuna 
decided to start her search for more information by asking her questions as they walked. 
“Have you heard anything about curses making people sick or causing accidents?” she 
asked Faleesh. “Or amulets to protect them from such curses?” 
“Amulets?” Faleesh asked with a frown. Rhuna explained that an amulet could look like an 
unusual piece of jewellery, such as a pendant on a necklace, or perhaps a ring of some kind. 
Faleesh shook her head as she thought hard. “If you hear people talking about such things, try to 
find out more and then tell me about it,” she instructed Faleesh, who nodded obediently. 
After a lengthy silence with only the splatter of raindrops on their rain shelters, Rhuna 
thought she should make polite conversion and ask about Faleesh’s daughter. She answered 
eagerly, glad to be able to talk about matters close to her heart. 
“But your daughter…” Faleesh said carefully, and Rhuna immediately knew she was 
referring to her first daughter, Lozira. Faleesh had been deeply distressed and cried many tears 
when Tozar had ordered their daughter to return to Atlán by herself, leaving Rhuna alone in Safu. 
“She’s doing well,” said Rhuna, trying to sound cheerful. “I’ve been watching her grow up 
by means of the Gazing of the Waters, and from everything I can see, she is happy and learning all 
the traditional Atlan skills at the same school I attended. She has many friends, and she still loves 
music and dancing, and of course all the Arts such as doing paintings, and now she will soon be 
ready to qualify as an Atlan Master…” she prattled on, knowing that Faleesh sensed her underlying 
feelings, despite her best efforts to sound happy. 
“But she is not permitted to communicate with you,” Faleesh stated bluntly, and Rhuna felt 
the façade she had put up crumble away in an instant. 
“That’s right,” Rhuna confirmed with reluctance. “Harbinger of Solace still forbids it,” she 
said, hearing more bitterness in her own voice than she realized she was feeling. 
“I cannot understand that man,” Faleesh said outspokenly, and then turned to Rhuna,afraid 
that she had trespassed invisible boundaries. 
 “It’s all right,” Rhuna said with a forced smile. “You can say exactly what you think, 
Faleesh. I always tell you not to treat me as your superior, so I like it when you tell me your 
opinions outright,” she told the older woman. Faleesh’s expression melted into a gentle smile, and 
then she began to frown. 
“Why does he do such a terrible thing to you? And to his own daughter! I saw the bond 
between you and Melody of the Dawn,” Faleesh continued, using Lozira’s formal Atlan name. “I am 
sorry to say this, but I really detest that man!” she spat. 
Despite what Rhuna had just told Faleesh, she was taken aback by these words, and she 
needed a moment to think. She looked down at Shandi, who appeared to be more interestedin her 
new footwear and watching the rain drops plop onto the smooth stone paving. 
“I don’t think anyone has ever dared to say such a thing about him!” she said, and then 
managed a strangled laugh. “Everyone thinks so highly of him, especially as he is a senior member 
of the High Council of Atlán,” Rhuna said. 
“Pah!” said Faleesh, her face contorted as if she had eaten sour fruit. “It means nothing. If 
a man cannot be a good father and family member, he is worth nothing at all!” 
Rhuna realized she had never seen Faleesh so adamant and forthright, but their exchange 
had made her feel better, and she felt her steps lighten as they approached the gates of The 
Reigning One’s residence. 
After wishing Faleesh a pleasant visit with her daughter, she told Abu-Malech what she 
planned to do, and he immediately signalled to nearby attendants who went their way to follow 
orders. They returned promptly with a carry-seat similar to the one that had carried Rhuna from 
the port on her arrival at Safu. Four solid men, whom Rhuna surmised also acted as soldiers in 
The Reigning One’s Army, carried the new and large carry-seat which had four posts and a thick 
canvas roof. Rhuna took Shandi in her arms and stepped into the carry-seat when it was lowered, 
and she was surprised by the softness of the large, thick cushions.She sat on the seating cushions 
with her legs crossed, and held Shandi in her lap facing the front. The four robust men lifted the 
carry-seat with ease, and began a comfortable walking pace in the direction Rhuna had indicated. 
Shandi let out a happy giggle as they were lifted up on top of the shoulders of four solid attendants 
and the carry-seat began to sway with the movements of their strides. 
Rhuna noticed that the man to the front left side of her appeared older than the others. He 
was completely bald, and Rhuna thought it looked as if he had muscles even on his head. The 
rainwater glistened on his bald head as muscles rippled underneath the skin. 
From this height, Shandi could see and comment on everything around them as they 
progressed down the road and into the residential areas of Safu where mostly Benshi resided. The 
bald attendant turned his head several times to smile at Shandi, and Rhuna immediately sensed his 
kind nature and love for children. 
 “Kagu-Hina!” Rhuna heard someone from nearby houses call out, and before long, she 
observed a throng of dark heads and brown faces filling the road ahead of her. As she looked 
around, Rhuna noticed how much this part of Safu had changed since The Reigning One regularly 
sent tradesmen and other professionals in his employ to improve roads and houses. Most homes 
now had solid doors and glass windows, and Rhuna assumed that most of them also had running 
water or at least a hygienic arrangement for washing and disposing of refuse. 
“Kagu-Hina! Kagu-Hina!” the people began to chant, and Rhuna was reminded of the 
meaning of this Benshi name. Her arrival in Safu several solar cycles past had coincided with the 
appearance of a bright star that the Benshi had not seen before. The Benshi people were in awe of 
Rhuna’s powers which she demonstrated on various occasions to assist the vulnerable and 
neglected people, and they believed she must have come down from the bright new star in the 
heavens, hence the name, Kagu-Hina, which means The Star Child. 
Despite the rainfall, people stepped outside their houses to stand and watch Rhuna be 
carried past them. Some went to their neighbours to tell them that she was passing by, and 
others cautiously approached her with gifts. Rhuna tried to refuse politely, but when she saw the 
shattered disappointment on one woman’s face, she realized it was wrong to refuse their humble 
offerings. 
“I have this problem every time I come here,” Rhuna said to the bald attendant. 
“They seen your powers,” he replied. “They love and respect you,” he said in his limited 
knowledge of Rhuna’s language. 
A few people wanted to give Shandi some gifts, such as wildflowers growing nearby. One 
woman brought a small handful of red berries for Shandi, and then she returned holding a small 
child. She spoke to Rhuna in her Benshi language, and Rhuna assumed that she was telling her 
that she also was the mother of a small daughter the same age as Shandi. Rhuna smiled and 
nodded, gestured with her hands, and nodded and smiled some more as she was slowly carried 
along the road through what was known as the Commoners’ part of Safu. 
“You have not come to see us lately,” said a well-dressed man who could speak Rhuna’s 
language with ease. “Ah yes, of course! The Little One!” he said, smiling fondly at Shandi. Rhuna 
recognized the man as one of the translators who helped her communicate with a crowd of 
unhappy Benshi people during her first lunar cycle in Safu. 
“Will you meet with us again, to hear us and help us?” he asked hopefully, and Rhuna felt 
she could not decline, even though it was raining and she had other reasons for being there. 
The translator ushered the crowd to an area where some trees provided shelter, and a 
canvas tent was quickly erected for Rhuna and the attendants carrying her. Then the people 
organized themselves, allowing those with special requests or questions to move forward and 
approach Rhuna. 
“Need to move stone!” said an old man without any teeth, pointing a shriveled hand to his 
humble home next to a large boulder. 
“Is this something you can do?” asked the well-dressed translator. 
Rhunamotioned for the attendants to carry her over to the immense rock that was nearly the 
size of the old man’s shelter, and thentook a deep breath. Closing her eyes, she focussed her 
mental energies on the stone, creating visual images in her mind of the stone’s elemental structure 
and then imagining it falling apart into individual and separate elements. She sensed the familiar 
low hum and vibration passing through her body, and before she opened her eyes, she 
heardvoices raised in awe, followed by excited chatter. 
The boulder had disintegrated soundlessly within a few blinks of an eye, and the old man 
exposed his gums in a wide and toothless grin. He gestured his gratitude and promptly began 
scooping away the sand that had been solid rock only a moment earlier. 
“No teeth!” exclaimed Shandi, pointing at the happy old man. 
“Be quiet now, Honey Cakes,” Rhuna said, patting Shandi’s head. 
Returning to the canvas shelter, she beckoned for others to approach with their questions 
or requests. 
“Can your daughter do the things you can do?” asked a young woman through the help of 
the translator. 
“I don’t know,” Rhuna answered honestly. “Most children have some of their parents’ 
special powers, but she is still too young. In a few more solar cycles we’ll know,” she said, thinking 
of Shandi’s ability to foresee future events which was not an Atlan power, and which Rhuna could 
not fully explain yet. 
“Some people sick,” called out a man with a rough, deep voice, and Rhuna quickly looked 
towards him. 
“What kind of ailments,” she asked, thinking of the belief that ailments were curses, and 
wondering whether the Benshi of the vulnerable Commoners’ city had once again been targeted. 
“Don’t know,” answered another man standing next to the deep-voiced one. 
Rhuna reminded them about always drinking clean water and washing hands regularly. 
“Some sick come from bad spirits,” said one woman, and Rhuna realized she must be 
referring to the curses. 
“What do you mean, from bad spirits?” she asked, and when the woman was reluctant to 
answer, she added, “If I knew where the sickness comes from, I could do something to stop it.” 
“It curses – only special thing can stop,” she said with firm conviction. 
“I’m sure I can stop it too, if I know more about it,” Rhuna tried again. 
A Benshi man who looked like he could be the woman’s husband stepped forward to speak. 
“Curses from other lands,” he said with firm conviction. 
 “I see,” said Rhuna, trying to think of a response. “Do you know from what lands?” 
He shook his head. 
“Does anyone know? Who could tell me more about this?” she asked the crowd, and when 
no one responded, she asked the crowd some more questions. 
“How do you know the curses are from other lands?” she tried. 
“The Powerful Ones…Atlans, like you…they tell us,” said a voice from within the huddle of 
Benshi people. 
“Who are these other Atlans? What are their names?” Rhuna asked, feeling both excited and 
a little afraid, now that she was suddenly getting close to the Dark Ones and their activities. 
“Do not know…you Atlan people have strange names…we can’t remember,” the translator 
said after several people muttered a reply. 
“Where are they? I want to meet them,” Rhuna said, hoping for a more positive response, 
but then saw people shaking their heads and shrugging their shoulders. 
“They come and seek out the sick ones, then give them protection from the curses,” the 
translator explained after various people spoke excitedly in the Benshi language. 
“But I am an Atlan, and I’m also a Healer,” Rhuna said, then waited for the translator to 
convey her words. 
“Atlan Healers can’t help,” said one woman from the crowd. Rhuna frowned and told the 
crowd that Safu has some of the best Atlan Healers, but the woman and several others continued 
to insist that these Healers could not help. 
“Only you can heal us!” called out a man from the edge of the crowd. “Like the girl, Lila, and 
the sick mother,” he added, and Rhuna recalled how she had discovered that an energy surge 
caused by strong emotion, such as pity or compassion, allowed her to heal several people with a 
mere touch. 
“But it doesn’t work every time,” Rhuna reminded them. “Even so, I wish you had called for 



me so I could have at least tried to heal some of your sick ones!” 
The translator listened to several people’s lengthy comments, and then summarized them 
for Rhuna. 
“They said some of them wanted to request your help, but thought you would not 
come…because of your new situation,” the translator said, gesturing at Shandi. “A mother with 
infant is too busy for other things,” he explained, and Rhuna nodded. 
“But also because the Atlans with the amulets told them not to bother you,” the translator 
added in a different tone, and Rhuna looked up sharply. 
“Why did they say that?” she asked, and then looked at the crowd for an answer. 
 “They know how to make curses go away,” answered the woman who had spoken up 
earlier about the curses and amulets. “Why you not give us the…the…” she called out, and as 
she struggled to find the word, she reached into the front of her garment and pulled out a large 
shiny object that hung around her neck by a thin leather strap. 
“Is that an amulet?” Rhuna asked, holding out her hand to take it. The woman refused at 
first, but prodded by others around her, she reluctantly removed it from around her neck and 
passed it to Rhuna. 
Rhuna grasped the large round object and instantlyfelt dizzy and nauseous. She took a 
deep breath and closed her eyes for a moment until the unpleasant experience passed. Then 
Rhuna examined the amulet, curious and excited because she had never seen such an item of 
jewellery before. It displayed intricate patterns, perfectly balanced and pleasing to the eye. Small 
gemstones of various colours were inlayed in the metal which looked like gold mixed with other 
metal alloys. 
“I’ve never seen anything like it!” remarked Rhuna, and then moved it out of reach when 
Shandi’s curious hand groped for the amulet. 
“Now give back!” the woman who owned the amulet demanded fiercely. “Why you not give 
us this? Work like Healer, and better!” 
Rhuna promptly passed the amulet back to the angry woman and explained that she had 
never seen such amulets in Atlán, nor heard of them before she came to Safu. 
“But Atlan give us!” she protested, and Rhuna shook her head, repeating her words that it 
was not an Atlan product. 
“This man over here says that he could not walk, but when he wears the amulet, he can walk 
again,” explained the translator. 
“Really?” asked Rhuna, astounded and perplexed. She asked the translator to convey some 
more stories of people struck down by some strange condition, and who recovered as soon as they 
wore an amulet. 
“Is there someone here who has been made sick by a curse, but has not been given an 
amulet yet?” Rhuna called out to the crowd, her eyes sweeping across the gathering throng of 
brown faces, hoping for an answer. 
“Here!” a woman finally called out, and Rhuna focused her attention on the smal figure 
crouched among people seated on some rocks under the shelter of a tree. She motioned for the 
woman to approach, but she shook her head. 
Rhuna motioned for the attendants to carry her to the woman so that she could examine 
her condition. The crowd respectfully made way for her, and when she approached the shelter of 
the tree, she stepped out of the carry-seat and walked towards the ailing woman. 
 “Can you heal me?” she asked faintly as Rhuna observed the woman’s pale and distressed 
appearance. 
“What ails you?” Rhuna asked as she made a quick visual examination and concluded that 
despite her slender physique, she was not lacking sufficient nourishment. 
“Bad pain, all the time!” she said with effort, and put her hand on her side. Rhuna 
indicated that she would like to examine the area, and the woman hesitantly raised her tunic on 
one side to allow Rhuna’s hand to feel her body. The cotton undershirt felt rough on Rhuna’s skin 
as she tapped the firm flesh, then gentlypressed certain areas to check the liver and other inner 
organs. 
“Your inner organs appear to be in good health,” Rhuna said, and then pressed more firmly 
with her thumb. “There’s no pain or sensitivity when I press here, and here?” she asked, and the 
woman shook her head. 
“Do you have any other problems?” Rhuna asked, hopeful for a clue of the woman’s trouble, 
but she shook her head again. “Pain all the time! Cannot sleep!” she lamented. 
“I can give you some medicine to dull the pain and help you sleep,” Rhuna said, and the 
woman nodded gratefully. 
“Give me amulet?” she asked Rhuna. 
“I…don’t have one right now, but I will get things to help you,” she answered, and relief filled 
the woman’s sad face. 
When a strong wind began to ruffle clothing and whipping hair in faces, Rhuna gestured 
that everyone go into their houses to dry and be warm. Feeling satisfied that she had 
accomplished a great deal within a short time already, she asked the attendants to take her to the 
pyramids where she planned to have a meal. 
Shandi looked up at Rhuna as if she had seen something exciting. 
“Lozira,” she chimed, and Rhuna looked down at her, startled. 
“How do you know that name, Honey Cakes?” she asked. 
“Lozira on boat!” she said happily. 
Rhuna thought for a moment, and then asked Shandi if she knew who Lozira was. Shandi 
nodded and smiled. “Your daughter!” 
Rhuna was stunned. The bald attendant looked at Rhuna questioningly. 
“She’s learning to talk,” Rhuna said, dismissing Shandi’s words. 
The man nodded and chuckled. “Of course! Very good child, very good!” he said smiling. 
 The wind had eased by the time Rhuna arrived at the pyramids, but the rain fell 
incessantly, and Rhuna directed the attendants to take shelter under some large canvas tents that 
had been quickly erected due to the rain. 
She looked up at the Golden Pyramid and felt the same deep awe she had the first time. The 
sight of the colossal structure in gleaming gold, even on a dull and wet day, always stirred 
something deep inside her. 
Underneath the large make-shift canvas shelters and tents Rhuna saw the usual food and 
drink merchants selling their products, and seating cushions on rugs had been placed in an 
enclosed area nearby. Rhuna was glad to finally step down from the carry-seat and take Shandi by 
the hand to walk around the food and drink stalls. 
After trading some small items she always carried in a drawstring pouch, Rhuna took the 
food and water, as well as a small toy Shandi had seen, to the seating cushions in the enclosed area 
out of the wet wind. Shandi began to play with her new toy, which Rhuna assumed was a small 
animal made out of various textiles. Rhuna slowly ate the date and barley cakes she had chosen, 
and watched the activity all around her, surprised that not even the rain and wind could dampen 
the sellers, merchants and other people who regularly gathered for various reasons at the base of 
the pyramids. 
A white Masters Robe caught Rhuna’s eye, and as the man came nearer, she recognized his 
white hair. 
“Possessor of Discernment!” she called out, and then feared his reaction as she remembered 
the Atlan High Council’s pronouncement that it was forbidden to talk to her. 
“How pleasant to see you again, Keeper of Wisdom!” said the old man with warm sincerity, 
immediately putting Rhuna at ease. His blue eyes were as clear and energetic as she remembered, 
and she apologized for not coming to visit him since their last meeting several solar cycles past. 
He waved away her apology, saying that he was aware of her changed circumstances. 
“The Little One…what a delightful child!” he said bending his long and lean stature to look at 
Shandi more closely. 
“Such big round eyes! And round pink cheeks,” he said with a happy chuckle, and then 
reached out to stroke Shandi’s hair. 
“White hair!” said Shandi, looking up at the aged Atlan. “Are you old?” she asked him with 
wide and innocent eyes. 
Possessor of Discernment first stood upright and then leaned backwards as he let out a 
roar of laughter. His contagious laughter made everyone within hearing begin to laugh as well. 
When the white-headed Atlan bent down again, Shandi showed him her new toy and asked if he 
knew what animal it is. Still chuckling, the highly-esteemed Atlan Master, viewed as the ultimate 
source of knowledge about the Pyramids, flopped down on the rug next to Shandi and began 
examining her toy. 
 “What big ears it has!” he said in mock amazement, making Shandi giggle and pul its ears. 
Happy with this situation, Rhuna left her daughter in the old Master’s careand strolled around the 
area within the shelter of the tents. Some people looked at her with recognition, while one or two 
Atlans looked away when she approached. The hurt of being unjustly condemned by her former 
husband who sat on the High Council of Atlán still burned deep within her, but she had been 
unable to defend herself and clear her name without exposing the activity of The Observers and 
possibly endangering their lives. 
Pushing aside these anguishing thoughts, Rhuna strol ed further along until she saw a 
group of young Atlan Masters she had not seen before. Three men and one woman, all in bright 
white Masters’ Robes, were huddled together in intense conversation. One of the men spoke with 
animated hand and arm gestures, and the woman spoke with an unusually deep voice. Rhuna 
remembered her father mention New Arrivals from Atlán, and she decided to approach them 
carefully, perhaps only close enough to hear their conversations. 
Rhuna pretended to be waiting for someone, and sat down near the group while looking in 
another direction. She strained her hearing so that she could understand the Atlan group’s 
discussions. 
“The Golden Pyramid merely requires activation by means of the correct vibrational 
frequency in order to produce static LightningForce, which may then be distributed to the stone-
shaping devices,” Rhuna heard one of the men saying. 
“New energy sources must be established in other Atlan colonies,” said the woman with the 
deep voice, and Rhuna began to feel alarmed by their use of strange words and expressions. 
“LightningForceshall be revolutionary!” exclaimed the man with wildly animated gestures, 
and Rhuna felt compelled to look at him, trying to understand the meaning of his words. When 
she was unable to return to her pretense of looking out for someone in the other direction, the 
group fel silent and turned to look at her. 
“Oh,” said Rhuna, uncomfortable at having been discovered so quickly. “I couldn’t help 
overhearing your speech about strange things,” she said, hoping they would not react with 
hostility. 
“Feel free to join us!” said the animated man, gesturing for Rhuna to sit next to him in the 
tight circle of Atlans. 
“Really?” she asked nervously. 
“Certainly,” said one of the other men. “Our discussions are not secret. However, our 
terminology may appear to be secretive due to its exclusive use by only a few Atlan Masters 
knowledgeable in the fields of natural forces and mathematics.” 
Rhuna looked at the man who had spoken and experienced a strong feeling of recognition. 
As she cautiously took a seat within the circle she remembered that she had seen his face in the 
visions The Observers had summoned the previous day. She took a deep breath to hide her sudden 
fear as she realized that at least one of the Atlan Masters in her close proximity was a Dark One involved in making curses and amulets. 
“Permit me to introduce ourselves,” said the animated man whose pink cheeks gave the 
impression of having partaken of intoxicating beverages. “My name is Ruler of Numbers, and as 
my name suggests, I am learned and skilled in the art of Mathematics.” 
“Mathematics?” Rhuna repeated the new word carefully. “I don’t think I’ve ever heard of 
that. You studied this in Atlán?” she asked, baffled. 
“Most certainly so!” he said proudly. “It is a New Knowledge which expresses everything in 
numerical values. I am self-taught, as a matter of fact,” he said proudly. Then he gestured to the 
man opposite, whom Rhuna had already recognized as a member of the Dark Ones. “May I 
introduce you toProgress of the Wind.” 
Rhuna greeted the man she had seen in her visions, observing how the daylight removed 
any sinister qualities, and his white Master’s Robe gave him a pure and honest appearance. She 
quickly surveyed his face, concluding that his fair hair and beard, along with clear blue eyes, made 
him fit in with the average Atlan man. 
“He is also self-taught in the study of Natural Forces,” added Ruler of Numbers. 
Rhuna was too surprised by these words to hide her identity any longer. “In all the time I 
was in Atlán, I never heard of this New Knowledge. It must have only come about in recent solar 
cycles, since I’ve been here in Safu,” she said. 
“You have lived in Atlán?” asked the woman with a frown of suspicion. “You appear to be a 
native of Safu…or some other place…” she said, scrutinizing Rhuna intensely. 
“Indeed!” said Progress of the Wind. “Your appearance is unconventional for someone 
from Atlán.” 
“I am half Atlan,” Rhuna responded. “I grew up on Chinza, but I was brought to Atlán where 
I learned all the traditional skills.” 
A flash of recognition passed from one face to the next like a ripple in a pond. 
“Oh!” said the pink-faced mathematician, wide-eyed and excited. “Are you…are you not 
Keeper of Wisdom?” he stammered. 
Rhuna answered yes and waited with bated breath for their reaction. One of the men who 
had been seated with them rose to his feet and walked away without a word. 
“Ah! It was not unexpected that we may encounter you here in Safu,” said the woman with 
formal politeness, and after slight hesitation, introduced herself as Roaming the Hills. 
“My area of expertise is the nature of sounds, such as frequencies and harmonies,” she said, 
and Rhuna sensed an air of self-importance about the lean woman with deep-set eyes. 
 “Prior to our departure from Atlán, we were instructed to avoid you, even shun you,” said 
Ruler of Numbers. 
“I know…’ said Rhuna flatly. 
“We consider ourselves to be New Atlans, pioneering the new ways, not only in Knowledge, 
but also in matters of social relationships and behavior,” said Roaming the Hills. “Unfortunately, 
our colleague who has departed struggles with the old bonds,” she added, referring to the man who 
had left them and taken a seat in a nearby tent. 
“Old bonds?” Rhuna asked, getting very curious. “It sounds like you have broken away from 
the traditional Atlan ways,” she said, and then looked at Progress of the Wind whom she knew to 
be far removed from Atlan ways. 
“It is indeed so,” said Ruler of Numbers, his head wobbling with exaggerated nods. “It has 
come to our attention that increasingly fewer Atlans inherit their forefathers’ traditional Atlan 
powers,” he explained, and Rhuna raised her eyebrows in surprise. “Yes,” he continued. “For this 
reason, my colleagues and I have studied the New Knowledge in order to reproduce the great 
works of our forefathers by other means within our capabilities.” 
“So…”Rhuna thought for a moment. “The things I heard you talking about: LightningForce, 
new energy resources…this is the New Knowledge that can reproduce the works of the traditional 
Atlan Masters? How?” 
“As an example, if I may,” began Progress of the Wind with sudden enthusiasm. “We are 
planning the building of complex devices empowered by the energy of the pyramids that can cut 
and mould stone!” 
Rhuna saw the sincere passion for his project in his glowing face, and tried to reconcile this 
with the vision she had seen of him with the other Dark Ones. 
“One of the energy resources is Lightning Force!” he continued eagerly. “The dynamic 
energy of a lightning bolt in the sky can be created by other means, and once it is harnessed, the 
lightning can be distributed to operate devices!” 
“But what are these devices?” she asked, struggling to keep up with the new words and 
expressions. “And how can anything replace or do the same things as the Atlan powers of 
transforming elements with the mind?” 
“You must come and see for yourself, Keeper of Wisdom!” gushed Ruler of Numbers with a 
grand gesture of arms and hands. “May we invite you to our work station and show you the stone-
cutting machine?” 
Rhuna said she would be very interested to see it, and thanked them for the invitation. The 
men described the location of their work site, and suggested she visit in the first part of the sun’s 
daily arc. After some more casual conversation, Rhuna returned to Possessor of Discernment who 
was still playing with Shandi, and appeared not to be aware that she had left them for a while. 
 “Possessor of Discernment, I must ask you some questions!” 
“Most certainly, Keeper of Wisdom!” he said happily, and moved into a proper seating 
position. Rhuna sat down beside him, lifting Shandi onto her lap, and began to describe her 
encounter with the New Arrivals. 
Possessor of Discernment nodded slowly and then asked whether Rhuna remembered 
their last conversation several solar cycles in the past. 
“You mean about the old saying that Atlans would disappear one day?” 
“Yes, Keeper of Wisdom,” began the white-headed old man as he inhaled loudly. “The 
Ancient Wisdom of the Atlans predicted this event precisely, namely that it is the Atlan powers 
which shall disappear from this world, not the Atlan people. The descendants of present-day Atlans 
shall continue to prosper and multiply, only without the powers Atlans have come to take for 
granted,” he explained. 
“I can’t imagine that,” said Rhuna, deep in thought. 
“Yet you are seeing these events unfold before your very eyes, Keeper of Wisdom,” said 
Possessor of Discernment as he gestured in the direction of the New Arrivals. “They are the first 
generation of Atlans without powers, yet this lack impels them to pioneer new ways which will be 
essential for the future of Atlán, indeed the entire world of humankind!” 
The elderly Atlan’s words filled Rhuna with an odd mixture of fear and awe. 
“This will be a big change and adjustment for Atlán,” she said, trying to express her feelings. 
“An upheaval and revolution of immense proportions such as have never occurred, nor 
shall occur ever again,” Possessor of Discernment said with a quiver of awe in his voice, and 
Rhuna felt a tingle race up her spine. 
For a fleeting moment, Rhuna wanted to tell him about her father, whom Possessor of 
Discernment had instructed in traditional Atlan ways, as well as revealing the secret chamber in 
the pyramid which had enhanced Rhuna’s abilities. Instead, she said that she would like to come 
to the pyramids more often, now that Shandi was no longer a small infant. 
“There’s so much I want to ask you all of a sudden!” Rhuna said with excitement over the 
old man’s far-reaching knowledge of matters no one else appeared to possess. 
“Come, by all means! You must ask, and I shall impart to you all the vital knowledge you 
require,” he said smiling, and then looked down at Shandi. “Bring the child with you!” 
Shandi perked up, raising her arm to reach the old man’s white beard. “White hair!” she 
giggled with delight, and then held up her new toy again. 
“Precious Child!” Possessor of Discernment said warmly as he patted Shandi’s head. Rhuna 
saw the bond between them, and asked whether the Atlan had any children and grandchildren. 
“No, I have none,” he answered flatly. 
 Rhuna took Shandi’s hand and motioned to the attendants that she was ready to return 
home. Before dismissing them, she asked the bald attendant to take some herbal medicines she 
kept in the house and deliver them to the woman she had examined. She gave him further detailed 
instructions on how to take the herbal tinctures, and asked him to repeat them. When he 
confidently repeated the instructions word for word, Rhuna was satisfied and thanked the 
attendant for running this special errand. 
The rain continued to splatter on the paving stones of the garden courtyard as Rhuna 
prepared the evening meal and let Shandi take a nap. After telling Aradin about her day, and then 
listening to his account of his business transactions, Rhuna said that she wanted to summon 
visions of Lozira by means of the Gazing of the Waters. 
Rhuna entered her own small chamber where she practiced Inside Focussing, and where a 
dark corner held another water basin. She lowered herself on the seating cushion in front of the 
basin and began her usual routine of first summoning for any messages. She closed her eyes to 
focus her mental energy for a brief time, then watched the swirling colours in the water. When the 
water cleared to show only clean water, she let out a sigh and realized that she missed the regular 
communication with other Atlans which she used to enjoy in solar cycles past. 
Taking a deep breath, she re-focussed intently on her first daughter in Atlán, summoning 
visions of her recent activity. Rhuna’s chest tightened every time she saw visions of Lozira, and 
she was reminded of the intense pain she felt when Tozar ordered her to return home to him and 
then the even deeper pain when he forbade her from communicating with her. The water in the 
basin promptly responded with the usual swirls of changing colours which then turned opaque 
before clearing to reveal the visions. 
Rhuna saw the tall and slender figure of a young woman whose hair was always in a different 
arrangement, and who wore a variety of accessories in complementary colours. Rhuna fondly 
remembered how Lozira’s passion for colours and clothing, as wel as hair arrangements, had 
helped her to choose garments and accessories when she stopped wearing the Atlan Master’s 
robe. 
In the vision of the Gazing of the Waters, Rhuna saw Lozira with some friends during a break 
at school discussing lessons and then making plans for a get-together outdoors that evening. 
Rhuna took note of her general happy appearance, and how her daughter had become confident 
and sensitive to other people’s wishes and opinions. 
A second vision formed in the water, and Rhuna watched Lozira choose textiles and discuss 
with an older woman what style of attire she would like to make out of it. After a third vision 
showing Lozira at home, practicing Inside Focussing and then doing general daily chores, Rhuna 
concluded that her first daughter’s life was still going wel , and that there were no foreseeable 
changes or problems. 
Rhuna returned to her own daily chores and routine, and then entered the dimly-lit special 
room where Aradin was already waiting. He slid the switch at the door in place and then opened 
the hidden compartment under a floor rug where the hallucinatory herbs were kept. 
“You go first,” Aradin said, as he carefully measured the correct amount and inserted the 
herbs into the smoking tube. Rhuna took it from him without a word, and then focussed her mind 
intensely on the open end. Almost instantly, the dried herbs began to smoulder and then turn into 
a small fire. 
“What exactly should I try to summon in my visions?” she asked Aradin as she took the 
smoking pipe to her mouth. 
“You’ve always been most successful summoning visions concerning the Dark Master,” he 
said. “We should find out whether the Dark Ones still believe they are communicating with him, 
or just what kind of influence he has over them,” Aradin suggested. 
Rhuna nodded, and then with slight hesitation, closed her eyes as she began to drag on the 
smoking pipe. 
Before she had finished the second deep inhalation, Rhuna felt a cold dampness on her skin, 
and as she looked around at her dimly-lit surroundings, she realized she was no longer in the 
special room. Across the spacious room which Rhuna realized was made of large stone blocks, she 
saw the shadowy figures of some people clad in dark robes. The scene was already very familiar to 
her, and she approached the huddled group while further examining her surroundings. 
“Psst!” came a hissing sound like a cold wind rustling through dead leaves. Rhuna 
recognized the unearthly voice from previous visions, and her skin began to prickle with fear. 
“Come over here, Rhuna, so that I may show you what you seek!” whispered the crackly 
disembodied voice.Rhuna knew she had to obey, and reminded herself that it was only a vision 
enhanced by hallucinatory herbs which enabled her and her fellow-Observers to glean more details 
and information about the subjects they summoned. 
“Look here, Rhuna!” The images before her began to transform, and soon she was in a 
sunlit room with wooden furniture and a smooth, polished floor. A disembodied hand pointed at 
some items on the floor, and Rhuna stepped forward to have a better look. 
“They look like figurines and other little toys,” Rhuna said. 
“Yesssss,” said the voice, which Rhuna believed to be a representation of the Dark Master. 
“Yet much more than mere toys, Rhuna! See, here!” he hissed and pointed to a particular figure 
next to some clay animals. “A trader with his pack animals, bringing his wares to Safu.” 
Rhuna focussed on the figures and saw that they were quite realistic,made out of clay, wood 
and materials like cotton and linen cloth. She noticed that some sacks were tied to the donkeys’ 
backs, and Rhuna assumed that these were the wares that the trader was bringing to Safu. 
“Observe, Rhuna!” said the eerie voice with a loud crackle. A hammer appeared above the 
miniatures, and Rhuna watched it smash the trader several times until the doll-like figure was 
broken in several places. Suddenly, Rhuna felt sick all over, and for a moment it was as if she felt the pain of many broken bones in her own body. 
“An unfortunate accident has befallen this travelling trader!” cackled the ugly voice, and 
Rhuna understood that whatever happened to this trader was caused by the Dark Ones when they 
destroyed the figure. 
“But how can that be?” asked Rhuna. Her voice sounded distant and high-pitched, like a 
frightened little girl. 
“Ah, Rhuna! So much to learn! Listen and be attentive, little girl,” he said with a snicker. 
“My fol owers have access to my powers! As long as they continue to do my work, they are able to 
do magnificent things!” 
“But how? You’re dead!” protested Rhuna. 
“Am I?” The bodiless voice said mockingly, with a chilling laugh. “Ask Damell!” he said, and 
then laughed some more. 
Rhuna felt paralyzed for a moment as her mind struggled to comprehend what she had 
heard, and why it had instinctively set off distress and panic throughout her body. 
“Oh!” she cried, and opened her eyes to see Aradin looking directly at her. She took a deep 
breath to compose herself, and then reflected on the vision she had experienced. As she began to 
tel Aradin about it, she noticed that her voice was shaky, and Aradin reached across to hold both 
her hands in his. 
“He knew my father’s personal name!” Rhuna exclaimed as horror rippled through her 
body. “The Dark Master knows my father’s personal name, and told me to ask him whether he, 
the Dark One, is still alive!” Rhuna took a few more deep breaths to calm herself. 
“Rhuna, it was only a vision!” Aradin said firmly as he squeezed her hands. “They always 
upset you because they’re so real, but they’re distorted due to the hallucinatory herbs, 
remember!” 
Rhuna nodded as she remembered her past visions induced by hallucinatory herbs in 
which the Dark Master also spoke to her, and how the facts had been disguised in unreal images. 
“The Dark Master is dead and can’t talk to you,” Aradin continued to reassure her, and 
Rhuna agreed that those parts of her visions were obviously not real. She finished describing the 
rest of her vision to Aradin, and then watched as Aradin sat back and inhaled the hal ucinatory 
herbs. 
The vision she had experienced continued to replay in Rhuna’s mind as she sat in silence, 
waiting for Aradin to awake from his hallucination-induced visions. She determined to visit 
Damell the very next morning to tell him about her visions, as well as about her meeting with 
Possessor of Discernment. 
 Aradin’s eyes popped open with a loud inhale of breath, and Rhuna sat upright, anxious to 
hear about her husband’s vision. 
“They are still meeting secretly in the same large room under the pyramid!” he said 
immediately, and then reached for a drink of sweet nectar before telling Rhuna the rest of his 
visions. 
“They do the same ritual as the other Dark Ones before them - killing small animals, 
thinking this pleases the Dark Master somehow!” he said shaking his head with disgust. 
“Oh no!” said Rhuna, distressed at the memory of watching the previous Dark Ones killing 
a pig in her first hallucinatory vision several solar cycles past. 
“Yes,” said Aradin closing his eyes to recall his visions more accurately. “For the life force in 
them – they think the Dark One needs the animals’ life force to sustain him!” 
“Do they think the Dark Master is invisible and amongst them, or what do they believe?” 
Rhuna wondered, and then shuddered. 
“The answer to this question must be revealed to us eventually,” sighed Aradin, and then 
vigorously shook his head to free his mind from the disturbing vision. “But now we should rest,” 
he said as he stood up and placed his arm around Rhuna. 
“So much is going through my head – I don’t think I can sleep!” said Rhuna with a groan as 
they walked to their sleeping chamber. 
“Perhaps I can think of something that will help,” Aradin whispered seductively, making 
Rhuna giggle and throw her arms around him. 
Rhuna awoke the next morning feeling well rested, and when she turned towards the open 
window, she felt refreshed as the scent of wet grass wafted through the room. Aradin stirred 
beside her, and she gave him a quick tight embrace before jumping to her feet, eager to start the 
new day. 
After the usual morning routine, Rhuna walked to The Reigning One’s residence, feeling 
invigorated by the fresh clean smells caused by the overnight rain. She passed the golden feline 
statue, thinking of Shandi’s special gift of foreknowledge, and then proceeded up the large stairs to 
her father’s chambers. 
“There’s so much to tell you, so much to ask!” Rhuna said excitedly after she had greeted 
her father with an embrace and kisses. Damell chuckled happily and gestured towards the seating 
cushions. 
“Let us be comfortable and take nourishment,” he said. 
As she chewed on nuts, dates and seeds,she told her father about the visions she and 
Aradin had experienced after inhaling hallucinatory herbs, and then she described the visions The 
Observers had summoned, as well as the conclusions they drew from them. 
 “I’m sure I know him…those green eyes are so familiar!” Rhuna said, recalling the 
familiarity she felt when she saw the leader of the Dark Ones in the summoned images. 
“The Infinite contains all Knowledge, and you are now able to access it for details of the 
memories you are unable to fully recall,” Damell said, his bright blue eyes flashing with excitement. 
“Really? I can do that?” Rhuna asked astonished, andthen laughed happily when she saw 
her father’s mischievous expression. 
“You access The Infinite in the manner of summoning mental visions,” Damel began to 
explain. It is the same process, only with the techniques I have instructed you to practice these 
past solar cycles, you are now able to reach further, with your Extended Consciousness, into The 
Infinite to glean the information you require.” 
“That’s amazing!” Rhuna exuded as her mind raced to comprehend the possibilities of her 
newfound abilities. 
“When you enter the first level of The Infinite,” Damell began, motioning for Rhuna to take 
the position for extending her Consciousness. “Focus your thoughts on the man with green eyes 
and any other familiar characteristics, regardless how vague, and the answer shall be given you,” 
he said confidently. 
Rhuna proceeded to take the usual steps as she had been taught, and soon felt her 
Consciousness float in weightless space. Light and shadow forms of various hues danced before 
her eyes, distracting her for a moment from the purpose of extending her Consciousness to access 
The Infinite. She recalled the image she saw of the green-eyed leader of the Dark Ones, and 
thought about the feeling of familiarity she experienced. In an instant, the young face of a green-
eyed man wearing a Master’s Robe flashed before her, along with all the memories and feelings of 
unease, distress and repulsion connected with the face. 
“Beacon of the Night!” Rhuna exclaimed, gasping as she returned to her body and popped 
her eyes open. “Of course! That old rascal!” she said, as memories flooded over her. She began to 
tel her father about the young teacher she knew in Atlán who taught her how to make a small 
pyramid for her own personal use of harnessing solar, cosmic and lunar energies. She had been 
unaware of his attraction to her because she was so immersed in learning and developing all the 
traditional Atlan skills to become a Master. 
“He tried to kiss and grope me,” Rhuna recalled, surprised that her memories of a time 
twenty solar cycles in the past were suddenly so vivid and emotionally poignant. “When I told 
Tozar and an official complaint was made, he lied and twisted everything around to make it sound 
as if I had tried to seduce him…as if it was all my fault, not his!” she said angrily. 
“Your feelings concerning this event are momentarily strong due to accessing The Infinite,” 
Damell explained, discerning her anger and repulsion of the green-eyed man. 
“He was sent away…” Rhuna remembered, and Damell nodded. 
 “Removed from Atlan society for the purpose of readjustment and re-alignment with Atlan 
principles. Yet this procedure is not always successful,” Damell said with a frown. 
“No…” said Rhuna, reflecting on the events of the past for a moment longer until her mind 
turned to the pressing question of the Dark Master. 
“The vision I had last night…of the Dark One telling me to ask you whether he is really 
dead, and using your personal name!” Rhuna began. “Aradin reminded me that the hallucinatory 
herbs distort things, but it felt so real!” She shuddered again at the memory of the disturbing 
vision. 
“What did it mean, Damell? He is dead…he must be! But why do I still see him in visions?” 
she asked with desperation. 
Damell hesitated and Rhuna felt the knot in her stomach tighten as she waited for her 
father to answer. 
“Do not be afraid, Rhuna. He cannot harm you,” he said in a low voice. 
“Then you mean…you mean he is still alive somehow?” asked Rhuna breathlessly. 
Damel nodded and then took a breath. “His Extended Consciousness is alive,” he finally 
said. 
“What?” asked Rhuna aghast. “The Consciousness can live while the body is dead?” 
“Indeed, it was believed not possible,” Damell quickly replied, “Yet Gatherer of Sage has 
once again pushed past all known boundaries into the Unknown and proved everyone else 
wrong,” he said, still looking down at the floor. 
“Oh, Father!” exclaimed Rhuna. “This is terrible!” 
“Do not fear, My Daughter!” said Damell quickly and put a hand on her forearm. 
“Remember my explanation about the Extended Consciousness: it cannot be seen or 
sensed in any way.” 
“But my visions…” 
“You access the Infinite in your visions, Rhuna,” Damel explained firmly. “He 
communicates directly with those who are in his sphere, the Infinite.” 
“So…” Rhuna began as a cold wave of horror passed through her. “The Dark Master was 
really talking to me in my visions, even some solar cycles past?” 
Damell nodded with a serious glance. 
Rhuna shuddered. “He always terrifies me,” Rhuna admitted. 
“He is formidable, yes,” nodded Damell. 
 Rhuna thought for a moment. “Have you…do you…talk to him when your Extended 
Consciousness enters the Infinite?” 
“Yes,” he answered bluntly, then took another breath before explaining. “It is possible to 
encounter the Extended Consciousness of others in the Infinite, and communication is possible; in 
fact, in the Infinite, it is facilitated by the lack of speech and need to articulate words.” 
“You mean, you can talk by mere thoughts only,” Rhuna said, and Damell nodded, then 
smiled. 
“You have gained a very good understanding of the Infinite,” he said. 
“How is it possible for his Consciousness to stay alive all this time?” Rhuna wondered. 
“This is another mystery yet to be fully revealed. He has discovered that the life force of 
living beings which enter the Infinite give him sustenance and renewed spiritual strength. 
“That’s why they kill animals!” Rhuna gasped. 
“It is so,” Damell stated bluntly. “May their work be contained to mere small animals,” he 
added solemnly. 
“But we have to try to stop them!” said Rhuna, puzzled by her father’s words. 
“No, My Daughter, we cannot prevent this,” he said with sudden sternness. “We must focus 
on preventing much greater transgressions against humankind! Let us commence without delay, 
for there is much to learn!” he told Rhuna as he motioned for her to relax on the appropriate soft 
cushions. 
“Attempt to move your Point of Consciousness to a more distant location, such as your 
home,” Damell instructed. 
“But the Dark One…I’m afraid!” Rhuna protested, but Damel quickly rose his hand to calm 
her. 
“No harm can befall you in The Infinite,” he repeated forceful y, and Rhuna felt her fear 
begin to ebb away. When she felt ready, Rhuna began the practice of Inside Focussing and 
releasing her Consciousness from her physical body. Before she realized it, her Extended 
Consciousness was already hovering above her motionless body. She saw her father from above, 
and noticed for the first time that his scalp showed through his grey hair at the very top of his 
head. 
Then she felt herself floating in sunshine, and recalling the rain as she arrived at The 
Reigning One’s residence only a short time earlier, she looked around to see where the sunshine 
was coming from. When she could not find the source of the warm sunlight, she remembered her 
father’s instructions, and willed her Point of Consciousness to move towards the outside of the 
room. 
Rhuna felt a strange sensation as she passed through the solid stone block walls of her 
father’s chambers. She thought to herself that it felt like missing a breath or a heartbeat. 
Suddenly, she was already in front of her own house, and she felt disoriented for a moment. 
Moving her Point of Consciousness from The Reigning One’s residence to her own home had taken 
no time at all, and it took her breath away once more as she realized what had happened. 
Seeing the door of her home before her, Rhuna moved to reach and open the door, but in 
the blink of an eye she was inside, sitting next to Aradin in the room he called his office, talking to a 
client. She looked intensely at her husband and the unusual female trader wearing odd clothes. 
For a brief moment it bothered Rhuna that Aradin paid no attention to her, and that the client 
seemed to ignore her as well, until she remembered that her Extended Consciousness could not be 
seen. 
“My family owns much land, yes,” said the woman, whose dark eyes and brown skin Rhuna 
now examined more closely. “Family and friends, even strangers, work on the land to gather these 
olives,” she continued, and Rhuna surmised that the dark woman represented a large olive-
growing plantation in a nearby land, and that she wanted to start trading olives and olive oil with 
certain merchants of Safu in exchange for crops and rose petals. 
Rhuna watched as Aradin repeated the details of the trade agreement, and then made 
indentations on a clay tablet which Rhuna knew to be writing. Then she saw Aradin take off one of 
his rings and press the top of it into the clay, leaving a detailed impression of an intricate design. To 
her surprise, the dark woman did the same, only her ring left a different impression on the tablet. 
Suddenly, Rhuna felt the urge to return to her father, and without moving out of the house 
or across the streets of Safu, she felt herself getting heavy and sinking into cushions until she 
opened her eyes and saw Damell looking at her. 
“I was at home!” she said, and began to describe her experience in every detail as Damell 
listened, nodded and smiled. “And you are losing hair on top of your head, Father!” 
“I myself have observed this, also,” Damell said with a chuckle, and then reached for the 
refreshments on the small table nearby. Rhuna took a handful of dates and then some nuts while 
slowly savouring a tangy fruit drink rich in pomegranate. 
“You have progressed extremely well, and in a short period of time,” Damell said as he 
finished his last handful of seeds. “Yet practice is essential, and you may now continue exploring 
the realm of The Infinite with your Extended Consciousness at your own convenience.” 
Rhuna thought about her usual Inside Focussing practice at home, and expressed her 
concern that Aradin would notice when her Consciousness was absent from her body for a period 
of time. 
“Of course, he must be informed now,” Damell said. “He shall object and be concerned at 
first, however. Explain to him the importance of this gift you and I have been granted, and that our 
skills shall be needed in the near future,” he told her. After a brief pause, he added with a frown, 
“Explain only to Aradin, not to your friends, The Observers. They shall acquire this knowledge at 
the proper time.” 


Rhuna returned home, barely noticing the pitter-patter of raindrops on her portable rain 
shelter as she mentally replayed her experience in The Infinite. She entered her home and found 
Aradin sorting through his large wooden casket containing clay tablets. Before he could say 
anything, Rhuna dragged him into the special room, switched the lever and began a long and 
excited account of her experiences in The Infinite and learning to control her Extended 
Consciousness. 
Rhuna watched her husband’s face change from astonishment to horror when she 
described every detail of his meeting with the woman trading olives and olive oil for wheat, barley 
and rose petals. When she finished, she saw only grave concern and disapproval in his face. 
“Why, Rhuna? Why does he teach you these things? Why does he hide from everyone? 
Why, why, Rhuna?!” Aradin paced the floor in agitation. 
“He said that you would object,” Rhuna said, uncomfortable with his anger. 
“Did he, now? He knows everything, doesn’t he!” Aradin shouted. 
“He said that our abilities will be needed soon,” Rhuna explained, trying to keep calm. 
“There’s a reason my father and I were granted these abilities…by the Pyramid,” she stammered. 
“What? Granted? By the Pyramid?” Aradin hissed as he stopped his pacing in front of her. 
“Possessor of Discernment…he knows. He showed me the secret room inside the pyramid 
which enhances powers at certain times of the cosmic, lunar and solar cycles. He did the same for 
my father many solar cycles ago.” Rhuna stopped to take a breath, and felt relieved when Aradin 
remained quiet as he digested her words. 
“You never told me about this,” he said in a sulky tone, and Rhuna reached out to throw her 
arms around his neck. 
“Don’t be upset!” she said in his ear. “I wasn’t supposed to tell anyone, but I’m glad I can 
tel you about everything now!” 
Aradin tightened his arms around her, and she let him silently hold her for a while. 
“It’s just that I don’t want you getting involved…” he began slowly. “…in more trouble and 
even danger. I wish we could just live a normal life without responsibilities and constant fear of 
the Dark Ones!” he said letting out a sigh of emotion. 
Rhuna squeezed him hard and said that she wished that, too. “More than anything!” she 
whispered in his ear. 
Several days passed before The Observers met again in the special room to discuss their 
findings, and Rhuna tingled with anticipation as the friends were seated and the low buzz of the 
protective field was engaged. 
 “They appear to have a complex network of contacts and so-called operatives in lands near 
and far, and they regularly meet secretly in underground places as wel !” grumbled Divider of 
Fortunes in his deep voice, the furrows across his brow indicating his consternation at this 
finding. 
“Furthermore,” added Revealer of Truths, “…my observations have shown that they 
communicate with written messages in code.” 
“Code?” asked Rhuna, baffled. 
“This is the word they use for it,” nodded Revealer of Truths. “Symbols to represent words 
and ideas, painted on thin leather or linen parchment, then conveyed to the groups in other parts 
by way of travelling merchants and traders.” 
“You mean writing, then?” Rhuna asked, struggling to understand the concept. 
“No,” Divider of Fortunes shook his head and began to explain that writing was understood 
by everyone in the entire land, whereas a code was like a secret language that only certain people 
could understand. “In this case, the Dark Ones.” 
“They are very clever and ingenious,” nodded Echo of the Evening, his fingers twitching 
with agitation. 
“My observations reveal that many other people in Safu and surrounding lands support 
them by co-operating with the Dark Ones, even carrying out assignments for them in return for 
something of value,” said Designer of Works. 
“Their influence and power are much greater than we expected!” grumbled Divider of 
Fortunes, tugging at his bushy beard. 
“We, also, have a disturbing report,” said Reaching the Moon as he reached across to hold 
the hand of Softness of the Clouds. Rhuna realized with pleasant surprise that the two friends had 
become lovers during their assignment to learn more about amulets and curses. 
“As we mingled, pretending innocent interest in the amulets, we found ourselves with a 
group of Atlans who had acquired amulets,” Reaching the Moon continued. 
“They told us that their amulets were for success in business undertakings, good fortune in 
finding a compatible partner, and even happiness in love,” added Softness of the Clouds, glancing 
aside at Reaching the Moon and gently squeezing his hand. Rhuna thought to herself that the new 
couple did not need amulets to find each other. 
“Incomprehensible!” grumbled Divider of Fortunes. “Such beliefs are completely un-Atlan!” 
he scoffed angrily. 
“Yes, these Atlans really should know better!” Aradin quipped as he shook his head in 
dismay. 
“Furthermore,” added Reaching the Moon quickly, “We have learned that the Dark Ones call 
themselves the Guardians of Knowledge.” 
 “Guardians of Knowledge?” repeated Divider of Fortunes as his eyebrows shot up. A 
moment of silence followed as The Observers assimilated this new information. 
“Dark Knowledge! The Dark Master’s Knowledge!” said Echo of the Evening as he 
nervously rubbed his hands together. 
“An advanced, complex and efficient organization with an enigmatic name,” nodded 
Revealer of Truths thoughtfully, and The Observers continued to comment and discuss the matter 
among themselves for a little while. 
Rhuna waited for the right opportunity to mention what Faleesh had told her after she had 
asked her to be observant when visiting her sister in the Commoners’ part of the city. 
“There is constant talk about the curses and amulets, almost as if it’s a normal part of life 
already,” she said. 
The Observers continued their meeting by recounting visions summoned by means of 
hallucinatory herbs.Divider of Fortunes cleared his throat and began his personal account. 
“My vision was most disturbing indeed. Several people in dark garments had gathered in a 
room lit only with candles. They began moving in a certain manner resembling waves of the sea, 
and then chanting unrecognizable words,” he said with a frown. “As I moved closer, I became 
acutely aware of burning incense, the combination of scents also unfamiliar to me, yet not 
altogether unpleasant. Then the entire group began speaking an incantation, and it was my 
impression that they were calling upon the Dark Master himself.” 
Rhuna shuddered, but continued to listen with bated breath. 
“Then I observed another event in which I heard two of them speak of a conjuration, which 
I later concluded to be a special kind of incantation to effect injury or illness upon a target. Their 
movements gave the impression of re-directed energy drawn down from an unknown source onto 
the target, like re-directing the sun’s rays by means of glass or mirrors.” 
“My visions also reveal an unknown source of energy which is manipulated and funneled 
for malicious purposes,” said Revealer of Truths. 
“In my visions, I repeatedly observed wax or clay figures at the center of the Dark Ones’ 
attention,” added Softness of the Clouds. “These doll-like figures appeared to represent certain 
individuals. However, in another vision, some of these figures began to move, as if alive!” 
“What a terrifying vision!” said Reaching the Moon. “Mine was terrifying in another 
manner, namely mirrors reflecting distorted and frightening images. Although I attempted to look 
more closely and observe other objects, the mirrors continually assaulted my senses,” he said 
shaking his head with revulsion. 
“Describe the mirrors, Reaching the Moon,” asked Divider of Fortunes with a perplexed 
expression. The brown-haired Atlan with the soft voice answered, saying that they varied from 
small and unevenly shaped, to large and smooth, like a door. 
 “My vision also contained odd mirrors, the strong smell of unusual incense, and the use of 
smal human-like figures,” said Designer of Works. 
“As a Healer, I attempted to summon the nature of the ailments with which the Dark Ones 
purport to afflict innocent ones,” said Roses of the Field as she tossed her long fair hair across one 
shoulder. “The symptoms experienced by the victims are real, but completely without logical 
cause!” Rhuna heard the tone of distress in the gentle Healer’s voice as she finished her account. 
“This is what I observed, too,” said Rhuna, and began to relate her experience with the 
Benshi and the woman with the pain in her side. Then she remembered the aggressive woman 
with the amulet, and that she experienced a moment of dizziness and nausea when she first held 
it. 
“This implies that the amulets indeed emit a certain energy,” said Revealer of Truths with a 
deep frown. “Until now, I had assumed the Dark Ones merely remove the curse after giving the 
victim an amulet, leading them to believe that the amulet has special protective powers.” 
“How can this be?” asked Softness of the Clouds. “These things are completely unknown in 
Atlán!” 
“It appears, from what all of us have observed, that they can modify energy from as yet 
unknown source,” said Aradin. “Like the Dark One himself, his followers continue to reach 
beyond the known boundaries.” 
“May this not be true!” said Softness of the Clouds, and Reaching the Moon added a murmur 
of agreement. 
“Most regrettably so!” Revealer of Truths said. “These…Guardians of Knowledge…have 
developed a power, as yet unknown to us, that binds objects to a person, as well as objects that 
attract certain…forces,” she continued with a frown. “They utilize items such as amulets and 
similar complex items of jewellery, in combination with signs and Words of Power, to summon an 
Activating Force.” 
“What are these strange expressions you use, Revealer of Truths?” asked Echo of the Evening 
with a nervous twitch of his lips. 
“The terms used by the Dark Ones,” the red-haired woman answered. 
“This implies that…it appears that…these practices are firmly established in their works…for 
such new terms to be used,” twittered Echo of the Evening as he shook his head in dismay. 
Rhuna looked at Aradin as he cleared his throat and began to speak resolutely. “We should 
have learned by now that we cannot dismiss any possibilities when dealing with the Dark Ones.” 
“Such despicable powers are unknown in Atlán!” pronounced Designer of Works as his bushy 
eyebrows cast deep shadows over his eyes. 
“We must report these things to the High Council of Atlan!” exclaimed Designer of Works, 
and the others expressed words of agreement. 
 “Speaking such a message would risk exposure…of our purpose and our acquired 
knowledge of the Dark Ones…” twittered Echo of the Evening. “I suggest the message be spoken by 
the least suspicious among us, such as I.” 
“It is too dangerous! You must not risk your wellbeing, Echo of the Evening,” protested 
Revealer of Truths, but the old grey Atlan shook his head, determined to have his way. 
“An ageing Atlan Master, such as I,” began Echo of the Evening, this time with more resolve 
and in a slow and steady voice, “. .who has come by this knowledge in …normal…ways, let us say…” 
“Be extremely careful with your choice of words!” warned Designer of Works. 
“Must one of us do this, and risk our safety?” asked Softness of the Clouds with a hint of fear 
in her voice. 
“Let me risk only myself,” offered Revealer of Truths. “No one shall suffer great loss, should 
anything befall me,” she said, referring to her single status and lone lifestyle. 
“Not so, Revealer of Truths!” interjected Echo of the Evening. “It is I who have the least to 
lose. All of you have eitheroccupation, reputation, families or other connections. Allow me to 
speak the message! The High Council of Atlán is familiar with my past, my reputation,” he said as 
firmly as his ageing voice could muster. 
“So be it then,” said Divider of Fortunes in his booming deep voice. “Echo of the Evening 
shall inform the High Council of Atlán of these Dark activities, choosing his words most careful y!” 
“At this time, it appears the Dark Ones are not concerned with scrutiny of their activities, 
yet this may change as soon as they have reason to suspect they are being observed,” added 
Revealer of Truths, and shortly thereafter the Observers went their separate ways. 


Part Three (Uxbana)

Rhuna awoke to a violent thunderclap which tore her out of a jumble of strange, vivid 
dreams. She sat upright in bed and breathed in deeply, letting the storm-charged air energize her 
body and clear her mind. Beside her, Aradin moved slightly as the first light of day crept into their 
sleeping chamber and threw light onto the colourful textile wall-hangings and other decorations 
she had acquired since she arrived in Safu. Her many beautiful possessions gave her comfort, but 
a deep unease began to rise again, filling her withdread. 
Pushing the heavy feelings aside, she rose and quietly moved towards the basin of water in 
the dark corner of the room. Without the assistance of powders and incantations, she summoned 
first messages and then general visions of events connected to her personally, to Aradin and then 
to the residents of Safu. She held her breath as the visions appeared, afraid that her feeling of 
dread was a subtle mental vision of some calamity. After watching images of people rising and 
preparing for the day, of merchants arriving and departing Safu, and people familiar to her going 
about their morning routine, Rhuna finally sighed with relief and turned around to begin her own 
day. 
The rain had been pounding on the roof and outdoor paving stones for some time already 
when Rhuna heard a knock on the door. She looked expectantly at Aradin, who shrugged his 
shoulders as he chewed a mouthful of their morning meal of oats, milk and fruit. 
“Black woman!” squeaked Shandi with a happy giggle, and then took the morsel of food that 
Faleesh gave her. Rhuna opened the door and immediately recognized one of The Reigning One’s 
messengers standing in the downpour without any rain shelter or footwear. 
“The Reigning One wishes to have audience with The Star Child,” the messenger said, and 
Rhuna quickly grabbed a cloak and portable rain shelter, then offered one to the messenger who 
shook his head and smiled. 
“I like rain,” he said, and for a brief moment, a childhood memory from her simple island 
home flashed across her mind, when she also walked barefoot in the rain.She matched the young 
messenger’s long-legged stride back to the residence of The Reigning One, intensely curious why 
he had called for her. 
As expected, Abu-Malech greeted Rhuna warmly with his usual courteous bow as she 
entered the main hall of the grand building, and after her cloak and wet rain shelter were taken by 
attendants, she was ushered into one of The Reigning One’s many rooms of audience. She 
recognized the smaller room she entered as one for certain individual guests, usually of a 
prominent standing in the community. 
 Rhuna stood in the doorway and smiled inwardly at the familiar sight of The Reigning One, 
dressed formally and standing rigidly, looking like one of the many statues that filled every corner 
and passageway of the sprawling residence. His bronze skin appeared to be freshly shaved, 
glistening with scented body oils, and Rhuna wondered why he had prepared himself so 
immaculately. She noticed that he wore more gold jewellery and coloured gemstones than usual, 
and a large turquoise stone featured on his breastplate. He made a quick, stiff gesture with two 
fingers, which Rhuna understood to mean that she should enter. 
“My new guest wishes to meet you,” he said in his strong and level voice which rarely 
changed or expressed emotion. Rhuna nodded and waited for him to tell her more. 
“The Ruler of the Land of Ubanti has journeyed to my land of Benshu,” he continued, and 
Rhuna remembered that he always referred to Safu as the land of Benshu, while the Atlan residents 
called the land Safu. “This land is several days’ journeyon the Great River, and has been an 
important trade partner of Benshu, of my people,” he explained. 
Rhuna said that she was aware of the important trade relations between Safu and nearby 
nations, including the land at the other end of the Great River. 
“The Ruler of this land would like to meet me?” asked Rhuna, surprised. 
“Yes,” replied The Reigning One bluntly. “She is an exceptional Ruler who speaks in four 
languages and has knowledge of the entire world. Her wealth and power exceeds even my own, 
and she is continually seeking more knowledge, more wealth and more power,” he explained in a 
flat monotone. “She has heard of The Star Child and wishes to meet you,” he added. 
“Oh, I see,” said Rhuna, unsure what to expect. 
A rustle of fabric alerted Rhuna of a presence behind her, and she turned to look at the open 
doorway where an attendant ushered in the prominent guest. 
Rhuna watched in awe as a tall woman with intensely dark skin strode elegantly towards 
them, her bare arms boasting gold bracelets and other glittering jewels. She remembered Shandi’s 
words, black woman, and let her gaze quickly take in the impressive stature and colourful textiles. 
“I greet you,” she said, startling Rhuna with her deep and resonating voice. “I am Uxbana of 
Zambalu, The Queen of the Land of Ubanti and of the Ubanti People,” she said proudly. 
Rhuna stepped forward to greet her in the traditional Atlan way, and a black hand with 
long, slender fingersreached to firmly grasp Rhuna’s hand. The tall woman’s arm jewellery jingled 
briefly, and Rhuna sensed both the woman’s outer and inner strength of character. 
“You? You are the one they call The Star Child?” Uxbana said with arched eyebrows. “You 
are so…small.” 
“The people of the Land of Ubanti are among the tallest I have encountered,” stated The 
Reigning One in his usual monotone, and then quickly motioned for Uxbana to be seated opposite 
Rhuna in a richly decorated chair. Rhuna remembered what she was told about chairs at her 
arrival in Safu, and still found it amusing that The Reigning One’s forefathers liked to sit higher off the ground than others in order to emphasize their status and superiority over others sitting on 
the floor. 
“Physical attributes are superficial,” Uxbana said as she slowly lowered herself onto one of 
The Reigning One’s chairs, and Rhuna noticed that she still towered over her even in a seated 
position. 
The Reigning One lifted a finger, and two attendants appeared at once to offer a large platter 
of food and a choice of beverages. Rhuna watched as Uxbana chose a sample of each food group, 
and then requested a large drinking vessel of the popular brewed and fermented barley beverage. 
“My emissaries have reported to me about the grand stone buildings in this land,” Uxbana 
said with a mouthful of sweet honey cake. “It is always astute, is it not, to cultivate good relations 
with one’s neighbours, especially when there is much to be learned and gained, such as the 
Knowledge of Safu that is becoming famous in the entire world,” she said, and then took several 
large gulps of her beverage. 
“However, our attempts to learn more about Safu have been strangely undermined in 
various ways,” she added as she took another mouthful of food. 
Rhuna felt her skin prickle as she realized that Uxbana was referring to the acts of the Dark 
Ones. 
“Several of my emissaries fell violently ill before reaching Safu, and several others, travelling 
together on a barge down the Great River, were attacked by both crocodiles and hippopotamuses,” 
Uxbana continued. 
“How extraordinary,” The Reigning One interjected in a slightlyelevated pitch, telling Rhuna 
that the rigid, disciplined man was in fact very surprised. 
“Perhaps the lack of rain in recent lunar cycles has made the river animals agitated,” Uxbana 
suggested, but Rhuna saw from the hint of a frown on The Reigning One’s brow that he dismissed 
this idea. 
“My emissaries have reported to me about curses,” Uxbana continued in a loud and firm 
tone, looking directly at Rhuna. “But let us not argue about the verity of curses,” Uxbana added 
with a quick dismissive wave of her hand. 
“I have come to acquire the knowledge and ability to make our land of Ubanti like Safu, 
namelyto build pyramids, stone roads, stone block houses, irrigation walls andmetal tools,” she 
stated. 
“These things were made with the power only Atlans possess,” explained Rhuna, and the 
black woman’s eyebrows arched questioningly. 
“Transforming sand into stone blocks, or water in the case of the First Atlans in Safu, are 
exclusively the works of very skilled Atlan Masters,” Rhuna explained. 
 “My emissaries have reported to me of your grand deeds on behalf of the people of Benshu,” 
Uxbana said. “You made a city for the common people, all by yourself…” 
“I transformed sand and dirt into stone building blocks so that the people could make better 
homes for themselves,” Rhuna confirmed. 
“What else can you do?” she asked sharply, her obsidian eyes gleaming. 
“I can transform metals for tools, plating on doors or walls, make glass from sand, soften 
stone so it can be shaped or cut…and I can also break down big rocks, or cause cracks in walls,” 
Rhuna said, remembering the unintentional damage she caused during her first lunar cycle in Safu. 
“Why should only Atlans have thispower?” shot Uxbana with an angry frown and flaring 
nostrils. “You are not even a pure Atlan!” she spat, as her gleaming black eyes bore into Rhuna. “I 
have heard about your great feats on behalf of the Benshi people, but you are not how I imagined 
you,” she challenged. 
“My father is…was…an Atlan Master with great skills, and my mother was a native of the 
island of Chinza, where the people are small and have brown skin, and…” Rhuna began to ramble. 
“How did you get this power?” Uxbana interrupted. “How do all Atlan Masters come by 
these powers?” she demanded to know. 
“We don’t know,” Rhuna answered, trying not to sound as intimidated as she felt. “It has 
always been this way.” 
“Humph,” the imposing dark woman responded with another frown and pursed lips. After 
a moment she continued, and Rhuna braced herself for more challenging questions. 
“My advisors have reported that some of your Atlan Masters are planning to construct 
devices that can reproduce the work these Atlan Masters made with mental powers. We want 
these devices,” she stated bluntly. 
“Oh,” said Rhuna, flailing for an answer. 
“Or are only Atlans allowed to benefit from this advanced standard of life?” Uxbana asked, 
her dark eyes flashing. 
“Oh no!” responded Rhuna quickly. “If the devices work, then they can be used by anyone. 
Atlans want everyone in the world to benefit from their Knowledge and abilities!” said Rhuna 
firmly. 
“So you are speaking on behalf of Atlán when you say this?” Uxbana demanded. 
“Yes, most definitely!” said Rhuna with a firm nod. 
The Reigning One cleared his throat. 
“What is it? You want to say something?” Uxbana said as she turned sharply towards the 
stiff man with the golden jewellery. 
 “The Star Child and the High Council of Atlán are not on amicable terms at present,” he 
stated in his monotone. 
“Is that so?” Uxbana asked Rhuna. 
“Yes, but only due to lack of clear communication, and then I was misunder…” 
“You do not speak for the Atlan High Council, then?” Uxbana snapped. 
“No,” Rhuna answered, but quickly added that the Atlan principles concerning the sharing of 
Atlan Knowledge had not changed in the short time since her dismissal from the Atlan High 
Council. 
“So…this situation between you and them does not change anything said today between 
us?” Uxbana clarified, andRhuna quickly shook her head. 
“No, of course not! Everything is as I have told you. Atlans want to share what they have 
and help others any way we can!” 
“Very good!” she said, and stood to leave. “There is a feast tonight – you shall come and eat 
with me!” 
“My soldiers will accompany your emissaries into the Land of Safu,” said The Reigning One 
without making a movement or changing the pitch of his voice. 
Uxbana stooped briefly as if to bow in gratitude, then briskly walked out. 
“My people have succumbed to fear once again,” The Reigning One said in the same flat 
tone, and Rhuna mumbled a few words in agreement, careful not to say anything that would reveal 
her insight into the Dark Ones’ activities which were gained by secret means. 
Rhuna returned home, anxious to tell Aradin about Uxbana, the black woman Shandi had 
foreseen, and how intimidated she had been by the tall and forceful leader of the Ubanti people. 
“All rulers exhibit such aloofness and direct manner,” Aradin stated, and then asked Rhuna 
to relate every detail of the conversation between her, Uxbana and The Reigning One. 
“This is a matter we should also observe carefully,” he said slowly when Rhuna had finished 
her account of the meeting. “The Dark Ones are causing trouble for a neighbouring land, and this 
will have consequences.” 
A chill ran down Rhuna’s spine as Aradin spoke those final words, and she tried to distract 
herself with domestic chores and playing with Shandi until it was time to prepare for the evening 
feast to which she had been invited. 
The evening feast in the Eating Hall at The Reigning One’s residence was a noisy and 
bustling affair, and Rhuna remembered her first night in Safu in this very hall, eating unfamiliar 
food amongst strangers in new surroundings.This time the strangers were Uxbana’s entourage of 
tall and impressive black-skinned people who moved gracefully and spoke with deep, resonating 
voices. The only familiar sight for Rhuna was The Reigning One who was wearing his most 
splendid attire of fine linen wrapped around his hips, and his bare torso covered in gleaming 
jewellery. 
Rhuna looked around the crowded room until she saw Uxbana, once again striking in 
appearance and wearing a sensual flowing gown. She wore less gold jewellery, but her facial 
features were accentuated with stunning gold face-paint. 
“What cloth is this?” asked Uxbana as she approached Rhuna, her gleaming eyes examining 
Rhuna’s dress. 
“It’s silk,” Rhuna answered, as she let Uxbana touch and stroke the fabric. “Keeper of 
Justice, my husband, does important work for traders, and some of them bring special products 
from their land as reimbursement,” Rhuna explained. 
“I want this, too!” Uxbana stated, still examining Rhuna’s dress from every angle. Rhuna 
said that she would ask which trader supplied the silk so that Uxbana could trade for some as well. 
“Let us sit here,” Uxbana said, pointing to seating cushions at a low table nearby. Rhuna sat 
and then watched Uxbana’s long legs fold up elegantly underneath her as she made herself 
comfortable on the seating cushion. 
“I am looking forward to eating Benshi and Atlan food!” she said as an attendant brought jugs 
of beverages and plain water to their table. Rhuna noticed Uxbana’s relaxed and informal manner. 
“You look very good,” Rhuna said impulsively, looking at the balance of colours in her face 
and upper body. Uxbana startled her with a giant display of dazzling white teeth. 
“You look good, too!” she said, still smiling broadly. 
“The gold face paint looks very beautiful on your dark skin,” Rhuna said, happy that the 
conversation was going well. 
“We Ubanti use gold every way we can, because we have so much of it in our land,” she 
explained, and then carefully scrutinized Rhuna’s face. “Hmm, I think you should try turquoise face 
paint!” 
“Turquoise?” Rhuna repeated with surprise. 
“Turquoise and orange. Those colours will stand out from your light brown skin and hair,” 
she said confidently, and Rhuna said she would try it as soon as she acquired those colours. 
“Tell me about your life in Atlán,” she said. “And before, in Chinza.” Rhuna was surprised by 
her question because Uxbana had given her the impression of not being interested in Rhuna’s 
past. Rhuna told her about the splendid architecture in polished stone blocks, many covered in 
shiny metals such as gold, and how Atlán contrasted with her childhood island home of Chinza. 
 “I’d like to know more about the Land of Ubanti,” Rhuna ventured, and was pleasantly 
surprised when the woman began to talk freely as attendants brought bowls and plates of a wide 
variety of food. 
Rhuna watched and listened as the tall woman with long arms and fingers reached across 
the table to each food portion, setting a generous amount on her plate. Uxbana ate greedily, lifting 
the plate to her chin and shovelling the food into her mouth with her fingers. 
Rhuna asked if this was the manner of eating food in the Land of Ubanti. 
“Yes, but many people eat like pigs!” she said with a mouthful of fishcake, and then 
continued telling Rhuna about her homeland. 
“In my land, people work hard with little result. The land is fertile, but at certain times of the 
solar cycle the river floods and destroys our food and even houses, and other times there is too little 
water.” 
Rhuna said that Atlans can teach her people about irrigation and storing water, as well as 
storage for food, such as grains. 
Uxbana shoveled thecooked meat and vegetable dish into her generous mouth, nodding and 
gesturing her pleasure at the delicious taste of fresh food. Then she gestured to an attendant and 
asked for the popular fermented barley beverage. 
“Atlans don’t drink intoxicating beverages,” Rhuna explained as she waved dismissively at 
the attendant carrying the ewers. 
“No?” Uxbana exclaimed wide-eyed. “You do not entertain, enjoy, laugh and play?” 
Rhuna shook her head quickly and explained that Atlans do all those things without the 
assistance of any intoxicating substances. Uxbana nodded silently in comprehension, and then 
swung her head back to pour the first drinking vessel of intoxicating beverage down her long and 
sleek throat. 
“The Ubanti people used to live right here, at the mouth of the Great River where it meets 
the Great Sea,” she said. “But when your Atlan people came, we were afraid and left,” she explained. 
Then the Benshi came, so we made our home further along the Great River.” 
Rhuna said that she did not know this, and then asked about the resettlement of the Ubanti 
people which she imagined must have been a giant undertaking. 
“The Generals of the Ubanti people always make such decisions,” she answered. “My 
brothers and uncle are the Generals of my reigning family, and they make all major decisions after 
discussing the information they receive from our emissaries. They also lead the military forces 
and control internal security issues.” 
“Your Generals also want Atlan Knowledge?” Rhuna asked. 
 “Of course!” she exclaimed. “Whatever is good, we want!” she added, almost casual y. “This land once belonged to the Ubanti people, so why should we not claim its produce, as well as 
everything the people in this land have built.” Her piercing black eyes penetrated Rhuna as she 
waited for a response. 
“Atlan Knowledge and everything made by Atlans are for the benefit of everyone,” Rhuna 
said calmly, trying not to reveal her sudden unease. 
“Then there is no problem!” Uxbana said as she flashed her wide set of gleaming white 
teeth at Rhuna. 
The evening continued festively, until the music and dance became too raucous for Rhuna 
and she told Uxbana it was time for her to go home and put her young daughter to bed. 
The fol owing day, another meeting of The Observers was hurriedly arranged, and Rhuna 
rushed to tidy the house and prepare some drinks for their friends. Echo of the Evening twitched 
nervously with his fingers, and Rhuna assumed he was eager to share his latest news. 
“The High Council of Atlán has answered my message!” he twittered as soon as Aradin 
moved the lever to engage the protective magnetic force field around the room. The Observers 
immediately huddled around the basin of water to view the message that Echo of the Evening 
wanted to re-summon. 
“Allow me to assist you,” said Divider of Fortunes as he pul ed a pouch from the opening of 
his white robe and produced several small vials containing coloured powders. “A yellow-green 
powder is required for the repeated summoning of a message,” he said as he handed Echo of the 
Evening the appropriate vial. 
After some nervous movements and words of incantation, the Gazing of the Waters 
revealed yellow-green swirls for a long moment before turning opaque. When the water finally 
cleared, Rhuna immediately recognized the red-bearded member of the High Council of Atlán. 
“Greetings, Echo of the Evening! Your message was received with the utmost respect and 
attention, and the High Council of Atlán is grateful for your keen observations and loyalty to the 
Atlan Empire,” said Tamer of Fire. 
“Several members of the High Council have careful y examined the individuals and their 
activity by means of the Gazing of the Waters, and have concluded that your report is indeed quite 
accurate.” 
Rhuna held her breath at this point, and then squeezed Aradin’s hand tightly in 
anticipation. 
“However, not all of your suspicions could be verified, despite lengthy attempts to summon 
visions by our most skilled Masters. While the individuals in question have strayed slightly from 
the Atlan Way, we, the members of the High Council of Atlán, have concluded that their intentions are benign; not with selfish or malicious intent, as you have implied.” 
“It has been the High Council’s intention for some time already to establish a new Atlan 
Council in Safu, and this plan has now been put into immediate effect. A fleet of nine ships departs 
in three days, during which time the High Council shall instruct and inform the carefully-chosen 
members for this particular assignment.” 
Rhuna waited impatiently for Tamer of Fire to speak a few more words of farewell before 
expressing her deep frustration. “The same problem all over again! They can’t summon the things 
that would condemn the Dark Ones, and we can’t risk exposing our ability to summon those hidden 
things by telling the High Council everything we know!” 
“Be calm,” said Aradin soothingly as he reached across to hold Rhuna’s hand. “At least they 
are sending a new Atlan Council.” 
“Indeed, it is good news for us,” nodded Revealer of Truths. “Keep in mind, Star Child, that 
our intention was to alert the High Council’s attention without revealing our secretly-acquired 
knowledge. The High Council’s response to send qualified Council members to Safu is a very 
positive development.” 
“We agree,” said several other Observers, and Rhuna told them that she hoped they were 
right. 
“In view of your past disappointments, it is quite understandable that you should be 
particularly skeptical at this time,” Designer of Works said to Rhuna. She smiled warmly at the 
bearded man with insight and compassion. 
After several days of unrelenting rain, Rhuna felt restless and eager to be outdoors as soon 
as the clouds parted. Leaving Shandi at home to play with some new toys under Faleesh’s caring 
supervision, Rhuna went with Aradin to visit the New Arrivals at the Pyramids. 
Along the way, Rhuna took in the rich scents of rain-soaked grass and fresh blossoms, 
admiring the explosion of colours along the formerly arid road between the city of Safu and the site 
of The Pyramids. Even the ground beneath her feet felt comfortably soft, and small rivulets of 
water trickled along the sides of the road. Looking up at the noisy chatter of birds, Rhuna thought 
they must also be enjoying the wonderful stimulation to their senses. 
Rhuna was surprised to see a great number of people at the pyramids, most of them young 
people. She observed that the well-dressed Benshi mingled with Atlans in regular garb and with 
Atlan Masters, and that they could converse fluently with everyone. 
“I wonder if those Benshi are from a school,” she said to Aradin. 
 “Safu has several good schools of advanced learning, all of them established by the First 
Atlans, of course,” Aradin answered, and Rhuna nodded. 
“The Star Child! Welcome, welcome!” called Ruler of Numbers with exaggerated hand 
gestures, his pink cheeks glowing. Rhuna approached the amicable man and introduced Aradin. 
“Very pleased, very pleased indeed,” exuded Ruler of Numbers as he shook Aradin’s hand 
excessively. “Come, eat and drink, so that we may be better acquainted!” he said as he turned and 
waved his hand at a table of food and beverages. 
Rhuna glanced around the immediate area and recognized Progress of the Wind and 
Roaming the Hills, who were engrossed in discussions with two other Atlan Masters. As she and 
Aradin approached, they excused themselves and turned to greet Rhuna. 
After introductions and a welcome cool drink of a mixture of fruit and vegetable juices, the 
New Arrivals began to describe their work and discoveries with great enthusiasm. 
“The First Atlans had foresight and built the pyramids with multiple purposes,” Progress of 
the Wind began to explain. “Some minor alterations change the function of a pyramid. For 
example, once it was used to enhance Atlan powers, then to receive, amplify and channel cosmic 
and lunar energies, and now we have discovered other functions, such as a storehouse for earth 
energies and converting them to usable resources,” he prattled excitedly. 
“The LightningForce you were talking about?” asked Rhuna, feeling excitement begin to 
course through her body.“I’m very curious to see how you are making devices to take the place of 
traditional Atlan skills,” Rhuna told the group. 
“We have made remarkable progress in recent lunar cycles due to Progress of the Wind, 
whose expertise in the New Knowledge of natural forces has been extremely enlightening!” 
“What are the Natural Forces, exactly?” Aradin asked. 
“The natural forces that cause weight, or indeed, weightlessness,” Progress of the Wind said 
with a chuckle. “Also, the elements that harness and conduct energy.” 
Rhuna wondered whether his contribution to the New Arrivals’ progress had something to 
do with the things he was doing secretly with his fel ow Dark Ones. 
“What exactly are you doing?” Aradin asked them. 
“In summary, we are preparing the golden pyramid to be used by common Atlans to 
harness energy for new and necessary devices,” replied Ruler of Numbers. 
“We endeavour to reproduce the results of Atlan works by means of physical or manual 
means,” stated Roaming the Hills proudly. 
“For example, traditional Atlan Masters used mental powers to alter the magnetic earth 
energies around a heavy object to alter its weight. Now it is possible to achieve weightlessness 
utilizing natural forces such as sound!” bubbled Roaming the Hills excitedly. 
 Rhuna suddenly remembered what she had seen as a child on her home of Chinza where an 
Atlan Master had moved giant solid stone statues into certain positionswithout any exertion. She 
told the group about her memory of this event, and the eerie stone statues that had begun to 
appear all over the small island. 
“Ah, very good, very good indeed!” said Ruler of Numbers nodding his head. “Our 
inventions shall facilitate this process, and allow ordinary Atlans to do much more!” 
“Allow me to show you the sound device,” Roaming the Hills interrupted impatiently. 
Rhuna and Aradin stepped forward in the direction the unusual Atlan woman pointed. 
“They are mere musical instruments!” remarked Aradin surprised. 
“Indeed so!” replied Roaming the Hills with an uncharacteristic wide grin. “It is so simple, 
we are amazed that it has not been discovered until now!” she said laughing, and then pointed to 
the long-necked horns. “The secret is to play the correct combination of notes which create 
resonance!” She pointed to the drums, and Rhuna noticed that they were all exactly the same. 
“What are those?” Rhuna asked, looking past the drums at thin metal screens. 
“The screens redirect, amplify and focus the sound vibrations onto the object,” Roaming 
the Hills answered. “The instruments should be placed in a semi-circle around the object to be 
affected, and then the sounding of horns and beating of drums must follow a precise pattern, 
intensifying gradually until the object begins to float.” 
“That’s very impressive!” gushed Aradin, looking back and forth between the instruments 
and the enthusiastic Atlan woman. 
“And this is the concentrated solar light device,” said Progress of the Wind, pointing to an 
object on the ground nearby. “And these are the stone cutting tools, which have fast-moving 
diamond-tipped blades,” he said, pointing to a strange-looking contraption. “They have been 
designed to function only by converted Lightning Force, instead of traditional Atlan mental 
powers!” 
“All these new devices are of no use without the power to move the colossal stone blocks,” 
interjected Roaming the Hills, eager to share more of her knowledge. “This is my field of expertise, 
namely the nature of harmonics and sound frequencies which cause weightlessness, as well as 
drive some of these stone cutting and drilling tools,” she said triumphantly. 
“I’ve never heard of sound being used in this way,” commented Rhuna. 
“We are advancing the use of chemicals as well,” said an Atlan Master Rhuna had not met 
before, and who had been standing nearby. “Certain gases derived from mixing metals with acids 
can be utilized as a new energy resource. In fact, the Great Pyramid was designed by the First 
Atlans to be adapted for various purposes, one of which is to concentrate such gases and distribute 
the resulting energy where required,” he said nodding his head eagerly. 
 “Over there,” interrupted Ruler of Numbers, “They are other New Arrivals teaching the 
New Knowledge of proper building techniques. Mathematics and geometry are most important in 
the precise work of constructing a building to withstand earthquakes, extreme weather and 
indeed, the passage of time. The structure must not collapse, be functional as well as pleasing to 
the eye!” 
After some more discussions, Rhuna expressed her interest and curiosity in their work, 
and Aradin congratulated them on their accomplishments so far. As they slowly walked away, 
Rhuna told Aradin that she found the work by the New Arrivals very impressive. 
“Such New Knowledge developed in my homeland of Varappa many solar cycles past,” he 
said in response, and Rhuna stopped to look at him in surprise. “Yes. Their Knowledge developed 
in a different direction, but is highly advanced now,” he explained. 
“Why isn’t this well-known?” asked Rhuna, deeply puzzled. 
“The Atlan High Council disapproved of their New Knowledge, and declared that Varappa 
no longer be an Atlan colony,” Aradin answered bluntly. 
“Oh. I remember you told me that Varappa used to be an Atlan colony,” Rhuna said. 
“You never wondered why it did not continue to be so?” 
“No…but I should have!” Rhuna felt slight alarm stirring inside her at this news. 
Before Rhuna could ask her husband about his mysterious homeland, she glanced aside and 
recognized Beacon of the Night walking in their direction. She stopped and waited until she stood 
before him, looking directly into his unusual green eyes which immediately flashed in recognition. 
“Keeper of Wisdom!” he chimed, reaching to shake her hand, which Rhuna gave reluctantly. 
“How pleasant that our paths should cross once again!” he said, and then added that he was 
not surprised by their encounter because the entire Atlan population of Safu and beyond had 
heard of her deeds for the Benshi people, and that she now resided in the city of Safu. 
Rhuna introduced Aradin, and the two men shook hands. “Keeper of Justice and Keeper of 
Wisdom – a perfect match, not only in names but appearances also,” Beacon of the Night chirped 
cheerfully. Rhuna explained that she had been given the name Kagu-Hina, which is the Benshi 
name for “Star Child” after noticing that her arrival at Safu coincided with the appearance of a 
bright new star. 
“A most fitting name!” he responded. 
“It has been such a long time,” she added, trying to make pleasant conversation. 
“That it has, indeed!” Beacon of the Night said with a beaming smile. “We must partake of a 
meal together and enjoy conversation!” 
“We would like that,” said Aradin promptly. 
 Beacon of the Night described the location of his home, and Rhuna realized that it was in 
close proximity to her home, making her wonder why she had never seen him in the streets of the 
Atlan part of Safu. 
Rhuna returned home feeling tired but satisfied with the long and eventful day. 
“Din-Din!”Shandi squealed as she and Aradin stepped inside their comfortable home. 
Aradin cuddled and kissed the happy child before placing her in Rhuna’s arms. She had missed her 
small daughter, but was grateful that she could leave her with Faleesh on such occasions. 
While Faleesh finished cooking the evening meal, Rhuna approached the water basin to 
summon messages by means of the Gazing of the Waters. She had merely to think of messages to 
cause the water in the basin to swirl in various colours, then briefly turn opaque before clearing to 
reveal an image of the person who had spoken her a message. She was startled to see Lozira, her 
face contorted in distress, sitting in a small room resemblinga cabin on a ship. Behind her, Rhuna 
immediately recognized the unmistakable colour and texture of the floating reeds from the sea at 
the edge of the city of Atlán which were used in building ocean vessels. 
“Rhuna! Oh…it feels strange talking to you after all this time!” she said hurriedly.“I am on 
one of the ships leaving Atlán, going to Safu. I left home without tel ing Tozar…and I’m still a bit 
afraid he might find out where I am before I’m far enough away…” she prattled nervously. 
Rhuna was too startled to understand the situation at first. 
“Tozar forbade me to talk to you - ever!” Lozira squeaked, and Rhuna watched her 
daughter’s lovely young face turn red and distort in anguish. 
“I was always afraid because he observed me constantly by means of the Gazing of the 
Waters, even when I was at school or in my private chamber! He forbade me to even mention you, 
and he controlled every moment of my life! He forbade me to see friends outside of school, even, 
and…” 
Lozira quickly swiped at a tear and took a deep breath to fortify herself. Rhuna almost 
reached out to comfort her daughter before realizing that she was only seeing an image by means 
of the Gazing of the Waters. 
“When I heard about the decision to send members for a new Council in Safu, I just knew I 
had to take this chance to get away!” She wiped away another tear. 
“Tozar…he has changed so much, Rhuna! He is like a stranger to me, and I felt I had lost 
both a mother and father! So I quickly packed some things and pretended to go swimming in the 
lake, like I have been doing lately, so that Tozar would not get suspicious. Then I ran all the way to 
the dock and hid there until people arrived and got the ships ready. There are other people on this 
ship; some women and traders. They don’t know who I am, so I think I am safe for now. Oh, 
Rhuna! I wish this ship would hurry so I can be there with you very soon!” 
 Rhuna felt her heart lurch and beat hard at the prospect of seeing Lozira again soon. 
“I’ll speak more messages. I wish I could use the Gazing of the Waters to summon your 
replies, but the ship…” Rhuna knew she meant the constant movement of the ship which 
prevented the use of the Gazing of the Waters. 
“I’m afraid Tozar will speak a message to the people at the isthmus and tell them to keep 
me there so that I cannot continue the journey to Safu!” she said. “But I am grown up now – he 
cannot stop me, can he?!” Lozira’s voice was full of anguish, giving Rhuna a painful knot in her 
chest. 
The image of Lozira faded, and the water returned to normal, but her desperate words kept 
echoing in Rhuna’s head. 
“She is afraid of her own father!” spat Rhuna as she stormed into the main room where 
Aradin and Faleesh were preparing the evening meal. She took a deep breath and then made an 
effort to recount Lozira’s message slowly and correctly despite surges of strong emotions. 
“Oh, the poor child!” cried Faleesh when Rhuna finished her account of Lozira’s message. 
“May she arrive safely – and soon!” Faleesh said, her face still creased in anguish. 
“I thought she was happy despite not being allowed to talk to me!” Rhuna said, shaking her 
head in dismay. “I thought she was enjoying a normal life, but he is behaving like a tyrant!” 
“We will bring her here safely,” Aradin assured her. 
As she sat down to the evening meal and saw Shandi receiving her special small plate of 
food, she remembered what her young child had said when she was in the Commoners’ part of the 
city. 
“Shandi said that Lozira was coming on a boat!” she blurted with a mouthful of food. 
“She foresaw it?” asked Aradin, looking at the little girl. 
"Lozira coming!” Shandi announced confidently, and then shoveled a handful of soft-
cooked lentils into her mouth. Faleesh looked back and forth between the three of them, trying to 
understand. 
“Oh, I’m too nervous to eat!” Rhuna said, standing up abruptly. “I want to see my father 
and tel him this news!” 
Rhuna felt the tingle of the cool evening air on her skin as she walked briskly down the 
paved streets of Safu at twilight. She looked up and admired the sparkling stars above her, and 
then looked ahead where faint glitter on the shiny walls of The Reigning One’s residence seemed to 
be reflecting the brilliant starlight. 
She greeted Abu-Malech, who was always present when she arrived at the palatial building, 
and bounded up the large stone staircase, running the last few steps towards her father’s private 
chambers. Rhuna could barely contain the news of Lozira’s escape from Tozar as she greeted her father, and quickly told him about her daughter’s desperate message. 
“I expect Tozar will try to prevent Lozira from continuing her journey to Safu,” she told her 
father. 
“This, I also expect,” Damell said solemnly. 
“Oh, Father! What can I do? I feel so helpless!” 
“You are capable of many things,” Damell stated simply. 
“Yes, but nothing that can help my daughter!” she lamented bitterly. 
“You have the ability to help her in many ways, even in this very moment,” Damel said with 
a smile and twinkle in his eyes. 
“I do? How?” she asked desperately. 
“By accessing The Infinite it is possible to alter or effect matter,” he answered simply. 
“Alter matter?” Rhuna asked, perplexed. 
“The Infinite is an ethereal reflection of the physical world,” her father began to explain. 
“Actions, thoughts and emotions in this world are impressed upon The Infinite, yet the reverse is 
also possible.” 
“The reverse? You mean what happens in the Infinite can change things in the physical 
world, too?” Rhuna said wide-eyed, as this new concept began spinning her mind around. 
“As effortlessly as you transform elements with the force of your mind, so you may also alter 
elements in The Infinite,” he said, and then gave Rhuna a mischievous look. “Tel me, Rhuna; what 
would you alter in The Infinite to aid your daughter?” 
Rhuna thought for a while, imagining various scenarios but dismissing all but one. “It 
would be easiest to prevent Tozar from speaking a message to someone at the land of the 
isthmus,” she said, and Damell nodded approvingly. 
“But by now someone has probably already summoned the message, as two days have 
already passed since she left her home in Atlán!” Rhuna said with dismay. 
“Be not concerned,” Damell said with a quick wave of his hand. “The message has been 
intercepted.” 
“Intercepted?” asked Rhuna, staring at her father. “You mean, you stopped the message 
already?” 
“Indeed, I did,” said Damell with another mischievous smile. 
“You already knew about this!” Rhuna said with amazement. 
 “Of course!” replied Damell. “It has been my habit for many solar cycles to regularly 
observe my loved ones,” he said with a tender smile. 
“Now I shall accompany you to The Infinite and guide you in intercepting the next message 
Tozar spoke earlier today,” Damell said in a firm tone as he moved to take the position for 
accessing The Infinite. 
Rhuna was once again awed into speechlessness, and obediently followed her father’s 
instructions as they took their positions on cushions in preparation for releasing the Extended 
Consciousness. 
Rhuna felt her Extended Consciousness leave her body and float above it for a short time, 
surrounded by shifting lights and changing colours. Suddenly, Damell appeared in front of her, first 
as ayellow-white light which then formed a familiar face. Rhuna thought the face looked very 
young and somehow unreal, like in a dream. 
Rhuna heard her father’s voice in her headinstead of with her ears. “It is possible to 
acquire many appearances in The Infinite,” he said. “You look purple,” he said, and Rhuna was 
suddenly very curious about her own appearance in this dimension of The Infinite. She tried to 
look down at herself as if she had a body, only to find that she had none in The Infinite. 
“Focus on Tozar’s messages, as you would normally do when summoning,” Damell 
instructed, and Rhuna immediately obeyed. 
“Look!” said Damell, pointing to a thick, shapeless mass approaching them. It was 
throbbing colours and sounds, and when Rhuna examined it more closely, she could hear spoken 
words. 
“That’s Tozar’s voice!” exclaimed Rhuna. 
“It is his message,” answered Damell. “It becomes visible in The Infinite in this form.” 
Rhuna stared in amazement at the pulsating mass which constantly changed shape, and 
which contained Tozar’s angry words. 
“How do I intercept it now?” Rhuna wanted to know. 
“Attempt your own idea,” Damell said, floating nearby and watching her. 
“After a moment, all Rhuna could think of was to throw something in anger at the formless 
mass, and before she realized it, she saw an arm holding out a long and thick-bladed sword. 
“I want to destroy that thing with this sword!” exclaimed Rhuna, and when she heard 
Damel ’s word of approval in her head, she began swishing the sword side to side. At first she felt 
resistance when the blade swooshed through the shapeless mass of noise and colours, but then it 
began to move more easily. She watched as the sword broke up the strange mass, dispersing 
particles of sound and colour in all directions until only a fine mist remained. 
“Is it gone?” she asked Damell when she stoppedand realized the sword had disappeared 
from her grip. 
 “Indeed it is!” he said joyfully, and Rhuna felt elated. 
“You have achieved a great accomplishment today,” Damel said in her head. 
Rhuna willed her Extended Consciousness to return to her body, and after taking a deep 
breath, she sat up and opened her eyes. Her father sat upright in front of her, a wide and satisfied 
grin on his face. 
“Continue to practice willing your Extended Consciousness to move around, journeying to 
distant places to observe as much as you can. You can be with Lozira…” he said with a twinkle in 
his eyes. 
Rhuna rushed home through the evening darkness, looking up once more at the dazzling 
display of stars in the clear night sky. Once inside her home, sheimmediately ushered Aradin into 
the special room so that she could tell him at length what she and her father had done in The 
Infinite to prevent Lozira being sent back to Atlán. 
Rhuna slept well that night, feeling great relief and with thoughts of the beautiful night sky 
as she fell asleep. The following day, after Aradin had met a client to discuss trade agreements, 
Rhuna dressed for the planned visit with Beacon of the Night. As she applied some face paint and 
pinned her hair with bejeweled clasps, she realized she felt slightly nervous at the prospect of 
entering the home of the leader of the Dark Ones. 
“Be seated!” Beacon of the Night said cheerfully as Rhuna stepped inside, Aradin at her 
side. She looked around the house, comparing it to her own in size, comfort and decorations, 
noting the general appearance of Atlan styles with an influence of others she could not 
immediately identify. She concluded that he had travelled and seen much of the world since the 
timehe was an Atlan Master and teacher at her school in Atlán. 
As they sat down, Rhuna looked at Beacon of the Night more intently, observing his closely-
cropped beard and Benshi-style clothing, both in contrast to the appearance of most Atlan men. 
Her eyes wandered to the colourful thick material of his kilt, common in Safu, only not of such fine 
textiles. She concluded that Beacon of the Night deliberately expressed his defiance of Atlan ways 
in his appearance. 
“What happened to you after your…punishment in Atlán? I never saw you there again,” 
Rhuna asked carefully. 
“My banishment was humiliating, I must admit, and therefore I never returned to the city 
of Atlán, but I travelled and resided in various places,” Beacon of the Night answered, and then 
began to recount the lands he had visited and places in which he had resided. At the appropriate 
time, Aradin mentioned his trader-clients who came from some of the places Beacon of the Night 
mentioned, and the two men discussed various aspects of the land and its people. 
 “That is how you come to wear unusual garments, unlike most Atlan men living in Safu,” 
Rhuna observed. 
“Appearing different appeals to me,” he said casually, then reached for a small wooden item 
nearby which Rhuna thought resembled the smoking pipes she and The Observers used to inhale 
hallucinatory herbs. 
“A smoking pipe,” said Beacon of the Night, holding the finely carved pipe in front of him 
for Rhuna and Aradin to see. Then he focused his penetrating green eyes on it, and almost 
immediately a small flame erupted from the wide opening. “Leaves of the Dark Evening Plant, 
which a trader brings me in exchange for some of my pieces of jewellery,” he explained before 
raising the small end of the pipe to his mouth and gently drawing a long breath. “It has a mild and 
pleasant stimulating effect,” he said as he exhaled. 
“Would you like to try some?” he asked after a moment, and Rhuna shook her head. 
“Some other time, perhaps,” Aradin answered, and Beacon of the Night bowed his head in 
silent acknowledgement. 
“How long have you been in Safu?” asked Rhuna, trying to make conversation. Beacon of 
the Night answered that he arrived in Safu less than three solar cycles past, before which he had 
resided in lands along the Great Sea. 
“I’ve heard that you are among a group of Atlans who make amulets for the Benshi…” 
Rhuna began carefully. 
“My handiwork with precious metals led me to this new enterprise,” he explained, and then 
rose to his feet and invited his guests to enter his workroom. They proceeded down a short 
hal way which displayed wall-hangings with designs Rhuna had never seen before, and then they 
stopped at a large metal door. Beacon of the Night moved something that made a metallic sound, 
and Rhuna assumed that it was a lock of some kind. 
“A lock I myself designed,” Beacon of the Night said proudly, correctly guessing Rhuna’s 
thoughts. “Precious stones are kept in this room, and some attempts have been made to procure 
these gemstones to trade for food or other necessities,” he explained as the door opened and they 
stepped inside. The stale air made the room feel heavy and very quiet, and Rhuna noticed that 
there was only one small window, positioned to allow the sun’s morning light to shine onto the 
workspace. The thick stone walls and metal door they had just passed through made Rhuna think 
of being imprisoned, and a sudden jolt of fear shot through her as she realized they were in the 
presence of a powerful and dangerous man. 
“Behold, my collection of genuine precious stones,” he said exuberantly, and indicated with 
a flowing gesture of his arm towards the shelves and containers along one of the walls. 
“Here are mineral ores,” he said as he turned towards the opposite wall. “From these items 
I extract gold, silver and other bonding metals,” he explained. 
“You make jewellery without the use of Atlan transforming powers?” Aradin asked. 
 “Most of the time,” Beacon of the Night answered, and then began showing them some of 
his self-made tools, and finally a large tray on which six complete items of jewellery had been 
placed. Beacon of the Night proudly explained the type of gemstone and metal he used to make 
each one, and Rhuna admired the designs and combination of colours. 
“You make beautiful jewellery,” Aradin said, and Rhuna agreed, pointing to the pendant that 
appealed to her most. Then she explained that she had been to see the Benshi who showed her a 
very similar pendant, which they called an amulet to protect against curses. 
“We are…experimenting,” he responded. “Unexplored Atlan abilities, such as re-directing 
harnessed energy into objects, namely these amulets, for one thing,” he added, and picked up one 
of the pendants on the tray. 
“The Benshi are afraid of things they don’t understand, and are easy targets for 
your…experiments,” Rhuna said. 
“This is true,” he said casually. 
“But it’s not right to deceive and use people like this!” Rhuna blurted, and then feared her 
outburst could make Beacon of the Night suspicious of her motives and her secret activities to 
thwart him and the other followers of the Dark Master. 
“They are and always shall be inferior to us, and it is imperative that such people continue 
to be in awe of Atlans for the Empire to continue thriving and improving the world,” Beacon of the 
Night retorted, apparently enjoying the charged verbal exchange. “You know this to be so,” argued 
Beacon of the Night. “You never heard anyone say it so clearly and directly as I have done,” he said 
with a smirk. 
Rhuna felt intense annoyance with his arrogant manner, and voiced the thoughts most 
prominent in her mind. 
“You lied about me in Atlán, telling the Council that I tried to seduce you, when it was the 
other way around!” 
Beacon of the Night laughed lightly and turned to leave his workroom. “They should not 
have assigned me to teach a beautiful young woman,” he said, flashing a smile at Rhuna as they left 
the confined room. “It was a difficult time for me. I was young and impulsive, and meant no 
harm. Yet when I was confronted with discipline and chastisement, I felt angry and rebelled, 
speaking any lie and excuse that entered my thoughts at that moment. Do not judge me on a 
young man’s foolish responses so many solar cycles past.” 
Rhuna’s irritation began to subside as the leader of the Dark Ones used open honesty to 
charm his critics. 
“Furthermore, you yourself have a much more infamous reputation than I!” he smirked. 
“The High Council of Atlán doesn’t have all the facts or proper understanding of what 
happened,” Rhuna responded quickly. 
 “You do not owe me an explanation,” Beacon of the Night said with a smile. “Lack of facts 
and proper understanding arethe perennial weakness of the Atlan High Council,” he said as he 
looked at his pipe and then inhaled again. 
After some more general conversation, Rhuna and Aradin left the home of Beacon of the 
Night, thanking him for his hospitality. As they left, she wondered whether it was wise to be on 
such friendly terms, if only by pretense, with the leader of the Dark Master’s followers. 
Later that day, after doing some household chores and playing with Shandi, Rhuna took the 
position for releasing her Extended Consciousness with the intention of observing Lozira. She felt 
her Consciousness float out of her body and soar aimlessly for an indefinite period of time until 
she made an effort to concentrate on Lozira and her location. Then she saw flashes of light and 
dark until suddenly warm blue skies and fragrant green trees filled her senses. After a moment to 
become oriented, Rhuna realized she was outside the inn in the land of the isthmus. She 
recognized the building and surrounding fruit and vegetable gardens from her stopover several 
solar cycles past when she journeyed from Atlán to Safu. Directing her Point of Consciousness 
with her concentration, she entered the inn where she expected Lozira to be, but after a fleeting 
glance across the room of mostly Atlan men and woman of mature age, she realized her daughter 
was not inside. Mild panic began to rise until Rhuna instinctively sensed Lozira outside among the 
vegetation. Focussing her thoughts on her daughter, her Extended Consciousness immediately 
took her to a thicket of tall bushes along the edge of the garden. She saw a head of golden hair 
shimmering in the sunlight, and moved her Consciousness down alongside. 
Rhuna felt her heart pound with excitement at being so close to her daughter again, seeing 
her face in every detail and noting the changes in only a few solar cycles. The adolescent girl that 
was torn away from her by Tozar was now a tall and slim young woman with evenly-defined 
features. Despite the warmth of the sun, Rhuna saw that Lozira was shivering, and her hands 
were sweaty as they clenched the fabric of her long, flowing dress. 
“Lozira!” Rhuna cried out in her mind. “Don’t be afraid! I stopped Tozar’s message! You’re 
safe, Lozira! No one will stop you and make you go back to Atlán!” 
The silence when she stopped calling out to Lozira was chilling, and the complete lack of 
response from her daughter was devastating. Rhuna reached out to touch Lozira’s anguished face, 
to stroke her cheek and her hair, but there were no physical sensations. Lozira kept crouching 
among the bushes, looking around frequently so that she would not be discovered, and Rhuna kept 
trying to comfort her by reaching out in every way she could. Finally, she resigned herself to the 
fact that her Extended Consciousness could not be sensed in any way by someone in the physical 
realm, exactly as Damell had told her. 
Rhuna returned her Extended Consciousness to her body at the very moment Aradin 
entered the room in which she had been reclining. 
 “I’ve just been with Lozira!” she blurted. “It was so real! But she couldn’t see or hear me, or feel me…I tried to reach out and comfort her…” she said as she raised her hand the way she had 
done mentally in The Infinite. 
Aradin quickly got down beside her and reminded her to be quiet. Rhuna took a deep 
breath and nodded, and then remembered Damell’s instruction to take a rest and some 
refreshment after accessing The Infinite. 
When she had rested a while and eatensome figs, Rhuna decided to summon visions of 
Tozar by means of the Gazing of the Waters. As she reluctantly approached the water basin, she 
realized she had not summoned a vision of him in many solar cycles, and the thought of seeing 
him still caused her inexplicable distress. 
Rhuna’s determination to help Lozira overcome her apprehensions, and she focused her 
mental energy on Tozar in connection with Lozira’s flight from his over-protective shelter in Atlán. 
The first image that appeared in the Gazing of the Waters made Rhuna flinch. 
“What in the damnable world is happening?” Tozar raged as he paced in one of his private 
rooms near the basin used for the Gazing of the Waters. Rhuna had never heard him use such 
words, nor express such deep frustration and anger. 
Rhuna watched as Tozar approached the basin to summon messages, then images of 
certain people, and then let out a roar of annoyance. 
“Uncanny forces have interfered with my messages!” he grumbled loudly to himself. Rhuna 
looked closely and noticed that his appearance had changed considerably in just three solar cycles, 
but she found it difficult to determine exactly which features were different. 
When the image faded and showed only clear water, Rhuna quickly summoned visions of 
Lozira in the present time at the land of the isthmus. Anxious for Lozira to be safe onboard the 
ship to Safu, she held her breath until an image appeared. Rhuna instantly recognized the site as 
the dock and inn which her Extended Consciousness had visited earlier, but panic threatened to 
overwhelm her when she could not see Lozira anywhere. People bustled on the dock near the fleet 
of ships, and Rhuna realized they were loading food and other supplies onto the vessels. 
The image in the water reflection changed, and Rhuna let out a sigh of relief when she saw 
her daughter walking in line with four other women, crossing a plank to board one of the ships. 
Her head was bowed down, as if she were hiding her face for fear that she may still be recognized 
and sent home to her father in Atlán. 
Rhuna felt the fear her daughter must have been experiencing, and to relay her anxiety, she 
summoned a vision of the innkeeper to whom Tozar had sent his two messages. She was pleased 
to see that the man was busy directing the dockhands, instructing them where certain supplies 
should be stored, and how much more would be needed for the long ocean crossing. 
Feeling more at ease again, Rhuna tried to keep herself busy with mundane chores before 
summoning visions once more. This time, Lozira appeared in the images, her face flushed but 
relieved, and Rhuna could see by the motion of the cabin in which her daughter sat, that the ship was well on its way across the seas. 
Tears of relief sprung into Rhuna’s eyes as joy swept over her. She rushed into the 
adjoining rooms to announce the news to Aradin and Faleesh that Lozira was safely onboard the 
ship to Safu. She hugged Faleesh, who also shed a tear of joy, and then Aradin squeezed her tightly. 
“You did it,” he whispered in her ear as he held her. “You and Damell. You made it possible.” 


Part Four (The Guardians of Knowledge)

Rhuna was elated that she would soon see her first daughter again, and summoned visions 
of her on the ship at least once a day. Lozira spoke regular messages to her mother, telling her in 
more detail how restrictive the last three solar cycles had been. The more Rhuna learned about her 
daughter’s mental suffering, the more her outrage and anger at Tozar grew. 
At times, Rhuna’s anger became so overwhelming that it was almost a welcome distraction to 
be reminded of the serious events taking place in and around Safu. The visions she and Aradin had 
summoned of the Dark Ones had revealed that their attempts to sabotage merchants and 
emissaries from Ubanti were becoming more daring. 
She had watched with horrified fascination as the Dark Ones led by Beacon of the Night 
made a clay crocodile the size of a child’s toy, and then performed a strange ritual with chants and 
incantations. The result appeared to be an attack on a small riverboat by a large crocodile, 
frightening the Ubanti onboard and forcing them to return the way they had come. 
“These Ubanti want to take our Knowledge, our devices!” said Progress of the Wind in one of 
the visions Rhuna had summoned. 
“We shall defeat them, prevent them, discourage them from even coming to Safu!” spoke 
the Varappan man known as Charmer of Snakes. 
“Look! The ailments and mishaps we have created have come to pass, and they are 
becoming afraid and reluctant to venture even near the land of Safu!” said Beacon of the Night 
with a satisfied grin. Rhuna always shuddered when she saw her former teacher, remembering 
that she had been in his house, even in a confined room with solid locks on the door. She was 
relieved, therefore, when The Observers assembled the fol owing day to discuss the situation 
together and provide reassurance. 
When The Observers had settled into the special room protected by the magnetic force, 
Rhuna was asked to summon the latest activity by the Guardians of Knowledge by means of the 
Gazing of the Waters. 
“Your ability to summon visions that are inaccessible to the rest of us always astounds me!” 
said Designer of Works. In response, Rhuna complimented him on his creation of the magnetic 
field generators disguised as decorative urns. 
The Observers huddled together when the water began to swirl in dynamic colours,and the 
now-familiar setting of dark-robed men and women in a dimly-lit room appeared. 
 “Brother, we have a problem,” said Charmer of Snakes. “Atlán has sent a new Council for 
Safu after learning of our curses and amulets!” 
“This is not unexpected,” said Beacon of the Night dismissively. “Many Atlans residing in 
Safu have become acquainted with our work,” he said. 
“A fleet of many Atlans, on assignment from the Atlan High Council shall investigate our 
activities and banish us!” said one of the other Dark Ones. 
“What shall we do, Brother?” asked Charmer of Snakes. 
“Let us demonstrate our acquired power!” said Beacon of the Night, his green eyes 
flashing.“Brothers, let us make small models of the Atlan fleet, and then we shall utilize our newly 
acquired Words of Power!” he continued. 
“The ships shall sink?” asked Charmer of Snakes, delighted. 
“Apparently in an unforeseen storm,” the other answered with a wicked grin. 
Rhuna’s chest tightened until she could barely breathe. 
“My daughter! She’s aboard one of the ships!” Rhuna cried out. 
“Wait! There are more images!” said Divider of Fortunes. 
Rhuna pressed her hand over her mouth to suppress a scream of anguish, and then held her 
breath as she watched the next image emerge. She saw the Dark Ones led by Beacon of the Night 
placing model ships in a large tub of water, some of them commenting on how realistic the models 
appeared. 
“Now make gigantic waves!” enthused Charmer of Snakes as another Dark One pushed the 
water with a plank of wood. At the same time, the entire group began to chant and then speak 
strange incantations Rhuna had never heard before. The model boats tossed about wildly and 
most of them capsized, prompting cheers and laughter from the Dark Ones. 
The image faded, and when the water returned to normal, Rhuna let out a groan of despair. 
“We have to do something to save them! To save my daughter!” 
“How? We can’t speak a message because they are unable to use the Gazing of the Waters 
while the ship is constantly moving on the water!” said Roses of the Field. 
“Damell! He will know! Maybe we can stop them the same way he showed me how to 
intercept the message Tozar spoke to the innkeeper in the land of the isthmus!” 
“What is this you are saying, Star Child?” asked Revealer of Truths with a concerned frown. 
“It appears you have not shared important events with The Observers,” stated Divider of 
Fortunes gravely. 
Rhuna began to explain that she was advised by her father not to reveal certain things when 
they were startled to hear a knock on the door. Alarmed, Aradin quickly jumped towards the door 
and then asked loudly who stood on the other side. 
“Avenger of Justice!” came the reply. Rhuna gasped and jumped to her feet as Aradin opened 
the door. 
“Pardon the interruption,” Damell said as he quickly looked at The Observers’ startled faces. 
“On behalf of the Observers, I bid you a warm and heartfelt welcome, Avenger of Justice! It is 
indeed a great pleasure!” said Divider of Fortunes standing up to shake the revered Atlan’s hand. 
“The pleasure is all mine, I am sure,” said Damell politely, and then turned to Rhuna. “It is a 
matter of great urgency which brings me here,” he said gravely. 
“You know about the Dark Ones’ attempt to sink the Atlan fleet!” Rhuna exclaimed. 
“May I request your indulgence, as there is no time to waste!” he said urgently, looking at The 
Observers. 
“Father, can we stop the curse somehow? Like we did in The Infinite with Tozar’s message?” 
“Indeed, My Daughter, this is the only way,” he said severely. 
Aradin stepped in front of The Observers who remained respectfully silent.“We shall explain 
about the Infinite afterwards,” he told them. 
Rhuna’s body throbbed with fear and excitement as she released her Consciousness into The 
Infinite, anxious to save her daughter from certain death before the Dark Ones’ curse took 
effect.Damell reached his hand out to her in The Infinite, and she understood that he was guiding 
her to a place where colours shifted continuously in shades of light and dark. 
“We are on a level between the material and ethereal planes,” her father’s thoughts entered 
her mind. 
“What does this curse look like?” Rhuna asked her father telepathically, wondering whether it 
would look like Tozar’s message. 
“We shall see in a moment,” answered Damell, as he continued to guide Rhuna through 
clouds of changing colours, densities and factions of dark and light. 
“There it is!” Damell said triumphantly. 
Rhuna thought she would have been breathless if her Extended Consciousness could 
breathe. Before her loomed a dense and dark mass, moving with angry, ferocious jerks as 
explosions of light shot out from its interior. 
“The storm to sink the ships!” exclaimed Rhuna in awe, and then felt overcome by despair, 
feeling completely inadequate to stop the massive bundle of pulsating energy. 
“We must transform it with our minds,” Damell said forceful y, prodding Rhuna to pullherself 
out of the momentary despondency. 
“The same procedure when transforming elements such as water to stone,” Damell instructed 
her. “A difficult task even for the First Atlans, but you have mastered it in the physical world, and 
therefore you shall succeed in The Infinite!” Damel said firmly. 
“What should I transform?” she asked, suddenly unsure of her abilities. The tumultuous 
storm made Rhuna think she was hearing extremely loud roaring, and communicating with her 
father felt like shouting through a windstorm. 
“The noise is only your mind’s interpretation of what you sense,” Damell told her, knowing 
her thoughts. “The wind, lightning and compressed air can be transformed in the same way as 
water, stone and metal. You are able to change it!” 
“But I never did anything like that before!” Rhuna said in dismay. 
“Proceed, Rhuna! I am here with you, attempting the very same procedure, and together we 
shall succeed!” Damell said forcefully. 
Rhuna focused all her energy on the individual parts of the simulated storm and visualized 
the elements changing their structure, exactly as she always did when transforming stone or metal. 
She imagined dissolving the compressed air into light, breezy air particles, and weakening the 
lightning by disrupting the current of energy that connected the particles. When nothing 
appeared to change after a while, Rhuna concluded that the mass of particles was too great. 
Suddenly, she remembered the thin metal screens that Roaming the Hills said were used to amplify 
and focus sound vibrations onto a certain object. She visualized several large metal screens like 
the ones she had seen, and before long, Rhuna saw them in front of her. Reaching out, she was 
able to lift, hold and turn them with merely one hand. Directing her concentrated mental energies 
to bounce off the screens towards the dense air and lightning, she renewed her attempt to change 
the particles. 
After a while, Rhuna sensed that something finally began to change. She noticed the 
intensity of the dark colours in the thunderous mass becoming transparent and turn a lighter 
shade of grey and purple. Then the lightning flashes were reduced to mere flickers, like candles in 
the wind. She continued projecting her mental energy until everything looked bright, translucent 
and calm. 
Rhuna willed her Extended Consciousness to return to her body, and she slowly sat up with a 
deep sigh of relief. She looked to her side where her father was also rising from his cushions and 
smiling with deep satisfaction. 
“Did we really stop the storm?” Rhuna asked breathlessly as the enormity of their feat 
suddenly struck her. “We stopped a giant storm that the Dark Ones created, and now Lozira is 
safe!” she said to everyone in the room who had been watching in stunned silence. 
“Yes, My Daughter,” said Damell with a smug grin. “We accomplished a great feat today! 
“What has been achieved?” asked Divider of Fortunes with bewilderment. Rhuna looked 
around the room at the wide-eyed Observers, and then sat upright to explain to them what she 
had learned from her father. 
“This is incredible!” Revealer of Truths gasped in awe. 
“We have never heard of such things!” Designer of Works said with slight alarm. 
“It is overwhelming!” said Softness of the Clouds shaking her head. 
“Is it a forgotten Atlan skill, perhaps?” asked Echo of the Evening as he nervously fiddled with 
his outer garment. 
“Some believe that the First Atlans possessed this knowledge and developed the skill of 
accessing The Infinite,” nodded Damell in response. 
“In my homeland of Varappa I heard stories about such things, but no one understood them 
properly,” Aradin said. 
“You can all imagine the power one can wield with this knowledge,” Damell said in a serious 
tone. “It is therefore imperative that the Dark One’s followers do not learn of this.” 
“Yes, of course, Avenger of Justice! We shall hold this in utmost secrecy!” said Reaching the 
Moon, and the other Observers nodded and murmured their agreement. 
“You have done well in keeping your use of hallucinatory herbs secret from everyone,” 
Damell said. 
“For the same reasons,” Aradin answered. “We cannot give the Dark Ones any advantage, not 
even the suspicion that we have the ability to observe them when they think they are hidden from 
any summoning.” 
“Let us summon images by means of the Gazing of the Waters in the present time to confirm 
what we believe has transpired,” Damell suggested. 
The Observers promptly moved to their positions around the basin of water and looked 
questioningly at Damell. Without the assistance of powders or incantations, Damell merely 
focused his concentration onto the water’s reflection, and almost instantly the usual swirls of 
colour appeared. 
Rhuna held her breath, anxious to see whether the storm had completely vanished. First, 
she saw the fleet of ships bobbing on the rising waves, with the sunshine brightly reflected on the 
water and parts of the ships. Rhuna sighed silently with relief as she observed the blue sky as far 
as the image revealed, and then wondered what the Dark Ones would think of this development. 
She watched the various images closely and waited to see Lozira, who was in conversation with 
two other Atlan women on one of the ships, completely unaware of the devious plot to sabotage 
their voyage. 
After lengthy animated discussions about their newly-acquired insights, The Observers 
prepared to leave the special room and share a meal in the main part of Rhuna’s lovely home. 
Damell told them that he would also remain to eat, and turning to Rhuna, asked to see his grand-
daughter at last. 
Overjoyed that Lozira was safe, and that now her father could finally sit and eat a meal with 
them, Rhuna rushed to tell Faleesh and then whisked Shandi out of her sleeping cot. Before 
Rhunacould say a word, Shandi gave a happy squeal and stretched out her arms to embrace the 
grandfather she had never seen. 
“It’s as if she already knows you!” remarked Aradin surprised. 
Damell took the little girl in his arms and let her kiss his cheek and then pull his beard. 
“Why are you surprised?” Damell asked Aradin. “She can not only foresee the future,” he 
said as he stroked her hair fondly. “She has insight that not even I have yet attained.” 
“Insights?” Rhuna asked, looking at her small child with amazement. “Like…my mental 
visions?” she wondered. 
“Hmm, similar,” Damell answered, smiling. “You shall understand when she is able to speak 
more and express herself better.” 
Rhuna helped Faleesh prepare the meal for their guests outside in the courtyard garden 
where two large trees provided shelter, and rose bushes nearby exuded their rich fragrance. The 
abundance of variety in the dishes Faleesh had prepared reminded Rhuna of The Reigning One’s 
feast. She breathed in the warm air mingled with the aromas of cooked leek and garlic with 
roasted meats, and for the remainder of the day she felt wonderfully elated. 
“Do you ever miss Atlán?” asked Roses of the Field. Rhuna answered no, and said that she 
was very happy in Safu. 
“I like the diversity and mix of people here,” she went on to explain to the pale-haired Healer 
whose compassionate eyes always made Rhuna feel at ease. “So many various games and 
activities all the time, the warm climate and this lush vegetation,” she said looking around at the 
blossoming garden and shade trees in the neighbourhood. She noticed that the birds were singing 
noisily, and the sound blended with the light-hearted conversation of friends enjoying good food 
together. 
As they ate sweet fruit for dessert, Rhuna looked across at her father who had held Shandi on 
his lap during the whole meal. The little child appeared to be completely at ease and happy with 
her grandfather, as if she had known him all of her short life. Rhuna concluded that Shandi must have known about Damell with her special gift of insight. 
As evening fell and the friends took their leave, Rhuna’s thoughts returned to serious matters 
and she entered the quiet solitude of her sleeping chamber. Shetook the position for Inside 
Focussing on a seating cushion on the floor and began her mental summons to observe the Dark 
Ones in connection with their attempt to stop the Atlan ships. Almost immediately, she perceived 
the dark and musty room in which the Dark Ones performed their secret activities, hidden from 
the Gazing of the Waters. 
“The storm has not materialized as expected!” exclaimed Progress of the Wind. 
Beacon of the Night muttered a curse under his breath. 
“Why not?” asked Charmer of Snakes, his brow in deep creases as he shook his head with 
incomprehension. 
“Perhaps the distance,” offered Progress of the Wind. “It is the first attempt to alter matter at 
such a great distance.” 
Beacon of the Night looked at him and then slowly nodded. “Yes, this may be so,” he said 
gloomily. “Yet we shall not be deterred!” he said determinedly as he turned and prepared to leave 
the dark room. “Let us not forget our many successful attempts, and continue striving for success 
in distant and more difficult situations.” 
Rhuna opened her eyes and realized that she was thoroughly exhausted all of a sudden. She 
let herself flop onto the bed and fell asleep almost instantly. 
Some days later, a messenger from The Reigning One’s residence appeared in front of 
Rhuna’s house, beckoning her to attend. 
“To escort Queen Uxbana on a viewing tour of Safu,” the messenger told her, taking Rhuna by 
surprise. She decided to dress more appropriately, then kissed Shandi and Aradin before walking 
briskly behind the messenger. As she walked, she noticed that the gardens were being tended 
everywhere, in preparation for the warmer seasons ahead. The Safu garden arrangements were 
so different from those in Atlán, but their simple geometric shapes and straight lines suited the 
style of buildings in Safu. 
“See The Reigning One first,” the messenger said as he directed Rhuna towards one of the 
Attendance Halls in the grand stone building. The high ceilings and columns gave the rooms a light 
and airy feeling instead of the heavy and oppressive atmosphere usually created by large stone 
blocks. 
Rhuna stepped inside the Attendance Hall where The Reigning One was seated, stiff and 
motionless as usual. Several attendants stood around him, one holding a drinking vessel and ewer, 
and another approached Rhuna to usher her to the visitor’s chair. 
“My soldiers have reported unnatural occurrences and physical afflictions when 
accompanying Ubanti traders into Safu,” he boomed. “Certain Atlans appear to be responsible for 
these events.” 
Rhuna nodded in acknowledgement of the blunt statement, and then explained that a new 
Atlan Council was on its way to Safu. 
“The Atlan Council has the responsibility and authority to sort this out and make it right,” 
she told him. 
“Hmm,” he responded brusquely, and then waved the subject away with a quick gesture of 
his fingers. 
“Queen Uxbana desires your company on her tour of Safu,” he said in the same tone. Rhuna 
answered that she felt honoured by this privilege, and then followed one of the attendants to a 
stately room where Uxbana was waiting. 
“Ah! You have the wonderful textile!” Uxbana gushed when she saw what Rhuna held out to 
her as she approached the Queen of the Ubanti people. She immediately began to feel it with her 
long slim fingers, then unfolded the fabric to view the pattern and colours. “Splendid, splendid!” 
she said with a wide grin. 
After bombarding her personal Ubanti attendants with instructions in their own language, 
Uxbana indicated that she was ready to view Safu, and together they fol owed The Reigning One’s 
attendant to an elaborately decorated carry-seat. 
Uxbana sat tall and regal in all her finest regalia, making Rhuna feel small and ordinary. 
They proceeded along the wide, tree-lined street from The Reigning One’s residence to the Atlan 
part of Safu, where Rhuna’s house was located. 
“The roads are so smooth and exactly straight!” she exclaimed, making Rhuna smile. “How is 
it done?” she demanded to know. 
“When there is no rock to quarry nearby, we can transform either sand, soil or even water 
sometimes,” Rhuna began. “Usually, we make moulds for the sand or water so that we get the 
same size of blocks or paving stones.” 
“But everything is so accurate and straight! How is it done?” 
“Simply a string held tight at both ends,” Rhuna answered. 
“Aha!” Uxbana said exuberantly. “Not with the mind power, but with string! Even we Ubanti 
can do that!” she laughed heartily. 
“Now, the buildings with very big stone blocks,” Uxbana said pointing to one of the grand 
homes with large courtyard gardens.“It is not possible to lift such heavy stones. How?” she 
demanded to know. 
“With our mental powers we can transform the magnetic earth energies that are all around 
us, and that makes anything in the area we focus on become weightless or at least light enough to 
lift easily.” 
“Oooooh,” Uxbana said, fascinated. 
Rhuna directed the attendants along streets where other buildings for production could be 
viewed, explaining which one was a granary where wheat and barley were prepared and ground 
into a fine meal, and which one was for slaughtering and preparing meats. When they neared The 
Great River, Rhuna showed her some of the irrigation and dam walls, and then pointed across to 
the far shore where irrigated fields of crops and vegetables grew. 
“We can learn a great deal from Safu,” Uxbana said with a firm nod of her head. 
After viewing the part of the river set aside for swimming, then the large and flat grassy plain 
used for a variety of games and physical agility competitions, Rhuna directed the attendants to take 
them to the pyramids. 
“Aaaah! The pyramids! So tall, so high! The gold on top of this one – how?” 
Rhuna smiled again and realized she enjoyed explaining the skills unique to Atlans. 
“I don’t know all the details, but there is a very knowledgeable Atlan man here who knows all 
about the Pyramids,” Rhuna said, thinking fondly of Possessor of Discernment. 
“I want to meet him!” Uxbana stated promptly. 
Rhuna suggested a rest and refreshments as they finally arrived at the base of the pyramids, 
and after walking around to view the various produce being traded at the market stalls, she looked 
around for Possessor of Discernment. As she had expected, the white-haired Atlan was nearby, his 
countenance lifted when he saw Rhuna waving to him. Uxbana saw the elderly man respond to 
Rhuna’s wave, and promptly walked towards him. 
“Tell me the purpose of these giant buildings!” she demanded of the ageing Atlan man. 
“With pleasure,” he said bowing his head slightly. “The First Atlans built the first Pyramid to 
establish Atlan Knowledge in this world,” he began enthusiastically. The Pyramid had multiple 
purposes in the beginning, and can adapt to function in other ways throughout the passing of 
time.” 
“Oooh” Uxbana said breathlessly and her slender neck stretched for a better view of the 
enormous height and girth of the pyramids. 
“In the present time, they serve to harness and store cosmic, solar, lunar and earth energies,” 
Possessor of Discernment continued, his blue eyes sparkling. 
“And in past times?” Uxbana asked excitedly. 
“Various functions were utilized by the First Atlans, such as providing the Masters with 
temporary extraordinary powers, enabling them to build the city of Safu and establish the Atlan 
colony. Certain chambers inside the Pyramid serve to imbue extra mental powers, if only 
temporarily, in order to accomplish certain great feats,” Possessor of Discernment explained. 
Rhuna and Uxbana followed the Atlan Pyramid guide around one of the pyramids and then 
through a doorway inside the main pyramid. Rhuna felt the solid stone walls envelope her with 
silent strength and deep inner vibration. 
“So quiet, but I can still hear things,” Uxbana whispered with awe. 
“The frequency of the earth,” answered Possessor of Discernment in a hushed tone which 
sounded amplified in the cavity of the pyramid. Rhuna listened and heard the buzz of static 
energy. “The Pyramid was built on precisely the correct location, and with the exact dimensions 
to allow the entire pyramid to resonate with the earth’s frequency.” 
“Ooooh” said Uxbana softly as she exhaled slowly. 
“The nature of this stone contains fine, granular elements that generate energy, and therefore 
the entire pyramid can be used to harness, produce and store static energy.” 
“Mmm,” said Uxbana, as if she were savouring a tasty morsel of food. They walked a little 
further in silence until they stepped out on the other side of the pyramid. Uxbana walked forward 
in giant strides, stopped and then looked up at the pyramid for a new and respectful visual 
examination. 
“So, we can harness energy from the earth if we build a pyramid on the right place?” Uxbana 
repeated incredulously. 
“Yes, but there are only very few places as powerful as this one on the planet,” Possessor of 
Discernment said. 
“What are those people doing over there?” Uxbana asked, pointing to the New Arrivals’ 
encampment. 
“Making devices to produce the works of the Atlans without the use of any mental powers,” 
Rhuna replied. 
“Oh! This is what we want!” Uxbana exclaimed excitedly. “Take me there!” 
“I am Uxbana of Zambalu, Queen of the land of Ubanti,” she said as she gracefully stepped 
out of the carry-seat. The New Arrivals and others in their company watched in silent awe as the 
tall and elegant woman approached them, her gold and other jewels glimmering in the sunshine. 
“Welcome!” said several of them in unison, and Rhuna recognized Progress of the Wind and 
Beacon of the Night among them. She quickly summarized Queen Uxbana’s interest and purpose 
in visiting Safu, and then introduced a few of the New Arrivals to the Ubanti queen. 
“These devices are intended for use by Atlans only, in order to continue the Atlan tradition,” 
Progress of the Wind explained. 
Uxbana looked at Rhuna. “She told me that Atlan things are for everybody!” she said 
irritated. 
“Generally speaking, yes,” said Beacon of the Night stepping forward and giving Uxbana a 
respectful bow. 
“The employment of Atlan Knowledge and these new devices carries a great responsibility, 
and we Atlans are obligated to ensure that the Knowledge is placed in capable hands.” 
“We Ubanti are very capable and responsible people!” Uxbana sniffed. 
“Of course, My Queen,” said Beacon of the Night, and Rhuna sensed his false politeness and 
exaggerated adulation. 
“No doubt after further discussions between your leaders and ours, an arrangement can be 
reached,” he said. Rhuna noticed that Progress of the Wind scowled at Beacon of the Night behind 
his back, and assumed that he did not approve of his leader’s words. 
As the sun began its descent, Rhuna directed the carry-seat to the Commoners’ part of the 
city, tel ing Uxbana that this was where she had performed many of the great deeds she had heard 
about. 
“We have such people, also,” said Uxbana lifting her nose into the air as the poor Benshi 
rushed out of their homes to greet Rhuna. 
“Kagu-Hina!” they called out joyfully. 
“That means ‘Star Child’ because a certain new and bright star began to appear in the sky at 
the time I first came to Safu,” Rhuna explained to Uxbana. 
“Are you come to heal us?” asked one old Benshi men without any teeth. 
“Protect us from the curses!” some others called out to her. 
“Curses? They are prevalent among the Commoners?” Uxbana asked, suspiciously. 
“Among all kinds of people, but yes, mostly here,” Rhuna confirmed. “They are the most 
easily susceptible and superstitious.” 
Rhuna looked at the gathering crowd of Benshi and then recognized the woman who had the 
pain in her side. She was making her way through the crowd to approach Rhuna and speak. 
“Want amulet!” she shouted. 
“How is the pain now? Can you sleep better?” Rhuna asked, trying to make a quick visual 
examination of her patient. 
“Sleep better, pain same!” she said angrily. “Where get amulet?” 
“They think that wearing a certain piece of jewellery will make their ailments disappear,” 
Rhuna whispered to Uxbana seated next to her. 
“And is it so?” Uxbana asked, her elegant face showing a mix of awe and horror. 
“No…” Rhuna hesitated, being careful what she said. “Some Atlans have 
been…experimenting…with their powers,” she said slowly. “But that has come to an end now, and 
the new Atlan Council of Safu will make sure such things don’t happen again.” 
“Some of your people do these things? Hurt the poor and vulnerable?” 
“Only some! And then they are disciplined, or banished,” Rhuna said adamantly. 
“Hmm,” Uxbana said thoughtfully as she frowned. 
Rhuna told the woman with the constant pain that she would do something for her as soon 
as she could. 
“You spend time here, helping these people? They should help themselves first!” 
“Most of them need to be shown how to do things, and then they usually improve their own 
lives,” Rhuna responded. 
Uxbana shook her head and told Rhuna that her uncle and brothers would not agree with 
her. 
“The Reigning One thought the same at first,” Rhuna answered, and then related how he sent 
some soldiers to assist in providing materials to make proper doors and windows, and soon many 
of the capable people of the Benshi poor were improving their homes by themselves. 
“Hmm,” Uxbana said, looking at everything more carefully. “Our Poor need blocks for 
building,” she said. “They live in open spaces, like animals. No house, no roof,” she gestured 
energetically with her long arms and graceful hands. 
“We have big rock mountains near our land. How can we make building blocks from it? We 
are tired of mixing mud with dry grass and baking small bricks in the sun all day!” 
“You could use the devices to cut rock,” Rhuna said excitedly. “Then you wouldn’t even need 
an Atlan Master to help you.” 
“And how to transport the heavy rocks?” 
“Roaming the Hills is making a device that changes the nature of gravity using sound. That 
can be used to make it easier to lift heavy stone blocks,” Rhuna replied. 
“Ah, excellent, excellent,” she said exuberantly, and began to play with her many bracelets and 
necklaces in happy anticipation. 
“The devices aren’t ready yet,” Rhuna said, and watched Uxbana’s disappointed reaction. 
“But I could come visit your land and help already,” Rhuna suggested quickly. 
“You would do that?” Uxbana said, eyebrows arched. “What do you want in return? We have 
much gold.” 
“I don’t want anything in return,”Rhuna said, waving her hand dismissively. “Just like I did 
for the Commoners here, I can do for your people. And maybe some other Atlan Masters would 
come with me and help make paving stones and building blocks.” 
“Oh!” Uxbana clapped her hands together with joy. “How wonderful!” 
The evening meal was lively with conversation at Rhuna’s home that night as she related 
all the events of the day. Faleesh had prepared a delicious dish of meat cooked in goat’s milk and 
yams seasoned with herbs, and Shandi giggled and chirped ‘black woman’ every time Rhuna 
mentioned Uxbana. 
“You are proud of Atlan traditions,” Aradin said as he smiled at her. 
Tired but satisfied after the long day, Rhuna retreated to her sleeping chamber after putting 
Shandi to bed. Her thoughts returned to the woman with the constant pain who had asked her 
desperately for an amulet to lift the curse. 
Rhuna let the silence of her chamber calm her, and then moved into the position for Inside 
Focussing, deciding to summon a vision mentally, as she had done in the past. She was able to 
summon visions that could not be summoned by means of the Gazing of the Waters, and they 
were clear and undistorted by the hallucinatory effect of the herbs. 
She thought about the Benshi woman suffering from the unexplained pain in the side of 
her abdomen, then focused her concentration on what caused the pain in her side. She 
immediately saw a vision of a figurine with a pin sticking in its side. The image startled Rhuna and 
she opened her eyes with a gasp. 
After a moment, Rhuna decided to examine the possibility of helping the woman in The 
Infinite, and promptly arranged some cushions in preparation for releasing her Extended 
Consciousness. She found the release much easier and without disorientation now, and with 
continued guidance from her father, she was beginning to understand the colours, lights and 
patterns she sensed in The Infinite. 
When Rhuna’s Extended Consciousness was afloat and ready to respond to her direction, 
she focused her thoughts on the Benshi woman. In an instant, she saw her with a long spear 
sticking out of her abdomen, and realized that this was the pin that the Dark Ones had stuck into 
the dol representing the woman. 
Rhuna examined the spear and realized it was not solid but of a different matter, like Tozar’s 
message in The Infinite. It looked like loose grains of sand in a glutinous mass, but did not move or 
make a sound. She wondered whether she could destroy it with something, and realized she 
merely had to think of an object for it to appear, like the sword with which she shattered the 
pulsating noisy mass that was Tozar’s message. 
When she was unable to think of a tool, Rhuna wondered whether her transformation skills 
would be enough, and she recalled how she had caused the big stone block in the Commoners’ 
part of the city to disintegrate. She put her mind into the transforming mode and focused her 
mental powers onto the strange spear, willing it to dissolve. In a short time, Rhuna watched as the 
spear appeared to melt and become viscous, until everything had completely dissolved. 
Rhuna returned her Extended Consciousness to her body, and then slowly sat upright as 
she let out a satisfied sigh. She decided to visit the Commoner’s part of the city in the next days to 
determine whether the woman’s pain had finally gone. 
The following lunar cycle was filled with joyous anticipation, as Rhuna continued to 
summon images of Lozira by means of the Gazing of the Waters every morning and evening, and 
was reassured each time she saw her daughter engaged in various practical activities. Some days 
Rhuna observed Lozira sewing and making new clothes, and other days she assisted the two Atlan 
women in weaving a large floor covering with a complex and colourful design. Other times, Lozira 
sat playing various games with her travel companions, or just sitting silently, gazing out of the 
window at the horizon. 
Almost daily, Rhuna visited Damel at The Reigning One’s residence, and when the weather 
was pleasant, they enjoyed a stroll in the Sanctuary Gardens where they watched birds and other 
animals that were kept there. 
Rhuna also closely observed the Guardians of Knowledge, summoning mental visions of their 
secret activities which she noticed occurred regularly at certain phases of the moon. 
“Brother, should we not attempt to hinder the new Atlan Council’s arrival in Safu?” asked one 
of the female Guardians in Rhuna’s vision. Her face was in the dark shadow of his black robe so 
that Rhuna could not recognize her. 
“No. We shall deal with them according to their actions when they are here,” Beacon of the 
Night said decisively. 
“In the meantime, we shall continue to thwart the Ubanti’s attempts to enter Safu!” said 
Charmer of Snakes, rubbing his hands together with glee. 
The short vision ended, and Rhuna felt relieved once again that they no longer attempted to 
prevent the Atlan fleet from arriving at Safu. 
The day of Lozira’s arrival had finally arrived, and Rhuna felt it had been many lunar cycles 
instead of merely one cycle and several days. Sheawoke before the break of dawn and felt too 
excited to stay in bed a moment longer. Packing a small bag with some food for the morning meal, she left the house to wait at the dock, while Aradin and Shandi planned to leave later in the 
morning. 
Rhuna watched the sun’s first rays glisten on the Great River, its surface flat and smooth, as 
if it were still asleep. Some birds awoke and began their morning calls, and nearby two fishermen 
cast out their nets. The thrill of the beautiful morning and the knowledge that Lozira would soon 
be with her at last made her entire body tingle with happy anticipation. 
Aradin and Shandi, along with many other people began to arrive at the dock as the sun 
progressed across the sky. Rhuna’s heart began to pound as the ships came into sight,and she 
wished for a stronger wind to carry them forward faster. When they finally arrived at the docking 
area Rhuna could barely contain her happiness and excitement much longer. 
“Lozira!” Rhuna called out and waved her arm vigorously when she saw the tall and slender 
figure of her daughter emerge from one of the cabins. The wind picked up her loose long hair and 
Rhuna thought it looked like a golden aura around her face. 
Lozira hurried to disembark and walked briskly to the edge of the vessel where she was 
guided onto a ramp that connected to the dock. Finally on solid land, Lozira let out a cheer of relief 
and delight as Rhuna ran towards her with open arms. After a long, tight embrace, there was 
laughter and many more expressions of joy. 
“You are taller than me now!” exclaimed Rhuna, stepping back to have a better lock at her 
grown-up daughter. “You look more like your father now.” 
Lozira’s bright face suddenly darkened at the mention of her father, and Rhuna immediately 
regretted her words. “But also a lot like me!” she quickly added, and then felt a tug at her dress. 
“What’s this?” Lozira asked, looking down at Shandi. “I have a little sister?” She bent down 
to be almost level with Shandi’s rosy round face. 
“Lozira!” the little girl squealed excitedly. “Lozira! Come on ship!” 
Lozira took the child in her arms and then kissed her soft round cheek. “I am very 
fortunate to have a sweet little sister like you!” Lozira said with a bright smile. 
“You talk more like your father now,” observed Aradin, and Lozira stood up to greet him. 
Welcome back to Safu,” he said, and gave her a quick but heartfelt embrace and kiss on her cheek. 
“I am so very happy to be here!” Lozira exclaimed, wiping a tear from her cheek. Shandi 
kept tugging at Lozira’s dress, so she took her little sister’s hand and smiled down at her fondly. 
“They are the members of the new Safu Council,” Lozira said, indicating with a nod of her 
head towards the group gathering on the dock nearby. Rhuna examined the faces as they 



progressed along the dock, and said that she recognized about half of them. Then Aradin took a 
large bag that contained all of Lozira’s modest possessions, and began carrying it away from the 
ships. 
 “We’ll get you many nice new clothes and accessories,” said Rhuna as she put her arm 
around Lozira. “And so many things we can see and do together!” she prattled excitedly, feeling 
elated and thrilled at the prospect of sharing every activity with her grown-up daughter. 
“I can hardly wait!” said Lozira happily, giving her mother a tight squeeze as they walked 
behind Aradin. Shandi still dangled excitedly from Lozira’s hand, looking up at her tall new sister. 
As they walked down the smooth paved streets of the Atlan part of Safu, Lozira said she 
recognized the area, and remembered which house belonged to Aradin. Along the way, Rhuna 
summarized what had happened in Safu in the several solar cycles since Lozira had to leave and 
return to Atlán, including the recent new living arrangements for Faleesh. 
“Oh, beautiful girl!” said Faleesh as Rhuna presented Lozira to her. The motherly Benshi 
woman took Lozira’s face in her hands and sweetly kissed her cheek. “You grow up tall and 
beautiful,” she said with admiration. Lozira said that she remembered Faleesh, and that she was 
delighted to learn that Faleesh now took care of her little sister. Then Rhuna showed Lozira to her 
sleeping chamber, while Faleesh began fussing over Shandi and talking about preparing the next 
meal. 
As Rhuna showed Lozira the rest of her beautiful home, Aradin gestured that they should 
enter the special room and explain its use to Lozira. Aradin moved the lever that activated the 
circuit, and Lozira looked around startled as she heard the faint hum. 
“I couldn’t tell you before, when you were here last time,” Rhuna began to explain. “When I 
met Aradin, he told me about The Observers – a group of Atlans who meet in this room to secretly 
observe the Dark Master’s followers, and then try to stop them, if we can.” 
“This energy field prevents anyone from summoning visions of this room by means of the 
Gazing of the Waters,” Aradin added. 
“What is it? A kind of lightning-magnetic force?” Lozira asked, looking at the large 
decorative urns in each corner of the room which contained the metals and alchemic solution 
producing the charge. 
“You learned about that at school?” asked Rhuna surprised. 
“Yes…or more precisely, from the new teachers who taught some of the students outside 
regular school,” Lozira answered. 
“Teaching the New Knowledge,” said Aradin nodding. “Why outside regular school? Is the 
New Knowledge not acceptable instruction in Atlan schools?” he asked suspiciously. 
“Ahm…” Lozira started, and Rhuna saw a genuine look of uncertainty in her daughter’s fresh 
young face. 
“Many of the older, traditional teachers do not approve,” Lozira said careful y. “But the new 
teachers say that it is normal for the old ones to be suspicious and critical of the new and young 
ones, and that we should not be discouraged from learning the New Knowledge,” she explained. 
 “Hmm, interesting,” said Aradin with a slight frown. 
Rhuna continued to explain how they gathered in this room and used hallucinatory herbs 
to access mental visions of the Dark Ones which could not be summoned merely by means of the 
Gazing of the Waters, and that she was unable to tel anyone for fear that the Dark Ones could 
harm them. 
“Now I understand much better what happened when I was here before!” Lozira said, and 
impulsively embraced Rhuna tightly. “I knew whatever you did could not have been so very 
wrong! If Tozar knew all of this, he wouldn’t be so angry!” 
“I’m waiting for the time when this secrecy won’t be necessary any longer and I can tell 
him everything,” Rhuna said. 
“Why must you wait?” asked Lozira, puzzled. “The last Atlan Council that was engaged in 
Dark Activities was…removed before I left here.” 
“The Reigning One had them executed…killed,” Rhuna corrected bluntly, recalling the bitter 
memories. “But they had partners and what they call operatives in many areas around Safu, so we 
decided to continue in secret as before,” she explained. 
“Good thing we did,” interjected Aradin, “…because in recent times a new group following 
the Dark Master has formed, and we are now observing them!” 
“Yes,” said Rhuna. “This time we reported it to the High Council in Atlán, and in response 
they sent this new Council.” 
“Oh, I see!” said Lozira excitedly, and then hugged Rhuna again, saying that she was proud 
of her mother for doing such important work for Atlán. 
“One day everything will become known, and you will be praised and honoured, instead of 
despised and shunned!” Lozira said emotionally. 
Lozira admired the many scented oils and soaps in her mother’s bath chamber, and asked 
which ones she could use for her hair, especially after washing it in sea water for over a lunar cycle 
during the long ocean voyage. 
The evening was spent with Lozira combing her freshly washed and scented hair, while 
Shandi sat nearby watching intently. When Lozira noticed her little sister’s fascination with her 
hair, Lozira showed her how to comb it. Soon, Shandi was following her big sister around, wanting 
to do everything with her, which Lozira found delightful and amusing. They shared cuddles and 
kisses, and then they playedtogether until Lozira said she had to go sleep after such an exhausting 
long voyage. 
Rhuna slept deeply that night, and the following daysshe took Lozira to textile markets and 
traders, making exchanges of gold and other items of value for anything that appealed to Lozira. At 
home, Rhuna showed Lozira her own wide selection of clothes, as wel as the personal items from faraway lands. Lozira smelled all the exotic body oils and fragrances, touched all the clothes and 
accessories, and commented on Rhuna’s extensive collection of fine jewellery. Rhuna happily gave 
her daughter any of her garments which were not too short or small for Lozira. 
For many days, Rhuna reveled in her daughter’s company, taking her to the many unusual, 
exciting or beautiful places in and around the city of Safu. In the evenings, Shandi sat behind 
Lozira and combed her long hair until her little arms tired of lifting the comb. Faleesh often 
watched teary-eyed as Rhuna’s two daughters exchanged playful cuddles and kisses, and for a 
while, the world was perfect for Rhuna. 
One bright and sunny morning, the entire Atlan population of Safu attended the first address 
of the new Atlan Council of Safu, and Rhuna was full of hopeful anticipation as they approached 
the Council building. She admired the colossal structure made of massive stone blocks, perfectly 
straight and smooth, and concluded that this was the work of the First Atlans. No one had 
mastered their precision and accuracy since that time, and despite its age, the Council building still 
looked new. 
As Rhuna entered with Aradin and Lozira, she admired the high ceiling and perfectly round 
columns towering up to the high roof, giving the assembly area a light and spacious atmosphere 
despite the solid stone walls. 
Everyone soon became seated in an orderly fashion, and Rhuna chose a place near the back 
of the crowd where she could see almost everyone in attendance. She was slightly shocked to see 
all the members of the Guardians of Knowledge present, some wearing their white Master’s Robe. 
In the front of the semi-circle was a raised platform on which the new Atlan Council members 
were taking their places. One of the older women remained standing and faced the audience, 
raising her arms to signal the commencement of the Council’s address. 
Rhuna recognized Sun of the Morning as a member of the Low Council in Atlán with whom 
she only conversed at certain meetings, and never on a personal, social level. Rhuna scrutinized 
her now, seeing her in a different light, and she realized the woman was considerably older, with 
grey streaks scattered through her fair hair. 
“People of Safu!” Sun of the Morning began, her voice resonating in the vast open space 
above the audience. 
“Atlans have established a flourishing empire in all the inhabited world, promoting peace, 
harmony and personal contentment based on mutual respect, honesty, enlightenment and high 
values. 
“We have built all manner of stone buildings, paved streets and irrigational dams and canals 
to serve as a functional and efficient infrastructure for a comfortable life without excessive effort. 
We have put in place levels of Councils to unite people in common goals, ideals and practical work. 
The Low Council has audience with the people, deliberate issues, needs and problems in the 
community and brings the more important matters to the High Council. Members of the High 
Council debate and decide on major issues using our proven and well-established principles of 
respect, compassion, insight, enlightenment and peace. 
“Peoples of other lands without this code have decayed into violence, force and even war, 
making weapons instead of ploughing utensils; tearing down instead of building up the emotional 
and moral fiber of the people. It is obvious, therefore, that Atlans have the superior code and 
method of implementing it. We lead by example, and educate others to help themselves to improve 
their own people. You are part of this far-reaching Empire of peace, unity and prosperity.” 
Rhuna admired the woman’s faultless oration, and wondered whether she had rehearsed 
this speech many times during the sea voyage. 
“It was granted to the First Atlans and to us, their descendants, for the express purpose of 
establishing a world-wide empire of high living standards, good morals and advanced Knowledge, 
all of which contribute to genuine contentment and peace. However,” she paused for effect. 
“…the so-called New Knowledge, which encompasses the study and teaching of the workings of 
forces of nature, attempting to replicate them with all manner of devices that claim to imitate Atlan 
powers…is not right.” Rhuna felt the invisible impact of her last words clash like a thunderclap 
overhead, and she quickly glanced across the sea of faces for reactions. 
“The power granted to Atlan Masters is for a special purpose, namely that only those ones 
with the responsibility, wisdom and mental acuity should use them to produce, transform, 
communicate and direct the rest of humankind. We, the Atlan Masters, endowed with this 
heavy responsibility, must continue in this path, without compromise or adulterating the work. 
“It is for this reason that the High Council of Atlán has deemed the making of devices and 
contraptions, the experimenting of alchemy and what they are naming New Knowledge to be 
wrong. 
“Furthermore, most of us shall recall that the one named Gatherer of Sage, commonly 
known as the Dark Master, who was once among us Atlan Masters, strayed from the proper Atlan 
path by indulging in alchemy and similar experiments, which eventually led to a twisted mind and 
backwards morals. 
“It is with great dismay and concern that we, the new Atlan Council of Safu, have come to 
learn of a similar trend developing here in Safu, with the use of amulets charged with harnessed 
lunar energy to remove so-called curses causing ailments. This resembles the early works of the 
Dark Master when he experimented with unknown elements and forces, which have since been 
forbidden due to the dangers. 
“It is the long-held belief of Atlan Masters that the traditional knowledge and powers given 
to us are all we need to fulfill our purpose towards the rest of mankind. Any superfluous power or 
knowledge has therefore been deemed dangerous, wrong and forbidden to Atlans.” 
Rhuna heard the rustle of agitated movements in some parts of the audience. 
 “While the High Council of Atlán accepts Possessor of Discernment’s explanation based on 
his reputation, we nonetheless must persist in our declaration that this Knowledge – traditional or 
new – be confined to mature and responsible Atlan Masters.” 
The audience became more restless as Sun of the Morning summarized the first part of her 
speech, and when a second member of the Council rose to her feet, Rhuna knew it was time for 
interaction with the people in attendance. 
Beacon of Night stood up and waited for complete silence. 
“Why should it be against Atlan principles to assist the poor and ailing?” asked Beacon of the 
Night.“As one of the Atlan professionals involved in making the amulets, I strongly object to your 
words of condemnation,” he said boldly, prompting gasps from some in the audience. 
“You are very outspoken,” said one of the other Council members. “Yet since the Council 
wishes to hear opinions from all people under its jurisdiction, we welcome your input, and open 
the subject to further debate.” 
“Who was that man?” Lozira asked, leaning towards Rhuna so that she could whisper an 
answer in her ear. 
“Beacon of the Night. He was my teacher when I attended school in Atlán,” Rhuna 
whispered back. 
“Your teacher? He looks much too young to have been your teacher!” Lozira said startled. 
Rhuna quickly explained that Beacon of the Night was an exceptionally young teacher, and 
she was an older student, due to her childhood on the island of Chinza, far removed from Atlán. “He 
is actually about my age,” she whispered, and then looked at a Council member who stood up to 
speak. 
“Safu is diverse and expressive, much more so than Atlán,” said another man of the Council 
whose bushy beard reminded Rhuna of Designer of Works. “People of various cultures converge in 
Safu, creating a wide variety of different opinions, which we of Atlán heartily embrace – provided 
these opinions are not too far divergent from Atlan principles, of course. At times, it has been 
necessary to merely educate people in faraway colonies of Atlán to re-direct their ways to align 
with those of Atlán.” 
Next, a woman stood up whom Rhuna recognized as also being a member of the Dark Ones. 
“As a Healer, I am also in favour of curing ailments by any means possible,” she said. In my 
travels to distant lands, I have learned that there are many ways to treat afflictions other than the 
traditional methods taught and used in Atlán.” 
Rhuna heard some murmurs of agreement but others who were still doubtful shook their 
heads or whispered something to the persons next to them. 
Sun of the Morning stepped forward to speak again. “Despite good intentions, the High 
Council of Atlán has decreed these matters to be contrary to The Atlan Way, and as such, a 
potential danger to individuals and to ourpeaceful, harmonious society. May it not become 
necessary to banish anyone who rejects the Council’s directions.” 
“Indeed, let us remind you of the consequences of transgressing Atlan principles,” said the 
bearded man from the Council. 
Sun of the Morning cleared her throat, indicating a new topic to be addressed. 
“Furthermore, there is a certain individual in your midst whom the High Council of Atlan 
has condemned and continues to banish, namely the one once named Keeper of Wisdom, whom 
you have re-named The Star Child, is to be avoided and shunned. Let this serve as a reminder that 
this has not changed.” 
Rhuna felt as if the earth shook and crumbled beneath her, and she reached for Aradin’s 
reassuring hand. 
“She has rejected admonishing on numerous occasions, and been given many chances to 
comply, yet she has willfully caused distress, disruption, injury and even death. Such a person 
cannot represent the High Council of Atlán, nor the people of Atlán anywhere else, and she has 
therefore been stripped of her formal Atlan name, and she is to be as nothing and nobody to 
everyone who bears the name of Atlán and all that it represents. 
“Once again, I strongly object to this ruthless condemnation!” said Beacon of the Night 
springing to his feet again. “Many Atlans residing in Safu are much more informed and aware of 
how Keeper of Wisdom has helped a countless number of people, and that her conduct is no threat 
whatsoever to the average citizen,” he said firmly. 
“You are persistent in your defiance of the Atlan Council,” said the man with the bushy 
beard. “We shall meet with you privately to discuss this with you,” he said sternly. 
Rhuna thought Beacon of the Night would retaliate, but after a silent nod, he sat down 
again. After some more minor announcements concerning domestic and mundane matters, the 
assembly was dismissed. Rhuna waited in the back until most people had left the building, afraid 
of being recognized, only to be ignored and shunned. 
“It was nice of Beacon of the Night to speak up for you like that,” Lozira said as they walked 
outside. Then she embraced her mother with some words of reassurance before saying that she 
had recognized some old friends in the assembly. Rhuna wished her a nice time with friends, and 
watched her disappear in the mingling crowd outside the Council building. 
The following morning, Rhuna was asked to attend a meeting at The Reigning One’s 
residence, and when the messenger told her that the new Atlan Council and Queen Uxbana would 
also be in attendance, she quickened her steps. She greeted Abu-Malech as she entered the grand 
doorway of The Reigning One’s residence, and followed his directions to the Attendance Hall in 
which the important meeting would take place. 
Rhuna stepped inside and saw that everyone was already gathered in the spacious room, 
some sitting on chairs while the Atlan Council members preferred to stand. The man with the 
bushy beard who had spoken at the Council’s address the previous day turned and watched Rhuna 
approach them. 
“Why has she been invited?”the bearded man asked, as his piercing look examined Rhuna 
carefully. 
“This meeting takes place at my invitation, in my residence and at my direction,” The 
Reigning One promptly replied in his formal monotone. 
“The Star Child has told me that Atlans want to share their Knowledge and works with all 
people,” began Uxbana. 
“She does not speak for us!” exclaimed the bearded man, agitated. 
“We have been given specific orders by the High Council of Atlán to be wary of every word 
spoken by the formerly-named Keeper of Wisdom,” said Sun of the Morning in a brusque manner. 
“Does this mean then, that Atlans do not want to share their Knowledge and works with 
others?” Uxbana said as her eyes darted back and forth between Rhuna and the Atlan Council 
members. 
“Possessor of Discernment has knowledge of the wisdom of the First Atlans,” Rhuna 
interrupted, causing a sudden, uneasy silence. “He said that the day would come when a new Atlan 
generation no longer had the traditional powers and abilities.” 
“Possessor of Discernment is wel known to us,” mumbled the bearded man. “Perhaps his 
words of wisdom should be considered in our further deliberations…” 
“The orders of the High Council must be followed,” Sun of the Morning said loudly before 
the man had finished. He looked at her with indignation, and then stepped forward to introduce 
himself to Rhuna. 
“My name is Stealth of the Fox,” he said, but refused to shake Rhuna’s hand in the 
traditional Atlan greeting. Rhuna greeted him politely, and then looked at Sun of the Morning 
whose pinched expression showed that she did not approve of the exchange. 
“We, the people of the Land of Ubanti, have no Atlan powers, but we want the Knowledge to 
make stone buildings,”Uxbana said forcefully. 
“Of course, Queen Uxbana!” said Stealth of the Fox. “We shall gladly organize a troupe of 
Atlan Masters to journey to your land and establish the Atlan ways…” 
“You mean, make the Land of Ubanti an Atlan colony,” Uxbana spat with outrage and 
indignation. 
“Not exactly…” wavered the man with the bushy beard. 
 “Never shall the people of Ubanti become a colony or become subservient to another 
people!” Uxbana shouted, spraying spittle into the Atlan man’s face as she turned and strode out of 
the Attendance Hall. 
Sun of the Morning shot the man an angry look before turning towards Rhuna. 
“A private word,” she said sternly, and Rhuna stepped aside to let the other Council 
members pass her as they left the room. 
“Harbinger of Solace has given us specific instructions,” she began. Rhuna noticed the 
many fine wrinkles around her eyes and lips which deepened when she scowled. 
“His daughter, Melody of the Dawn, is to return to Atlán at the earliest convenience! 
Furthermore, she is being prevented from summoning his messages, and we have been given due 
authority to fulfil his wishes,” 
“His daughter? She is as much my daughter, too!” Rhuna protested angrily. “And I am not 
preventing her from summoning his messages. She is afraid to summon any messages – afraid of 
returning to Atlán, returning to her father!” 
“What is wrong here?” Aradin asked as he entered the Attendance Hall and stood next to 
Rhuna. “I thought you might need me,” he said softly to her as he placed his arm supportively 
around her. 
“Harbinger of Solace has given us clear instructions to carry out,” Sun of the Morning 
repeated, her face showing contempt for Aradin. 
“She does not want to return to him,” Aradin said as gruffly as he could manage. 
“The High Council of Atlán has set this command!” 
“First you said it was by order of Harbinger of Solace, and now by the entire High Council,” 
Aradin said, tightening his grip around Rhuna. “Which is it? And since when does one member 
speak for the entire Council?” 
“You cannot force my daughter to return to Atlán!” Rhuna stated firmly. 
“You must! It has been deemed the only right action in view of your…status among Atlan 
society, and the banishment enforced against you!” spat the angry woman. 
“No! I will not make her leave, and I will not make her summon her father’s messages if 
she doesn’t want those things!” 
“What about respecting the will of others – isn’t that a prime Atlan principle?” interjected 
Aradin. 
“In cases where the person is young and inexperienced, this respect is waived,” Sun of the 
Morning snapped. 
“In all my solar cycles living in Atlán, I never heard of that exception,” Rhuna said as hatred 
for the woman grew rapidly inside her. 
“This is the land of both my people, the Benshi, and the Atlan residents,” boomed The 
Reigning One’s voice behind them, startling everyone in the room, including his attendants. “There 
shall be no forcing of wills upon others in this land,” stated The Reigning One. “Take your petty 
squabbles out of my residence,” he ordered Sun of the Morning, who was taken aback and 
immediately left the room without another word. 
Rhuna walked silently outside with Aradin until they reached the outer courtyard area. 
“You are disobeying an order directly from the High Council of Atlán?” Sun of the Morning asked 
viciously, her eyes darting between Rhuna and Aradin. 
“I am refusing Harbinger of Solace’s request to have his daughter sent back to him,” Rhuna 
answered, glaring back at the woman. 
“We are done here,” Aradin interrupted sharply, and took Rhuna’s arm as he began to walk 
away. 
“They can’t force us to do anything, can they?” Rhuna asked as they walked home. 
“No,” they can’t. That woman is full of hatred towards you, and it’s making her 
unreasonable,” said Aradin. 
“Let’s not even tell Lozira about any of this!” Rhuna said after a while.”She seems so happy 
right now, and so relieved to be here, thinking she is safe!” 


Part Five (Lozira)

Rhuna sat on the floor practicing the special breathing exercises her father had taught her, 
and then slowly opened her eyes as she finished the last cycle of breathing. She looked out onto 
the courtyard garden, feeling refreshed by the mere sight of lush green leaves and the vibrant 
colours of fresh blooms. A gentle breeze wafted past her, bringing with it a subtle fragrance of the 
roses in the garden. 
Behind her, a door opened and the footsteps Rhuna knew belonged to Lozira made her heart 
leap with joy once more. The deep contentment of her daughter’s presence outweighed the 
injustice she suffered from the Atlan Council’s scathing condemnation of her at the Council 
Address. 
“I went out with some old friends from the Creative Arts School,” Lozira began, and Rhuna 
turned to listen, relieved that her daughter appeared to be unharmed by the stress of escaping her 
father. 
“We went to the pyramids and that’s where I saw Beacon of the Night,” Lozira continued. 
“So I thanked him for speaking in your defense at the Council Address.” 
“You spoke with Beacon of the Night?” Rhuna interrupted with more alarm in her voice than 
she had intended. 
“Yes.Is there something wrong with that?” Lozira asked defensively. 
“At the Council Address I couldn’t tell you about Beacon of the Night,” Rhuna said, standing 
up and preparing to tell her daughter the unpleasant facts about her former teacher.“He has done 
wrong things in the past, and also now. He is not as he seems,” Rhuna said carefully. 
“He told me you would say that about him,” Lozira responded, and Rhuna’s head snapped 
back in shock. 
“You spoke to himabout me? What else did he say?” Rhuna asked sharply, trying to quell 
the alarm that was rising inside her. 
“He told me about what he did when he was your teacher, and that he was banished from 
Atlán for what he did,” Lozira said firmly. 
“He told you that? Why?” Rhuna asked, sounding more aghast than she had intended. 
“Why not?” Lozira retorted angrily. “We had a nice long conversation about everything.” 
Rhuna once again felt as if the earth shook beneath her feet. 
“Lozira! You can’t talk to him – him of all people!” Rhuna shouted. 
 “Why not?” Lozira retorted, her face reddening with outrage. 
“He is the leader of a group of Atlans involved with those amulets!” 
“That was discussed at the Council Address,” Lozira responded quickly. “But it does not 
sound like something so very wrong,” she added with conviction. 
“But you heard what Sun of the Morning said about Atlan principles and why it is wrong 
and dangerous!” said Rhuna, puzzled by her daughter’s casual dismissal of fundamental Atlan 
ways. “He is a dangerous man, Lozira!” 
“I do not agree!” she retorted with a firm pout as her cheeks flushed again. 
“There is more…just don’t talk to him again, Lozira!” Rhuna implored her daughter, wishing 
she could tell her the knowledge about her former teacher she had acquired by means that must 
still be kept secret. 
Seeing Lozira’s deflated expression, she calmly added, “there are so many other Atlans in Safu 
you could meet and befriend.” Lozira nodded and appeared to shake off her momentary 
disappointment as she turned to enter her sleeping chamber. 
The fol owing morning, as Rhuna was washing her hair with the luxurious soaps and oils 
Aradin had procured for her, she heard someone approach the door of her home. After a moment, 
Faleesh entered the washing chamber to inform Rhuna that a messenger requested her 
attendance at the Atlan Council building. Startled, Rhuna hurried to finish washing and dressing 
appropriately, feeling apprehensive as she prepared to leave. 
Rhuna entered the Council building, hearing the echo of her footsteps in the empty and 
cavernous interior. The new Atlan Council members were seated on cushions in an alcove 
especially designed for more intimate discussions. 
“Harbinger of Solace believes that you intercepted both his messages to the innkeeper at 
the land of the isthmus,” Sun of the Morning said without a greeting as Rhuna lowered herself onto 
a seating cushion. She looked at the Council members’ faces and then noticed Sun of the 
Morning’s creases around her severely pursed mouth. 
Rhuna felt shocked and deeply confronted by the hostile faces,and needed a moment to 
regain her composure. Remembering her father’s words to keep The Infinite secret, she finally 
managed to shake her head. 
“No. No, of course not! How could a message be intercepted?” Rhuna stammered as her 
heart began to race. 
“It is obvious that you have acquired far more power than even some of the greatest Atlan 
Masters in our known history,” Sun of the Morning continued, still glowering at her. 
“Yes, I suppose so, but…” 
 “You discussed curses and amulets with the Benshi,” said Stealth of the Fox. 
“Yes. I have been helping them. I’m a Healer and I do what I can…” 
“Did you put a curse on anyone?” challenged one of the other Council members. 
“No!” said Rhuna adamantly. 
“The Council is investigating all unusual and inexplicable occurrences in Safu, and in every 
matter we examined, you are involved,” stated Stealth of the Fox, his thin lips disappearing behind 
his bushy beard. 
“I have been trying to stop the curses!” Rhuna blurted, trying surreptitiously to wipe her 
sweaty palms. 
“What can you tell the Council to assist in these investigations?” asked another member 
sitting behind Sun of the Morning. 
Rhuna realized that there was little she could say without revealing the secrets of The 
Observers and consequently putting them in danger from the Dark Ones. She shrugged and began 
to ramble about visiting the Commoners’ part of the city where she had tried to heal a woman who 
believed she was cursed. 
Shortly thereafter, Rhuna was dismissed with the warning that she would most certainly be 
recalled for further discussions. She rushed back to her house, needing the security of her 
comfortable home where Aradin was waiting. 
“They will find out the truth,” Aradin tried to reassure her. “In time, everything will be 
revealed, I’m sure,” he said as he held her. Rhuna nodded and decided that she should continue with 
the day she had planned before being called to the Council building. Taking the position on the 
floor in front of the window overlooking the garden courtyard, Rhuna began the relaxation 
techniques her father had taught her. 
When she felt sufficiently relaxed, she moved into the position for Inside Focussing so that 
she could summon mental visions of the Dark Ones’ activities, as she had been doing daily. 
“We shall abstain from causing curses and charging amulets,” said Beacon of the Night in 
Rhuna’s mental vision. 
“The Atlans cannot prevent it!” hissed Charmer of Snakes angrily. 
“We can impede them, should they interfere with our goals!” said another member of the 
Guardians of Knowledge. 
“We have learned enough from these activities. It is time to progress to greater things!” 
Beacon of the Night said with decisiveness, and Rhuna observed how the other members 
respectful y submitted to his will. 
 Every morning, Rhuna watched Lozira as they gathered around the food table, noting her 
choice of fine clothes, accessories and hair arrangements each day. She never tired of watching 
Shandi comb and stroke Lozira’s long golden hair, and it warmed her heart to see both her 
daughters share such a loving bond. 
“Are you going to the Creative Arts School again today?” she asked Lozira as they ate. 
Lozira looked up, somewhat startled, and then shook her head. “No, I haven’t been going to 
the School,” she answered. “Just meeting new friends, going to watch ball games; things like that.” 
“It must feel good to have a normal life again, like other young women, eh?” asked Aradin 
with a broad smile. Lozira nodded firmly as she chewed on some juicy pomegranate seeds. 
“You could come with me to The Reigning One’s residence today and see your grandfather 
again,” Rhuna suggested. “You’ve only met him once so far,” she added, thinking of the brief 
gathering in her home the day after Lozira’s arrival. 
“Oh…but I made arrangements…” Lozira said hesitantly, and Rhuna quickly waved her hand 
dismissively. 
“Go ahead and enjoy yourself,” Rhuna said cheerfully. “I need to talk to Damell about a 
serious matter anyway.” 
As soon as Faleesh had cleared away the dishes of the morning meal, Rhuna kissed Aradin 
and her two daughters before going to visit Damell in his private chambers at The Reigning One’s 
residence. She had been distressed about the Council’s accusation the previous day, and needed to 
tell her father how she felt. 
“Very astute of him,” Damell said when Rhuna finished tel ing him that Tozar suspected her 
of intercepting his messages to the innkeeper at the land of the isthmus. “Yet it is merely a guess, 
as there is no evidence, and no way to ascertain what happened. Except by accessing The Infinite, 
of course,” he said with one of his mischievous smiles. 
“It felt awful having to lie,” Rhuna said, remembering her racing heart and sweaty palms. 
“At times it is necessary,” Damell replied. “We must weigh the importance of each issue 
against the other, consider the consequences and choose the wisest course, even if it appears 
wrong to some, or has temporary ramifications.” 
Rhuna thought about her father’s words in silence for a while as they sipped some rich fruit 
nectar seasoned with spices. 
“Rhuna,” her father said after a while, and she sensed he was about to tell her something of 
a very different and unusual nature. “Your mother has died recently; did you know?” 
“My mother? In Chinza?” Rhuna was taken aback by the mention of her mother, and 
merely shook her head. “I haven’t even thought about her in a very long time. But how do you 
know?” 
 “It has been my custom for most of my lifetime to observe all my loved ones, both near and 
far,” he said with a tender smile. 
“Loved ones?” Rhuna repeated, suddenly unsure what she should be feeling. 
“Yes, loved ones,” Damell nodded and looked at Rhuna intently. “You bear scars from your 
childhood with her,” he stated simply. “It can be observed in The Infinite.” 
“Really?” Rhuna asked with amazement. 
“A person’s feelings, mental state and many other aspects of a person’s being can be 
detected in The Infinite, with knowledge and experience.” 
Rhuna thought of the colours, patterns and varying degrees of light that often accompanied 
the things she perceived in The Infinite. 
“Everyone perceives these colours and lights differently, yet with time and experience, you 
shall learn what they represent,” he explained, and then took another sip of his fruit nectar. 
“You do not inquire about your mother’s death?” Damell asked after a moment. 
“Oh, of course. What happened? She wasn’t so old. Was she ill?” 
Damel nodded and looked at her intently in silence. 
“You would benefit from releasing suppressed anger and fear in connection with your 
mother,” he stated. 
“But not right now,” she said quickly, surprised at the intense unease that had come over 
her. 
“Instead,” she said, quickly regaining her composure, “maybe you could tel me about the 
time you met my mother, and why you were in Chinza in the first place. You were hiding from 
Gatherer of Sage, the Dark Master…” 
“Not hiding,” he retorted promptly. “It is time to relate those experiences, as they are still 
relevant and even important in the present.” 
Damell set aside his drinking vessel and sighed as he gently reclined on the seating 
cushions. He closed his eyes as he recollected the events of around forty solar cycles past. 
“Gatherer of Sage had been banished from Atlán, yet everyone was always talking about 
him in those days,” Damell began. “There had never been an Atlan Master so knowledgeable, so 
powerful and highly esteemed as Gatherer of Sage, so they said. It shook the entire Atlan society 
to the core when he…changed…and was banished as a result. 
“At this time, I had been here, in Safu, studying Atlan traditions with Possessor of 
Discernment. He was the same even then,” Damell observed with an affectionate smile. “He told 
me about the special secret chamber which would enhance my power and skills.” 
 Rhuna recalled her own conversation with Possessor of Discernment when she first 
arrived in Safu, and how she entered the small chamber of the pyramid, curious what special 
enhanced abilities would be bestowed upon her. 
“Afterward, my mental energy overflowed and exploded with every burst of emotion. Clay 
pots cracked as I walked past them, glass shattered and mirrors cracked when I became merely a 
little agitated!” Damell chuckled at the memory, and Rhuna remembered that her experiences with 
her new power were the same until her father entered her life and showed her techniques to 
control it. 
“Being young and impulsive, I thought it was my duty to pursue Gatherer of Sage and 
prevent him from causing more suffering and turmoil in lands beyond the Atlan Empire. This 
required someone with equal powers to his, and after the pyramid increased my skills, I was the 
only Atlan Master who qualified for this mission.” 
“A mission?” Rhuna interrupted. “You were sent?” 
“No, no, Daughter. It was a mission I took upon myself, believing it to be the reason I was 
granted special increased powers,” Damell answered, shaking his head slightly. 
“Ah, what foolishness and arroganceare bound up with youth!” he said with a heavy sigh as 
he continued his reminiscences. 
“My mental summoning of visions allowed me to observe Gatherer of Sage when other 
Atlan Masters could not do so by means of the Gazing of the Waters.” Rhuna recalled that this had 
happened to her as a young adult already, long before entering any special chamber in a pyramid. 
“When I observed some Atlan Masters journeying to the distant and remote island of 
Chinza and begin to make statues in the likeness of Gatherer of Sage, I promptly set forth in 
pursuit. Yet during my long ocean crossing, it became apparent to me that the Dark Master – as 
they had begun to call him then – was elsewhere on the Great Ocean. Before we could change 
course, severe tropical storms pummeled our small fleet of ships, and several people drowned.” 
Damel sighed sadly and shifted his position until he was more comfortable. 
“The ships were all damaged to some degree, and we were forced to come ashore on 
Chinza to repair them before we could continue our voyage. Yet once on land, we were attacked by 
the native Zao people, and two more of our company lost their lives. Fortunately, when they saw 
rocks explode and other strange phenomena take place due to my emotional distress, the Zao fled 
from me in terror.” 
Damel ’s smooth features became creased in a deep frown and his lips tightened. 
“Yet several of their bravest men dared to pursue me and attempt to kill me with their 
primitive weapons,” he said as he squirmed slightly. “They were cunning and tricked me, catching 
me in a cave…” 
 Rhuna wondered whether it was the cave in which she used to play as a child, and where 
she later met Tozar when he was in hiding from the native Zao people. 
“Indeed, I should have been dead,” he continued slowly. “My wounds were extensive, yet 
perhaps due to the special powers imbued upon me by the Pyramid’s special chamber, my body 
continued to function…at least long enough for your mother to find me and stop the excessive 
bleeding.” 
“My mother found you in the cave?” Rhuna asked, surprised. 
Damel merely nodded. “She was an excellent healer, I must say!” he said with a smile. 
“Utilizing simple herbs and foods, along with rest and many bandages, my body began to heal. She 
hid me in another cave…the island has many subterranean hollows due to its volcanic nature. 
There, in that small cave on the face of a cliff overlooking the ocean, is where she nursed me back 
to health, and where I was forced to re-think my actions. This long convalescence also provided 
me with the necessary time to gain control over my newly-acquired powers.” 
“And then?” Rhuna asked, becoming intensely curious about her own conception. 
“Yes, yes,” Damell laughed gently. “While recovering, we grew to love each other, and it was 
my intention to remain by her side,” he said in a nostalgic tone. “Yet circumstances would not 
permit it, and I was forced to leave Chinza, risking my life on a single ship that the other survivors 
of my company had managed to repair. There was no room for your mother, although she insisted 
on staying because she feared the water. 
It was always my intention to return to Chinza…” Damell said wistfully. “The Dark Master 
was active in other lands, and during my long absence, I was presumed dead. This surprised me at 
first, until I learned that it was no longer possible to summon visions of Chinza by means of the 
Gazing of the Waters due to the statues that had been erected there. Their position on the island 
interfered with the natural flow of earth energies, and this affects the Gazing of the Waters.” 
“I didn’t know that,” Rhuna said. 
“The images they could summon by means of the Gazing of the Waters showed an 
altercation between Gatherer of Sage and me, when his powerful force knocked me backwards 
and I lay unconscious for a long time…” 
Rhuna remembered this vision which she had also summoned when she was very young, 
and had believed her father to be dead. 
“My life had changed so much by then, and circumstances kept forcing me to pursue an 
entirely different course of life than I had intended.” 
“Do you…regret anything?” Rhuna asked. 
“No, not at all, My Child, not at all!” Damell said as he opened his eyes and sat up. 
“Everything is as it should be!” 
 Rhuna had finished the day’s chores and played with Shandi and her long-eared toy, and 
was gazing out the window. Gentle rain had begun to fall, making the garden look tranquil and 
peaceful. She was about to take the position for breathing exercises when she heard people arrive 
in front of her house. 
Sun of the Morning and Stealth of the Fox stood in the small rose garden outside her door, 
each holding a personal rain shelter and wearing appropriate footwear. 
“We must speak with you on a matter of great urgency and importance,” said Sun of the 
Morning. Rhuna sensed the hardness in her voice and braced herself for another confrontation. 
She stepped back and allowed them to enter her home, telling Faleesh to take Shandi into 
another room while she and Aradin had a discussion with the visitors. The two senior Atlan 
Council members stepped inside but remained standing as Sun of the Morning cleared her throat 
and prepared to speak. 
“Harbinger of Solace has informed us of your daughter’s activities, and your complete lack 
of supervision, protection or guidance, lending weight to the charge that you are a thoroughly 
incompetent parent, as well as a destructive, demoralizing and degrading influence on the young 
woman!” 
“What?” Rhuna stammered, shaking her head with incomprehension. 
“What activities?” Aradin asked sharply. 
“You are not even aware, are you!” spat Sun of the Morning as her companion made noises 
of disapproval. 
“Aware of what?” Rhuna asked, reeling from the aggressive attack and trying to gain her 
footing. 
“Melody of the Dawn is emotionally involved with a man of severe disrepute,” saidStealth of 
the Fox through his bushy beard. 
“Emotionally involved?” Rhuna repeated, still not understanding. 
“With whom?” Aradin snapped. 
“Beacon of the Night, of course!” retorted Sun of the Morning. 
Rhuna felt the earth shake beneath her feet again, and needed a few moments to regain her 
composure. 
“You are mistaken!” Rhuna retorted loudly. “She only had a casual conversation with him 
once, and as soon as I found out about it, I told her not to speak to him again,” Rhuna said firmly. 
Sun of the Morning emitted a short, sharp laugh which sounded singularly ugly to Rhuna. 
“She disobeyed you, as children often do, and you never questioned her actions thereafter,” 
Sun of the Morning scolded fiercely. 
 “No…” said Rhuna, struggling to comprehend what was happening. “Why should I have 
questioned her actions? She isn’t a child anymore.” 
“Harbinger of Solace has been observing his daughter carefully, as it behooves every 
responsible parent, and he has instructed us to act on his behalf,” Sun of the Morning stated. 
“By doing what, exactly?” Aradin said, taking a small yet defensive step forward. 
“By doing whatever is necessary to protect Melody of the Dawn, from both you and Beacon 
of the Night,” she responded sharply. 
“Let me talk to her then,” Rhuna said, feeling the release of strong emotions surge through 
her body. “I don’t want her to be involved with Beacon of the Night either! Give me a chance to 
prove that I am a good parent!” 
Sun of the Morning glanced at her companion briefly before responding. 
“Atlan principles dictate that we allow everyone the opportunity to change and improve,” 
she said with a distinct tone of skepticism. “We shall observe and consult with you again 
accordingly,” she said as she turned to leave. 
Rhuna let herself fall onto one of the large seating cushions and released a deep groan of 
anguish. 
“What do they mean, emotionally involved? How can that be?” Rhuna squeaked as Aradin 
lowered himself onto the adjoining cushion and placed his arms around her. 
“We’l talk to her as soon as she returns,” Aradin said. 
“I don’t understand this,” Rhuna said shaking her head. 
“Let’s summon the Gazing of the Waters to learn what this is all about,” Aradin suggested, 
squeezing Rhuna’s hands encouragingly. Rhuna nodded, but approached the basin with 
trepidation. 
Seated next to Aradin, Rhuna began the summons for visions of Lozira’s involvement with 
Beacon of the Night, and then watched the swirls of colour change until the reflection became 
opaque before clearing to reveal the visions. 
Rhuna gasped when she saw Lozira seated next to Beacon of the Night, their faces close to 
each other as they spoke softly. Beacon of the Night reached outto gently hold Lozira’s hand, and 
Rhuna watched with disbelief as her daughter smiled and continued to gaze into the mysterious 
green eyes of the man Rhuna associated with the Dark Master. 
“He must have put a curse on her!” Rhuna hissed vehemently. 
“Wait!” said Aradin in a loud whisper, pointing to the changing images in the water. 
Rhuna heard herself gasping once again as she watched Lozira and Beacon of the Night 
standing near the Great River, warm sunshine surrounding Lozira’s yellow-gold hair. She watched 
disbelievingly as Beacon of the Night leaned towards Lozira and kissed her. 
 “Oh, no! Oh, no!” Rhuna said in dismay as the kiss lingered and Lozira’s arms folded 
around the man’s neck. 
The images faded, and Rhuna pushed herself away from the basin with a loud groan, 
realizing that she had been holding her breath. 
“How can this be happening?” Rhuna asked in anguish. 
“It’s an unexpected and grave turn of events,” Aradin said gloomily. 
“Could he really have put a curse on her somehow?” 
Aradin shook his head and shrugged his shoulders. “We saw no evidence of such kind of 
curses in our observations, but we are not infallible, and Beacon of the Night is shrewd and clever.” 
“We have to stop this immediately,” said Rhuna, suddenly aware that she was shaking all 
over. 
“Even if wecan prevent her from seeing him again, we can’t stop feelings – unless it’s a 
curse that can be removed,” Aradin admonished. 
“What feelings? She can’t have feelings for him!” she scoffed angrily. 
“Why not? Beacon of the Night is a charming man with many appealing attributes, not to 
mention a handsome appearance – everything a young woman would find attractive,” said Aradin. 
Rhuna remained silent and tried to calm herself. 
“At her age, after being under Tozar’s restrictive domination, it would be natural for her to 
develop feelings for the first appealing man she met here in Safu,” Aradin continued. 
“But not him!” Rhuna shouted, her agitation increasing again. 
“Be careful what you say,” Aradin said after a moment. “Strong opposition might only push 
her more towards him.” 
Rhuna nodded solemnly as she held her head in her hands and waited for Lozira to return 
home. Thoughts raced through her head, and she wondered whether she could affect Lozira’s 
feelings in The Infinite, or even stop Beacon of the Night in the same way as she had intercepted 
Tozar’s message to the innkeeper at the land of the isthmus. Deciding it was better to do 
something rather than sit and wait, she told Aradin she would rest a while and entered the 
adjoining chamber where she could recline on seating cushions. 
Rhuna breathed in slowly as she tried to enter the deep and silent state of mind in 
preparation for her Extended Consciousness to explore outside her body. The process took longer, 
and she assumed it was her agitated emotional state that hindered her usual immediate 
relaxation. When she finally entered the tranquil darkness of her inner mind, she willed her 
Extended Consciousness to find Lozira. 
At first, her Extended Consciousness felt heavy as it rose from Rhuna’s body, and she felt as if 
she were underwater and swimming to the surface. Suddenly, she felt freed and entered areas of 
moving light and colours before recognizing the exterior of her home seen from above the nearby street. Focussing on Lozira, she felt herself pulled swiftly to a nearby street lined with shady trees, 
and under one of them she recognized Lozira standing with Beacon of the Night. 
Rhuna willed her Extended Consciousness to hover above them so that she could hear their 
spoken words and see their faces clearly. 
“I still feel strange,” Lozira was saying as Rhuna’s Extended Consciousness neared them, and 
Rhuna was shocked to see her daughter’s face flushed pink from laughing, and her long hair rather 
disheveled. “Do you really think Rhuna would not suspect?” she asked Beacon of the Night before 
suddenly bursting into laughter. 
“And what if she does?” Beacon of the Night said dismissively as he shrugged his shoulders 
and joined in Lozira’s laughter. His hands slid around Lozira’s slim waist as she raised her arms to 
embrace him, and Rhuna’s Extended Consciousness seemed to vibrate with the tension of 
witnessing this scene. 
Lozira stopped laughing as she raised her head to meet the man’s lips on her mouth, and 
Rhuna realized that their long and deep kiss indicated a relationship already far progressed. As 
she watched her daughter in the embrace of the leader of the Dark Master’s followers, her 
Consciousness became aware of another sense alongside the flashes of colours which Rhuna 
associated with thoughts and emotions. The sense was unpleasantly familiar, and after a while 
she recognized it to be intoxicating beverage. 
Feeling suddenly unwel , Rhuna let her Extended Consciousness return to her body, landing 
on the seating cushions like a heavy wet sack. Opening her eyes, Rhuna let out a groan of dismay 
as she struggled to accept what she had experienced in The Infinite. She rose to her feet and 
decided to summon images of Lozira partaking of intoxicating beverages by means of the Gazing of 
the Waters. 
Rhuna summoned the specific visions of the present day concerning Lozira and Beacon of 
the Night, and with Aradin at her side, waited for the images to appear in the water. Almost 
instantly, Rhuna saw her daughter entering a building with Beacon of the Night, and emerging 
from it with drinking vessels and an earthenware ewer which was used solely for fermented 
barley beverages. 
Still feeling shocked and alarmed, Rhuna held her breath as the next images appeared and 
she saw Lozira and Beacon of the Night sitting on grass, drinking and laughing. Beacon of the 
Night was recounting amusing tales of what people had done in a state of extreme intoxication, and 
Lozira curled up with laughter as she listened. The images faded, and Rhuna took a deep breath. 
“Nothing else happened,” she said with a sigh of relief. 
“You thought he would take advantage of her intoxicated state,” Aradin said, nodding in 
agreement. “Yet it appears they did not indulge to excess, and everything we just saw was 
harmless.” 
“Harmless? Harmless, Aradin? How can you say that?” Rhuna screeched, feeling distraught 
anewat the thought of her daughter being emotionally involved with the leader of the Dark Ones. 
“No, I meant the drinking of intoxicating beverages…nothing happened besides normal 
laughter and merriment,” he said as he tried to sooth Rhuna’s jagged nerves. 
“Drinking intoxicating beverages is against Atlan principles!” Rhuna spluttered. “Lozira has 
never had such beverages, and normally she would never consider it! He has already undermined 
her Atlan principles, and who knows what else…” 
“We’l talk with her as soon as she returns home,” Aradin said soothingly. When she 
responded to his touch, Aradin embraced her and silently held her for a while. 
After some time, Rhuna heardLozira enter the house and immediately rushed towards the 
doorway to confront her, despite Aradin’s urgent whispers to stay calm. 
“Has something happened?” Lozira asked as she looked at Rhuna and then at Aradin. 
“Where have you been?” Rhuna asked with a shaky voice. 
“With friends,” Lozira answered casually as she looked away and began walking towards 
her chamber. 
“Were you with Beacon of the Night?” Rhuna asked sharply. Lozira stopped abruptly and 
spun around with anxious wide eyes. 
“You know?” 
“We were told by Sun of the Morning and others from the new Atlan Council of Safu.Your 
father told them! He has been observing you and accused me of being a bad parent,” Rhuna 
prattled as her distress rose to the surface again. 
“Your father is very upset,” interrupted Aradin. “Why did you keep it secret from us?” 
“When I told you about the long conversation I had with him near the pyramids, you got so 
angry and told me not to see him again…so I kept it from you,” Lozira answered unapologetically. 
“You must really like him, to disregard your mother’s warning,” Aradin said emphatically. 
Lozira looked at Aradin and then at Rhuna. 
“I love him,” she said softly. 
“Oh no, Lozira!” Rhuna said with dismay. “Love? But he’s more than twice your age!” 
Rhuna argued. 
“Like Tozar was, when you came to Atlán!” Lozira shot back. Aradin let out a quick laugh, 
then shrugged as he glanced at Rhuna. 
“He doesn’t have any true feelings for you, Lozira!” 
 “He’s not like that anymore!” Lozira shouted angrily.“He told me that you’d say such 
things!” 
“Rhuna is just afraid you’ll be hurt,” Aradin interrupted. 
“He won’t hurt me,” Lozira stated loudly. “I know all about his old life; he told me 
everything!” 
“He’s devious and clever,” Rhuna said firmly. “And there are other things that you don’t 
know about. Oh, why did you have to choose him of all people!” Rhuna wailed in dismay. “Try to 
forget him, Lozira. There are so many other nice men you can meet here!” 
“You cannot control me like a child anymore, Rhuna!” Lozira cried angrily. “I came to Safu 
to be free of Tozar’s control, and now you also tell me what I must not do! But you cannot, cannot, 
cannot!” 
“I can and I will!” Rhuna screamed back. 
“Then I shall leave here!” Lozira thundered as her face turned red. 
Rhuna felt Aradin’s hand grasp her arm and she understood that she had gone too far. A 
moment later, she heard Shandi’s high-pitched wail, and turned to see the little girl standing in the 
doorway. 
“Din-Din!” she wailed between sobs, and Aradin rushed to scoop her in his arms. 
“The screaming has upset her,” he said as calmly as he could, and then carried Shandi away 
as Rhuna breathed deeply to quell some of her heated emotions. 
“Don’t be angry with me, Rhuna!” Lozira spluttered though an eruption of tears. “I cannot 
do anything about my feelings!” Lozira sobbed, turning away and hiding her face in her hands. “Do 
not send me back to Tozar! I would rather die!” she wailed desperately. 
“I know you can’t help it,” Rhuna said, remembering her dilemma when she met and came 
to love Aradin while still bound to Tozar. “I didn’t know you felt this way…and that you kept seeing 
him after I told you not to,” she said as she laid her hands gently on her daughter’s shuddering 
shoulders. 
“I so much wanted to tell you! I needed to talk about it, but after what you said about him, I 
was afraid you’d be angry,” Lozira said, turning and wiping the tears that had begun to flow down 
her face. “And if you also criticize and disapprove of me, like Tozar, I shall…” 
“Oh no!” Rhuna said emphatically as she remembered Aradin’s words of caution.“I could 
never disapprove of you, Lozira! It’s Beacon of the Night I disapprove of, and…” 
“But it’s the same thing!”protested Lozira. 
“What is? How is it the same thing?” 
 “Tozar doesn’t understand you, what you did, and thinks you are a bad influence on me, and 
now you also think the same way about Goram…I mean Beacon of the Night…you don’t understand 
him!” 
Rhuna decided she could not tell her everything about Beacon of the Night without the 
protective field of the special room, so she determined to silently comfort Lozira until her tears 
stopped flowing. 
“You can talk to me now,” she said softly as she moved Lozira’s long golden hair away from 
her face. She stepped towards the seating cushions and waited until they were both sitting 
comfortably. 
“It’s so hard!” Lozira said, anguish in her face as tears welled up in her eyes again. 
“Tel me how you feel, Lozira…what is so hard?” 
“I did not think love could be like this,” she answered. 
“Like what, exactly?” 
“That it hurts! It hurts all the time when I cannot be with him, and then when I am, it hurts 
in a different way!” 
“Tell me how it started,” she asked her daughter. ”When did you start to love him like this?” 
Lozira began to release her pent-up emotions as Rhuna stroked her hair and listenedto her 
description of several outings on beautiful days, withtender sweet kisses and conversations unlike 
any she had ever had. 
“He was so open and direct about everything he told me,” Lozira explained. “And I felt I 
could tell him absolutely everything, and that he would always understand.” Rhuna nodded and 
smiled, holding back the misgivings and turmoil broiling inside her. 
When Lozira had unburdened herself and dried her tears, Rhuna explained to her that Sun 
of the Morning was waiting for her to act on this matter before the Council stepped in on Tozar’s 
request. 
“The first thing I have to do is go talk to Beacon of the Night,” Rhuna said decisively as she 
stood up. 
“What will you say?” Lozira asked alarmed. 
“Whatever is necessary,” Rhuna answered. 
“They cannot stop me from seeing him!” she said with renewed vigour. “They cannot send 
me back to Atlán!” 
“No, they can’t,” Rhuna said reassuringly, and then told her daughter to stay home and 
comfort Shandi. When Lozira had reluctantly agreed and gone into the nearby rooms, Rhuna 
entered the room in which Aradin had been summoning visions by means of the Gazing of the 
Waters. 
 “He has seduced many women throughout his life,” Aradin said gloomily, and then 
described the visions he had summoned as he accompanied Rhuna outside. 
“What are we going to do?” asked Rhuna as they walked along the paved road. 
“Forcing her to do something against such strong feelings usually causes even worse 
problems,” Aradin said. 
“We’ll tell Beacon of the Night to leave her alone,” Rhuna suggested. 
“Do you really believe he would do anything we ask of him?” Aradin snorted. 
“We have to at least try,” said Rhuna, deflated. 
“Such a decision has to be made by her, not you,” explained Aradin. 
Rhuna reluctantly agreed after a moment’s thought. She stopped as they neared the house 
in which Beacon of the Night resided, and Aradin squeezed her hand reassuringly. 
“Keeper of Wisdom and Keeper of Justice!” Beacon of the Night exclaimed with genuine 
surprise. “Welcome inside my home!” he said with a sweeping gesture of his arm, guiding them 
through the entrance way and into the first main room. He stopped in front of a large window 
overlooking the garden and turned to face them with an expectant look. 
“We have just found out that you’ve been seducing my daughter!” Rhuna charged at him. “I 
forbid you from ever seeing her again!” 
“A-ha,” he said nodding, and paused to prepare his defensive speech. “This reaction was to 
be expected, and therefore I shall harbour no offence or resentment,” he began. “You despise me, 
and you cannot tolerate any personal involvement between your daughter and me,” he said 
nodding again, and then slowly paced across the room in front of them. 
“However, may I make this one fact clear at the outset, namely that I am not seducing, 
deceiving or misleading Lozira,” he said firmly. “It is true, for a brief moment I was indeed tempted 
when I realized that such a young and innocent woman looked at me with interest and desire…” 
“You put some kind of love-curse on her!” spat Rhuna, and Aradin placed his hand on her 
arm in a calming gesture. 
Beacon of the Night threw his head back in laughter. “In all honesty, my Friends, I had 
never thought of such a thing…but what a splendid idea!” he said beaming. 
“You are a philanderer!” Rhuna charged. “We have summoned visions of your philandering 
life by means of the Gazing of the Waters,” she said as she began to tremble with emotion. 
Beacon of the Night hooked his thumb into the top of his kilt as he ambled around the 
room. “Naturally, you would inform yourselves of my past activities,” he said casually. 
“Was it really so, that she was attracted to you first, for no reason at all?” Aradin asked 
suspiciously. 
“Why, is it so difficult to imagine?” asked Beacon of the Night as he stopped walking and 
looked at them with a grin. “Am I such an unappealing man? Your summoned visions of my life 
surely attest to the fact that I am attractive to women, do they not?” 
“Then you took advantage of a young woman’s first experience with love,” Rhuna stated, 
angry at the man’s laughter. 
“Only for a brief moment, as I admitted,” answered Beacon of the Night. “While in 
conversation with this delightful young woman, who has intelligence and maturity farin advance 
of her peers, my feelings became sincere,” he said. 
“You kissed her,” Rhuna said, shuddering at the memory of the visions she had summoned 
by means of the Gazing of the Waters. 
“Yes. And she kissed me. We kissed each other,” he stated casually. “That is not your worst 
fear, however,” he said with a mischievous grin. “You are horrified by the mere thought that I 
would force physical intimacy on her, are you not?” 
Rhuna remained silent, swallowing hard as her body became rigid with strong emotions. 
“You have not been tempted to do so?” Aradin challenged. 
“Oh yes!” laughed Beacon of the Night. “Oh yes indeed! Such a desire is purely natural, yet I 
have thus far managed to restrain myself.” 
“So you admit that you are merely philandering with our daughter,” challenged Aradin. 
“Not at all!Not at all, My Friends! Were it so, she would have been in my bed long before 
already!” he said as his pace quickened. “The excessive restless energy that motivated such a 
manner of behaviourin my youth has now been re-directed into other activities of a purely 
ethereal nature, and such…philandering no longer appeals, nor satisfies my deepest innermost 
needs,” he said in serious tone. “Furthermore, I have informed Lozira of my past activities, and 
she is wel aware of my life’s course thus far.” 
“You lie,” said Rhuna bluntly. 
“Yes, sometimes.” 
“She has very strong feelings for you,” Rhuna said with difficulty. 
“Of this I am very well aware.” 
“This is her first involvement after eighteen solar cycles of emotional security and 
harmonious environment in Atlán where such philandering is unknown. Her pain would be severe 
and long-lasting, damaging her emotional fiber and wellbeing…” 
“This matter, also, has not escaped my comprehension,” Beacon of the Night said, standing 
still and meeting Rhuna’s gaze without a blink. 
 “Were it so, as you wish to believe, Keeper of Wisdom, then I should not have restrained 
myself, nor given respect and consideration for your daughter’s wellbeing,” he said, and continued 
to pace again. “However, I value her happiness and emotional wellbeing above my own, and 
therefore shall not act upon any personal desires until proper circumstances permit,” he said. 
“There will never be proper circumstances!” Rhuna lashed out. “We know that you are the 
leader of the Dark Master’s followers, and that you nearly caused Lozira’s death when you tried to 
cause the Atlan fleet of ships to be wrecked in a giant storm!” 
Beacon of the Night stopped in his tracks and raised his eyebrows in astonishment. Rhuna 
felt a hot surge pulse through her body as she realized her mistake, and then heard Aradin’s sharp 
intake of breath next to her. 
“You know this?” Beacon of the Night snapped sharply as his eyes darted back and forth 
between Rhuna and Aradin. “Very impressive!” he exclaimed after a moment of tense silence, and 
then a broad smile spread across his face. “It appears I have under-estimated you once again.” 
Rhuna remained silent, determined not to divulge any further secrets. 
“May I ask how you come to know of this?” 
“No,” Rhuna said, and snapped her mouth shut again. 
“Our intention was to cause the ships to return to port,” Beacon of the Night said in a 
defensive tone. “We abhor the taking of human life, and in fact, our quest is to improve life for 
everyone,” he stated firmly, and then a flash of understanding illuminated his eyes.“You!” he uttered 
breathlessly. “You caused the failure of our attempts to create a storm!” Beacon of the Night stared 
at Rhuna wide-eyed for a moment, and then his face broke into a devious grin. 
“Keeper of Wisdom! You have my deepest respect and admiration,” he said with an 
elaborate bow. “We were not aware that our activities could be observed, much less influenced by 
outside sources. We are humbled in your presence! Teach us your skills, Keeper of Wisdom!” 
“No!” Rhuna stated adamantly. 
“Then may I suggest that you attend our next gathering tomorrow at sunset?” he suddenly 
said in a bright, cheerful manner. “Attendance at our gathering shall provide all the information 
you seek in order to know exactly what we are doing, and for which purpose. Bring Lozira, and 
any others whom you have told about my clandestine activities,” he said. 
Rhuna felt stunned, and then looked at Aradin whose face had paled and contorted with 
fear and apprehension. 
“You are trying to subvert us, using Lozira to force me to compromise my position and 
stand against you!” Rhuna said, trying to hide her trembling. 
“Your manner of thinking appeals to me!” said Beacon of the Night with a flash of white 
teeth. “Yet my intentions are entirely of a congenial, co-operative nature. Come as guests to 
observe and learn about our ways in order to establish whether we are your enemies or allies.” 
 “There is no doubt that you are our enemy, since your allegiance is with the Dark Master!” 
said Aradin shakily. 
“The Dark Master and his followers corrupt and degrade everything that is good,” Rhuna 
said. The difference between us is like night and day – and The Dark One even chose a black robe 
to show his opposition to the white Atlan Master’s robe!” 
“This minor detail is true,” said Beacon of the Night. “Your other conclusions are not 
correct, however. Do you not agree that one must embark upona proper and thorough 
investigation into all aspects of a matter before making such a severe accusation?” 
“We will come to your gathering,” Rhuna said decisively. 
“Good, good!Thereafter, may we discuss your acquired knowledge, ideals and quest – which 
I suspect are not as divergent from ours as you may believe. And above all, on a purely personal, 
selfish level,” he said slowly in a different tone, “…I wish Lozira to gain a full understanding of the 
person I am, so that she may decide. It has been weighing heavily on my mind,keeping this part of 
my life secret from her. It is time for everything to be revealed.” 
“Very well then,” said Aradin, preparing to leave the house. 
“Should she decide to continue our involvement, however, then you cannot prevent it,” 
Beacon of the Night said sternly. “I, for my part, shall not terminate our relationship on your 
request, no matter how persuasive your attempts…or would you injure or even kill me, too?” 
“That was not my intention!” Rhuna exclaimed. 
“Exactly! Exactly as it was not my intention to harm or take a life, yet at times it happens 
nevertheless,” he said, his pacing more agitated again. 
“Summon the visions, or whichever means you have used to acquire knowledge of my 
secret activities, to ascertain that I am telling the truth. And if, by any means, you are able to 
confirm the genuineness of my feelings for your daughter, then do so,” he said raising his hands in 
surrender. 
“Be present at the corner of the Red Lion by the setting of the sun tomorrow,” Beacon of 
the Night said as he escorted them to the door. “Wear a head and face covering, that you may not 
be recognized,” he said to Rhuna in a stern whisper as she brushed past him. 
“Don’t say another word!” Aradin hissed as they stepped onto the road and walked home 
with a brisk pace. Despite Lozira’s anxious expression when they entered their home, Rhuna 
rushed past her and into the special room where Aradin promptly threw the switch to activate the 
protective field. 
“Oh, what have I done, Aradin? Have I put us and The Observers in danger? I wasn’t 
thinking – those words just came out!” Rhuna wailed, feeling deflated and unworthy of The 
Observers, having so carelessly revealed their secret in a moment of intense emotion. 
 “Let’s think this through carefully,” Aradin said as he paced around the small room. “We 
didn’t reveal that there is a group of us, so I believe there’s no immediate danger to The Observers 
– but we will be under much closerscrutiny from them now as they try to find out how we know 
what they are doing.” 
Rhuna’s skin prickled at the thought of being so closely observed by the Dark Ones. 
“In fact, in view of that, perhaps we shouldn’t even contact them right away or else Beacon 
of the Night will surmise that they are our colleagues,” Aradin continued as his pace quickened. 
“Maybe I shouldn’t go see my father either, if they are going to watch us so closely,” Rhuna 
said solemnly, and Aradin agreed with a firm nod. 
“Let’s go about everything as usual,” he said decisively. 
“Maybe I could observe what Beacon of the Night does, just with my mental summoning 
skil ,” Rhuna suggested. 
“Good,” said Aradin taking a deep breath. “And now you need to tel Lozira,” he said as he 
opened the door and ushered Lozira into the special room. Rhuna moved the switch as soon as 
Aradin stepped out, and then released a painful sigh. 
“Lozira, I couldn’t tell you before…oh, this is like a nightmare!” Rhuna began. 
“What’s wrong?” Lozira asked breathless with anxiety. 
“Beacon of the Night is the leader of the Dark Ones! He is the Dark Master’s apprentice!” 
Lozira looked at her mother wide-eyed and speechless. 
“That’s why I told you not to see him!” 
“Oh,” Lozira said faintly. 
“But now I’ve made a terrible mistake. I got so upset talking to him that I told him we know 
about the things he and the other followers of the Dark Master have been doing…” 
“You told him about The Observers?” Lozira said, still dazed. 
“No. But I said enough in just one outburst, and now everything has changed! And it’s all 
my fault!” 
“What will happen now?” asked Lozira in a shaky voice. Rhuna shook her head and said 
she did not know. 
“So…how do you feel now?” Rhuna asked, observing the changes in Lozira’s face as she 
struggled to comprehend the latest revelations. 
“I want to talk to him about it,” she said after a while. “Ask him to tell me what he does, and 
why.” 
 “That’s exactly what he suggested,” said Rhuna. “He wants us to attend their gathering 
tomorrow night so that you can see what kind of person he really is.” 
“He said that?” 
“Yes. And then you can tell him you won’t see him anymore!” Rhuna said firmly. 
Lozira’s face scrunched into a rebellious pout. “I want to talk to him about everything 
first!” she insisted. 
“But surely you don’t want to be involved with someone who is working with the Dark 
Master!” Rhuna said sharply. 
“But I love him!” Lozira said defiantly. 
“How can you love someone like that? Like the Dark Master himself?” Rhuna argued. 
“That is the way it is!” Lozira shouted, and stomped towards the door. Rhuna groaned with 
exasperation, and then quickly told her about their decision to continue as normal while being 
under close scrutiny by the Dark Ones.“Be especially careful what you say when we are not in this 
room!” Rhuna reminded Lozira before she pulled the switch at the door. 
“Sooner or later someone will summon a vision of what I said,” said Rhuna when Aradin 
had re-entered the special room and switched the lever. 
“Most probably Tozar, if he’s watching us so closely,” agreed Aradin. 
Rhuna suggested that she summon a mental vision of Beacon of the Night to observe his 
most recent actions. Moving into her Inside Focussing position, she concentrated her attention on 
Beacon of the Night and his activities since she and Aradin left his house. 
In an instant, visions began appearing in her mind, and she recognized the room in which 
they hadspoken earlier. Beacon of the Night stood still, looking out the large window onto the 
garden, and then began to pace back and forth in front of the window, as he had done while she 
and Aradin were there. Rhuna felt frustrated that nothing of significance appeared in her visions, 
so she made a renewed attempt at summoning visions of the man’s activity. 
“He is doing the same as we are,” remarked Aradin when she had described her visions to 
him. “Let us keep observing him closely, in case he contacts the other Dark Ones stealthily, in a 
way we don’t expect.” 
Rhuna barely slept that night, and drifted from one disturbing dream to another before 
awakening at daybreak. Her comfortable home was full of tension as the family gathered around 
the eating table for the morning meal, and Faleesh gave her a questioning look as she brought the 
food. 
 “Melody of the Dawn has been seeing someone we don’t approve of,” Rhuna whispered in 
Faleesh’s ear as she helped the older woman bring dishes of food to the table. 
“Aah,” Faleesh said knowingly. “A man.” She nodded her simple understanding of the 
situation, and continued preparing the eating table with a wistful smile on her face. 
The family ate in uncomfortable silence until Shandi began to name the food items in front 
of her. Grateful for the distraction, Rhuna announced that she had many things to do at home 
today. “You’re staying home with us,” she told Lozira, who responded with a glowering look. 
“Stay home with me!” Shandi said excitedly, and Rhuna felt the heavy tension in the room 
dissipate instantly. Lozira looked at her little sister and smiled happily, and Aradin let out a silent 
sigh of relief. 
After finishing some daily chores, and when Shandi was asleep in the adjoining room, 
Rhuna felt it was the right time to broach the subject of drinking intoxicating beverages with 
Lozira. She entered the wash room where Lozira had been washing some of her new clothes and 
told her that she had seen her drinking the fermented barley beverage. 
“It felt good,” Lozira responded bluntly. 
“But you know that it’s against Atlan principles, and back in Atlán you would never have 
considered partaking,” Rhuna objected. 
“That was then,” Lozira answered in the same blunt manner as she continued washing one 
of her dresses. 
Rhuna touched her daughter’s arm to get her full attention. “What is different here, now?” 
she asked, suddenly afraid of what the answer might be. 
“Everything!” Lozira spat, suddenly flushed with anger. When Rhuna waited silently for an 
explanation, Lozira sighed and shrugged her shoulders. 
“I think Atlan principles are too strict!” she said forcefully. “All the things Tozar said and did 
made me see clearly that it’s not right, even though they keep saying it is.” 
“Your father was particularly strict with you because of me,” Rhuna stated firmly. “You 
mustn’t judge Atlan principles based on how Tozar treated you in recent times.” 
Lozira thought about Rhuna’s words for a moment, and then shrugged. “Besides, Aradin 
drinks those beverages at meal time, and I saw other Atlans in the building where they make and 
distribute it,” see countered. 
Rhuna nodded and said she knew about the more relaxed attitude towards intoxicating 
beverages in Safu, but that this was not the point. 
“What worries me is that you so easily lowered your Atlan standards,” Rhuna said. “And it’s 
because of him, isn’t it!” 
Lozira’s face flushed red again as she pulled away from her mother. “He did not force me to 
do it!” she retorted angrily. “I wanted to try it! I want to be with him! What he is or does makes 
no difference to me!” she shot at Rhuna, throwing the washsoap to the floor and leaving the room 
with long, angry strides. 
Later that day, as gentle rain soothed Rhuna’s ragged nerves, she took the position for 
relaxation techniques and special breathing to restore her mental energy.Before she could start, 
she heard the high-pitched screech of Shandi’s scream and lunged through the doorway, her heart 
pounding at the terror in her small child’s voice. She burst into the adjoining room and swooped 
onto the small cot where Shandi had been sleeping. The little round face was bright pink and 
contorted by cries which quickly abated when Rhuna wrapped her arms around Shandi, cooing 
and speaking words of comfort. 
“What is it, Little Honey Cake,” Rhuna asked, still shaken by the intensity of Shandi’s cries. 
“Lozira,” she said between sobs. “Lozira crying, crying!” 
“What happened?” Aradin asked as he descended next to Rhuna and stroked Shandi’s head. 
“I think she’s had another vision,” whispered Rhuna, and began to wipe Shandi’s tears. 
Then she reached for some of Shandi’s toys, hoping that some playful distraction would soon quell 
the terror of what the little girl had seen. 
“She saw Lozira crying badly,” she told Aradin in a whisper as Shandi began to play 
normally with her animal toy. “It has to be that scoundrel, Beacon of the Night – he’s going to 
make Lozira cry!” 
“Yes, probably,” Aradin agreed. “Shandi is too young to describe her visions, so we can’t 
find out more.” 
“I’m going to watch him very closely. Maybe we can change what will happen, or at least be 
prepared!” Rhuna said, determined to protect her daughter from emotional harm. 
Rhuna struggled to keep up a pretense of a normal daily routine, frequently watching 
Beacon of the Night by means of the Gazing of the Waters, and then by summoning mental visions 
when she appeared to be merely practicing Inside Focussing. 
In most visions, Beacon of the Night was going about usual activities in his workroom 
making various items of jewellery, some of them with orrichalcum, the reddishgold of Atlán. At the 
middle of the day, Rhuna observed him meeting with two Atlans for a meal, and with whom he 
shared normal every-day conversation. The low light in the eating hall made Beacon of the Night 
appear much younger in this particular image, reminding Rhuna of how he looked when he was 
her teacher in Atlán. The sudden rush of memories reminded her that she had liked him when she 
was his student, and that those qualities which had appealed to her then had now attracted Lozira. 


When the long and depressing day became unbearable, Rhuna decided to visit her father at 
The Reigning One’s residence. Abu-Malech greeted her with his usual friendly manner and 
respectful bow, and Rhuna tried to appear cheerful as well. She ascended the wide stone stairs to 
her father’s chambers, once again recalling her first lunar cycle in Safu when she resided in the 
same rooms. By now she had become accustomed to her father’s foreknowledge of her visits, and 
she opened the door without signaling her arrival. 
Damel was sitting in his usual position near the window, looking at the door expectantly. 
Rhuna walked towards him but stopped abruptly when she saw the light cast deep creases and 
shadows across his face. She knew instinctively that he was deeply concerned about something. 
“He has discovered our secrets, and discovered my existence,” said Damell gloomily. 
“The Dark Master?” asked Rhuna as a chill raced up her spine. 
“Much worse,” answered Damell. “Tozar.” 
“Tozar?” Rhuna repeated, not understanding. 
“Tozar is our most dangerous enemy,” Damell said with a slow and heavy nod of his grey 
head.“He has been scrutinizing every action taken by you, every word spoken by you, in all this 
time,” Damel began to explain with a long sigh. “He is the reason I have been shielding my 
existence for as long as possible.” 
“But why? You were friends in the past!” Rhuna said, alarmed and confused. 
“A lifetime ago, My Child,” Damell said with a dismissive shake of his head. “Friendships 
change and die,” he added on a bitter note. 
“How can you say that Tozar is a much more dangerous enemy than the Dark One?” 
“Who presides over more people and commands much higher esteem and influence? Is it 
not Tozar, whose long-standing reputation excuses his shortcomings, whose superior wisdom 
intimidates his peers, and whose mere position as the longest-serving senior member of the High 
Council of Atlán fills most people with awe so that his words and actions are never questioned, 
criticized or scrutinized?” 
“Yes…but how exactly is Tozar dangerous?” 
“You have not been observing him since your ways parted,” stated Damel , and Rhuna 
shook her head.“You must do so now, Rhuna. You must see for yourself what has become of him.” 
“What has become of him?” she asked nervously. Rhuna thought about the things Lozira 
had said, and which she had dismissed as merely Tozar’s lack ofproper information about Rhuna’s 
circumstances of several solar cycles past. 
“He still thinks I’m irrational and a bad influence on Lozira,” Rhuna replied, but stopped 
when she saw Damell shake his head gloomily. 
 “I can summon a vision of him now, then,” Rhuna suggested. 
“Yes, and then visit him with your Extended Consciousness by which means you shall 
experience and observe much more accurately and intimately,” instructed Damell. 
Rhuna obediently approached the water basin in the dimly-lit corner of her father’s 
chamber, and with great trepidation focused her thoughts on Tozar. 
As soon as the water cleared, she saw Tozar pacing angrily in his private rooms, muttering 
to himself and expressing frustration at not being able to summon certain things. Rhuna had 
never seen him behave in this manner, and she found the vision very disturbing. The next image 
showed Tozar marching towards the other members of the High Council of Atlán who were 
gathered in the Council’s private discussion chamber. 
“Do you not comprehend that my message to the innkeeper at the land of the isthmus was 
intercepted? It could only be she, who has such power and ability!” 
“We agree that it is highly irregular,” said an Atlan woman in a Master’s Robe, nodding 
solemnly and walking around uneasily as Tozar spoke. 
“We must find a way to stop her! Where is her knowledge and power coming from? She is 
in league with the Dark One himself, I tell you!” Tozar growled, shocking the Council members. 
“Harbinger of Solace,” said another Atlan Master. “Your preoccupation with Keeper of 
Wis…” 
“Do not speak her name!” Tozar spat venomously. 
“How can I not be preoccupiedwhen my daughter is in her grasp? She is being deluded, 
misled and turned against me as well as all Atlan principles! Such a course can only lead to misery, 
depravity and even death!” 
“Surely you are overreacting, Harbinger of Solace!” said one of the Council members whom 
Rhuna remembered from her past in Atlán. 
“What does she do in the guest chamber of The Reigning One? There is something most 
sinister and uncanny about it – have you not observed?” Tozar continued his rampage. 
“Yes, and we concluded it was of no importance,” answered another of the Council 
members. “…and there are other matters the High Council of Atlán must discuss, weigh and 
debate…if I may point out, Harbinger of Solace, you have not been present…” 
“Of course I have been present, what are you saying?” 
“Present in body,yet you have been absent in mind and spirit for some time already. We 
have been concerned and even discussed it…” 
“You have been discussing my manner in secret, even conspiring against me?” bel owed 
Tozar. 
“Conspiring? Why no, Harbinger of Solace,” exclaimed the Council member. 
 The image shifted to another time in a similar setting, and Rhuna noticed with horror that 
Tozar looked unkempt and unwashed. 
“It is Avenger of Justice!” Tozar spluttered with outrage. 
“Pardon me…he died many solar cycles past…” stuttered one of the Council members. 
“Evidently he did not, and he has been deceiving us!” Tozar scoffed loudly. “He and his 
daughter are a far greater threat to the Atlan Empire than the Dark Master ever was!” declared 
Tozar, and Rhuna realized he had summoned specific visions, such as incidental comments with 
Faleesh about her father, and drawn the correct conclusions. 
“What kind of power enables one to be unseen by visions, and be able to observe mentally 
with such accuracy? It is the power she has inherited from her father! She experienced these 
mental visions at an early age already…” 
The image faded and Rhuna exhaled loudly. She stood at the water basin silently for a while, 
thinking about what she had just seen. 
“He seems so different,” Rhuna said. 
“Indeed.” 
“He seems…unbalanced and obsessive,” Rhuna said, choosing the words carefully. 
“Exactly,” Damell responded with a grave nod of his head. “Yet there is more, Rhuna. 
Summon visions concerning his close scrutiny of Lozira.” 
She turned back towards the water basin and concentrated on Tozar’s obsession with their 
daughter’s wellbeing. The familiar coloured swirls appeared and then cleared to reveal Tozar, deep 
creases across his brow and his beard unkempt. 
“My daughter is being seduced by the new leader of the Dark Master’s followers!” he shouted 
at several other members of the High Council of Atlán. “Her mother knows it and does nothing!” 
The Council members nodded in agreement, and one of the women reached out to place a 
comforting hand on his arm. 
“Be assured, Harbinger of Solace, that the new Atlan Council of Safu shall take firm action in 
this matter!” said the woman. 
“This is proof that my daughter’s mother is affiliated with the followers of the Dark Master!” 
Tozar thundered as his whole body trembled and spittle appeared on his lower lip and beard.“I tell 
you, they are dangerous and must be stopped! Intercepting messages, placing so-called curses on 
innocent people, and now the leader himself has taken my daughter!” he said desperately. 
“We have examined Beacon of the Night’s activities closely, and agree with you that he is a 
grave threat to the Atlan Empire, and certainly to innocent and naïve individuals such as your 
daughter,” said Tamer of Fire, the red-bearded senior member of the High Council. 
 “Beacon of the Night and other Atlans calling themselves the New Arrivals in Safu are 
developing these new powers by seeking knowledge unfamiliar in Atlán,” said the woman who was 
attempting to calm Tozar. 
“I declare this to be Forbidden Knowledge!” Tozar shouted hoarsely. 
The vision ended and Rhuna sank to the floor where she sat in silence for a long time. 


Part Six (Beacon of the Night)

Rhuna used a head-covering to hide most of her face as she walked to the Red Lion statue 
to attend the meeting of the Guardians of Knowledge. 
“I can’t believe we’re going to one of their meetings!” she whispered to Aradin. 
“It’s an opportunity to learn more about their ways,” he said, and Rhuna felt grateful for his 
continual positive attitude. She looked to her side and noted the particularly stylish clothes Lozira 
had chosen to wear for this event. 
They walked along several Atlan-built streets, past some prestigious homes with expansive 
and wel -kept gardens, and then along a broad, tree-lined road which led to the lion statue. The lion 
loomed above them as they approached it, and Rhuna examined the fine pinkish stone 
appreciatively. 
“Very rare stone,” said a voice behind them, and Rhuna turned to see Charmer of Snakes 
approaching them. “Beautifully made, truly exquisite,” he said, admiring the colossal statue. 
“We are here to attend a meeting,” said Aradin in a hushed voice. 
“Ah, very good, very good!” Charmer of Snakes responded. “This I had assumed, although 
your faces are not familiar to me.” 
“This is our first meeting,” said Lozira softly. 
Charmer of Snakes smiled in his lopsided way which always repulsed Rhuna. “Come this 
way,” he whispered, and began walking around to the rear of the Red Lion. 
Rhuna wondered where he was leading them when she suddenly realized that he was 
approaching a secret door in the massive rectangular base of the statue. She heard a scraping 
noise as Charmer of Snakes moved something with one hand, and pul ed a door open with the 
other. 
“Bend down until you have walked down exactly five steps,” he instructed, and then he 
disappeared into the black square hole. Rhuna let her eyes adjust to the darkness before placing a 
foot inside the low doorway, and when she had stooped and taken two steps down the stairs, she 
was able to see a dim light ahead of her. She kept her arms outstretched so that she could feel the 
walls on either side with her hands. 
“It smellsdown here,” Lozira said, and Rhuna noticed how her voice bounced off the thick 
stone walls around them. 
 Rhuna took several more careful steps on level ground, and then realized that the narrow 
passage took a sharp turn. Around the corner she saw a dimly-lit room and the dark forms of 
people moving about. She recognized the nearby figure standing and waiting for them. 
“This is the usual venue for Newcomers and guests, where we have general discussions 
and get to know our fellow members,” Beacon of the Night explained. Each core member invites 
individuals whom they avouchto use the necessary discretion, and in due course members may 
ascend to the higher levels of power and activity, entering the greater secrecyof the inner circles.” 
Rhuna glanced across the long rectangular room with its oppressive low ceiling, and quickly 
estimated that at least thirty people were in attendance. The smooth surface of the solid stone 
blocks reflected the flickering lights of candles and small lamps, and in each corner of the room a 
small, narrow table held smoking incense. 
We are hidden from any summons by means of the Gazing of the Waters,” Charmer of 
Snakes whispered furtively. “The nature of the large stone above,” he said with his devious and 
crooked grin. When Rhuna looked at him uncomprehendingly, he explained further. “The rock 
contains many small grains of crystals which conduct the Lightning Force and other earth 
energies, and this disrupts any summons!” he said triumphantly. 
“It’s so simple?” Rhuna gasped. 
Progress of the Wind approached them with a welcoming smile, shaking hands politely and 
introducing several people to Rhuna and Aradin. After the usual exchange of greetings, Rhuna 
mingled with her new acquaintances and learned that two of them were also attending a meeting 
of the Guardians of Knowledge for the first time. 
“Brothers, Sisters and Friends, be welcomed!” Rhuna turned towards the familiar voice and 
saw Beacon of the Night standing on a pedestal at one of the narrow ends of the room. He wore a 
dark robe with a hood, which cast deep shadows across his face. Rhuna noticed that his green eyes 
sparkled with reflections of the flickering light in front of him, and she thought that in this 
moment his eyes shone like beacons in the black of night. 
Silence fell upon the cavernous room, followed by the shuffling of feet as people found a 
place to sit and listen. Rhuna quickly returned to Aradin and Lozira, who were already seated 
near the back of the room. 
“We are gathered once more in the secretive cover of darkness,” Beacon of the Night began, 
his speech strong and deliberate. The sudden silence of the audience in the gloomy stone dungeon 
sent a chill up Rhuna’s spine. 
“On this occasion, for the benefit of Newcomers and specially invited guests, we shall 
summarize our accomplishments, our goals and purpose,” Beacon of the Night continued. Rhuna 
glanced aside and saw utter devotion on her daughter’s face, her eyes not straying a moment from 
the man she adored. A painful despair filled Rhuna as she recalled Shandi’s traumatic vision of 
Lozira crying. 
 “In the beginning, our members were scattered across distant lands, and the Atlan Council 
of Safu was executed at the order of The Reigning One,” Beacon of the Night said, and Rhuna 
recalled the horror of that day. “It was necessary to commence afresh, after these pioneering 
Brothers fel into selfish and unethical ways, bringing the Master’s name into even greater 
disgrace. And so, we have begun anew, as the Guardians of Knowledge, holding the secrets of the 
Master in high regard as we continue his great work. 
“Brothers, Sisters and Friends! Our precepts are superior to those of Atlán! Force is 
necessary!Resistance is necessary! Action is vital! Nothing can be accomplished without action; 
nothing can be achieved without some forceand resistance to the restrictive limitations set upon 
us by the High Council of Atlán!” 
Beacon of the Night paused for a moment as people clapped or nodded their approval. 
“It is incomprehensible foolishness to condemn the New Knowledge!” he continued with 
renewed vigour. “Their stubborn refusal to adapt and change shall lead to their own demise in the 
near future when the younger generations are born without any Atlan abilities.” 
“Therefore, the future of the Atlan legacy is in our hands, Brothers, Sisters and Friends! We 
must bear the heavy responsibility of carrying forward the knowledge to provide acceptable 
standards of living, lest humankind reverts to living a mere step above animals. Inhabitants of 
some remote and isolated lands have stagnated and reversed into such savagery, and their life 
hasreduced to mere survival in wilderness among animals.” 
Rhuna recalled her childhood on the remote island of Chinza, where the Zao people lived a 
primitive life and struggled to survive. She shuddered at the thought of living her entire life on 
Chinza without even knowing of a much better world beyond the horizon. A deep pang of guilt 
distracted her thoughts as she realized how grateful she was to Tozar for rescuing her from such a 
dismal fate. 
“Their inaction shall cause them to stagnate in the mire of their own self-righteous 
verbosity!” Beacon of the Night spoke triumphantly, then paused to allow the audience to laugh, 
clap and cheer. 
“Let us not forget to whom we owe our state of enlightenment, Brothers, Sisters and 
Friends! Gatherer of Sage, known in the entire Atlan Empire as ‘the Dark Master’ has shown us the 
way, and indeed, continues to guide us!” 
Rhuna was shocked by the words spoken by Beacon of the Night, as well as the audience’s 
reactions to them. She had never heard such things before, and wondered how she and her fellow 
Observers had overlooked the important matter of the Dark Ones’ precepts and ideals. 
“His work continues in ethereal realms, while we, on this material plane, accomplish the 
necessary tasks to nourish his Ethereal Being, namely the spilling of small animal blood to release 
the life force which is transformed into sustaining ethereal energy.” 
 During the brief pause, the audience clapped and murmured words of support and 
approval. 
“Recounting our accomplishments thus far,” Beacon of the Night said, then paused for 
effect. “We are working surreptitiously with the new generation of Atlans who do not possess 
traditional powers, and who seek to imitate works of the First Atlans with work of the hands; 
namely devices, contraptions, chemical reactions, energy converted and conveyed to cause 
movement. LightningForce energy, like the lightning in the skies, shall be contained and controlled 
to heat and soften stone, then to move heavy metal knives and saws to cut and mould the stone. 
Soon we shallhave the ability to build pyramids like the First Atlans without any of their given 
skills of mental powers of elemental transformation!” 
The audience clapped again. “Furthermore, we are making great advances in other 
directions as yet unknown to the Atlans, which makes us superior, just as our Master is superior. 
Levitation, mind control over others, manipulation of matter, advances in alchemy, herbs, new 
sciences of physics, mathematics and sound – sonic energy to cause weightlessness, instead of 
mental manipulation of the Forces used by the First Atlans.” 
“This ensures that the Atlan ways may continue into the distant future, even when there are 
no more Atlans born with traditional mental powers. This combined Knowledge of the First Atlans 
and our Great Master must continue to survive through generations, to guide the world of 
mankind, to provide the necessary structures and provisions for a comfortable and rewarding life 
for every individual.” 
“However, Brothers, Sisters and Friends; a problem looms on the horizon!” Beacon of the 
Night said with a sudden raised voice, and Rhuna felt the attention of everyone in the room 
sharpen in anticipation. 
“The people of the Land of Ubanti desire our Knowledge for their own use!” Rhuna sensed 
the rush of low whispers sweeping across the audience as Beacon of the Night paused. 
“This must not occur!” he shouted. “The Knowledge we have developed, with great effort 
and sacrifice, long days of experiments and frustrations to reach our goals, all under the guidance 
of our Grand Master who leads us from ethereal realms. This Knowledge must remain under the 
control of a select few – you, my Brothers and Sisters – who are competent in the responsible use 
of this Great Knowledge. Any other course of action would be like throwing pearls to swine!” 
Beacon of the Night said with angry outrage, and the audience responded with shouts of approval. 
“They would destroy others and themselves by the misuse and abuse of this Knowledge. It 
therefore must, at all costs, remain the possession of our people, The Guardians of Knowledge!” 
Rousing cheers and claps erupted and reverberated in the close confines of the 
subterranean room. 
Beacon of the Night held up his hands for silence. 
“We have successfully intercepted attempts by Ubanti emissaries to gain knowledge of our 
work,” he continued in a normal tone. “Some have experienced debilitating ailments; others have 
encountered mishaps, even attacks by crocodile and hippopotamus, so that they are becoming 
afraid to venture into the land of Safu. We shall continue to prevent the Ubanti from approaching 
Safu for the purpose of acquiring our Knowledge. 
“It is our utmost privilege to safeguard this Great Knowledge, which the Great Master 
himself discovered, developed and delivered to us, now from The Infinite. Once he was Gatherer of 
Sage, then condemned and called The Dark Master, and although deceased in body, his 
Consciousness lives in realms beyond this material world. 
“It is a reciprocal relationship. We provide life force energy to sustain his Ethereal Being, in 
return for his infinite knowledge and wisdom which guide us, and which in turn shall eventually 
guide the entire world of humankind!” 
Claps and cheers broke out again, lasting longer than before, and Rhuna realized it was the 
end of his address. As she looked around at the faces,she was shocked to recognize more than a 
few of them, including women with whom she had a passing acquaintance in Safu. 
“What a superb speech!” said an Atlan man seated behind her. “You are Newcomers, I 
believe. Allow me to introduce myself,” the amiable man said as he began a lengthy, enthusiastic 
account of how he became one of the Guardians of Knowledge. 
Beacon of the Night approached them and looked intently at Lozira. Rhuna stepped up 
beside her to prevent him from speaking to her. 
“May we have a private discussion in the side chamber,” Beacon of the Night said, 
directingthem into a dim room with a low ceiling. Inside, Rhuna saw seating cushions and a low 
table with various odd items on it. 
“Shall you not reveal to me your secret Knowledge, in exchange for gaining ours?” Beacon 
of the Night asked Rhuna. 
“No,” she replied firmly. 
“Do we not share the same goals and purpose?” 
“Not at all!” Rhuna protested. “For one thing, I believe that Atlan Knowledge can be placed 
in the capable hands of certain non-Atlan individuals who are responsible and have advanced 
education.” 
“Then the pursuit of higher Knowledge, always gaining and growing,developing higher 
skills and understanding…” Beacon of the Night suggested, andRhuna thought of Damell and the 
Extended Consciousness techniques she had been learning. 
“Yes, yes, maybe,” she admitted carefully. 
“With regard to resistance and the use of force, you yourself have demonstrated that these 
are necessary at times,”Beacon of the Night argued, and Rhuna reluctantly agreed. 
“You see, we are not at such opposing sides after all!” Beacon of the Night stated. 
 “We have been observing what you do, how you have inflicted pain and ailments on 
innocent people, and this is something we would never do!” Rhuna said angrily. 
“So, there is also a group of you,” Beacon of the Night said nodding. “Perhaps your group 
can be allied with the Guardians of Knowledge, and be united in purpose. A sword sharpening 
another sword, each checking the other,” Beacon of the Night said seriously with an intent stare. 
“It would be the best outcome for everyone, Rhuna.” 
“Don’t use my personal name!” Rhuna shot back. “We’re not family and far from close or 
intimate friends!” 
“We do not believe in this formality and distance,” Beacon of the Night explained in his 
irritating casual tone. “We call each other Brothers and Sisters, and use our personal names. My 
personal name is Goram. You may address me thus. It strengthens and deepens the bonds 
between us, which is necessary under these circumstances.” 
“What circumstances do you mean?” asked Rhuna. 
“A strong united force against the Atlans and other individuals who oppose us, try to 
undermine us, perhaps even sabotage our activities,” he answered. 
“If you have such a united brotherhood, then why did you ask me to hide my face when I 
came here tonight?” Rhuna asked. “Didn’t you tell your brothers about me, and that I have 
knowledge of your secret activities?” 
“You assume correctly,” Beacon of the Night stated flatly. “There was no need to inform 
them at this time. My connection with you is through Lozira, and as such, it is my personal 
matter.” 
“Let’s go home,” said Aradin as he ushered Rhuna to the door of the small side room. 
“I want to stay with Goram for a while so that we can talk,” Lozira said to Rhuna. 
After a long moment of silence, Rhuna reluctantly turned to leave the chamber and let Aradin 
place a comforting arm around her as they left the strange building. 
“I wonder why he wants to keep his involvement with Lozira secret from the others?” she 
whispered to Aradin as they ascended the dark stairs. She felt his silent shrug, and then welcomed 
the fresh, flowing air as the door to the outside world opened for them. 
In her safe and conformable home, Rhuna paced around restlessly, anxiety for her daughter 
mounting as she thought of her being alone with Beacon of the Night. 
“I’ll wait for Lozira,” she told Aradin, and kissed him good night. When the house was dark 
and quiet, she decided to summon a mental vision of the events that took place after she and 
Aradin left Lozira in the subterranean meeting hall. She sat in the Inside Focussing position and 
soon felt her mind calm and quieten before focussing her thoughts on Lozira. She heard the gentle 
hum of the vibration that always accompanied her mental visions, and then she watched the 
images unfolding in her mind. The image of the dimly-lit room appeared immediately, and she 
saw Lozira looking at Beacon of the Night as he approached to stand in front of her, his eyes 
exuding a powerful emotion which startled Rhuna. 
“You are disappointed in me?” he asked in a quiet voice. 
“No, not at all!” Lozira replied emphatically. “I was surprised…and a little frightened…” 
“There is nothing to fear!” Beacon of the Night said quickly. “We are in control of these 
powers, just as Atlan Masters utilize their powers with responsibility and caution,” he said, and 
then reached out to hold Lozira’s hands in his.“So…this has not changed anything between us?” he 
asked with anxious anticipation. Rhuna thought that she sensed the man’s deep emotional 
turmoil at this moment. 
“No, of course not,” Lozira whispered. “I…I understand better, and admire and respect what 
you do,” she added slowly. 
Rhuna saw the intense relief experienced by Beacon of the Night, and then observed the 
emotions that surged across his face as he raised his arms to embrace Lozira. 
“I love you, no matter what you do,” whispered Lozira as she wrapped her arms around his 
neck. 
Rhuna felt the vision torn away by her emotional reaction to her daughter’s words and the 
strong emotions that accompanied the images. She stood up and began to pace around the room 
again for a while. After busying herself with mundane chores around the house, she became 
increasingly restless as the night progressed, and decided to observe Lozira with her Extended 
Consciousness. 
Reclining on the plush cushions in the main chamber of her house, Rhuna forced the tension 
out of her body in order to allow her Consciousness to be released. She realized that her concern 
for Lozira interfered with the process, but her emotional need to be with her daughter helped her 
to overcome the obstacles. 
Finally floating freely above her motionless body, Rhuna willed her Extended Consciousness 
to be with Lozira, and in an instant, she recognized the house of Beacon of the Night. She directed 
her Consciousness to the area she sensed emotions emanating, and found herself floating above 
two naked forms on a bed by dim candlelight. 
Rhuna saw her daughter lying on her back with her head tilted back, her arms and legs 
wrapped around Beacon of the Night as he sensuously kissed the side of her neck. Her eyes were 
closed and her parted lips released sweet moans of ecstasy, while all around Rhuna saw colours of 
blues, reds and purples, swirling in tight coils as flashes of gold and silver light sparked in rhythm. 
Rhuna felt shaken to the core, and her Extended Consciousness thumped clumsily back 
into her physical body. She bolted upright with a groan and panted with heavy emotion as 
dismay and defeat washed through her. She remained seated in the dark silence of the main room 
and waited for Lozira’s return. 
 At last she heard footsteps approach the door, and she turned to look as Lozira entered. 
“You waited for me?” Lozira said with apprehension as she stopped. 
“I just wanted to know if everything went all right,” she said carefully. 
“It doesn’t change anything,” Lozira said softly. “Whatever he does, I still love him.” Rhuna 
saw the glow of love radiate from her face. 
“I also wantedto say that whatever you do, whatever happens,” Rhuna said, with a tremor in 
her voice. “…I’ll always be your mother and will always want be part of your life, share your 
feelings – good and bad… like before, when you told me about your feelings for Goram. I hope you 
can always feel free to come to me and tell me everything…” 
Lozira rushed towards Rhuna and embraced her. 
“Is everything really all right?” Rhuna asked gently as she stroked her hair and held her 
tight. Lozira pulled back to look into Rhuna’s face and nodded firmly. 
“Yes, really,” she said softly, a tear gathering in her eye. 
“It’s hard for me to step back and let you go,” Rhuna said as tears threatened to choke her 
words. “…but I love and respect you, and have to accept that I can’t control how you feel, and can’t 
live your life for you.” 
Lozira looked startled as she thought about her mother’s words. 
“I never thought about how it must be for you, as a mother,” she said, and returned the 
embrace. 
During the following days, Rhuna made it part of her daily routine to observe Lozira and 
Beacon of the Night by means of the Gazing of the Waters. The images she saw were similar every 
day, despite showing different surroundings and circumstances. One day, Rhuna recognized The 
Reigning One’s beautiful and tranquil Sanctuary Gardens, and another day they were on a barge on 
the Great River, but always touching or holding hands. They embraced for a long time, spoke softly 
as their cheeks touched, and kissed often. Rhuna thought she had never seen a couple so 
absorbed in each other and blissfully oblivious of their surroundings. 
Lozira’s face glowed and radiated love every morning as she left the house early, and 
returned to share the evening meal with Rhuna and the family. Every evening she allowed Shandi 
to comb her hair, and when her little sister tired of combing, Lozira played with her a while before 
taking her to her cot and waiting until she fell asleep. 
One evening, as Rhuna began to prepare for the meal, she told Aradin about her concern for 
Lozira’s immediate future. 
“Sun of the Morning is determined to force Lozira to return to Atlán,” she said. “But what 
could they really do, besides talk and threaten?” 
 “Right now, nothing at all – the entire Council is bed-ridden!” Aradin said. “The client who just left told me about it.” 
“Really? You don’t think…?” 
“What?” asked Aradin. 
“Could it be…a curse?” she said, choosing her words careful y because they were not in the 
special room. 
“It would make sense,” said Aradin with a deep frown. “You should try to learn more…” he 
hinted. Rhuna immediately stood up and entered the sleeping chamber where she practiced 
Inside Focussing, which allowed her to summon mental visions. 
An image of Beacon of the Night appeared, and Rhuna recognized the small side chamber of 
the subterranean meeting room in which they had held a brief discussion. By dim candlelight, the 
leader of the Guardians of Knowledge was by himself, assembling a few small dol s with fine details, 
including white Master’s robes on each. Rhuna immediately knew that they represented the new 
Atlan Council of Safu, and held her breath as she continued to let the mental images appear to her. 
Beacon of the Night proceeded to place the dolls in a thick, murky liquid, moving his head 
back and sideways in a manner indicating that the liquid exuded a foul odour. When the dolls were 
immersed, he spoke several odd phrases which Rhuna did not understand, and then sat for a while 
with closed eyes. 
Rhuna immediately stood up when the visions had finished, calling Lozira to accompany 
her to the special room where Aradin already stood waiting. He moved the lever near the door as 
soon as they were all inside. 
“Beacon of the Night has put a curse on the entire Atlan Council of Safu!” Rhuna said 
forceful y, looking sharply at Lozira. 
“They have digestive disorders with painful cramps,” Aradin added, turning to Lozira as 
well. 
“He did it for me,” she said. “So that they would leave me alone and not try to force me to go 
back to Atlán!” 
“You think he did something good?” asked Aradin, almost amused. 
“I do not think it is so very bad,” Lozira replied innocently. 
“Their ailment is temporary,” Aradin said. “What will Beacon of the Night do next, to 
prevent them from sending you back to your father?” he asked of Lozira. 
“This is only the beginning of their curses and what they can do!” Rhuna said emphatically. 
“Sooner or later someone will die!” 
“No, he would not do such a thing!” Lozira protested, and angrily strode out of the room 
without switching the lever. 
 “Be calm!” cautioned Aradin as Rhuna moved to go after her daughter. She stopped and 
nodded, then took a calming deep breath before walking slowly out of the room and towards 
Lozira’s sleeping chamber. 
“Lozira,” she said softly, opening the door to her room. Rhuna saw her daughter sitting on 
the edge of her bed, head bent down and long hair shielding her face like a golden curtain. When 
she did not respond in any way, Rhuna sat down beside her, carefully placing her arm around 
Lozira’s shoulders and taking another deep breath before speaking. 
“You know that it’s your happiness and wel being I care about, don’t you?” 
Lozira nodded and sniffled, then wiped a tear from her cheek. 
“What do you expect me to say? I’m your mother, and I want to keep you from being 
hurt…and this involvement will hurt you in some way, sooner or later. You see that, don’t you?” 
Rhuna said gently. 
Lozira shook her head vigorously, her long hair swaying wildly. “No!” she blurted. “How 
can it hurt me?” 
“The kind of man he is…what he does, and what he has done…it’s all so contrary to what 
you’ve grown up with, what Atlan people believe in, and the Atlan way of life. Sooner or later 
something will happen, something will upset and hurt you because of the kind of man he is.” 
When Lozira remained silent, Rhuna continued to choose her words carefully. 
“Like, for example, if you wanted him to be your husband…but he wanted to be 
free…because that’s how he has lived all his adult life. Just living for himself, without 
responsibilities to others. That alone would make it hard for a man to become a good husband, 
apart from the other things…like the way he lived…having only brief and shallow involvement 
with many women. And now we’ve heard what else he stands for, what he’s obviously very 
passionate about. Being the leader of the Guardians of Knowledge might be much more important 
to him than making you happy and being a husband to you.” 
Lozira suddenly burst into tears, and Rhuna squeezed her tightly, wishing it had not been 
necessary to say so many hurtful things to her daughter. 
“What do you expect me to-to do about it then?” Lozira stammered through sobs. 
“Put an end to your involvement with him – the sooner the better, before you get involved 
any deeper!” Rhuna urged. 
“No! I cannot!” she wailed as she shook her head. “I just cannot do that! I love him too 
much to even bear thinking about it!” she said as more tears began to gush down her cheeks. 
Rhuna continued to embrace Lozira tightly as she heaved and sobbed. 
“Then we’ll just get through this together, one day at a time,” Rhuna said at last. 
 During a quiet time later in the day, Rhuna reclined in her sleeping chamber in the position to release her Extended Consciousness. The process had become quick and easy with regular 
practice, and she only experienced slight disorientation when her Extended Consciousness 
reached a certain plane. She knew that this was the first step before willing her Consciousness to 
journey to a particular place or person. 
Rhuna thought of Beacon of the Night, and willed her Extended Consciousness to observe 
him. Almost instantly, she recognized the Red Lion, and sensed his presence beneath it in the 
musty, low-ceilinged meeting place. She willed herself to pass through the thick pinkish stone and 
down into the room where five members of the Guardians of Knowledge were gathered. 
“Brother Goram, we missed you at our last informal gathering,”said one of the female Dark 
Ones whom Rhuna had not yet met. She was able to observe aspects of each person with her 
Extended Consciousness that could not be observed with the physical senses. A strange, black 
cloud emanated from her mouth as she spoke, and Rhuna instinctively felt that this meant her 
words were impure and full of unclean emotions. She wondered why this should be so, but then 
saw Beacon of the night radiating a crimson and purplish aura as he spoke. 
“Other matter required my attention,” he answered curtly. 
“The time is approaching for the giving of animal life at the fullest moon,” said Charmer of 
Snakes. Rhuna examined the man she disliked, expecting to see dark or mismatched colours, but 
her Extended Consciousness sensed nothing particularly unusual. 
“Before the sun sets, I shall be present to prepare the sacred chamber for the service,” said 
Beacon of the Night, his aura changing to green. 
“Then you must leave promptly, Brother, as it is a considerable distance to the Pyramid!” 
said one of the other Dark Ones huddled in the shadows. 
Rhuna willed her Extended Consciousness to return to her body, excited by this opportune 
observation. She hurried to prepare herself for the long walk to the pyramids, taking a small 
portion of food and a water pouch, and then tying the appropriate footwear to her ankles. She 
walked briskly at first, until she recognized Beacon of the Night in the far distance ahead of her. 
As they neared the pyramids, Rhuna quickened her pace so that she could see exactly where 
Beacon of the Night entered the subterranean chamber, hoping that he would not turn to see her 
on the open plain between the city of Safu and the pyramid structures. 
Rhuna approached the area at the base of the second pyramid where she had seen Beacon 
of the Night enter, but saw no doorway. Remembering the secret door and latch of the golden 
pyramid which she entered several solar cycles past, she looked for a similar ridge in the wall. Her 
fingers soon felt an irregularity in the finely-cut stone blocks, and knew she had found the side 
opening. She bent down to lift the latch that she suspected wasat the bottom of the doorway, and 
felt triumphant when she instantly found it, hearing the familiar scraping sound and smelling the 
dank air escape from the gloomy cavern. 
 As soon as the secret door closed behind her, Rhuna was engulfed in total darkness. She felt along both sides of the narrow passage for the guide rope she expected to find, and after some 
fumbling around, her fingers grasped a solid thick cord. Then she slowly moved forward and 
downward, one small step at a time, until the oppressive darkness gave way to a gentle and warm 
flickering light. 
She heard the echo of shuffling feet ahead of her. 
“Who goes there?” hissed Beacon of the Night. 
Rhuna approached him without a word until the dim light illuminated her face. 
“Rhuna!” he exclaimed with disbelief. 
“I want to talk to you,” she said. 
“An exchange of thoughts is precisely what I seek also,” he answered calmly. 
Rhuna looked around the dark room, recognizing it from her visions of the Dark Ones’ 
most secret and sinister activities. Beacon of the Night had donned the black ceremonial robe, and 
had been going around the room lighting candles and small lamps. 
“This is where you and the others perform all your activities for the Dark Master,” she 
stated. 
“How do you know this?How, Rhuna?” he asked urgently. 
“I have special abilities, different and stronger than most Atlan Masters,” she began to 
explain. “I can summon visions mentally that can’t be summoned by means of the Gazing of the 
Waters.” 
“Yes, I remember that your skills were exceptional and quite extraordinary already at the 
time you attended the School in Atlán, and when I was your teacher,” he said nodding slowly as he 
recalled the past. 
Rhuna was relieved that Beacon of the Night appeared to be satisfied with this explanation 
already. 
“How did you sabotage our attempt to create a storm around the Atlan fleet?” he wanted to 
know. 
“Also with my special abilities,” Rhuna answered. 
“Obviously,” said Beacon of the Night with annoyance. “You shall not elaborate? Did you 
utilize some new or unknown power to assist in this sabotage?” 
Rhuna remained silent. 
“Why have you come, when you refuse to engage in a proper discussion?” he said tersely. 
Rhuna took a deep breath before she spoke. “If you really love Lozira, then quit the 
Guardians of Knowledge and the Dark Master,” she said firmly. 
 Beacon of the Night stared at her in astonishment for a long moment. 
“Why?” 
“Her involvement with you puts her in all kinds of danger,” Rhuna said emphatically. 
“No harm shall befall her!” he exclaimed, and Rhuna thought she saw a flash of light 
illuminate his green eyes. 
“You can’t prevent it!” Rhuna shouted. “Not only could she be banished by the High Council 
of Atlán, but The Reigning One is watching you, and he didn’t hesitate to execute the last group of 
the Dark Master’s followers!” 
“The Guardians of Knowledge do not resemble the former Atlan Council of Safu in the 
slightest,” Beacon of the Night protested. “We perform nothing of the naturewhich could incur 
wrath or punishment.” 
“Stop lying! I know everything you’re doing, and I am able to stop you…and I will! And if 
you and the others want to kill me, I can also defend myself, as you well know!” 
“Wait, wait!” Beacon of the Night held up his hand. “We do not wish to kill anyone!” 
“Followers of the Dark Master have killed before, just as he himself did when he was alive,” 
she replied. “You lied when you said that you intended only to force the Atlan fleet to return to 
land. I observed you with the others, planning and discussing the making of the storm and that it 
should capsize the ships!” 
Beacon of the Night looked away so that Rhuna could not see his face. 
“Be that as it may,” he answered reluctantly. “We never intended any harm towards you, 
however,” he said emphatically. “Have you been afraid of us? Of me?” he asked teasingly. 
“After what the Dark Master did in the past, and then what the last Atlan Council of Safu 
did, who were his followers…of course we were afraid for our lives!” Rhuna said defensively. 
“You speak in the plural sense. Who else assists you in this endeavour to resist us?” 
“I won’t say. I won’t put their lives in danger, too.” 
“Rhuna!” Beacon of the Night exclaimed with laughter. “Stop this nonsense! You have 
never been in danger from us, of this I can assure you!” Beacon of the Night began to walk away 
and continued lighting a few more candles. 
“No, no, Rhuna,” he said as he walked. “We have not given you or any of your associates a 
single thought. Our concerns lie with The Reigning One of the Benshi people, and the Ubanti,” he 
explained. “We know we are in no danger from you, whereas the armies of both the Benshi and 
Ubanti pose a formidable physical threat. You have been unnecessarily concerned for your own 
selves, while the true threats lie elsewhere!” 
Rhuna paused for a moment to collect her thoughts. 
 “Will you stop your involvement with the Guardians of Knowledge for Lozira’s sake?” 
Rhuna pleaded. 
“She shall be protected by me,” he answered gruffly. 
“You can’t. You just said that the Benshi and Ubanti armies are a threat, not to mention the 
new Atlan Council of Safu. They have already come to me twice, threatening to take Lozira away 
and send her back to her father! He is more determined than ever since finding out about her 
involvement with you!” 
“This is so? The severity of her father’s distress had evaded me,” he said with a frown. 
“I didn’t tell Lozira everything about her father so as not to upset her,” Rhuna explained. 
“Sun of the Morning will keep trying to force us, and would have already come again if not for the 
illness that has struck down the entire Council - the curse that you put on them!” 
Beacon of the Night looked at her with mock surprise, and then a broad grin slowly spread 
across his face. “They believe it was the food they shared in the Eating Hall,” he said with a 
chuckle. 
“And Lozira thinks you did it for her,” Rhuna said bitterly. 
“It was indeed for her,” said Beacon of the Night. “They have no right to force her to return 
to her father in Atlán!” he said with sudden anger. 
Rhuna paused and then took a deep breath. “Goram,” she said, using his personal name for 
emphasis. “She is in danger because of you!” 
“You do not know what you ask,” he said. “It is not a matter of merely performingcertain 
acts and speaking certain words,” he said with a low sigh. “Rather, the Master’s Service isan all-
embracing mentality that permeates one’s entire being, guiding and directingone’s every thought, 
word and action.” 
“I understand that,” said Rhuna flatly, and turned to leave. 
“My feelings for Lozira are sincere,” Goram said resolutely as Rhuna began to ascend the 
steps. “It has caused me considerable distress, this unexpected emotion…” he said in an 
uncharacteristic uncertain tone, waving his hands dismissively. “…distracting my thoughts, making 
me vulnerable, causing me to abandon my own needs and desires…” 
“You did not abandon your desires the night of the gathering,” Rhuna remarked. 
“It was the first time…and it was her desire, also,” he said defensively. 
“I know…she told me,” Rhuna said, and then continued to ascend the stairs. 
“I could have seduced her any time I wanted!” he called after her, but Rhuna silently 
continued on her way out of the dark and oppressive underground room. 
 Rhuna arrived home to learn from Faleesh that their friends had come to visit, and that 
Aradin had been entertaining them. 
“They are in the special guest-meeting room,” Faleesh said innocently, and then informed 
Rhuna that Shandi had been asking for her. Rhuna hurried into Shandi’s sleeping chamber where 
Lozira was still playing with her little sister. After kissing both her daughters, Rhuna hurried to 
the special room, eager to tell her fellow Observers about the latest developments. 
“You conversed with him secretly, alone?” asked Divider of Fortunes,alarmed. 
“You should have told me!” said Aradin shocked. “I could have gone with you!” 
“It was an instinctive decision,” Rhuna responded. “I had to try to do something.” 
“Of course,” nodded Revealer of Truths. “Your daughter’s wellbeing and happiness are bound 
to this man.” 
“Beacon of the Night said that they are not concerned about us because we pose no threat 
to them. We’ve been worrying unnecessarily all this time!” Rhuna said with emphasis. 
“Such reassurance is to be expected from the leader of the Dark Ones,” said Designer of 
Works firmly. 
“Indeed, it is a common tactic…very common…to create the illusion of safety while plotting 
subversive deeds,” agreed Echo of the Evening. 
“No doubt he is actively planning his next steps in view of your revelation, Star Child,” said 
Revealer of Truths. 
Rhuna described the words Beacon of the Night had used to express his sincere feelings for 
Lozira, and said that she believed them.“Someone who can love truly cannot be so bad…” 
“No, no!” interrupted Divider of Fortunes in his deep and resonating voice. “Such a person 
seldom changes. Once given to indulgence of self-serving, personal desires without consideration 
for others, the course of life is firmly set,” he said shaking his head. 
“After our last discussion,” began Divider of Fortunes, “I took the liberty of summoning 
specific visions of this man’s activity, and he has given such assurances of sincerity to others 
before. Once, he adamantly professed true love until he received certain rewards from the father of 
the young woman in question. Once he acquired the coveted items, he left without even a word of 
farewell.” 
Rhuna felt an ache in the pit of her stomach as she thought of the devoted love Lozira 
displayed for Beacon of the Night. 
“My summons by means of the Gazing of the Waters has revealed that he appears to have 
indeed left this manner of behaviour, as he assured us,” said Aradin, placing a gentle hand on 
Rhuna’s arm. 
 “Understand, that we must nevertheless be on guard and suspicious of anything the 
followers of the Dark Master might say,” said Revealer of Truths. “It sounds too idyllic, especially 
from a personal aspect, that your daughter’s lover may not be as ruthless as it appears.” 
“Would it not be possible, if not even highly likely,” chattered Echo of the Evening, “that he 
seeks to compromise your stance, Star Child…make you vulnerable through your daughter, use her 
as leverage even, to coerce you at some later, pivotal point…” 
“Why go to such trouble when I’m no threat to him – why compromise me?” argued Rhuna. 
“You underestimate yourself, Star Child!” responded Divider of Fortunes. “Your deeds and 
special powers are known everywhere, and your name creates awe and admiration among all. To 
cross you is unwise. How better to have you compromised so as not to be his worst enemy, should 
the case arise.” 
“We cannot share your optimism, Star Child.He is, after all, the leader of the Dark Master’s 
followers!” added Reaching the Moon. 
“It is understandable that you should approach him in this manner, in view of your deep 
concern for your daughter’s welfare,” said Roses of the Field, smiling gently at Rhuna. 
“Needless to say, to most of us, it appears to be a trap, and he has cunningly led you along 
the path you wished to pursue,” summarized Designer of Works. 
“Time will tell,” said Aradin, trying to end the conversation and usher Rhuna away. 
As soon as The Observes had left her home, Rhuna slumped onto her plush seating cushions 
feeling deflated and confused. 
“Is it foolish of me to think that Beacon of the Night can’t be so bad because Lozira loves 
him? She wouldn’t love him if he were as bad as the Dark Master himself, would she?” 
“Hmm, it’s never that simple,” said Aradin shaking his head and lowering himself onto a 
cushion next to Rhuna. “There’s always some good with the bad, and Lozira only sees the good, 
and is unwil ing to see the other.” 
“Have I been misled? Am I really so gullible and naïve?” 
“No,” Aradin answered. “Sometimes we just have to use our own judgement and follow our 
instincts. But it’s still important to hear various opinions because they balance out each one’s 
viewpoint so that no single precept overrides the others.” 
Rhuna thought about her husband’s words for a moment and then sighed deeply. 
“It’s just that I’m so afraid of making a terrible mistake because I’m responsible for Lozira’s 
happiness. 
 “Not entirely, as she’s no longer a child,” Aradin reminded her. “Come. It has been a long day,” he said standing up and taking Rhuna’s hand. She slipped her free arm around his waist and 
held him close to her, grateful for his unwavering loyalty and support. 
After a long and restless night, Rhuna rose early and did some household chores to release 
some excess nervous energy. She looked at the clear blue sky, and wondered whether the wet 
season had come to an end. She busied herself in the garden, examining plants and flowers while 
her family rose and prepared for the morning meal. 
The normal routine of gathering around the table to share food comforted Rhuna, and the 
mundane conversations about weather, food, daily activity and some local gossip further helped to 
ease her tension. When they had eaten and left the table, Rhuna quickly dressed and left the 
house to visit her father in his chambers at The Reigning One’s residence. Abu-Malech greeted her 
in his usual cordial manner, and then directed an attendant to prepare a light meal and 
refreshments for her and Damell. 
“Practice the breathing exercise first,” Damell advised her. “Pay particular attention to the 
release of tension with each exhalation.” 
Rhuna gratefully followed her father’s instructions, confident that his guidance would always 
lead to positive results. After a little while, she began to feel elated and refreshed, ready to begin 
their daily sessions of exploring The Infinite. Rhuna reclined on the cushions and allowed her 
Extended Consciousness to be released, feeling the usual tingle of anticipation. 
As soon as Rhuna’s Extended Consciousness reached the first plane, she knew something 
was different, and felt all her senses throb with heightened alertness. 
“Rhuna! How thrilled I am to encounter you in my own realm!” came the words in thought 
form, and she immediately knew that the Dark Master’s Extended Consciousness lurked in the 
swirling colours of clouds nearby. His thoughts were powerful and seemed to hit Rhuna like 
crashing waves of the sea. 
“It’s not your realm – it belongs to everyone!” Rhuna shot back. 
The Dark Master ignored her comment, and a new thought penetrated her mind. 
“Is it not exquisite that your very own daughter has been inseparably bound, in mind, spirit 
and body, to my preeminent servant? It tickles and delights me to no end! Not even I myself could 
have foreseen this fortuitous event!” 
“What kind of power do you have over Goram?” Rhuna asked, projecting her thought-words 
with clarity and precision. 
“Power? Why Rhuna, I do not wield power over anyone! People choose to serve me, 
Rhuna, and what pleasure to have such a lovely young woman, pure of heart and soul, enter my 
domain through her conjoining with my preeminent servant!” 
 “Their involvement can end at any time,” responded Rhuna, not as convincingly as she 
wanted. 
“Is that so?” he chuckled nastily. “You do not believe it yourself!” 
“Go away!” Rhuna shouted. 
“You greatly amuse me, Rhuna! Your gullibility and naivety are laughable!” Gatherer of Sage 
continued. “Did you not know that my preeminent servant has enjoyed many wildly indulgent 
orgies, gratifying only his physical urges without restraint?” 
“Orgies?” Rhuna needed a moment to remember what this word meant. 
“Yes, it is true! Why do you not summon these acts by means of the Gazing of the Waters?” 
he taunted. “When someone has freed himself from all inhibitions, it is impossible to return to the 
restrictive Atlan lifestyle. Believe me, Rhuna, I speak from experience!” 
“He is not like you!” Rhuna shot back. 
“No?” he said mockingly, and then began to laugh anew. “That is what you wish to believe!” 
“He talked about sincere feelings for Lozira, and it sounded true,” Rhuna replied. 
“And you believed him?” he snickered. 
“You’re just tormenting me again, like you always do!” she shouted as she felt her blood 
begin to boil. 
“Ah, to have a corporeal form once more!” Gatherer of Sage sighed with exaggerated 
yearning, ignoring Rhuna’s comment. “I must say, however, that Lozira is somewhat too thin and 
formless for my liking. Although such a slender body can have certain advantages…” 
“Stop it!” shouted Rhuna, and tried to get away from the Dark Master’s Extended 
Consciousness. 
“You cannot escape, Rhuna!” shouted Gatherer of Sage so that his voice boomed all around 
her. “This is my realm, remember! My realm!” 
Before Rhuna realized what had happened, her Extended Consciousness had returned to 
her body and she was sitting up, breathing heavily. She opened her eyes and was relieved to see 
the gentle and kind face of her father looking at her with some concern. 
“You are very distressed,” he observed. 
“Gatherer of Sage…he spoke to me,” she said, still catching her breath. 
“What did he communicate to you that caused such anguish?” 
Rhuna related the thoughts the Dark Master had conveyed to her in The Infinite, and 
shuddered as she heard herself speak the words aloud. 
 “Orgies?” Damell repeated. “It is a simple enough matter to verify this by means of the 
Gazing of the Waters,” he said. 
“Oh no, I don’t want to see it!” Rhuna said shaking her head vehemently. 
“Gatherer of Sage knows this,” Damell said. “Allow me to summon visions of any such 
behaviour,” he said as he stood and walked towards the basin of water in the corner of his 
chambers. Rhuna sat stiffly and looked at her father’s back, fighting the tears that suddenly filled 
her eyes. 
“As I suspected. Nothing,” Damel said after a while, and then returned to sit next to Rhuna. 
“Nothing? You mean, Goram never took part in any…orgies?” Rhuna asked perplexed. 
“No,” her father replied. “Gatherer of Sage knows that you deeply fear emotional damage to 
befall Lozira, such as being misled and seduced by a man such as he himself. It was his intention 
to make you believe that Goram is the same, and he assumed -correctly, I might add - that you 
would be too distressed to verify such things by means of the Gazing of the Waters.” 
“He knows me that well,” Rhuna said with a shudder. 
“You have come to know the manipulation Gatherer of Sage employs,” her father said, 
shaking his head. “You must resist his attempts to confuse, weaken and undermine you,” he said 
sternly. 
“But why does he do this?” Rhuna asked, feeling both relieved and exasperated. 
“Probably out of extreme jealousy,” Damell replied. 
“He’s jealous of me?” Rhuna asked incredulously. 
“Of course,” Damell answered. “You have natural powers which required half a lifetime for 
him to develop, and now you have progressed to even higher levels within a very short period of 
time. He is jealous of my abilities, also, and torments me with similar taunts whenever possible,” 
Damel said, nodding slowly. 
“So…I am not being foolish to think that Goram has true feelings for Lozira?” 
“Not at all,” Damell answered promptly. “He is not like Bold as the Falcon and the ones who 
took the life of infants and children,” Damell said sternly. “His motivations are completely different, 
and his character is not so perverted as to make genuine love for another being impossible, as it is 
with Gatherer of Sage, for example.” 
After a moment’s pause, Damell continued in a different tone, and Rhuna knew 
instinctively that she should pay close attention to his words. 
“You must keep in mind, however, that Gatherer of Sage has become so…perverted in his 
self-serving course to attain ever greater power and control over others, that he no longer grasps 
fundamental motives and feelings. He can no longer love, nor understand the nature of love for 
another being. He believes that everyone is like him under a superficial layer which he tries to 
strip by means of deceit, temptation or other means to undermine and degrade a person’s moral 
fibre. This lack of understanding can be used against him, because it is his one major weakness. 
Remember this, Rhuna, whenever it becomes necessary to thwart his attacks.” 
After enjoying refreshments and light conversation with her father, Rhuna prepared to 
return home. As she kissed her father and stepped through the doorway, an attendant approached 
her with urgent strides. She felt renewed anxiety course through her body as she sensed the 
alarm in the young attendant’s steps. 
“The Reigning One requests your presence,” he said simply, and Rhuna nodded. She turned 
back to her father for reassurance, and his gentle smile and nod of approval comforted her. 
Rhuna followed the attendant into the Attendance Hallwhere Uxbana and The Reigning One 
were seated on elaborate wooden chairs, both rigid and erect, like the gold and bronze statues on 
display throughout the sprawling palace. Rhuna immediately felt the silent tension, like static 
energy hanging in the air. 
“My brother and his family are seriously ill,” Uxbana stated loudly as Rhuna approached. 
“Oh,” Rhuna responded as she halted briefly and examined Uxbana’s stiff face. She wore no 
face paint and her facial expression appeared hard and inflexible. 
“I am sad to hear that,” Rhuna said carefully. “Would you like me to attend to them as a 
Healer?” she offered. 
“At least a hundred prominent Ubanti people are also very sick, and many countless more 
among the common people,” Uxbana retorted bluntly without acknowledging Rhuna’s words. 
“They are plagued by ailments of severe abdominal pain with oral and anal expulsions,” 
stated The Reigning One in his usual flat monotone. 
Rhuna thought quickly, recalling the knowledge and experience she had gained in her 
capacity as a Healer, and surmised that at least four different kinds of sickness could cause the 
symptoms The Reigning One had described. 
“It is an Atlan curse!” pronounced Uxbana angrily, her nostrils flaring and eyes flashing. 
“Such an attack on our people in our own land is an indisputable act of war!” 
“Of course it is not a curse or act of war!” exclaimed Rhuna, shocked by Uxbana’s accusation. 
“They are similar maladies as the individual Ubanti merchants and emissaries who have been 
struck down by curses in past lunar cycles,” Uxbana said. 
“Yes, but those were isolated cases…” Rhuna began and then wavered as she recalled Lozira’s 
proud statement that Goram had struck down the new Atlan Council of Safu with a curse of illness 
to prevent them from persuading Lozira to return to Atlán. 
 “If it really was a curse, then it was done by one or two individuals acting alone, not on 
behalf of all Atlans!” Rhuna said firmly as she suppressed the alarm rising inside her. “I assure you 
that I will investigate and find out!” 
“How will you do this?” Uxbana demanded to know, her eyes flashing wildly. 
“The Gazing of the Waters can reveal everything,” she replied, and then glanced across at The 
Reigning One whose eyes reflected her own alarm.“We use the reflective surface of a still body of 
water to reveal images of people and things that we summon,” Rhuna explained. “Amazing!” 
Uxbana said with awe. “Can you see and hear everything?” 
Rhuna nodded, and continued to explain how various images usually appear, according to 
the words spoken by the summoner. 
“Show me!” Uxbana said as she raised herself from the wooden chair. 
Rhuna turned around and guidedthe black-skinned queen to a nearby chamber where a 
basin was located in a dimly-lit recess. The Reigning One gave her a dark warning look as she left 
his presence. 
Rhuna stood in front of the basin and spoke aloud a summonforvisions of Uxbana’s family, 
once more explaining the importance of saying the right words to receive the required images. 
Uxbana’s tall stature leaned over Rhuna to watch the colourful swirls in the water, then gasped as 
the opaqueness cleared to reveal a vision. 
“Oh! It is my brother and his wife!” Uxbana exclaimed. She watched wide-eyed and open-
mouthed as the visions showed normal daily activity of a large family, some sitting near a window 
talking, others doing chores while small children played. 
“How many Atlans do this?” Uxbana asked when the visions ended. 
Rhuna answered that almost all Atlans are able to summon visions by means of the Gazing of 
the Waters, but many need the assistance of coloured powders and certain words of incantation. 
“Can you see what people say and do in secret?” Uxbana said in an awed whisper. 
Rhuna nodded. “We only use the Gazing of the Waters to examine private and personal 
matters when it is absolutely necessary.” 
“You simply trust others to do this?” Uxbana asked astounded. 
“It’s an unspoken law,” Rhuna said, slightly surprised by her reaction. 
“Show me more!” ordered Uxbana excitedly as she leaned over the basin again. 
Rhuna proceeded to summon images of the people suffering from the illness Uxbana had 
reported, and then spoke a specific summon to identify the cause. 
“If the ailments of your people were caused by a curse, we would see images of someone in 
the act of creating the curse,” Rhuna explained, recalling the images she had summoned only 
recently of Beacon of the Night. In that moment, she realized that she could not summon the 
secret activities of the Dark Ones by means of the Gazing of the Waters without revealing her 
special ability, and that doing so would expose the fact that many things can be hidden from regular 
summoning. 
Rhuna watched with bated breath as the images appeared on the water’s surface, showing 
first a large room where the ailing were lying and being attended by carers, and then revealing a 
large communal kitchen and food storage area. 
“Why are the images showing ordinary things like this?” Uxbana asked sharply. 
“Sometimes not everything is revealed clearly…” Rhuna stammered and knew Uxbana 
sensed her discomfort. 
“My father can help me investigate further,” Rhuna said, trying to assure Uxbana as her face 
creased with more suspicion and anger. She politely requested Uxbana to wait while she quickly 
dashed upstairs to consult Damell. 
“We have to find out what happened,” Rhuna said as she burst into his chambers, assuming 
correctly that her father was already aware of the situation. 
“Everything is possible in The Infinite,” her father replied calmly. 
“If Goram is responsible…” shaking her head with fury. 
“We shall enter The Infinite together,” Damell said. “An important matter as this must be 
investigated thoroughly.” 
Rhuna needed to do a few special breathing exercises to relieve her tension before she 
could release her Extended Consciousness into the Infinite.She carefully listened to Damell’s 
instructions for accessing past events in The Infinite, and then reclined on the cushions to release 
her Extended Consciousness. At first, Rhuna thought she had entered the wrong plane, and she 
felt more disoriented than usual. 
“I am here,” came her father’s reassuring thought-words, and Rhuna felt relieved. The past 
had a strange light in The Infinite, with vague forms blurred in places, but clear enough to 
recognize people, places and objects. 
Rhuna concentrated on the cause of the Ubanti people’s debilitating illness, and found her 
Extended Consciousness moving around in a food preparation area which she recognized from 
the image she had summoned by means of the Gazing of the Waters. She moved around to see 
water and open sewerage drains nearby. Damell’s shimmering form pointed to the water jugs in 
the kitchen, and Rhuna projected her Extended Consciousness towards them. Before she saw 
anything, her senses perceived a foul odour, and she concluded that the water was very dirty. 
After an indefinite time in The Infinite, hovering around the Ubanti commune food area, 
Rhuna sensed that her father was ready to return his Extended Consciousness to his body. 
“The Ubanti people’s plight is due to contaminated water in the food preparation areas,” 
Damell stated as Rhuna sat up from the reclining cushions. 
 “I’m relieved,” said Rhuna. “I was really afraid Goram had put a curse on them!” 
“The Ubanti may not be so easily convinced, in view of everything that has already 
happened,” Damell said gloomily. 
“But they know that Atlans would never start a war with any other people!” Rhuna scoffed. 
“Do they? They judge Atlans as they judge themselves, according to their own precepts. 
They do not understand that Atlan mentality precludes any hostility towards another being.” 
Rhuna remembered Uxbana’s surprise when she told her that Atlans simply do not spy on 
others or misuse the ability to summon visions by means of the Gazing of the Waters. 
“This could be a serious situation,” Damell continued as he began to pace. “We shall 
observe the Ubanti carefully.” 
Rhuna hurried back to the Attendance Hall where The Reigning One and Uxbana still sat in 
uncomfortable silence. 
“The illness is due to contaminated water!” she announced. 
“What is that word?” Uxbana said with a frown. 
“It means that the water in your food preparation area is dirty, and this can cause the 



symptoms your people are suffering from,” explained Rhuna. 
“Dirty water causes illness? I have never heard of such things!” Uxbana scoffed. 
“But of course!” Rhuna said emphatically, and then attempted to explain why dirty water can 
be dangerous to people’s health. 
“It sounds like the water has been cursed!” Uxbana stated adamantly. 
“No, no! Our summons showed only the dirty water, not someone making a curse! My 
father would have discovered any curse!” Rhuna said forceful y. 
“Really? You are certain of this?” she said skeptically. “Who is your father that his word 
should have such weight and authority?” 
“He is a valued friend of many solar cycles,” interrupted The Reigning One gruffly. “His 
word is as law to me.” 
Rhuna was pleasantly surprised by The Reigning One’s statement, and gave him an 
appreciative smile. 
“My uncle and brothers await my report,” Uxbana said. “You have not convinced me that 
this is not an act of war by the Atlan people towards the Ubanti people. Previous events favour this 
conclusion. Furthermore, even if you convinced me otherwise, my uncle and brothers make their 
own decisions and deliberations.” 
 “But I assure you,” Rhuna began shakily, “if it really were a curse, then only by a few 
individuals, and not on behalf of all Atlans!” 
“Why do you tolerate those ones who make curses?” Uxbana challenged. 
The Reigning One grunted. 
“If we had such ones among the Ubanti people, they would be punished, and probably 
killed!” Uxbana continued. 
“This is what happened before already,” Rhuna began, looking at The Reigning One whose 
Army had killed the previous group of Dark Ones.“We, I…and the new Atlan Council are doing 
something, but they are sick. .” 
“What? They are also sick?” Uxbana’s eyebrows shot up, and her lips twitched. “Also from 
dirty water? Why would they use such water when they believe it causes such severe illness?” 
“It was…something else,” said Rhuna, flailing for the right reply. 
“It was a curse!” Uxbana shouted angrily. 
Rhuna was taken aback by her loud outburst, and failed to give any answer at all. 
“And you do nothing? Nothing but talk, summon visions in the seeing waters,”spluttered 
Uxbana outraged. 
“That is a different matter!” Rhuna protested. 
“Your daughter has a liaison with their leader!” spat Uxbana viciously. “How can I trust 
your words when you condone such a union!” 
“I do not condone it!” spluttered Rhuna, feeling her composure crumble. 
“My emissaries report that she engages in sexual relations with him every single day!” 
Uxbana shot at Rhuna. 
“I have t-tried everything…” Rhuna stuttered, shocked by Uxbana’s words andfeelingutterly 
defeated in front of both Uxbana and The Reigning One. 
“Hmph!” Uxbana grunted as she stood and left the Attendance Hall without a word. Rhuna 
excused herself and hurried home, her eyes stinging with unshed tears. 
Finally in the comfort of her home, Rhuna had barely finished changing clothes when she 
was assaulted by another unpleasant feeling. Shandi came waddling towards her wearing a new 
red dress, and Rhuna instantly recalled the vision Gamu-Bet had foretold several solar cycles past. 
“Black man coming,” Shandi shrieked, and Rhuna promptly swept the little childup into her 
arms. Aradin appeared from an adjoining room and embraced them both. 
“Gamu-Bet’s vision,” she whispered to Aradin as she stroked Shandi’s hair and face, quickly 
comforting her little daughter. 
“Yes, I know,” Aradin answered, and kissed the top of Shandi’s head. 
When Shandi appeared to have recovered, Rhuna cheerful y commented on her pretty new 
dress, and then turned to tell Aradin about the upsetting events at The Reigning One’s residence. 
“The Ubanti people have waged wars before,” Aradin said looking into the distance as he 
recalled what he had heard. 
“You mean, they are not as peaceable as Atlans, or even the Benshi?” 
“Definitely not!” said Aradin shaking his head. 
“We should tell our friends, and observe the Ubanti closely, just like Damell said,” Rhuna said 
solemnly. 
Rhuna and Aradin diligently summoned various visions of the Ubanti people in the 
fol owing days, fearing reprisal when many succumbed to the disease, including several members 
of Uxbana’s immediate family. Rhuna observed by means of the Gazing of the Waters how Uxbana 
and her family wailed and grieved, then held a sombre ceremony for the dead. Everyday life slowly 
returned to the land of Ubanti, and the ailing ones who did not perish gradually recovered. 
Rhuna concentrated her summons on Uxbana’s uncle and brothers, wondering whether they 
still believed the illness to be an Atlan curse and act of war, but they appeared not even to discuss 
the matter anymore.When she summoned visions of the Ubanti’s water and food preparation 
area, the images revealed that they threw out the old water and replaced it with fresh water from 
the river. 
Damel became a more frequent visitor to Rhuna’s home, much to Shandi’s delight, and 
when the little girl had her daytime nap, Rhuna expressed her concerns. 
“If only we knew exactly what Shandi foresaw when she said that a black man was coming,” 
she said. “When I asked her several more times, she only repeated the same words.” 
“At the time we thought she might have seen one of the Dark Ones,” Aradin recalled. 
“Goram, perhaps?” Rhuna offered. 
“Or one of Uxbana’s men?” Aradin said. “But all our summons reveal nothing out of the 
ordinary in the land of the Ubanti. 
“That is unusual,” Damell said frowning, and Aradin mumbled some words of agreement. 
“Perhaps their grief has overwhelmed them,” Rhuna suggested, but Damel dismissed her 
words with a wave of his hand. 
“On the contrary,” he said shaking his head. “One would expect them to be more determined 
to mete out justice on those they hold responsible,” he said. “It is almost as if they know we are 
watching…” 
“They know we can watch them!” Rhuna exclaimed, recalling how she explained the Gazing 
of the Waters to Uxbana in lengthy detail. “I wish I had not done that!” 
“You did nothing wrong, My Precious,” said Aradin soothingly, and Rhuna showed her 
appreciation for his kindness with a gentle touch. 
“Let us continue to be vigilant, lest the Ubanti are merely letting the passage of time dull our 
alertness to their plans,” Damell advised. 
“Does Lozira reveal any knowledge of the Dark One’s activity?” Damel asked after they had 
partaken of fresh fruit and beverages in the courtyard garden. 
“No. She only talks about how much she loves him,” Rhuna said with a deep sigh. 
“She sits with us to share the evening meal, but her thoughts are always with him,” added 
Aradin. 
“But I keep observing them, and also the other Dark Ones,” said Rhuna, and Damell nodded 
in approval. 
Rhuna continued her daily practice of Inside Focussing, special breathing techniques and 
exploring The Infinite with her Extended Consciousness. She had begun to hone her skills in 
manipulating matter on the level between the material and ethereal planes, but on one mild and 
pleasant afternoon, she felt like simply observing the people of Safu randomly. 
Once she had fully relaxed her body and allowed her Consciousness to rise freely, she 
roamed aimlessly in her immediate vicinity in the paved and tree-lined avenues of the Atlan part 
of Safu. Suddenly, intense alarm overwhelmed her, and she focused on the movement causing the 
ripples in The Infinite. She was shocked to recognize her father running with great urgency, his 
tunic flapping and his breath rasping with effort. Rhuna focused her Extended Consciousness in 
the direction he was running, and immediately saw Lozira and Goram walking out of his house 
onto the street. She sensed the state of bliss that emanated from them, and when she found no 
reason for her father’s distress, she quickly surveyed their surroundings. 
Rhuna observed several people going about their daily routine in the street, and she 
scrutinized each person carefully with her Extended Consciousness. Two men who appeared to 
be carrying some textiles struck Rhuna as being odd, and before she could examine them more 
closely, they each removed a long object from the packages they carried. Rhuna had never seen 
such things before, but she immediately knew that they were sharp sword blades, curved and 
varying in thickness, with a large hilt. 
 “Beware! They are instructed to take Lozira and kill anyone who interferes!” Damel 
shouted breathlessly as he approached Lozira and Goram. 
Gorampulled Lozira behind him and then turned to face the approaching swordsmen. 
“What is this?” he demanded of the men.“Put down your weapons!”Goram shouted, still 
sheltering Lozira who stood stunned and speechless. Damell stepped to the other side of Lozira, 
blocking the men’s approach, but the men raised their swords in readiness to strike. 
“No!” shouted Goram as he lunged forward to snatch the sword away from one of them, at 
the same time immobilizing him with a hefty kick to the groin. The second man promptly thrust 
his sword intoGoram’s abdomen, and then prepared to strike Damell. Rhuna watchedtransfixed as 
Goram stoodstunned,blood gushing from his gaping wound. Mustering his remaining strength, he 
slashed the sword he had taken from the first man across his assailant’s throat before collapsing to 
the ground. A bright red arc spurted from the assailant’s severed throat and landed in heavy splats 
on Lozira and Damell. A strange long silence followed, and then Rhuna sensed Lozira’s shrill 
scream. 
Rhuna forced her Extended Consciousness back into her body as fast as possible, and then 
jumped to her feet, breaking into the fastest sprint she had ever done. She heard Lozira’s scream 
above her own panting and pounding heart as she ran down the street, and as she turned the 
corner, she saw Damell holding Loziraasseveral people also came running towards the bloody 
scene. 
“Rhuna! He is mortally wounded!” Damell said horrified. 
“Lozira!” Damell shouted as he shook her out of her state of shock and perpetual screams. 
Rhuna dropped to the ground next to Goram and looked at his pale face and unfocussed eyes. 
She heard his rapid and raspy short breaths as a pool of bright red blood expanded around him on 
the ground. 
“Goram! Goram!” Lozira wailed with such anguish that it tore Rhuna’s heart apart. She 
fel to her knees and took Goram’s head in her hands as dry sobs racked her body. 
“Rhuna!” screamed Lozira, her face contorted in red and purple desperation. 
“I can’t heal this wound!” Rhuna cried with dismay, realizing that his life would ebb out of 
him within a few short moments. 
“Noooo!” cried Lozira with such torment that Rhuna felt a sudden violent gush of heat come 
over her. She recognized the feeling of hot power and loud vibrations throughout her body, and 
quickly pushed her hands onto the bloody wound. She closed her eyes and felt the hot current 
pass out through her hands, like it had on two previous occasions when intense emotion allowed 
her to heal an incurable Benshi girl and a woman. 
 “Rhuna! What is happening?” Lozira shouted with horror, looking down at the man she 
loved. His breathing had slowed and his eyes had closed. Rhuna quickly touched his wrists and 
neck. 
“He’s breathing normally, but he’s very weak,” she said, and then tried to inspect the 
wound. Damell handed her an item of clothing which she used to quickly soak up the excess blood 
so that she could inspect the wound. 
“It has stopped bleeding,” she said with awe, knowing that such a deep wound could never 
be healed,nor the blood flow staunched by normal means. 
“Will he live?” screeched Lozira desperately, her shaking hands stroking his cheeks and 
then his hair. 
“Yes, I think so,” Rhuna answered. “We have to treat his blood loss, and make sure the 
wound heals properly, without infection.” As she spoke, she became aware of agitation around her 
as more people approached and shouted to each other. A warm hand gripped her shoulder, and 
she knew without looking that Aradin stood reassuringly behind her. 
“Take that man to The Reigning One,” called Damell, and Rhuna looked up to see three of 
The Reigning One’s soldiers running towards them. They grabbed the second man Goram had 
incapacitated, and then dragged him away. “Three more men with orders to kill are nearby – 
everyone beware!” Damell called out, and both soldiers and observers reacted immediately. 
“More soldiers are arriving,” Damell said to Rhuna as he finally regained his breath. 
“Instruct them to assist you, and I shall fol ow these ones with the prisoner to The Reigning One’s 
residence,” he told Rhuna. “Come to me there when you are done.” 
Rhuna nodded, and then turned her attention to Lozira, whose tears had begun to stream 
down her face as she continued to sob violently, all the time stroking Goram’s ashen face. Suddenly, 
the memory of Shandi’s distressing vision of Lozira crying rushed through her head, and Rhuna 
concluded that it was this incident that her small daughter had foreseen. 
“What has…Beacon of the Night!” said a voice behind Rhuna, and she recognized Progress 
of the Wind and then several other Atlans who had rushed to the scene. A small commotion in the 
other direction caught her attention, but she dismissed it quickly when she realized that someone 
had merely fainted. 
“Someone get bandages and wound-cleaning ointment,” Rhuna called out at the gathering 
of horrified spectators. 
“I’l get them,” said Aradin, moving with great haste. 
Several of The Reigning One’s soldiers had arrived and stood nearby, ready to follow her 
instructions. Reaching out to embrace Lozira and move her aside, Rhuna began to instruct the 
soldiers to carry Goram into his house, remove his blood-soaked clothes and lay him on his bed. 
She looked back quickly and saw another soldier remove the bloody swords and cover the dead 
assailant with a large canvas cloth. 
 In the sleeping chamber of Goram’s house, where Rhuna knew only moments earlier Lozira 
had been in blissful ecstasy, she now watched her daughter’s distraught actions as she sat on the 
bed next to him, desperately willing him to cling to life. Aradin entered the room, breathless from 
his errand, and gave Rhuna the items she had requested. She applied the cleansing and healing 
ointments to the wound and then bandaged it as Goram slowly regained consciousness. 
“Lozira,” he whispered breathlessly, as he tried to focus his eyes and move his head. “I love 
you,” he said in an urgent rasp, as if saying his final words. Lozira sobbed harder and stroked his 
cheeks, then kissed his forehead. 
“You are not dying,” Rhuna said to Goram. 
“Rhuna healed you!” Lozira said between sobs. Goram tried to lift his head to see Rhuna, 
but Lozira had begun smothering his face with tear-soaked kisses. 
“Stay still. Be quiet and do what I say, and you will probably recover fully,” Rhuna spoke in 
her professional capacity as a Healer. “He has lost a lot of blood and will be very weak. Keep him 
warm with these blankets. Until his body replaces the lost blood, his condition is still critical, so he 
must lie still and rest,” she said firmly. “I will bring a blood-restoring tincture which he should take 
frequently.” 
Rhuna looked around and saw that Progress of the Wind stood anxiously behind her, so 
she repeated some of her instructions. The man nodded obediently, and then moved towards 
Goram so that he could see him. 
“Friend, we are deeply distraught!” Progress of the Wind said softly, and Goram managed to 
focus his eyes and recognize his friend. 
“Who is she?” Progress of the Wind asked, looking at Lozira. 
“She is the woman I love,” replied Goram with effort. 
“We did not know this,” said Progress of the Wind apologetically. “May her loving 
attentions speed your recovery, Brother!” 
Aradin placed his hands on Lozira’s shoulders as he sat down behind her, comforting her 
with soothing words, while Progress of the Wind settled on a nearby seating cushion. 
“Someone should stay with him at all times,” Rhuna said looking at Progress of the Wind, 
who promptly nodded in obedience. 
“I want to stay here,” Lozira said as she looked at Goram. 
“Of course,” Rhuna said after a moment. “I’ll bring your clothes and personal items,” she 
said as she prepared to leave. Aradin stood up to join her, and as they left the house, Rhuna told 
the soldiers to keep guard on them while she went home to prepare the herbal tincture. 
Rhuna stepped outside the house and was suddenly overcome by weakness and nausea 
when she saw the large pools of blood on the ground.The horror of the attack and the near-death of 
Goram made her feel she couldn’t breathe. 
 “The shock is having its effect,” Aradin said as he quickly grabbed hold of her arms and 
supported her for a while. 
As she slowly regained her composure, Rhuna noticed the throng of people milling around 
nearby, raised voices reflecting the horror experienced in this Atlan part of Safu. 
“How can such a thing happen here in Safu, among us Atlans!” asked one raised voice. 
“Such things only happen when she is nearby – the one they call The Star Child,” said a 
woman’s hard voice. 
“She healed a dying man!” retorted Aradin angrily. The crowd instantly fell silent and 
looked at Rhuna as Aradin ushered her along the street.Two of the soldiers accompanied herand 
waited outside her home as she washed blood off her hands and arms beforequickly changing 
clothes. A wooden crate of herbal tinctures which she kept in a cool place under some furniture 
contained the medicine she needed, and as she took the blood-restoring herbs,she quickly grabbed 
a bottle of sedating herbal extracts for Lozira. 
Aradin had packed a bag of Lozira’s clothes and personal items, and together they quickly 
returned to Goram’s house. As Rhuna approached the bed, Lozira jerked and looked up with a 
fright, then sighed with relief. Rhuna’s heart ached at the sight of her daughter’s distraught and 
tear-stained face. Her tousled hair covered part of her face, and her nervous movements told 
Rhuna that she was emotionally very fragile. 
“I’m so scared…” she whispered. 
Rhuna embraced her tightly without a word, and then instructed her to take the sedation 
tincture while she prepared the blood-building treatment for Goram. 
After agreeing with Progress of the Wind that he should supervise the dispensing of 
Goram’s treatment and comfort Lozira, she and Aradin left the house and hurried to The Reigning 
One’s residence to find Damell. One of the soldiers accompanied them, keeping a sharp watch for 
sword-wielding attackers until they were safely inside the large iron gates of the residence. 
Inside the grand residence, two attendants guided them to the large room where Damel and 
The Reigning One, along with several soldiers and Sun of the Morning were involved in agitated 
conversation. 
Silence fell as soon as Rhuna approached the gathering. 
“He shall survive?” asked Sun of the Morning, and Rhuna answered with a nod. 
“He fought valiantly, like a true soldier,” stated The Reigning One. 
“The others have been captured and imprisoned,” Damel told her as she stopped to stand 
next to her father. Rhuna suddenly remembered Shandi’s latest frightening vision and asked 
whether any of the swordsmen were dark or black-skinned. 
 “They are assassins,” answered The Reigning One with a distinct tone of bitterness.They 
are from the nearby land in the direction of the rising sun, and they are brown-skinned, like the 
Benshi. They possess no loyalties, and can be utilized for any loathsome work in exchange for 
material or other gain,” stated The Reigning One with a nervous twitch of his lips. “After thorough 
interrogation, they shall be executed,” he added bluntly. 
“But who sent them to take my daughter and kill anyone who tried to stop them?” Rhuna 
asked, her voice squawking with rising anguish and shock. Her thoughts raced as she thought of 
the Dark Ones, but dismissed this idea because they had attacked Goram. 
“I regret to inform you,” began Sun of the Morning shakily. “It appears…I cannot…” 
“It was Harbinger of Solace,” boomed The Reigning One. 
Rhuna looked at Damell, who shot her a dark look with a single, hard nod. 
“He was so distressed about his daughter…he wanted her returned by any means…” 
stuttered Sun of the Morning, and Rhuna thought she had never seen an Atlan Council member in 
such a floundering state. 
“He instructed the assassins to kill anyone who prevented them from taking the girl,” The 
Reigning One continued. “The initial interrogation of the prisoners indicates that he wished The 
Star Child and her father, along with Beacon of the Night to be…permanently removed.” 
Rhuna suddenly felt overcome by a debilitating feeling of sickness, as if she could not 
breathe. She felt herself collapsing into Aradin’s arms, and saw The Reigning One make a small 
hand gesture to several attendants. 
“She has suffered shock!” Aradinexclaimed. “First the deadly attack, and now this shocking 
news.” The attendants promptly guided her to seating cushions while another prepared to give her 
a fortifying beverage. Aradin sat beside her, holding her upright. 
Sun of the Morning stood nearby, ashen-faced and helpless, as Aradin fussed over Rhuna 
and helped her drink the strange beverage. In a short time, Rhuna said that she felt a lot better 
already. 
“We should all have a sip of this wonderful beverage,” said Aradin, and The Reigning One 
promptly instructed his attendants to bring drinking vessels for Aradin and Sun of the Morning. 
Rhuna noticed that the Atlan woman she disliked appeared emancipated and frail from her 
illness-curse, as if she could also collapse at any moment. 
“Come with me to my chambers,” Damell said to Rhuna when everyone had silently 
partaken of the fortifying beverage and silently pondered the dramatic events of the day. She stood 
up, holding onto Aradin as she noticed that her legs were unsteady.With Aradin’s support, Rhuna 
slowly ascended the stairs to her father’s private chambers, where Damell quickly prepared 
seating cushions for them. 
 “Oh Rhuna!” Damell said with a deep groananguish when they were seated. “Despite all 
my efforts to foresee and prevent such a reprisal, events overcame me,” he said shaking his head 
sadly. 
“How did he get these…assassins?” Rhuna asked, her mind still reeling from the revelation 
that Tozar was responsible for the horrendous event. 
Damell inhaled deeply and spoke slowly, his voice full of dismay. “He spoke a message to an 
Atlan…of disrepute…whom he had been observing by means of the Gazing of the Waters, and 
determined he would act on his behalf in exchange for gold and other products. Once he received 
the goods, he sought out the assassins and showed them by means of the Gazing of the Waters 
who you, Lozira, Goram and I are, so that they would recognize us and…kill us…” 
“So deliberate, with forethought and planning…” Rhuna shuddered and felt coldness creep 
over her. Aradin put his arm around her, and she squeezed his hand in gratitude. 
“Did you know that Tozar could do such a thing?” Rhuna asked, afraid to hear the answer. 
Damel nodded gravely. “An incident when we were young, wandering in the land of Atlán to 
see new places,” he began, and described a small settlement where they decided to reside for a 
while, providing their Atlan skills to assist the people in various ways. 
“He loved a young woman there,” Damell said as his eyes wandered into the distance. “After 
a time of intense involvement, she wanted to return to her family instead of remaining by his side. 
He could not accept this and… became irrational in certain ways.” 
“He never told me about that,” Rhuna said. 
“No, of course not,” responded Damell.“One day, when by chance we encountered the 
woman’s brother who then told Tozar to stay away from his sister, he…became violent and 
attacked the man.” 
“Hmm,” said Aradin, and Rhuna looked at him. “I always felt intimidated by him.” 
Rhuna remembered her surprise when Aradin had told her this at the beginning of their 
relationship, and wondered what he had seen in Tozar that she had never seen. 
“He began to twist Atlan precepts and laws to use against the family, against her…”Damell 
continued as he looked out the window, recalling his memories of the distant past. 
Rhuna realized the shocking resemblance to her own situation, and began to feel confused. 
“It’s as if I never really knew him at all!” she said. 
“Such derangements are usually hidden deep inside, and indeed, they may never manifest at 
all in a person’s lifetime,” Damell responded. “Tozar displayedutterfrenzy and hysteria, using Atlan 
authorityfor personal revenge on the one who hurt him. He could not tolerate losing control over a 
woman he loved, and this led to aperverse attitude.” 
“What happened to the woman’s brother whom Tozar attacked?” asked Aradin. 
 “It was only a short altercation, yet vicious and intense, whichdeeply disturbed me for a 
considerable length of time. The delirium blazing in his eyes I shall never forget.” Damell trailed off 
as his eyes became unfocussed with the vivid memories. 
“What will happen to him now?” Rhuna’s mind raced to imagine what the High Council of 
Atlán would do in such an extreme and rare case. 
Damell turned his head sharply, tearing himself from compelling memories. “The Atlan 
High Council is keeping him under constant observation so that he cannot speak a message to 
anyone, nor do himself any harm. Various Healers are tending to him, attempting to discern the 
nature and depth of his turmoil. When this has been achieved to reasonable satisfaction of the 
High Council, they shall engage in serious deliberations to decide his future. Furthermore,” Damel 
said in a lighter tone, “the High Council of Atlán has begun to investigate Tozar’s claims about you, 
and with due process, the truth shall finally be known.” 
“It must be a great upheaval for the Council,” Aradin said. 
“The High Council regarded Tozar too highly, without questioning his word, and such blind 
obeisance always leads to tragedy,” Damell said gravely. “Sun of the Morning is confused and 
distressed. The person she so greatly admired has become deranged, and as a result, she has lost 
her own way.” 
“I’m afraid for Lozira,” Rhuna whispered. “She’ll have to learn what her father did, and 
she’s already in such a fragile state!” 
Aradin put his arm around Rhuna as she prepared to leave Damell’s chamber, and after a 
reassuring gesture from her father, she walked back to Goram’s house. One of The Reigning One’s 
soldiers was still standing guard outside, prepared to run errands or deliver messages as well as to 
protect those inside. Rhuna entered the bedroom, her heart filled with dread at the thought of 
tel ing Lozira about her father. 
“Lozira, you haven’t washed and changed clothes,” Rhuna observed with concern. 
“I’m afraid to leave his side,” she said shakily.“Rhuna, he nearly died! He was almost dead…” 
Lozira wailed as she began to sob. “I couldn’t live if he had died!” 
“Oh, my poor Child!” Rhuna said as she firmly held her daughter in a long and silent 
embrace. 
“Go wash now, while I stay and watch him,” she said after a while, giving Lozira a reassuring 
squeeze. She watched her daughter slowly take some personal items and walk to the bath 
chamber, and then turned her attention to her patient. 
Rhuna examined Goram’s breathing and then began to feel his pulse when his hand 
suddenly grasped for her arm. 
“Who did this?” Goram’s raspy voice came with great effort. 
 “Lozira’s father sent assassins to take Lozira back to Atlán, and to kill us if we got in the way,” Rhuna said in a low voice that only Goram could hear. 
“What?” he said, trying to raise his head. Rhuna told him to lie back and let her examine his 
condition. 
“He wanted us killed? You and me?” Goram said, grasping Rhuna’s arm again. 
“Yes. You, me and my father, Avenger of Justice.”Rhuna said as she finished checking 
Goram’s energy pulses. 
“You were right, Rhuna,” Goram whispered with effort. “My involvement with Lozira is the 
cause of this,” he said with a bitter groan. 
“You did as you promised,” Rhuna said softly. “You protected her.” 
Rhuna administered the herbal tincture while she listened to splashing water in the nearby 
chamber. Shortly after, Goram slipped into sleep again, and Rhuna sat in silence next to the bed 
waiting for her daughter to finish washing. 
Lozira appeared in the room holding a towel and running the fingers of one hand through 
her washed hair. 
“Do you know more about those horrible men?” Lozira asked as she approached Rhuna. 
“I don’t know how to tell you,” Rhuna said quietly. “They are called assassins…and they 
were told to do it…by your father. Tozar sent them,” said Rhuna steadily, hoping the blow would 
not break Lozira’s fragile condition. 
Lozira stared at Rhuna and silently mouthed the words she had just heard. Then her eyes 
darted back and forth, trying to comprehend. 
“He wanted them to take you back to Atlán, by force if necessary, and…to kill Goram, 
Damel and me, if we got in the way,” Rhuna said, trying to keep her voice from faltering. 
Lozira’s lips trembled for a moment, and then broadened into a distorted grin as shrill 
laughter burst forth. Between shudders of near-hysterical laughter she asked, “Tozar? My father? 
My own father caused this? He wanted to kill Goram? Kill you?”Suddenly she stopped laughing 
and her lips pursed into a hateful grimace. 
“I hate him!” she hissed venomously. “I Hate him, I hate him!” she began to scream, and 
Rhuna reached out to calm her. 
“Lozira!” croaked Goram, and Rhuna looked to see his wide eyes fill with loving concern. 
“Come to me,” he whispered, wearily raising his arm to reach out to her. Lozira immediately 
obeyed, and grabbed his outstretched hand before lowering herself next to him on the bed and 
stroking his face. 
Rhuna stayed with them until sunset, when she prepared a simple meal for her and Lozira 
before reluctantly leaving and returning to her own home. She repeated instructions for Goram’s 
treatment, speaking to Progress of the Wind who had arrived with some apparel to spend the 
night. 
“If you need me, send the soldier outside to get me,” she said firmly, and after another brief 
examination of her patient, she hurried home. As she walked, sudden fear gripped her, and she 
turned around several times to see if anyone was approaching from behind her. She realized that 
it was an irrational fear resulting from the day’s traumatic events, and when she reached her 
comfortable home, she prepared some herbal remedies for herself. 
Despite the sedating herbs she had taken, Rhuna slept fitful y and awoke tense and agitated. 
The sun’s rays had barely reached across Safu when she walked briskly to Goram’s house, anxious 
to see how Lozira and Goram were faring. 
Rhuna was surprised to see Goram propped on cushions, slowly eating meat broth and 
bread as Lozira eagerly attended to all his needs. 
“Rhuna!” said Goram as she stood at the foot of his bed. “Your power of healing has been 
explained to me, and I am grateful to you,” he said. His voice was still weak, but Rhuna sensed an 
underlying strength and determination to recover quickly. 
“I am deeply grateful,” he said humbly. “Not only for the continuation of my life. Much 
more poignant are my feelings of gratitude for the opportunity to experience true love,” he said as 
he reached for Lozira’s hand and gazed up into her eyes. “Before meeting Lozira, I had not known 
love at all. This cognition had eluded me until recently.” 
Lozira tenderly stroked his cheek with the side of her finger. 
“How grateful I am to be alive and experience the pure love of a wonderful woman!” 
Rhuna ignored Goram’s words and proceeded to remove the bandage and examine the 
wound. She gave the used bandages to Lozira, instructing her how to dispose of them. 
“What has become of him?” Goram asked when Lozira had left the sleeping chamber. 
Rhuna explained that Tozar was being constantly observed by Healers to determine the 
extent of his condition. “He has an ailment of mind and spirit, but like most illnesses, it can be 
healed, with time.” 
“What you requested of me, Rhuna; I shall do,” he said as his strength waned again. 
“Enough talking,” Rhuna interrupted firmly. “Be quiet and get more rest,” she ordered. 
“Your wound is healing well, but your heart and energy pulses are still very weak.” 


Part Seven (The Ubanti)

Rhuna went about her morning chores with more vigour than usual, finding the physical 
routine a suitable outlet for her pent-up anger at Tozar, and the brooding concern over Lozira. She 
also fought to suppress the fear that Goram’s condition could suddenly deteriorate. She had never 
healed such a deadly wound, and wondered whether his internal organs had been fully restored by 
the energy she released through her touch. The uncertainty of the healing process brought waves 
of fear that Goram might relapse and die, which would have adevastating impact on her daughter. 
As the sun was shining warmly, Rhuna tried to enjoy it as she put out the washed clothes to 
dry, and then breathed in the scent of fresh blooms in the garden nearby. A shuffle behind her 
made her jump, but seeing her husband’s kind face put her quickly at ease again. 
“Our friends are coming,” announced Aradin, and Rhuna said that she was ready to receive 
visitors. 
The Observers arrived, commenting on the pleasant weather and politely inquiring into 
Rhuna’s wellbeing. They ambled around the house and garden talking freely with each other. 
“The High Council of Atlán is thoroughly investigating events concerning The Star Child, and 
they have addressed many individuals, asking certain questions,” said Revealer of Truths. “They 
are striving to ascertain the complete account of events, untainted by emotional prejudice, as it 
was in the case of Harbinger of Solace.” 
“Indeed, they have inquired of me all manner of things,” twittered Echo of the Evening. “No 
doubt the entire truth shall soon be known to all!” 
“When all secrets have been revealed, we shall be relieved of the burden we have carried as 
The Observers,” stated Reaching the Moon. 
“It’s also a relief that we don’t have to fear the Guardians of Knowledge,” said Rhuna, and 
then noticed reluctance and doubt cross their faces. 
“The Guardians have not yet abandoned their ways,” grumbled Divider of Fortunes with a 
deep frown. “However, in view of the current circumstances, we may dispense with the use of the 
special room.” 
Rhuna said that this was worthy of celebrating, and that she and Faleesh had already 
prepared some delicious food. The friends gathered around the table and cheerful y discussed the 
variety of food, the fragrant smell of the garden, and the prospect of a return to idyllic Atlan life. 
“Once the new Atlan Council of Safu has gained full knowledge of facts and past events, it 
shall act to remove all Dark influences in Safu society,” said Designer of Works. 
As the merry conversations continued, Rhuna began to feel more uneasy, even slightly angry 
that their friends were avoiding the subject of Tozar and the attack on Goram. When she realized 
that no one had inquired into the wellbeing of Lozira, she felt hurt, sad and puzzled. 
The food plates were almost empty when the lively conversation at the table was interrupted 
by a commotion from the house. Rhuna turned to see Damell enter the garden with Abu-Malech 
and several attendants representing The Reigning One behind him. 
“The Ubanti are preparing to invade Safu!” Damell announced with urgency. Rhuna felt as 
if a thunderclap had shaken her house and garden. 
“Black man coming!” piped Shandi, repeating the words she had spoken before, and began 
to cry again. Rhuna quickly swept her up in her arms and kissed the top of her head. She felt as if 
she had entered a dream-like state and was observing everything from outside her body. 
“Tel us what you know,” Aradin told Damell as he shot to his feet in alarm. 
“They have stealthily sent soldiersto crucial areas all around Safu with the appearanceof 
merely undertaking general work on roads andirrigation channels, while in fact they hide 
weapons!” Damell paused to catch his breath and look around at the stunned faces. 
“Furthermore, they appear to communicate by some kind of code, knowing that we can 
observe them by means of the Gazing of the Waters. Certain construction directions are actually 
orders for tactical maneuvers!” 
“How cunning!” exclaimed Designer of Works withawe. 
“Such consequences should have been foreseeable, yet I was too distracted by the most 
recent event and its repercussions to pay the proper attention! Forgive me, Daughter!” Damel 
said, shaking his head and looking at the floor in humble defeat. 
“But you still found out in time, Father!” Rhuna said as she laid a comforting hand on her 
father’s arm. Shandi reached out for her newly-discovered grandfather, and he briefly took the 
small hand and kissed it. Faleesh approached them, confusion and helplessness in her face. 
Rhuna instinctively placed Shandi into her open arms, and Faleesh took the child into another 
room while serious matters were discussed. 
“Rhuna, they have almost outsmarted us and succeeded in a surprise attack!”Damell said 
with desperation. 
‘But why attack us?” asked Divider of Fortunes, wide-eyed. 
“They think Atlans caused a serious illness-curse on their population,” Rhuna answered. 
“This, coming after so many attempts by the Guardians of Knowledge to stop merchants and 
emissaries from Ubanti coming to Safu to learn our ways…” 
“Beacon of the Night admitted he caused the Atlan Council of Safu to become ill!” 
interrupted Designer of Works angrily. 
 “There is more,” Damell said gloomily, taking another deep breath. “Many Ubanti people 
have succumbed to the disease which they believe was an Atlan curse. Several of the dead are 
members of the queen’s own household!” 
“This is terrible, terrible news!” Echo of the Evening twittered nervously. 
“Do we really need to leave our homes?” asked Softness of the Clouds looking around 
helplessly at her fellow-Observers and then at Reaching the Moon who sat next to her. 
“Would they really harm us? We did nothing to them!” Reaching the Moon protested. 
The Dark Ones using Dark Forces- they are the ones who have brought Ubanti hatred and 
anger upon all Atlans!” Revealer of Truths spat angrily. 
“But don’t they know that most Atlans living here in Safu had nothing to do with those 
attacks on their people?” Aradin insisted. 
“They are carrying all manner of weapons,” Damell answered, shaking his head. “We cannot 
risk remaining in Safu, lest the Army has been instructed to harm or even kill all Atlans!” he said, 
his cheeks flushing pink. 
“The only way out of Safu is to cross the Great River and go in the direction of the rising 
sun,” Damell explained. “The Reigning One’s attendants are preparing extra ferries to facilitate the 
crossing of the river, as well as supplying us with pack animals and goats for milk and food. 
Inform everyone to meet at the port where the ferries shall transport us across the river,” 
instructed Damell. 
“Where shall we go? There is no land in that direction,” said Aradin, his usual jovial 
expression replaced with queasy paleness. 
“The Reigning One has offered to send a troop of soldiers to escort us safely out of Safu, and 
others with horses and wagons shall follow to provide us with food and shelter,” Damell told them. 
“This cannot be real!” said Softness of the Clouds as her eyes filled with tears. 
“We must prepare to traverse wilderness for many walking days,” Damell said with rising 
urgency. “We must be prepared to be self-sufficient for some time, until we have observed the 
situation.” 
The Observers finally rose to their feet after looking at each other in fear and disbelief. 
“Pack only the essentials which you are able to carry on a long walking journey.Warm 
clothes for the cold nights!” Damell ordered, and then turned around to instructThe Reigning One’s 
attendants who stood at the doorway to assist in packing and carrying necessities. 
“Relay this message to all Atlans in and around Safu,” Damel told The Observers as they 
prepared to hurry to their individual homes and pack belongings. “Speak messages to Atlans 
everywhere, so that they may assist and guide us through this predicament! Go with haste!” he 
shouted after them. 
 “My herbs and other cures,” Rhuna said, trying to get a grip on reality. “I’ll pack the most important ones only,” she said, showing one of the attendants which tinctures and dry herbs to 
pack in a special sack. 
“I have a patient who cannot walk. He will need a carry-seat large enough to lie in,” Rhuna 
told Abu-Malech, who nodded and turned to quickly make arrangements. 
“My Benshi colleague!” said Aradin breathlessly. “He can take care of my business and this 
house in our absence!” Rhuna nodded and then quickly embraced her husband tightly, telling him 
that she will meet him at the ferry dock as soon as possible. Aradin gestured towards a pile of 
clothes and items he wished to be packed, and then dashed out the door to find his business 
colleague. 
Rhuna looked at the long row of body scents and oils among her personal grooming items, 
then across at the garments of fine and exotic textiles she had accumulated duringthree solar cycles 
in Safu. She reached for soap, brush, towels and other basic necessities, and wondered why she 
felt no sadness at leaving her luxurious possessions behind. As she packed, thoughts of her father, 
Lozira, Tozar and her new family overwhelmed her with emotion, and suddenly she understood 
that the people she loved were all that mattered to her. 
With renewed resolve, she finished packing and then entered the room in which Faleesh 
was playing with Shandi, pretending everything was normal in order not to alarm the small child. 
“I go with you!” Faleesh exclaimed as tears welled in her eyes. 
“No, your place is here, in Safu,” Rhuna stated firmly. “With your daughter, and your sister 
and her family. The Ubanti have no issues with the Benshi, so you can stay here safely.” 
Faleesh began to shake her head as tears rolled down her cheeks. 
“Where will you go? Where will you be safe? And little Shandi!” Faleesh asked as anxiety 
overcame her. 
“I don’t know yet,” Rhuna answered truthfully. “Maybe we can come back soon. Look after 
our home while we are gone. Keep living here and go on as usual,” she told the Benshi woman as 
she embraced her. “I hope we can come back soon!” 
The woman nodded sadly and wiped her tears. 
“Black man coming!” screeched Shandi, and Rhuna immediately swept her up into a firm 
carry hold. 
“Yes, Little One, the black men are coming, so we have to go away for a while,” she said as 
calmly as she could, and then walked out the door, wondering whether she would ever set foot in 
her beautiful home again. 
Rhuna had only taken a few steps on the street outside her home when she looked up and 
saw The Reigning One approaching. 
 “My soldiers and attendants shall accompany and assist you,” he said with his usual blank 
expression. “I have dispatched all the men I can spare.” 
“We are very grateful,” Rhuna said, her voice quivering with emotion. “What about you and 
your Benshi people?” 
“The Ubanti have no issues with the Benshi,” he replied. “Provided the Ubanti do not 
disturb the lives of my people in any way, I shall strive to maintain peace for all.” 
“You are a great leader,” Rhuna began, then swallowed hard to stop sudden tears. “I hope 
we can come back soon,” she said shakily. “I will miss you!” 
For a brief moment, Rhuna thought she saw the stiff face twitch, and his eyes express depth 
and feeling. She waited for the response which she thought was struggling to come out, and then 
suddenly understood that his silence already spoke more than words. 
“Fare well,” he said reaching out a hand and grasping Rhuna’s firmly for a long and 
meaningful moment. Then The Reigning One blinked hard and turned around to leave, his 
measured body movements unchanged. 
Running as fast as she could with bags hanging from her shoulders and Shandi on her hip, 
Rhuna went directly to Goram’s house, patting her daughter’s head to calm her down. 
“We have to leave Safu immediately!” Rhuna called out as she burst into the room. 
Progress of the Wind sprung to his feet, and Goram groaned as he tried to raise his upper body. 
Lozira looked at her mother bleary-eyed and without comprehension. 
“The Ubanti Army is preparing to invade Safu! It’s an attack on Atlans because they think 
we caused their illness and wouldn’t give them what they wanted…and now we’re not safe here!” 
she spluttered. 
“I am unable to travel!” exclaimed Goram. “Rhuna, take Lozira and flee! When I have 
recovered sufficiently, I shall follow,” he croaked with effort. 
“No! I will not leave him!” Lozira shouted, her face turning deep pink. 
“You’re coming with us or else they will probably kill you!” Rhuna told Goramdirectly. 
Lozira gasped in horror at those last words. 
“I’ve already organized a carry-seat to take him with us,”she told her daughter. 
“Once again, I am grateful,” Goram said, and then squeezed Lozira’s hand reassuringly. 
“Black man coming!” said Shandi in a high-pitched wail, and Rhuna tightened her grip on 
the child. 
“We cannot resist such a mighty force,” Progress of the Wind said, and Rhuna assumed he 
meant resistance with the Dark Powers. 
 “This is our doing, Brother,” Goram said to Progress of the Wind. “Although we are 
innocent of the illness-curse, we have nevertheless aggravated them into this attack on all Atlans,” 
he said as his breathing became laboured again. 
“In our arrogance, we neglected to consider the consequences of our actions,” admitted 
Progress of the Wind with a thoughtful nod of his head. 
“We must do what we can to correct this error,” Goram said weakly. 
Rhuna quickly summarized the message Damell had given her about what to pack, and 
where they would be going, with the instruction to relay this information to all other Atlans in 
Safu. 
“Save your energy, Brother,” said Progress of the Wind. “Allow me to contact the 
Brotherhood and convey messages to all our friends,” he said as he prepared to leave with haste. 
As Progress of the Wind hurried out the door, Rhuna heard commotion outside on the streets 
and turned to look. She saw Atlans using trumpets to sound the alarm, and people were coming 
out of their houses and down the streets to hear the announcement, which was then relayed by 
each person to yet more people further away. 
“Lozira, pack your things – only what you need and can carry!” Rhuna said urgently as she 
turned back into the room where Goram struggled to sit up. 
“Don’t try to sit,” commanded Rhuna. “Tell Lozira what she can pack for you, and save your 
strength. .or else you could still die,” she added solemnly. 
Goram looked at Rhuna for a long moment in silence, and then squeezed Lozira’s hand. “We 
shall do what Rhuna says,” he told Lozira reassuringly. Rhuna watched as her daughter obediently 
left the bedside to pack their necessary items, and then looked expectantly out of the window until 
she saw four of The Reigning One’s attendants arrive with a carry-seat. She instructed them to 
enter and assist Goram onto the seat, while Lozira fussed about cushions to make him 
comfortable. 
Rhuna was delighted to see that one of the four attendants arriving with the carry-seat was 
the bald man with the muscular neck who had carried her to the Commoners’ part of the city, and 
who had been enchanted by Shandi. 
“I go with you,” he said nodding and revealing crooked teeth behind thick lips. Shandi 
recognized him and seemed happy as she raised her arms in a gesture of welcome towards the 
ruggedman with a gentle nature. 
“Sweet Cakes, would you like to ride on the carry seat?” she asked Shandi. Her tears had 
dried up and her round faceexpressed excitement at anything new. She nodded and then reached 
out for Lozira, who hugged the little girl and then placed her at Goram’s feet. 
On the way out of the Atlan part of Safu, walking next to Lozira and the carry-seat amidst 
the commotion, alarm and panic, Rhuna recognizedPossessor of Discernment walking briskly in 
their direction. She called out to him, asking if he had understood the urgent announcement to evacuate Safu. 
“My responsibility is to the Pyramids!” he said adamantly. 
“Your life may be in danger!” Rhuna urged. 
“I am too old! Leave me be,” he said shaking his head fiercely. “I am close to ninety solar 
cycles in age. I would only be a burden!” 
“We are taking the old, weak and sick with us!” Rhuna said firmly as she gestured to the 
carry-seat. “Your knowledge about the pyramids is an essential part of Atlan life, and that makes 
you an important person! Besides, I need help taking care of Shandi,” Rhuna added, remembering 
the old man’s weakness. 
Possessor of Discernment looked gravely at Rhuna, and then down at Shandi, who held up 
her favourite long-eared toy from the Pyramids. The white head nodded slowly as his eyes 
moistened with tears. 
“In fact, I would like you to take care of her while I go see the Safu Council,” she said 
relieved. “Walk slowly with Lozira and the carry-seat, and I’ll catch up with you very soon.” 
Sun of the Morning and the other members of the new Safu Council were seated in their 
private discussion chamber when Rhuna burst through the doors to relay the urgent 
announcement. 
“We have been informed,” she answered coolly. “Such an invasion of an Atlan colony is 
unprecedented, and there has never been a deliberate attack on Atlans to harm them in any way,” 
she stated confidently. 
Rhuna remembered her childhood on the isolated Atlan colony island of Chinza, and how 
Tozar had taken her away just as the native Zao people were about to kill the Atlans. Taking a deep 
breath to calm her agitation, she described her childhood experience to the Council members. 
“An isolated incident, under exceptional circumstances,” Sun of the Morning responded with a 
huff. 
“You are wrong!” Rhuna said with sudden vigour, releasing the pent-up anger she had 
towards the woman. “You are endangering your lives if you stay here!” 
“We shall remain in Safu because this is our assignment and responsibility as 
representatives of the Atlán,” said Sun of the Morning completely unconcerned.“Some Atlans are 
remaining in Safu also,” she added. 
“So be it then,” Rhuna said gruffly. “I am leaving with my family as quickly as possible!” she 
said, turning on her heels and hurrying back to the carry-seat, giving the attendants orders to 
continue walking promptly. 


The crowd at the ferry crossing pointwas like a stormy sea of agitated people talking in 
panic and confusion. Atlans of all ages stoodclosely together as the dock area quickly filled up with 
more people. They held their bags of clothes and other items, some fidgeted nervously, others 
murmured in discontent and disbelief. 
“It is a misunderstanding!” exclaimed a woman holding a leather bag bursting at the seams. 
“They cannot drive us out of our home!” said an elderly man next to her. “Safu has been my 
home my entire life!” 
The woman looked around and then narrowed her eyes as she recognized Rhuna. 
“Do you have anything to do with this?” she asked sharply. 
“No!” Rhuna responded angrily. “I’ve been trying to stop this from happening!” 
“You are the one they call The Star Child…the Banished One,” said a man to her left. “What 
have you done to cause this inexcusable outrage?” he demanded. Rhuna looked at the Atlan man 
who wore ordinary clothes and held a large bag made from thick textiles. His reddened cheeks 
glowed in the sunlight as clouds parted in the sky above. 
“I have tried to keep peace with the Ubanti!” Rhuna retorted, and was relieved when the 
man was distracted by his family from continuing his verbal attack on her. 
As Rhuna stood in the ever-growing crowd of Atlans, she sensed disbelief above all else, 
and listened to snippets of conversations around her as people spoke about leaving their homes 
and what would happen to those who stay behind. 
“Do you believe it could truly be so dangerous to remain in our homes?” 
“Perhaps the danger has been exaggerated?” 
“We should not risk our lives, lest it be true!” replied yet another voice from the jostling 
crowd. 
“Din-Din!” Shandi squeaked, and Rhuna spun around to see Aradin making his way 
through the crowd towards them. Grateful to see him, Rhuna fell into his arms and held him 
tightly for a while. 
“Black man coming,” said Shandi sadly. 
“Yes, Precious,” Aradin said softly, and stroked the child’s soft cheeks. “Many black men are 
coming.” 
Suddenly, Rhuna also felt seized by disbelief and asked Aradin if they were doing the right 
thing to leave. 
“Yes, your father said so,” he said firmly. “Despite some misgivings, I do trust him – don’t 
you?” 
 Rhuna nodded, and then admitted that she was grasping at the hope it may be a mistake, 
and that they would not have to leave after all. 
“Our home!” Rhuna said, feeling the sting of tears in her eyes. 
“Maybe we can return in a few days,” Aradin said unconvincingly. “…when the Ubanti 
realize that most of us Atlans are innocent and not their enemies,” he said, then quickly shifted his 
gaze to Goram resting on the carry-seat. 
“They would surely kill him,” Rhuna whispered, reading her husband’s thoughts. 
A short while later, Rhuna heard noises and several shouts in the Benshi language which 
signalled that the ferry was ready to be boarded. She took a firm hold of Shandi with one hand as 
she rode on the carry-seat, and grabbed Aradin’s arm with the other as they began to move with 
the crowd. 
Rhuna noticed that despite the restless confusion, everything took place orderly and 
without incident. Benshi men assisted Atlans onto the ferry, signaling for the rowers to depart, 
and then tying up the next vacant ferry. Rhuna counted the people standing ahead of her, and 
estimated that about forty people were able to stand on one ferry. 
On the other side, everyone walked along the well-trodden path, and Rhuna saw a few of 
The Reigning One’s attendants ahead, carrying large bulky items which she assumed were tents 
and other necessities for sleeping outdoors. 
As the crowd of reluctant Atlans walked along the path through fields of lettuce, parsley and 
beans, Rhuna was able to look ahead and behind, and she scanned the faces, hoping to see her 
father soon.A movement caught her eye, and when she focused on the figure in the distance, she 
recognized her father. She waved back eagerly, a tear in her eye. 
“Who is he?” asked Possessor of Discernment who had been standing behind Rhuna. She 
turned to the old man and told him about her father. 
“It is as I always hoped and believed!” he said with awe when Rhuna had explained her 
father’s exile in faraway lands. Damell walked briskly to catch up to them as Rhuna finished telling 
the old man about his former student. 
“Avenger of Justice, is it really you?” said Possessor of Discernment with awe and wonder. 
The men embraced and greeted each other heartily, and Rhuna decided to leave them to talk a 
while. She looked around constantly, reassuring herself that all was as it should be, but still she 
could not escape the dread she felt deep inside. The vegetable gardens gave way to broader fields of 
wheat and barley, and Rhuna felt that they were exposed in this open area, and only the mass of 
people all around gave her a small sense of safety. 
 The sunny day warmed the ground and made walking uncomfortable after a quarter of a 
day, and as soon as the meandering crowd reached an open plain, it was agreed to stop and 
assemble for further instructions. 
Rhuna looked around and realized they had left the irrigated fields of wheat and barley 
behind already, and were already in wilderness, even though the track on which they walked 
seemed wel -trodden. 
“Who takes authority here?” shouted someone. People milled around, agitation and 
confusion arising again as everyone looked at each other questioningly. Suddenly a familiar voice 
startled Rhuna, and every head turned in the same direction. 
“I do!” shouted Damell, who stood on a boulder with raised arms waving to attract 
everyone’s attention. “I am Avenger of Justice, and I have brought you into this wilderness to 
protect you from the Ubanti Army,” he called at the top of his voice for everyone to hear. 
“Why do they attack us?” an angry voice immediately called out from the crowd. 
“They mistakenly believe that we, the people of Atlán, have attacked them in their own 
land,” Damel answered, and then waited for the murmuring to subside. 
“Despite efforts to clarify this misunderstanding, the Ubanti seem determined to reclaim the 
land of Safu, driving out the people they view as their enemy, namely Atlans,” Damell continued. 
Rhuna admired her father’s ability to speak with such power and authority,taking control of such 
extreme conditions. 
“How long do we have to stay here?” was the next question on most people’s mind, and 
Damell explained that they were not yet out of reach of the Ubanti armies, and therefore stil in 
danger. He urged the Atlan throng to keep walking until the darkness of night made it too difficult 
to continue, and then to reassess the situation. 
“Let us rest here briefly to take nourishment and water,” Damel ordered, and people 
responded quickly by rummaging for food in their bags. Aradin already held the small sack of 
Shandi’s favourite food, so Rhuna removed a pouch of seeds, figs and dried raisins, then reached 
for the blood-building tincture for Goram. He obediently drank the medicine while Rhuna 
examined his condition by measuring energy and blood flow throughout his body. Satisfied that 
his condition was at least unchanged, she turned her attention to Lozira. 
“This is a horrible place!” Lozira whimpered, and then ran her fingers through her tangled 
hair. Rhuna looked around and agreed with her daughter as she noted the flat terrain with no 
rocks or proper trees, only shrubs and patches of tall grass. 
Despite grumbles and misgivings, the Atlan people took up their possessions and began the 
slow trudge further in the direction of the rising sun. The Reigning One’s attendants and several 
soldiers armed with weaponry also took up the carry-seats or spurred on horses and pack animals 
transporting bulky items. Rhuna watched as one of the wagons laden heavily with food, blankets 
and tents rattled alongside her, the wheels frequently getting stuck in the soft ground. 
 “Completely useless device, those wheels!” grumbled an Atlan man behind her. “They 
require paved roads, and are therefore confined to cities and a few main roads between centers,” 
the man continued. 
“Yet they have managed so far on this grassland,” Aradin said. 
“They cannot proceed much further past this point, as the ground is becoming too soft and 
muddy for the wheels,” she heard Possessor of Discernment remark. 
“As I said, a very limited, inefficient contraption,” the grumbling man said. 
Rhuna then turned her attention to the carry-seat where Goram had been lying in silence. 
Lozira had been walked alongside the carry-seat as close as possible and holding Goram’s hand. It 
appeared that Goram had been resting well, and the colour of his skin had improved slightly,so she 
examined Lozira, whose disheveled hair and tear-stained face worried Rhuna. 
“How are you feeling?” she asked her daughter, giving her a brief visual examination as a 
Healer. 
“Everything is his fault!” she spat with rage as her face flushed deep red. Startled, Rhuna 
asked what she was talking about. 
“Tozar! It all started with his stubborn, self-righteous, stupid, stupid jealousy!” she ranted, 
confusing Rhuna until she realized that her tirade had nothing to do with the present situation, 
rather an outpouring of deep trauma yet to be healed. 
“Why do you not say anything about him? Are you not outraged at what he has done? He 
wanted you and Damell killed!” Lozira screeched, and Rhuna saw the deep anguish in her 
daughter’s eyes. 
“Yes, of course I am,” Rhuna said as she took Lozira’s hands. “My feelings show in a 
different way,” she said, and then tried to calm her daughter with soothing words and a long, tight 
embrace. 
“Sunlight is beginning to fade,” Damell called out to everyone. “We should rest here for the 
night.” The sound of many tired voices accompanied the bustling activity to prepare the open 
area for sleep. 
“It is fortunate that the cold season brought much rain, otherwise this would be arid land, 
without life-supporting water,” said Possessor of Discernment. 
“Yes, the rain has left puddles here and there,” Aradin said, pointing to several pools of still 
water. “We can use them to summon visions of what is happening in Safu by means of the Gazing 
of the Waters. 
“Beware of snakes!” called out Damell, as Atlans began to spread out to find a place to settle 
for the night. Rhuna looked up at the dazzling night sky of brilliant stars, and for a moment she 
felt excited to sleep in the open under such a wondrous array. There was no need for tents, only 
blankets and cushions which were being distributed by The Reigning One’s attendants, while the soldiers checked the perimeter of the encampment, apparently securing it against snakes and 
other possibly dangerous creatures. 
Rhuna made her way to one of the wagons where food and other provisions were being 
unloaded, and asked one of the attendants what was in the sacks and barrels. She was surprised to 
learn that the Army had special food to take on long journeys, such as fish and poultry meats 
preserved in salt, as well as olives, some vegetables and fruit pickled in vinegar and spices. 
“Eat fresh food with the long-lasting stuff,” said the bald attendant who had followed Rhuna 
to the wagon. “I like pickled vegetables!” he said happily. At that moment, Rhuna felt deeply 
grateful to The Reigning One for providing soldiers and attendants to carry such food and other 
provisions for the Atlans. She asked the bald attendant for his name, and learned that he was only 
part Benshi. 
“Panapu is my Benshi name,” he said. “More easy to say than my other name,” he said 
laughing, and Rhuna found herself liking the burly man more and more. 
Before long, Rhuna could smell the smoke of fires, followed by the enticing aroma of cooked 
food, including onions and lentils, and freshly-baked bread. People had gathered together in their 
groups of family and friends, or strangers who were quickly becoming friends, all finding comfort 
in the smel of cooked food. 
“How many people are we?” someone asked. 
“Around three hundred and eighty people,” came a confident reply. 
“Is there enough food?” 
“What do we do when the food runs out?” asked a woman with a creaky voice. 
“When can we go back to Safu?” 
“We have never been away from our Atlan houses!” wailed another woman who fussed over 
sleeping arrangements. 
Rhuna looked at the pile of blankets and thick textiles that had been piled onto some of the 
wagons, and wondered whether she would be able to sleep on the ground after being used to a 
comfortable, soft bed for most of her life. 
“Find a spot with some grass or vegetation, and then flatten it out a bit,” said Aradin. “That 
will make it softer than on the dirt ground.” 
Rhuna looked around in her immediate vicinity for a soft sleeping spot, aware of the 
complaints and moans of despair from many people around her. She wondered how sleeping in the 
midst of such a throng of people, all lying close together in a large area, would be possible. 
As darkness descended upon the restless Atlan encampment, Rhuna remembered the 
puddles of water scattered about, and reached for one of the small candles she had stuffed into her 
bag. 
 “The low light right now is perfect for summoning images by means of the Gazing of the 
Waters,” she said to those around her, and then looked at the tip of her candle. She projected her 
mental energy onto the wick, and within a blink of an eye it sparked to life. As Rhuna looked 
around to find the nearest puddle, she noticed the flicker of other small flames being lit, some with 
Atlan mental powers, and others by manual methods. 
“Those of you proficient in summoning by means of the Gazing of the Waters may use 
these puddles,” Damell called out. “We must be aware of events in Safu and the land of Ubanti 
which have direct bearing on our situation.” 
Rhuna huddled between Aradin and Lozira around one of the pools of water in marshy 
grassland nearby, and let Possessor of Discernment speak the incantation to summon visions of 
events in Safu. The water in the puddle began to swirl in the usual array of colours before turning 
opaque, and Rhuna held her breath in fearful anticipation as an image began to emerge. 
The first vision showed the tall and sinewy Ubanti soldiers slapping Atlan men and women 
across the face, tying up their hands and feet and then dragging them into a building with sturdy 
metal doors which were then barred from the outside. Rhuna noticed with deep respect and 
sadness that the Atlans did not scream, cry or try to defend themselves when they knew it was 
futile to resist. 
The second vision showed a large number of Ubanti people on boats travelling along The 
Great River towards Safu. Their possessions and other bulky items were packed on several wide 
barges, and Rhuna concluded that they were intending to settle in Safu. 
Finally, another vision appeared in the puddle water which Rhuna immediately recognized 
as the landscape they had passed through after crossing The Great River by ferry. The Ubanti 
Army was marching along the well-trodden track, many of them wielding large swords and spears. 
Rhuna heard Aradin inhale loudly, and Lozira began to scream. 
“They are coming after us!” Lozira screeched with desperation, and began breathing 
rapidly between attempts to scream and cry. 
“The vision reminded her of the assassins’ attack!” Rhuna said, grabbing hold of Lozira’s 
arms and trying to calm her. 
“Lozira! Be calm, be calm!” Goram called from his prone position on the carry-seat. 
“Lozira!” squeaked Shandi sleepily, awaking from a nap at Goram’s feet. Lozira rushed towards 
him as soon as he spoke, and hid her face in his chest as he wrapped his arms around her, one 
hand stroking her hair as he spoke soothing words in her ear. Rhuna watched helplessly as her 
daughter heaved with sobs until Goram lifted her face to his and began kissing her gently. 
“Rhuna! Do you not have treatment for her anxious condition?” Goram asked with effort 
when Lozira had finally calmed down. Rhuna said she brought as many herbs as possible, and that 
she would prepare some immediately. 
 Rhuna quickly prepared sedating herbs for Lozira and then watched her take the tincture 
with trembling hands. “It will dull the anxiety for a while,” Rhuna said softly, and waited until 
Lozira had finished drinking the herbal tincture. Shandi was sitting up and watching with large 
round eyes, and Rhuna feared for her little daughter’s emotional wellbeing after experiencing so 
many distressing events around her. 
At that moment, Possessor of Discernment approached and told them about a message 
from the High Council in Atlán. 
“They advise us to keep together and frequently summon messages by means of the 
Gazing of the Waters. They are scrutinizing events in Safu and beyond, and we shall be informed 
of any vital information immediately,” he said in a strong and stable voice that imbued Rhuna with 
renewed courage. 
“You see?” Rhuna said reassuringly to Lozira. “We are not alone! The High Council is 
actively working to help and protect us.” 
“The High Council? I hate them!” Lozira spluttered, her face flushing deep red. Rhuna 
regretted her words, and quickly tried to reassure her daughter in other ways. 
When the sedating herbs began to take effect and Lozira was able to rest quietly next to 
Goram, Rhuna began to wander around to see how people were faring under these extraordinary 
circumstances. Aradin had made himself comfortable near the carry-seat to be with Shandi, and 
Possessor of Discernment had left their small area to eat and talk to people of old acquaintance. 
As Rhuna approached Damell, she noticed a gathering of Atlans wearing Master’s Robes, and 
she assumed that they would take on the responsibilities of leading and helping the others. She 
approached the group and looked at a tall and solid woman who appeared to take the lead among 
the elite group. 
“Who are you, Avenger of Justice?” Rhuna heard her askingDamell. “Why should we trust 
you? We do not know you. No one in Atlán knows you. You bear the name of an Atlan Master who 
died many solar cycles past – a generation or two in the past.” 
“It is I,” Damell answered. “Obviously, I did not die,” he said with a gentle smile. 
“Inform us, and direct us how we may help,” said one of the Atlan men in the group, and 
Damell began talking to them in a serious tone. Rhuna observed her father’s apparently natural 
leadership and authority while still being modest and humble. 
Rhuna continued to meander through the body of people, some seated or lying down, 
exhausted from the long walk, while others also roamed about restlessly. She heard snippets of 
conversations as she made her way through the Atlan people. 
“This is a misunderstanding,” said an old man with a long beard. 
“Surely we shall be permitted to return to our homes in a day or two,” agreed another aged 
man next to him. 
 “When they realize that we are no threat to them, and have done them no harm,” agreed a 
third person. Rhuna concluded that denial was setting in, and that most of them believed they 
would be able to return to Safu soon. No one appeared to be disturbed by the report of the 
summoned visions that the Ubanti Army was pursuing them with weapons. 
“No one has ever attacked Atlans before!” Rhuna heard someone say mockingly, as she 
made her way back to her encampment in a wide circle. She was reminded of Sun of the Morning, 
who also expressed disbelief in an attack on Atlans, and decided she would summon visions of the 
Atlan woman as soon as she returned to her family. 
Rhuna told Aradin about the conversations she had heard, and that she feared the 
consequences of people not taking the Ubanti Army’s pursuit seriously enough. After holding 
Shandi and playing with her a while, Rhuna decided to summon mental visions of the Atlan Council 
in Safu so that she did not have to leave her family again to find a body of water to summon 
visions by means of The Gazing of the Waters. 
Seated in the Inside Focussing position, she managed to block out the surrounding restless 
shuffles, noises and chatter, and as soon as she felt enveloped by the serene darkness of her inner 
mind, she began to see the images she had mentally summoned. 
Rhuna saw Sun of the Morning lying on a smooth and polished stone floor, a large pool of 
blood around her head, soaking into her greying hair and the collar of her white Master’s Robe. 
Rhuna gasped and opened her eyes, feeling disoriented for a brief moment due to pul ing out of 
the vision before it ended. 
“Oh!” she said, startling Aradin who had been drifting off to sleep next to Shandi on a thick 
blanket. Rhuna swallowed hard before she was able to whisper the shocking news to him. 
“Have the other Council members also been killed?” Aradin asked in an urgent whisper. 
“Who has been killed?” asked Goram brusquely, lifting his head from the cushions and 
causing Lozira to stir restlessly. Rhuna told him about her vision, keeping her voice low in order 
not to awaken Lozira and Shandi. 
“Keep me informed of what you learn,” Goram said, closing his eyes and reclining his head 
again. Rhuna took a deep breath to brace herself for what else she might see in further visions 
before returning to her Inside Focussing position. 
Her next mental vision was similar to the first, and this time she recognized the polished 
stone floor of the Safu Council building where the Council had addressed the Atlan people of Safu. 
She saw several other people wearing Master’s Robes lying on the floor, large pools of blood 
around their heads and necks. Rhuna began to feel sickened when another vision appeared of the 
remainder of the Atlan Council of Safu. Two of the men had bloody and swol en faces, and sat on a 
dirt floor inside the room with a barred metal door. 
“The surviving ones are being held as prisoners,” she informed Aradin, and then glanced 
across at Goram who had opened his eyes and heard Rhuna’s words. 
 “It’s just a matter of time until everyone else learns of this,” Aradin said shaking his head in dismay. “Then at least those with too much good faith will have to take the Ubanti’s attack 
seriously!” 
Rhuna awoke with a start at the break of dawn, quickly turning to Aradin, and then sitting 
up to reassure herself that Shandi, Lozira and also Damel were resting peacefully. She moved into 
the position for Inside Focussing to first release the tension and anxiety of the past day, and then to 
clear her mind of all intrusive thoughts and feelings. The process took longer than usual, but under 
the circumstances, she thought this was not unusual. 
Aradin muttered a few words sleepily as she stood up and began walking around, careful 
not to disturb most people who were still asleep. She saw a group of people gathered at a clump of 
trees and made her way towards them. 
“We found some berries,” said one of the women in the group as Rhuna approached. 
Rhuna took the handful of red berries the woman gave her, and then carefully sampled them. 
“Mmm, refreshing!” she said, surprised that they tasted so good. Then she looked at the 
faces of the other people nearby who were also picking and eating the berries. The dim light made 
it difficult to recognize anyone, but Rhuna immediately knew one of the young men in the group. 
“Peace of the Valley, is that you?” she asked. 
“Oh! It’s you, Keeper of Wisdom,” stammered the youth. Rhuna remembered that he had 
been a nervous boy several solar cycles past, when she helped him by reprimanding his abusive 
father. 
“You have grown up,” Rhuna observed with pleasure, finding his features fresh and 
handsome, yet tinged with sadness and pain. She recalled the trauma he had endured most of his 
life at the hands of his angry and violent father, and concluded that he would no doubt still be 
suffering the long-lasting psychological effects. She asked him how he and his mother were faring, 
and was saddened to hear that his mother was so ill that she wanted to remain in the Atlan 
Healing House in Safu. 
“Various ailments have plagued me,” he told Rhuna. “So far, healers have not found the 
cause, and much less any effective treatment,” he said sadly. 
Rhuna wondered whether he could be a victim of the curses, and asked him about amulets or 
other jewel ery he may have recently acquired. 
“No,” he said shaking his head. 
“Come and consult me later, and I’ll try to help,” she said, and pointed to where she and her 
family had been resting. 
“I saw you yesterday already,” Peace of the Valley said. “But I did not know the people with 
you.” 
 Rhuna told him about her new family, her father whom she had believed dead most of her 
life, and that Lozira had recently arrived from Atlán to reside with her in Safu. 
“That was Melody of the Dawn?” he asked breathlessly. Rhuna nodded and smiled at the 
young man’s astonishment. “She looks so different! And who is that man she is with?” 
“Yes, she has also grown up,” Rhuna agreed with a nod. 
“Is that man her husband?” Peace of the Valley asked careful y. Rhuna hesitated, then told 
him that although Lozira had no husband, she was emotionally involved with someone. Seeing 
the disappointment in the youth’s face saddened her once more, so she invited him to meet with 
her family when the opportunity arose. 
Rhuna returned to her family, and when she saw that Goram was awake and looking 
around, she approached him to examine his condition. She gave him the food she had packed 
especially for his weakened condition, and told him that his health was improving. 
“How much longer must I lie idly here?” he whispered so as not to waken Lozira who had 
curled up alongside him on the carry-seat. Rhuna answered that it could be another half lunar 
cycle at least. 
When most people had begun to stir, the loud clanging of hammer on metal cooking pans 
brought every able-bodied Atlan to their feet in a hurry. Damell found a raised mound on which to 
stand and address the Atlan people. 
“Prepare to walk as far as this new day permits,” he called out. “Messages from the High 
Council in Atlán advise us to continue in this direction with utmost speed, as the Ubanti Army is 
pursuing us!” 
Squawks of disbelief and panic arose from the large gathering, and within a short time they 
were already walking, pack animals were being led, and a few wagons driven by The Reigning 
One’s attendants also rattled alongside. 
Despite Damell’s insistence that they quicken their pace, the majority of Atlans lagged due 
to either age, sickness or simply exhaustion. Small children had to be carried, and Rhuna had 
counted four other carry-seats, as well as ten wagons, some heavily laden with food 
provisions.Seeing their discomfort, Damell ordered a rest period and then came to sit with Rhuna 
and her group. 
“It’s fortunate that it is not yet the hot season,” Aradin commented. 
“Indeed,” replied Possessor of Discernment, who had been keeping up the pace with Rhuna 
and the carry-seat, and at times even letting Shandi sit atop his shoulders. 
“And fortunate also, that the cool season has brought much rain this solar cycle,” Damell 
observed. “See, we have several sources of fresh running water, as well as ponds and small lakes 
of rainwater.” 
 Rhuna carried her empty gourd to one of the ponds and tasted the water which was sweet 
and clear. When she had filled her gourd and turned around, she was startled to see two of The 
Observers standing close behind her. 
Divider of Fortunes leaned in to whisper in Rhuna’s ear. 
“Why did you save him? The leader of the Dark Ones had been slaughtered, as befits the 
likes of him, and yet you healed him with your special powers!” 
“We are perplexed and concerned that you saved his life, and now you have brought him 
with us, in a carry-seat like an important and valued member of society!” added Revealer of 
Truths. 
“We are forced to endure him in our very own midst!” gruntedDivider of Fortunes 
outraged.“He has directly caused this calamity to befall all Atlans!” 
“My daughter loves him,” Rhuna answered flatly. 
“She would soon recover from the loss!” argued Revealer of Truths. 
Rhuna shook her head. “She was so devastated when he almost died…” 
“You see? It is as we have said: you have been seriously compromised!” scolded Divider of 
Fortunes. “Surely it is possible to convince her that she has no happy future with such a man!” 
Rhuna shook her head vigorously. “We have tried everything except drastic measures, 
which would only propel her further towards him.” 
“Perhaps you should have let him die!” hissed Revealer of Truths. 
“Go away, both of you!” Rhuna said angrily, her rage shooting to the surface. “I don’t want 
to hear any more of this! Listen to yourselves, both of you! You want the death of a fellow Atlan! 
You sound as bad as those you condemn, and don’t realize you have strayed far away from Atlan 
principles. We should be trying to readjust people, not condemn them!” 
“The Dark Master could not be readjusted, so should we not expect the same from his 
fol owers?” replied Divider of Fortunes. 
“I believe that Beacon of the Night is different,” she said, and took a determined step to 
leave. 
“What a travesty!” muttered Divider of Fortunes as Rhuna briskly walked away. Her mind 
was still reeling from the verbal assault she had experienced when she reached her own small 
encampment and saw several people huddled around the carry-seat. 
“Don’t worry,” said Aradin as he rushed towards her, seeing her sudden fear. “He is much 
better. Sitting up and talking to his…friends,” Aradin explained, and then took the heavy gourd 
from her. Rhuna felt relieved that Goram was recovering and able to converse with his fellow 
Guardians of Knowledge, but she was still unnerved by the encounter at the water source. 
 “They can only see things from their own perspective,” Aradin said when Rhuna told him 
about the exchange at the pond. 
“In case I haven’t told you lately,” said Rhuna looking at her husband appreciatively, “I value 
the love and support you always give me.” She cupped his face in her hands and he smiled gently, 
his eyes expressing more than words ever could. 
A short time later, Rhuna sensed heightened agitation all around her, and assumed that 
Atlans were using the water to summon the disturbing visions of events in Safu. As she looked 
around, she saw The Observers making their way through the crowd towards her. 
“Messages and images inform us that the UbantiArmy is pursuingus throughthis wilderness, 
and would soon catch up with us due to our slow pace,” reported Reaching the Moon. 
“They have used violent force towards some Atlans who remained in Safu!” exclaimed 
Softness of the Clouds with deep anguish in her voice. 
“My summoning has revealed their intention to keep several Atlan Masters alive and to 
coerce them to give them the Atlan Knowledge they want,” said Designer of Works. “Those for 
whom they think they have no use are simply…executed!” 
“This-is is horrendous!”stammeredEcho of the Evening. 
“People of other lands do not view such matters the same way as we Atlans,” reminded 
Aradin. 
Rhuna noticed that not only had The Observers gathered around, but many other Atlans 
whose personal encampments were nearby, or who were wandering around seeking information 
had also stopped to listen and ask questions. 
“The Ubanti believe Atlans provoked them, causing the death of many of their own!” Divider 
of Fortunes said to one of the strangers who had joined them. 
“Why did they think we Atlans caused such a calamity?” asked someone else. 
“The Guardians of Knowledge - as they call themselves - they are apparently followers of 
the Dark Master,” answered Echo of the Evening nervously. Several gasps and urgent mutterings 
ensued and quickly spread to other people like ripples in a pond. 
“They are able to cause ailments and afflictions, even accidents and bizarre events by means 
of acquired Dark Forces!” added Designer of Works. 
“Their leader - the green-eyed one - he is the most dangerous and powerful of them all!” 
spoke another stranger from the growing crowd. 
“What is this? The Dark Master is in our midst?” croaked an old woman from the 
gathering. 
“His followers are alive and among us!” answered a younger woman. 
 “The one healed by the Star Child?” 
“Why did she heal him, if he is as bad as the Dark Master himself?” 
“He is the one the Ubanti should be chasing, not us!” said an angry man. 
“All these things are being reported to the High Council in Atlán. Let us await their verdict,” 
said someone with an authoritative tone. 
The turbulent chatter was interrupted by the clang of pots to announce meal time, and 
Rhuna felt grateful for the interruption. The crowd dispersed, eager to be fed after an arduous day 
of walking and plain boredom. At the food-dispensing area, Rhuna stepped near the fire to warm 
up as the cool of eveningdescended on the Atlans. Lozira approached with Goram, who used a 
thick branch to support him as he walked. As they stood and waited their turn, Rhuna saw Peace 
of the Valley approach Lozira, grinning broadly and his eyes shining as he looked at her. 
“Do you remember me?” he asked her shyly. 
“Peace of the Valley! Of course I do!” Lozira said with a happy smile, and then proceeded to 
ask him questions about his wellbeing, his mother and what he had been doing since she left Safu 
several solar cycles past. 
Rhuna observed the sparkle in the youth’s eyes as he spoke with Lozira, and for a moment 
she wished Lozira would love him instead of Goram. Then Rhuna’s gaze shifted to Goram who 
stood close by, and a cold shiver of dread shot up her spine. She had never seen such dark and 
vicious venom in a person’s face as in that moment when Goram observed Peace of the Valley and 
Lozira smiling and enjoying pleasant conversation. 
Before she knew why she was doing it, Rhuna stepped towards Goram and tugged at his 
arm with enough force to turn him slightly away from the sight that caused him such dark rage. 
“Are you sure you are well enough to stand and walk around like this?” Rhuna said 
forcefully, hoping to distract him from Lozira and the boy. 
“Yes, of course!” he hissed angrily, jerking his arm out of Rhuna’s grasp. 
“Come eat, you two!” called Aradin, and Rhuna was again grateful for the interruption. She 
heard Goram grunt as he shuffled behind her towards the fire where cooked meat was being 
dispensed by the attendants. 
As they ate and mingled among each other to obtain more food and water, Rhuna once 
again listened carefully to the conversations around her. 
“It is not so simple,” she heard Rain of Refreshment tel someone. “They see all Atlans as 
one – namely as those who inflicted ailments and curses.” 
“The amulets! We were fooled into believing they would help us!” 
“The Dark Ones help no one but themselves!” 
“This was discussed at the Council Address, was it not?” 
 “Now the Council members are all dead, save two of the men with transforming and other 
traditional Atlan skills!” 
“The Ubanti killed them?” 
“They shall kill us, also!” screamed a panic-stricken woman. 
“We must separate ourselves from the followers of the Dark Master!” called out a man with 
a shrill voice. 
“The Ubanti Army will catch up with us tomorrow!” 
“What does the High Council advise we should do?” a man asked. 
“They have no advice,” answered someone with a weak voice. 
“The High Council cannot do a single thing to help us!” 
“We are abandoned here in this wasteland!” wailed a woman loudly. 
“We are Atlans – surely we can use our skills to save ourselves!” insisted a man. 
“How? There is nothing here to transform. No stone to build a protective wall, no metal to 
use for tools or weapons!” answered another. 
Fear and panic rising all around them,Rhuna turned to ask Damell if they could do 
something in The Infinite. 
“There is always something that can be done in The Infinite,” Damell answered with a 
frown. “Although I have not yet thought of what could save us from this predicament,” he said 
gloomily. 
“Allow me to redeem myself before my fellow Atlans!” Goram said as he rose slowly to his 
feet. “It is due to my actions that this has befallen us – now I must attempt to correct the situation.” 
“Do not cause the loss of life!” admonished Rain of Refreshment. 
“Causing ailments would also transgress Atlan principles!” added another Master from the 
elite group assisting Damell. 
“Oh, may we never transgress Atlan principles!” mocked Goram with a sneer. “A harmless 
Atlan gesture is not enough to deter an angry Ubanti army,” he said forcefully. “Assist me, Brother,” 
Goram said to Progress of the Wind as he struggled to his feet. 
“Instruct me, Brother!” said Progress of the Wind with excitement. 
“First we must find the most efficacious confluence of earth energy currents,” he said, 
pointing in the direction of the setting sun. Lozira promptly went to his side and secured her arm 
around his back to support him. 
“How do you find them?” Rhuna wanted to know. 
 “My short experience as teacher of harnessing earth, solar and lunar energies taught me a 
great deal,” he told Rhuna. “Harnessing these energies has given me a high sensitivity to their 
vibrational frequencies, allowing me to sense them both physically and mentally.” 
Rhuna thought of the vibrations she always felt and heard whenever she summoned 
visions or transformed elements. 
“It is very fortunate that we shall experience a full moon and a cloudless night sky tonight!” 
he said enthusiastically. 
Rhuna walked behind Goram, his steps still shaky from the weakness of blood loss. Aradin 
took Rhuna’s hand as they walked slowly behind the pair as every gaze fol owed them. Damell 
and his new assistants walked behind her, and before long, Rhuna noticed that many others had 
also begun to follow them. 
“Here,” said Goram coming to a stop and indicating an area directly in front of him. “Allow 
me to find the precise axial point in this circle of energy,” he said as he disengaged himself from 
Lozira’s firm hold. “This, I must do alone,” he said to Lozira softly. 
After shuffling around for a short time, Goram indicated the exact spot where he should be 
seated, and one of the Guardians scurried to provide a seating cushion for him. Once he had made 
himself comfortable, he looked around at his fellow-Guardians who stood around him, ready for 
instructions. 
“Now, we need models of the Ubanti Army,” Goram said to Progress of the Wind. “Find clay 
or make stone soft enough to mould, then make spears and swords from twigs or blades of grass.” 
Progress of the Wind nodded eagerly and promptly proceeded to do as he was told. 
“Charmer of Snakes,” Goram said, turning to the dark-skinned man with the lopsided smile. 
“We require ten small mirrors.” 
“I shall make them by transforming sand into glass!” he said proudly, and Goram gave him a 
nod of approval. 
When the clay models and mirror pieces were ready, Goram assembled them at the point he 
had deemed most efficacious for the harnessing of earth and lunar energies. 
“This is the point of convergence, the confluence of energy currents,” he explained, indicating 
the precise position with his hands. He placed the mirrors like a wall around the group of 
encamped soldiers, leaving only a narrow funnel pointing in the direction of Safu. Rhuna bent 
down to look at the models and was taken aback to see endless reflections of models in all the 
mirrors, as if the models were a vast army reaching from one horizon to the other. 
“Make a large circle around me,” Goram instructed his fel ow Guardians of Knowledge as he 
made himself comfortable on the ground. 
“Lozira, sit outside this circle,” he told her gently. Lozira remained seated, and Rhuna heard 
her ask about his weakness and wellbeing. 
 “The conflux of energies shall most probably strengthen me physically, as well as mentally,” 
he told her. Reluctantly, Lozira stood up and walked towards Rhuna, sitting next to her on the 
perimeter of the large circle made by the Guardians. 
“Why do we have to sit so far away?” Lozira complained nervously. 
“Any person within a certain range would interfere with the energy flow Brother Goram is 
harnessing,” came a voice from behind them. 
Rhuna looked around and recognized one of the Guardians of Knowledge she had seen in 
visions. She was a woman with long dark hair, which Rhuna found unusual for an Atlan. Seeing 
her so close, Rhuna noticed that she was an older woman whose eyes revealed a wealth of 
knowledge and experience. 
“My name is Seeker of Knowledge,” the woman said after Rhuna had introduced herself and 
her family. 
Sudden silence descended on the Atlan observers when Goram and several of the Guardians 
on the other side of the circle began a strange and eerie chant. 
“Oh!” gasped Rhuna. “It gives me awful prickly skin all over!” 
“That is how it should be,” whispered Seeker of Knowledge. “The frequency must be 
precise in order to affect the correct vibrations enabling access to the ethereal spheres.” 
Rhuna recognized the words the woman spoke, and wondered whether she knew about 
accessing The Infinite. 
Listening to the chant made Rhuna begin to feel disoriented, as if she had lost sense of time, 
and wondered whether this was part of the chant’s effect. 
“He is in a state of trance,” Seeker of Knowledge whispered with awe. 
“Trance? What is that? How does he put himself into this state?” Rhuna was suddenly 
painful y curious and even slightly excited. 
“The trance is the state of accessing the deepest recesses of mind power from within and 
without,” the knowledgeable woman explained. “Brother Goram is the most capable of us all in this 
regard. He can enter the trance state without the aid of mirrors, incense or other manual method.” 
Rhuna thought careful y about the words she had heard, and then watched in silence, 
hearing only low murmuring and gentle shuffles of movement by the people watching. 
“What is happening now?” asked Lozira, who had sat rigid with nervousness for a long 
time. 
“Wait…” whispered Seeker of Knowledge. 
Out of the lethargic silence, Goram suddenly called out in a strong voice a series of repetitive 
phrasesRhuna did not understand. The words sounded completely foreign yet also deeply familiar 
at the same time. 
 “They are the Words of Power which will bring the curse into effect,” Seeker of Knowledge 
explained with a quiver of awe and excitement in her voice. 
Rhuna wondered if he was accessing The Infinite and using these Words of Power to affect 
something. She looked over at Damell whose face was expressionless, but when he caught her 
glance, he blinked slowly, as if nodding with his eyes. 
After Goram had uttered the strange and eerily familiar sounds, he sat in silence again, his 
body motionless, as if his mind were elsewhere again. 
Rhuna had begun to feel numb from sitting still so long, and was relieved when Goram 
finally moved and released a long, groaning exhalation as if he had undertaken strenuous activity. 
Progress of the Wind stood up to approach Goram, and Rhuna assumed that the session had 
finally finished.Lozira immediately jumped up to go to him, and Rhuna turned to Aradin saying 
that she was extremely tired and ready for a good night’s sleep. 
“What do you think will happen?” she asked her father as they walked back to their 
encampment. 
“An impressive display, I am sure,” he answered. 


Part Eight (Voyager of the Ocean)

At the hint of the first rays of sunlight, Rhuna and many other Atlans with access to a still 
body of water began their summons of the Ubanti soldiers by means of the Gazing of the Waters. 
Rhuna watched with intense anticipation as the waters cleared to show the encampment of 
soldiers, most of them still asleep on the ground. Aradin moved closer to Rhuna and put his arm 
around her as they waited. 
After a short moment, several soldiers began to stir and sit up, and one shriek of fright 
quickly escalated to a frenzy of shouts and screams. Rhuna looked more closely and realized that 
the soldiers were seeing many mirrored reflections of themselves in every direction they looked, 
and those who recognized repeated images of themselves were screeching with fear. Others 
fumbled and kept turning around, like trapped animals in a cage with no way out. They began to 
run into each other until eventually they found the narrow funnel opening where no mirrors 
entrapped them. Running as fast as possible through this opening, arms and legs flailing in panic, 
they headed directly back to Safu. 
Goram slapped his thighs loudly and roared with laughter. Lozira flung her arms around 
him, and he turned his head to give her a long, hard kiss. Around them, the Guardians of 
Knowledge began to cheer, clap, sing and dance, while some New Arrivals and other Atlans joined 
the celebratory uproar. Others muttered uncertainly, whispering to each other and looking at 
Goram with suspicion. 
Rhuna saw her daughter’s glowing face, full of pride and adoration for Goram’s great feat and 
thrilled to be standing at his side as people approached to congratulate him. Even as some clapped 
their hands on his back and cheered praises, Rhuna overheard the murmurs behind her. 
“What have we witnessed here?” 
“Was this not Dark Powers even more sinister than the Dark Master himself wielded?” 
“The High Council of Atlán would never condone this manner of Power!” 
“We are in grave danger as long as they are in our midst!” said an Atlan Master with grave 
determination. 
“We shall remain here for the time being,” Rain of Refreshment called out to the Atlan 
community as she stood on a wooden crate with Damel and other Atlan Masters nearby. “We 
shall wait until the Ubanti Army returns and reports to its leaders, and then await the outcome. 
We expect the soldiers to be too frightened to pursue us again – at least for a period of time. This 
gives us time to plan our next steps and indeed, our entire future.” 
 As the sun continued to rise, a rift emerged in the Atlan encampment as many Atlans 
distanced themselves from Goram and his fellow Guardians of Knowledge. Rhuna returned from 
washing in the nearby small lake and approached Goram and Lozira. 
“Still happy about this morning’s success?” she asked as she looked into their 
bright,glowing faces. 
“Lozira has agreed to become my wife!” said Goram beaming. 
“Oh,” was all that Rhuna could manage after a moment of surprise. She looked at Lozira 
and thought that she had never seen her daughter so happy. Lozira looked at her 
motherexpectantly, and after a moment of silence, Rhuna leaned over to kiss her forehead. “It’s 
time for the morning meal,” she said absently, and turned towards the food dispensing area. 
As they ate their morning meal, Rhuna noticed that Possessor of Discernment had been 
quiet and appeared to be pre-occupied. 
“A weighty responsibility rests upon me,” he answered. “The secret knowledge of the 
Pyramid has been handed down to each generation of my ancestry. I received it from my father, 
and he from his father – now I must pass it on before I expire,” he said with a deep sigh. 
“But you have no children,” Rhuna said, concerned. 
“This is irrelevant,” he answered. “It shall be passed on to the right person with the 
wisdom and ability to utilize and disperse it correctly.” 
Rhuna felt unable to give a satisfactory response, so instead she offered the ageing Atlan 
Master some extra food and water, and then turned her attention to Shandi who had been sitting 
between them. 
“Dead man,” Shandi said suddenly. 
“What did you say, Honey Cake?” asked Rhuna startled. 
“Dead man,” she repeated, then looked at her mother with large, round eyes. 
“What does this mean?” asked Possessor of Discernment looking down at the small child 
with deep fondness. 
“She can foresee things,” Rhuna answered, and then told him about the instances where her 
words had come to pass a short time later. 
“It would not be unreasonable to expect a few deaths among us,” Possessor of Discernment 
said gravely. “Merely the stress of being forced from one’s home would crush a fragile 
constitution.” 
Rhuna said that she also expected some serious ailments and even deaths, and then 
expressed her concern that a young child like Shandi should already be confronted with such 
harsh events. 
 When the morning meal had been consumed and Rhuna cleared the small area that was 
her personal encampment, Goram approached her, intent to speak his mind. 
“You barely revealed a reaction when I told you that Lozira had agreed to become my wife,” 
he said. 
“Does it matter to you what I think?” she retorted gruffly. 
“Of course it does,” Goram answered. “Furthermore, I wish to express my desire that we 
remain in close proximity to you…wherever that shall be,” he trailed off as his thoughts wandered 
for a moment. “Lozira is so young, and still has emotional need of her mother’s love and 
guidance,” he said, looking directly at Rhuna. 
Rhuna felt a rush of relief, followed by gratitude that she would not lose the daughter with 
whom she had only recently been re-united. 
Before she could savour this small comfort among so much turmoil and upheaval, Rhuna’s 
attention was drawn to some commotion at the far side of the encampment, and she knew 
instinctively by the tone of the voices that something serious had occurred. 
Rhuna rushed towards the sound of the commotion, expecting that her skills as a Healer 
might be needed. When she saw the distraught face of a woman in the midst of the growing crowd, 
she asked what was wrong. 
“The youth named Peace of the Valley has been found dead!” 
Rhuna felt stabbed in her heart with sadness and loss. Stunned, she stood still for a while as 
she listened to the woman speak. 
“He was lying in the tall grass,” she said as she shook her head in dismay. “Otherwise we 
would have seen him earlier, but the tall grass obscured our view.” 
“Therefore you believe he had been lying there for some time already?” asked one of the 
men who had been assisting Damell and Rain of Refreshment. “A Healer should examine the body 
to determine the cause, and also time of death,” he said with authority, and then glanced across at 
Rhuna. 
“Oh, but I knew the boy…” 
“Understandable,” the man in the Master’s Robe answered briskly, and looked around until 
he recognized Roses of the Field approaching them quickly. 
“Has someone succumbed?” asked the woman with the long pale hair who was one of The 
Observers. Rhuna watched the group follow the woman who had reported the death, reluctant to 
join them to see the lifeless body of the young man. 
“Most likely a bite from a venomous snake,” said a man looking fearfully at the expanse of 
tall grass nearby. 
 “Someone competent in gathering information by means of the Gazing of the Waters 
should summon the cause of death, or at least the last moments of his life,” said the man in charge 
as they walked towards one of the large ponds surrounded by tall grass. 
Rhuna meandered through the Atlan encampment which was now abuzz with the latest 
announcements, messages and tragic news. Her vision blurred as tears began to fill her eyes, and 
she hurried back to find the comfort of her small family. 
“What happened?” asked both Aradin and Possessor of Discernment together as they saw 
Rhuna approach their site. As she reluctantly told them, shock and deep sadness showed in their 
faces, and Rhuna looked at Lozira with special concern. 
“How?” she stammered, looking fragile. Rhuna explained that a Healer was attending to 
Peace of the Valley, and that we should soon know what happened. 
Possessor of Discernment caught Rhuna’s eye, and she saw him look down at Shandi, who 
was playing with her long-eared toy, oblivious to the conversation. 
“She has a remarkable gift,” said the old Atlan quietly. 
“This is unbearable!” shrieked Lozira suddenly. “We are all going to die in this horrible 
place!” 
“No, no, My Cherished One,” said Goram soothingly, as he took her in his arms. “This 
tragedy has merely shaken you temporarily. Things are not as bad as they seem at this moment.” 
Rhuna watched with amazement how Goram’s words and comforting touch rapidly eased Lozira’s 
anxious state, and soon she appeared balanced again. 
After more expressions of sorrow for the young man, several of The Observers approached 
Rhuna’s family wearing grim expressions. 
“Divider of Fortunes has summoned the event of his death by means of the Gazing of the 
Waters,” said Revealer of Truths. “He approached the water with a distinct limp and general 
lethargy, and then simply collapsed and expired.” 
“The Healer found no wounds or abnormalities on the body,” Divider of Fortunes added. 
“We have been informed that the boy was afflicted with an undiagnosed ailment.” 
Rhuna said that she also knew of his illness, and agreed with everyone that this must have 
been the cause of his death. Deeply saddened, she walked away slowly towards the perimeter of 
the encampment to find an isolated, quiet place among the shrubs and sparse trees. Finding some 
soft grass at the base of a tree, Rhuna sat down and moved into the Inside Focussing position so 
that she could summon a mental vision of Peace of the Valley’s tragic demise. 
It took longer than usual for Rhuna to find the dark and quiet inner place of her mind, and 
she knew that this was due to the stressful environment and circumstances of the past days. 
Concentrating hard, she focused on what caused the boy’s death, and her misgivings were 
immediately confirmed when an image of Goram appeared in her mind. 
 Goram was seated motionless and apparently in a trance, and Rhuna recognized the scene 
as the moonlit night of his great feat to confuse and frighten the Ubanti Army. In the second 
vision, Peace of the Valley suddenly began to stagger as he walked, falling into the tall grass where 
he was later found. 
Anger and anguish surged within her as Rhuna jumped to her feet and strode determinedly 
back to the encampment. Locating Lozira with Goram near the water, she approached them with 
the pretense of checking Goram’s wound and changing the bandages. 
“You can go bathe and wash your hair now,” Goram said to Lozira. She left reluctantly at first, 
but was reassured when she saw that Rhuna would be tending to Goram’s health. 
“She is afraid to leave my side,” Goram said quietly. “She lives in constant dread that death 
or some other calamity may befall me. Only your presence puts her enough at ease to leave my 
side for a short time.” 
“I didn’t know it was so bad – it will take time…” Rhuna said gloomily. 
As Goram lifted his garment to expose the bandage across his abdomen, Rhuna leaned 
overto carefully remove it. 
“Did you do something to that poor boy?” she whispered forcefully. 
“I?” Goram responded incredulously. 
“You!” Rhuna hissed back. “I saw how you looked at him with such hatred when he was 
talking to Lozira!” 
“You ask me whether I caused his death?” Goram whispered back with outrage. 
“What did you do?” she demanded to know as she roughly pulled away the bandage. 
“Nothing! Nothing that would have caused his death!” he answered angrily. 
“What did you do?” she asked again firmly in a low tone, looking around to make sure no 
one was within hearing range. 
“It was only a brief attempt at a curse, and as I had not prepared for it, I did not expect it to 
work.” 
Rhuna breathed in sharply. “You had been in the confluence of energy currents at a ful 
moon, and your powers were probably heightened tenfold for some time that night,” Rhuna said 
growling. 
“Yet I firmly believe that my actions would not have caused death!” he stated firmly. 
“He had been in poor health for some time,” Rhuna said as she recalled what the young 
man had told her about his incurable ailment. 
“I am grieved by his death, and remorseful that I had such anger,” Goram said quietly. “It 
was an overpowering emotion unknown to me until then,” he went on to explain. “Such 
unbearable jealousy!” he spluttered as he clenched his fist. “A feeling I would never have imagined could exist!” he said almost desperately,shaking his head in disbelief. 
“Does Lozira know what you’ve done?” Rhuna asked. 
“Do not tell her!” he said grasping her arm, his eyes glaring. Rhuna pulled her arm away 
angrily. 
“She should know of what her intended husband is capable,” she said firmly. 
Goram grabbed her arm again and jerked it. 
“You shall not reproach me from your imagined self-righteous superior elevation!” 
he spat venomously. “Such sanctimonious hypocrisy sickens me! Did not you yourself cause the 
death of Shelter in the Storm without any such intention?” 
“That was different! The energy came out of me in a moment of intense emotion, and since 
then I’ve learned to control my feelings,” she retorted angrily. “But you…you intentionally and 
deliberately caused a curse, for no reason other than immature jealousy!” 
Goram shot her a hateful look, and then vacillated before he spoke again in a low tone. 
“It is correct to say that I am as a child in matters of true love,” he said nodding slowly. 
“Allow me to tell Lozira what I have done,” he added quietly. 
“I was beginning to trust you with my daughter…” Rhuna began. 
“You can trust me completely with her happiness and well-being!” Goram shot back. 
“We’ll see. Your wound has completely healed already. You don’t need my attention as a 
Healer any longer,” Rhuna said gruffly and thenwalked away. 
A short time later, the now-familiar clang signalling the midday meal prompted everyoneto 
gather at the fire where food was being cooked and served. As Rhuna stood waiting, a group of 
Atlan Masters approached her. 
“You must surely be aware that your daughter has chosen a man of considerable ill-repute,” 
said one of the older women. “It can be prevented,” she added, and then introduced herself and her 
companions. Although Rhuna did not recognize any of the individual faces, she remembered 
meeting people in Atlán who were neither Masters nor members of a Council, yet desired to 
dispense advice and counsel where the need was apparent. 
“Although he has done a great deed for the Atlan people by confusing the Ubanti Army, there 
is already speculation that it was by the use of Dark Powers. His past shall continue to mar his 
reputation, and your daughter would suffer the consequences,” he said. 
“There’s nothing I can do to prevent it,” Rhuna responded, feeling slightly threatened by the 
group of eager assistants. “She would not respond positively to anything you or I could say,” Rhuna 
told them. 
 “We have already tried everything we can think of,” added Aradin. 
“It would be best if you did not interfere,” Rhuna said politely, and thanked them for their 
concern and offer of assistance. She watched them leave, and then turned to Aradin at her side 
and sighed deeply. “I just have to trust him with my daughter.” 
“That’s a giant leap across a chasm,” Aradin said, but nodded understandingly. 
Rhuna continued to summon mental visions while sitting in the Inside Focussing 
positionduring the day, when there was enough peace and quiet in the crowded Atlan 
encampment. As well as summoning the more important events in Safu, she also observed her 
home and neighbourhood, curious to see what had transpired there. 
One of the mental visions of her Safu home revealed Faleesh cleaning the food preparation 
area, her face downcast and her body movements sluggish. Another vision showed Faleesh in one 
of the rooms sitting with her daughter, who also worked as a maid for The Reigning One. Rhuna 
surmised that Faleesh had asked her daughter to move in with her for company, and she was 
delighted with this development. She was deeply fond of Faleesh and hated seeing her unhappy 
and lonely. 
On another occasion when Rhuna summoned mental visions of her home, she saw the 
Benshi colleague Aradin had asked to carry on his business, and watched him discussing trade 
matters with a client. She told Aradin that their home was in good hands, and that his clients were 
being attended by his colleague. Then she summoned mental visions of the neighbourhood, and 
was taken aback at first to see Ubanti families already settled into some of the houses vacated by 
Atlans. She focused on Goram’s house, and saw a family of at least three generations already 
happily sharing a meal in one of the rooms. 
As she wondered whether she should tell Goram about the new residents of his house, she 
decided to summon a mental vision to ascertain whether he had confessed to Lozira what he had 
done to indirectly cause the youth’s death. 
“Forgive me, Lozira!” she heard Goram plead in her mental vision. “My love for you 
overwhelms me at times, that I lose balanced perception and must act on my overpowering 
emotions,” he said as he bowed his head towards her chest. Rhuna watched as Lozira took his 
head in her hands and kissed his forehead, a tear beginning to fall from one eye. 
“Of course I forgive you,” Lozira whispered. “I love you! I could not live without you!” she 
said, trembling slightly. Goram raised his head and thenlunged tempestuously into a 
passionatekiss which Lozira returned in like manner. 
That night, as Rhuna snuggled close to Aradin, she told him about her vision of Goram and 
Lozira. “So intense and extreme somehow,” she said. 
“Maybe because what happened to them was intense and extreme,” Aradin replied. “Such 
extraordinary events cause imbalances and intense feelings.” 
 Rhuna remembered some of thepatients she had healed with Solar Light Healing to restore 
the balance of emotions after some extreme event.The following morning, she began to plan the 
exact procedure of treatment to heal Lozira’s condition when Damell approached them excitedly. 
“Rain of Refreshment has received a message from a Varappan man of Atlan heritage who 
has received our call for assistance!” he said cheerful y. “Prepare a basin of water, that we may all 
witness this message.” Aradin promptly reached for the shallow basin he had been using to soak 
some dried fruit, and filled it with clean, fresh water. 
Damell focused his concentration on the water, and without the need for powders or 
spoken incantations, the water began to swirl in vibrant colours. Rhuna squeezed between Aradin 
and Possessor of Discernment low to the ground while Goram and Lozira stood behind them, 
leaning over to view the message. 
When the water cleared, they saw a brown-skinned man with striking features and black 
hair greeting them with a broad smile of pearly white teeth. 
“Be Greeted, MyFellow Atlans! My name is Voyager of the Ocean, the captain of sea fleets on 
the coast of Varappa,” he said bowing his head. “Your messages of dire straits have been heard, 
and we have responded as promptly as possible. Regrettably, your current location is a great many 
sea journey days from Varappa, despite our best efforts to accelerate our travel. Therefore, I 
suggest that you proceed along the coast of the long, narrow sea to a pleasant area on the shores 
where water meets sand, and trees grow in abundance. There you shal also find food and fresh 
water running from the hills, as well as unusual animals roaming the grasslands. A fine place to 
settle comfortably and await our arrival!” 
The man ended his message with a broad grin and bow of the head. 
“At last help has arrived!” said Aradin with relief. 
“We’re going to Varappa then?” asked Rhuna, unsure what she felt about this new 
development. 
“Do we have a choice?” Aradin retorted, looking around at the others. 
Lively chatter broke out among the people in and around Rhuna’s huddled group as the 
prospect of journeying to Varappawas discussed. 
“We must first consult the High Council of Atlán,” said Rain of Refreshment decisively. 
“We would be so very far away from Safu and other Atlan colonies!” complained a woman 
standing behind Progress of the Wind. 
“Naturally, I am very much in favour of proceeding to Varappa, my old homeland!” said 
Charmer of Snakes with a snide grin. 
“The area indicated by Voyager of the Ocean is indeed as agreeable as he described,” 
Progress of the Wind announced, adding that he had also summoned visions by means of the 
Gazing of the Waters pertaining to their rescuer. “Voyager of the Ocean has been around the water 
all his life, and is therefore very knowledgeable in all matters pertaining toocean navigation, ocean currents, sea-faring vessels and the temperament of the ocean. He took over the trading routes 
from his father and added several new ships, establishing new routes further away from Varappa. 
He appears to be very successful, especially for his reasonably young age.” 
“Surely we are in capable hands,” commented Aradin. 
As the day progressed, Rhuna noticed that the rift in the Atlan encampmenthad become 
obvious, as people moved their sparse belongings either closer to Rhuna’s personal site, or in the 
opposite direction. 
Finally, the Atlan Masters taking the lead,and who had been consulting the High Council in 
Atlán, received an answer by means of the Gazing of the Waters. 
“Reports from the High Council of Atlán indicate that the Ubanti leaders are not considering a 
change in attitude towards Atlans, and therefore great danger awaits any Atlan who returns to 
Safu,” reported Rain of Refreshment. 
“We cannot stay in this wilderness much longer!” someone called out desperately. 
“Advice from the High Council of Atlán is to turn left from the course we have been taking, 
and by the end of this lunar cycle we should arrive at the coast of the Great Sea. From there, we 
can choose our new place of residence, or wait for the next Atlan fleet to arrive,” Rain of 
Refreshment said with a strong and even voice. Excited chatter quickly followed, but Rain of 
Refreshment held up her arms to signal silence. 
“There is also a message from the High Council warning against going to Varappa,” she said 
in a stern tone that caught many people’s attention. “Varappa has been viewed with extreme 
caution due to the inability to summon visions of any events in that land,” she continued in the 
same tone. “Stories of uncanny powers unknown in Atlán abound among knowledgeable Atlans. 
Varappa is shrouded in dark secrets, and is rumored to nurture the Dark Arts.” 
Rhuna wondered about the expression ‘Dark Arts’ and how it was apparently in frequent 
use by some Atlans. 
“While they do not give any command or instruction, they nevertheless advise to proceed 
with the utmost caution, and recommend that you choose another destination as suggested 
earlier, namely along the coast of the Great Sea.” 
Turbulent mumbling and worried chatter erupted as soon as Rain of Refreshment stepped 
down from her rocky podium, and Rhuna once again mingled to hear what people were saying. 
“No city, not even a settlement in many days’ walking distance,” said a man carrying a small 
child. 
“We shall have to roam the wilderness to find a new home!” wailed a woman nearby. 
 “At least along the coast of the Great Sea an Atlan fleet can meet us,” said someone more 
calmly. 
“Some of us shall depart in the opposite direction,” said Charmer of Snakes, and Rhuna 
noticed that most of the other Guardians of Knowledge had already assembled at his side. 
Suddenly, Rhuna sensed that someone was standing behind her and she spun around. 
“Where you go?” asked Panapu looking down at her. In that moment Rhuna became aware 
of his enormous size and wondered why she had not noted it earlier. 
Rhuna answered that she did not know yet, and that her family would have to discuss it. 
“I go with you,” he said smiling, and then adjusted the cloth he had wrapped around his 
bald head. 
“Don’t you have to return to Safu, to The Reigning One?” she asked, puzzled. 
The gentle giant shook his head. “Reigning One say we – the older ones – can leave his 
Service, go with Atlans, find new home,” he said, then revealed his uneven but congenial smile 
again. 
“Then I would really like it if you came with us!” she said, suddenly feeling safer at the mere 
thought of his continued presence. 
After half a day of agitated discussions, the Atlan throng finally calmed down a little so that 
Rhuna could meet with her family group in peace. Shandi had been playing with Possessor of 
Discernment again, and then Aradin played with her before handing her over into Rhuna’s arms. 
“Dead man,” said Shandi, and Rhuna looked at the innocent young child on her lap, trying to 
hide the horror she felt. 
“Maybe she means someone else. Someone who is yet to die,” suggested Aradin, who was 
seated next to Rhuna. 
Rhuna nodded thoughtfully. A chill ran through her at the thought that someone close to 
her could be the dead man of her little daughter’s vision of the future. She looked at Possessor of 
Discernment who appeared healthy and even youthful for his near-ninety solar cycles in age. 
“What does the dead man look like?” Rhuna asked her young child. Shandi merely looked at 
her mother, unable to give an answer. 
“Is someone here going to die?” she asked with a shaky voice. 
Shandi shook her head firmly. 
“Do you know what ‘dead’ means?” Rhuna asked, trying a different approach. 
“Like that man,” she said pointing to where Peace of the Valley had been buried. 
 “Is the dead man you see also going to be in the ground?” 
Shandi shook her head adamantly. “No,” she answered firmly. 
Rhuna remembered the words her father had spoken about Shandi also having insight, 
which was similar to her own mental visions. 
“What does the dead man do?” Rhuna asked, suddenly intensely curious. 
Shandi hesitated a long time, her eyes moving back and forth as if she were seeking the 
answer in another realm where no one else could see. 
“Put things in here,” she finally said, gently slapping her forehead with her tiny hand. 
Aradin shook his head in a gesture of surrender, but Rhuna placed her little girl’s words 
securely in her memory. 
The evening meal was a turbulent time in the Atlan encampment as everyone discussed 
which direction they would take the following morning. It had become evident to Rhuna that most 
of the Atlans were heeding the advice of the High Council of Atlán, gathering closer together with 
Rain of Refreshment and the other Atlan Masters. Damell had been sitting with them, imparting 
his wisdom and experience in journeying through wilderness, and answering many questions 
about his life since he departed from Atlán. 
As Rhuna and Aradin cleaned up after the meal, the group of Atlan Masters taking the lead 
approached them, and Damell stepped behind Rhuna to indicate his position in the inevitable 
confrontation. 
“We have given serious consideration to our plight and the advice given to us,” began Rain 
of Refreshment with a stern expression. “We desire a start to a new life in a pure Atlan colony 
without any Dark Forces, meaning those of you called the Guardians of Knowledge and your 
adherents,” she stated firmly. 
“We have inquired and confirmed that Beacon of the Night was banished many solar cycles 
past, and more recently, Keeper of Wisdom. It can be no coincidence that two banished persons 
are in liaison!” said one of the Atlan men standing next to Rain of Refreshment. 
“The Atlan law in this regard remains constant, namely to shun the Banished Ones 
completely, lest their influence encroach on the pure Atlan ways!” said another man from the 
group. 
“We insist that they do not accompany us, nor follow us to our new homeland along the 
shores of the Great Sea!” said Rain of Refreshment forceful y. 
“Go forth far from us! We do not want you in our midst!” said one of the women next to 
her. 
 “You ungrateful, spineless dissemblers!” Goram roared venomously. “It was I who saved 
your lives by confusing the Ubanti Army, and this is how you thank me!You are accustomed not to 
think in reasonable, logical terms because you are so subservient to the High Council of Atlán!” 
“It was you who brought this misery upon us!” screeched Rain of Refreshment. “The 
High Council refused to give the Ubanti what they wanted. Eventually, this conflict of interests 
would have led to a crisis like this,” Goram countered. 
“I hate them!” said Lozira viciously. Shocked, Rhuna spun around to look at her daughter. 
“They blindly believe whatever the High Council of Atlán says, without thinking for themselves!” 
Before Rhuna could respond, Lozira stepped forward to stand next to Goram and faced the 
Atlan group that opposed them. “The High Council of Atlán has completely misjudged my mother, 
Keeper of Wisdom, due to Harbinger of Solace’s twisted and deranged mind!” Lozira shouted.“You 
should be grateful to her for everything she has done for the Atlans and people of Safu, just as 
Beacon of the Night saved our lives by scaring away the Ubanti soldiers. But instead youshun 
them! I am ashamed to be Atlan when I look at you!” 
“What a woman!” Goram gushed as he pulled her firmly to him. 
Rain of Refreshment paused a moment to gather her thoughts before speaking again. 
“Following the direction given by the High Council of Atlán creates unity, and thereis 
strength in such unity,creating a solid, peaceful society in which every individual can flourish. 
These are the preceptsof the Atlan people which are known and held in high regard throughout 
the entire world. This can only be achieved by adhering to the guidelines, counsel and directions 
given by the High Council.” 
“Ptah!” scoffed Goram. 
“Yes, at times they have made errors in judgement,” she admitted. “When evidence is sparse, 
and a matter can only be investigated from one or two aspects, then injustices may occur, but they 
are corrected when new insight is gained and…” 
“We know all this!” Progress of the Wind interrupted. “The High Council of Atlán is going 
backwards by rejecting the New Knowledge, and this is something many of the younger generation 
shall find difficult to accept.” 
Rhuna noticed that Progress of the Wind had accumulated a reasonable following of young 
people who had gathered together to stand behind him. 
Rhuna turned to her father for advice.“I don’t want to be separated from Lozira.” 
“Then we must journey to Varappa,” Damell said decisively. 
“But Father, what about the Dark Forces the High Council warned against? Shouldn’t we 
avoid Varappa for this reason?” 
 Damell took a deep breath before answering. “The term ‘ dark’ is merely a designation, since all Forces are neutral. The people using them for wrong purposes make the Force good or 
bad, light or dark.” 
“Then, are many people in Varappa using their powers for wrong reasons?” Rhuna asked. 
“There are many reasons a Force may be manifest as dark,” he began. “Some have good 
intentions but lack knowledge or experience, others are immature in their misuse of powers, while 
still others are misguided.” 
Aradin touched Rhuna’s arm to direct her attention to some of The Observers who had 
approached them. 
“We shall not go to Varappa, as advised by the High Council of Atlán,” said Divider of 
Fortunes with a deep grumble. 
“We have come to say farewell,” said Reaching the Moon. 
“A life without Dark Ones and the burden of responsibility being one of The Observers is 
most appealing to me,” said Roses of the Field in a slightly apologetic tone. Rhuna said that she 
understood, and wished for a similar future for her family. 
“You appear to have aligned yourself with the Dark Side,” commented Designer of Works 
with a deep frown. 
“I cannot leave my daughter, and she will not leave Beacon of the Night, whom you don’t 
want amongst you, so I have no choice,” Rhuna explained. 
“Hmm,” responded Designer of Works skeptically. 
Aradin and Rhuna shook hands heartily with each member of The Observers, and wished 
them a safe journey to their new homes, wherever that would be. When they turned to leave, 
Rhuna was suddenly overcome with sadness and uncertainty. 
“Wait!” called a young woman from the Atlan group which had begun to disperse. “We 
have summoned a message from the Ubanti Queen by means of the Gazing of the Waters!” she 
called out excitedly. “Some of us are invited to return to Safu!” 
Excited chatter broke out among both sides of the encampment, and Rhuna looked around 
for the small basin and some water to use for the summons. 
“Beware! Possibly, it is a trick!” called out a man from the Atlan Masters group. 
Progress of the Wind motioned to some of the Guardians of Knowledge, and soon they 
were arranging bowls of water among them to summon the message by means of the Gazing of 
the Waters. 
“Is it possible for a non-Atlan to speak a message by means of the Gazing of the Waters?” 
asked someone. 
 “It is not a message, as we speak them,” explained Damel . “It is simply a normal vision in which she addresses certain people.” 
Rhuna felt the excitement in the air all around her as everyone began to summon the 
vision of Uxbana. When everyone in her family group had assembled around the water basin, 
Rhuna focused her mental energy to summon the vision. 
When the swirling colours cleared, Rhuna saw Uxbana seated stiffly in a chair, reminding 
her of The Reigning One. She was startled when the impressive dark woman addressed them, 
looking straight ahead as if she could see Rhuna. 
“I know you Atlans can see me in the water’s reflection when you want to see people far 
away, so I am addressing all of you with this request. We, the ruling family of the people of the 
Land of Ubanti, humbly request that certain knowledgeable Atlans return to Safu as our privileged 
guests to establish the New Knowledge in Safu and to teach others in this Knowledge. Perhaps 
those of you called the New Arrivals would accept this invitation and return to Safu. You shal 
receive generous compensation for your assistance, such as the most luxurious accommodations, 
food, drink, jewellery and whatever else you desire.” Uxbana waved her hands in a gesture, 
revealing the golden chains and bejeweled bracelets on her arms and wrists. 
“Furthermore, I, personally, make a special request for The Star Child to return to Safu at 
my invitation, to assist me in developing the land of Ubanti.”Rhuna watched motionlessly as the 
imposing ruler spoke directly to her alone. “You shall have a position equal to mine,” Uxbana said 
with seriousness, “…to command, direct, oversee projects, direct them, perform your mighty deeds 
such as making large building blocks for our own buildings and so forth. You shall live like a queen, 
with personal servants and assistants, your own secretary, food preparer, chamber maid and so 
on. Naturally, your family is also invited, except for the one who caused the death of my brother’s 
wife and children,” she added, her face suddenly full of hatred, bitterness and sorrow. 
Rhuna exhaled loudly as the image faded, and she sat back on her heels a while to think 
about the words Uxbana had spoken. She looked around at Damel and Aradin, while everyone 
else was engaged in discussions over this new development. The Guardians of Knowledge were 
particularly excited, deliberating amongst themselves and then consulting Progress of the Wind 
and then Goram. 
Rhuna stepped towards her daughter and grabbed her arm. “Lozira, we can go back to 
Safu and live a wonderful life of luxury, live like The Reigning One!” 
Lozira stared at her mother for a short moment before her face reddened in rage. 
“Did you not understand? She does not want Goram to return to Safu!” she spat. 
“Perhaps I can change my appearance and take another name,” Goram began, but Rhuna 
shook her head angrily. 
“Don’t be foolish, Goram! It would never work, and Uxbana’s family would surely kill you!” 
 Lozira took a deep breath to calm herself and then spoke in a resolute, firm tone. “I am 
staying with Goram, and shall go wherever he goes.” 
“Lozira,” interrupted Goram sternly. “Heed your mother’s words! Your entire future may 
depend on your decision today.” 
Lozira gaped at him in disbelief. 
“In Safu, your life would most certainly be rewarding and fulfilling,” he continued with a 
deep sigh. “Yet a future with me in unknown lands would be very uncertain and perhaps filled with 
anxiety and turmoil.” 
“What are you saying?” Lozira’s voice began to tremble. “You want me to go back to Safu, 
without you?” 
“If you value a secure and prosperous future among your family, yes,” replied Goram, his 
brow in deep creases. 
“But…but I thought you loved me and wanted me to be your wife!” Lozira protested, 
becoming hysterical. “How can you say this now, after everything you told me?” Lozira began to 
beat her fists on Goram’s chest in anguish. 
“Be calm, be calm, My Treasure,” Goram said gently, as he gripped her flailing hands firmly. 
“It is out of sincere love that I say this,” he said, gripping her hands firmly in his. “My love for you 
transcends my own selfish wish to have you at my side, when your happiness and future wellbeing 
are concerned.” 
“What are you saying?” Lozira screeched. 
“It was an attempt to prevent unhappiness, should you come to regret your decision to 
sacrifice a secure and comfortable life in Safu,” he said softly. 
“No, I shall never regret it!” Lozira insisted desperately. “What use are luxury, gold and 
good food when you are not with me!” 
Goram pulled Lozira to him and embraced her tightly. “This gladdens me deeply,” Goram 
whispered into her ear. She slumped into his arms as she began to sob, and Rhuna felt her heart 
wrenched apart. 
“I cannot live without you!” she whimpered between sobs, and then turned to speak to her 
mother. 
“Even with all the best things of life, I could never be happy without him,” she told her. 
“I thought you might say that,” Rhuna said softly, and then turned to look at Aradin and 
Damell. 
“And what use are luxury and a high position in Safu when my first daughter is far away in 
a strange land, perhaps never to be with me ever again?” Rhuna said, fighting back a few tears. 
Aradin and Damell both gave her an understanding nod. 
 “Then we shall all go to Varappa together,” Aradin said. 
“Yes, we’ll all go,” Rhuna repeated, looking at Lozira. 
“Really?” Lozira asked amazed, looking around at everyone. 
“You make such a sacrifice for us?” Goram asked breathlessly. 
“Not for you, but for Lozira,” Rhuna countered quickly. 
Lozira threw her arms around her mother and squeezed hard, then turned to embrace 
Aradin and Damell, giving them each a heartfelt kiss on the cheek. Seeing her little sister patiently 
waiting, Lozira got down on her knees to cuddle Shandi, kissing her several times on her cheeks as 
the little girl giggled with delight. 
Rhuna looked around at Possessor of Discernment, who had been seated nearby and 
quietly observed everything. “I shall accompany you,” he told her. 
“But what about the legacy of the Pyramid’s secrets which you have to pass on to someone 
worthy?” Rhuna asked. 
“The answer has already been shown to me,” he said with a gentle and serene smile. “My 
last days shall be among you, in Varappa,” he said. 
The Atlan encampment was astir well before sunrise the following morning as everyone was 
eager to embark on the journey to their new home. Rhuna and the small group in her immediate 
vicinity gathered up all belongings, and after some discussion with The Reigning One’s attendants 
and soldiers, took only one wagon with one donkey. The wagon had only basic supplies of food 
and blankets, and only four of The Reigning One’s men chose to accompany the large group 
journeying towards the Great Sea. 
Rhuna looked at the small group of young Atlans who had decided to return to Safu, along 
with the remainder of The Reigning One’s attendants and soldiers. She recognized many of the 
New Arrivals in the small group, namely Ruler of Numbers and Roaming the Hills. Their faces 
shone with eager anticipation, and Rhuna quickly stepped towards them and wished them 
farewell. 
Returning to her group, Rhuna picked up Shandi who had become restless, sensing the 
significance of the Atlan encampment’s break-up. She looked around at the people who had 
chosen to take the dubious journey to a distant and unknown land, and recognized the Guardians 
of Knowledge, some of the New Arrivals and then some strangers she had first seen at the meeting 
of the Guardians of Knowledge. She guessed that they were only about thirty-five people 
altogether, but almost all of them in their prime, without children. 
“We shall travel faster,” Damell said, having made the same observation as Rhuna. 
The simple instruction to walk along the coast of the long and narrow sea was beset with 
obstacles every day, making the donkey-pulled wagon of supplies an impediment. 
 “Such an encumbrance, these wheeled contraptions!” spoke a man from behind Rhuna, and 
she recognized him to be the man who had complained about wheels earlier in the Atlan people’s 
escape from Safu. 
Once they had traversed some rocky terrain past some hills, the land levelled again, and the 
wagon rolled along the grassy plains with ease. After several days of continuous walking and 
taking turns carrying Shandi, Rhuna was beginning to feel extreme exhaustion throughout her 
body. As they walked, she was beset with moments of intense longing for her home in Safu with 
all its comforts. Other times, she felt as if their journey would never end. 
She looked along the seemingly endless coast of the great narrow sea, wondering if anyone 
had even walked along its shores before her, so rugged and wild was the terrain all around them. 
At times the fear of going the wrong way surfaced, mingled with the uncertainty of what lay ahead 
in Varappa. Her anxiety heightened one day when the group realized that their ration of water 
was very low. 
“We have not seen even a small body of fresh water, nor a trickle from the hills since we 
parted from the main group,” said Progress of the Wind. 
“My Insights reveal there to be no drinkable water for many days’ walk ahead,” said Damell 
gloomily. 
“Can we not drink the water from the sea?” asked Charmer of Snakes, licking his dry lips. 
“Perhaps someone with outstanding skills can remove the salt!” Damell exclaimed, giving 
Rhuna a hopeful look. 
“Remove salt from water?” she repeated, uncertain. 
“It does not sound too difficult,” stated Goram. 
Rhuna agreed to attempt this unusual feat, and several of the Guardians of Knowledge 
quickly filled all the empty containers with sea water, placing them in front of her. 
Charmer of Snakes scooped a handful of the sea water and splashed it onto his lips. 
“Bah!” he spat. “Very salty, very salty!” 
“Step away, now,” instructed Damell, and allowed Rhuna to sit in her Inside Focussing 
position to gather energy into her mind and body. When she felt sufficiently charged, Rhuna 
projected her mental energy onto the salty water, visualizing the tiny grains of salt turning into 
fine sand. Within a short time, she opened her eyes and asked that someone check the condition 
of the water. 
“It’s free of salt!” exclaimed Aradin, and then let out a triumphant laugh. Rhuna also 
laughed with relief, and then warned them that the water contained sand, which should soon settle 
to the bottom of the buckets and water bags. 
“You are also a powerful conjurer,” said Seeker of Knowledge, who had sat down beside 
Rhuna. 
 “Conjurer?” Rhuna repeated. “I’ve never heard that word before.” 
“It is not a new word, yet only used by certain knowledgeable people,” she said 
mysteriously. Rhuna looked at the unusual woman with long, dark straggly hair and fine lines 
around her eyes and mouth. 
“Have you been to Varappa before?” Rhuna asked impulsively. 
“Oh yes,” she answered without expression. “I have been everywhere.” 
Rhuna noticed a hint of an accent, and concluded that she was probably not pure Atlan. 
She suddenly realized that she was very curious about this woman, and was excited at the 
prospect of getting well acquainted with her, while at the same time also fearing such a friendship. 
As if the woman sensed Rhuna’s thoughts, Seeker of Knowledge stood up and said that she would 
avail herself to some of the newly-conjured fresh water. 
After partaking of fresh water, Rhuna used the remainder of water to summon messages 
and visions by means of the Gazing of the Waters. She was startled to find a message for her, and 
more surprisingly, from the High Council of Atlán. She leaned over to see and hear the red-haired 
Atlan Master better. 
“Keeper of Wisdom,” began Tamer of Fire slowly. “It is our pleasure to announce that you 
have been exonerated, and your formal Atlan name has been restored. We are pleased to absolve 
you of the burden of banishment.” The senior member of the Council looked uncomfortable, and 
on closer examination, Rhuna thought that he looked very tired. 
“After lengthy investigation and examination of all the presented information from as many 
sources as possible, the High Council of Atlán has concluded that our previous judgement of you 
was…wrong. We did not have enough information, and we lacked the necessary insight and 
knowledge of new, Dark Powers to understand your predicament during your assignment in Safu,” 
he went on slowly, choosing his words carefully. 
“Should you wish to return to Atlán…to reside or merely visit…then you shall be welcomed. 
This announcement shall be made known to all Atlans, in all the Atlan Empire.” With a humble 
bow of his red head the image faded, and Rhuna sat back on her heels. 
Rhuna stood up to tell her family members who were huddled under the sparse shade of a 
small tree as they slowly gulped more water. 
“I should feel happy, but I feel nothing,” Rhuna told Damell and Aradin. 
“Nevertheless, it is very good news, and we are pleased,” Damell said. 
Rhuna returned to where she had been sitting earlier, and spoke a message in reply to 
Tamer of Fire. She told him that although his message brought relief and good news, she was 
journeying to Varappa with her family, and would probably no longer be able to speak or summon 
messages when she arrived at her destination. 
 “Is it possible for Tozar to receive a message from me?” she asked Tamer of Fire. “There 
are some important things I want to tell him before I arrive in Varappa.” 
Rhuna sat in silence for a long time, lost in thoughts of Tozar and the past, until some 
commotion nearby distracted her. 
“A message from Voyager of the Ocean!” announced Charmer of Snakes. Rhuna looked 
around and saw her family gather with some of the Guardians of Knowledge to hear the message. 
She quickly took her place next to Aradin, who squeezed her hand in a gesture of hopeful 
anticipation. 
The water reflection in the shallow basin had turned opaque already when Rhuna arrived, 
and she watched eagerly as the image showed the unusual face of Voyager of the Ocean. His 
generous smile felt cold and unfriendly to Rhuna, but she dismissed her feelings and waited to 
hear his important message. 
“During our last disembarkation, I was able to summon your messages and view your 
progress by means of the Gazing of the Waters. How relieved I am to see that you have almost 
arrived at the designated place without incident, and that your numbers are much less than 
before. Indeed, I was worried how my fleet of ships would transport so many people. Now it shall 
be a comfortable sea voyage to Varappa!” he said smiling broadly. 
“You may expect us in one lunar cycle, due to currents and seasonal winds of the seas still 
separating us. In the meantime, avail yourselves of the plentiful food and fresh water. Build 
temporary shelters, for at night animals from the hills roam around, and rain is not infrequent in 
that area.” 
The image faded and everyone seemed to sigh in unison. 
“At least we know how much longer we must wait,” said Aradin. 
The tired wanderers pressed on through the dismal dry land, and Rhuna provided fresh 
drinking water for them several more times. Finally, on a day when Rhuna had stopped counting 
and watching the moon and stars for indications of time, someone ahead of her shouted out. 
Rhuna could hardly believe her eyes when she saw a true oasis, just as Voyager of the 
Ocean had described. Amongst yellow-brown dirt and dull, dry shrubbery, a lush green pocket of 
land lay sheltered in a large cove, protected by some rugged hills and tall trees. 
As she looked around at the drawn faces of her travel companions, she saw the spark of 
renewed hope and energy ignite in all of them. Their feet became light, and their walk was brisk 
as they hurried to sanctuary from the wilderness. 
When they arrived at the green oasis, Rhuna looked around at the large, solid trees with 
deep shade, the variety of colourful flowers and vegetation, and the creek with fresh water running 
down from the hills. 
“We could even stay here permanently if necessary!” said Aradin cheerfully. 
Feeling elated and relieved, Rhuna and many of the others cheered and laughed happily, 
while others hugged each other and clapped each other on the back in triumph. Shandi started 
squealing with delight, and for the first time since they were forced to leave Safu, Rhuna could let 
the small child run around freely on the lush green grass and then on the soft white sand of the 
beach. 
“We should use the wood of these fallen trees and branches,” Damell said, pointing towards a 
dense cluster of trees. 
“For what purpose?” asked Progress of the Wind. 
“Shelter from animals at night, as Voyager of the Ocean advised,” Damell answered. 
“Atlans are not accustomed to making things with wood,” the young man replied. “Stone 
and metal, and transforming these superior materials are the prerogative of Atlans!” he said 
proudly. 
“Yet when Atlans are stranded in the wilderness, they are completely helpless,” grumbled 
Damell sternly. “For instance, do you know how to make textiles water-resilient using natural 
materials found hereabouts?” 
Progress of the Wind tugged at his short beard as he looked around. “I admit, I am 
helpless,” he said with an exaggerated shrug of his shoulders. 
“Certain wood burnt in the proper manner shall produce tar, which can be smeared onto 
most surfaces to adhere and make water resilient,” Damel said. “Come, young man! Assist me 
with this fallen tree! You must learn to adapt!”he said enthusiastically, taking some metal tools 
from a pouch he had carried. 
“I can help!” said Panapu, coming up behind them. 
“Yes, you certainly can!” said Damell with a broad grin as he handed him the largest of the 
axes. 
Rhuna watched as the most able-bodied men hacked branches and fallen trees, while 
Damell walked around giving directions. “Now we require thick textiles to cover over them, 
acting as a roof,” he said, and Rhuna went towards the heavily-laden wagon to retrieve them. 
Before long, several huts were finished,while others had prepared a place to cook and prepare 
food. Two others had even erected a small screen wall near the flowing water for privacy while 
bathing. 
“Aaaah! Some privacy at last!” sighed Goram happily when he examined one of the huts 
only large enough for a couple. 
“And I can finally wash my hair!” Lozira chirped, examining the screen and gingerly 
stepping into the cool, clean water. 
 Within a few short days they had settled into a comfortable routine, and Rhuna began to 
feel less anxious as her energy level returned to normal. She observed the spring in the step of 
many others, especially Aradin. The Guardians of Knowledge kept to their own small groups, as 
before, and Rhuna noticed that they frequently sat silently together, as if practicing some form of 
Inside Focussing. Even stranger, she thought, was Seeker of Knowledge, who always sat by herself 
and appeared to prefer the solitude. At times, she disappeared from the encampment for a 
considerable length of time. 
Rhuna also returned to her daily routine of breathing exercises and Inside Focussing, as well 
as summoning messages and images by means of the Gazing of the Waters. She had been 
reluctant to summon any visions of Tozar, even though his actions and consequent condition were 
never far from her daily thoughts. It was with trepidation therefore, when Tamer of Fire appeared 
in the water’s surface, responding to her question about Tozar. 



“Keeper of Wisdom, it is indeed very magnanimous of you to desire speaking a kind message 
to Harbinger of Solace,” he began, still looking slightly uncomfortable and emotionally drained. 
Rhuna wondered what impact Tozar’s derangement must have had on the entire Atlan Council. 
“His condition has not yet been fully assessed, and his Healers are not consentient where 
interaction with others, particularly you, is concerned.” Tamer of Fire paused as he looked down 
and frowned deeply. “Perhaps you have not observed his state…” he said slowly. “Harbinger of 
Solace does not speak or respond to any sound, although it appears he is fully aware of his 
surroundings. His Carers have only recently succeeded in coaxing him to partake of nourishment. 
He has yet to wash himself, and his Healers have advised to limit physical contact.” 
Rhuna was taken aback by this description, and struggled to imagine Tozar in such a terrible 
state. Everything she heard was in complete contrast to the memories she had of him, and this 
newknowledge of his present state pressed heavily on her chest. 
“Therefore, we suggest you speak your message to him before arriving in Varappa, and his 
Healers shall determine when he may be ready to summon it…if at all.” The tired man looked down 
again as he spoke a few more words of farewell, and then the image faded. 
During the main meal of the day, when everyone had gathered around the food preparation 
area, information about summoned visions and messages was shared. Rhuna enjoyed this time of 
day when everyone appeared to enjoy the afternoon either resting or engaging in all manner of 
conversations. 
“The other group has arrived at the Great Sea,” said one of the Guardians of Knowledge. 
Rhuna asked about the small group that returned to Safu, and Progress of the Wind eagerly 
described his summoned visions of the New Arrivals and several other Atlan Masters who were 
treated respectfully by the Ubanti leaders. 
“I hope that continues,” said Aradin. 
 “We have made the wisest choice,” said Charmer of Snakes. “The Ubanti would not tolerate 
any of us among them in Safu now.” 
“They have settled into all the vacant Atlan homes,” said Rhuna. 
“Safu shall never be as we knew it,” nodded Seeker of Knowledge knowingly. 
“My attempts to precisely locate Voyager of the Ocean have been successful,” said another 
Guardian of Knowledge. “The fleet consists of seven large, wooden ships, unlike any I have seen 
before.” 
“How frustrating that Varappa resists any summons by means of the Gazing of the Waters!” 
said Goram. “We must rely on the descriptions by three people who once resided in Varappa many 
solar cycles past.” 
“I heard that Varappa surpasses Safu and even Atlán in many aspects,” Lozira added. 
“This is so,” Damell nodded, and described the advanced city plan and irrigation works. 
“They have also attempted to replicate the Golden Pyramid, only on a smaller scale,” he added, 
looking at Possessor of Discernment. 
“This is correct,” the old Atlan responded. “It is a ful y-functioning pyramid in the style of 
the First Atlans.” 
Rhuna wondered what this meant, but as the shadows were growing long, they slowly 
dispersed and returned to their individual activities or shelters, and Rhuna turned to her father 
who had been sitting beside her. 
“I haven’t been able to access The Infinite,” she told him. “My thoughts are too distracted 
with concern for Lozira…and also Tozar.” 
Damel nodded and smiled understandingly. “It is better to yield under a great burden than 
to break one’s back resisting it.We are suffering the effects of displacement,” he said. “Now, in the 
privacy of our small huts, we shall slowly rebuild our skills.” 
“There is something I have to do,” Rhuna said, and walked away to a place she had 
discovered while exploring one afternoon. She sat down at the tree on the edge of the rocky 
outcrop overlooking the sea where she felt sheltered. After closing her eyes for a little while, she 
opened them and began to speak a message to Tozar. 
“Tozar,” she said and then paused, the words sticking in her throat. “I…I feel as if I’m 
talking to a stranger…” She quickly closed her eyes and recalled memories of happy times only a 
little over three solar cycles past, before her journey to Safu. 
“I want you to know that I can understand your distress over Lozira’s wellbeing. And 
before, when you misunderstood me and I wasn’t able to tell you the truth and explain what I was 
doing. You became unbalanced and irrational because of me first, when I chose to start a new life 
with Aradin, and I still feel bad about the hurt this must have caused you,” she said with difficulty. 
Taking a deep breath, Rhuna continued her message to Tozar. “And then Lozira, coming here and 
meeting Beacon of the Night and I…I feel partly responsible for what has happened to you now,” 
she said with a deep sigh and then opened her eyes. 
“Tozar, if you can, summon what I’ve done to prevent Lozira’s involvement with Goram – 
Beacon of the Night. I tried reasoning with her in all sorts of ways, but she is strong-willed and 
determined. Sending her back to you would have only caused her emotional harm…although she 
has been damaged now, by what happened…” Rhuna stopped to swallow hard and wipe a tear 
from her eye. 
“I spoke to Beacon of the Night, and I believed him when he said that he was not seducing 
her. If it had been a passing attraction for Lozira, and philandering by him, then the problem would 
be easily solved, but you see, they really do love each other, and no one can change that! So I tried 
to make the best of the situation and asked him to leave the Guardians of Knowledge. He said he 
would do whatever is necessary to keep Lozira safe and happy, and I believe him. He isn’t like Bold 
as the Falcon and the other Dark Ones who were here when I first came to Safu. His motives are 
different, and despite his…un-Atlan ways, I think he will be good to Lozira. She is already so happy 
and healing from the traumas because of him.” 
Rhuna paused and looked across the sea. “We are waiting to be taken to Varappa. Beacon 
of the Night has been forced to take this course, along with the other Guardians of Knowledge and 
some New Arrivals. Queen Uxbana has invited me to return to Safu with my family to establish 
Atlan roads and buildings in her land. I miss my home there so much, and would do almost 
anything to go back and live there in peace. Uxbanaoffered me a position of power and wealth, 
but on the condition that Beacon of the Night not come with me. And of course, Lozira refuses to 
be separated from him, and I can’t leave her all alone with him in a strange new land! This is the 
sacrifice I have to make for our daughter.” 
She paused again and took a deep breath. “I promise you, Tozar that I will be close to her all 
the time to make sure she is safe, well and happy. You can’t summon visions of Varappa, so you 
might not be able to observe us there. And I don’t know how long we’ll stay there…” she stopped 
as tears welled in her eyes again. “I don’t know what will happen, what lies ahead for us, and I’m 
scared, but I’l take care of Lozira, no matter what happens, I promise, Tozar! I promise!” 
She let the tears fall down her cheeks until her fear and sorrow had dried up. 
Rhuna slowly walked back to the encampment, where she saw Possessor of Discernment 
playing with Shandi, while Panapu sat nearby, watching and laughing. Damell mingled with some 
of the New Arrivals and Guardians of Knowledge, discussing complex matters as wel as mundane 
things such as whether to add a certain herb to the evening meal. When this issue had been 
settled, Damell turned and walked towards Rhuna. 
“Father, I believe Possessor of Discernment intends to reveal the secrets of the Pyramids to 
you!” Rhuna said in an excited whisper. 
“Really? My assumption would be that you are the intended heir of such knowledge!” he 
said, eyes sparkling. 
 “Oh no, not me, Father!” Rhuna laughed. “You are the obvious choice!” 
In the evening, a celebration for Goram and Lozira took place. The Guardians of Knowledge 
had found rocks and sticks to beat out a rhythm while some of them performed a popular song for 
couples. Others had been busy preparing a special meal with the basic ingredients under 
primitive circumstances. 
“Best food we could conjure, under the circumstances,” said Charmer of Snakes with his 
usual crooked smile that Rhuna detested. 
“Conjure?” repeated Goram before laughing heartily. 
“May I say, Brother Goram; we are all pleasantly surprised!” said one of the Guardians of 
Knowledge. 
“No one is more surprised than I myself!” said Goram exuberantly, then looked into 
Lozira’s loving eyes for a long moment. “Never did I imagine finding an extraordinary woman such 
as this,” he said giving her hand a tight squeeze. 
“Speak! Speak!” the gathering called in unison. 
Goram and Lozira stood up and stood in front of the main fire where everyone in the circle 
could see them. The flicking flames made Lozira’s eyes sparkle,and Goram’s eyes shone like green 
beacons. 
“Most of you know the man I was in the past,” Goram began, keeping his voice level. “A man 
who believed he lived a better life than most, yet never realized how lonely he was.” He paused 
and looked at Lozira, whose face glowed with love and joy. “A man who was not able to love, nor 
could he be loved by anyone. How grateful I am today that I am no longer that miserable, pitiful 
man! And so, today I make it known to everyone that I shall always love Melody of the Dawn, 
keeping her safe and happy, and always by my side.” 
There was a brief silence as the couple gazed into each other’s eyes again, and then it was 
Lozira’s turn to speak. 
“When I left Atlán to reside in Safu, I had great plans for my life and future,” she began, her 
words surprising Rhuna. Suddenly she feared that perhaps she did not know her daughter very 
well at all. 
“I thought my life would be happy and fulfilled if I became an Atlan Master, and then 
learned the Creative Arts and the New Knowledge, but when I met Beacon of the Night, everything 
changed. In my relatively short life, I feel I have already learned the most important thing: finding 
true love is the only thing in life that really matters! And so, today I make it known to everyone 
that I shall always love Beacon of the Night, caring for all his needs, and being at his side always.” 
The gathering erupted into cheers and claps, and Goram and Lozira kissed long and 
passionately, making Rhuna feel slightly uncomfortable by the public display of emotions. 
 When the happily united couple sat down again, the food was passed around on plates and 
in bowls, and Rhuna took the foods she had not eaten since leaving Safu. She was impressed that 
someone had made the effort to grind wheat and barley flour, mix various ingredients and then 
bake the barley and date cakes in an earth oven. Despite their circumstances and primitive 
cooking methods, Rhuna thought she had never tasted such good cake. 
The evening became filled with lively and happy banter, and Rhuna took another piece of 
barley and date cake for Shandi. As the child ate the delicious cake, Rhuna thought about her 
recurring vision of a ‘dead man’ and asked her if he was among the people attending the 
celebration for Goram and Lozira. Shandi promptly shook her head with certainty, then looked up 
at her mother as if trying to communicate that which she was unable to put into words. 
“How do you feel?” asked Aradin as he passed another plate of food to Rhuna. 
“I’ve accepted the situation,” she said with a long, low sigh. 
“Better to accept than continually oppose,” stated Damell, who sat on Rhuna’s other side. 
“I’m happy as long as she’s happy,” said Rhuna with another deep sigh of resignation. 
“Lozira happy!” chirped Shandi. 
In the following days, Rhuna busied herself with mundane yet necessary chores to make 
their wait for the Varappan ships as comfortable as possible, and found exceptional enjoyment in 
scouting through the surrounding greenery for food. She discovered berries, mushrooms and 
some root vegetables which she prepared in various ways, sharing meals with her immediate 
family, as wel as Lozira, Goram, Possessor of Discernment, Panapu and occasionally also Progress 
of the Wind. 
At night, Rhuna felt more secure with a shelter of branches above her, but her sleep was 
light and often disturbed by confusing dreams. On such occasions, Aradin also seemed restless 
and awoke during the night, and Rhuna treasured the long nights they both lay awake, whispering 
to each other until sleep overcame them. Shandi slept peaceful y at their feet, and Rhuna was 
grateful that the ordeal of being displaced and homeless had not affected her badly in any way. 
It was during one such restless night that Rhuna was torn from sleep by a shrill scream 
which she instinctively recognized as Lozira’s agonized voice. Disoriented from sleep, she 
stumbled out of the temporary wooden shelter and groped her way in the dark towards the 
tormented wailing sound. 
“It was only a dream, My Precious One,” she heard Goram whisper urgently. Rhuna cupped 
her daughter’s face in her hands and tried to shake her out of herstate of panic. 
“There is nothing wrong, Lozira!” she repeated in between Goram’s efforts to calm his new 
wife. 
Aradin had approached and handed Rhuna some water to give Lozira, and Damell placed a 
comforting hand on his granddaughter’s shoulder. Rhuna thought she could sense a warmth 
radiate out of her father’s hand and onto Lozira’s shoulder, but then dismissed it as impossible. 
Nevertheless, Lozira quickly calmed down, as if Damel ’s touch conveyed a strong calming effect, 
and soon her breathing slowed so that she could speak. 
“A dream…” she said shakily. “They were coming, the soldiers, to kill us, to kill Goram!” she 
said, becoming agitated at the mere recollection of the dream. 
“It’s normal to have dreams after such an ordeal,” Rhuna said soothingly. “I can prepare 
some sedative herbs…” 
“No, I feel much better already,” Lozira said, and Rhuna noticed that Damell’s hand slowly 
released her shoulder. They returned to their shelters and beds in silence, but Rhuna lay awake a 
long time, worrying about her daughter’s emotional condition. 
The following morning, Rhuna followed Lozira to the creek of fresh flowing water, and filled 
her drinking vessels while Lozira prepared to bathe and wash her hair. She turned to see Goram 
approach her, and sensed his distress over the previous night’s incident. 
“Are you not able to do more for her?” he asked in a whisper so that Lozira could not hear. 
Rhuna nodded, explaining that she had healed many emotional wounds with Solar Light Healing. 
“Until we can make the necessary coloured glass and equipment, we have to use other 
healing methods,” she told him. Goram nodded and then spoke in a hushed whisper. 
“Even I experience disturbing dreams of being killed,” he admitted. “She must not know of 
it!” he added with urgency. 
Rhuna nodded and then reassured him that this was normal under the circumstances. 
“Nevertheless, Lozira should not know about it,” Goram repeated. “Her condition is too 
fragile, and she relies on me entirely for comfort and strength.” Rhuna nodded her understanding 
and then slowly walked back to the shelter she shared with Aradin. Along the way, she noticed 
that some of the Guardians of Knowledge sat huddled together in a small clearing in the forest. 
“They are attempting communication with the Master,” said a voice behind her. Rhuna 
spun around to see Seeker of Knowledge standing nearby. 
“I didn’t see you there,” Rhuna said, still feeling startled by the sudden appearance of the 
strange woman. 
“The Master has already answered them about Varappa,” Seeker of Knowledge continued, 
ignoring Rhuna’s comment. 
“He answered them? How?” 
“The Master has approved of their decision to journey to Varappa,” the woman simply 
stated, and then turned to walk away. Rhuna stood for a while watching her as she disappeared 
into the thickets which covered part of the hillside. 
 Later that day, when Rhuna found Damell practicing Inside Focussing under the shelter of a 
shady tree, she sat down beside him. 
“Did you calm Lozira last night with the touch of your hand?” she asked him after a while. 
“Indeed, I did,” he said smiling. “It is the healing power you, My Daughter, also possess.” 
“My healing power only comes when I’m very distressed,” she answered. 
“In time, with more discipline, you shall have complete control over all your powers,” he 
said, and then began a few unusual breathing exercises. Rhuna also practiced some relaxation 
exercises for a while. 
“Father, I tried to summon mental visions of Varappa, but nothing happened! Is it still the 
exhaustion from the journey?” she asked him when they had completed their relaxation 
techniques. 
“The only way is with your Extended Consciousness,” Damel said. 
“So…is this why you wanted me to learn?” 
He nodded, giving Rhuna a strangely grim look. He looked away into the distance and 
inhaled before speaking. 
“The land of Varappa is extremely vast, and encompasses many settlements of various 
sizes,” Damell stated matter-of-factly. “The main city is calledJudharo. It is a very pleasant city, 
highly advanced in every aspect, yet…” Damell hesitated. “Yet, what one perceives with mere eyes 
is an illusion. It is not as it appears to be,” he said frowning, and then looked at Rhuna. 
“The other settlements differ greatly,” he said, suddenly cheerful. “We shall choose the 
settlement which most appeals to us!” 
When Rhuna had become calmer and more settled, she was able to access The Infinite 
again, and following Damell’s advice to regain skills slowly at first, she made only short ventures in 
close proximity.After some days, Rhuna felt ready to explore further afield, and told Damell of her 
intention. 
“Prepare yourself for new experiences when observing Varappa,” he said. 
Rhuna wondered what he meant as she reclined and prepared to release her Extended 
Consciousness. Her first experience on this new venture to Varappa by means of The Infinite was 
a sensation of soaringthrough fluffy white clouds before entering a jumble of flashing colours. She 
floated and then tumbled around in the flashes of colour for a very long time until she began to feel 
disoriented. Becoming uneasy, Rhuna made another concerted effort to find Varappa, and this 
time focused on just the center of the Varappan community, namely the central city of Judharo. 
Before long, she was floating upside-down in the sky above a city, and no matter how much 
she tried to turn herself upright, she could not take hold of anything to become oriented.When she 
thought she was seeing rooftops below her, strange waves of a sickening humming sound 
swooped back and forth around her, making her dizzy and disoriented again.She willed her 
Extended Consciousness to descend down onto a street, and in an instant she was hovering over a stone-pavedroad between houses unlike any she had ever seen before. 
Rhuna thought she had never seen such a solid, thick wall all around a city, and she 
wondered why it had been built. The massive structure towered over the flat river plains, and only 
a few narrow gates allowed access to the many buildings within the enclosed city. She examined 
the houses as her Extended Consciousness hovered slightly above the rooftops, and although she 
could not see them, she sensed that the walls were made of many small hand-made blocks.Almost 
all the houses had several levels, which Rhuna found unusual, and as she directed her attention to 
one of the very long, straight streets, she saw many large and elaborate buildings with spacious 
courtyards or forecourts. 
Rhuna observed many people walkingaround, going about their daily business, but 
something felt wrong. She noticed that the people either appeared transparent or were like dark 
blobs. Before she could examine the people more closely, she was distracted by an unpleasant 
vibrating sensation. She looked up to find the source of the loud and irritating humming sound, 
and saw two giant birds in the sky above. The noises were grating on her nerves and making it 
difficult to concentrate, so she willed herself back into her body. 
“Oh!” she gasped as she sat upright. 
“What was it?” Aradin asked. 
“Everything feels wrong in Varappa!” she exclaimed. 
“Maybe it’s because you are out of practice,” suggested Aradin. 
Rhuna shook her head. “No, I don’t think so. There were giant birds in the sky making a 
strange humming sound,” she said as she described what she sensed through her Extended 
Consciousness. 
“They were not birds,” said Aradin with a quick chuckle. “They are Rapid Travel 
Enclosures. People are inside, going from one place to another.” 
Rhuna was speechless for a moment and then asked Aradin to repeat and explain. 
“It’s one of the unique Varappan inventions,” Aradin answered with a hint of pride in his 
voice. “People can travel through the air, in a straight line, to their destination within a very short 
time.” 
“I’ve never heard of such things!” Rhuna exclaimed, struggling to imagine the Rapid Travel 
Enclosures. “How is it possible to move in the air like a bird?” 
“The same principle used by Atlans to make heavy stone blocks weightless,” Aradin 
answered. “In fact, they assume that the energies needed to make the enclosuresdefy gravity and 
propel forwards have disrupted the natural vibrations all around,” he said, gesturing with his 
hands. “That’s why it’s no longer possible to summon visions by means of the Gazing of the 
Waters in Varappa, nor can anyone summon visions of Varappa anymore.” 
“Because the Rapid Travel Enclosures disrupt the earth energy frequencies?” Rhuna asked, 
slightly horrified. 
Aradin merely nodded. 
“How long have you known this? Why didn’t you ever tel me?” she asked, suddenly feeling 
outraged. 
“It is one of the things the High Council of Atlán dislikes,” he answered flatly. 
“Dislikes? You mean, they disapprove of it? Why?” 
“The powers…are not traditional Atlan powers, so they reject it and refuse to discuss it. 
They have cautioned us not to talk about it at all.” 
Rhuna felt stunned for a while. 
“I was a member of the High Council of Atlán for many solar cycles, and yet I never heard 
any of this,” she said with dismay. 
“Things are not the way they appear,” Aradin replied with a frown. 
Rhuna awoke from a vivid and confusing dream about her impending arrival in Varappa, and 
decided to walk around the encampment until she felt better. She sensed intuitively that it was 
shortly before sunrise, and she stopped in her tracks to savour the intense silence all around 
her.Even the sea seemed too still, so she began to walk in the direction of the beach until she could 
hear the gentle lapping of waves far ahead of her. She concluded that the tide must be very low for 
the water to be at such a distance, and after feeling the soft sand with her bare feet, she sat down 
to look out towards the sea where the first rays of sun were beginning to lighten the 
horizon.Rhuna admired the soothing, soft colours of the sky and sea as the sun began to rise, 
watching the fog gather above the sea. 
Rhuna suddenly thought she saw a movement on the horizon and looked more intently. 
Out of the morning mist,a human form began to emerge, and Rhuna gasped at the uncanny sight. 
The human shape appeared to float towards her, his feet shrouded in the mist. When his feet 
became visible, Rhuna saw a man wearing a flowing dark red robe and holding a long stick, like 
those of Atlans who walk long distances. A strange sense of familiarity struck her, as if she knew 
the walk, and wondered for a brief moment whether she might know the person walking towards 
her. 
Rhuna stood up and waved at the robed man, and he promptly returned the wave. As he 
came nearer, she recognized Voyager of the Ocean, and thought he was even more striking in 
appearance than in the visions of the Gazing of the Waters. A plain-coloured piece of cloth was 
wrapped around his head in a stylish yet simple manner. 
“We are saved!” called someone from the encampment behind her, and Rhuna looked 
around to see Aradin briskly walking towards her. Amongst jubilation and hand shaking, back-
clapping and kisses, Aradin handed Shandi over into Rhuna’s embrace. She turned so that Shandi could also see who was causing all the cheerful elation. 
The small child lifted her arm and pointed at Voyager of the Ocean. 
“Dead man!” she said. 
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Chapter One: The Goddess 
Cyrus McCormack and Byron Ginney stood in the Door Worlds Room, their eyes on the huge 
machinery there. Wheels within wheels within wheels. Each wheel symbolizing another world, 
another universe they could traverse. 
The intricate machinery turned in so many directions it was mind boggling to try and follow the 
movement. 
The sounds were also quite intricate, with some being booming, some light, some strident, some 
that tore into the soul, and some that were quiet and peaceful. Each gear had a different note 
associated with it and listening to all of them at once took a lot of patience, but if one was patient, 
eventually one began to hear a chorus of sorts…a harmony that put a lie to the apparent chaos of 
the appearance of the machine. 
“Cyrus, this is madness, if they find out we’re doing this, they’ll come after us with guns blazing!” 
Cyrus, turned his bristly mustached face towards Byron, who was bald as the day he was born, tall, 
spindly with delicate fingers on long hands. Both men had startling eyes that seemed to glow 
slightly, giving them an almost feral appearance, until they turned more into the light and one 
could see that Cyrus had bluish eyes and Byron quite deep brown ones. 
Cyrus plucked at his thick mustache, causing the bristles of it to poke into his nose a moment. He 
let go and eyed Byron. “The guards are unconscious. No one ever comes here this time of night. 
They would never suspect any to do so in any case.” 
“Because that was the fact before, does not mean it will be the fact now,” Byron insisted. 
Cyrus shook his head. “I must know. I must see.” 
Byron sighed. He put a hand on his friend’s well muscled shoulder. “So be it, my friend. Whither 
you go, I shall follow.” 
Cyrus grinned, causing his eyebrows to knot together in a funny way, “However reluctantly?” 
Byron barked with laughter. 
Cyrus nodded, and then hefted a very bizarre looking weapon that looked like a pistol, but with all 
kinds of side apparatus attached to it. A miniature scope mounted the top of its long barrel. It had 
miniature lights on both sides that could be flicked on or off to light the path a man followed. A flip 
out grip allowed the holder to angle the gun in any direction without turning it and also to prop it 
against the shoulder for a better aim. And there were side clips of ammunition on both sides of the 
handle of the weapon with spider hands gripping the handle to hold them tight. 
Cyrus sprung the weapon open to reveal an ornately designed mouth and he pulled a bullet out 
that was shaped like some kind of winged serpent, but rounded so it fit the barrel neatly. He 
rubbed a firm thumb along the bullet’s shape and it lit up. He shoved it back into the bullet 
chamber and shut the weapon. 
Immediately the barrel lit up an ominous red color and the scope emitted a bright and piercing 
green light that shot ahead about several dozen yards. 
He sighted the scope of the weapon on a distant cup he had placed on a table next to all the 
machinery and fired. 
A blast of energy. Small, but intense, shot forth and struck something on the cup’s lip. 
Cyrus and Byron ran up and examined the cup. It was untouched, but smoking at the side of it was 
a very large beetle. 
“I hate these things,” Byron growled. 
He flicked the dead insect from the table and eyed the numerous doors at the base of the gigantic 
machinery. 
“You’re sure about this, Cyrus?” 
Cyrus switched his weapon off with a flick of his right thumb and swiftly holstered it beneath his 
right arm, drawing his thick overcoat back to cover it once more. 
“And you?” Cyrus asked, his eyes fixed on those of Byron. 
Byron smiled and pulled on the handlebars of an incredibly large bike with rocket mounts on all 
three sets of wheels, which were currently empty of missiles. He flicked the power switch to it and 
the spokes all lit up, casting a dazzling rainbow of colors across the face of Cyrus and himself. 
“Very wel ,” Cyrus said. 
He went towards the door ahead of them, with Byron following, pulling the bike along behind him. 
They reached the fourth door from the right wall and Cyrus took a hold of its handle. 
He eyed Byron again. 
Byron nodded. 
Cyrus pul ed the door open. 
A blast of light and swirling colors emitted. 
“May we be protected from the Goddess!” Cyrus chanted, crossing himself as he did so. 
Byron repeated the gesture and both men entered the flashing energies and vanished. 
The door shut automatically behind them, but not before a very stern looking, but frightening 
female figure looked out from the intense light. 
She looked like a mechanical creature with all the gears on her body and her face was death 
warmed over. Her eyes were vacant of any kind of iris and pure black. She wore a cloak that 
shimmered bright copper colors, as did all the rest of her clothing. 
She clutched a weapon unlike any seen before, with a huge blade and multiple tiny rifle-like barrels at its hilt that glowed odd colors. Forbidden colors. 
She sniffed the air and then slowly, very slowly…she smiled. 
You wouldn’t want her to smile at you! 
The door slammed shut with a sound so loud and startling that had anyone stood before it, they 
might have died of fright. 
But there were none. 
No, the gears at all the various levels of the vast machine continued to spin and whirl, making their 
ongoing cacophony of clinks, clanks, bangs, whistles and screeches as if nothing had changed. 
Nothing at all. 
But it had! 
And not just a little. 


Introduction Two: Not All Realms Are Created 
Equal 
“This way, Watson!” Holmes cried out. 
Watson cut across the back of the yard that Holmes had leaped into. Harry Houdini, Conan Doyle 
and Professor Challenger were about ten yards behind him. They had joined the chase when they 
saw the thief leap from the rooftop and land light as a feather. 
A blaze of green and yellow energies cast across the street and burst into the sidewalk mere inches 
from Holmes, who was already in the air and diving to his left. 
Watson came to a halt to help his friend. 
“No, Watson, keep after him!” 
Watson gave Holmes a worried look, but continued. 
Harry dropped back to help Holmes up, while Challenger and Conan caught up with Watson. 
“What was that?” Harry asked. 
Holmes looked at Harry. “Whatever it was; it wasn’t magic.” 
“Least not any kind we’re accustomed to,” Harry shot back, his eyes fixed on the sidewalk that was 
still burning only a few feet from them. The pavement was melting away, and a hole was being 
eaten into the ground beneath. 
Holmes moved to follow the others, then fell back, groaning with pain. He almost fel to the 
ground, but Harry caught him. 
“It seems the game is afoot without me, Harry, I have sprained my ankle.” 
Harry watched Watson and his friends vanish as they took a hard turn down Turner Street and out 
of view. 
“The others will catch the blaggart,” Harry said. 
Holmes eyed the burning hole. “God help us if they don’t!” 


Chapter Three: The Bicyclist of Terror 
Jamison Watterson was an elderly man who took his daily walk about the block of his home. He did 
it every evening at exactly the same time. His life was like clockwork. You knew it was 8am 
because that’s exactly when he came outside onto his front porch and watered his plants. 
You knew it was Noon because he sat on his porch eating a sandwich, always made of pickles and 
fish, with a dash of Worcester sauce and mayonnaise on it. 
You knew it was eight pm and everyone’s time to get off from work because he would sit on his 
front porch and eat a half loaf of bread with butter thickly spread upon it and fresh marmalade 
heaped in glistening lumps on either end, which he would roll along the bread with his tongue to 
spread and savor it better. 
Eccentric, but kind and reliable in a tick tock sort of way. 
Well, this evening was no different. It was two hours until bed time for him and most Londoners. 
He had his small dog, Puddles, on a leash and was allowing it to sniff-sniff, dash here and there in 
short bursts as he made his way along the street for one block in one direction, then onto the next 
street for the same amount of distance, and then the same on the next, and back to home. 
But this evening his agenda was severely disrupted when two constables, waving their nightsticks 
and yelling angrily, chased one of the weirdest bicycles that Jamison had ever seen before. He 
rightly guessed at that moment that probably no one else in this world had either. And he was 
right. 
The bicycle had a very, very small wheel in the back and a huge one in the front. But what made it 
so different were not just the size of the wheels it was all the gears and nuts and bolts and devices 
that were appended to the framework and the wheels of the device. And what was unmistakably 
some kind of tubes on either side of the larger wheel, which resembled the Chinese rocket 
launchers he had seen in the news. 
And the man riding the bicycle was ten times as strange and though handsome, very, very peculiar. 
He wore a hat shaped like a house with smoke coming from a chimney on it. He wore glasses that 
were a deep shade of rose and had wiper blades that went back and forth on them. His hands were 
covered with gloves made of some kind of copper that had numerous rectangles and triangle 
shapes embedded in them. 
His feet wore shoes that left a trail of fire behind him from their heels. 
The bicycle made a humming sound and a kind of metallic sound like a train as its great gears 
wound and meshed, emitting sparks and smoke all over the place. 
The bicyclist slowed for a moment and an odd fellow carrying some kind of gun that was oddly 
shaped, more like a fishing rod cut in two with multiple barrels and long sights that glowed at both 
ends, ran from an alley and hopped onto the back seat of the bike. 
Then this huge fellow came running into view wit blazing red hair and a long red beard that 
appeared to have a life of its own as he ran after the two men racing off. 
“Wait, fellow!” Challenger roared as he came out of the alley in a burst of speed, his long gun in his 
right hand. 
He was fol owed not even a second later by Conan, who also had a pistol in his hand. 
The bicyclist put on a burst of speed to get away from the two men as they approached, only 
several feet from the rear tire. 
But the man on the back twisted around and sighted his odd weapon at Challenger. “I don’t want to 
hurt you! Fall back!” 
“You’ve already hurt me!” Huffed and puffed Challenger. “You’ve interrupted my chess game with 
the good fellow behind me, who hasn’t had enough exercise and is gasping for air!” 
“I am not!” Gasped Conan, and then stopped, bent over and began doing his best to breathe again. 
“You are!” 
“I may be gasping,” Challenger roared, but I am still quite capable of moving, Conan, my dear 
fellow!” 
Challenger kept after the bike. 
The man in back fired his weapon. 
But nothing happened. 
The man fired again. 
Still nothing happened. 
Challenger got a big grin on his face and sighted his long gun on the man. “Stop or I will shoot! And 
my gun has bullets in it!” 
A garbage can lid flew from a nearby alley and struck the bike in its larger wheel’s spokes. The bike 
let out a horrible sound like that of shattering glass and a wolf’s roar, then the whole thing fel over, 
taking both men down to the pavement. 
Challenger ran up and Watson ran up and leveled their guns at the two strange fellows on the 
ground. 
The man who had been fleeing them let go his weapon and sighed unhappily. “It wasn’t supposed 
to end this way.” 
Harry came into view from the alley, helping Holmes walk. 
Conan glanced at Harry. “Nice shot, good fellow!” 
Harry grinned. “I practice a lot.” 


Chapter Four: Doors to Everywhere 
Emily Stoppocket eyed the incredibly complex Door World machine and sighed. Her long blondish 
hair spilled like a geyser, sprouting from her crown and bursting over the top of her head and 
spilling in huge tumbles down her back, across her shoulders and over her ears. 
If one didn’t look closely, they’d think she was just a lovely young woman and no more. But they’d 
be wrong. Not only did she resemble someone we know quite wel , but she carried a pistol on each 
hip that were holstered in gleaming leather holsters. 
Instead of a dress she wore leather pants with a blade sheathed on each hip below the pistols. Her 
shoes were boot like and covered with tiny metallic buttons. Her blouse was metallic looking, but a 
rich shade of pink in contrast to the burnished iron of her leather pants. She wore a watch on her 
left wrist that had several other devices built into its sides. 
About her neck was an intricate device that glowed brighter when she neared the Door Worlds 
machine and lost its glow when not. Her ears had earrings that were made of some kind of glowing 
crystal of a bluish shade to match her eyes. Her lips were a stark blue as was her makeup. 
But one thing you’d never make a mistake of, unless you were a total fool, she was no girly girl. She 
could fight with the best of them and shoot better than the best. A woman to be reckoned with. 
Sharp as a blade and clever to top that. 
Almost Pixie looking she shook her head and looked to Magnum Boyd. “It’s incredible; but how in 
God’s name do you know what to do with it?” 
He smiled condescendingly. “Elementary, really.” 
“Educate me,” she insisted. 
He gave her a stern look, but upon the impish look on her face, relented. It was hard to resist any 
insistence from this woman. She was smarter than ten of his best men put together and as sexy as 
hel as far as women went these days. 
Magnum was dressed similar to Emily, but instead of petite leather pants, he wore baggy ones with 
clasps of leather at the cuffs and glistening silver stars that held them tight. 
He wore a bronze colored shirt that was fluffy at the cuffs, with tiny glowing buttons holding the 
shirt closed. When he walked the buttons winked on and off, like miniature light bulbs, which if 
you got close enough to him, you would realize they were…miniature light bulbs. But of a different 
nature. Shaped like tiny dragons. 
But his shirt was also unique and like Emily’s had a mechanical gear like texture to it, though the 
metal woven into it was lighter than hers and more flexible. But don’t let that look fool you, it could 
withstand a direct stab from a sword’s tip without being pierced. 
His shoes were leather as well and had pipes on their outer rim which protected the leather sides from wear and tear. The heels were buttressed by small machine like metallic emblems with 
blazing light coming from small windows. 
He never was in the dark, Emily mused again to herself as she smiled at Magnum. 
His hands were immersed with rings. Every imaginable jewel was carved into the living metal of 
the rings. Diamonds, garnets, sapphires, rubies. 
He and Emily were both first class matter manipulators, as melders were known to the masses. It 
took years of study, brilliant minds and an incredible enthusiasm for very, very boring details. They 
were the ones who could merge machinery into common cloth, wood and metal, giving it the 
steam punkish elements that all things of their world held. 
But even though they were first class melders, they were also soldiers. Warriors of the World as 
they were known. They helped keep the world safe from interlopers and cross world jumpers. 
Sometimes they even adventured to other worlds in search of criminals. Or those who refused to 
obey the law of the One: Thou shalt not interfere in the World of another. 
Without her and her types the steam punk world they lived in would be merely another copy of 
the Victorian worlds still immersed in the horse and buggy eras, with no reasonable means to fly 
without a machine, or submerge beneath the water without an underwater craft and no way for a 
man or woman to take flight without a machine to the stars. 
Though flight was possible without the intricate machinery that made up their personal lives, 
most citizens preferred not being stuck with having to use the more bulky and sometimes unsafe 
vehicles that traversed time, space and water. 
Speaking of which, one of their many trips to that alternate earth that had conventions in honor of 
steam punk inventions and people still fascinated them to no end. Personally, they found it cute, 
but overall wondered if they were so bored with their own world that they resorted to fantasizing 
about other worlds to get by in their day to day life. 
But more likely he thought, as he appraised his beautiful friend and fellow soldier once more. 
More likely they were just tired of a world filled with people who lived only to consume and 
control the lives of others. 
Emily smiled. She had triggered him once more. His eyes were easy to read. The set of his feet, his 
stance, always gave him away. 
She was quite good at what she did. And he didn’t realize, and she prayed he never would, that 
manipulating matter also included working with thoughts and habits. Were she a rogue she could 
easily have manipulated him into securing treasure for her, like the Matter Pirates did, with their 
steam and electric powered balloons and aerial contraptions. 
She cleared her throat. Back to business. 
Magnus snapped alert again. “Sorry, my mind must have wandered off again. Too long hours I’m 
afraid.” 
“What about those two rogues, the pirates that managed to steal in here and transport to that 
alternate universe you recently visited?” 
He nodded. “You mean the one dominated by that brilliant detective you admire so much?” 
She didn’t respond. Matters of the heart were not open territory to others to explore; neither in 
her or others for that matter. She did stop at some things. She would never manipulate a man’s 
heart; and she would wish the same of men towards her. 
Magnus, while a bit stuffy at times, would never demean or belittle her…in public or private. He was 
too good a man for that. And he knew her as well as her him by now. She smiled. In some ways he 
reminded her of her father and his ability to hone in on the most complex of problems and refine 
the problem and section it off until each detail unveiled revealed a complete and perfect picture. 
Deductions became clarity. 
She chose to ignore the slight tease that Magnus had just given her about the heroic man she had 
seen from a distance. It was forbidden love, she knew that. But still, one could dream. 
“They were not caught by us.” 
“Your tone implies that they were caught, however.” 
“They were! 
She leaned towards him, once again stirring his hormones in a deliciously tempting way that he 
could never win his way to resolving on a personal, let alone intel ectual level. He could never 
explain his feelings to her, because he couldn’t even explain them to himself. 
“Here’s what we must do!” She told him. 
Her words startled him and neither he nor she noticed that the World Doors machine was very 
quietly building up a head of steam. 


Chapter Five: Scotland Yard 
Cyrus McCormack the Third grinned like an idiot as the Inspector grilled him, but never said a 
word. And that was killing Inspector Bloodstone, who was used to idiocy, but not to being ignored. 
“No one fires a dangerous weapon in my city,” the Inspector roared. “Nor do they ignore the laws of 
decency and safety.” 
Cyrus finally responded. “This is not my city.” 
The Inspector was about to throw something at the man’s smug face, when Constable Evan, 
standing in the doorway to prevent the man from escaping shook his head. 
The Inspector sighed, rubbed his forehead and said, “I don’t know where you come from, but 
where I come from people have respect for the law.” 
“If they did,” Cyrus finally spoke up, his grin wider than ever, “…Then why would you even exist?” 
The Inspector jumped up and pointed at the door. 
“Constable, throw this man’s ass into the darkest, most disgusting cel we have!” 
Constable Evans moved to take the man away, and then stopped at the sound of voices behind him. 
Holmes and Watson came into the Inspector’s office, followed by Challenger, Conan and Harry. 
“Good morning, Inspector,” Holmes greeted warmly, then promptly sat down and crossed his right 
leg over the left, and then his hands over his right knee and waited. 
A moment later Edison and Tesla also walked into the office, which by now was getting pretty 
crowded. Tesla had the weapon in his hands that Cyrus had been firing at Holmes and his friends. 
“This thing is remarkable!” Tesla said in an offhanded greeting to the Inspector. 
Cyrus saw where Tesla was about to press and jumped up, “Don’t touch that…” 
But Tesla had. 
A blast of energy seared the air, narrowly missing Inspector Bloodstone and blasting a hole very 
near the head of Cyrus, who made a very, very loud sigh of relief and collapsed back into his chair. 
“…Button,” Cyrus finished, shaking his head in dismay. 
The Inspector, feeling overly crowded and just a short distance from exploding at this sudden 
interruption, pointed to the doorway. “Conference room. Now!” 


Chapter Six: Conference Room 
Cyrus sat at the far back, handcuffed, watching sullenly as the man on the cycle was brought into 
the room. The man, very tall, and extremely solemn looking with long sideburns, a mustache too 
thick for his lips and huge luminous eyes glanced at Cyrus, nodded, and then was sat down at the 
large table between Holmes and Conan, who was taking notes on a small notepad. 
“Byron,” Cyrus greeted. “Did they treat you well?” 
Byron grinned. “If you don’t mind a cute little furry thing crawling up into bed with you.” 
Cyrus laughed. 
Watson sat near the door, his eyes closed, napping. 
Harry was absent mindedly shuffling a deck of cards and doing small tricks with them, his mind 
elsewhere. 
Challenger had his long gun out on the table and was cleaning it, his eyes locked onto the face of 
Cyrus, a suspicious look in his eyes and a stone face, which is very rare for a man who tends to be 
loud, boisterous and playful to the extreme. 
Holmes sat next to the Inspector, hands clasped together on the table, his eyes locked onto those of 
Cyrus, who was glancing at Holmes from time to time nervously. 
Constable Evans stood at the door after settling the tall man next to Cyrus and handcuffing the two 
of them together. Satisfied with what he had thought to do, he nodded to himself and retreated to 
the doorway to stand guard. 
Outside the conference room two more constables stood guard, armed. 
Tesla and Edison sat on the other side of the Inspector with the eccentric energy weapon laid on 
the table before them. 
“Now, explain to me again, why this…this strange contraption is even here at all?” The Inspector 
demanded. 
Tesla began to reach for the weapon. 
The Inspector slapped his hand away. “No, you don’t! You may be a genius, but this is my world 
now, not yours. Blow holes in your own bloody walls!” 
Tesla grinned, but the Inspector scowled back. 
Tesla and Edison exchanged worried looks. 
Tesla nodded to Edison, who nodded back, then took the weapon and ran a thumb along its length. 
“The craftsmanship of this is a bit crude…” 
The Inspector made a low rumbling sound in his throat. Edison hurriedly put the weapon back 
down. 
Cyrus grinned, which Holmes noticed. 
“No weapon in the world needs to have so many contraptions added to its barrel and grip. It makes 
for a clumsy aim as well as probably a poor shot,” Tesla explained. 
Holmes nodded. “Which explains why when the man was so close he missed?” 
Watson spoke up, but kept his eyes closed. “Obviously the man is no fool, at that range, you can’t 
possibly miss.” 
Holmes smiled. “My exact sentiments, Watson.” 
Watson nodded, yawned and remained still. In a few moments he began to snore once more. 
Constable Evans stifled a laugh when the Inspector glared at Watson for making the noise and 
interrupting his thoughts. 
“Then you believe this man to be harmless?” The Inspector demanded. 
Edison spoke up. “Not at all. The weapon is quite capable of creating a hole in solid steel, and in a 
man…wel …” He spread his hands. “You saw what it did to your office.” 
The Inspector scowled at Tesla. “Indeed.” 
Cyrus smiled. “Had I wanted to, none of you would be alive today. So think about that then.” 
Holmes eyed Cyrus solemnly. “What then is the reason for the course of your actions?” 
“Constable, bring in the evidence,” the Inspector demanded. 
Constable Evans left the doorway. 
Cyrus looked up hopefully, but when the other two constables came into view, hands on weapons, 
he settled down again and sighed. 
Constable Evans returned a minute later bearing a bundle. He placed it on the table in front of 
Holmes and the Inspector, and then took his place at the door again, relieving the other two 
constables. 
“Inspector, do us the honor, will you?” 
The Inspector slid the bundle directly in front of him and then began unwrapping it. 
Holmes gave the slightest of smiles at that moment, because his gesture had disarmed the 
approaching storm of temper that plagued the Inspector at times such as these and would 
facilitate a better atmosphere to discover the truth. 
“Ha!” Holmes said. 
Laid within the bundle was a silver and gold plate with strange symbols on it. 
Cyrus eyed the plate and they widened a moment, then he looked disinterested again. 
The other man, however, seemed quite agitated. 
Holmes ignored the plate and turned to the cyclist. “And it has been found that neither of you two 
are currently residents of London…” He paused. “…Or for that matter, any part of the Kingdom as 
far as we can ascertain.” 
The cyclist began coughing. 
Harry got up, retrieved a glass of water on a side table, and brought it to the man. 
“You’re a gentleman and a…” The man began, and then paused as his eyes caught Harry’s right fist 
and the ring upon it. 
“The Seal of Solomon!” He gasped. 
Cyrus perked up and looked as wel . 
Byron and Cyrus exchanged glances. 
Harry sat back down, but he had a puzzled look on his face, as if the man had opened a door that 
he should not have been able to. 
Holmes nailed it. “And it seems as if you two are in pursuit of…not wealth…even thought the plate 
here is quite valuable as an artifact.” 
Cyrus snorted. “What’s money to a poor man, but an excuse to stop working?” 
Holmes right eyebrow arched at that. “You’d prefer to be poor?” 
Cyrus laughed. “Poverty is a state of mind. I would rather be poor in earthly goods and rich in what 
matters.” 
“And what precisely is that, Mister McCormack, if that is truly your real name?” 
Cyrus twisted his arms to get more comfortable and as he did so, he caused the tall man to do the 
same. Both men’s wrists were now quite visible. Both of them had an identical mark on the exact 
same part of their right wrist that looked like a gear with smaller gears with yet smaller gears 
descending into infinity. 
The same exact symbol that existed on the stock of the weapon. 
Cyrus leaned forward, which caused Byron to have to lean as well. “To discover the truth!” 
“And what truth would that be?” The Inspector growled. “We have an object of antiquity here. It 
was stolen from the Royal London Museum. Surely, you realize it is not a prank to steal an item 
which is worth half of the Queen’s royal jewels and you claim it is meaningless to you. You only 
care about the truth. What truth, pray tell?” 
Cyrus grew red in the face a moment, and then sighed. “Have I not already said it was not for the 
wealth, but the knowledge?” 
Holmes leaned forward, staring a hole in the man. “And what knowledge is that, Mister 
McCormack?” 
“How to get home,” Cyrus said finally. 
Byron looked surprised when Cyrus told Holmes the information. 
Holmes smiled. 
“And where would that be?” The Inspector demanded, his voice low, but fierce. He was starting to 
get tired of all the pretentiousness of the criminal in their custody and was ready to throw the 
book at him. 
Cyrus looked off into the distance, as if seeing a place no one else could possibly see. He then said, 
“Infinitus Mundus. “ 
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Obviously, there are copyright issues when it comes to living authors, so even though I'd love to 
play in their yards too, that is forbidden territory. So I have contented myself to take my love of 
classic literature.. Doyle, Verne, Wells, Dumas, Shakespeare and pour them into a mutual melting 
pot. Kind of a United States of Literature, so to speak. 
Whereas the Sherlock Holmes of Sir Arthur Conan Doyle functions out of London, England in the 
Victorian period; mine exists in a parallel world where all the authors who have ever lived and all 
their characters are alive at the same time. 
Therefore, if you see me including Houdini and Sherlock together, Challenger and Conan Doyle, it 
makes more sense if they were alive on that world and not this one. 
As a person of with a strong scientific background. .I wrote a treatise on reaching other 
dimensions (parallel worlds) as an 8th grader, which my Physics teacher was knocked out about. .I 
believe quite strongly in an unlimited universe, where an infinite number of parallel 
ones/dimensions exist at the same time. 
When I was in India I found that some there adhere to the belief that everything that man can do 
or imagine exists in a vast cosmic tapestry so that we do not so much physically exist, as 
mentally/spiritually move through that infinite tapestry, each choice we make.. right or 
wrong. .creating a branching point that we must follow, even though there were already an infinite 
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with any science, any character, any famous figure, writer, artist or whatever and they all fit! They 
fit because I created them. For fun. For pleasure. To be able to play on a field of dreams with no end 
in sight. 
So as you read my stories, dear reader, keep in mind that the Tesla car in my story is not Elon 
Musk's electric car, but a vehicle invented by collaboration between Thomas Edison and Nicolas 
Tesla in my invented world. It runs not by electricity as we know it, but by a different energy 
discovered by Tesla. 
In my world Sherlock Holmes is not the first one of the story, but one of several. Watson, likewise. 
Just as Spock was duplicated in the Star Trek series of movies to continue their worthy stories, so 
have I decided to include devices that will stimulate our imagination, take us to places we could 
never have gone before, and allow me to interject from time to time some of the wonderful 
insights I have been honored to receive as a maturing adult. So death exists in my creation, but it 
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Street adventures. 
Glossary of the Baker Street Universe 
A list of players, places and things that take place in the Baker Street Universe created by this 
author as the playground for his fantasies. .and hopefully your own as well. 
Bollocks…A common word used by the British to indicate something was nonsense, trash. An 
expletive. 
Drat, dratted…A swear word similar to damn to indicate frustration. 
Tosh…Sheer nonsense and also an unkind reference to the upper class at that time. 
Tesla Car. .Device built by Ford in collaboration with Nicolas Tesla. Powered by a new form of 
energy unknown to our world yet. 
Tesla devices. .created by the team of Henry Ford, Thomas Edison and Nicolas Tesla. Anything 
from lamps to frigs, to cooking devices. You name it; they've probably invented it in my world. 
Moriarity. .one of many. Professor Moriarity lives on in many and various manifestations for the 
sake of conflict, as well as invention and discourse. Where would a great detective be without a 
great villain to oppose him? While I don't feature Moriarity all the time, be warned he lurks behind 
the scenes! A lot! 
Sherlock Holmes. .Young man in his early twenties, comes from a humble home and a good 
upbringing. Precocious with a perfect memory. Not the cold fish of the Doyle series. Much kinder 
and humorous. Still with many of the same characteristics, but softened with a gentler personality, 
without losing the edges that give him an engaging purpose and deductions that are truly amazing 
at times. 
Watson, Doctor John. .hero of the China Wars. Lost first love in China. Now in love with Mrs. 
Hudson. Loves Holmes like a brother. Doctor. Never without his black bag in which he carries his 
medical supplies and forensics tools that he and Sherlock often use in their investigations. Stocky 
with a bit of a stomach because of his love of scones, which I constantly use as a play of humor 
about the man. 
Mrs. Hudson. .not just a landlady anymore, but an integral part of the detective team. .supplying 
support, as well as emotional and sometimes physical support. The glue that binds Watson and 
Holmes together. Again, in her twenties like Watson and Holmes. Lovely, but not beautiful, except 
of spirit. Kind and resourceful. Very shrewd and intelligent. 
Lady Shareen…Lord Graystone’s companion. A beautiful woman with a huge heart. She is 
responsible for helping women achieve social and financial equality. She also works to uplift the 
poor and homeless. 
Professor Langston…the Invisible Man…a well meaning doctor, who concocted a cocktail of 
chemicals that has forever altered his atomic structure such that he can turn invisible at will, 
though during emotional times of stress he can lose control of his visibility. 
Inspector Bloodstone. .a cantankerous policeman who has raving red hair, and a temper to match at times. Works with Holmes a lot, but prefers to work on his own. Distrusts some of the intuitive 
moments of Holmes, but in the long run will go with what he reveals as Holmes is more often right 
than wrong in his deductions. 
Constable Evans. .the long lost son of Inspector Bloodstone. Also red haired, like his father, but 
with no temper and a great personality. Everyone likes him. 
Queen Mary of Scots. .has never existed. Instead, this one is a derivation of Mary, who was 
beheaded and Victoria. Much more intelligent, progressive, but a leader in every sense of the word. 
Magic. .exists in this world of Sherlock as does science. Both are equally as relevant to the action 
and scenery of the stories. 
Fairie. .a land that exists in parallel to Sherlock's world and through which Lord Graystone (Lord of 
the Jungle) came through to become part of the Baker Street Brotherhood. 
Fairie is richly endowed with magical creatures and monsters, Elves, fairies and other fun things, 
as well as endless realms of green Amazon like lands. Dragons. Which have played a part in several 
of my first stories and a few later ones. 
Nicolas Tesla. .a genius who has dedicated his life to upgrading the quality of life for everyone on 
the planet. Witty, charming and dangerous. 
Harry Houdini. .swarthy, suave, into magic in every way. .physical and the real thing. 
Professor Challenger. .very tall, built like a bear, flaming red beard and hair. Quick to temper, but 
a kind man with a great mind. An adventurer beyond measure. 
Captain Nemo. .a reformed pirate with a mind that grasps mechanics that rivals Henry Ford and 
Nicolas Tesla. Is famous for his extremely powerful weapon of the sea…the Nautilus. 
Jules Verne. .a genius when it comes to theories and fiction, blonde, extremely friendly, caring and 
adventurous. Teams up often with H.G. Wells, a friend he grew up with. Designer of the Master of 
the World, which in another set of Victorian adventures he uses to fight an invasion from Mars. 
H.G. Wells. .a brilliant writer and navigator. Contributes to the flying device Master of the World 
and its ability to fly through space and time. Very British and a bit stuffy at times. 
Alexander Dumas...a French friend of Jules in one of the worlds I've created for Jules to explore in 
unique adventures that do not include H.G. Wells. Huge man with a lust for adventure and fighting. 
Henry Ford. .still an arrogant man, but more willing to help others, and often times teams up with 
Tesla to do projects. Not prominent yet in my stories, but working on it. 
Master of the World. .a huge flying machine that resembles a cross between a dirigible and a 
submarine that travels utilizing String theory, with an engine that converts string energy into fuel 
that can thrust the ship between parallel worlds, as well as back and forth in time. Created by Jules 
Verne, but later on improved by H.G. Wells after their battle with the Martians detailed in my prior 
series starting with Invaders. 
Lord Graystone. .my version of Tarzan, but instead of being raised by apes, he was raised by a bull dragon. Highly educated and a loyal supporter of Queen Mary of Scots and husband of Lady 
Shareen. Sponsors numerous charities for the poor and unwanted. Champion of Fairie. 
Hyde. .Doctor Jekyll performs an experiment on himself that separates the evil portion of him into 
a unique entity. This entity is pure evil and also pure energy. It can possess anyone and once 
having done so, become that person. Cause them to do the unthinkable to achieve its evil plans. 
Doctor Jekyll. .a kind, young teacher who has made a horrible miscalculation and created an 
abomination of himself….Hyde! A creature that is pure evil. 
Dracula. .not the Bran Stoker version, but my own. Misunderstood, not eternal and drinking 
human blood when no other choice is possible. 
Conan Doyle…the dead Sir Arthur Conan Doyle brought from our world to the alternate reality 
which he is reborn into, healthy and young once more. Also, an integral part of the great 
detective’s team at times. 
Baker Street Brotherhood. .a team of operatives who, upon occasion, help out Sherlock and 
Watson in their missions. Some of the more notable ones are Lord Graystone (Lord of the Jungle), 
Madame Curie, Dracula, Professor Langston (The Invisible Man), Professor Challenger (also a 
Conan Doyle character), Sir Arthur Conan Doyle himself (reborn from our world to the new one 
without losing awareness of himself), Lady Shareen (our equivalent of Indiana Jones), Jules Verne 
and H.G. Wells. 
Obviously, there are many, many more, but these are the most frequently guested characters in 
my stories and novels. 


Author’s Note 
If you want to keep abreast the latest news, follow me on my author site: www.johnpirillo.com. 

Connect with me at @johnpirillo 
Friend me at myFacebook page: John Pirillo, Author. 

Join my Baker Street Universe group to get things I don’t usually share with others, and to hash 
over the universe I’ve created with me and fellow authors and readers. I’ll be having very special 
giveaways, advance copies, and autographed work as wel as other surprises to my friends who 
join me there. 
The Baker Street UniverseFacebook group page is: a place to interact with me on a frequent basis. 


Other Works by the Author 
Sherlock Holmes Collections 
The Sherlock Holmes Mammoth Fantasy, Murder and Mystery Tales Volume One 
The Sherlock Holmes Mammoth Fantasy, Murder and Mystery Tales Volume Two 
The Sherlock Holmes Mammoth Fantasy, Murder and Mystery Tales Volume Three 
The Sherlock Holmes Mammoth Fantasy, Murder and Mystery Tales Volume Four 
The Sherlock Holmes Mammoth Fantasy, Murder and Mystery Tales Volume Five 
The Sherlock Holmes Mammoth Fantasy, Murder and Mystery Tales Volume Six 
The Sherlock Holmes Mammoth Fantasy, Murder and Mystery Tales Volume Seven 
The Sherlock Holmes Mammoth Fantasy, Murder and Mystery Tales Volume Eight 
The Sherlock Holmes Mammoth Fantasy, Murder and Mystery Tales Volume Nine 
The Sherlock Holmes Mammoth Fantasy, Murder and Mystery Tales Volume Ten 
The Sherlock Holmes Mammoth Fantasy, Murder and Mystery Tales Volume Eleven 
The Sherlock Holmes Mammoth Fantasy, Murder and Mystery Tales Volume Twelve 
The Sherlock Holmes Mammoth Fantasy, Murder and Mystery Tales Volume Thirteen 
Sherlock Holmes Ten Minute Mystery Stories 
Sherlock Holmes Ten Minute Mystery Stories Volume Two 
Sherlock Holmes: Halloween Scarefest 
Sherlock Holmes Halloween Chillers and Thrillers 
Sherlock Holmes Mystery Team: Phantoms and Monsters 
Double Holmes Plus series 
Double Holmes Plus 
Double Holmes Plus, Volume Two 
Double Holmes Plus, Volume Three 
Double Holmes Plus, Volume Four 
Double Holmes Plus, Volume Five 
Double Holmes Plus, Volume Six 
Gears Worlds Box Set One 
Magic Box Set 
Sherlock Holmes Standalone Stories 
A Strange Thing on a Strange Day 
Ascension (aka The Angel of Death) 
Case of the Face of Death 
Case of the Hall of Darkness 
Baker Street Adventures 
Beast of North York Moors 
Bloodstone of Amandor 
The Hungry Blade Strikes Again 
Case of the Butterfly Princess 
Sheridan Holmes: Curse of the Serpent King 
The Lost Not Found 
Killer of the Pandora Box 
The Angel of Death 
Sheridan Holmes Curse of the Serpent King 
The Face of Death 
The Mad Butcher 
Vampire of the Opera 
Sherlock Holmes, Master Detective 
Sherlock Holmes Death on Lavender 
Case of the Westminster Abbey Ghost 
Case of the Yellow Hand 
Gathering Darkness 
Howling Death 
White Wolf of London 
The Awakening of Evil (novel) 
The Circe Case 
What Lurks in the Dark? 
Case of the Weeping Budhha 
The Big Ben Caper 
The Taste of Mercy 
The Abominable Man 
Case of the Gourmet Werewolf 
The Poisoning of Wooten Gnarl 
Case of the Missing Fang 
Brackets 
The Christmas Rose 
The Forbidding 
Death by Werewolf 
Kodama 
Kodama Audio Book Version 
Jianshu 
Shadows of the Shifter 
Wolf Woods 
A Touch of Magic (#1 featuring Harry Houdini, Challenger and Doyle) 
Journey of Magic (#2 featuring Harry Houdini, Challenger and Doyle) 
The Bleak Tree, The Hollow Hand 
Riding the West 
The Hollow Hand 
The Ghastly Night 
Wanted Dead or Alive 
San Francisco Disaster 
Evidence of Dark Deeds 
The Mouth of Horror 
Tempting the Gods 
Shadows of Deceit 
Death in Lavender 
Case of the Gourmet Werewolf 
Death by Werewolf 
The Mouth of Horror 
The Shadow Killer 
Curse of the Blue Fire 
Case of the Dark Master 
Alice in Murder Land 
Night of Terror 
A Case of Mistaken Identity 
Midnight Angel 
The Black Tower of Moriarity 
Lady of the Lake 
Jin 
Clues of a Dark Path 
Butterfly Princess 
Snap 
Crystal Deduction 
Blasphemy of the West 
Mystery of the Desert Treasure 
Blasphemy of the West 
Wrath of the Dark Druid 
Calculated Risk 
Deception and Perception 
Door Worlds 
Gears of the Goddess 
Mystery of the Jin (novel containing all Jin stories) 
The Lash of Time 
Steampunk Holmes (Gear Worlds 2) 
Gears of War 
Curse of the Goddess 
Gears of Death 
Death Watch 
Gears of Destiny 
Rise of the Goddess of Gears 
Sherlock Holmes Harry Houdini: Transformations 
Sherlock Holmes Harry Houdini Gift of Magic 
Sherlock Holmes The Werewolf of London 
Mystery of the Gears 
Lord of Gears 
Lovecraft 
Howl 
Cthulhu 
The Third Transformation 
Heroes of Bakerstreet 
Black Orchid 
Cult of the Blood Orchid 
Dracula 
Murder by Death 
Twisted 
The Dark Man 
Goddess of Magic 
The Dark Master Box Set 
Death’s Face 
Magic 
Dark Mansions 
Hunger 
Monster Hunters 
Monster 
666 Phantasy Lane 
An Uncanny Event 
Mystery of the Tides 
Beast 
Clues of a Monster 
Mystery of the Ancient Artifact 
Deadly Ruins 
Werewolf Justice 
Death’s Face 
It 
Death Stalkers 
The Zodiac Murders, Aries 
The Baker Street Team 
Deadly Curse 
A Little Matter of Death 
The Zodiac Murders, Aries 
The Zodiac Murders, Taurus 
The Zodiac Murders Gemini 
The Zodiac Murders Cancer 
The Zodiac Murders Leo 
Orient Express Murders 
Clockwork Murders 
Cat’s Eye Mystery 
The London Terror 
The Wonderland Mystery 
Shadow of Death 
A Tale Less Told 
Jubokko 
Clues to a Murder 
Dark Ambitions 
Touch of Terror 
Centaurum Rex 
Dark Whispers 
Clockwork Murders 
Cat’s Eyes Mystery 
The London Terror 
Trail of the Wolf 
Fire 
Black and White 
Pursuit to Death 
The Yellow Death 
The Fifteen Second Solution 
Revenge 
Curse of the Stone Dragon King 
Tainted 
London Shadows, Curious Deaths 
Baker Street Solutions 
Deadly London 
Innocent Death, Dire Murder 
Gothic Horror 
Ghostly Matters 
Curse of the Snake God 
Occult Wars 
Death Magic 
Blood 
Terror in the Night 


LIGHT’S DAWN

A Novella 
Light in the Darkness Series 
Yvette Bostic 
Copyright © 2018 by Yvette Bostic 
Al rights reserved. This book or any portion thereof may not be reproduced or used in any 
manner whatsoever without the express written permission of the author except for the use of 
brief quotations in a book review. 
Acknowledgement 
I hope you enjoy this short novella, a prequel to Light’s Rise.Sign up for my newsletter at my 
website to receive emails for the next release. I have novellas planned for Adalina, Magdelin and of 
course, Robert and Paulette D’Autry. 
https://yvettebostic.com/ 
The Amboyna Massacre was a real event in 1623, on the Ambon Island in Indonesia. While some 
of the story sticks to the facts, most of it strays into fiction as intended. 
I want to say thank you to the people who have helped me throughout this process. My husband 
has been my encouragement, as well as the perfect sounding board and first-draft proof reader. I 
could not have done it without his positive attitude and patience. Thank you to Aleksandra 
Klepacka (https://www.facebook.com/AlissandraArt/), the very gifted young artist who creates 
my cover art. And finally, thank you to my very gracious beta readers. Your comments and 
opinions about the characters, events and time lines make all the difference! 
Other stories in the Light in the Darkness Series 
Light's Rise-Book 1 
Light's Eyes-Book 2 
Light’s Fall-Book 3 to be released Summer 2018 


PROLOGUE 
The warrior cursed silently as his metal armor scraped against the rough bark. After several 
moments of silence, he peered around the oak and watched the bouncing torches fade up the path 
and into the night. 
“How many?” a soft voice whispered behind him. 
He hadn’t heard his commander approach, despite her own plate armor. 
“Twenty-Five Csökkent,” he replied. “But only one sacrifice.” 
She huffed loudly, her breath ruffling the hair curling around the back of his helm. 
“Any scouts?” she asked. 
“None.” 
“Let’s not stand around wasting time.” 
A soft whistle escaped her lips and two dozen men materialized from the forest. They followed the 
narrow trail as it wound its way through the foothills of the Swiss Alps. The warrior knew the 
Csökkent’s torches would ruin their night vision. Without scouts, the cultists wouldn’t know that 
death fol owed them. 
For another half hour they trailed their quarry, who disappeared into a gaping hole in the rock. 
The glow from their torches silhouetted the outlines of the two guards standing at the entrance. 
The group of warriors stopped behind an outcropping of rock, pulling their weapons from their 
sheaths. 
“What is our strategy this time, my lady?” 
A grin spread across her face. 
“Mark, you and Jared take out the guards,” she replied. “The rest of us will follow when your task is 
complete.” 
Mark nodded and motioned towards Jared. The two men silently closed the distance, separating just 
outside the ring of light illuminating their targets. Mark lunged first, driving one of his daggers 
through the cultist’s throat. Jared’s target died a second later in the same fashion. He didn’t wait 
for the rest of the group, knowing they would follow immediately. 
The musty smell of bats and mold assaulted him as soon as he entered but was quickly replaced by 
smoke and the stench of unwashed bodies. Mark hugged the stone wall on the left, while Jared did 
the same on the right. Voices drifted toward him as they inched their way around another bend in 
the passage. The light grew brighter and he knew they were close. The pathended at a stone wall; their only options being left or right. He listened intently. The sound and light emerged equally in 
both directions, confusing him. 
“Both paths lead into the chamber beyond.” 
He turned his head toward the soft voice at his side, trying to keep his expression neutral. 
“Shall we split our forces and enter simultaneously, then?” he asked. 
“That’s why you’re my favorite,” she replied softly, leaning close so that only he could here. 
He raised an eyebrow and tried not to grin. 
“It’s not possible for you to have a favorite, Adalina,” he replied, staring directly into her amber 
colored eyes. 
“You could let me pretend,” she said, returning his stare. 
“Are you two forgetting that we have work to do?” Jared asked in a harsh whisper. 
“Jared, take half the men to the right,” Adalina replied, still staring at Mark. “The other half will go 
with Mark. We attack together.” She finally moved her gaze to the group and Mark smiled. “I don’t 
have to tel you what happens if they start throwing spells.” 
The men automatically split into two groups. Mark enjoyed the precision and unison that came 
from working with the same people year after year. Everyone knew what to do without detailed 
plans. 
Mark’s group moved through the short passage within a few minutes. He poked his head around 
the corner and his eyes widened in surprise. He quickly counted fifteen prisoners gagged, tied and 
kneeling in front of a stone alter.He had only seen one. When had they brought the rest? The 
Csökkent circled the alter and the people chosen as sacrifices. They chanted in their strange, 
guttural language. A sudden wind whipped their black robes violently around their bodies, as their 
hands rose above their heads. 
Movement from the other side of the room caught his attention. Adalina leapt through the air from 
the other passage, her mighty dual-bladed ax shining in the fire light before it embedded in the 
skul of the nearest cultist. Mark charged into the room, his group following on his heels. 
The nearest Csökkent died within seconds, but their brethren on the opposite side of the circle 
reacted immediately. A dozen arcs of lightning surged towards the warriors. Mark rolled to his 
side and sprang to his feet, barely avoiding the spel . The warrior next to him was not as quick. 
The blast threw him backwards, leaving scorch marks across the plate armor on his chest and 
shoulder. Mark raced towards the caster, knowing it would take time for him to prepare another 
spel . He reached the Csökkent first, removing his head in one swift strike of his sword, but the 
cultist next him finished his spell just as Mark’s sword reached him. The spell surged from the 
cultist’s hands as Mark’s blade severed them at the wrists. A burst of white light and pain exploded 
in the warrior’s chest. He fell into the wall at his back and darkness took him. 



Chapter 1 
Mikel 
Ambon Island, India - 1623 
Mikel woke to muffled screams and loud thumps against the wall opposite his bed. He sat up 
trying to wipe the sleep from his eyes. 
“What’s going on?” he asked the empty room. 
The framed mirror above his dresser fel to the floor, knocked from its peg by another impact 
against the wall. Shards of reflective glass scattered across the wooden floorboards. Mikel tried to 
tamp down the fear and anger rising in his chest as he quickly pulled on his dark trousers and 
white shirt. An occasional drunk interrupted the night, but never like this.  He wrapped a black 
leather belt around his waist and stuffed his feet into his boots. 
His door burst open and a large man, half-dressed, fell into the empty space. 
“What the hell, Harry?” Mikel yelled. 
Harry kicked the door closed with his boot and stood, trying to straighten his rumpled appearance. 
He was a tall man with wide shoulders and dark, curly hair. Thick sideburns framed his face, ending 
at his square jawline. Despite his size, fear radiated from his deep set brown eyes. 
“The Dutch soldiers are swarming the camp, rounding us up like sheep.” 
“Rounding up who?” Mikel asked with confusion. “Why would Dutch soldiers be in the English 
part of the East Indian Trading camp?” 
Harry ran his hands through his hair, making the dark curls stand on end. “I heard one of the 
soldiers say that there was an assassination attempt. They want to question all of us.” 
Mikel’s fear slowly subsided. “Then we should go with them peacefully. We’ve done nothing wrong, 
and it should only take a few moments for them to figure that out.” 
Mikel finished pulling a comb through his shoulder length hair, then tied it at the base of his neck 
with a strip of leather. He looked at the shattered mirror on the floor and scowled. 
“Come with me,” he said. “We’ll have this sorted out in no time and be back to our shops to accept 
this morning’s deliveries.” 
They stepped out into the hall and directly into three Dutch soldiers.They pushed them roughly 
into the street and towards a group of Englishmen already being corralled towards the camp’s 
gates. Fearful whispers mixed with enraged indignation throughout the group. The sun had not 
yet risen, but streaks of orange filtered through the dark clouds. The sun would be following soon. 
“You have no right to pull me from my quarters, you heathen!” one man bellowed. 
The nearest soldier reacted immediately with a fist to the man’s midsection. 
“You will be questioned longer than your fellows if you continue to fight, filthy Brit,” the soldier 
replied, not even trying to hide his contempt. 
His countryman grunted, and Mikel noticed the angry bruise growing on the man’s face as he rose. 

He must have already resisted once, Mikel thought. 
He looked over at Harry to see his friend’s anger boiling on the surface. 
“Patience, my friend,” Mikel said softly. “This is all a mistake, I’m sure.” 
“I don’t think so, Mikel,” Harry replied under his breath, gritting his teeth. “We’ve had 
disagreements before, but it’s never come to this. Where are the Ronin? Why aren’t they 
protecting us from this? Isn’t that what we pay them for?” 
“I don’t know where they are,” Mikel answered. “But you’re right, they should be here.” 
Worry and doubt began to replace his confidence that they would be back at their shops by 
breakfast. Where were the Ronin? The English paid the Japanese warriors to protect them.Why 
had they allowed the Dutch soldiers to storm their camp? Where were the leaders of the English 
East India Trading Company? Shouldn’t they be preventing this sort of treatment? Mikel paused as 
realization struck him, causing Harry to bump into him. 
“Keep moving!” A shout floated across the group, and Mikel started forward again. 
“What if there was  an assassination attempt?” Mikel whispered. 
“It might explain the Ronins’ absence,” Harry replied quietly. “But that doesn’t bode well for us, 
does it?” 
Mikel shook his head, fear bubbling up in the pit of his empty stomach. 



Chapter 2 
Mikel 
The entire group of Englishmen were unceremoniously pushed into a large room with no 
windows and completely devoid of furniture. Mikel shuddered as the door slammed behind him, 
and he heard the lock tumble into place. Shadows fell about the room; the only light coming from 
two oil lanterns. 
“If anyone knows what’s happening, now would be the time to spill it,” the man with the black eye 
hissed above the fearful whispers. 
Mikel and Harry looked at one another but remained silent. 
“I heard the Dutch say that one of the Ronin attempted to kill the Dutchgovernor,” a raspy voice 
said from the middle of the crowd. 
“That’s ridiculous,” another man said. “Why would the Ronin want to kill the Dutch governor?” 
“Maybe because we paid him to, you dolt,” a deep voice barely whispered from a far corner. 
Everyone turned towards the man, who leaned casually against the rough wooden wall. He wore 
dark pants and a white shirt similar to Mikel’s, but his straight black hair was short and combed to 
the side. He pushed off the wall, and the room became silent as he moved towards the center. 
“Think about it,” he began. “The governor has all but accused us of stifling his trade with the 
Sultan. He believes we are undermining his business, despite our amicable cooperation for the last 
several months.” He stopped in the middle of room and lowered his voice even more. “Why would 
we allow a Dutchman to insult us in such a way?” 
“That doesn’t make any sense.” 
“Of course, it does,” said the black-haired man. “If there is chaos in the Dutch camp, traders will 
avoid it. We are the only other suppliers on the island, so who do they come to?” 
“Your words will kill us all,” the black-eye man replied. “An Englishman would never stoop to such 
atrocities. We will continue to trade with honor, even if the Dutch do not.” He puffed his chest out 
and moaned in pain, grasping his stomach. 
“Pompous idiot,” the dark-haired man mumbled. “I’m only saying what everyone else is thinking.” 
“Then maybe you should keep your thoughts to yourself,” Mikel said. “I’m inclined to agree with 
our honorable friend.” Mikel motioned towards the man with the swelling bruise around his eye. 
Another man cleared his throat noisily and everyone turned towards the opposite corner. 
“My room is next to the Ronin’s own sleeping quarters,” he said quietly. “When the Dutch showed up, they pulled the Japanese out first. There were only four Ronin left in the sleeping quarters 
when there should have been dozens.” He swallowed loudly before continuing. “When the soldiers 
asked where the rest of the men were, the Ronin replied that they were patrolling. The Dutchman 
growled and asked if their patrol included the Dutch fortress.” 
Several surprised gasps filled the room. The Dutch fortress, Victoria, was on the opposite side of 
the trading camp. The Ronin should not have been there, just as the Dutch soldiers did not patrol 
the English camp. 
“I’m sure there’s a simple explanation,” Mikel replied, trying to calm his own nerves as well as 
everyone else’s. “We’ll answer their questions honestly, and it will become apparent that we were 
not part of whatever conspiracy they have imagined.” 
A few of the men nodded in agreement and the room became silent. 
Several hours passed before the first man was taken from the room. He didn’t return. After that, 
another man was taken every half an hour or so. 
“What does it mean that no one is coming back?” Harry whispered. 
“I have to assume they are being allowed to go back to the English camp,” Mikel replied with 
confidence. 
“I hope we’re next. I’m tired of sitting on this hard, wooden floor with nothing to look at but a room 
ful of Englishmen.” Harry said, his lip curled. “They could’ve at least brought us breakfast or lunch.” 
Harry’s stomach rumbled and Mikel laughed. 
“I agree. A pot of tea, with toast and jam would be welcome, if they couldn’t spare anything else.” 
“Bah! They should be bringing hot sausage and cabbage, with potatoes.” Another man chimed in. 
“Aye! It’s indecent to make us sit here in this stifled room without a privy and no food or drink. 
They should get on with the questioning or send us home.” 
“It’s not like we can go anywhere. We’re on an island. They could lock down the ports so we didn’t 
leave, if they’re that worried about questioning everyone.” 
The banter continued throughout the day, but despite their requests, the Dutch would not provide 
any relief. 
The next time the door opened, Mikel was pulled from the room. He glanced at Harry and smiled. 
“See you at the shop,” he quipped as the door closed. 
Mikel shielded his eyes against the bright sun, a disturbing contrast to the room he just left. He 
guessed it was late afternoon and hoped they would finish their questions quickly so he could 
leave. His stomach grumbled, reminding him of his missed meals. 
They led him to a nearby wooden building, with a single door at the end. Two soldiers stood on 
opposite sides of the door and nodded at their comrades as they passed by. They entered a long 
hall, and Mikel blinked his eyes several times trying to adjust from the bright sun to the gloomy darkness before him. 

Make up your mind already. I’ll be blinded by the time we’re done. 

One of the soldiers opened a door halfway down the hall and pushed him inside. Mikel gasped at 
the smell and immediately regretted it. He covered his mouth and nose with his sleeve, trying to 
filter out the putrid smells assaulting him and suddenly grateful for his empty stomach. He glanced 
around but didn’t see anyone other than a large man, with strawberry blond hair standing in the 
corner. The sleeves of his tan shirt were rolled to his elbows, and a leather apron covered his chest 
and burlap trousers. 
He said nothing as he approached Mikel, motioning for him to sit in a wooden chair near the wall. 
Mikel complied, sitting with hands folded in his lap. 
“What is your name?” the interrogator asked in English with a broken accent. 
“Mikel Davis.” 
“And what do you trade here on Ambon Island?” He stood directly in front of Mikel with his hands 
behind his back. 
Mikel realized the smel became stronger with the proximity of his interrogator. He wrinkled his 
nose but answered. 
“I’m selling leather goods and linens from my father’s stores in London,” Mikel replied politely. 
“Surely your own merchants already know that. I’ve dealt with several of them many times.” 
The man squinted his eyes and turned towards a low table in the corner where he originally 
emerged from. 
“Several of your fellow Englishmen have indicated that there was a plan to assassinate the 
governor. Is this true?” 
“I know nothing of an attempt to kill your governor, other than what was spoken in our holding 
room this morning.” 
The interrogator turned towards Mikel as he pulled a filthy towel from the bucket at his feet. 
Reddish-brown water dripped from rag to the floor as he approached. 
Mikel almost grinned. He thinks I should fear a wet towel. 

“That’s what they all said, at first.” He grinned, revealing several broken teeth and black gums. 
As if on cue, the door opened again and the same two soldiers entered the room. They each 
grabbed one of Mikel’s elbows, wrenching them behind his back. One of them grabbed his long 
hair and pul ed his head backwards, straining the muscles in this neck and forcing him to look at 
the ceiling. He choked and found he could barely breathe, much less swallow. 
He watched out of the corner of his eye as the toothless man carried a sloshing pail towards him 
and the same filthy towel. 
“Let’s see if your answer will change.” 
Mikel watched his world go dark as the wet towel was lowered onto his face. It smelled of vomit 
and blood. He pulled against the two soldiers, but their combined strength kept him immobile. He 
tried kicking out with his legs to strike his torturer but met only air. 
He heard the pail of water sloshing closer and realized what would happen next. Panic engulfed 
him along with the fetid water that poured over his face. 



Chapter 3 
Mikel 
Mikel awoke to the sound of water splashing against wood. Panic seized him as he remembered 
his interrogation. The constant flow of water against his face, keeping him from breathing. Making 
him feel like he was drowning, even though he sat in a chair in the middle of a dark room. 

Please not again. 

He took a deep breath and tried to open his eyes. His eyelids refused to separate and he gently 
touched them with his fingertips. Several layers of thick crust covered his lashes. He groaned and 
tried to pry them lose but stopped after a few moments realizing he needed something to wash 
them with. The thought of more water on his face made him shudder. 
He froze at the sound of a moan nearby, one that was not his own. 

There’s someone in here with me. But where is here and why is water beating against the walls? 

The room pitched forward slightly and settled back. Nausea rose in Mikel’s stomach. 

I’m on a ship! 

His memories flooded back. Even though they tortured him for what felt like hours, he never 
changed his story. He couldn’t say anything but the truth. He had no idea if the Ronin were 
planning an assassination. He was just a merchant trying to make a better life for his family. 
Sadness overwhelmed him as he thought of his parents and younger sister. He battered down the 
emotions and focused on the decision he made. A desperate decision. 
They gave him two options. Join the Dutch campaign to widen their holdings in South America or 
be executed with the other traitors. Mikel wasn’t ready to die, and he certainly wasn’t a traitor. He 
would find a way to escape and be reunited with his family. 
The groan next to him got louder and turned into a curse. 
“Harry?” Mikel asked, hope bloomed in his chest as he recognized the voice. 
“Mikel? Thank God it’s you.” Harry’s voice brought a flood of relief. They could plan their escape 
together. “Why can’t I open my bloody eyes?” 
“I can’t either. I’m assuming the filthy water they used caused our eyes to create this thick barrier. 
I hope we can avoid infection. I don’t imagine we’ll be receiving the best care on this ship.” 
Mikel heard his friend sigh, followed by several moments of silence. “I’m glad you made the same decision as I.” Mikel could hear the sadness in his voice. “Did they kill everyone else? Are we the 
only ones here?” 
Mikel listened to the waves crash against the side of the ship, their transport rocking in the same 
rhythm. 
“I don’t know.” 
Mikel brushed his eyes with the corner of his shirt, trying to remove the barrier to his sight. It 
came away in chunks and he felt his lashes coming out with it. 

Great, I’ll look like afool with no eyelashes when I’m done. 

After several painful minutes, he was able to pull one apart and peek at his surroundings. Harry 
sat to his left, rubbing his filthy shirt against his eyes, much like Mikel had just done. Stacked on his 
right were four barrels, with a wooden shelf just above them. Several thick candles dripped 
puddles of wax on the floor, their flickering light revealed three wooden steps that led to a rounded 
door. The door was closed, but Mikel couldn’t tell if it was locked. They were obviously alone. 
“I think it’s just us,” Mikel said, continuing to free his other eye. 
“Wel , damn!” Harry stifled his bellow, but barely. “I’m going to look like a fool with no eye lashes. 
My sexy dark curls and beautiful sideburns will be overshadowed by my naked eyes.” 
Mikel laughed. “Seriously, that’s the first thing you thought to complain about?” 
“Seriously! Your blond lashes blended with your skin anyway, no one will even miss them. But not 
me, no!” 
Mikel shook his head and sighed at his friends attempt at levity. 
“This place smells horrible,” Harry said, wrinkling his nose. “I’m guessing there isn’t anything 
edible in those barrels.” He looked at Mikel questioningly. 
“I haven’t checked.” He stood, his body screaming protest, and tipped one of the barrels easily. “I 
would assume not.” He pried off the lid to reveal nothing but emptiness. I know the feeling. 

Harry stood and stretched his arms and legs, several of his joints popped with the movement. He 
crept up the steps and pushed against the door. To both of their surprise, it swung open on silent 
hinges. Harry looked back at Mikel and shrugged his shoulders. 
“Shall we?” 
Mikel fol owed his friend out of the small, musty room, down a long hall flanked with closed doors, 
and up several more steps before emerging into the bright sunlight. Mikel shielded his face trying 
to give his eyes time to adjust. 
Sailors rushed about carrying large ropes and other items that were foreign to him. He had been 
on several ships but was not at all familiar with the day-to-day duties of the sailors. Ahead of him 
were two large masts, with the sails open and full.A strong windpul ed the massive ship through the waters. 
“Glad ta see you sleeping beauties finally decided ta wake up!” A loud boisterous voice called out to 
them from above. 
Mikel looked towards the upper deck and spotted a short, but stout man behind the captain’s 
wheel. He wore loose linen pants and tall boots. His bare, tattooed chest and arms were sprinkled 
with dark hair, but the sun’s rays reflected off his completely bald head. Thick eyebrows cast 
shadows over his deepset eyes that seemed to be evaluating Mikel and Harry despite his friendly 
voice. 
The captain leaned over to the man next to him and said a few words, then casually strolled down 
the steps to the main deck. The first mate glared at them but said nothing as he took over the 
wheel. 
“My name’s Captain Smith,” the man said holding out his thick hand towards Mikel. “The boys call 
me Smitty. Everyone else calls me Captain.” 
Mikel shook his hand and wondered if Captain Smith assumed Mikel was the leader of their duo. 
“Mikel Davis and this is Harry True.” 
The captain released Mikel’s hand and shook Harry’s as well. 
“Are we to assume that we’re not prisoners aboard this vessel?” Harry asked. 
“Prisoners? Bah! Where would ye escape to?” the captain waved his hand at the never-ending 
waters that surrounded them. “You’re welcome ta jump overboard if ye please, but I’d rather put 
ye ta work.” 
Mikel and Harry exchanged glances. The captain’s words made perfect sense. There was no 
escaping the ship. Even if they managed to steal one of the smaller boats attached to the side, land 
was nowhere in sight. 
“Thank you, Captain Smith,” Mikel said with resignation. “Is it too much to ask for a meal before 
we begin our task?” 
“Of course not, matey! A man works harder when he has a full stomach.” 
The captain grinned and called for one of his crew to lead the duo back below deck to the kitchen, 
where they tried to enjoy dried pork and vegetables. 



Chapter 4 
Mikel 
Mikel and Harry had the task of cleaning the ship, which included the privies, the kitchen and the 
decks. Each sailor was responsible for his own living space, and Mikel was grateful they didn’t have 
to do the barracks as well. The sailors’quarters were offensive, and it didn’t help that there was no 
way to bath. Any rain water collected was saved for drinking, cooking and cleaning the ship. 
That evening the crew made it clear they did not share their captain’s view regarding the 
prisoners’ status. 
“You can sleep on the floor in the back,” said a large man with dark hair and a long, receding 
hairline. “We don’t abide keeping the company of traitors, but the captain won’t tolerate 
disobedience.” 
The man was as tall as Harry, but not quite as wide. He handed Mikel and Harry each a rough, wool 
blanket and pointed towards the end of the cabin. 
“Thanks for your gracious hospitality,” Harry growled, snatching his blanket. 
After the first few days of sleeping on the floor, Mikel asked if he and Harry could move into the 
small storage room they had first woken up in. 
“If you insist, boy,” the captain said, then leaned in close to Mikel. “The crew isn’t fond of being 
forced ta take you two with us. So maybe it’s best if ya did.” 
“We hadn’t noticed,” Mikel replied sarcastically. 
They moved the empty barrels to another storeroom and strung two hammocks in their place.The 
rest of their meager belongings fit in a single foot locker supplied by the captain. 
He informed them that they would be sailing south along the eastern coast of Africa until they 
reached the tip. Then they would turn north into the Atlantic Ocean and on to their destination, the 
northeastern tip of South America. 
“Don’t you think it’s weird that the captain is the only one who will speak to us?” Harry asked one 
night as they got ready for bed. 
“Yes, I also wonder if the crew knowswhat happened,” Mikel replied as he kicked off his boots and 
placed them in the foot locker under his hammock. “These men seem to come from everywhere. 
I’ve seen Irish, French, German, Spanish, African and others whose heritage I cannot place. It 
makes me wonder where their loyalty lies. Is it with the Dutch or the East India Trading 
Company?” 
“I’m not sure,” Harry replied, stowing his own locker and climbing into the top hammock. “I guess we’ll find out whether or not we’re really prisoners at the first landfall. I assume we will need to 
stop for supplies soon. It’sbeen at least a week since we left the island.” 
“True enough,” Mikel laid back on his own hammock as it swung with the movement of the ship. 
His thoughts wandered to his family. What would happen to them if the East India Trading 
Company in that region failed? Could they make arrangements with another group? Mikel’s father 
was a hard worker, but he was not the negotiator. He relied on his son to make the right 
connections and ensure the contracts were legal, binding agreements. Would the Trading Company 
continue to honor their agreement without Mikel there to oversee them? 
He let out a deep sigh and tried to sleep, but it evaded him. 
They awoke the next morning to muffled shouts from the main deck. Mikel dressed quickly with 
the clothing provided for them. It was the same as most of the other sailors; loose linen pants and 
thin white shirts. Mikel longed for his formal English trousers and a shirt that buttoned at the 
neck. While the sailor’s uniforms where comfortable and functional, they just weren’t English. 
“What are they yelling about?” Harry grumbled as he pul ed on his own boots. 
“I think we’re approaching land,” Mikel replied, trying to contain his enthusiasm. 
“Oh, wel let’s hurry up then!” His grogginess seemed to evaporate with the thought of getting off 
the boat. 
Harry pushed Mikel out the door and they rushed down the hall to the stairs leading to the main 
deck. 
The sailors were busy pulling down one of the largest sails, trying to slow the massive ship as it 
came into port. The Captain bellowed orders from the wheel, steering the vessel around smaller 
boats. The two Englishmen made their way to the railing and looked out to the busy port in front of 
them. Dozens of dark-skinned men lined the dock, waiting to catch the ropes that would tie the 
ship to the pier. Mikel was always amazed at the engineering that had to take place to keep the 
docks from being pulled from their anchors against the weight of such large vessels. 
“Do you know where we are?” Harry asked. 
“Nope.” 
“As long as I can have a bath and hot meal, I guess I don’t rightly care,” Harry said with a grin, then 
lowered his voice. “We still planning to disappear from whatever inn they put us in?” 
Before Mikel could respond,a voice from behind them startled them both. 
“You boys won’t be leaving the ship.” 
“What do you mean?” Mikel asked as he turned around, trying to keep the hostility from his voice. 
“Captain’s orders.” The sailor shrugged as if it was no consequence to him. 
“Maybe we’ll just have a chat with the captain,” Harry replied, not concealing his anger. 
Several more sailors formed a half circle around the Englishmen, none of them looking friendly. 
“The Captain said you wouldn’t be locked in the storeroom as long as you cooperated.” 
The half circle grew smaller as the men drew closer. 
“But we’d like it if you didn’t cooperate. We got no use for traitors.” 
“How dare you!” Harry bellowed and lunged at the sailor who’d been doing all the talking. 
His fist connected with the sailor’s nose, a fountain of blood spilling between his fingers. The other 
sailors leapt into the fray. 
Mikel was no fighter, but he would not let his friend go down alone. He brought back his booted 
foot and kicked the nearest sailor in the ribs. The mandoubled over with a grunt then turned 
towards Mikel, brandishing a short knife. Mikel recognized it as one of the small blades used to cut 
the ropes for the sails. He held the knife forward in a tight grasp and then lunged towards Mikel’s 
stomach. The Englishman jumped back, barely avoiding the blade and grabbed the back of the 
sailor’s shirt. Using the man’s momentum, he flung him towards the ground. The sailor rolled to his 
feet and rushed Mikel again. He wasn’t quick enough to dodge the blade this time and felt the sharp 
metal cut into his bicep. 
The sailor grinned. “Care to keep dancing, traitor?” 
“I am no traitor,” Mikel hissed and charged at his attacker. 
He grabbed the man’s forearm as it plummeted towards his neck and hooked his foot behind the 
sailor’s knee. Using the man’s own weight, he forced him backwards and fell with him to the deck. 
The sailor’s shout was muffled by their impact with the hard, wooden boards. The knife fell from 
his hand and skidded to a stop against the nearest mast. 
“Never question my loyalty to my country,” Mikel said between clinched teeth and punched the 
man in the mouth. 
He pul ed himself to his feet and looked towards the rest of the group. The Captain stood in front of 
his men with his hands on his hips. His normally jovial expression was replaced with simmering 
anger. 
“Get your gear and get off this ship!” he bellowed. “I gave ye simple orders, but could ye follow 
them? No! None of ye come back before sundown tomorrow.” 
The crew slowly gathered themselves and headed below deck to collect their things, including the 
man that Mikel had fought. 
The Captain’s gaze turned to Mikel and Harry. “You are not allowed to leave the ship.” 
Mikel started to argue, but the Captain’s glare silenced him. 



Chapter 5 
Mikel 
“I guess that answers our question,” Harry said quietly as they watched the captain and most of 
the crew move down the gangplank and onto the dock. 
“I guess so.” 
“Let’s get your arm cleaned up.” Harry pointed to the blood dripping down Mikel’s arm, staining 
the white linen of his shirt. 
“You don’t look much better,” Mikel replied. 
Harry’s left eye was swollen and his lower lip was still dripping blood down his chin. 
“Aye, but I was fighting more than one.” He grinned then grimaced as his lip split even farther. 
“I really would’ve liked a bath and a real shave,” Mikel said solemnly. 
“And a good meal,” Harry added, pushing his friend towards the stairs. “And a chance to escape.” 
“Especially that,” Mikel agreed. 
The captain and a handful of crew members returned early that evening. Mikel and Harry were in 
the mess hal playing cards when the captain joined them. 
“I’l need ye to help the boys unload our current cargo and reload some more to take to our next 
stop.” 
Mikel didn’t look up when the captain dropped into a chair across from him, but he felt the 
captain’s gaze boring into him. 
“Of course,” Mikel replied without meeting the captain’s steely eyes. “Not that we really have a 
choice, do we?” Mikel slapped a card on the table. “Your play, friend.” 
Harry studied his cards intently. 
“I got news from the East India Trading Company while I was ashore.” 
The comment caught Mikel’s attention, but he refused to look at the captain. The man had never 
threatened them nor treated them badly, but they were clearly still prisoners. 
“Dammit you fool! Look at me when I’m tryin’ to tell ya something.” The captain’s demeanor finally 
broke, and he jumped to his feet. 
“Unless your letting us go because we are not traitors to the crown, there is nothing I care to hear from you.” 
“There’s an investigation into the actions of the Dutch at Ambon Island. They executed over a 
dozen Englishman and tortured many more. They’re callin’ it the Amboyna Massacre.” 
Mikel finally looked at the captain and laid his cards down on the table. He noticed Harry had done 
the same. 
The captain continued as he took his seat. “They told us you betrayed the Trading Company, both 
the English and the Dutch. I agreed to take ya to South America with the rest of the cargo I’m paid 
to carry.” His brow furrowed, making his deep-set eyes sink even further into his face. “Will ye tell 
me what happened to ya?” 
Mikel looked at Harry with disbelief. Would the captain let us go? Sure, we’re in Africa, but it was 

easier to travel to Europe from here than all the way from South America. 

Mikel told his story, then Harry told his as well. Harry’s story almost mirrored his own. 
The captain leaned back in his chair and rubbed his bald head. 
“I’m not sure what ta make of this,” he said leaning forward again and rubbing his bald head. “I 
can’t just let ye go. You’re on me list of cargo, which will be checked thoroughly when we arrive. 
Give me a day or so to think. I’ll tell the boys that you’re not what we were led to believe.” He stood 
and headed to the doorbut turned back just before leaving. “I’ll have a bathtub and hot water 
brought on board for ye. Can’t have yastinkin up me ship.” He left with a forced grin. 
They stayed anchored for three days, off-loading goods one day and loading new crates the next. 
The captain kept his word and talked to his crew. The sailors’attitudes didn’t change much, but 
some of their hostility was gone. He also senta half dozen dark-skinned men hauling a large metal 
tub and several barrels of steaming water onto the ship. Harry and Mikel bathed, then washed all 
their clothes, secreting some of the soaps in their footlocker before the same men carried the tub 
away. 
When they finally pulled anchor and were back out to sea, the captain approached Mikel again. He 
was in the middle of helping the cook clean up from breakfast when he noticed the captain 
watching from one of the empty tables. 
“What can I do for you, Captain?” Mikel asked, dropping his cleaning cloth into a bucket of water. 
“I made me decision about you and your friend.” 
“And?” 
“I cannot let ye leave the ship until we reach port in South America.” 
Mikel’s heart sank. His hopes of returning home looked slimmer by the day. 
“But, once ye leave the ship, me and me boys won’t be helping the soldiers if ye decide ta make a 
run for it.” He rose from the chair and stretched his hand towards Mikel, who looked down to see a 
scrap of paper. “It’s the name and address of one of me less honorable clients in the town where we’ll be docking. He may or may not be willing ta help ye, if ye can escape the soldiers.” 
Mikel took the slip of paper and looked up at the man before him. 
“Thank you, Captain.” 
“I think ye been done wrong, but I can’t risk me own crew on a hunch.” 
“I understand,” Mikel said. “It’s not like you’ve treated us badly thus far.” 
“Bah! Now back to work with ya!” 



Chapter 6 
Raphael 
Eastern Brazil-1623 
Raphael slowly edged out onto the thick branch where he perched. The wide, dark foliage was 
excel ent coverage for his hiding place, but it also interfered with his line of sight. The limb bowed 
slightly with his weight, and he pushed aside a large, broad leaf. He looked down into the enemy 
camp. 
His breath caught in his throat as he gazed across the scarred earth before him. Hundreds of tree 
stumps littered the area and dozens of men were in the process of cutting more. Soldiers hovered 
over groups of natives with long whips, yelling at them to work faster. The tribesmen nearest his 
hiding spot stripped the freshly cut trees of their larger limbs and dense foliage. Another group 
hauled the bare trees to the perimeter of the field to be stacked and mortared into a fast-growing 
wall. 
The natives’ dark skin bore strips of white, scars from the whips of their masters. Raphael 
struggled to suppress his anger. His own superiors used tribal slavery as wel and didn’t treat their 
slaves any better. But it didn’t keep him from cringing when the nearest Dutch soldier flipped the 
tails of his whip at a man who dropped his end of one of the large trees. The slave cried out in pain, 
glared at the soldier, and regained his grip on the green wood which was still bleeding its own sap. 
Two walls of the fort were nearly complete, the wood stacked three rows deep and almost as tall as 
two men. The frames of two towers stood as skeletons on each corner. The clearing was big 
enough to build a fort capable of housing several thousand soldiers and the support needed to 
outfit them. 

The captain will need to hear of this, Raphael thought as he shimmied back towards the trunk of 
the tree, careful not to dislodge any loose leaves or branches. He stopped at the crook in the tree 
where the large branch met the wide trunk and flattened himself against it. Voices drifted up to 
him from the ground below. He recognized the Dutch language but couldn’t understand what they 
were saying. He peeked around the side of the tree and looked down where he’d left his horse tied 
several trees over. 
Two soldiers stood by the tree, one with curly blond hair and the other still wearing his helm. 
Curly had already untied Raphael’s horse and gestured upwards into one of the trees. The other 
soldier’s helm shook in denial and Curly mocked him. Raphael grinned at the interaction. The 
helmed soldier didn’t want to climb the tree to look for him. It’s a good thing I didn’t tie my horse to 

the tree I climbed, or they would’ve seen me already. 

The two men continued to argue for several more minutes, then Curly stuffed his helm on his head, jumped on Raphael’s horse and left his companion at the bottom of the tree. Raphael assumed 
that Curly would come back with more soldiers to continue the search, which meant he had little 
time to make his own escape. I wish they hadn’t taken my horse. 

He quickly lowered himself down to the next wide limb, then the next, until he was his own height 
from the ground. He balanced on the last limb for a few moments watching the remaining soldier 
search the tree above him. 
Raphael leapt from the branch, tucking his shoulder as he rolled to his feet. Three steps later, he 
slammed the hilt of his small dagger into the face of the shocked soldier. Blood poured from the 
gash in his forehead, and Raphael watched his eyes roll back. He didn’t wait for the man fall. He 
ran as fast as he could into the thick underbrush and in the opposite direction of the enemy’s new 
fort. 
Raphael knew from his own experience that only a talented tracker could follow someone through 
the jungle he lunged through. Several times he grasped low-hanging limbs, pulling himself into the 
canopy, running along the connecting branches and falling back to the ground. Anything to 
confuse his trail and give him more time to put greater distance between himself and his pursuers. 
As the sun began to set, he climbed another tree and rested in the crook of one of the largest 
branches. He listened intently for the sound of heavy boots or horses’ hooves in the underbrush, 
but it never came. He remained silent until the only sounds reaching his ears were the many 
species of birds and insects. I lost them. 
He pul ed a water skin from his belt and frowned at the weight. Should I try to make it to camp 

tonight?  The remainder of his water and food were still with his horse. He knew it would take 
several more hours on foot to reach the rest of his company, but the thought of wandering through 
the jungle at night was not pleasing. 
He unwound the rope he kept on his belt and tied several groups of small bones, that he always 
saved in a pouch on his belt, along its length. He stood and wrapped the rope around the branches 
above and below him, creating a web of bones. He settled back into the shallow crook of the tree 
that would now serve as his bed for the night. He hoped the bone web would warn him if a night 
time predator approached. But snakes tend to be smarter than the rest of us.  He shook his head and 
closed his eyes, intending to get a few hours of rest before he continued. 
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The clacking of bones awoke Raphael, and his eyes snapped open. He listened intently but didn’t 
move, hoping he dreamed of the small noise. Clack-clack, and then the creak of too much weight 
pressing against the limb above him. 

Probably a large cat. 

Raphael slowly wrapped his hand around the hilt of his dagger, pulling it from its sheath at his 
chest, then rolled forward along the limb in front of him. The rough bark scratched his face and he 
felt claws rake down his back. He rolled onto his feet, balancing easily on the wide branch. He 
turned to face the predator that stalked him and met bright yel ow eyes set against black fur. The 
cat was enormous, easily weighing as much as Raphael. It lowered its sleek body as it prowled 
towards him and Raphael noticed one of its feet was covered in white. Odd. 
The predator pounced and its prey leapt for the limb above them, raining a cascade of leaves 
beneath him. A low feline rumble escaped a fanged smile as the cat looked up. Raphael returned 
the smile and dropped onto the predator’s back, sinking his dagger into the flesh behind its 
shoulder. A piercing yowl split the night air as man and beast fel to the ground. 
Raphael’s fall was cushioned, but pain shot through his arm when he tried to push himself off the 
shiny, black fur beneath him. The cat whimpered as Raphael’s weight shifted. 
“I’m sorry this didn’t end the way you planned, but I won’t leave you here to suffer a long, painful 
death.” 
He slipped his dagger into the beast’s heart and waited until it stilled. Raphael shook his head and 
tried to climb the tree to retrieve his rope. The bone and muscle just below his elbow screamed in 
agony as he reached for the first limb. 

Maybe I can come back for it later. 

It was still several hours before sunrise. Even if the moon was out, its meager light wouldn’t get 
past the thick canopy above his head. He knew he couldn’t stay near the dead cat. Other predators 
and scavengers would discover it soon, and he didn’t want to be around when they did. So, he 
started out again, praying he was still moving in the right direction and not back towards the 
enemy. 
Just as the sun started to rise, he reached a small stream. He fell to the ground and scooped water 
with his right hand, then splashed it on his face. It was cool and refreshing. He refilled his water 
skin and took in his surroundings. The sun was coming up behind him and to the right, which 
meant he was heading southwest. 

Exactly where I needed to go. Thank God I didn’t get lost out here in the dark. 

He turned to his left and let his gaze follow the stream. The trees opened up to reveal the gray face 
of the mountains, peaking out above the jungle’s canopy and wisps of smoke. He struggled to gain 
his footing, cradling his left arm against his chest, and followed the gently flowing water into the 
Portuguese army’s camp. 



Chapter 8 
Raphael 
Raphael finished reporting what he’d learned of the Dutch army’s newest fort. He stood at 
attention, almost. He couldn’t straighten his left arm and could feel the blood pooling at the base of 
his spine. 

The gouges must have opened again. I really need to see a medic. 

“Did you have any personal items on your horse, soldier?” the captain asked with condescension. 
“No, sir,” Raphael replied. “It is against the rules to carry anything of value or that would identify 
me.” 
“And you’re sure they didn’t follow you here?” 
“Yes, sir.” 
“Dismissed.” 
Raphael turned to leave and the captain spoke again. 
“Good work, soldier.” 
“Thank you, sir.” 
Raphael left the captain’s tent with a sigh of relief. The captain didn’t compliment his men very 
often, so when he did, it was well deserved. It was an even greater compliment to Raphael. He was 
not Portuguese but born in a small town on the western coast of South America. His father was a 
Portuguese soldier, but his mother was from one of the local villages they first encountered. 
Raphael inherited his mother’s thick, dark hair and square features, but he had his father’s blue 
eyes and tanned skin. 
A young officer discovered Raphael’s tracking skills and recruited him into the local garrison 
before he was seventeen. It had taken Raphael over of a year to prove his worth and a small 
semblance of acceptance. The young scout smiled as he headed towards the medical building. 
It was a large, barracks style building constructed of stacked logs, much like every other building in 
their camp. Four, evenly spaced windows lined each wall; the shutters wide open to allow the 
infrequent breeze to travel through. He limped up the steps and entered the already opened doors. 
“Raphael Silva Lopez! What have you done this time?” 
Raphael recognized the loud, boisterous voice of his friend, Joaquim, who was also one of the 
medics. 
“I got in a fight with a puma,” Raphael replied with a grin. 
“And you walked away?” 
“More like stumbled.” He chuckled and found his way to one of the empty beds. 
“Sit down and tell me all about it.” 
Joaquim turned to a large cabinet against the wall while Raphael lowered himself onto the thin, 
straw-stuffed mattress. 
“What’s causing you the most pain?” Joaquim asked, setting a bag on the bed next to him. 
“My back is oozing a steady stream of blood, but I believe my arm is broken,” Raphael replied. 
Joaquim tapped his chin once. 
“Let’s remove your jacket and shirt, then we’ll make a decision about what’s most important.” 
Raphael slid his right arm out of his jacket and then his left with the medic’s help. They repeated 
this process with his shirt. Joaquim walked around the bed and gasped at the sight of Raphael’s 
back. 
“We’l need to clean and stitch this first. The broken arm can wait.” He pulled his medical kit to his 
side, fetched a bowl of clean water and went to work. “Tell me about your battle with the puma.” 
Raphael gritted his teeth as his friend cleaned the claw marks on his back. He knew the medic was 
trying to distract him and was grateful for the tactic. So, he told him about how the cat snuck up on 
him and their subsequent fight. 
“Really? You tied a bunch of bones on a string and hung it in the tree?” Joaquim asked. “This is 
going to hurt. Maybe you should lie down before I start stitching.” 
Raphael laid down on his stomach, wincing at the pressure on his arm. He turned his head away 
from the medic. 
“Yes, and it worked perfectly.” Raphael gripped the edge of the thin mattress with his good hand as 
the needle pierced the flesh on his back. “I would’ve been breakfast, lunch and dinner for that cat.” 
“Can you tel me what you found during your scouting mission?” 
“I don’t see why not. The Dutch are building a fort in the middle of the jungle, about a day’s walk 
from here.” 
The medic paused and Raphael felt the thread pull tight. 
“That’s not good.” He continued pressing the needle through Raphael’s skin. “But I suppose it 
should be expected. We certainly didn’t stop at the coast, so why would they?” 
“I suppose, but their persistence will only lead to more deaths.” 
“Hmm. You’re probably right,” Joaquim said. “Let’s get you upright and look at that arm.” 
Joaquim made his way around the bed again, as Raphael sat up. 
“Here, drink this.” He put a clay cup, with dark liquid, in Raphael’s right hand and then started 
poking at his left. 
Raphael swallow half the contents of the cup, feeling the dark liquid burn all the way to his 
stomach. He looked at his swollen and bruised arm, with the skin stretched tight. The medic made 
a splint and wrapped it around his arm, then created a sling to keep it from moving. 
“Do you think they know we’re here?” Joaquim asked as he tied the knot in the sling at Raphael’s 
neck. “I think it’s just sprained but try not to move it.” 
“I don’t see how they wouldn’tknow. If their scouts are even remotely competent, they must have 
gotten close enough to see the smoke from our fires and investigated,” Raphael replied, sliding off 
the edge of the bed. “Thank you for your care. I’ll do my best to keep everything intact.” 
“I wonder how the captain will react to the new information.” 
“I don’t know, but hopefully it doesn’t involve me for a few days.” 



Chapter 9 
Mikel 
“What the hell?” Harry bellowed. 
Mikel agreed with the exclamation as they tried to right themselves in their small cabin. They’d 
both been thrown from their hammocks into a puddle of water on the floor. 
“Something just collided with the ship.” Mikel rubbed the bruise forming on his brow from his 
impact with the foot locker. Cold water rolled down his face. 
The ship pitched sideways and the two men were thrown from their feet again, hitting the 
opposite wall. The door to their small room burst open to reveal the captain and another rush of 
water. 
“Come with me, quickly!” The bald man left the two Englishmen looking at one another with 
confusion. 
They rushed out the door into darkness, only to be greeted by harsh winds and torrential rains. 
Lightning flashed across the sky giving Mikel enough light to see the battered sails and crewmen 
running across the deck. 
“Wrap this around your middle,” Captain Smith handed Mikel a rope, which he wrapped around his 
waist. The captain’s rough hands skillful y tied a knot in the rope as he continued. “This will keep 
ye on the ship during the storm, but if I call to abandon ship, ye need to pull the knot right here.” 
He showed Mikel how to quickly release the knot, but fear threatened the merchant’s will, and he 
wasn’t sure he would remember. 
“Look here, lad,” the captain said, smacking Mikel’s shoulder. “Don’t panic. The sea’s fury is not 
unnatural.” 
Mikel nodded and looked over at Harry, who bore the same expression. One of the other sailors 
had just finished tying the rope around Harry’s waist. Lightning streaked across the sky once 
more, only to reveal a wall of water on the starboard side. 
“Captain!” the first mate yelled from the helm. “We need your help!” 
Two men already held the wheel, but just barely. The captain raced up the steps and grabbed a 
spoke on the large wheel just as the wave crashed into them. 
Mikel flew through the air and landed hard on the wooden deck. He heard Harry curse next to him 
and reached towards him. The deck was tilted dangerously far and he feared they would capsize. 
“Hold on my friend. This can’t last all night,” Harry yelled against the pouring rain and rol ing thunder. 
“My rope!” 
Mikel turned as one of the crew slide towards him on the deck. The man grasped at the rope in 
front of him, but couldn’t hold onto the wet, slippery strands. 
Mikel reached out and caught his shirt, halting the man’s slide towards angry waters below. 
“Grab my arm and pull yourself towards my tether,” Mikel called to him. 
The sailor nodded, his fear and appreciation clear in his eyes. 
The ship pitched again into an upright position, tossing the men to the opposite side of the deck. 
As soon as they gathered their feet, Mikel located the sailor’s tether and wrapped it around the 
man’s waist. 
“I cannot tie the knot, but I’ll make sure the sea doesn’t claim you before you finish.” Mikel said 
holding the fabric of the man’s shirt. 
“Thank you.” 
Lightning lit the sky once more, and Mikel looked at the men surrounding him. They were all 
soaked and weary, each holding onto to the rope that tied them to the center mast of the ship. 
“It’l be over soon, boys!” the captain yelled from the top deck. “I can see the moon forcing the 
clouds away.” 
A col ective sigh of relief washed over the crew as another wave tried to drown them. 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
Mikel watched the battered and weary crew untie their tethers and count the number of empty 
lines. They lost three of their fellow mates, including the man Mikel caught before he fel into the 
raging waters. Apparently, his knot had failed again. 
“We’re only a day from port,” the captain said as he walked among his men. “We’l rest today and 
mend the sails; then we’ll mourn for our lost.” He turned and looked at the two Englishmen. “You 
two follow me.” 
Mikel and Harry looked at one another and shrugged, then followed the Captain below deck. 
“Thank you for yer efforts to save Clive,” he said in a rough voice. “He never was any good at tying 
his knots. I’d always checked his before,” he paused and cleared his throat. “I need ye to clean up 
below deck. All the storage areas are a mess. Sort out what can be saved and what will need 
replacin’. Bring me a list when yer done.” 
“Yes, Captain,” Mikel replied, surprised that the man trusted them with this task. 
The captain turned to leave and stopped. “Good luck when we dock, lads.” 





Chapter 10 
Mikel 
After many weeks at sea, Mikel was relieved to see land and know they wouldn’t be forced to stay 
on the ship. He and Harry had already conceived their plan to escape and waited patiently at the 
rail as the dock workers tied off the massive ship. 
“The soldiers are waiting for us,” Harry said softly. 
“Yes, they aren’t taking any chances.” 
“Doesn’t it seem odd that we’re the only ones?” Harry asked turning towards his friend. “Shouldn’t 
there be others from the island here as well, or were we the only ones who chose not to be 
executed?” 
“I’d like to think others survived,” Mikel replied, his gaze still focused on the dock workers. 
“Captain Smith said they executed a dozen of our countrymen. Does that mean the rest were 
released?” He turned towards Harry with a troubled expression. “Were we tricked into coming 
here, or did they send the others to another location?” 
Harry shook his head and Mikel shared his frustration. 
“It’s time to go, lads,” the captain said as he approached. “Good luck to ye.” 
“Thank you, Captain, for making our captivity bearable.” Harry bowed dramatically. 
“Bah! Get off me ship.” 
They fol owed the captain down the plank to the waiting Dutch soldiers. 
“We were told there would be more,” said a young man with short, blond hair and blue eyes, 
wearing an officer’s uniform. He looked down his nose at the sailor with condescension. 
“Wel , all they gave me was two,” the captain replied and handed the officer his cargo list. 
“Humph.” The Dutch office turned to the nearest soldier. “Put them in irons and take them to the 
fort.” 
Mikel looked at Harry as four soldiers approached them with restraints that would be fastened to 
their ankles and wrists. Harry growled and leapt towards the young officer, who obviously 
expected it. He stepped to the side at the last moment and used Harry’s momentum to push him 
into the two soldiers behind. They immediately rained blows down on Harry’s back. 
As soon as Harry went down, Mikel reacted. He lunged towards the rapier at the officer’s hip, 
grabbing the hilt and pulling the young man off balance. The slender blade pulled free and Mikel 
spun to point it at the officer. He found himself looking into the barrel of a small pistol. 
“These are only accurate at close range,” the officer said with a sneer. “I’m very certain I’ll not 
miss.” 
Mikel glared at the man’s arrogant blue eyes but dropped the sword. Two more soldiers 
approached him and roughly pulled his hands behind his back. He felt the cool metal wrap around 
his wrists and grimaced. The irons on his ankles connected with a short chain that only allowed 
limited movement. 
They shackled the semi-conscious Harry and hauled him to his feet. Mikel smirked as two soldiers 
were forced to hold the weight of his large friend. 
Mikel looked back at the ship’s captain as they marched away from the dock. His expression bore 
the signs of guilt and sadness. He nodded at Mikel, then turned back to his waiting crew. 
~~~~~~~~~~ 
“That didn’t work out the way we planned,” Harry said. “At least they didn’t bruise my face.” He 
groaned as he lowered himself onto the pile of straw that served as his bed. “I’ve finally got my eye 
lashes back. The ladies won’t see the bruises on my back, but they wouldn’t miss a black eye or 
swollen lip.” 
Mikel shook his head and smiled. “Our current situation doesn’t bode well for the company of 
ladies, my friend.” 
“No, but I don’t intend to stay here forever. If we are to serve as fodder in their infantry, then they 
will have to let us out at some point.” 
“True,” Mikel replied. “But that’s only if they allow us to serve in their military. They may decide to 
leave us here to rot.” 
“I hope not.” Harry wrinkled his nose. “The food they give us isn’t fit for pigs.” 
Hol ow footsteps interrupted their conversation and they both rose to their feet. Their cell was 
dark and damp, as expected. The wooden walls plunged deep into the dirt floor and the thick door 
displayed the only window in the room, but it was barred. 
A soldier’s face appeared behind the bars. He glared at the prisoners. 
“Tomorrow, you will march with the next platoon headed north. You’ll remain shackled and under 
guard each night, so remove all thoughts of escape from your mind.” 
“Why not just leave us here if you don’t intend to let us fight with your army?” Mikel asked. 
“I would have you executed rather than waste our food and water,” he replied. “But our 
commander would use you in other ways.” 
He disappeared from Mikel’s view and they listened to his footsteps retreat back down the hall. 
“What is that about?” Harry asked. 
“I have no idea, but I assume we’ll find out.” 



Chapter 11 
Raphael 
The captain paced in front of his soldiers who stood at attention in the morning formation. The 
thick dew that was typical in this part of the jungle, hung heavy in the air. Raphael’s uniform was 
nearly soaked from that and the sweat that rolled down his skin. His arm no longer required a 
sling and the cuts on his back had scabbed over. He stood in the middle of the formation listening 
to their captain. 
“We’ve sent three scouts south this week and none have returned.” The captain continued pacing. 
“I need you to follow their path and discover their fate.” 
“Yes, Sir!” the group bellowed as one. 
“With the new Dutch fort only a day away, we have to assume they are responsible.” He stopped 
pacing and turned to look at his men. “Be ready to leave in an hour. Dismissed.” 
The men saluted their captain and disbursed. 
“What do you think happened to the other scouts?” the soldier next to Raphael asked as they 
walked back towards the barracks. 
“I’m not sure, Tinoco,” Raphael replied. “The Dutch must know we’re here. It would make sense 
that they’ve captured our scouts.” 
Tinoco nodded in agreement, but Raphael could see his doubt. 
“You didn’t get caught, Lopez, and you were discovered right next to their camp.” 
“I suppose I got lucky,” Raphael replied. “I’m not looking forward to a confrontation with the Dutch, 
but we can’t let this go unanswered.” 
“I know,” Tinoco replied, stepping into the barracks and heading towards his bunk to pack. 
Tinoco was one of a dozen new recruits and had only been in camp for a few weeks. Raphael was 
certain he had not yet seen combat and their recent conversation seemed to confirm it. While 
some of the new recruits were anxious to prove themselves, one or two allowed fear to be their 
dominate emotion. Raphael hoped Tinoco wouldn’t succumb to that fear when the fighting started. 
He was sure there would be fighting. 
Twenty-five men marched out of the fort and into the dense jungle. Their formation broke apart 
quickly as the path narrowed, allowing only two or three men to walk side-by-side. Their 
lieutenant walked through the line and approached Raphael. 
“I need you to scout ahead of us and let me know if you see any signs of the Dutch army.” 
“Yes, sir!” Raphael replied. 
He skirted around the marching soldiers and sprinted south. When he was well ahead of them and 
could no longer hear sounds of their march, he slowed down and moved away from the path. The 
jungle was quiet, which was very unusual. The absence of screeching birds and buzzing insects 
unnerved him. He cautiously moved forward, working his way through the underbrush that ran 



next to the trail. When he reached a low limb, he swung himself into the tree and surveyed the land 
around him. 
He remained crouched on the branch for several minutes, before he heard the brush of leaves 
against metal, then a loud snap. He strained his ears as the jungle fell silent once again. At the edge 
of his line of sight, several large leaves folded towards the ground, revealing a man with blond hair, 
dressed in brown leathers with a sword belt wrapped around his waist. 

Clearly not an effective scout.  Raphael thought to himself. The long sword alone makes it impossible
to move quietly. 
He continued to watch the man struggle through the underbrush, knowing he would stumble into 
the Portuguese army within the next hour or so. Raphael waited for the man to pass out of sight 
before dropping from the tree and continuing south. 
He traveled for another thirty minutes before he heard soldiers marching ahead him. He crept 
through the thick foliage, his own attire barely brushing against the thick leaves and vines. He 
kept his weapons secured beneath his vest to avoid the difficulties the enemy scout experienced. 
The sound of voices reached his ears and he quickly climbed into a nearby tree. The jungle made it 
difficult to see the approaching army, but they appeared much like his own. Uniformed men, with 
muskets slung over their shoulders, walked in pairs along the narrow trail. Raphael couldn’t see the 
end of the line. He weighed his options. 

Should I keep moving south and risk getting caught? Or should I return and report their location? 

He decided to return to his commander and report their location. By the time he reached his 
platoon, the enemy would be almost upon them. There was a small clearing at the halfway mark. 
They might be able to be reach it before engaging the Dutch. 
He slid down the tree and crept back towards his comrades. As soon as he was out of sight of the 
enemy, he returned to the trail and broke into a sprint. 



Chapter 12 
Raphael 
Raphael reached his platoon just as they arrived near the small clearing. 
“Lieutenant,” Raphael called out while gasping for breath. “The enemy will reach us in less than an 
hour.” 
He struggled to remain upright, trying to regain his composure after sprinting most of the way 
back. 
“Do you know how many?” the lieutenant asked, raising his hand to call the column to a halt. 
“I do not,” Raphael replied leaning over with his hands on his knees. 
“Tel me everything, then find a place to rest.” 
Raphael stood up straight and relayed his discovery of the Dutch army. The lieutenant called for 
the other officers who gathered on the side of the trail. Raphael accepted a canteen of water from 
a fel ow soldier and collapsed against a nearby tree. 
“It looks like we’ll be fighting the Dutch before the days over,” Tinoco said as he sat down next to 
Raphael. 
“Yes, it does,” Raphael replied. 
“I’m ready,” he said with determination. “They cannot be allowed to capture and possibly torture 
our fellow soldiers.” 
Raphael looked over at the young man. Determination had replaced some of his fear, but his 
fidgeting hands exposed his nervousness. 
“You’re right. Their actions have to have consequences.” 
The lieutenant’s commanding voice interrupted their conversation. 
“Pass along the word,” he ordered. “We’re moving into the nearby clearing to prepare an offensive. 
We mustassume their scout reported our location. They will expect to meet us in the only area 
suitable for combat.” 
Raphael groaned as he pushed himself to his feet and fol owed his fellow soldiers off the path. The 
clearing was larger than he first realized, with a small rise in the center. The lieutenant led them to 
the farthest side of the clearing, until the grassy rise concealed their entire group. 
The temperature in the clearing rose considerably with no shade from the nearby trees. The 
soldiers quickly retreated into the forest, trying to find shelter from the sweltering sun. 
Tinoco found Raphael again, resting in a low hanging branch. 
“One of the other scouts said the Dutch will be here before sunset,” Tinoco called up to him. “The 
lieutenant wants us in formation in thirty minutes.” He shuffled his feet nervously. “He also asked 
me to tell you to report to him as soon as I found you.” 
Raphael looked down at the young man and tried to smile. 
“You’ll be fine, Tinoco,” he said as he jumped down from his perch. “Follow orders and stay with 
your group. More importantly, remember your training.” He rested his hand on the soldier’s 
shoulder. “You’re a soldier in the King’s army. Make him proud and fight for what you believe.” 
Tinoco smiled and Raphael left to find his commanding officer. 
“I’ve sent another scout to circle the eastern side of the clearing,” the lieutenant said when Raphael 
found him. “I’d like you to go around the west side. I expect you to see them first, since your route 
will be closest to the road.” The officer looked at the sun and squinted. “The enemy should arrive 
just as the sun is setting. I’d like to know their numbers before we attack. Don’t engage any of their 
scouts if you can avoid it.” 
“Yes, sir,” Raphael replied. “I’ll replenish my supplies and head out immediately.” 
“Be careful, soldier.” 
Raphael strapped his pack to his back and checked his numerous small daggers hidden beneath 
his vest. Once satisfied, he melted into the trees and headed southwest around the edge of the 
clearing. 



Chapter 13 
Mikel 
Mikel pushed aside another large leaf impeding his path and felt his sword catch on a reaching 
vine. 

I wish I were back in England.  He thought. How did I end up in the wretched jungle, battling against
the foliage and insects large enough to swallow me whole?  He scoffed and continued his silent dialog 
as he tripped on a massive root protruding from ground. If I survive this, I’ll find those traitorous 

bastards who sent me here. 

The Dutch army was still on the road, headed towards the clearing Mikel had seen earlier. The 
officers determined it would be the best place to engage the Portuguese who were headed their 
way. Mikel broke free of the trees and shielded his eyes from the sun. The grassy expanse opened 
before him and a small breeze lifted his hair. The Portuguese army were nowhere in sight. 
“I didn’t think we’d beat them,” he said softly. 
He leaned against the nearest tree and took a long drink of warm water. He knew he needed to 
report back to the Dutch officers, but he held no allegiance to them. The only thing keeping him 
from running was Harry. The Dutch forced his friend to join with the infantry, mostly due to his 
size. He knew that Harry endured taunts and insults from soldiers daily. Mikel wouldn’t leave his 
friend, and the officers knew it. 
He rested for another few minutes then turned back towards the road to give his report to the 
approaching soldiers. 
“The clearing is just ahead,” Mikel said as he approached one of the commanders. “The field was 
empty when I arrived.” 
“Did you scout around the perimeter to ensure they’re not waiting to ambush us?” the 
commander asked, his thick, dark eyebrows meeting each other with his scowl. 
“No, I did not,” Mikel replied. “I’m not trained as a scout. If you wanted that information, you 
should have sent one of your own.” He glared at the commanding officer with defiance. 
“I did send one of my own, and he did not return.” He gave Mikel a scathing look. “Yet here you are. 
Give me your sword!” 
Mikel clenched his fists and took a deep breath, then unbuckled his sword belt and handed it over. 
“You believe I killed your scout?” he asked, watching the commander inspect his clean blade. “What 
would that accomplish?” 
Mikel had never killed a man and had no intention of changing that now. 
“It’s more likely that you turned him over to the enemy,” the commander spat, but didn’t return 
Mikel’s sword. 
“I ask again, why send me, if you don’t trust me?” 
Before Mikel could react, a large hand collided with the side of his face, sending him sprawling into 
the dirt. 
“You will not question me,” the commander growled and walked away. “Keep the column moving!” 
he bellowed. “I want to reach the clearing before sunset.” 
Mikel stood, brushing the dirt and leaves from his pants. His face burned from the open-handed 
slap meant to embarrass him. He looked around at the hostile faces with contempt. He would find 
a way to leave these heathens, taking Harry with him. 
He pushed through the line of soldiers and found his friend at the back of the group. 
“Why must you goad him?” Harry asked as the two of them fell to the back of the line. 
“They’re not keeping us around because they like us,” Mikel replied. “They have a use for us and 
I’m certain we won’t enjoy it.” 
“The other infantrymen have been talking,” Harry whispered. “I pretend that I don’t understand the 
language, which makes them speak more freely.” 
Mikel gave him a questioning look. 
“Their scouts have been disappearing, men who they claim are so good at what they do, they never 
get caught.” Harry lowered his voice further and moved closer. “One of the scouts returned last 
night, barely alive. He said he was attacked by demons and narrowly escaped with his life.” 
Mikel’s eyes grew wide with disbelief. “And the commander believed him?” 
“Yes, he didn’t even blink at the news, as if it wasn’t the first time he’d heard the story.” 
The two men walked in silence for several minutes. Mikel watched the Dutch soldiers around him 
and noticed their nervousness. Their eyes constantly moved from one side of the path to other. 
Several twitched when an exotic bird’s squall broke the jungle’s silence. 
“Have they always been this nervous, Harry?” Mikel asked. 
“Not until the last couple days,” he replied. “The injured scout’s arrival turned their nervousness 
into paranoia.” 
“I need to focus my attention,” Mikel said, berating himself out loud. “We could use this as a means 
to escape.” Mikel turned to look at his friend and noticed his uncomfortable expression. “You 
believe his tale, Harry? Do you really think he was attacked by a demon and not some large, jungle 
cat?” 
“I don’t know, Mikel. Some of these men have been here for a year or more. They know the 
difference between a cat and-” Harry paused and turned his gaze towards the passing jungle. “I 
agree we could use the upcoming battle to escape, but we should not discount the possibility that 
there are other predators in the jungle besides the army we’re marching with.” 
“You’re right, of course,” Mikel agreed. “I’d still like to know why the commander keeps us around. 
Do you think he plans to use us as bait?” 
“I don’t know,” Harry replied. “But I’m sure we’ll find out.” 



Chapter 14 
Mikel 
The Dutch soldiers entered the south side of the clearing as the sun fell behind the trees, casting 
long shadows across the tall grass. 
“Davis!” 
Mikel heard his name called from the head of the column. It wasn’t the commander, but one of the 
other scouts. He wore the same brown leathers as Mikel. His straight, brown hair and dark 
complexion reminded Mikel of the tanned hides that hung in his uncle’s factory in London. All 
muted brown and tan. 
“The commander needs you to move ahead, through the trees, around the right side of the clearing. 
He wants to know if the enemy is hiding on the other side of the rise.” 
Mikel gritted his teeth, refraining from suggesting that one of the ‘loyal’ scouts should make the 
trip. Instead, he nodded, glanced at Harry and moved into the trees. 
Without his sword catching on every briar, he was able move with a lot less noise. But he still 
cringed as each footfall elicited a snapping twig or rustle of leaves. 

They must want to see me caught. Mikel thought. I have as much stealth as a stampeding herd of elk. 

He made his way through the tree line until he could see over the rise in the clearing. His breath 
caught in his throat when he saw the platoon of soldiers at the edge of the field in front of him. 

So, they did beat us here, and they’re waiting for the Dutch to crest over the rise to attack. 

The Portuguese army stood in loose formation as if they expected the enemy’s approach at any 
moment. Mikel thought of Harry and turned back towards to the Dutch army to warn them of the 
waiting Portuguese. 
A snapping limb to his right caught his attention and arrested his movement. He listened intently 
and heard it again. He looked to each side, panic creeping across his skin. A rustle of leaves stirred, 
this time even closer. He scurried to the nearest tree and started climbing. He didn’t stop until he 
was halfway up the tree. He held his breath, certain that the soldiers below him heard his noisy 
ascent. The seconds ticked by as he listened to muffled footfalls and snapping branches. 
He looked down through the thick leaves and saw a dark form emerge beneath him. It was 
enormous, towering above the height of any normal man. Large, curved horns emerged from its 
dark skull. Its black, muscular body covered only by a pair of brown trousers that barely reached its 
knees. It held a massive dual-headed axe in its clawed fingers. 
Mikel tried desperately to control his breathing, but fear threatened to overwhelm him as a dozen more of the creatures passed under his hiding spot. He nearly fell from his perch when he heard a 
soft gasp above him. He looked up to find a Portuguese soldier clinging to the next highest limb. 
The man’s face reflected the same fear and confusion as his own. 
Mikel turned his gaze towards the Portuguese army, the same direction the monsters were headed. 
Were there more approaching the Dutch as well? Were these the creatures the scout saw the 
other night? Mikel reigned in his fear and careful y made his way down the tree. He needed to 
warn the Dutch soldiers. As much as he hated his situation, he suddenly realized there was safety 
in numbers. Mikel and Harry would never survive an attack against those creatures. 
When his feet touched the ground, he heard the other soldier descending the tree as well. They 
nodded to each other, understanding the greater danger. 
Mikel threw caution to wind and ran as quickly as possible back to his fel ow soldiers. He heard 
the sounds of fighting before he reached the southern side of the clearing. Otherworldly howls 
followed agonizing screams. The Commander’s strong voice cut across the chaos for a second 
before it was silenced. Mikel stopped just inside the tree line and watched in horror as a dozen 
more demonic creatures swarmed through the Dutch soldiers. The men tried to fight back, but the 
sheer size and strength of the monsters they faced could not be matched. His gaze was drawn to 
the sound of Harry cursing. Surrounded by the bodies of the soldiers he despised, he raised his 
sword and growled at the lone demon in front of him. A feral grin spread across the creature’s face. 
It raised its axe above its head and brought it down against Harry’s sword. Harry’s weapon 
shattered and the demon embedded his bloody blade in Harry’s chest. 
Mikel ran away from the carnage and into the thick underbrush. Visions of the men he had 
despised for weeks being slaughtered by those hellish creatures clouded his thoughts. He stumbled 
through the night, not heeding the direction he traveled, having lost sight of the road hours before. 
He tripped and landed face first in small stream. He pul ed himself to his knees and sobbed. His 
salty tears mixing with blood from dozens of cuts inflicted by the thick foliage. He was lost in a 
foreign jungle, without food or water and utterly alone. 

Chapter 15 
Raphael 
Raphael snaked through the underbrush that edged the clearing. The only sound of his passing 
was the occasional whisper of leaves against the soft leather of his vest. He emerged from the 
dense foliage and stopped abruptly, hearing the snap of nearby twigs and cascading leaves as they 
fell to the ground. 

Not a very talented scout, is he? 

He smirked and climbed the nearest tree, waiting for the enemy scout to approach. He was 
surprised to see the same man, with blond hair and pale skin from earlier that day. The man 
looked around nervously, with a panicked expression. He did nothing to hide his presence and 
made no efforts to be quiet. Raphael shook his head and smiled as blondie recklessly climbed the 
tree beneath him. When he settled onto a limb just below Raphael, he heard footsteps in the 
underbrush.These were subtler, being carefully placed. Raphael tried to gauge how many soldiers 
approached, but it was difficult to tell. 
He watched the jungle floor beneath him. A large shadow was quickly followed by a creature with 
curved horns growing from its dark skul . Its enormous, muscular body appeared to be covered in 
black scales. A massive dual-headed axe rested against its shoulder and clawed fingers flexed 
around the hilt. It paused and turned, gesturing towards someone behind him. 
Raphael was unable to stifle the gasp that escaped his lips as he watched a dozen more of the 
massive creatures emerge from the jungle. They passed beneath his hiding place, unaware of the 
two humans watching them. Raphael hadn’t realized he held his breath until they were out of 
sight. He exhaled softly and looked down at the blond scout beneath him. The young man was 
shaking violently and looking back towards the road. He had the same thought. 

I need to warn my fel ow countryman. 

Raphael watched his enemy scale down the tree and he quickly fol owed. The scout’s gaze shifted 
to Raphael and he nodded. The threat of these creatures was more dire than their own fight. 
Raphael dropped from the lowest branch and nimbly raced through the trees. He expected to 
catch up to the creatures easily; they had passed beneath his tree mere minutes ago. He was only a 
few minutes from his own camp when he finally saw them, but he was too late to stop the 
slaughter of his countrymen. He hid behind a patch of briars, bile pooling in the back of his throat 
as he watched the massive creatures defeat even the bravest and most skilled soldiers. 
As the group finished off the last of his comrades, Raphael noticed a pair of the dark scaled 
monstrosities headed his way. He thought about hiding, but only for a moment. If they discovered 
him, he had no hope of surviving. His commanding officers at the fort needed to know of the 
threat lurking in the jungle. 
He quickly and quietly moved deeper into the trees, heading north towards the safety of their fort. 
Would their wooden walls be enough to stave off this foe? Raphael felt it unlikely. 
He retreated into the night, only stopping at the occasional stream for water. Visions of his fellow 
soldiers brutally killed by those hellish creatures, kept his mind whirling. The thought of sleep was 
beyond him. He knew the nightmares that waited for him if he closed his eyes. 
He made it back to the fort late the next evening. The sun had set hours ago, and Raphael noticed 
the outlines of the patrolling guards. He approached a pair near the main gates, startling them. 
“Who goes there?” one of them shouted and raised his musket in Raphael’s direction. 
“Raphael Silva Lopez,” he replied. “I need to report to the commander immediately.” 
“Lopez, where is the rest of the platoon?” the guard asked, escorting him to the main gate and 
signaling the watch to open it. 
“Gone.” 
Raphael moved slowly through the gate. The closer he got to his destination, the more his 
exhaustion threatened to take him. He made his way to the guard tower knowing that the 
watchman would wake the commander. 
He pushed the door opened and pulled himself inside. He collapsed in the nearest chair, 
disregarding the lone guard in the tower’s base. A few minutes later, the watchman shook him 
awake. 
“The commander will meet you in his office in five minutes.” The man shuffled his feet then looked 
directly at Raphael. “What happened to the rest of the platoon?” 
“I need to report to the commander first,” Raphael replied. “I’ll let him tell everyone else.” 
The watchman nodded and left. Raphael pushed himself to his feet and shuffled out the door 
behind him. 
~~~~~~~~~~~ 
“The whole platoon is dead?” the commander asked in disbelief. 
His rumpled uniform and unlaced boots indicated his rush to meet his scout, but he was not happy 
about Raphael’s report. 
“You expect me to believe that a dozen black scaled, horned creatures killed an entire platoon of my 
best men?” 
“Yes, sir.” Raphael stood at attention in front of his commanding officer, who ignored his scout’s 
obvious exhaustion. “I would not believe it either, if I hadn’t seen it with my own eyes.” 
“Were they working for the enemy?” 
“I don’t believe so. I discovered an enemy scout at the edge of the clearing and he was just as surprised by the creatures’ presence as I.” 
The commander leaned back in his chair, rubbing the thick whiskers on his chin. 
“Get some rest,” he finally said. “I need to think about the tale you’ve told.” 
Raphael saluted and turned to leave, too tired to be offended by his commander’s disbelief. 
He opened the door to his barracks and a knot formed in his throat. It was empty and would stay 
that way until they received new recruits. He collapsed onto his cot, not bothering to undress, and 
fell into a restless sleep, plagued by demons. 



Chapter 16 
Mikel 
Mikel was startled awake by the sound of hundreds of wings echoing through the dark cave where 
he slept. High pitched squeaks from a swarm of bats drifted into the night as they left their home 
to hunt. He was not surprised by their presence. When he entered the cave two days ago, the smell 
of their feces assaulted his senses. He nearly abandoned the thought of using it for shelter, but he 
was tired, hungry and beyond despair. 
He’d only slept for a few hours, his nightmares not allowing more rest. He stretched his aching 
limbs and prepared himself for a long night of watching for predators. He had no weapons, other 
than a stiff branch he’d successfully used as a club the previous night. A young black cat, nearly 
the size of a large dog, tried to creep into his cave. Mikel was certain he didn’t kill it, but it limped 
away with a whimper. 
He took a small swallow from his water flask. The warm, stale liquid barely quenched his thirst. He 
would need to find a better stream to refill his supply. He would also need to find a way to feed 
himself if he had any hopes of surviving. He was born and raised in London. His father never saw 
the need to teach him how to build traps for small animals or a fishing line. He would surely starve 
if he didn’t figure something out or stumble into one of the local villages. 

I’m deceiving no one but myself.  He thought. I’m not a woodsman. I’ll never be able to catch anything
to eat, and I’ll likely poison myself the first time I try one of numerous berries. Maybe I’m deserving of
that fate. I left my friend to die amongst his enemies, only to be slaughtered by demons. 
His thoughts continued to wander through memories of his childhood, his parents and younger 
sister. He remembered his first successful negotiation with the East India Trade Company. His 
father was so proud of him, although Mikel suspected he was also relieved that he would no longer 
be handling the deals. His father was a worker, while Mikel was the planner. Their partnership 
worked splendidly until- 
Mikel was startled awake again by a warm hand on his forehead. He tried to open his eyes but 
found he couldn’t. 
“Be still,” a strong, masculine voice echoed through the cave. “I have a task for you.” 
A surge of heat consumed his body. He arched his back in pain and tried to cry out, but nothing 
escaped his lips. 
“Search for the scout named Raphael,” the voice continued and the pain faded away. “He has need 
of your mind and you require his skills. I will lead you to the mountain when you find him.” 
~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
Mikel awoke again to the sunlight streaming into the mouth of the cave. A strange sensation 
assaulted him that he didn’t immediately understand. He stood and stretched, noticing that his 
muscles did not ache, his mouth was not parched, his stomach no longer grumbled with hunger 
pains and he felt – alive. 
He looked down at his outstretched hands and saw a soft glow radiating from them. 

What happened to me? 

He closed his eyes and took a deep breath. The smells of the jungle assaulted him, aromas he never 
noticed before. His eyes snapped open as he remembered the voice. 

Was it just a dream? 

He looked at his glowing hands and a feeling of purpose and obligation nearly overwhelmed him. 
He shook his head trying to clear his mind. 

I don’t think so. 

He stared into the thick jungle and made a decision. 
“I need to find the scout,” he said, his voice echoing through the cave. 

Chapter 17 
Raphael 
The next day, Raphael found himself marching south again, with another platoon of soldiers. Only 
this time he was in the lead. His commander instructed him to find the platoon he abandoned. The 
lieutenant at his side eyed him skeptically, also not believing his story about the horned creatures. 
They made camp the first night, with only the threat of a lone, injured puma. It wandered into 
their camp, favoring one of its hind legs. One of the soldiers put it out of its misery and carried the 
corpse a safe distance away, so as not to attract any other predators. 
The next morning the lieutenant approached Raphael. 
“How much longer before we reach the clearing?” he asked. 
“We should be there by mid-day, sir.” 
“Good, I’d…” the lieutenant’s comment was cut short by shouts at the end of the column. 
“Lieutenant!” a man with dark hair and darker eyes, raced up to the officer. Blood dripped from the 
arm he cradled against his chest. “The back of the column is being slaughtered!” 
“Pul everyone to me and form ranks!” the officer called racing toward the end of the line. 
Raphael followed with trepidation. A sense of foreboding crowding his thoughts. 
The soldiers did as instructed and rallied around their lieutenant, forming a defensive rank along a 
curve in the road. Several more soldiers ran toward the line, each grievously injured and some 
carrying their fellows. 
“Allow them through quickly, then reform the line!” 
When the first black-scaled monster turned the corner, fear swept across the ranks. 
“Hold steady! It is only one-” the lieutenant paused as two dozen more followed in the wake of 
their leader. 
They each carried a massive axe, almost as tall as the average man. The demons themselves were 
heads tal er than even their largest soldier. Their bare chests rippled with muscle as they tested 
their weapons in anticipation of the coming fight. Without warning the demons charged and 
soldiers’ line collapsed. 
Raphael had seen the results of the demon’s onslaught once before and knew they would not 
survive. He pulled two daggers from his vest as a demon approached his lieutenant. The officer 
lunged with his sword, but the monster batted it away with his arm. He swung his large axe in an 
arching loop, slicing through the man’s sword arm and cleaving a deep gouge at his waist. The 
lieutenant stood there in shock, holding his insides from falling out. His face paled and he looked at Raphael. 
“Run!” 
Raphael froze in fear for a split second, until the demon turned towards him. The monster’s deep, 
burning red eyes bore into Raphael. His knees felt weak under the demon’s hateful gaze, but he 
managed to find enough strength to turn and run. A deep howl followed him as he crashed through 
the nearest briars. He could feel the demon close behind him, spurring his flight onward. He 
weaved between the trunks of the massive trees and cried out when he nearly ran over another 
man. He twisted to avoid him and stumbled to ground, smashing his knee against the root of a 
nearby tree. He flipped over to find the blond-haired scout from the Dutch army. 
“Run! I’m pursued by a demon that will kill us both!” Raphael called out, struggling to his feet. 
He could hear his pursuer crashing through the jungle. It would be upon them at any moment. 
Raphael grabbed the man’s arm, trying to encourage him to run, but as soon as he did the jungle 
around him burst into a blinding light. He covered his face and cried out. When he turned back 
towards the scout, the demon’s head rolled to a stop at his feet with a look of shock on its dark face. 
Raphael pulled his gaze from the gruesome sight and looked at the man before him. In his left 
hand was a sword, glowing so bright it appeared to be made from light itself. The scout stared back 
at Raphael with confusion and wonder. He raised the blade of light in his hand, gazing at it with 
reverence. Then it disappeared.Raphael gasped. He had no words for what he just witnessed. 
The man spoke, but Raphael didn’t understand what he said. He shook his head. 
“Raphael?” the blond scout asked. 
Raphael looked at him in surprise and nodded. “How do you know my name?” 
Frustration returned to the scout’s face. 
“Mikel,” he said, tapping his chest. 
Raphael understood that was his name. Mikel motioned for him to follow, and Raphael was 
overwhelmed with a compelling feeling to obey. He took one last glance at the headless demon at 
his feet, then followed the stranger who beckoned him forward. 



Chapter 18 
Mikel 
Mikel and Raphael made camp in the small cave that Mikel had been using for the last several 
days. Raphael successfully snared two rabbits, which were now spitted and roasting above their 
small fire. Mikel’s mouth watered at the thought of food. He hadn’t eaten in almost two days, and 
even though his hunger subsided slightly after his encounter with ‘the voice’, his stomach rumbled 
in anticipation. 
Mikel looked at his new companion. A dozen questions filtered through his mind, and he sighed in 
frustration at their language barrier. Mikel knew very little Spanish, enough to know that the 
Portuguese language was similar, but not the same. 
“Do you speak English?” Mikel asked. 
Raphael shook his head. “FalaPortuguês?” 
Mikel knew enough Spanish to guess that Raphael was asking if he spoke Portuguese. He gestured 
his linguistic limitations with his thumb and index finger “Espanhol,” he replied. 
Raphael frowned and pulled one of the rabbits from the fire to cool. 
“Por que tôaqui?” Raphael asked, questioning why he was here. 
Mikel shrugged. “Because I was told to find you,” he said in English, unsure how to translate so that 
the man across from him would understand. 
They sat in silence as they ate, each frustrated by their inability to question the other. 
Raphael pointed at Mikel’s left hand with a questioning look. Mikel followed his gaze to the glow 
around his hands. It had not faded, even after the sword vanished from his hand. He was certain 
his strange visitor had something to do with the changes he was now experiencing and wished the 
man would return to explain it. He’d done as he was told. He found the scout named Raphael, but 
he had no idea what their purpose was now. 
“Então? Agora,” Raphael asked, how. 
Could his companion see his hand glowing as well? Or was he asking how he summoned the 
sword? 
“Do you see the light around my hands?” he asked. “Um, luz namão?” 
He nodded in agreement. “Vejo.” 
Mikel looked at him in astonishment and noticed the same expression in Raphael’s eyes. 
“Como?” 
Mikel shook his head. “I don’t know.” 
~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
Mikel finished eating and sat in silence, listening the numerous insects and nocturnal birds calling 
to one another in the night. He watched Raphael rise and move towards the mouth of the cave, 
unraveling a thin rope that Mikel had not noticed was wrapped around his waist. He pulled a 
pouch from his belt and dumped a pile of small, dry bones on the rocky ground. Mikel’s curiosity 
surged as he watched him attach the bones to the rope at regular intervals, then stretch it across 
the opening of the cave about knee height. 
He turned and looked at Mikel with an embarrassed grin, that shed years from his features. 
“Puma.” 
Mikel nodded with understanding and appreciation. It would warn them if something approached 
the entrance to the cave while they slept. 
The Englishman’s emotions flared as he realized this man knew how to live on his own in the 
jungle. Mikel would’ve been killed by predators or starved to death if he had not met this man. His 
thoughts returned to the mysterious voice that visited him the night before. 

What did he mean, he would lead us to the mountain? What is his purpose for us, and what did he do 

to me? Will I ever be able to leave this place or see my family again? 

He thought of his friend Harry dying at the hands of the demons that Mikel refused to believe 
existed. His heart ached with loneliness, and he held back the tears that threatened to spill from 
his eyes. 

Did Raphael’s fellow soldiers meet the same fate? Did he feel Mikel’s hopelessness? Or was he the only 

one struggling with this situation? 

He looked over at the man who was now dowsing the fire and stripping the meat from the rabbits’ 
bones. Mikel realized he would add them to his collection and envied his ingenuity and 
resourcefulness. 

No, Raphael was not suffering from the same loneliness and loss. 




Chapter 19 
Raphael 
A cool breeze whispered across Raphael’s face, waking him instantly. He opened his eyes but 
remained motionless as he looked towards the mouth of the cave. The string of bones swayed 
gently in the breeze, but nothing else moved. He laid there silently for several minutes, deciding 
there was nothing amiss. He rolled onto his back listening to the rustle of bats wings and chirping 
insects. Thinking over the events of the past few days made him wonder why he was here and not 
back at the fort. 

Why did I follow this stranger into the jungle?  He asked himself. Where did his sword of light come
from, and what is the soft glow surrounding him?  He shook his head and continued his silent 
conversation. I should go back to the fort and report to the commander. He needs to know that we 

lost another platoon. But what will he think of me, if I’m the only one to survive yet again? Maybe I 

wasn’t the only survivor. Maybe someone else can confirm my story. 

He sat up and stretched, trying to make as little noise as possible. He turned towards the sleeping 
figure across the cold firepit. Sweat beaded on the man’s forehead and a wrinkle formed on his 
brow. He mumbled incoherently, then yelped softly. His dreams appeared as unpleasant as 
Raphael’s own nightmares. 
Raphael looked up as a faint light danced just outside the cave’s entrance. He reached for one of the 
long daggers lying next to his bed roll and silently fel back into the shadows. He snuck over to 
Mikel’s side, nudging him in the ribs with his bare foot. Mikel grunted, sitting up suddenly. Raphael 
laid one hand on his shoulder and pointed at the advancing light with his other. To his surprise, 
Mikel just stared at the light, almost becoming mesmerized. 
He turned back to Raphael, asking him a question that he didn’t understand. The same frustrated 
look consumed each of their features over their language barrier. 
Mikel stood, trying to straighten his clothes like he was preparing to meet someone very 
important. He gave Raphael a reassuring nod. Raphael’s wariness didn’t subside, and he gripped 
his weapon tighter. Did Mikel know who was coming?  The seconds turned into minutes as the light 
continued to brighten. The bats in the back of the cave stirred, then rushed towards the entrance 
in a flurry of screeches. The two men ducked their heads, trying to avoid the swarm of leathery 
wings above them. 
Raphael moved further back into the shadows, becoming more fearful as the light continued to 
brighten. 

They should’ve entered the cave by now. That light’s been approaching for several minutes already. 

One man would only be carrying a lantern, which would not cast that much light. Unless- Realization 
struck Raphael like a hammer. He must have led me to a trap. Only dozens of lanterns would emit so 

much light that it would be seen from such a distance. How many are there and why can I not hear 

them? A group that size could not hide their approach. 
The light at the entrance suddenly blazed, forcing Raphael to cover his face. He tried to peer 
between his fingers, but the brightness burned his eyes. 
“I see you have found one another.” A deep voice resonated through the cavern. 
The scout tried to look at the intruder once more but was still unable to endure the piercing light. 
“Come, sit with me so we can discuss the future.” 
The glare subsided as suddenly as it appeared, and Raphael tentatively moved his hands from his 
face. He gasped as his eyes settled on the being before him. He was in the image of a man, but 
clearly so much more. 
A soft light surrounded His lean frame. Even sitting, His height was wel above Raphael’s. He had 
strong, square features set around deep, glowing eyes that appeared as several colors; blue, green, 
brown, gray – all in constant motion around each other. The entity leaned forward and rested His 
elbows on His knees. 
“Please sit.” He gestured for both men to join Him in front of the ashes of their fire. 
Raphael glanced at Mikel and noticed that their reaction to this newcomers’ presence were not 
the same. Mikel carried a knowing, but anxious expression as he moved to sit down. Raphael 
joined him on the opposite side of the fire and they both looked at the being in front of them. 
“I assume you both understand me,” He began, not waiting for a response. “One of the Overlord’s 
has emerged from hell once again, making your commitment necessary. I will guide you south, 
into the mountains, where you will find a dormant volcano. There you will build a fortress for the 
warriors that are needed to fight against the evil you saw today.” 
“Who are you?” Raphael asked. “What is an Overlord, and what were those monsters we saw 
today?” 
“How are you speaking English?” Mikel asked with an astonished look, drawing Raphael’s 
attention. “I thought you could not speak it.” 
“I was not speaking English,” Raphael replied defensively. “Yet I understand you perfectly.” 
A deep laugh interrupted their confusion and they turned back to their visitor. 
“A language barrier will only slow down your progress, so I eliminated it. Now, to answer your 
questions. The Overlord’s name is Zar’Asur. He is a demon that was summoned from hel by a 
group of cultists called the Csökkent. Normally, they cannot summon demons without the power of 
an Overlord, but apparently some greater power has intervened.” 
“Why have we not seen them before?” Mikel asked. “Why are they here now, and what is their 
intention?” 
“The demon Overlords were defeated centuries ago and have remained in hell since then. The 
Csökkent should have disappeared with them, but their faith in their evil masters is stronger than 
anticipated.” He leaned back and folded His arms against His chest. “Their plan has always been to 
subjugate humanity. The Overlord will kill everyone who does not bow before him.” 
The being turned towards Raphael and he found himself the subject of an intense gaze. He could 
not pul away from the colors that swirled in those eyes. It felt like someone intruded into his 
mind.Strange images formed before him, sketched into his memory as their meaning was forced 
upon him in waves. He grasped the sides of his skull as more visions bombarded him in a 
torrential storm of understanding. He cried out in pain and felt Mikel catch him as he fell to the 
ground. 
“What did you do to him?” Mikel asked. Raphael heard the tension and fear in the man’s voice. 
“Open your eyes, Raphael and look at your friend. Tell me what you see.” 
Raphael pushed himself to his knees and slowly looked up at Mikel. He felt a subtle pulse behind 
his eyes as he gazed at his fellow scout. 
“His body is surrounded by a soft glow, much like your own.” He paused as his gaze bounced from 
Mikel to their visitor. “But not like yours. Who are you?” 
“I’ve been called many things throughout the ages, but I’m most commonly referred to as God.” 
Raphael’s thoughts warred with each other. He wanted to deny what he saw, but deep in his heart 
he knew it was true. 
“Mikel, summon your sword,” God commanded. “Raphael tell me what you see when he does.” 
Mikel looked at his hand with uncertainty, his brow furrowed in concentration, but the sword of 
light did not appear. 
“I cannot,” Mikel said. “I have no idea how I did it last time. It seemed to appear when I, we were 
threatened by that demon.” 
“I think you should try again, Mikel,” Raphael said, still amazed that he could communicate with 
this man. “I saw something happening, almost like the light around your hand changed.” 
Mikel’s brow furrowed as he tried again. Raphael focused on his companion’s hands and watched 
tendrils of light emerge from his fingertips and snake towards his wrist. They disappeared 
suddenly and Raphael looked up into Mikel’s face. He noticed for the first time that Mikel’s eyes 
were a deep gray. His fierce look of concentration withered into disappointment. 
“That was amazing,” Raphael said and Mikel’s disappointment turned to annoyance. 
“How was doing nothing, amazing?” 
“Did you not see the tendrils of light spreading from your fingertips towards your wrists?” Raphael asked. 
“No, I saw nothing but failure.” Mikel shook his head. 
“I think you almost had it. I could see strands of light snaking up your hand, Mikel. They didn’t fade 
until you stopped trying.Remember what you felt the last time the blade emerged.” 
“Alright.” A look of determination crossed his face and he closed his eyes. 
Raphael watched the tendrils appear again, winding around Mikel’s fingers, along his hand then 
circling his wrist and forearm. When they reached his elbow, their light flared and they surged 
back towards his hand. Raphael fell backwards as the sword of light surged from Mikel’s palm. It 
quickly disappeared again and Mikel cursed. 
“You did it!” Raphael exclaimed, pushing himself to his knees. 
“Yes, and I think I know how. It startled me and I lost it.” Mikel smiled self-consciously. 
Raphael watched him focus again. This time, he didn’t have time to watch the light travel up 
Mikel’s arm. The sword appeared instantly and Mikel’s smile grew wider. Raphael gazed at the 
sword in wonder. The hilt’s white surface shined and the clearly defined blade swirled with the 
same colors of light as God’s eyes. Raphael turned his gaze to the being still seated near the cold 
fire. He watched the two men with a smile. 
“Why us?” Raphael asked. 
“I need men and women whose hearts are true,” He replied. 
Mikel flushed and the sword vanished. “I wouldn’t say that about myself. I’ve done many things 
that would not be considered true or correct,” he said, unable to look at God. “I suppose you already 
know that.” 
“I didn’t say I needed perfection.” He rose to His feet, towering over the two men. “These demons 
will not stop until they’ve thrown the world into chaos. I need people who will protect humanity 
and ensure their future does not include being enslaved by Hell. I have given you the gifts you will 
need to start an army capable of defeating the demons you fought today. Will you join me?” 
Raphael looked at Mikel, who held his gaze for a moment then looked at the dirt beneath his feet. 
“I had hoped to return to London, to my family.” He looked up at the mighty form in front of him. “I 
was forced here by the actions of others, then retained against my will. I had to watch my best 
friend die with men who hated him.” His voice cracked, and he cleared his throat. “His family 
should know what happened.” 
God looked at him with compassion and understanding. 
“Do you believe his family needs to hear he was killed by a demon?” He asked. “Would you be able 
to return to a normal life in London, knowing the evil that is rampaging through this land?” 
Mikel shook his head. “Do I have to decide tonight?” 
“No, but you cannot retain the gifts I’ve given you if you decide to go home.” He turned his gaze to Raphael. “What of you? Will you return to your commanding officer?” 
“No,” Raphael replied. “This is my home. I cannot allow it to be destroyed. I’ve seen the demons’ 
strength and unrelenting death.” 
“There is a small village two days south of here, at the base of the mountain that is surrounded by 
plateaus. You will understand my description when you see it.” He turned to leave, but hesitated. “If 
you decide to fight against this foe, I will lead you into the mountain to begin your preparations.” 



Chapter 20 
Mikel 
Mikel stared at Raphael as the sun streamed into the mouth of the cave. They had the same 
argument for the last two hours. Raphael stood, stretching his arms above his head. 
“My mind is made up. You may join me if you wish,” Raphael said. 
He gathered his numerous knives, placing them in the hidden sheaths within his vest. He went to 
the mouth of the cave and started untying the string of bones stretched across the entrance. Mikel 
heard him chuckle. 
“What can you possibly find funny about our situation?” Mikel asked, raising his voice. “We’ve 
been thrown together, unwillingly I might add, to gather an army to fight against a foe that seems 
unbeatable.” He rose to his feet and approached Raphael. “I have no desire to fill this role. I want to 
go back to my family and live a normal life.” 
He placed his hand on Raphael’s shoulder and forced him to turn. The scout’s bronze features 
displayed a mischievous smirk. 
“My little trap didn’t work on God, did it?” Raphael asked, shaking the string of bones in his hand. 
“He never even questioned them or their lack of effectiveness.” His icy blue orbs looked directly 
into Mikel’s eyes. “We can speak to and understand one another, even after he left. He’s given you 
an amazing gift with that sword. I wish you could see it the way I do. It’s so much more than just a 
blade. I can feel the energy pulsing with each swirl of color. I can only imagine the strength it would 
give you, if you embraced its magic.” He shook his head and his smile faded. “I’m awed by the gift 
he gave me. Everything looks different now. I’m not sure I can explain it, but I can see and feel how 
the moth stays in flight and how the fire burns.” He pointed to the small flames still flickering in 
the ring of stones near them. “He gave me knowledge of spel s that I need to understand.” He tied 
the rope around his waste and tucked the bones into a pouch on his belt. “I will use these gifts to 
save the country I love-the people I love. I believe we’re supposed to do it together, but I’ll not 
abandoned this task regardless of your choice.” 
Mikel fumed. All he wanted was to go back to England; to pretend that none of this happened. Did 
he really care if an army of demons slaughtered a bunch of savages? He could leave them all behind 
and forget about them. He looked at Raphael with determination. 
“I’l find a way back to the coast on my own.” 
He saw the look of disappointment in the scout’s eyes as he turned to leave. 
“Mikel, your hands are no longer glowing,” he said softly and disappeared into the nearby trees. 
Mikel looked at his hands. Raphael was right, the soft glow that surrounded them for the last two days was gone. 

He said I could not keep the gift if I decided to go home, why would I have doubted His word? 

He dropped to his knees in despair. 

I cannot find the coast on my own, and I’ve already demonstrated that I cannot survive in this bloody 

wilderness. My death is certain without God’s gift. 

He looked around the empty cave in resignation. He couldn’t forget about the demons, nor could he 
leave this place knowing they would kill or enslave everyone here. He was selfish by nature, but he 
wasn’t heartless. His family likely assumed him dead and the sadness from that thought alone 
drove his despair farther. 
“How can I do this? I’m not a great man destined to lead others into battle.” His voice echoed 
through the empty cave, but he received no answer. 
He pushed himself from the rocky ground and followed Raphael. 



Chapter 21 
Mikel 
Two days later, they crouched at the edge of the jungle just outside the small village at the base of 
the mountain. Sounds of battle stretched across the open space and the two men looked at each 
other with fear. 
“I hope that’s another local tribe and not a group of demons,” Raphael said as he pulled a dagger 
from his vest. 
“I agree,” Mikel replied. “I don’t suppose you have a spare one?” He pointed at Raphael’s weapon. 
“Certainly.” He retrieved another dagger, flipped it over and handed the hilt to Mikel. 
He accepted it hesitantly, looking at the long blade and bone handle. He now regretted the decision 
that forfeited his blade of light. 
“Let’s see what they’re facing.” 
They remained hidden in the thick foliage until they reached an opening in the small huts. Mikel’s 
breath caught in his throat when he saw several large demons pass across the opening. 
“Someone is fighting against the demons,” Raphael whispered. “Let’s see if we can find them and 
possibly help. Stay close and follow me.” 
Mikel tried to swallow his fear and trailed after Raphael. They maneuvered between the buildings 
and emerged into the center of the village that was now nothing more than smoldering ruins. 
Three demons battled against a dozen men covered in plate armor, bearing large bastard swords 
and broad shields. Two demons laid dead at their feet. 
“They killed two of the demons,” Mikel whispered in surprise. 
“What can we do to help them?” Raphael asked. “Do you think you and I can take one on our own?” 
Mikel looked over at the scout and shook his head. “I don’t think so.” 
“I can’t stand here and do nothing,” Raphael replied, pul ing a short-bladed dagger from his vest. “I 
did that twice already. I would rather die than live with the guilt of my cowardice.” He grasped his 
weapon by the blade and threw it at the closest demon. It bounced off the back of the creature’s 
neck. It turned its red, glowing eyes towards the pair. 
“Bloody hell!” Mikel cursed. “I’ll focus on its left side if you get the right.” 
Raphael nodded and they both crouched into a lose fighting stance. The demon sauntered towards them with a feral grin, holding his massive axe just below the blade. When it was within striking 
distance, the demon flipped the axe in the air, catching the handle and swinging it towards 
Raphael’s head. The scout ducked, rolling to one side and drawing the demon’s attention. Mikel 
lunged, attempting to stab the creature between its ribs. His blade glanced off the demon’s thick 
hide, drawing its attention away from Raphael. 
“Your dagger cannot pierce its hide!” Mikel yelled as hescrambled backwards to avoid an overhead 
slice from the enormous axe. 
The demon swung again. Mikel ducked, avoiding the blade, but the creature’s massive elbow 
grazed his head and dropped him to his knees. Mikel struggled to rise, knowing the demon 
prepared his killing blow. He raised his head and watched Raphael leap in the air, with a fierce cry 
on his lips. He landed on the demon’s back, reigning blows onto its neck and shoulders. The demon 
stumbled for moment, then reached back and grabbed the scout by the throat. It pulled him over 
its shoulder, holding him aloft with one hand. Raphael thrashed, stabbing relentlessly at his 
capturer’s forearms. 
Fury boiled in Mikel’s chest as he watched Raphael’s face turn purple from lack of air. He knew in 
his heart he could not let this man die. He thought of the gift he had forfeited, the selfishness in 
that decision, and the regret that it would now cost not only his life, but this entire village. 

Please, forgive my selfishness and ignorance. 

He felt his arm tingle and warmth bloom in his chest. He looked down at his hand and hoped to see 
a blade of light. He was not disappointed as the sword emerged, filling with him strength and 
determination. 
He turned his focus on the demon holding Raphael and with a single, sweeping strike, removed its 
head. Raphael fell to the ground, gasping for air. 
“Will you be okay?” Mikel asked, extending his free hand to help him stand. 
“Yes,” Raphael replied in a raspy voice, rubbing his neck. “I’m glad you changed your mind.” He 
nodded towards Mikel’s sword and a thin smile crept across his face. 
“I need to make a difference and change the course of this battle.” 
Mikel turned towards the remaining demons, raised his sword in the air and charged into the fray. 
He impaled the closest demon, sinking his blade into its chest. It fell to one knee, swinging its axe 
towards Mikel’s head. He pulled his sword free and moved it to block the demon’s arm, but instead 
severed it at the elbow. He watched in horror and fascination as the axe fell to ground with a thud, 
the clawed hand still gripping the handle. The demon stared at him in disbelief, and Mikel removed 
its head as wel . 
Raphael appeared at Mikel’s side. 
“I’l distract them, while you kill them,” he said as another demon stepped away from the battle with the armored warriors. He dove towards the creature’s knees and rolled away, making it 
stumble. Mikel rushed forward, stabbing it in the chest and dragging the blade down towards the 
monster’s groin. Black blood poured from its abdomen as it fell. 
Mikel quickly turned to find Raphael side by side with one of the armored warriors. A large dent 
marred the warrior’s helm and blood dripped from the arm that hung useless at his side. The 
demon they faced back-handed Raphael, sending him soaring into the air. It lifted its axe high to 
cleave the warrior in two, and Mikel leapt towards the creature’s back. 
He raised his sword high above his head, with the blade pointed towards the ground. The sword’s 
light disappeared into the base of the monster’s skull and emerged from its chest. The warrior 
rolled to the side as the demon fell forward. Mikel released his sword and it vanished. 
He looked around for another foe, but they all laid on the ground dead or dying. He rushed to 
Raphael’s side. The scout’s head was bleeding and his shoulder was turned at an unnatural angle. 
Large, purple bruises circled his neck where the demon strangled him. 
“Raphael!” 
Mikel tore a strip from the bottom of his shirt and pressed it to the bleeding wound on his scalp. 
Raphael moaned and opened his eyes. He tried to rise and cried out in pain. 
“That’s a little uncomfortable,” he said between gasps of pain. 
“Don’t move,” Mikel instructed. “I’m certain your shoulder is dislocated and possibly broken. I’l try 
to find help.” 
Mikel stood and looked around the small village. A large warrior, covered in bloody plate armor 
walked towards him, followed by six or more men, each injured from the battle. The leader slid the 
helm from his head, revealing a woman. 
Mikel stared at her in disbelief. The ease in which she carried her dual-bladed axe identified her 
profession, and her tall, muscular frame defined her strength, but the softness in her eyes and the 
curve of her hips gave away her femininity. Was she really their leader? The men surrounding her 
acted as if it were so. Their posture, the slight distance behind her giving her deference yet also 
conveying protection. 
She stopped a few paces from him, eyeing him with a calculated stare. 
“How many did we lose, Mark?” she asked, not turning her gaze from Mikel. 
“Antonio and William are gone,” the man to her immediate right replied. “Frederick will not likely 
survive his injuries.” 
A grave look crossed her features and she did not hide her fierce emotions. 
“See to the wounded,” she commanded. “Prepare our lost for the journey home.” 
Mark nodded and motioned for several others to follow him. Mikel was amazed at their strength. 
Each of them sustainedinjuries yet would take care of their fellow soldiers’ needs first. 
“Thank you.” The female warrior knelt on one knee before Mikel. “Without your intervention, I 
would have lost all of them.” 
“Please stand,” he said, his face flushing with embarrassment. “I did what I thought was right. I 
couldn’t stand by while this village was slaughtered.” 
“You graced us with your strength and saved my men,” she replied still kneeling. “The gods do not 
intervene without purpose. Tell me what you wish of me.” 
Mikel choked on his laugh and kneelednext to the warrior. 
“I am no god. Now rise and let’s tend to the wounded. My friend is hurt.” 
The woman looked at him with confusion, but slowly stood. 
“Surely, you have been blessed by the gods,” she said. “I saw the sword you wielded.” 
“What is your name?” Mikel asked, trying to avoid her question. 
“Adalina, Daughter of the Captain’s Guard to Queen Penthesilea.” 
“I’m Mikel,” he replied, a little confused by her title.She raised an eyebrow at him. 
“Just Mikel?” she asked. 
He chuckled. “Mikel Davis. Born and raised in London, England, but no one special.” 
“I doubt that.” She grunted and turned towards another of her men. “See to his friend.” 



Chapter 22 
Mikel 
There was not a building large enough to house all the injured. Raphael was coherent enough to 
act as a translator between Mikel and the villagers, after one of Adalina’s warriors pushed his 
shoulder back into its socket. He was still pale, and didn’t try to move from his seat, but he was able 
to give clear instructions. They put together enough cloth for a covered awning and provided clean 
straw to make pallets for the men to lay on. 
Mikel directed several dark-skinned men carrying bundles of straw, as well as several women 
transporting large, clay pots full of water. He was interrupted by the sound of a woman’s voice 
speaking English, with a British accent. 
“Get out of my way!” she exclaimed. “You cannot put injured men on piles of straw, exposed to the 
sun and other frightful elements.” 
Mikel turned around to see a petite woman, wearing a pale blue dress, the skirt gathered in her 
hands to keep it from dragging in the dirt. The look on her face was fierce, but it didn’t hide her 
beauty. Her blond hair fell around her round face, and her thin lips were set in a determined line. 
One of the villagers pointed towards Mikel and she turned her gaze on him. At first, she looked 
surprised, but it quickly turned to anger. 
“I should have known an arrogant Englishman would be in charge of this mess.” 
“I am not arrogant,” Mikel said defensively. “And what makes you think I’m English?” 
“Your reply confirmed your heritage and all Englishmen are arrogant.” 
She crossed her arms against her chest and tried to make herself appear taller. She barely reached 
Mikel’s chest. He suppressed a grin and bowed. 
“My name is Mikel Davis, my lady.” 
Mikel watched as she struggled. It was obvious her upbringing required her to reply. She huffed 
loudly and extended her hand to him. 
“Magdelin Lange, my lord.” 
He kissed her fingers and noticed the edges of her lips twitch slightly. 
“What can I do for you, Lady Magdelin?” 
“These men cannot stay in the open air with their injuries,” she said, pointing towards the dozens of warriors and villagers in various states of consciousness. “Infection sets in quickly in the jungle. 
We need to find a way to move them inside.” 
“You’re a physician?” Mikel asked in surprise, knowing that English women could not study 
medicine. 
“You know I am not,” she replied curtly. “My late husband was, and I assisted him daily. It is not 
difficult to learn from someone as talented as he.” A look of sadness passed over her features, but 
she schooled them quickly. 
“I apologize, but unless you know something I do not, there is not a place large enough for these 
men. According to Raphael, the villagers are reluctant to have the warriors in their homes.” Mikel 
looked at the wounded and wondered how many would survive. “We could probably convince 
them to take their own, but they won’t allow anyone who had contact with the demons.” 
“You were here for the battle?” Magdelin asked. 
Mikel turned back to her and was surprised by her change of expression. Worry and fear now 
consumed her features. 
“Yes,” Mikel replied. “I assume you were safe with the women and children.” 
She nodded. “They wouldn’t let me out until a few minutes ago. Something about waiting for the 
demons to be burned.” 
“You did not see them?” Mikel asked. 
“No, the fighting started on the edge of town. These warriors herded the women and children into 
the chapel, then…” her voice cracked as her gaze turned towards the brave men laying on piles of 
straw beneath a sagging canopy. “We have to do something. They saved all of us.” 
“No, Mikel saved all of us,” Adalina appeared next to Mikel, making him jump. 
“We’ve already discussed this Adalina,” Mikel replied, barely concealing his impatience for the 
subject. He didn’t want the praise she gave him. 
“Really?” Magdelin asked with obvious doubt. 
“Yes, he wields a weapon gifted from the gods.” Adalina explained. “He slayed the demons as if they 
were lowly cattle.” 
“She exaggerates, I assure you.” Mikel said, waving his hand in the air. “I merely evened the odds.” 
“As you say,” Adalina replied with a bow. 
“What do you need Adalina?” Mikel asked with a huff. 
“I need Magdelin,” she replied. “The villagers say she is a competent physician and several of my 
men need more care than I can provide.” 
“I will care for them, but as I was telling this Englishman, they cannot stay outside. We could take them into the chapel.” 
“My men are stronger than most. Only concern yourself with closing their wounds.” 
Magdelin’s shoulders slumped with resignation. Mikel watched as the two women walked away 
into the throng of wounded men and found himself migrating towards Raphael. 
“I think we’ve found the first of our warriors,” Raphael said, his voice still harsh from the damage 
to his throat. 
“Yes, I think you’re right,” Mikel agreed. “How do we convince Adalina to join us?” 
“You’re not serious, are you?” Raphael asked. “She already knows you’ve been touched by God, 
even though she thinks it’s a different god. I suggest you tell her everything. I think she’ll believe 
you.” 
The two men looked on as Magdelin ordered one of the villagers to collect her bag, then she knelt 
next to one of Adalina’s men. His plate armor and shirt had already been removed, revealing a long, 
deep cut running from his shoulder blade to his lower back. Magdelin gently urged him to lie on his 
stomach as she dipped a strip of cloth into a nearby bucket of water. After cleaning the cut, she set 
to the task of stitching it. 
“What of the Englishwoman?” Raphael asked, breaking the silence between them. 
“I suppose we could use someone to tend to the wounded,” Mikel replied. “Especial y if our most 
prominent foe turns out to be these demons.” 
“Do you know anything about her?” 
“Only that her husband recently passed away.” The two men fell into a comfortable silence again, 
watching the villagers work. “We’ll need to set aside some time later to discuss the possibility of 
another attack.” 
“I hadn’t thought of that, but you’re right,” Raphael said. “It would also be the perfect opportunity 
to discuss Adalina’s future. She should be at this meeting, as we will need her warriors.” 
“Yes, but how many are left that can fight?” 



Chapter 23 
Mikel 
Later that evening, Mikel, Raphael, Adalina and Mark, her second in command, crowded into 
Magdelin’s small, wooden hut. It consisted of two rooms; the main room where they all sat on the 
floor and another room partition by a curtain of reeds. 
“Were you not able to find the village leader?” Mikel asked Raphael. 
“Yes, but he only speaks their native tongue.” He looked at Magdelin and continued. “He trusts that 
Lady Magdelin will relay any important information.” 
They all looked at Magdelin, bewildered. 
She blushed. “I may have saved his son a few weeks ago,” she said quietly. “He was attacked by a 
puma. He will have an ugly scar on his leg and a limp, but he’s otherwise unharmed.” 
“What is a lady of your stature doing in the middle of the jungle?” Mikel asked. “You said earlier that 
your husband was a physician, so he was a man with significant means. Why did you not return to 
England?” 
“Do not speak of my husband,” she replied fiercely. “You cannot begin to understand who he was. I 
stay because I choose to.” 
“You forget that I am also in the middle of the jungle, my lady,” Mikel said bitterly. “You cannot begin 
to understand what I’ve endured.” 
She cast him an intense glare. “We were part of a missionary group with the Spanish,” she began. 
“We were here long enough to build the chapel before a fever starting running through the village.” 
Her expression softened to sadness. “Too many died, despite our efforts, including my husband.” 
Mikel felt guilty for asking her to relive that memory. He should have guessed it was something 
similar. Tears pooled at the edges of her eyes, but she quickly swept them away. 
“I’m sorry, Lady Magdelin,” Mikel said quietly. 
Her reply was a soft mumble. 
“I believe we need to get to the point of this meeting,” Adalina stated. “We are not ready for 
another attack. Too many of my men are injured.” She looked directly at Mikel with a mischievous 
smile. “Your gift will be the only thing that saves this village.” 
Mikel raised an eyebrow at Adalina. 
“Unfortunately, I agree with her,” Raphael interjected. “I was useless against those creatures. 
Adalina’s men were able to kill several of them, but it took a great deal of effort.” He turned to the 
warrior with an apologetic look. “Your sword sliced through their thick hides with ease, Mikel. If 
we all had a weapon like yours, the battle would be won easily.” 
Mikel looked down at his softly glowing hand. Did anyone else see it besides he and Raphael? 

“When the demons come, I will do what is necessary to defend the village,” he said. “But I fear it 
won’t be enough. I’m only one man. You cannot depend on me to save everyone.” 
The small room suddenly filled with light, causing the group to shield their eyes. Mikel recognized 
it and was not surprised by their visitor, but everyone else’s response was one of shock and 
amazement. Except for Raphael, who recovered as quickly as Mikel, with a wide grin on his face. 
“I’m glad you found each other so easily,” He said settlingHis tall form onto the floor next to 
Magdelin. 
She inched away from Him, without removing her stunned gaze. 
“It’s alright, child. I will not hurt you.” He chuckled softly and turned to Mikel. “This is the beginning 
of your charge, Mikel. Tomorrow, the remaining demons will return. You must defeat all of them. 
None can be allowed to live.” 
“How can I do that?” Mikel asked. “We know there are at least another dozen, possibly more. 
Adalina’s men are brave and strong, but many are wounded and unable to fight. I cannot defeat 
that many on my own.” He looked at his hand again, struggling to admit defeat but also seeing no 
hope of victory. 
“I have one more gift to bestow this night that will ensure your victory,” He said. “But only if the 
Lady Magdelin will accept it.” 
Mikel watched her look of wonder turn to shock when she realized God was talking to her. She 
looked up at Him with wide eyes, unable to speak. 
“You have a natural gift for caring for the wounded. I will enhance that gift, giving you the power 
to do more than heal wounds.” His gaze roamed the room then back to Magdelin. “These warriors 
will need strength and longevity, as well as healing. Will you be the bearer of this gift?” 
Magdelin was still unable to speak. 
“You are the one who gifted Mikel with his sword?” Adalina asked with surprise. “I suspected it 
was Ares, the God of War.” 
“Adalina, the Amazon warrior,” He said with a glowing smile. “Yes, I gave Mikel his gift, as well as 
Raphael’s. The only one left is Magdelin.” 
“Adalina does not receive a boon?” Raphael asked. 
“Adalina has the blood of her sisters running through her veins. It is all she requires to lead her warriors into battle, as she always has. My gift to her will be through the young woman sitting 
next to me.” 
All eyes focused on Magdelin. Her cheeks flushed and she stuttered. 
“Someone needs to explain all of this.” She waved her hands in the air frantically until one settled 
and pointed at God. “Who are you?What gifts did you bestow on these men and what is this talk of 
Adalina being an Amazon warrior?” 
“Mikel?” Adalina asked. “I’d like to hear this as well.” 
Mikel sighed and explained his initial meeting with God, then his and Raphael’s encounter with 
their first demon. Everyone listened intently as he described their next meeting with God and the 
task put before them. 
“You know what happened when we arrived here, which leads us to this gathering.” 
“I still don’t understand what you want us to do,” Magdelin said, looking into the swirling eyes that 
bore down on her. 
“We cannot remove the evil from the hearts of men. It has been there since the beginning.” He 
shook his head in sadness. “But the demons should not be here. Their presence destroys the 
natural balance between good and evil. The fact that the Csökkent were able to summon an 
Overlord indicates that an even greater evil is forcing his will into humanity. We cannot allow that 
to happen.” He looked at Adalina, then Mikel. “Man cannot fight against the demons you will face. 
Only with the gifts I grant to you, will humanity survive.” 
The room fel into silence for several moments. 
“Each of you will bear a heavy burden of responsibility, but Mikel’s will be the hardest to endure.” 
Mikel felt His gaze and forced himself to return it. “There must always be balance. Without it the 
world will crumble. You have received my touch, and with it have been granted powers that will 
ensure humanity survives. But with that power comes sacrifice. When this evil finally emerges, 
his strength will rival your own. In order to vanquish him, a sacrifice of equal value must be made.” 
“So, you’ve sentenced me to death,” Mikel said with resignation. He couldn’t summon his anger. He 
understood the responsibility being cast upon him. 
“No, my son. I’ve given you a life with purpose. Your strength, and that of your Council, will 
determine how quickly the evil surfaces. Fight for humanity and you may be able to avoid his 
wrath for many years.” He turned His gaze back to Magdelin. “My dear, I can linger no longer. Will 
you join them in this fight?” 
She nodded with tears welling in her eyes. He passed his hand over her face, nearly touching her 
skin. She flushed a deep red and sweat beaded on her forehead, but her eyes never left his. He 
smiled once more. 
“You should catch her,” He said to Raphael, as Magdelin swayed and fell to the side. 
Raphael reached out with his uninjured arm, cradling her head against his shoulder. 
“When she wakes, she will need to heal the warriors.” He rose to feet, towering over the small 
group who rose with Him, leaving Raphael on the floor holding Magdelin. “The demons will be here 
before sunset.” 
He disappeared as quickly as He arrived, His light fading with Him. 
Mikel retrieved Magdelin and carried her through the hanging reeds. A low cot rested inside the 
doorway, and he lowered her onto it. He brushed several strands of hair from her face and left her 
alone in the small room. 
“Can you stay with her until she wakes?” he asked Adalina. 
“Of course,” she replied. She bit her lower lip and looked around the room. “Does anyone else feel 
like we’re trapped?” 



Chapter 24 
Raphael 
Raphael stirred on the pile of straw beneath him. Pain shot through his injured shoulder and he 
rol ed onto his back trying to find a position that didn’t cause discomfort. The cut on the back of 
his head rubbed against a fold in his jacket that acted as his pillow. He groaned, rol ing to his side 
then into a sitting position. 
“Let me help.” 
A soft whisper floated towards him, and he twisted around to find Magdelin treading softly 
through the sleeping men. She knelt next to him and lifted her hand towards his neck hesitantly. 
“May I?” she asked. 
Raphael nodded, watching her face. Her brow furrowed and the corners of her mouth turned down 
as she concentrated. He felt a pleasant warmth spread from her hand, through the skin at the base 
of his neck. The cut on his head tingled as the muscle and skin pulled together. Magdelin’s lips 
quivered, and she squeezed her eyes shut. 
“Don’t exhaust yourself on me,” Raphael said quietly. “There are others here who will be needed 
more than I in the fight to come.” 
She dropped her hand and opened her eyes. He saw a sadness and vulnerability in her gaze that 
hadn’t been there the night before. 
“Are you okay?” he asked. 
“No, I don’t think I am,” she replied. “So much has happened in the last few days.” She folded her 
legs beneath her and smoothed her skirt to cover them. “I’ve been floundering in this small village 
since my husband…” She paused and took a deep breath. “But I couldn’t leave these people without 
someone to care for them.” She looked past him as a pair of children emerged from the nearest 
hut. A small smile crept across her face. “I’ve grown fond of many of them, especially the children.” 
She turned her gaze back to him, and her smile vanished. “When Adalina arrived yesterday, 
pushing us all into the chapel, I didn’t know what to think. She talked about monsters that we 
were not strong enough to fight against. Many of the village’s hunters refused to run and hide.” 
Tears pooled in her eyes. “They all died.” 
Raphael watched the tears spill over and stream down her cheeks. He wanted to embrace her and 
give her comfort, but he wasn’t sure how she would react. He remained silent, feeling her need to 
speak. 
“I accepted this gift.” She opened her palms and laid her hands in her lap. “I accepted this last night, caught up in the passion of each person’s story. Now I’m not sure I’m strong enough to use 
it.” She looked up at Raphael with pleading eyes. “Did we really have a conversation with God? Did 
he give me the ability to magically heal people?” 
“Yes, we were in the presence of God,” Raphael replied. “And yes, he gave you an amazing gift.” He 
looked up to see Adalina and Mark mingling with some of the men that started to stir. “Although, it 
would appear one of us was already blessed before she arrived here. I would love to hear her 
story.” 
“Is she really an Amazon warrior?” Magdelin asked, pul ing a lace handkerchief from her pocket 
and drying her eyes. 
“I don’t even know what that is, but I have to believe it’s true.” 
Magdelin’s soft laugh made Raphael blush. “I suppose you have not heard of them, have you? When 
this is over, we’ll have her tell us the story. I’ve only read of the Greek legends. My heart trembles 
at the thought of finding out they are real.” 
“Have you been able to heal any of the men?” Adalina asked quietly as she approached, with Mark 
at her side. 
“Yes, most of the ones you see stirring now. I’m not sure how effective my healing was, but 
hopefully it’s enough.” 
Raphael pulled the blood-soaked bandage from his head and felt the fresh scar running down the 
back of his neck. 
“I think she is more capable than she gives herself credit for,” he said, causing her to blush. “What 
else needs to be done?” 
“Mikel is attempting talk to the village elder about creating some defensive positions around the 
village,” Adalina replied. “He needs one of you to translate for him.” 
Raphael rose, then helped Magdelin to her feet. 
“I’l go,” he said, leaving the others to help the warriors get up and fed. 



Chapter 25 
Mikel 
Raphael and Mikel left the elder at the village center. He explained that they already had some 
defenses established to deter predators from coming into the village at night. Two local men 
walked with them to the edge of town where they discovered shallow trenches, with sharpened 
branches protruding towards the sky, staggered at uneven paces. 
“It’s a start,” Mikel said. “Any ideas on how to make it better in the next few hours?” 
Raphael pushed his fingers through his short hair, making it stand on end. 
“We could poison the tips of the branches, but I don’t think it will matter,” he replied. “Our swords 
barely pierced the demons’ hides. I think we would be better off creating snares and traps to slow 
them down, so we aren’t fighting all of them at once.” 
“Good point. Coordinate with the men to see what you can come up with. They are hunters. I 
imagine they’l have a few ideas of how to trap a large animal.” 
Mikel looked towards the open canopy where several of Adalina’s men gathered, and Raphael 
fol owed his gaze. The warriors helped each other strap on their many layers of armor with an 
ease that would only come from repetition. 
“We’re lucky they’re here,” Raphael said. 
“I don’t think luck had anything to do with it.” 
Mikel left Raphael to his task and walked towards the half-armored men. 
“Mikel.” Adalina nodded at him as he approached. “What are the plans for defense?” 
“Raphael is working with several of the men to create traps to slow the demons,” Mikel replied. 
“How effective were your weapons against them?” 
“Not good enough,” she replied with a scowl. “It took three of us, against one of them to overpower 
it.” She looked around at her warriors. “If it were not for our strength, our blades would have been 
worthless.” 
Mikel stood in silence for several moments. He felt the weight of responsibility settle on his 
shoulders. His sword of light easily cut through their scaled bodies, ending their lives. 
“Hopefully, Raphael’s traps will slow them, but we need to lead them into a situation where we 
only have to fight a few at a time.” He turned slowly, taking in the layout of the village. “I think I 
have a plan. Magdelin, is there someplace the villagers can hide? Not here, but out in the jungle.” 
“There is a cave not far from here that the elder uses to meditate. I think we could fit the entire village there,” she replied. “But, if the demons found them, they would be slaughtered. There is only 
one way in or out.” 
“The demons will come to us,” Mike said with certainty. “They will be intent on exacting revenge 
against those who killed their brethren.” 
“You’re certain?” Magdelin asked doubtfully. 
“Mikel is correct,” Adalina replied. “We followed the demons for the last several weeks until they 
split up about a day’s walk from here. The group we killed yesterday was not as large as the one 
that went north.” 
“Why were you following them?” Mikel asked with surprise. “And now that we’re on the subject, 
why are you in South America?” 
She looked at Mark, who always seemed to be at her side. A strange look passed between them and 
Adalina sighed. 
“We’ve been tracking the Csökkent for years,” she began. “They are more prevalent in Europe, but 
we recently discovered they also have a devoted group here in South America. We didn’t realize 
they could summon demons. The groups in Europe practiced dark magics, but never 
summonings.” 
Mikel looked at her quizzically. It explained her presence but led to even more questions. 
“It seems we were destined to be here at the same time,” Mikel said under his breath. 
Resentment crawled beneath his skin. They were all being manipulated into this position 
regardless of what they wanted. 
Adalina must have guessed his thoughts. 
“I’ve seen what the Csökkent are capable of,” she said pulling his attention towards her. “They are 
evil, even without these demons. Human life means nothing to them, only the worship of their 
master. Those who are given the strength to fight against them, must accept that responsibility.” 
She looked at Mark again and grinned. “Even if we don’t want to.” 
Her companion smiled back at her, and Mikel thought he caught a glimpse of something else. 
There was clearly a long history between Adalina and her second in command. 
“Magdelin, can you convince the villagers to move to this cave?” Mikel asked. 
“Yes, I believe so,” she replied quietly. “Yesterday’s events terrified most of them. They have no 
desire to fight against these demons.” 
“Once the villagers are on their way, we will begin our preparations.” 



Chapter 26 
Mikel 
Mikel stood inside the chapel with Adalina and six of her warriors. Two more hid on the roof with 
longbows. The chapel was the largest building in the village, but it would never be considered 
sizeable. Four benches faced the dais, filling the small space. Mark and two other warriors busied 
themselves moving the benches against the walls. Their fight would be difficult enough without 
tripping over unnecessary obstacles. 
“Will Raphael be able to outrun the demons and lead them here?” Adalina asked, standing next to 
Mikel. 
“He is very quick and quite agile,” Mikel replied. “I think he’l avoid them long enough to get here.” 
Mikel turned towards the men gathered with him. Each was tall and muscular, carrying a large 
sword and shield, their bodies covered in battle armor. They did not appear anxious or fearful, only 
determined and resigned to the coming fight. He was grateful for their presence and hoped they 
all survived. 
The setting sun cast long shadows throughout the room and a slight breeze drifted through the 
open windows. A strange feeling crept along Mikel’s skin, making the hairs on his arms stand. 
“One of the Csökkent is with them,” Adalina said. “I can feel him using his magic.” 
The door suddenly burst open and Raphael tumbled through. The left side of his shirt smoldered. 
“They’re coming and there is a man with them,” Raphael said in a rushed voice. “He tried to burn 
me alive.” He ran to the back of the room and crouched behind a large, wooden cabinet. 
Two demons took his place in the doorway. Their burning, red eyes drifted across the room. They 
raisedtheir massive axes and rested the handles against their broad shoulders. A man in a long 
robe filled the space between them. Mikel stared in wonder at the black hood covering the man’s 
face, flowing over his shoulders and puddling on the floor. Patterns moved along the fabric, making 
it appear alive. The demons towering over the human stirred, but it was obvious that this man 
commanded them. 
“We cannot allow him to speak, nor can we let anyone else through the door,” Adalina said. 
“Agreed,” Mikel replied, drawing his focus away from the magic emanating from the man’s clothing. 
Adalina nodded and a sharp twang echoed in the silent hall. Within seconds, an arrow with red 
fletching pierced the Csökkent’s throat. He slumped to the ground, grasping at the arrow’s shaft 
and unable to speak. The demons reacted immediately and chaos fol owed them. 
Mikel jumped at the demon on the left, summoning his sword of light, while Adalina and Mark 
surged towards the other. Mikel’s foe fel immediately. He turned towards Adalina as the towering 
demon’s axe raced towards her head. She ducked, then countered with a swipe of her own axe. The 
creature leaned back, avoiding her attack and giving Mikel the opportunity to pierce its chest. 
As he pulled his blade free, another demon stepped over the one he had just killed. He heard an 
arrow whistle by his head and watched it skim the neck of the approaching demon. It growled and 
raised a sword as tall as Mikel. He pushed back his fear and faced the demon as two more pushed 
through the door with arrows protruding from their arms and shoulders. 
Mikel forced himself to focus, dodging the overhead blow and bringing his own sword across his 
opponent’s chest. Black blood oozed from the deep cut, but it didn’t stop the demon from lunging 
forward. Mikel twisted to the side, narrowly missing the dual edged sword. He swept his own blade 
upwards, slicing the demon’s neck. Its blood sprayed across his face, but he didn’t have time to care 
as another monster took its place. 
“We’re becoming overrun, Mikel!” He heard Adalina shout next to him. 
She and Mark took turns blocking blows and cutting gouges into the demon they faced. Three more 
of her warriors stood on his opposite side doing the same. Six dead bodies blocked the doorway in 
front of them, but the pile of death didn’t stop another of the creatures from joining the fight. 
“How many more are there?” Mikel yelled back. 
“I’m a little too busy to run outside and look!” 
A shattering of wood exploded behind them, and Mikel turned to see ademon’s motionless 
bodyamongst the broken shutters of one of the windows. 
The distraction was enough for the creature in front of him to land a clawed fist in Mikel’s 
stomach. He doubled over, gasping for breath. His sword vanished as he struggled to draw air into 
his lungs. He heard several arrows cut through the air over him and watched them land in the 
center of its chest. The demon fell backwards into its brethren, sending them both through the 
door. 
“There are four more outside,” one of the archers called out as he climbed through the broken 
shutters. “We decided to come in when we emptied our quivers.” 
“Here, take another.” A tall warrior with a long scar down his face tossed each archer a quiver of 
arrows, which they caught with ease. 
Mikel rose on shaking legs and summoned his sword once more. He looked to his right just in time 
to see Adalina and Mark finish off the creature they battled. The warriors on his left struggled 
against their foe and Mikel jumped in to assist. 
When it fel , the group turned back to the door. The remaining demons pulled their fallen into the 
street, clearing the path into the chapel. The archers did not wait for orders and started slinging 
arrows at the demons still left alive. The number of arrows protruding from their bodies surprised Mikel, yet they still fought to clear the entrance. 
“Ready yourselves,” Adalina commanded. “We will have to fight all four of them at once.” 
Her warriors rolled their shoulders and necks, loosening their tense muscles. Mikel stiffened with 
anticipation, unable to calm his nerves. After what felt like hours, but was only a minute or so, the 
four demons charged into the chapel. 
The three archers abandoned their bows, unsheathed their swords and jumped into the fight. The 
demons tried to focus their attack on Mikel, but the warriors drew two of them away. Mikel 
struggled to dodge the attacks of both monsters. They worked in tandem against him, keeping him 
constantly moving away. He managed to slice through the leg of one his pursuers, slowing it 
enough for him to impale the other. He spun around too late, unable to block the demon’s blade. It 
raked down his thigh, and Mikel cried out in pain. The demon grinned in triumph, but it quickly 
turned to shock as sharpened steel emerged from its throat. It gurgled and fell to the ground. 
Raphael rolled from its back and offered his hand to help Mikel stand. 
“Thank you.” 
Raphael nodded and they both turned towards the two remaining demons, which were losing their 
fight against Adalina and her men. 
When the last one fell, the group looked at one another, each with similar expressions: satisfaction, 
exhaustion and gratitude that they were still alive. 
“Is everyone ok?” Mikel asked, leaning heavily on his uninjured leg. 
Numerous nods throughout the room indicated there were no major injuries. 
“Did any of them flee, or did we kill all of them?” Adalina asked looking at the archers. 
“Four of them left just before we abandoned the roof,” one replied. “We showered them with 
arrows, but they didn’t stop.” 
“The Csökkent will send more, unless we find them first.” Mikel shook his head in disappointment. 
“I can track them,” Raphael offered. “It would better than using this village as a battleground yet 
again.” 
“I agree,” Mikel said, collapsing onto the nearest bench. “We can’t let them keep coming back. They 
will continue to pursue us, and we cannot allow these villagers to be in constant danger because of 
our presence.” 
“The Csökkent will use caution when they hear of the demon’s defeat,” Adalina said looking at 
Mikel with concern. “We should have time to heal and prepare.” She turned her gaze to Raphael. 
“Go get Magdelin. I believe Mikel’s injury is worse than he’s letting on.” 
Raphael nodded and sprinted out the door. 
Adalina talked quietly with Mark, who left as well. Then she knelt next to Mikel. 
“You and I are destined to fight against this evil,” she said. “I’ve always suspected the Csökkent served a greater master. Their summoning of these demons proves my suspicions. Your God’s 
story last night revealed even more. We must find their master, this Overlord. He cannot be al owed 
to fulfill his desire.” 
“You will tell me what you know of these men,” he winced as he shifted weight on the bench. “As 
soon as I can focus past the pain.” 
A mischievous smile formed on her lips, but her comments were cut short by the arrival of Mark. 
He handed her a leather bag, which she opened and removed several long strips of cloth. She 
wrapped them tightly around his leg and stood. Mark handed him a flask, which he accepted. The 
bitter liquid burned down his throat, forcing him to cough. 
“That tastes terrible,” he exclaimed. 
“Of course, it does,” Adalina said with a chuckle. “But it will ease your pain while we wait for 
Magdelin to arrive. 



Chapter 27 
Mikel 
The moon hung low in the eastern sky when the villagers returned. Adalina’s warriors moved the 
dead as far from the village as possible, before burning the bodies, but the acrid smell of scorched 
flesh still hung in the air. 
Magdelin hovered around the wounded, magically healing the worst injuries, then traditionally 
treating the rest. Apparently, their injuries were worse than they admitted to after the battle. Mikel 
shook his head as he watched her tiny, exhausted frame move from one man to the next. Raphael 
approached her with a wooden plate full of food and a clay cup of water. She smiled at him and 
accepted it. He grinned back at her, his cheeks flushing. Mikel chuckled at his embarrassed 
expression. 
She accepted her new gift willingly. Mikel suspected it gave her a great deal of satisfaction that she 
had yet to find in her life. 

Of course, God would know that, wouldn’t he?  Mikel thought to himself. 
“What are you smiling about?” Adalina asked, sitting down next to him. 
“Nothing,” he replied, unsure how to put his thoughts into words or if he even wanted to. 
“So, what is our plan? Will we follow the demons to their summoners?” 
He twisted his torso to look at her, only to find the same mischievous grin that graced her face 
earlier. 
“What makes you think I have a plan?” he asked warily. 
“You are the leader of this mismatched group.” 
“No, I don’t believe I am,” he replied, shaking his head in denial. 
“Of course, you are. You are the one blessed by God. He has chosen you to lead us into battle.” 
“I believe all of us received His gift,” Mikel stated. “I have never overseen anything, I hardly see 
myself as a capable leader.” He looked directly at her and continued. “Your men follow you willingly, 
without hesitation or fear. If anyone can lead us into war against these demons, it should be you.” 
She rubbed her temples, then pushed her blond hair from her face. 
“My men fol ow me willingly because of my gift,” she explained. “But it doesn’t work on everyone. 
For instance, you are not affected and neither is Raphael. I think you would follow me out of 
obligation, but eventually you would grow frustrated with my boisterous disposition.” 
Mikel looked at her with confusion. 
“You have been nothing but a true warrior and supporter of your men, surely you jest.” 
A stifled laugh erupted from the group of men nearby. Adalina pretended to glare at them, but it 
turned into a smile. 
“What’s so funny?” Raphael asked as he and Magdelin approached. They sat on another bench 
across from Mikel and looked at him expectantly. 
“I have no idea,” Mikel replied. 
“Mikel is going to tell us his plan for pursuing the demons,” Adalina said, still grinning. 
“So, we are agreed? We will pursue them and find the men responsible for their summoning.” 
Raphael asked. 
Raphael looked hopefully at the group, and Mikel sighed in resignation. His new friends would not 
allow him to avoid his destiny. 
He shook his head. How did I go from an English merchant to the leader of warriors destined to 

defeat an army of demons? Life is very cruel. 

He leaned forward and rested his elbows on his knees. 
“Adalina, do you know where the Csökkent are hiding?” he asked. 
“Not exactly, but we’ve narrowed it down to a general location,” she replied. 
“The demons are easy to track,” Raphael added. “They don’t try to cover their trail, so we should be 
able to follow the ones that fled.” 
Mikel turned his gaze to Magdelin. “Can you do this? We will do our best to protect you, but it 
might be a good idea for you to learn to fight with a sword.” 
She huffed with indignation. “Of course, I can do this. And I’m already well acquainted with a 
sword. Do you think my husband would have brought me here unable to defend myself?” 
Mikel tried not to scowl at the young woman across from him. “I’m sure your husband taught you 
wel enough to defend yourself against men, not demons.” He looked over at Adalina with concern. 
“Should we leave her here or take her with us? Can your warriors protect her while fighting 
against these monsters?” 
Adalina’s eyes darted from Mikel to Magdelin. “I’m not sure, but we’ll do our best. I’d like to take 
her with us, though. Her ability to heal our wounds almost instantly will be very beneficial.” 
“I can protect her,” Raphael offered. “My daggers aren’t very effective in an offensive position, but I 
might be able to hold one off until help arrives.” 
“Then it’s settled. Let the hunt begin.” 



Chapter 28 
Mikel 
The group huddled in the thick underbrush at the edge of a small clearing revealing the face of a 
sheer cliff. Raphael lowered himself from the nearest tree and landed silently next to Mikel. 
“The tracks lead to a narrow cleft in the rock a few hundred paces from here,” Raphael said quietly. 
“I wouldn’t have found it had I not been following their prints.” 
“Can you tel if it’s just the four demons who fled from the village, or are there more?” Mikel asked. 
“It’s difficult to say. The number and direction of the tracks indicates they’ve been using this cave 
for some time.” He paused and looked around at his companions. “Not all of the prints are demons. 
Many of them are human.” 
Mikel stared at the dark rock stretching towards the blue sky. The cliff face extended to the left and 
right as far as he could see, before being swallowed by the jungle. 
“If we enter the cave and they are waiting for us, we’ll be just as ineffective as the demons we 
defeated in the village.” Mikel looked at Adalina for confirmation. “I think we should draw them out 
into this clearing. We could fight them two or three at a time as they emerge.” 
“I agree,” she replied. “But if the Csökkent bring their magic into the battle, we have no defense 
against it. Here in the open, it will be difficult for us to silence all of them. Based on previous 
experience, there could be as many as fifteen or twenty cultists.” 
“How have you defeated them in the past?” Raphael asked. 
“In Europe, they used old castles or abandoned farms. In most instances, we waited until they were 
grouped together in one building for a ritual, then torched it. As the flaming bodies ran from the 
burning building, we easily killed them with our bows.” 
“Suppose we create a fire just inside the mouth of the cave. The smoke would force them out,” 
Magdelin suggested. 
“We would have to put it far enough into the cave and beyond the opening so the smoke would not 
be drawn out of the cave,” Raphael said. 
Mikel watched him pull his fingers through his hair, making it stand on end. It appeared to be a 
normal occurrence when he was thinking. 
“It would be risky, but if we could do it quickly, we may not be caught,” he continued. 
“Does it seem odd that they don’t have scouts or guards at the mouth of the cave?” Mikel asked. 
“They must suspect that we would pursue them.” 
“Now that you mention it, yes,” Raphael said. “It must be a trap, and they are waiting for us to 
enter the cave.” 
“So, your idea about the fire becomes more relevant,” Adalina added. “They’re trying to lure us in 
with a false sense of security.” 
“Then we will build a fire inside the cave and try to smoke them out,” Mikel said with conviction. 
“Raphael, try to see how far you can enter the cave without being noticed. The rest of us will start 
gathering wood for the fire.” 
“I’l go with him,” Mark said, startling everyone with his deep voice. “Just in case.” He shrugged his 
large shoulders as if his suggestion should have been obvious. 
“Good idea,” Mikel said. “Let’s go.” 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
“Mikel! Come quickly!” Adalina’s voice filtered through the trees. 
The urgency in her command set his nerves on edge. He tucked his bundle of sticks under one arm 
and rushed towards the clearing. Mark and Raphael stood at the cave’s entrance, surrounded by 
Adalina and several warriors. Magdelin hovered at the edge of the group, her face pale with fear. 
“What is it?” Mikel asked, dropping his bundle on the ground. 
Adalina looked at Mark and nodded. 
“There are several bends in the path that lead to the back of the cave. We were able to see in the 
final chamber without being discovered,” he said, his deep voice low and ominous. “The Csökkent 
are preparing for a ritual.” 
Mikel looked at Raphael with concern, not understanding what the warrior implied. Raphael 
nodded in agreement but remained silent. 
“What did you see?” Mikel asked. 
“A dozen or more people are tied and gagged in front of a large fire in the last chamber. The dead 
bodies of the four demons looked like they had been bled, and the Csökkent used their blood to 
paint several marks on the floor,” Mark answered. 
“There must be air shafts in the mountain that draw the smoke,”Adalina said, then turned to Mikel. 
“I have to assume this is how they summon their demons.” 
“We have to stop them before the summoning,” Mark added. “It will be easier to kill six men before 
they add the demons to their ranks.” 
“We’ll advance in pairs,” Mikel finally said. “One archer and one warrior.” He turned to Raphael. 
“Get Magdelin into one of these trees and stay with her.” 



Chapter 29 
Mikel 
Mark led the way, his bow ready with an arrow notched. Adalina was close on his heels, gripping 
the handle of her axe tightly. Mikel followed another archer named Dilan, who also had his bow 
ready. Mikel didn’t summon his sword, fearing its light would give away their presence. Two more 
archers trailed him, along with the remaining warriors. 
Mikel tried to walk quietly but was quickly reminded that he was no scout. His feet seemed to find 
every pebble on the smooth, rock path. After two turns in the passage, Mikel heard a strange chant 
echoing off the walls around him. Adalina slowed as a faint light flickered in front of them. Mark 
motioned toward Dilan, who fell in beside him. They crept forward with arrows pointed at the 
floor and bowstrings partially drawn. 
Mikel peered around the corner, his eyes widening with shock. The wide chamber opened in front 
of him revealing the large fire Mark described. The smoke escaped through cracks in the ceiling, 
confirming that their initial plan never would have worked. A dozen men and women knelt in front 
of the rising flames, their hands and feet bound together and rough rags stuffed in their mouths. 
Mikel could see tears rolling down the cheeks of the nearest woman. Her shoulders shook with 
each muffled sob. The Csökkent stood behind them with their feet on a strangely patterned circle, 
crudely drawn with the black blood of the demons lying dead in the corner. 
The fire surged towards the ceiling as their chanting grew louder. Mikel noticed the same circular 
patterns on the cultists’ robes glowing brighter as the fire’s intensity increased. He was torn from 
his trance by the sound of several bowstrings releasing their arrows. The four closest Csökkent 
clutched the shafts protruding from their necks.Their companions were too late to recognize their 
brethren’s fate before another round of arrows finished them as well. 
The flames immediately receded into a low smoldering heat. The villagers turned their heads 
towards the entrance as one, their expressions of fear and resignation turning to hope. 
Mark, Adalina and the warriors filed past Mikel into the large room, circling it as they went, 
checking the shadowed alcoves and occasional branching path. Mikel approached the nearest 
villager and began removing her bonds. She rose to her feet on shaking legs and wrapped her 
arms around his neck. He struggled not to push her away, realizing her need for compassion. After 
a few moments, she released him. Together, they started untying the other villagers. The warriors 
joined them soon after and within twenty minutes the room was empty of its victims. 
“Look how the smoke is rising into several cracks in the ceiling,” Adalina said, breaking the silence. 
“The Csökkent selected this cave so that their fires would go unnoticed.” 
Mikel looked up and watched the tendrils of gray smoke disappear into the rock. “What would’ve happened to those people?” 
“I’m not sure,” Adalina replied as she ran her hand along the wall. “The Csökkent have used human 
sacrifices before. I have to assume that was their purpose here as wel .” She stopped circling the 
room and looked at Mikel. “I think this is volcanic rock. The walls are smooth, but there are long 
ridges in the rock. The floors are the same way.” 
Mikel placed his hand on the nearest wall, feeling the smooth texture and trailing his fingers along 
one of the ridges. “I think you’re right.” His thoughts drifted to their conversation with God 
regarding the dormant volcano, wondering if they had found it. 
“Shall we burn the demons and the Csökkent while the fire is still hot?” Mark asked. 
Mikel had momentarily forgotten he was there. The man’s constant silence nearly made him 
invisible. 
“No, let’s take them outside. I’d rather not have their stench lingering here,” Adalina replied. 
Mikel fol owed the passage out of the cave, emerging into the small clearing bathed in sunlight. 
The villagers gathered around Raphael talking animatedly as Magdelin tended to the wounded. 
Craning his head back, he tried to see the top of the cliff and any signs of smoke from the fire 
within the mountain. 
“The smoke must dissipate before it leaves the mountain,” Adalina said, seeming to read his mind. 
“There are several passages leading further into the mountain. If we intend to stay in the area, this 
might be an ideal location to set up camp. It’s hard to find and easily defendable.” 
“Unless you’re too focused on a demonic ritual to notice intruders,” Mikel said with a chuckle. “I’m 
surprised they didn’t have someone guarding the entrance. They must have known we would 
come.” 
Adalina shrugged her shoulders and turned towards the group of villagers. They slowly 
disappeared into the jungle, leaving Raphael and Magdelin alone at the edge of the clearing. 
“So, what do we do now?” Raphael asked as he approached. “That seemed too easy.” 
“I agree,” Mikel said. “Adalina had a good suggestion. We could make this a temporary camp until 
we find out where the rest of the Csökkent are located.” He turned towards Adalina for 
confirmation, still not comfortable with his new leadership role. “I assume there are more of them.” 
“There are always more,” she replied with a frown. “Normally, we find at least twenty at one 
gathering. It’s odd that this small group is by themselves.” 
Mikel nodded and rubbed the short beard growing on his chin. 
“Several of us should go back to the village and retrieve our things,” he said. “I’ll leave that decision 
to you, Adalina, since the largest portion of our group includes your men. I’d like to explore the 
cave.” 
“I’l go with you, Mikel,” Raphael offered. “I’d like to see the patterns on the floor that the villagers spoke of.” 



Chapter 30 
Mikel 
With the sun setting in the western sky, the opening to the cave was invisible on the shadowed 
face of the cliff. Mikel and Raphael had already made dozens of trips in and out of the cave, making 
the lack of light irrelevant. They now knew where the entrance was. Mikel carried another load of 
wood through the narrow cleft and down the long passage until he reached the central chamber. 
Mark and several warriors relocated the firepit, pushing it closer to the wall on the right side and 
opening the space in the middle of the room. Several large logs now occupied the area, creating 
seating arrangements. Raphael sat on one of them across from Adalina and Mark. Dilan and two 
other warriors crowded onto another, with Magdelin directly across from them. 
Mikel stood in the entrance looking at the faces around him. His life had changed significantly in 
the last few weeks. He had to accept that he was no longer an English merchant working with the 
East India Trading Company. He wasn’t sure what to call himself now. The uncertainty of his future 
terrified him, but the new feeling of purpose balanced that fear. He knew he couldn’t go back to his 
old life. He only hoped his family didn’t suffer because of his choices. 
Mikel dropped his load of wood and found an empty place next to Magdelin. 
“Several of the men are out hunting for food,” Adalina said. “We should be able to smoke a large 
portion of meat with a fire that can burn all day. Dilan has volunteered to make the smoke box for 
us.” 
“The villagers gave us enough straw and blankets to make bedding for everyone,” Magdelin said. 
“They’re grateful to us for defending them.” She bit her bottom lip before continuing. “I’d like to 
make regular trips back to the village whenever possible.” 
“I don’t see a reason why you cannot,” Mikel said, watching her expression. “I only request that we 
keep this location secret.” He watched the corners of her mouth turn down. “What is it?” 
“I hoped we would be able to bring supplies back here, on occasion,” she replied. “It will be difficult 
for me to carry them on my own.” 
Mikel chuckled. “You will never leave here alone, Magdelin. The jungle is dangerous, even without 
demons. Make sure you always have at least one of the warriors with you.” 
“Of course,” she stuttered, blushing furiously. “I didn’t want to assume anything.” 
A blinding light that Mikel immediately recognized interrupted Magdelin’s embarrassment. 
“I have chosen well.” God’s voice echoed through the space. 
Mikel opened his eyes in awe of His presence. I will never get used to this. 

“There is a path through the mountain.” He pointed towards the opening at the far end of the 
cavern, then settled down on the log next to Mikel. “Follow it up to the top and you will find the 
place I’ve chosen for you to build your army.” 
“But what of the Csökkent?” Adalina asked boldly. “Surely, they know where this cave is located.” 
“They are only men,” He replied. “They attempted to impress their master by defeating you on 
their own. No one knows they were here. Had they returned to their leaders as instructed, you 
would not have found this place, and they would have brought the might of their army down upon 
you.” 
“I assume you had a hand in that?” Mikel asked with a chuckle. 
He smiled, but Mikel noticed He avoided answering his question. 
“The Overlord is unaware of your presence or the gifts I have bestowed upon you. Take this time to 
build your army,” He continued. “Use your gifts wisely. I’ll be with you always, but it will be a rare 
occasion that I’ll be able to grant the strengths I have given you.” His gaze covered the group 
before settling on Mikel again. “Your journey has just begun.” 
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Sunday the 6th of June 
8:00 AM 217 Kings Road Belgravia 
Dolly walked to the scene of the murder with the constable that roused him in the early hours of 
Sunday morning. This time of day, the streets of London were peaceful. Later the residents would 
emerge from their homes, stoke the coal beds of steam carriages, hitch up horses to surreys and 
ride to church or the park. Except for the occasional clip clop of a horse-drawn carriage or the 
whine and chug of a steam-driven vehicle making an early delivery, the streets felt tranquil, a rare 
occurrence. This was London, the world’s largest city, the capital of the greatest empire, and home 
to over three million souls. 
Hundreds of new inhabitants came to the city every day, rural folk and the Immigrants all looking 
for factory work and a better life. To help deal with the chaos of the fastest growing city on the 
planet the Home Secretary enlisted Dolly and his fel ow detectives with the responsibility for crime 
detection, a novel concept that had proven its merit by thwarting conspiracies and catching 
villains that in the past would have gone unpunished. 
Fredrick Adolphus “Dolly” Williamson made sergeant at twenty-eight years of age. Other men had 
achieved the position in the Metropolitan Police Department earlier than Dol y, but he was the 
youngest sergeant of the ten men serving in the special detective branch of the Metropolitan Police 
Service. 
More than the day it was the neighborhood that made this walk serene; King’s Road in Belgravia, 
as far away from the street swarming with new migrants and country folk seeking to make their 
way in the evolving world. Rarely was his services needed in this part of town. 
The crime scene was the townhouse of Sir Francis Chilton first baronet and the managing partner 
in the investment bank Chilton, Chilton, Strathmore & Owens. Chilton and his partners were men 
of exceptional power, he was the principal partner of an enterprise where even kings went to 
borrow money. The Chilton's had the finances that could fund countries going to war or the 
creation of entire industries like those of the Mechanists. The only financier’s in London that may 
have more money under management were the Rothchilds, but they had far less influence. 
In front of Chilton’s townhouse were two Peelers managing the modest crowd that had gathered; 
including a correspondent from the Guardian, Gerald Welch. No doubt some copper tipped the 
newspaper man.   
Dol y pushed past the growing crowd and entered the home, in the foyer was the beat sergeant 
talking with one of the household servants. Dolly walked up to him. 
“Detective Sergeant Williamson,” declared the Sergeant with a tone of respect and relief. 
“Sergeant,” Dolly replied looking to him for his report of the situation. Dolly was now the ranking officer on the scene. 
“This here is Mr. Cooper, the Head Butler, he found Sir Francis this morning,” answered the beat 
Sergeant. Dolly turned to the butler and said, “I’ll have questions for you, later," Dolly then spoke 
to the Sergeant. “I want to see the scene first.”   
The detective followed the sergeant down the hallway and as he turned right into the private study, 
a cadaver was in the center of the room. A dead man unlike any corpse the detective had seen. 
The body was kneeling on the floor, arched back with its arms splayed out, chest up. A deceased 
male, naked above the waistline. A white shirt and dinner jacket folded neatly and placed on one of 
the overstuffed chairs beside the body. What was most disturbing was the state of the body, it was 
gray with skin like clay dried in the sun; cracked and leathery. This sight brought him back to the 
horror he saw four years ago.   
He circled the body noting no trace of a struggle, no blood spatter or gun shots. Jutting from the rib 
cage of the deceased man was a remarkable object. A strange ornate piece of wood about a foot 
long, decorated with odd markings, small bones, feathers, and beads, almost like a primitive 
magician’s wand. The object penetrated his breast, but presented no evidence to why all the 
victim's vital fluids were gone. 
Dol y paced around the chamber and sniffed the air to sense if there was solvent or chemical 
residue that may have caused the strange condition of the body. At first glimpse, it appeared to be 
a burned corpse, but it did not have the smell of a burned body, rather it had no smell. Scenes 
from the past kept sneaking into his mind, visions of a man on fire but not dying, laughing and not 
burning. It had been months since that fellow had visited him in his nightmares and years since 
the episode. 
He glanced over to the constable by the exit, “send in the Butler.” Dolly needed help to understand if 
things were missing or out of place. 
The policeman returned with Mr. Cooper. Upon viewing the scene Mr. Cooper was overcome with 
grief. “Do you think he suffered?” 
Of course, he suffered he looks like an overdone hen, Dolly thought, instead he asked a 
question.“How long have you worked here Mr. Cooper?” Dol y was now on his hands and knees 
peering at the carpet below the body for any traces of fluids or evidence. 
"I have served at the townhouse for twenty-four years," Cooper replied. 
“What causes you to believe the body is your employer?” Dolly asked looking at Cooper while 
going to his feet. 
“The clothing, sir, like I said I have been in service to Sir Francis for a long time. I know every 
stitch of clothing he owns,” said the butler. 
“And this is just how you found him. You touched nothing; you did not fold up the shirt,” asked the detective. 
“No sir, I have not stepped into the room,” 
“Please come in and look around the office. Does anything look out of place or missing?” The 
butler took a deep breath to steady himself then stepped into the room as if he were taking the 
step off a cliff. 
The old man paced the room. Dolly observed him, looking for any telling behavior. 
“From what I can see it all looks right,” said Cooper. Dolly doubted he could notice anything the 
man kept looking back, and the mummified remains of Sir Lester, like he would jump up or talk. 
“Mr. Cooper when was the last time you saw Sir Francis alive?” 
“Now that is the odd thing detective. I have not seen him since Friday morning and I did not 
expect to see him for a fortnight as the family is at the estate this time of year. He showed up 
unannounced and without staff late Thursday evening. All alone. I asked him if I should call for 
temporary help and he said no. That he was in London only for a short time and had no need to 
open the house.” 
“So, you saw him Friday Morning?” reiterated the detective. 
“Yes, I served him breakfast then he told me and Mrs. Blake to take Friday and Saturday off as he 
would not be returning after going into the office.” 
Dol y stepped to the hall and signaled for the constable to come over to where he and the butler 
stood. He had been to countless crime scenes and only one had the same eerie feel that this one 
did. Dolly had kept in touch with the other witness that knew what happened in that cellar four 
years ago, but he kept contact to a minimum. Seeing her while comforting was also a reminder to 
him of that night of terror. He wouldn’t try to go it alone again, better to reach out now and make 
sure that there was nothing out of ordinary and if it where she could point him in the right 
direction. 
“Constable.” 
“Yes, Detective," 
“Run a message over to the Yard.” 
Cooper interrupted, “Detective the house has its own wire-type. You can message them from here. 
Its.. Its behind Sir Francis’s desk," 
Of course, they have wire-type, thought Dolly, “Thank you Mr. Cooper could you help the constable 
get a wire over to Scotland Yard. I need a photographer to come to this address and constables to 
go fetch Rose Caldwell and bring her here. Tel them to look for her in Bethnal Green. 


* * * 
 10:00 AM The Hare and Hound, Bethnal Green 
Rose Caldwell looked up when she heard the tinkle of a small bell. She was at the Hare and Hounds Public House and it was now quiet enough in the pub to hear the doorbell ring when the door 
opened. That was because it was early in the morning and she had been there all night. When 
Rose arrived on Saturday night, the pub was full of a raucous group of locals drinking and having a 
good time. Now Rose like the few other patrons of the pub were not eager to see the silhouettes of 
two constables or the bright mid-morning light come through the door of the public-house. 
The constables approached the bar. The barkeep was connecting one of those new-fangled draft 
handle systems to a wooden keg. Instead of pounding in a wooden tap and gravity feeding the ale, a 
hand pump was put into the bung. He stopped work and was toweling off his hands as his 
conversed with the pair of cops. The man behind the bar pointed at her and all three of the men's 
eyes went to Rose. 
The two constables approached her table and stood over her returning her stare, the senior officer 
broke the silence “You Rose Caldwel ?” 
That question was usually followed by vitriol and accusations of the questioner. 
The last few days had been particularly hard on her and so Ms. Caldwel had been in her drinks for 
some time. Drink wasn’t the solution to her problems but was a common choice in her family 
when answers didn’t come easy. The trouble she faced were not metaphysical but the common one 
most folks in this part of town had, how to pay next month's rent. Like her father and uncles, she 
only made matters worse by spending what little she had on washing her problems out of her 
mind for a few hours. “I wish I weren’t,” Rose answered. 
“Sergeant Williamson asked us to fetch you.” The constable that addressed her turned to his 
partner “go see if the barkeep has a coffee for the lady,” The other Bobbie walked back to the bar. 
Rose picked up a wine bottle on the table and tipped it over her cup hoping that there was wine 
left. There was none. She looked at the cop that spoke and asked, “What’s this about?” 
The constable glared. “Miss we’re here to collect you and take you over to Saint James to meet the 
Detective,” said the constable. Rose had not talked with Dolly in a year. After the incident at Father 
Milton’s Rectory, she had regular meetings with him, the kind of get-together that war veterans 
had, not to share war stories but to be with someone that understood and had the same view of 
the world. When he didn’t call anymore, she took it as he had moved on, she missed him but the 
thought of him moving on with his life made her feel better about losing his company. 
“He says he doesn’t have any coffee,” yelled the constable at the bar. 
“Is he alright?” asked Rose. 
“Fine miss. He is at a crime scene and asked for you,” said the Bobbie. 
Sister Rose stood up but had to steady herself as she was still drunk and had not been on her feet 
for hours. 
The Constable grabbed Rose’s arm to help steady her and said, “Let’s go.” 
* * * 
11:30 AM 217 Kings Road Belgravia 
Sister Rose awoke in the rear of the black maria. Her head throbbing in turn with the chugging of 
the drive turbines. Unsure of when she dozed off or why she was in the back of a police wagon 
again, she worked to piece together the events from the previous night. When the vehicle came to 
a halt she peered out the rear window and to her surprise, she was on the street not in the 
courtyard of the local Jail. The bobby opened the door “This way Miss Caldwell.” Her mouth was 
parched. Her short slumber in the back of the police wagon had left her one foot in a drunk, the 
other in a roaring hangover. Her head was in a clouded funk struggling to piece together how she 
got to where she was. After she stepped down from the carriage, she stretched her back and 
arms, to throw away the soreness. As clarity set in, she realized she was in Eaton Square and that 
people were staring at her. 
Sister Rose was used to getting looks. Rose was fetching, with short black hair rather than long 
hair put up, and that was just the start of her style that bucked current fashion rules. As usual, she 
wore riding pants and boots, Rose was never in skirts and bustles. Her blouse was white, wel 
mostly white; dingy and crumpled from a night of boozing. Rather than staring back at all the 
onlookers in defiance to the disapproving looks they gave she reached into the leather purse on 
her belt and drew out sun spectacles. The darkened round lens spared her eyes from the glare of 
sun and society. 
She could not conceive who’s home she was standing before. There was a substantial crowd 
outside, Passersby and gawkers, mostly society types mixed in were a few columnists and several 
photographers. One shot a picture the minute he recognized Rose. 
Walking to the door of the townhouse a smile came to her face as she saw Dolly Williamson 
waiting at the transom for her, but he was scowling, or at least she thought he was frowning under 
his thick mustache. Dolly wasn’t wearing his usual bowler hat but was finely dressed for an 
average English bloke, wearing contrasting plaid pants and waistcoat with a lightweight summer 
coat. Always trying to be a bit fashionable, his collar was adorned with a wide black silk tie that 
was tied in a loose bow. He looked down at Rose, he stood around five foot ten nearly a foot taller 
than Rose. 
“For Pete’s sake constable, you brought Rose Caldwell in a police wagon to the front door,” 
bemoaned Detective Williamson. The constable went pale. “This will be in every Daily in London 
now,” the detective finished ushering her into the home. 
Dol y turned to Rose and grinned as he greeted her. “Thanks for taking the time to come and slum 
with me, Were you with the queen at Buckingham or Windsor?” 
Dolly put his palm on Rose’s back and ushered her toward the crime location. 
“Swanky digs Detective,” Rose mentioned taking in the opulence. 
“Yes, you are in the Belgravia residence of Sir Francis Chilton,” 
“The banker?” said Rose, as they walked through the marble-tiled foyer past the grand stairwel to 
enter the study. 
“and this is Sir Francis” Dolly answered, as they arrived at the doorway of the study he gestured to 
the withered corpse on the expensive oriental rug. 
Rose took in the office. It was an affluent man’s study, rich exotic wood paneled the walls. A large 
writing desk dominated the room with two overstuffed leather armchairs facing the desk. Behind 
the desk was a credenza with a stock tape clacker and a type wire keyset. Most people Rose knew 
couldn’t even write let alone operate or own one of Mr. House’s type wire sets. The machine 
looked like a small piano with twenty-eight keys to type a message that would go over Electric 
Telegraph Company wires to another wire-type set. Upon arrival, the message would print out 
above the keyboard via an array of brass mechanical components driving a daisy wheel to transfer 
a message to paper. 
She removed her sun spectacles then took a leather instrument roll off her belt. Walking past the 
body she set the roll on the exquisite tortoise shell desk and unlocked the two clasps that kept it 
closed. Rose guided the unwinding of the case with her index finger, then surveyed the 
instruments attached to the case selecting a silver chain for all the bits and bobs in her collection. 
Rose put a silver necklace around her shirt collar. From the necklace dangled a dozen monocle 
lenses of varied colors and dimensions. 
Rose took a small incense censor from her purse and lit a match to ignite the incense, there was 
smoke until she dropped a few drops of tincture from a vial. As the smoke stopped she screwed 
down the cap of the censor with a chain attached, began to wave the incense burner in slow arcs to 
disperse the smoke. As the vapors spread she used her other hand to choose various lenses to 
peer into the telltale fog. Her keen eye could detect fragments of the past, intermingled with the 
present and future images echoing through the mysterious mist. 
Dol y stood and stared. “You know Rose, you look downright silly with that pantomime of yours” 
“Dol y, I don’t question how you go about your business” She never thought much about how she 
looked when she was doing this work. “Nothing otherworldly was in here, whoever killed the man 
was from this plane of existence or he would have left a snag in the warp and weave of the Aether,” 
Rose said. 
The ex-nun inspected the body and the totem with various lens of different color and thickness; 
looking at the object through an amber lens then magenta. She pulled out the totem examining the 
wound site. When done with her process she closed the censer to extinguish the invisible vapors 
she was using to illuminate the supernatural. 
“Anything?” asked Dolly. 
Rose returned her tools to the appropriate places of storage and rolled up the leather and closed the clasps. 
“His soul was stolen. I have never seen the totem before so I can’t help with the arcana used, but 
primal for sure.” Rose stated. 
She walked to the door leaving. “Oh, two other things…” 
“Whoever did this took their time doing it, maybe all night. That is why he looks like a raisin,” state 
Rose. 
“and the second,” asked Dolly his brow furrowed at the bad news. 
“They want you to know how they did it otherwise they would not have left you this souvenir,” 
Rose said as she handed him the totem and walked towards the door. 

Monday the 7th of June 
7:00 AM Scotland Yard 
The work week was in full swing, he roused earlier than usual when he heard the workers 
beginning construction on the street side of his three-room cottage. The lane he lived on was being 
broadened to better serve the growing adoption of steam lorries and electric carriages. A gang of 
workers ran jackhammers at first light to break up the curb on the east side of the street widening 
the thoroughfare. Dolly had a light breakfast, got dressed before stepping out of his house as he 
latched the door. 
Dolly purchased a paper from the boy as he made his way up Cottage Place to Westminster Road. 
On the corner the paperboy squawked in a high pitch over and over “Headline: English workers 
locked out of Prussian alchemical works,” the latest drama in London. The Detective's curiosity 
pressed him to learn the opinions of the columnists and editors on the state of affairs with the 
trades protest at the gas works. 
He gave the headlines a cursory glance then tucked the paper under his arm, planning to have a 
careful read at morning tea. 
On his daily route from Number 12 Cottage Place to Scotland yard, Dolly strolled along the raucous 
Westminster Road and crossed the river, turning right on parliament street, then on to Whitehall 
through to Charring Cross with another into Great Scotland Yard, a short walk for a man who 
walked a beat as a Peeler in 1850 and spent eight to ten hours walking the streets. 
The desk sergeant yelled out to Dolly as he strolled into the station-house. “Ay ya there Williamson, 
the commissioner said you're to go directly to his office.” 
“Ta O'Brien” He was sure that the murder of a high-profile aristocrat would draw the scrutiny of 
the government and the police commissioner wanted answers. Any morning opening with being 
ordered into the office of Commissioner Mayne was not a good start to the day. 
When he got to his office, the commissioner was not there. Maybe there was something more 
pressing. Dolly needed to get prepared for the Monday morning briefing. Mayne would be there, as 
usual, to get updates from all the detectives on their cases. 
Dol y sauntered off to his desk to put his notes together. He squinted and scrunched up his face 
when he saw that Mayne was waiting in the detectives' pen going through files on Dolly’s desk. 
The commissioner looked up to see Williamson enter the pen. 
“Williamson I’ve been looking for you!” exclaimed Mayne. 
“Sir?” Dolly answered as he stepped up to his own desk. 
Mayne sat in Dolly’s chair “Sit-down Williamson. What’s this matter over in Belgravia?” 
Dolly set the paper on his desk and pulled out his notebook. “On the morning of June 6th, a body was discovered at 217 King’s Road by the butler, a Mr. Cooper. Mr. Cooper identified the individual 
as Sir Francis Chilton,” 
“Yes... Yes, Chilton’s homicide. I know but this!” Mayne pounded his finger on the newspaper, then 
fumbling to open the paper to page two “You brought that witch to the murder scene in front of 
journalists." There it was, a picture of Sister Rose being ushered into the home of Sir Francis. 
He had forgotten and now there was hell to pay. 
"I couldn't care less about her issues with the Papists and her excommunication. She is not the 
first in this country to receive the Pope’s wrath, but to bring to the public's attention that you 
consort with her ilk. Well. . Well, you know Williamson it makes us look silly,” said Mayne. 
“My sincerest apologies, Commissioner. I understand that you may have to bring the hammer 
down and be assured this lands on my shoulders as the detective in charge. Those boys picked her 
up on my request and they weren’t given clear instruction to the level of discretion required.” 
explained Dol y. 
“Fortunate for you the Home Secretary is more worried about this gas works business his 
government is being questioned by the Crown on this matter. Her Majesty's cousin, King Wilhelm 
has voiced concerns to her Majesty that the guild alchemists at the works were in danger of 
immigrants storming the facility. While the rabble is shouting Marxist and unionist slogans, the 
home secretary holds the belief that this is the work of French agitators out to wreck the alliance 
and cripple the strength of Her Majesty’s Air Fleet. Walpole called me to his home on a Sunday 
evening… a Sunday evening! I told him you would work this case like you worked the Fenian affair 
and rooted out those Irish traitors.” Mayne didn’t handle pressure well. 
as far as being inconvenienced on a Sunday, try getting pulled out of bed to look at a withered 
corpse. “I can do that sir, I plan to go to the Chilton Offices to interview the staff but I can look into 
the matter at the Works afterwards,” answered Dol y. 
Mayne leaned back and let out a sigh. His shoulders slumping in relief. “Thanks, Williamson.” 
“I will get Burton and Keane to wander the crowd at the protest and determine if they can spot 
anything unusual,” replied Williamson. 
“That’s it, action. Eyes and ears on that rabble,” Commissioner Mayne confirmed as he pressed up 
from the desk. 
“Sir,” 
“Yes, detective,” 
“Could you wire type the home office and let Walpole know I plan to interview at Chilton House 
today?” 
“Yes, and let London Police know you’re in their jurisdiction, in case they want to send an escort” 
Mayne was one for protocol and the City had its own police. 
“I will sir” 
After the detectives briefing, Dolly composed a wire-type and sent it off to the City of London 
Police. He proposed having a sergeant accompany him on his interviews. The offer was declined. 
finally he grabbed a cup and read the paper. The front-page story was on the growing protests at 
the new gas plant. Walpole’s paramount concern. It was likely the usual rabble looking to use the 
issue to gain local influence with common folk to raise money for the union or get votes in 
upcoming elections. He read the story that followed the lithoprint of the gasworks gates with a 
rabble of sign-wielding protesters. 

The recently commissioned gasworks on the banks of the Thames is the sole commercial LQ gas 

works outside of Prussia and the site of growing social unrest. As part of the Wessex Alliance, 

Mechanists constructed a mechworks in Prussia to improve Prussian Airship design in exchange for 

construction of a gas plant on British soil. Both guilds would profit from the compact but the 

compulsion to preserve their secrets made has left the English worker out in the cold. The guilds 

agreed only to the terms to a lucrative deal that improves their profits and influence on the condition 

that the plants were operated without the local workforce. As London fills with hard working country 

folk seeking a better wage promised by these industrialists what they get instead the new jobs at the 

Baden works are Prussians hand picked by the Alchemist Guild. Currently, the Workers United Party 

and the Commonwealth Communist Union have begun active protests at the plant with a list of 

grievances. Hieronymus Brood, a borough councilman and one officer of the Workers United Party 

did remark when questioned “Boatloads of immigrants come to London daily from Ireland and the 

Continent with their pockets empty and their heads full of dreams about earning a wage in factory 

work, instead when they get here what greets them is a locked gate” Are the Citizens of the Empire 

more secure now with this plant on our soil when no Englishman can enter nor learn the Baden Gas 

Work’s alchemical secrets? 

He opened the paper and there it was next to another article about the plant, a picture of Rose 
Caldwel walking through the Sir Lester Chilton’s front Garden with two constables. Even Dol y 
was caught in the lithoprint standing at the open door, fortunately too grainy to make out his 
personage. Above the picture was the headline. 
Witch of London Consorts with Metro to Find Phantom Killer 
Gerald Welsh 
Dolly read on. 

In the early hours of the Sabbath, one of London’s elite was gruesomely slaughtered in 

his home through an unexplainable mummification. Sir Lester Chilton was found dead 

on Sunday morning in Belgravia. Metropolitan Police was unwilling to come on the 

record as to who they think is behind the act. This reporter witnessed Rose Caldwell, 

AKA Sister Rose, being brought to the seen to assist the police to investigate. She was a 

witness in the 1854 Saint Anthony Rectory Fire and defrocked after accusing the Papal 

See of covering up a demonic possession. This can only mean that a Phantom Kil er is 

perplexing the police and they require the help of the devout occultist. 

I’ll be Welsh’s phantom killer. His eyes moved to the next article. 
Will Derby’s Conservatives let the Wessex Agreement Stand? 
Wesley Post 

The Baden gas works is of vital national interest, without Luminiferous Quintessence or LQ gas 

the British ironclad fleet simply put, cannot fly. While our illustrious mechanist guild with the 

top military engineers are designing a British ironclad air fleet that will be the iron fist that 

can keep Emperor Napoleon contained on the continent, there is one chink in that armor. 

Dependence on LQ. The empire is subjected to another tyranny that of the Alchemist Guild 

with close ties to the Duchy of Prussia. The Alchemist Guild are so possessive of their processes 

it required direct intervention by her Majesty Queen Victoria to appeal to King Fredrick of 

Prussia to coerce them to provide a reliable supply on British soil, the concession being a pact 

to transfer technology as part of the Wessex alliance of mutual defense. How was such a 

lopsided agreement made that Prussia will learn mechanical technology, and we get put on the 

LQ teat of the Alchemists leaving our national security in the hands of a few privileged 

Prussians? 

He sensed a shadow behind the paper and lowered it to see a young constable standing at his desk. 
He was fresh to the uniform maybe eighteen or twenty, more a clerk than a cop at this point in his 
career. He smiled at Dol y when acknowledged, “wire-type for you, sir.” He took the slip of paper 
and looked at it noticing it was from a Mr. Simms at Chilton, Chilton, Owens, and Strathmore, 
letting him know they could see him at ten AM. The Detective had less than an hour to get to the 
financial district. 
“Constable, run down to the motor pool and tell whoever the duty sergeant is” 
“It’s Sargent Smith, Sir,” the blue-eyed lad interrupted. 
“Then, tell Smitty, that Dolly needs one of his boys, quick around the front to run him over to the City” The young copper turned and trotted away to the motor pool. 


* * * 
 10:00 AM Chilton House City of London 
Dol y’s steam carriage took him across town from the Yard to the offices of Chilton, Chilton 
Owens, and Strathmore, known as Chilton House, a three-story office building that testified to the 
wealth and power of the investment bank and an icon in the City of London. 
As Dol y sat in the passenger seat of the paddy wagon, he read through his notes and research he 
could dig up on Chilton and speculated about the influential merchant bank and the family that ran 
it. 
Sir Francis’s grandfather John, had established a business syndicating insurance and finances for 
merchant shipping. He had the soul of a sailor and through his readiness to move to where 
commerce took English ships he became a trusted source of finance for overseas traders. John 
Chilton personally started the Hong Kong office and toured the East and West Indies learning 
about the risks and rewards of maritime trade. He had two boys, Cecil and the younger Erasmus. 
Erasmus fol owed into the family trade and Cecil trained as an engineer. Erasmus like his father 
concentrated on maritime commerce and later expanded into sovereign finance. Erasmus knew 
how to deliver higher yields through his intimate familiarity with the industry or a nation, growing 
the firm to rival the great European financial houses. 
It was Cecil that persuaded his brother Erasmus that the Boulton-Watt condenser design would 
gain acceptance through efficiency and that his brother should be the source of capital for the 
growing mechanization of the Empire. Cecil understood that engine power would replace human 
power and that machines like the Boulton-Watts steam engine could do the work of twenty men 
without pause. There had been others who had developed steam-powered engines, but this one 
was different with a separate condenser making it more powerful and efficient than the 
Newcomen engine. 
Cecil became a founding member of Her Majesty’s Celestial Order of Mechanical Science, 
commonly known as the Mechanist guild. He was conferred the Crystal Gear for lifetime 
achievement, not because of his mechanical aptitude but for helping the Mechanists access the 
finances for their projects and priming the industrial revolution. The guild helped to organize 
funding and advance technology by acting as a forum to share theory. By brokering know-how, 
those in the mechanist guild quickly grasped what worked and what didn’t. They also augmented 
the mechanical sciences with advancements in metallurgy and precision control. 
Mechanists were masters of creating powered constructs that could operate with precision and 
increasing autonomy. But behind the mechanical wizardry was the power of the Chilton financial 
engine, without their money the Mechanists would still be tinkering in their garages. 
The carriage let out the hiss of bypassing steam as it came to a halt. “Thanks mate,” said Dolly to 
the policeman that drove him over. The attending footman opened the carriage door. Dolly 
stepped out of the car in front of a plain building reminiscent of Palazzo Medici. A uniformed doorman opened the door for the detective to the magnificent interior of the bank. The spacious 
lobby was all white, black and pink marble. Inside the door were two private security guards. 
Oscar Owens met Detective Williamson in the vestibule. Second generation in the company Oscar 
was a partner, just as his father was back when it changed from Chilton Company to Chilton, 
Chilton, and Owens. He was a corpulent fellow in his later years, jowly with generous side 
whiskers yet bald. He wore his banker formals with the enhancement of a black armband for the 
mourning of a named partner. Along with Owens was his personal secretary again in a black suit 
and armband. 
“Welcome to Chilton House Detective Williamson. Let me present Mr. Sims my personal business 
manager,” said Mr. Owens. 
“Good afternoon, gentleman. I wish it were under better circumstances. I hate to be so abrupt, but 
can we start with an inspection of Sir Chilton’s personal office?” 
Owens gestured towards the stairs "The merchant banking and partners’ offices are on the second 
floor." 
“If you permit I would like to interview staff to get a sense for Sir Chilton’s movements and any 
interactions last week,” replied Dolly. 
“I will attend to you today and can offer a place for you to run interviews and my assistant wil get 
you that list," Owens Continued. 
“Thank you, it would also help if you could provide me a list of employees that worked regularly 
with Sir Chilton?” 
“Certainly, please follow me and we will get you settled,” replied Owens. 
The detective followed Owens up the stairwell. The stairway was unlike any office building he had 
been in, more like an opera house or palace. “I noticed that you have security at the door.” 
Owens stopped mid-stride and gestured to the detective “While we are a merchant bank we pride 
on being full service for our clients. Besides our merchant, industrial and maritime desks, our 
foreign account settlement desk has its own wire-type room upstairs. They confirm exchange rates 
on overseas transactions, and many of our wealthy clients use our trust management to keep their 
incomes. We desire to have a variety of currency to settle accounts for our clients and to allow for 
cash withdrawals. Therefore, vaults and guards are a necessity.” 
“Were guards on duty this weekend?” asked Dolly. 
“At all times,” replied Owens. 
“I should like to speak with the guards that worked on Saturday and Sunday,” Dolly said, thinking to 
himself they would have seen Sir Francis if he was in the office over the weekend. 
Owens looked to his clerk “Can you get the schedule to show the detective?” 
“Yes, Mr. Owens.” 
Glass doors separated the stair landing in the lobby from the partner’s wing. Inside the glass doors, 
the decorations changed from the cold open marble halls to the warm and plush tones of 
mahogany paneling and thick maroon carpet. 
Owens led the party down the hall to the partners’ suites. The hallway was lined with oil portraits 
of the partners starting from the original founders up through contemporary Partners, Sir 
Francis's likeness was draped with a black shroud. Between some of the portraits were offices of 
key executives. 
The hallway ended in a set of double walnut wood doors that Sims opened to let the group into the 
partner suites. 
Club chairs occupied the public space for waiting customers. Getting upstairs to meet a partner 
was the first challenge, the next line of defense was the three desks of the personal secretaries. 
Two had gentlemen seated at them that stood at attention when Owens and the group entered the 
room. 
Owens gestured to the shorter of the two men standing at attention. “This is Mr. Healey, Sir 
Chilton’s assistant. Mr. Healey, may I introduce detective sergeant Williamson of the Metropolitan 
Police. He would like to talk with you and look over Sir Francis’ office.” 
“Yes Mr. Owens,” The man only looked up when he spoke. He was visibly upset, and his eyes were 
red and watery. He glanced at Dolly, “I am here to serve, Sir.” 
Owen’s continued “Detective this is Mr. Chalkley, He is the Clerk for the other partners that have 
offices down the hall. Gentleman please make the Detective comfortable and aid him. Allow him to 
use the boardroom for his examination of the staff," 
Owens then excused himself, “Detective, I have affairs to attend to downstairs.” 
“I appreciate the accommodations Mr. Owens” replied Dolly. He turned to Healey “Can I start with 
a walkthrough of Sir Chilton’s Office?" 
Dol y was reviewing the office of Sir Francis with Healey when there was a knock at the door. 
Mr. Sims entered the boardroom with a worried look on his face. 
“Detective we need you in the vaults.” 
Sims ushered Williamson past a small cluster of clerks and bookkeepers huddled and talking in 
hushed tones. They were looking towards the rear of the lobby. They passed through the dark 
wood railing that divided the general lobby from the space where clients met clerks to handle 
routine transactions like withdrawals. The two men double-timed it down a large center aisle that 
led past the six desks in two rows and ending in the back of the main hall. The grand hall was filled 
with the echoes of the two men’s clipped steps on the marble floor. 
An archway in the marble wall revealed stairs leading down to the vaults. The top and bottom of 
the stairs had wrought iron gates that were opened. Dolly followed Sims down the stairs and 
through the gates. The vault area was cooler due to its location in the basement of the bank. The Stairs ended in a landing that had a solid marble wall with a brass sign that read “Chilton House 
Vaults” and additional brass gates to the left and to the right were both open. 
“Detective this way,” Sims guided Dolly to the right “This is the partner’s vault.” 
Mr. Owens was sitting on a chair sweating profusely, having some kind of attack. His tie loose and 
collar undone. 
Dolly looked at Owens, who unable to catch his breath, just pointed at the vault. 



The huge steel vault door was open. The interior walls of the vault consisted of a myriad of 
different sized doors for lock boxes. In the center of the room was a simple wooden counting table 
and, on the floor, were two dead guards. 
Dolly stepped into the vault to get a closer look. Two guards both shot in the chest. Between the 
bodies was a Lancaster pistol. Dolly picked up the four-barreled pistol and opened the breach. The 
receiver lifted the four brass cartridges out of the barrels and he saw that two of the Adams .45 
caliber cartridges were discharged. The boys never stood a chance Dolly looked out the vault. 
“Sims, call the London Police.” 
No footprints in the blood. No one had been in the vault since the shooting. 
He stepped just once in the large pool of blood to look across the rest of the vault. He surveyed all 
the lockboxes, three were open. Two lower ones that could hold a sizable container were empty. A 
smaller one about waist high contained ledgers and papers. The contents had an even spray of 
dried blood and flesh fragments from the exit wound of the victims. 
Dol y made his way back out of the vault to Owens and crouched down to ask him a question. 
Owens spoke. 
The guards … 
I came… 
I came down to the vaults to retrieve my papers… 
and found them. 
“Get a doctor,” bellowed Sims. 
Dol y looked at Owens, smiled and put his hands on his upper arms, “Mr. Owens take deep breaths, 
you will get through this.” Dolly turned to Sims “he is in shock and a state of hysteria, but 
unharmed.” 
The guard interjected, “I was escorting Mr. Owens as that is the procedure when anyone comes 
down into the vaults. I was standing at the gate when he performed the combination. He asked me 
to help him open the door as its mighty heavy for the old man. That’s when we saw them, Jack and 
Freddie, just lying there.” 
One clerk chimed in, “They were the weekend guards.” 
Sims added, “This vault is the private vault for the partners. Only full partners have the 
combination.” 
“Let’s have order.” Dolly boomed out. He thought the best he could offer until London arrived was 
to get the chaos under control. He turned to the guard “You are on duty sir, and need to get the 
vaults cleared of all these people. This is a crime scene.” 
The young man took the cue “All right, all right, all of you upstairs,” waving his arms as if he was 
herding children off a playground. 
All Dolly could do now was wait for the London police to come. Chilton House was their 
jurisdiction. He reached down and untied his boot on the foot he had placed in the blood. No need 
to track blood all over the crime scene. 
Today would be a long day. 

Tuesday the 8th of June 
10:00 AM Waltzing Pelican 
Dolly was set to meet Keane at the Waltzing Pelican at ten AM. He grabbed a carriage to a nearby 
neighborhood then strolled to the tavern from there. He learned it easier to blend into the public 
walking than driving. 
The air in this part of the city was acrid and gritty. The four smokestacks of the gas works 
billowed exhaust from the boilers and gas crackers across the river from Woolrich. Below the haze 
of smog was the largest London industrial estate made up of the industries supporting Lloyd & Sons 
Mech Works, the Baden Gas Works, and the London Airship Works and Aerodrome. 
Lloyd and Sons owned the aerodrome and were awarded the contract to construct the HMS 
Victoria, the Empire’s first air-dreadnought. The hull had been laid three years ago and now the 
world's largest ironclad airship was to be christened in less than a year by her Majesty. 
Dolly’s British pride swelled when he peered up to see the activity on the colossal ship resting in 
the construction scaffolding. The ship dominated the skyline in this part of the city and that was a 
feat considering the scale of the mech works and gas works. His plan was to meet Keane get his 
report, then walk the perimeter of the Baden works before his meeting with Commander Michael 
Penfold the engineering liaison to the Her Majesty’s Air Service and the Commander of the project. 
The young police officer was in admiration of what this modern world of industry was producing. 
In his lifetime he had witnessed his countrymen tame the power of steam, send messages over 
wires and tap into the eldritch elements. He took one more glance up, watching the workmen rivet 
and solder a hundred feet above his head before stepping into the dimly lit, Waltzing Pelican. 
The Pelican was a shift bar. It was convenient to the industrial estate and ranged from the 
extremes of empty to full based on the changing shifts at the adjacent mills and factories. 
Keane was standing at the bar. He was a tall man and looked bigger in his glen plaid suit. For the 
past few days he had been milling about the crowd that were congregating at the front gates of the 
works. 
Dol y sidled next to him, but acted as if he did not recognize, him facing forward at the racks of 
bottles and the tap handles. Keane smelled sweaty and of tobacco smoke. 
“Wel what do you make of it?” asked Dolly. 
“What I make of it is, I’ve been up all night watching the plant while you were sleeping in the cozy 
cottage of yours” 
The barkeep came up to Dolly, “What you having, mate?” 
“A pint and a pickled egg,” Dolly threw a coin on the counter, “and a beer for this grumpy fella here.” 
As the bartender turned aside to pull a draft. Keane spoke, “There’s about seventy-five to a 
hundred bodies around the gates. I noticed two Marxists there stirring people up,” Keane 
continued in a mocking whining tone. “ It’s the same old bollocks that the guilds are running the 
working man out of a living. None of the fellas are the type to take pay for this they're true 
devotees of the struggle for the common man shit.” 
“Any of your Fenian brothers?” asked Williamson. 
“Not that I could see but there was no shortage of Irish in the mob.” Keane changed the subject, “I 
heard you paraded that faithless witch through Belgravia.” 
Dolly took a gulp of his pint, “Ah. I did.” Then sucked the beer foam from his mustache. 
“You believe that hokum," asked Cullam Keane. 
“When I was ten, it was fantasy that a man could fly. Now there are flying ships full of men, so I 
reserve my judgement on the fantastic and unimaginable. As far as Rose Caldwell is concerned, she 
was not excommunicated for evil works. She left the church because of what she was prepared to 
do to stop evil.” Dolly finished his egg and washed it down with the last of his pint and sauntered 
out of the tavern. 
It would be a matter of time once he was at the works that he would be identified, any of the 
Marxists knew of him from him questioning them after an arrest; others would recognize him 
from his appearance in the tabloids. 
Dol y walked the perimeter of the plant to see if there was any additional access to the plant, and 
to confirm Keane’s count of protesters. 
The site was enveloped by a formidable stone wall. He could only see in to the works at street grade 
when the iron gates broke the wall at the midpoint of each side. The protesters were in several 
clusters; a main group with signs picketing the main gate, then more along the road that wrapped 
around the perimeter of the wall. There were crowds milling about at all the other gates. 
As he made his way around he came to the same conclusion as Keane. About eighty protesters 
with roughly twenty at each gate. The street that circled the plant wall had three perpendicular 
roads that connected directly to the south, east and west gates. As he approached the east gate, 
he heard his name yelled. 
“Williamson, you come to support the common man?” 
He had been recognized, but could not make out who it was yet so he kept walking. 
“Brothers here comes Detective Sergeant Frederick Williamson,” it was Nelson Bruce a union 
activist that had worked to get better conditions in the dye mills. A true believer. 
Dolly walked up to the communist, “Mr. Bruce, we will not have any trouble here, will we?” 
“Sergeant, we need to make sure the grievances of the workers are heard by the foreign task 
masters,” Nelson was making sure that the others heard his propaganda. 
“These Hun alchemists need to have proper oversight. Look if British boiler men were running the 
works you wouldn’t see smokestacks spouting that shit into the sky. How do we know this plant 
isn’t put here to poison us all?” The last comment of Nelson elicited some grumbling from the 
men. 
Dolly keeping pace with Nelson took out his pipe and packed it with tobacco then lit it. “Now 
Nelson,” Dolly spoke between puffing his pipe to a bright glow. “I will leave you in charge here,” 
another puff “so if things go awry I’ll make sure you're the first one hauled in and the last to go 
home.” 
“I cannot be held responsible for the actions of our countrymen when faced with injustice.” replied 
Nelson. 
“Nelson let your fellas know that the home secretary has asked me to keep an eye out for seditious 
rabble rousers. Now you and I both know that all you want is to get each of your comrades work 
at a fair wage. But if you were to fall under the influence of foreign powers with plans to sabotage 
works vital to the crown and cause mayhem to disrupt those works, I would have to bring in my 
boys to crack all your fucking heads open to get those radical thoughts out of your brain. It would 
be the right thing to do to get the foreign poison out of your skulls.” 
Nelson and Dolly just stared at each other. Dolly puffing on his pipe. 
Nelson broke the silence, “Wire-type received sergeant.” 
Dol y took out his watch to check the time. Everything was on schedule, he had just enough time 
to walk over to the aerodrome gate and check in for his appointment with the Commander. 


* * * 
 11:10 AM Lloyd & Sons Aerodrome 
Commander Penfold was at the gate waiting for the Detective. “Let me welcome you to Lloyd’s 
MechWorks and Aerodrome, the home of the most technologically advanced airship in the world” 
said the sandy haired airman. Dolly estimated him to be eight to ten years older than him, yet 
young to be a commander. “Thank you, Commander, I wanted to discuss the security of the facility 
with you and if possible get a tour.” 
“Wel , Detective let me ask you a question, do you have a fear of heights?” asked the jovial British 
officer. 
“I would have to say I have not had an issue to date but I surmise you’re asking me before we go 
up there” said Dolly as he craned his neck to look up at the behemoth ship. 
“Spot on, Detective, if you are amenable to great heights I will show you her Majesty’s greatest 
achievement to date, and it is quite a good vantage point to reconnoiter this plant and even peak 
into the neighbor’s yard” Penfold said with a wink and a click of his tongue. 
“Well let’s give it a go” replied the detective, with a mix of excitement to get the tour and mild apprehension as to what he would be like at those heights. 
“That’s the spirit. Follow me” The two men made their way into the plant and to a verticulator. 
“Detective Williamson today you will be exposed to many ‘first of its kinds’ I hope by the end of the 
tour you will not be jaded. Here is the first of our wonders, the world’s longest continuous 
verticulator.” 
The man inside the verticulator car opened the accordion door to give the two men access. “Cecil 
please take us up to the engineering deck” said Penfold. “Step on in gents,” said Cecil a young boy 
who sat on a stool next to the controls for the verticulator. 
The gate crashed closed, Cecil pushed a button then threw a lever. Dolly could hear the dynamo 
whir under the car then the cables jerk up. The verticulator shaft for the first fifty feet had a wood 
casing that blocked the view. Once they cleared the casing the car was now completely exposed to 
the elements except for the wire cage that made it structure. Dol y was in awe of the panorama of 
London the lift provided. 
“Detective, the HMS Victoria will be the First Ship of the Line for the European Fleet with over two 
hundred guns and a crew of six hundred sixty airmen. Where the HMS Warrior had a length of five 
hundred and eighty feet, the structure of the Victoria would be eleven hundred feet bow to stern. 
To make this project possible we are working closely in conjunction with the Mechanist’s and have 
been commissioning mechanist engineers into the Air Service. I am an example, before my 
coming into the Air Service I trained as an engineer in Birmingham then chartered as a guild 
member after my apprenticeship. My specialty is pumping and compression, but here I am more 
of a project manager than a tinkerer.” 
Soon the view was obstructed again as the verticulator entered the scaffolding sections and they 
whizzed by floor after floor of workers that were crawling all over the ship. The elevator stopped 
hard and Cecil opened the cage. “Hard to imagine you are one hundred and eighty feet in the air,” 
said Cecil. 
Penfold continued his tour. “This is the heart of the ship the compression room, and why we were 
able to leapfrog the Prussian zeppelin design. Rather than having gasbags housed within a cloth 
and metal frame, the HMS Victoria, like its smaller sister ship, the HMS Warrior has pressurized 
spherical gas cells and the ship uses Guild-Mech Envenrude L. Pruflek’s vapor compression ballast 
system. This innovation allows the ship to store a supply of LQ gas in a compressed state to 
function as ballast, then the gas is pumped and put to a vapor state in the cells to cause flotation. 
The process makes the airship far more agile. Coal powered steam driven propel ers provide 
propulsion, but the gas can be rebalanced between cells and ballast tanks to change pitch yaw and 
altitude. Follow me this way,” Penfold took Dolly up a set of stairs to the midline of the ship where 
he felt more like he was in a large production brewery than a ship, as far as he could see were 
giant brass domes. “Detective here you see Thirty-two brass cel s each is twenty-two feet in 
diameter distributed on a horizontal iron superstructure. With separate cells the loss of integrity 
on up to ten cells would not ground the ship” The two men walked along the midline gangways; 
dozens of workers moving about on them welding riveting and sawing. 
Now Dolly was feeling a little squeamish with the heights. He was the highest he had ever been 
with only the rail of the midline walkways to stop him from falling hundreds of feet to his death. 
He could see the whole city and more importantly he could see the layout of the Baden works and 
the groupings of protesters clustered around the four gates. 
“Commander, would it be possible for us to put some officers up here to watch those gates?” asked 
Dolly. 
“That Detective, is an interesting question. You see, I am here as the Air Service Liaison a guest on 
the Lloyds property, while they build the ship. While they need to make me and my inspectors 
happy for us to accept the ship. This is their property, so you would need to ask the owners or do 
whatever you gents do through the court.” 
This would be an excellent place to watch from, but he would have to have Commissioner Mayne 
pursue the matter. At the very least, he needed to get Sargent Aekins up here for the bird’s eye 
view, and to assess how he saw the situation on the ground. 
Penfold went back to his tour “Now, armor runs from the top decks to the midline walkways. Then 
the lower armor runs from the bottom of the catwalk to the lower decks creating a true ironclad 
airship. While upper and lower decks are traditional one inch cold rolled iron plate, the armor that 
spanned the cells was Professor Honeysuckle’s iron webbing. Touch it Detective.” 
“It’s flexible not rigid,” said Dolly. 
“Exactly, Honeysuckle an American inventor migrated to England by invitation of the Guild, he has 
advanced a mechanical process to generate huge sheets of chain mail coated in hemp and 
vulcanized rubber to give added protection. Very light and the flexibility dissipates impact,” Penfold 
added. 
“Of course the discovery of Luminiferous Quintessence, the lightest of the eldritch elements, 
changed airship design and eliminates the risk of explosion that came with using earthly elements 
like hydrogen, and that plant is our only source. I have been up here watching the Huns and it’s 
clear as day to me that just as I am spying on them they are looking up at me” 
“There will be no ship with more or superior ordnance. Holding over two hundred guns and thirty-
two tubes for drop bombs, she can outmaneuver smaller ships and out gun any airship but without 
that gas this is just a junk pile on stilts.” said the Commander. “Let me show you the wheelhouse 
and navigation.” Dolly followed the Commander through bulkheads, hallways stairwells and gang 
ways, a complex maze to the destination of the bridge of the ship. 
“So here is another first, this ship has the latest version of the Trigonometric Solution Register, a 
mechanical calculator that develops firing solutions for the gun batteries and this is mechanically 
linked to the Astronomical and Solar Gyrosynchronous Navigator. Two amazing mechanist 
inventions that facilitate the navigation of the airship and automatic resolution of gun targeting,” 
explained Penfold. 
Dol y looked about, but he couldn’t make heads or tails of all the gauges and registers that made up 
the bridge. Penfold now began to paint a picture as they looked out the large forward facing 
window of the bridge with Dolly standing behind the ship’s wheel. “Think about this Detective 
Williamson, from a distance her rifled top deck gun turrets hold steady on a target as the TrigSol 
adjusts the guns in synchrony with the rapid moves you make at this wheel, GyroNav and the Gas 
compression flotation system allows you to outmaneuver, and the TrigSol to out gun your 
enemies. After destroying an enemy air fleet, you then could rise high over a metropolis and 
annihilate the populace with drop bombs and mortars, while ground based guns would never 
achieve the altitude she could obtain.” There was a perverse pride in the commander’s eyes as he 
painted the picture of the havoc the ship would wreak” 
“Very impressive Commander. I can see now the importance of your work, and the amazing job 
you’re all doing. While I will talk with my superiors about the protesting at the Works across the 
road, might I suggest that you reach out to your superiors to see about a detachment of Royal 
Marines to be quartered here or at a bare minimum to come up here and provide a tactical 
assessment for you,“ suggested Dol y. 
“Good idea, Man! You know I am no warrior, came into this service as an engineer, but I do know a 
good plan and smart execution will win the day.” 
Dol y thought how he would love to get shifts of constables up here with telescopes to watch the 
crowd for trouble. 


* * * 
 2:00 PM Gilchrist Manor 
The steam coupe Sister Rose drove belonged to Weng Lo. The latest model fabricated by Swift 
Carriage Company, capable of a top speed of forty miles per hour. There were only a few places 
where you could let the carriage out at full throttle in the city, but there were places on these 
country roads where Rose would let the red and electrochrome speedster show its paces. 
Rose needed Preston Gilchrist’s guidance and the poet rarely left his home, when he did it was to 
go to the asylum. Rose was one of the few people Preston enjoyed seeing or at least let in the 
mansion. The manor house also contained the largest library of arcana in England, maybe even in 
the world. Shelves of texts that have not been together since the grand library of Alexandria and 
much more composed since then by eastern and western scholars, dissecting ancient works or 
striking out into other fields of study. To access the millions of pages written in hundreds of 
tongues some not utilized in millennia. The library’s proprietor had dedicated his existence to 
exploring and interpreting what the tomes held. 
The county road to the mansion was long and straight. Rose opened her up whilst keeping an eye 
on the boiler temperature and the water level, along with the speedometer. The first two held 
steady as the last one climbed, she was rolling along at thirty-two miles per hour. 
As she reached the manor she engaged the clutch, throttled the steam exhaust and administered 
the brake bringing the car to a moderate speed making the corner into the drive. She suddenly 
threw the throttle and let off the clutch. Gears engaged, and the coupe shot down the gravel drive 
Spitting a wake of gravel. The trees that flanked the drive way whizzed by as the cool air rushed 
over the windscreen and through her hair. Going this fast Rose had no occasion to contemplate 
anything but driving the car -Freedom. 
As she neared the residence and the parkway in front, the clutch was pushed to the floor, the 
steam throttle released and she dampered the burners. Once stopped, she flung open the door and 
skipped out. A sight to see, the sleek two-seater next to the raven haired lass, in brown calf high 
boots and airmen pants. A sapphire hued and brown brocade waistcoat was over a navy silk and 
baleen bustier. She pulled her wind goggles down around her neck then tussled the road dust out of 
her hair. 
A harried footman jogged to greet her falling tardy of his duty of opening the coupe door for the 
driver. 
“M’lady do you have any bags?” He asked. 
“Just the one, could you also fill the bin with pulverized coal and keep an eye on her while the 
boiler cools, thank you,” Her athletic strides took her across the parkway, while removing her 
driving gloves and tucking them in her belt. 
The chief butler was at the front step. “Ms. Caldwell, it is a pleasure to have you back at Gilchrist. 
How long will you be staying?” 
“Just today William. Let me guess, Preston is in the library?” enquired Rose as she looked up at 
the large elderly man. 
Willian Brentwood stepped sideways and signaled with his hand for Rose to enter. Once in the 
vestibule, she strolled past the stoic looking footman waiting at attention, with his white gloved 
hands remaining at his sides. She glanced at him and guessed he may be new at the house and 
unfamiliar with her demeanor at Gilchrist manor. This was one of the few places where the 
landowner may be weirder than her. 
Down the hall past the drawing room turning left to enter the library Rose noted how spotless and 
desolate the chambers looked. Nothing out of place. When she reached the door, she twisted the 
handle hoping it would be unlocked, but the door was latched. “Preston it is Rose and we have 
work to do.” She turned and leaned her back against the door, waiting. Brentwood was standing at 
attention. “He has been in there for over a week,” 
“Have a hearty lunch prepared with some fresh orange juice and his laudanum. I will bring him 
back. Promise," She gave him a smile, as she unbuttoned her tunic. 
“Thank you M’lady” Brentwood turned to leave as the library door unlatched, he proceeded 
downstairs to the kitchen. 
She turned and slowly opened the door to the library. It was dark, Preston had blacked out all the windows with draperies and sat naked on the oriental carpet with an oil lamp, books, and papers 
surrounding him. 
“Doesn’t the wool of the rug make your bum itch?” Rose asked, as she closed the door behind her, 
latching it. Rose looked around the chamber to get her bearings. She stepped closer into the aura 
of the oil lamp, Preston had the “Tome of Daemonology”, “Jaharudin's Verses of Other Domains”, 
and the “Third Grimoire of Ashrok” along with undecipherable scrolls he was feverishly reading 
and cross referencing from book to book. In the eyes of her beloved church there was multiple 
acts of heresy and blasphemy occurring in front of her. She could not fathom how he could read so 
many languages, some being forgotten or other worldly. 
“Preston, Preston,” she called. 
No response. 
“Azul Hassan,” Rose yelled. 
Preston turned and peered at her “Ah, how splendid to see you again Sister,” answered Preston in 
English, with a heavy Arabic accent. 
“Azul you need to take a rest you are wearing out this body," said Rose 
Preston stared at his hands then noticed he was naked in the presence of a lady. “Sister, my 
sincerest apologies, my condition is improper.” He stood covering his privates and made his way to 
an armchair where he had dropped his dressing gown. Preston donned the robe then turned to 
greet Rose. “My dear Sister you see how I get engrossed in my research.” 
“I do, Azul. But I need Preston back to consult. Can you get him back here?” Rose now held 
Preston’s hands in hers, and looking down on them, they were covered in ink stains from writing 
and dust from the tomes. 
“What is it? Maybe I can be of aid,” said Azul. 
 “ You may. But I was expecting to talk to Preston.” This would take Rose longer to bring him back. 
She decided she would have to work with what she had and continued to talk with Azul. 
“Azul Hassan, I presume you are familiarized with the practices of the Necromancer?” 
“I am wel versed. I have read the texts of the Necronist and the classic and ancient, such as the 
scrolls of Osiris.” 
“Have you seen this?” she pulled out an illustration she had drawn up from memory of the totem, 
she saw at the Chilton town house. 
Preston stared at the drawing, “very curious.” He was lost in thought; looking at the sketch and 
shuffling towards his book case. 
Rose looked to the sill of the door and saw Brentwood’s signal he was ready and waiting at the 
door. A simple sheet of writing paper under the transom. Rose walked to the exit and released the 
latch, peeking out. There stood the butler and two servants with trays. She opened the door, Brentwood hurried to get the first tray into her hands. She set it on the floor inside the office, then 
grabbed the second tray. Without saying a word, she spun around and used her backside to push 
the door closed. It shut loudly, and that startled Preston. “What are you up too?” challenged Azul 
with a belligerent tone laced with paranoia. 
“Just lunch. I am ravenous,” stated Rose. 
“Very well,” reacted the alter ego of Preston. 
Rose put the tray down on the desk and lifted the plate covers, potato soup and roast beef 
sandwich with pickled beet. She took a bite of the sandwich then placed it on the plate. She was 
famished. Her situation left her without means, and that meant she did not get regular meals, let 
alone veggies and fresh baked bread. 
Preston shifted the bookcase ladder then ascended the ladder bringing down several volumes. He 
sat at the desk and turned on the desk arc lamp. This was an excellent sign her friend didn't seem 
to acknowledge his arbitrary action of turning on the electricity in the room, more intent on 
examining the book he had in front of him than consideration for Azul's fear of modernity. Rose 
sauntered over to the second tray and picked it up. This tray had the laudanum bottle on it. She 
palmed the vial before picking up the tray and setting it on the other side of the large desk. 
Preston flipped through the pages reading in some language that Rose could not identify. She 
lifted the lid off the other tray and ate, watching Preston page through the text. Certain he was 
absorbed in research, she put a dropper ful of laudanum in the orange juice, a healthy dose. 
“Azul Hassan when did you eat last?” Preston looked up befuddled then smiled “I don’t recall," 
“Here is some fresh juice” she handed him the glass. He accepted it and set it down on the desk 
absorbed with his inquiry. 
“Here it is the, the.. the totem is. used in the Pwen Hanan by a Hougan in a Voodoo ritual of soul 
capture” He pointed in the book at an engraving of five different totems, one appearing very 
much like Rose’s sketch. 
“Ooh, where did you see this, what you drew here?” said Preston, wide eyed and in his heavy 
accent, pounding his finger on Rose’s drawing. 
“In London. Along with a body stripped of life," 
Preston picked up the orange juice and took a big gulp followed by a thirst quenching Ahh sound. 
“Look right here in Dr. Melbourne’s 'Journal of West Indies Pagan Practices and Incantations' he 
interviewed a Voodoo Hougan Priest that claimed to use such an apparatus to absorb the spirit out 
of an individual and trap it in a gourd." 
“Imagine your soul sputtering around in a gourd. How crude is that?” Preston said in an English 
inflection. 
Rose picked up her glass of juice and said “to keeping our souls out of gourds” 
Preston clinked her glass and took another swig. Rose followed suit. 
“What were you working on before I came in for your help?” 
A befuddled Preston followed rose’s gaze to the tomes on the floor. “Oh, that I need to get free 
from an Iz Hauwl labyrinth on the fourteenth astral plane I am researching how to construct the 
labyrinth hoping that it leads to me finding weaknesses in an existing one," Preston smiled at his 
own ingenuity. 
Rose directed him back to her pressing matter the object that killed Chilton “I see. Does the book 
there tell you what the priest does with the soul?” He looked back to Melbourne's Journal and read 
“soul witchery by a Hougan can either enslave the target soul or imbue it unto another. You say 
you found this here in London?” 
“I did. I was asked to consult on a case of a wealthy Englishman who was found dead. The body 
drained of al spiritual energy to the point the physical body withered and mummified.” said Rose, 
reading over Preston’s shoulder to see if she could pick anything up, for once it was a book written 
in English. 
“Voodooism is interesting because it is influenced by western religion, but the manipulation of the 
arcane is primal. Very primitive, a derivative of Azande Witchcraft and like all witchcraft and 
shamanism rudimentary in understanding the metaphysics, but powerful in manipulating the raw 
energy,” said Preston. 
Rose sensed Preston’s intellect pushing through, “What could a witch doctor, or what did you call it 
a Hou.” 
“Hougan, it’s a Voodoo term for a high level practitioner. We can assume this person is proficient.” 
“Can you figure out what they are doing with the souls?” 
“That may be a stretch to determine the purpose. What I can say is your essence, your soul is your 
being beyond the me and I of the material world. It attaches to a mortal form until death. Some of 
us learn how to detach and return; that is projection. If you can tap into the soul of another, you 
can control the mortal form, transfer the spectral form, or convert the soul essence to the raw 
energy of the aether, there is a good description in the 'Hygromanteia', or 'The Magical Treatise of 
Solomon' Preston spun in his swiveled chair and grabbed a book from the shelf immediately 
behind where he sat “I keep a copy close at hand as it’s such a fine reference guide.” He set the 
book down and flipped through the pages then stopped as if he had lost his train of thought. 
Preston looked up from the book with a bewildered look. 
“Rose what are you doing here?” 
“Preston?” 
“Yes… Oh dear have I been away again?” 

Wednesday the 9th of June 
9:00 AM Chilton House 
Mr. Sims had Wire-typed Dolly that items were missing from the vault. 
Dolly returned to Chilton House with the local London sergeant. It was agreed that Dolly would 
take the lead on the inquiry. 
Dolly found himself in the Board Room at Chilton House again, this time interviewing each of the 
partners. 
At this moment attending were Mr. Sims, and the Partners Owens and Lester Chilton, Sir Francis’s 
eldest heir. It would be one of many interviews today to gather statements and substantiate claims. 
“In the wire-type Mr. Sims sent on June 8th, it was noted that an inventory was taken of the vault 
and contents were missing,” began Dolly. 
“I had each partner review what contents they had in storage along with items that were in trust 
to the firm and kept in the partner strong room. While I could not be certain what else may be 
missing there was…” 
Lester, interrupted Sims. “Get to the point man. The detective does not require your foppery he 
demands answers,” Dolly was thinking what the new baronet said out loud. 
Lester took over from Sims. “Twenty Thousand pounds’ sterling of gold guineas are gone. My 
father raised funds for the Duke of Wellington’s expedition into the Pyrenees in 1812. The Crown 
floated bonds to pay the troops, and we managed the syndication of the bonds. Our fee was five 
thousand pounds’ sterling, and a condition was that payment be in the same way as payment for 
the troops, gold coins. The value of the gold has increased to be worth twenty-thousand pounds at 
current gold prices. That is what was plundered.” 
Dol y was struggling to imagine how much gold that was. “Is it common practice to hold that much 
currency?” 
Lester smirked while taking the folder from Sims and pushing to the side of the table Dolly sat. 
“Detective, Chilton House is the preeminent merchant bank in the world. That is what we keep in 
the partner’s vault. Our other strong room is four times the capacity and hold much more cash 
and gold.” 
Dolly opened the binder and thumbed through the accounts. Some of the items he did not 
recognize, but of the ones he knew and could postulate the value. He was gob smacked by the 
fortune in that room. “What was lifted from the smaller lock box?” 
“The Gun,” replied Lester. “My dad kept the pepper box in there in the event he was forced to 
open the vault and could turn the pistol on his assailants.” 
“Who knew about the pistol?” Dolly asked. 
Lester, Owens and Sims looked at each other, Owens spoke up “I would think he told every partner. 
It was your admission into the inner circle of the partnership when you were granted space in the 
partner’s strong room. Sir Francis and I did the honors of teaching a new partner the 
combination. Francis would go to that drawer and show them the gun and proclaim that he would 
go down shooting before he would let burglars steal from Chilton House.” 
“How much would all the gold weigh?” Dolly finally asked. 
“Around four hundred pounds. The gold was packed in ten canvas coin bags.” answered Lester. 
“So, several trips or several men.” Dolly pondered aloud, “and nothing else was missing?” 
“That is what was shared with me, Detective,” replied Sims. Dolly stared at Lester first then made 
eye contact with Owens and Sims. “If there was anything else that went amiss, either intimate or 
something that you or a client may have that was incriminating or humiliating I need to know. Let 
all the partners know and if there is something, they can come in confidence.” 
Lester queried, “Detective are you suggesting any of our partners are blackmailers?” 
"Mr. Chilton, I have your father’s murder to solve. I will collect the evidence to convict the murder 
and send them to the gallows. Nine other detectives and I must deal with the whole of London. 
Now you're fortunate to have powerful associates that will keep this case a priority because I can 
tel you from experience, there will be ten more murders on my desk before this one is closed. 
Now I suspect that your father was murdered to cover up who took the gold. It is a substantial 
fortune and gold can be melted and struck as bullion and moved to the continent or abroad. If it’s 
that simple fine, but I never seem to get the simple ones, and I have questions that are hounding 
me. Things just are not adding up. 
For example, who knows about this gold? It’s been in your custody for what, forty-seven years? 
Has it always been in those strong boxes and in those bags or did Sir Francis move it or have an 
occasion to talk about his bags of gold in the safe? 
The thieves knew which boxes to open and never had and had no intent in any of the other 
boxes.” Dolly leaned back to read the paper in front of him, “such as box 116 with two hundred 
five hundred pound banknotes. I bet that could fit in just one of those canvas bags. Why this vault 
and not the other one that you say has more cash in it? Could the robbers force your father to 
open that vault?” 
“No, he only has one combination the vault managers also have to enter a combination,” replied 
Sims. 
Interesting, so they either knew that or they were specifically looking to only access the partner’s 
vault, and that brings me back to how I may have impugned your character. I need to know if 
there were compromising documents to be certain that the Gold isn’t a red herring for me to 
chase. If there were documents that were held in there of the type I mentioned then that is the motive not the gold. 
“So I get to spend all day going through your employment rolls and interviewing your staff, 
meaning I’ll be here for quite some time and if you think of anything, please come back and let me 
know,” said Dolly. 
“Are you done with us Detective?” asked Owens. 
“Thank you for your cooperation. Can I see the vault managers next?” Sims answered I will have 
him come up. The three men got up and left the board room. 
As Lester and Sims left the board room, Sims followed Lester into his office. 
“What is it Sims?” 
Sims closed the door and spoke in a hushed tone. “Sir, I suggest you go out to the Manor for a few 
days of rest and contemplation.” 
“What are you talking about man? I have made arrangements for my father’s service here and 
must pick up his portfolio of business before the Rothchilds or Peabody Morgan stick their noses 
in the trough.” 
“The floor safe in the shooting lodge, Sir that is where your father kept the black files. I was not 
entrusted with the combination, but he directed me when you took over you should know about 
those files.” 
Lester sat down, exhaling. “Black files what are you on about, Sims he never told me of the strong 
box. I don’t know the combination or its whereabouts.” 
“Maybe something will come to you, something he shared so you could open the safe. Sir, I hope 
that you are not so naive to think that given the influence of this firm we wouldn’t have access to 
other’s secrets.” 
“Sims I’m not a fool,” returned Lester. He recognized that his enterprise had influence and 
exposure to state and personal secrets. He certainly couldn’t imagine that his father would use 
someone's secrets to extort them. 
Sims left the office. He wanted to see what was in the black files and how he might employ them. 
More so he now realized from Lester’s reaction that he was not party to his father’s treachery. 


* * * 
 Wednesday June 9th, 1858 10:00 AM Gilchrist Manor 
Preston lay in the tub. Rose sponged his back. She remained overnight to nurse Preston back to 
this world. 
Preston didn’t talk much after these episodes, it took all his faculties to stay focused and present or he would drift off and Azul would be return. He fixed on his breathing, the sensation of the sponge 
on his neck and the water streaking down his back. 
Preston’s thoughts strayed again until he realized Rose caught him gazing at the looking-glass on 
the wall above the sink. 
“What are you staring at?” Rose inquired. He had been gazing at her image in the mirror. She was 
in a chiffon nightgown and he could see the silhouette of her athletic body and the black markings 
of glyphs she had tattooed on her skin as wards. 
“The mirror. Sometimes when I go away. When I accept his power and knowledge, I no longer see 
light reflected in this world but the reflection of the spectral from other planes of reality on the 
surface of mirrors.” Preston finished and had a thought, just before it flew into his conscious mind 
he had to act. Preston twisted to look at Rose. Splashing her with water making the night gown 
see through and clinging to her breasts. 
“Rose, Sanctuary.” 
She had only moments to act as everything Preston experienced or thought would likely be 
perceived by Azul and potentially used against them. Rose rushed out of the lavatory. 
Preston focused his mind on the process of astral projection and the use of a gemulet as an astral 
sanctuary. By thinking through the theory and practice he would push out the thoughts he had to 
share with rose and keep them from his dark passenger, Azul. 
He worked through the steps to create an Aetherial Sanctuary. First you required a gemulet struck 
in a precious metal enclosing an aether stone or crystal with containing eldritch gas this would 
create a tiny bubble of the Aether to structure the sanctuary, for the users meet in, away from the 
mortal world but paradoxically still here. Rose had created one under Preston’s instruction a few 
years ago. Next you needed a pool of water. The gemulet would be submerged in the water and the 
travelers would then immerse a part of themselves in the water. Tinctures would be added to 
improve conductivity of the spirit through the water to the gemulet, then you would need to recite 
the incantation. 
The words were available in several tomes, Liber Loagaeth, the Book of Soyga, the Fourth Book of 
Occult Philosophy, or the Hygromanteia. The incantation was fairly pedestrian the final piece was 
to make a secondary connection outside of the fluid. The ritual would allow the practitioners to 
project their spiritual forms into the Aether to slip between the threads of this material world to 
another dimension. Variations of this were used for hundreds of years, by just about every 
metaphysical sect as a way to commune across time and space. 
What Preston and Rose were about to do was entry level astral projection where their spiritual 
essence; the true beings they were beyond the concepts of the I, would go to a secure location. A 
place where Preston could speak freely to Rose without Azul reading his mind. 
Rose scrambled back to the tub. Preston was gesturing her to go quicker with his hands. 
Rose dropped her equipment belt to the floor to have two hands to open the box it was a mitered puzzle box and required multiple movements to twist, turn and open sides before the locked 
chamber opened to free the gemulet. The circular metal object was five inches in diameter with 
glyphs on both sides and a crystal in the center. That crystal was an interdimensional safe room. 
Rose threw the object in the tub where it sank to the bottom. 
Unclasping the latches on her roll she drew out two tinctures. confirmed the substances of the 
vials, then dumped both in the tub. It was a lot of water; the more tincture was better. 
Preston reached into the water to blend the eldritch soup while Rose stepped into the tub with 
him. Standing in the water that went up about mid shin on Preston they embraced to make the 
secondary connection and murmured the enchantment into each other's ear. 
Preston was in the library at Cambridge standing in front of Rose. Rose was in the garden of her 
childhood home with Preston since neither had gone to the trouble of building a construct within 
the gemulet they would both perceive the space in their own way. Most practitioners craft a 
rooms or private space where they would reside during the projection. Both were physically still 
in Preston’s home standing in tepid bath water, but they had projected into the astral nexus point 
in the crystal and through the nexus point to another dimension. Now what they discussed would 
not be available to Azul Hassan. 
Preston spoke “You delivered the missing piece last night. The Mumbo priest has a ritual to slave a 
soul to an object. We can use that to help me,” 
"Whoever this person is they are a murderer and being pursued by me and the metropolitan 
police,” said Rose.   
"The cops will never find the witch doctor without your help," replied Preston, "Find the Hougan and see if a bargain can be struck, you're a clever girl Rose see if you can barter services, or pinch 
the ritual. Then next time Ol Hasan sneaks out you can suck him out.” 
"I must get back to London,” said Rose as she thought about how she might find the Voodooist and 
negotiate a deal to learn a sacred ritual. 
 Preston steppe 
mean betrayal of Azul and cost us some of my capacity to decipher and understand the works of 
Arcana," mused Preston. 
“How is stopping a dead Sufi Mystic from occupying your body treachery, He deceived you if you 
have forgotten?” said Rose. 
It was in the library at Cambridge where Preston found the journals of Azul bin Hassan Tazziz 
faroq al Jani Djin. He translated the works, captivated by the mystic's accounts of traveling to new 
planes of reality through astral projection. Preston thought the book to be imagination; a work of 
fiction, but shortly he became conscious of a spirit guide. Azul himself. It began as a thought, then 
a voice, Preston now had him in his mind. He was certain he was going mad, not that he 
hallucinated but he heard the voice, then there was a trickling in of wisdom from beyond his 
conscious and vivid dreams of an ancient occultist’s life over six hundred years ago. 
The more time he devoted with the tome the sharper this other worldly spirit was within him. He could now comprehend ancient tongues dead for centuries. This knowledge led to unlocking more 
secrets and details of the mystic's adventures. Preston became obsessed and roamed the world 
solving Azul’s puzzles. Each riddle revealed more of the mystic's code. What remained was the last 
of Azul's puzzle requiring Preston to go to Serapeum the daughter library to the great library of 
Alexandria there he decoded the final chapter of Azul’s tome. It offered an incantation that Preston 
was deceived into thinking would allow him to project astrally like Azul but instead it released 
Azul’s spirit from the book and bound it to Preston.“While he deceived me into sharing my body, 
he instructed me how to examine other worlds and gave me the awareness of the true nature of 
the universe. I found a reasonable arrangement in his educating me while he looks for a way to 
free himself. What I cannot endure is the wreckage he has left behind. My entire family thinks I’m 
bonkers and when I'm back, my body is left like a used dish towel. I’ve had enough and we can use 
this priest to trap him,” said Preston. 
“What if you perish and become trapped in his prison?" 
“It’s not like that Rose, I am constantly in here a little, he shoves me into his maze. That is how it 
works little by little as I draw on our common pool of learning he gets stronger until I feel like I am 
in a dream I can't wake up from,” 
They both knew the field was weakening. It was time to go back. 
" Scarlet Cherub,” said Rose. 
"What?" replied Preston. 
“If I learn and can conduct the ritual, that will be my cue to you. When I say it you need to be ready 
to come back and grab hold of this body.” 
“Agreed. You always make me smile Rose, I surmise though that when the best time comes to 
extract Azul I will be too far gone to communicate with. Lost in the darkest recesses of the maze 
where I dwel during the possessions," 
When the embrace broke both opened their eyes, and they were back in the United Kingdom 
standing in a tub of water. 
Preston stared at her and held her face gently. 
“You two are up to your silly games again,” Preston said in his Arab dialect. 

Friday the 10th of June 
9:00 PM Albie’s Supper Club 
Dolly loved their payday custom. Keene and Williamson would draw their salary and head to the 
bathhouse for a proper soaking, then drop off their dirty clothes at the laundry. Freshly bathed 
Dolly had on a new twill suit, a blue shirt with a rounded collar and a ribbon cravat that the tailor 
told him was the fashionable trend. From there the two continued to supper at Albie’s on chops 
and roast veggies with a brown gravy, washed down with a frothy ale and talked about life and 
sometimes shop. 
They were an odd pair; Williamson a Scot and Protestant, and Keane an Irishman and ardent 
Catholic but they were Metropolitan Police Detectives first. 
“I received a letter from my brother today” mentioned Keane. 
“The one in Minnesota?” 
“He is officially now in the United States. Minnesota became a state.” 
“and you’re still planning on moving there,” 
“Fucking right I am. No little cottage in this wicked city for me. I live light and I’ve been saving for 
my stake in a business in America.” 
Cul am, you’re a city dweller, mate you can’t live out in the wilderness there’s savages and wolves 
out there. 
We don’t have those here? It the maths of risk and reward, mate. Here I get paid eight pound a 
week as a detective in the most cosmopolitan city in history and all I deal with are thieves and 
murderers. Now James is already there and see he’s a geologist and looking through the territory 
for iron and copper deposits. You see that ship over at the yard that’s pig iron, mate, or some type 
of fancy Iron alloy and there will be more and more of that needed so me and James are going to 
buy up land in this Minnesota where he finds the minerals. Because over in America, a fella can 
own land and everything on it and under it. So, the risk I see as calculated. Me little brother is smart 
as a whip and I have a packet saved up so I’ll go over there and risk wolves and Indians for an iron 
mine. That seems a lot easier and less risky than getting eight pound a week to mill through an 
endless line of murders.” As drunk, as he was, Keane, made some sense. “I can’t argue with that” 
“Take your rich fella who left his big estate in the country to flee back to the City informing nobody. 
Then he ends up burnt to a crisp,” said Keane. 
“Ahh, but no traces of a fuel to start a fire and nothing burned," replied Dolly, as he polished off his 
plate of chops. 
"Well, it might be one of those spontaneous combustions I read about?" Keane argued back. 
“His clothes were as fresh as yours,” exclaimed Dol y. 
“Will you quit fuckin’ interrupting my presentation to the Bailey? -and take off that silly tie. What 
are you some plantation owner in America?" replied Keane as he grabbed to untie Dolly’s tie. 
"So, I was sayin’. You have the crispy rich dead fella, then twelve hours later you discover two 
blokes dead in the very bank vault he owns. Locked up in a Yale combination safe that only six, 
wel now five, of the wealthiest men in the Empire have the combination to open." Keane 
presented. He slammed his meaty fist down on the table sending plates and silver ware dancing. 
Dolly had to lunge forward to catch his pint. 
"Crime solved! Your rich fella was kidnapped to get into the safe. The blokes that grabbed him ran 
into the guards, blasted them and took off. Did I miss anything?" Keane said grinning and droopy 
eyed from drink but certain in his inebriated state he had just solved the crime. 
"How is it you have resolved more cases than me?" asked Dol y, then he leaned forward to offer 
what Keane had missed. "The strong boxes had been opened and two of the three emptied before 
they were slain. Blood spatter inside the boxes shows the course of those events. The guards were 
in the safe when they were killed. The direction of the shot came from outside the safe not from 
inside as you would expect if you surprised robbers then, the weapon was dropped inside the 
without further disruption of other strong boxes…” 
“You also missed the part where a voodoo priest removed the soul from the rich fella.,” it was Rose 
Caldwell and she had been listening to the small talk. 
Keane looked up. “Jesus Mary and Joseph - Dolly, could you show respect for my everlasting soul 
and not bring that witch around me? Her soul is already damned,”   
Rose took a chair from another table and twirled it backwards and sat down resting her arms on 
the back of the chair. “My researcher identified the totem as a spirit siphon. The object functions 
as a conduit for the spiritual ritual called Pwen Hanan where the soul is transferred to another 
vessel. My guess is that Chilton crossed a Voodoo Priest and now revenge has been exacted.” 
"Let me ask you something Sister when you burned down that rectory, did a voodoo priest make 
you do that?” asked Keane. 
"If you would like, I could exorcise the mongoloid demon that controls your mouth?" retorted Sister 
Rose. 
Keane put on his serious face and reached across the table grabbing Dolly’s wrists “Mate, we’ve 
known each other a long time. You're the smart one here, you have the chance to move up the 
ranks but you got to get rid of this heretic. You make us all look bad Fredrick." 
Dol y knew Keane was saying what he felt. He embraced Keane's wrists. “Callum, you have seen 
what people do to each other. Do you believe all that evil is manmade? I don’t and neither does 
Rose. Just as you and I have seen horrors together I have seen worse with her.” 
“Well, you both can fucking burn in hell I am sure there is room for one more heretic and 
protestant but there will be no guilt by association of Detective Callum Keene.” Keene pushed 
back from the table and walked out of the pub. 
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out what Rose had learned. 
“Could this be fabricated to cover up for a heist?” asked Dol y. 
“You mean the soul stealing? No. Your fat drunk colleague may have it right, but Chilton was under 
the direction of another through Pwen Hanan not a kidnapping.” 
Dolly shot her a baffled look. 
She continued “I am just learning about this arcana. It is primordial and works along the courses 
of Necronist seance and spirt manipulation. From the condition of the body I think Chilton was 
tortured spiritually until he succumbed to the wishes of the persecutor. Maybe he was tortured to 
get the combination or he could have been enslaved and made to open the safe himself to only 
later be killed” 
Rose reached into her handbag and pulled something out. Without showing it to him she shifted 
it across the dinner table and into his hand. “Fredrick, place that charm on your watch fob. 
“What is it?” He studied the weird talisman of silver. In its center was a glass vial with a brilliant 
blue gas circulating about. He slid it on to the ring that held a small pen knife at the end of his 
silver watch chain then stuffed it into his waistcoat pocket. 
“That is something I crafted. An apotropaic amulet” she pointed to the stone on the choker she 
wore around her neck that had a comparable stone. “It’s a ward. If we are hunting for a voodooist 
that can control life force that trinket will provide a defense. If a Mumbo were to beguile you, the 
enchantment will be limited as it confuses the ward for your spirit energy,” said Rose. 
“A decoy for my soul?” 
Rose continued “Yes, the voodoo call the spirit energy Ju Ju, the manipulation of Ju Ju is where the 
power of the Mumbo lies. They have a primal knowledge and have learned to tap into and exploit 
this spiritual energy. There are descriptions of the capability to direct the living and the dead. 
While you still seek the motive and the identity of the fugitive, what I know is that this individual 
understands and controls the necromantic arts differently than how the Necronists tap into the 
spirit worlds. If this person could control Chilton while alive or dead they are a dangerous 
adversary. I don’t want you or I to get close and become enthralled. That eldritch talisman is my 
best attempt at a shield.” 

Sunday the 12th June 
8:00 AM The Carlton Hotel 
Dolly was called to the Carlton Hotel, A request for a Sergeant in the Detective branch meant 
either a serious crime or a matter of discretion with someone in high social circles. In the past, his 
superiors requested his skillful touch to deal with the affairs of the rich and powerful, always 
considerate of station and reputation while making certain that the Crown’s law applied to all. Too 
bad it wasn’t something simple like a lord getting held up by a tramp and her pimp, instead it was 
another homicide and from the sound of it Dolly now had a repeat murderer to capture. While 
never one to jump to conclusions when summoned by the constable he mentioned on the ride 
over, it was another burned up person with no sign of fire. 
He sent the policeman to fetch Sister Rose to the crime scene after he dropped Dolly at the 
fashionable hotel. He was greeted by the hotel Manager, a portly Frenchman nervously moving 
around the hotel lobby, agitated by the law enforcement presence. A lobby and hallways with cops 
drew unwanted attention. He brought Dolly to the suites on the eighth floor via the verticulator. 
Dol y doubted the chubby Franc ever took the stairs. At the double doors of the apartment stood a 
patrolman. Standard practice for protecting crime scenes until a detective attended to the scene. 
The spacious saloon included a sitting area, a work desk and a large table for dining. The table 
unused for dining, instead was buried in packages and bags from the emporiums of Saville Row. 
Adjoining was the bedchamber and the scene of the crime. 
The body lay near the center of the disheveled bed. The man’s dressing gown was open exposing 
his bare body, the back arched, pelvis thrust upward and arms sprawled out. What was stranger 
than the agonized contortion his shape was frozen in, was the state of the body? It was another 
desiccated, gray and wrinkled corpse looking like it was stolen from a crypt. While shocking to the 
others Dol y was less shocked by the dead man’s condition and far more concerned that his occult 
killer was on a spree of murder. 
The Manager stood to the right of Dolly and stared at the scene as he spoke. “The accommodations 
are rented by Señor Emilio Moya he has leased this suite for the last four months.” 
Detective Williamson began his investigation. While inspecting the room he asked questions of the 
manager. 
“Who discovered the body?” 
“The Valet” replied the Manager. 
“I will need to speak with him.” said Dolly 
“Of course, he is down the hall in the staff room.” replied the manager 
“What can you tell me about your guest?” asked Dolly. He assumed the body was Moya but still 
had drawn no conclusions. 
The French Manager spoke in a pompous tone about the patron as if it were an advertisement of 
his hotel. “Señor Emilio Moya can trace his lineage to the most serene house of Braganza, a distant 
cousin to the King of Portugal. He was not involved in affairs of state but rather was living here in 
London as a gentleman.” 
“Is he a man of means or inheritance?” asked Dolly. Any guest of this hotel had access to a fortune, 
it was where it came from that might help shed light on the case.   
“His family had shipping interests then moved into land and sugar cane in the colonies.” replied 
the Manager, with hands folded. Dolly thought, I wager you have more to tell. 
“Was he seen returning last night with any other persons?” asked Dolly. 
“I wouldn’t know I came in at eight in the morning. The night staff had left.” responded the 
Manager. 
“Can you get me a list of the staff on duty?” asked the detective as he continued surveying the 
bedroom before stepping in. He paid attention to the floor to ensure there was no evidence he 
could disturb by entering the chamber. “Yes,” the Manager replied. Dolly stepped in and moved 
towards the body. “I will need to interview them, when do they start shift?” The Manager did not 
fol ow Dol y into the bed room, he stood outside as if he would be infected by whatever killed the 
man, “The night staff starts at eleven p.m. and finishes at seven the next morning.” 
At closer scrutiny of the body the right fist of the corpse was distorted and clenched as if it had 
suffered a hundred years of debilitating arthritis, on the ring finger was the signet ring of the Moya 
Family, Dolly assumed the body was Señor Moya but would need further confirmation. 
The suite had no signs of a struggle, no blood stains or any of the common signs of foul play. 
Although Williamson knew the item was occult he used his handkerchief to shield from residual 
poison or magic, that may have laced the totem, Dolly pulled slowly to ascertain the depth it 
penetrated the body. It held fast and required effort to dislodge. Dolly and the manager were given 
a shock as the corpse expired a moan and lost all rigor when the object was removed from the 
wound, it startled the detective so much he dropped the spirit siphon. After Dolly gained his 
composure, he pulled out a small mirror and held it over the mouth of the deceased to confirm 
that the subject was expired. 
Putting the mirror away the detective walked to the writing desk to get an envelope for the totem. 
On the blotter was a note on the hotel stationary it was a man’s hand writing.   
Those that profited have paid. 
E.M. 


  He retrieved an envelope from the center drawer in the writing desk and placed the totem in the 
envelope. 
At that moment, Rose entered the room with her arms full of equipment. Her skin glowed with 
exertion “Thank the heavens this place has a verticulator. I can’t imagine huffing all this gear up a 
stairwell,” behind her was a constable carrying more cases. 
“My experiment is ready for debut,” She presented the large black box fixed to a wooden tripod 
with a flourish and taking a bow. “What you see here is a camera obscura I modified with my 
scrying lenses. These plates are treated with my tinctures, I bake them into the gelatin. Now step 
back as I need to vapor the room.” She began to set up the equipment. “You might want to get the 
Manager and the others out of here.” 
"Ms. Rose Caldwell. Might I remind you that you are here as an observer and your presence is at 
the whim of the Metropolitan Police Department where you have only one supporter. Me." 
She gave him a square look. 
“You don’t boss me," said the detective. Rose lifted her brow and rol ed her eyes “Ok, long one last 
night?” she went back to opening cases and assembling her contraption. 
“No, Rose it was not. It was a pleasant evening but today isn’t. I have two society types killed 
mysteriously and you come in here with all this… this hooeypalooley marching me about. I am the 
Detective Sergeant and you are the crazy lady who sees ghosts through a bottle glass,” and you're 
also my only lead I have in this case. 
“Detective Sergeant Frederick Williamson, I beg your pardon. May I please have your permission 
to examine your crime scene?” 
Dol y turned to his men in the drawing room “all right, the lot of you get out to the hall,” 
The room had cleared. After briefing the constable in the hall Dolly came back firing questions, 
“Rose what do you make of this note?” 
Rose walked over to the writing desk. “I’ll capture images to see what I can scry but it looks like 
our culprit is still sending messages,” 
“Oh, you might want to look at this," Dolly took the envelope out of his coat pocket and handed it to 
Rose. “It is one of those spirit siphons. I had quite the shock when I removed it from his chest, 
poor fella let out a gasp and collapsed. I thought for a minute he was still alive.” 
“A death knell,” said Rose. 
“A what...” 
“A death knell, there was a lingering spirit essence still affixed and when you tugged out the 
siphon, he exhausted his dying breath.” 
“So, he was dead?” 
“He might not be dead, but trapped or banished, I can’t tell, but I know this body had its life force extracted like Chilton." She turned and smiled “That death knell is a good sign there is residual 
energy here,” mentioned Rose before placing the amber lensed goggles that hung about her neck 
over her eyes. She set three of her incense burners in the room then waved a hand fan to create 
circulation. Dolly stood out of the way wondering if he should breathe normally when she was 
vaporing the room. It must be all right because Rose never wore a mask. 
Rose reached into a case and pulled out a glass slide and placed it in the top of the camera. She 
stood to the side of the camera. “Dolly does your pocket watch have a second hand?” 
“It does,” 
“Fantastic, would you be a dear and let me know when fifteen-seconds has passed. Start timing 
once I remove the lens cap.” 
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open the cover, “ready.” 
 " Go" said Rose, as she lifted the cap. 
“There’s fifteen,” said Dolly. She replaced the cap and switched the photo plate. 
"Rose, what do you make of it when folks like Keane call you. ." 
"A witch,” rose completed his sentence. 
“He is a good bloke. Devout you know and a great cop. He’s cleared more murders than me.” 
Rose set down the plate. “Fredrick, I have never broken my vows and plan to never do so. When I 
joined the Sisterhood, I joined to seek out the truth and understand the spiritual. I learned that the 
unseen is far beyond any one dogma and many times that dogma and the arcane become 
subordinate to the will of a single man and that's when ill comes to be.” 
 The two took o 
imprints of the desk area where the note was placed and the bed where the body lay. As Rose 
packed up her equipment, and the mortuary removed the remains from the room, Dolly 
questioned the Valet in the hall. 
"Mr. Yardley how long have you been working for Mr. Moya?" asked the detective.   
"I don’t work for Señor Moya I am a hotel employee and serve several of the gentlemen on this 
floor prepared to pay for service." 
"Did Mr. Moya happen to share with you where he was going last night?” Dolly followed up. 
"Yes, he did. He was meeting Mr. Randall Strathmore and a Mr. Owens at Whites for drinks and 
whist." replied the valet. 
“Is that the Strathmore and Owens of Chilton, Chilton, Owens and Strathmore?”   
"Why yes, it is. Señor Moya’s a client of the firm and my understanding his family and the Chilton’s 
have socialized for generations.” added the valet. 
Dol y now had two dead bodies within a week, with identical ends that only an excommunicated 
nun could explain. Now it appeared there were social connections if not face-to-face meetings of 
the two dead men. 
As he finished up his question with the valet, he watched Rose make her way out of the suite with all her kit. “What happened to the cases where a fella shot his old lady for running around,” 
mumbled Dolly. 
“What was that Detective?” asked the Valet. 
“Nothing, just reminiscing about the good old days.” 

Monday the 13th of June 
7:00 AM Scotland Yard 
Monday morning and the detectives were back in the pen with the commissioner for case updates. 
Dolly arrived early, having managed only a few hours sleep between the Carlton crime scene 
investigation and his need to prepare for the weekly case review starting any minute. As rough as 
Dolly felt from a deficit of sleep, Keane reflected it physically in the manner he showed up at the 
branch office. 
“What’s the steam lorry driver’s name that drove over you?” questioned Dolly. 
Keane was pale and looked flu ridden. The tall detective sat down at the adjoining desk that faced 
Dolly. 
“Dolly I ain’t been right all weekend. I guess I ate bad mutton or something foul at Albies. Me 
head is throbbing, and I been all woozy,” Dolly stared at him with no outward expression, "It's 
called a hangover.” Then went back to organizing his notes. 
"I felt like this since Saturday morning and I haven't had a drop since I was with you" replied 
Keane. 
Commissioner Mayne walked into the pen. There was no formal command in the branch. Younger 
detectives were subordinate to detective sergeants but no superior officer existed so all the 
detectives reported to Commissioner Mayne. To keep the office on task, Mayne held a weekly 
meeting where he listened to the comments of each police officer and could administer direction 
to the group. “All right gentleman let’s have it. You start Keane,” 
“I have a wash up on the Thames, awaiting affirmation from the mortuary but it looked like a 
stabbing before they deposited her in the river. 
I closed the Clove Row murder. It was Ginger Kelly, another member of Sweeney's gang. 
Apparently, Sweeney and Ginger were both rolling the same music hall singer, and it came to 
blows. After Ginger beat Sweeney to death, he passed it off like the Green Street boys, to protect 
his arse and stir up the strife between the gangs. 
I have been putting in time down at the gas works helping Dolly with keeping an eye out for 
trouble." Keane finished. 
"Detective Keane you seem out of sorts,” stated Mayne. 
"I feel out of sorts. I guess I got bad mutton on Friday" 
"Dolly, do you have anything further to introduce on the case at the gas works?" Mayne asked. 
Dolly looked up from his papers "I looked around and made it known I was watching. Talked to one organizer named Nelson Bruce," 
Several of the detectives called out “Brucie,” then the entire group chuckled. 
“As you can tell commissioner, comrade Brucie is an admitted Marxist, with numerous arrests for 
disrupting the peace and one conviction. He served a year hard labor. I put him on notice,” said 
Dolly. 
"Thank you for the update, detective Sergeant, why don't you continue with your case load?” 
suggested the commissioner. 
“I have the Chilton Case. Sir Chilton found dead in his Belgravia office on Sunday morning June 
sixth. Further investigation turned up a burglary of about five thousand gold guineas, worth 
twenty-thousand in pounds’ sterling from his offices in the City of London,” one of the detectives in 
the pen let out a whistle when he heard the huge sum, Dolly was seasoned enough to talk over the 
rabble. “I am working with Sergeant Jones of London Police who is lead on the Robbery. I opened 
another homicide case last night, Emilio Moya, a national of Portugal with connections to nobility. 
His corpse turned up in the same condition as Chilton. I will consider these incidents together as 
my conclusion is that the cause of death was the same, thus the culprit is also the same. 
I propose to make queries of the staff regarding the actions of Señor Moya at White’s gentlemen’s 
club. He was a guest there the preceding night.” Dolly knew he would have his best results if he 
gave the private club for gentleman of royalty and society advanced warning. This could be 
achieved through Spencer Walpole a club member. 
“Could you reach out to Home Secretary Walpole to let the club manager know of my plans and 
determine if an invitation will be extended?” suggested Dol y. 
“I’l wire type the secretary and see. You be discreet, those are the true halls of power. You pull 
any of your shenanigans, like deciding to bring that witch of yours near there and I’ll have your 
badge and pension," stated Mayne. 
“Yes sir,” replied Dolly. 
The group of detectives consumed the next hour with the reports of the six other agents. Each 
rattled out opening, pending and closed cases of homicides and thefts throughout London. 
Dol y had a full day arranged. Next stop was the flat of Sister Rose and then late night interviews 
with the staff at the Carlton. He would see if he could squeeze in a nap between Rose’s and the 
Carlton. 


* * * 
 11:00 AM Rose Caldwel ’s Rooms 
There was a banging on the door. Rose was in the midst of fixing the image in the bath of chemical. 
Timing, chemistry, art, science and magic all had to align to develop the image. 
“Wait, a bleeding minute,” Rose said. She watched the clock on the wall to see how much longer. “I can’t open the door,” she yelled, so the Scotsman could hear her through the thick metal barrier. 
“Any trouble in there?” Came a man’s voice through the door. Dolly, Mr. Punctual. 
“I am fine. The door must remain closed until I fix these photo plates, the light will spoil the 
image," she emphatically responded. 
She withdrew the plate out of the fixing solution, set it on the drying rack, then made her way to 
the door pulling off her rubberized gloves and throwing them on the bench. 
Rose wiped her hands on her canvas apron and unlatched the multiple locks, bars and the warding 
hexbox, to open the door. 
“Hey, off with you two… You bugger off or you’ll be in the boys ward tonite.” Dolly was yelling 
down the alley. He turned back to the open door giving one more quick glance down the street to 
make sure the boys were away from his carriage. 
“This is my place of trade could you please come here with less ruckus?” asserted Rose. 
“Good morning to you Sister Rose Caldwell,” Dolly greeted her with his melodic tone, a modest 
Scottish intonation weaved into his English accent. He seemed bigger and clumsier as he 
maneuvered the steps down to the underground flat, and the cellar’s low beams supporting the 
floor above. “Has there always been so many street arabs in this neighborhood?” Dol y asked 
removing his tall hat, smoothing out his beard he was letting grow in. 
“Ever since the dye mills have opened there have been more and more,” responded Rose. She lit oil 
lamps as she strode the flat. It was an old basement with no windows, the open door produced the 
only natural light into the flat. 
“Secure and bolt the door,” said Rose lighting a lamp as she spoke. Once the door closed the whale 
oil lamps would serve a hazy yellow illumination. 
“When are they going to run current to this part of town?” Dol y asked. 
“Come back this way,” Rose led Dolly out of the small area with a coal stove vented through the 
wall and two threadbare wing chairs with a small table and heaps of books. Across from the entry 
door was her writing desk. A folding partition divided the cramped space of Rose’s bed and dresser 
from the larger section that made up where she worked. The rest of the basement was part 
storage area, part workshop. She led Dolly by lamplight through a row of homemade wooden 
racks. A variety of jars and glass vessels held fluids and exotic substances, a cross between an 
apothecary, a sideshow curiosity, and a winter pickle storeroom. “My landlord wouldn’t pay for gas 
lighting let alone arc lights. You know they dropped a gas line just on the other side of that wal 
under the avenue, all she has to do is fit out the apartment with pipe and this could be gaslit,” 
added Rose pointing to the street side wall of her basement dwel ing. Of course I would need to be 
up to date on rents too. 
As Dolly followed her he chimed in “Rose your place usually had a pleasant smell of candles and incense what is with the vinegar smell?” It was lost on Rose she had been breathing the chemical 
for hours and lost the ability to sense the aroma. “ Oh, that is just the chemicals for fixing the 
images for what I wanted to show you, follow me.” 
Rose’s cellar floor was unfinished and made of hard packed clay and stone. She had placed carpet 
runners in between racks and shelves to keep the dust down and the floor warmer. Rose led the 
detective down the main aisle to the workspace and strode over to her latest gadget. “This detective 
is the phantasma graph. I have married the latest in the photographic sciences with arcane scrying 
to facilitate the uninitiated; to see the world as it is, was and can be.” Her right arm was 
outstretched and waving at a glass cylinder about eighteen inches in diameter set on a brass base 
with a brass crown. Her contraption looked like a cross between a fishbowl and a Russian samovar 
with copper tubing joining the top to the bottom of the chamber. On the opposite side of this 
recirculation tube was a bellows. Within the glass tube, the bottom half of the container hung a 
heavy cerulean gas with phosphors glimmering in the vapor. 
An armature secured to the base incorporated a lens system, a photo plate holder, and an oil lamp. 
“This ended up being more complicated than I thought, but you’ll like the results,” Rose 
pronounced as she took one of the glass sheets and placed it into the holder. She took a matchstick 
and ignited the lamp attached to the phantasma graph. Rose then pumped the bellows causing the 
gas to recirculate in the chamber. “When you have seen me scrye a location I use incense and 
potions that cause an etherial reaction that helps me to see the images. To see what the camera 
has caught I must project the image back upon an eldritch element. For this, I use a refractive gas. I 
found a specialist apothecary that can source alchemical materials. I finally settled on seureleum 
mestificatos, or SM gas but it is heavier than air so it settles out over time. To get the gases in the 
tube to disperse I recirculate them with the bel ows." 
Rose could see Dolly’s eyes glazing over as she peppered him with her lecture on her innovations 
until his eyes caught the figures appearing in the mist. In the chamber was a vignette of a 
gentleman garbed in a nightgown sitting at a desk writing. It was room 8A at the Carlton, the man 
was Moya. Behind and to his left stood a handsome young woman adorned in an elaborate bustled 
gown with a lace veiled hat peering over his shoulder. Through the swirling image, Rose could see 
Dol y frozen with astonishment, fixated on the picture. Dolly finally spoke, “Rose this has got me 
absolutely knackered, you’re telling me that this is an image from Moya’s suite the night of the 
murder, and this is actually Moya sitting there.” 
“You can see what I see when I use my vapors and lens while conducting a scrying ritual. What I 
have done is imbued the incantations into my construction, that is to say, yes you're seeing an 
astral imprint of a moment from the past” 
“Rose, we could settle every case that is outstanding," Dolly said as he clapped his hands together. 
“Unfortunately, No my friend. If the latent energies have dissipated I can’t capture them, and if the 
homicide had no arcane influence, then there would be no imprint made.” The smile left Dolly’s 
face. 
“This next one is good,” Rose said as she switched glass plates. The next slide illuminated, as Rose produced a steady stream of the gases through the tube, the picture was more vivid and resolved. 
The image was what looked like a negro woman. Rose could confirm it was the same woman from 
her height and clothing and she had removed the veil. The genesis of the light for the exposure 
appeared to be generated from the man’s chest reclined on the bed. A streak of light weaved its 
way to a glowing sphere the lady bore in her left hand. “There it is, the transgression in progress, 
your mumbo priestess taking Emilio Moya’s soul. The image is so clear because the soul transferal 
is a violent discharge of metaphysical vitality” 
Rose observed Dolly. He went from a cop conducting an objective analysis of the scene, searching 
for clues, to a human disgusted and horrified by what the tableau presented. It was hard to fathom 
what Moya went through, but here you could see agony and fear on Moya’s face. Moya still looked 
human not like the mummified shell left in the hotel. This was the moment where the priestess 
used her power to rip his eternal essence that which is beyond the mortal realm and stole it or 
destroyed it. Rose wondered if the detective understood what he was observing. If Moya’s soul 
were destroyed this would be beyond murder in wickedness. The survivors, family, and friends of a 
murder victim can take solace that the victim is somewhere, maybe even a place better than here, 
but no longer with them physically. In this case, the victim’s unique essence that being that is you 
beyond the voices in your head is obliterated. No longer eternal or universal; no chance of an 
encounter on some other plane at some other time. Obliterated! 
The Sister felt a strange joy and sense of accomplishment watching Dolly looking at her 
contraption, he was like a schoolboy staring in the window of a toy shop. Rose also felt sorrow as 
she focused on the image within her invention, the murderess conducting black magic. Ironically 
the Priestess’ face was also a mix of exaltation and sorrow. It was then while looking at the 
predator and the prey, Rose saw something similar and familiar in the faces of the victim and the 
murderess. Rose wondered if Dolly saw the same. 
“How is this possible?” Dolly asked watching the vision fade as the smoke stopped blowing. 
“It’s science, Detective. Have you read the works of John Dalton?” Rose took out the slide and 
stored it in a protective holder. 
“No, I'm just a dumb cop, Rose.” 
“Dalton advanced the atomic theory that the whole universe is comprised of atoms. The simplest 
of elements. All the elements are made of the same aether and the number of aether particles 
makes up the difference between lead and gold. Preston taught me is that the universe is of the 
Aether and it's all connected. By understanding its properties, we can manipulate matter, electricity, 
and in this instance, I can detect the old aether imprint left from a moment in time.” Rose declared. 
“So this is science, not spiritualism?” asked Dolly. 
“It’s both, I say they are the same just different ways of looking at the universe” 
“Well like I told Keane the other day ,I never thought a man could fly and now we are building 
airships the size of buildings.” 
“Keep that mind open as possible Fredrick, If you don’t that is when you are damned," Rose replied. 
Rose knew Dolly took that in as a philosophical metaphor, but she meant it. She has seen souls 
sent to other planes of reality, she had been to other planes herself. It was when you grappled with 
the concepts of the eternal and universal that your limiting beliefs drove you mad. 
“Dolly, when we find this woman I need to learn how this arcana works.” 
“Well she can teach you while she waits for the gallows," 
“That is my point, she can control the forces of life and death itself. She won’t be afraid of your 
gallows," said Rose. 
“I am a simple fella Rose, responsible for detecting the work of criminals in this city and bringing 
them before the crown for justice to be served,” Dolly said as he looked over her contraption. 
There were many similar contraptions in various states in her shop. “Any of these other things 
work?” 
“Some do, some are in progress, others are parts to tinker with,” answered Rose as she organized 
items on a counter, almost an attempt to clean up the mess. “What if the priestess has killed no 
one? She could just have trapped them in that orb she was holding. She could be holding them 
hostage” Rose followed up. 
Dol y gave her a look of disdain, “Well, here is my small mind closing. I signed off this morning to 
hand Sir Francis Chilton’s body back to his family. So seeing as most folks bury the dead, am I 
supposed to instruct them to hold off until we catch a voodoo sorcerer that may or may not have 
their loved one’s soul in a box; or do we dig him up after I get Miss Mumbo here in irons and have 
her funnel Sir Francis back into his rotting corpse?” 
Rose hated this part of Dolly, the less he understood the more his hackles were raised. “Dolly, that’s 
not the point, I want you to work on catching her so I can learn from her. This could be a powerful 
weapon for her majesty.” 
“Nice try Caldwell, use my allegiance to the crown. Just walk me through that conversation with 
the Home Secretary. Your honor, I have it on good authority from an ex-nun we will soon have the 
ability to trap the souls of our enemies. After I apprehend the person who damned the souls of one 
of your mates, not to worry I am hot on her trail because I know what she looks like from a ghost 
picture I saw in a tenement basement. I would ask that we not hang her until she teaches the ex-
nun how to steal souls. What did I miss? Oh yes, and could I please have a pension and a 
knighthood,” He walked down one of the aisles to leave. 
“Dol y, there is a bigger game here. You and I are fighting this war together, this is about the light 
and the dark and we need any advantage to win.” Rose implored grabbing his arm to halt his exit. 
“Rosie dear, I thank you. This contraption of yours is plum. We got something here to go on, but 
this is a murder investigation and a robbery. I need to identify your mystery woman and catch her 
before she kills someone else or gets away. Let’s say I get somewhere on this lead and we find her, 
what should we expect with this magic, is it like firing a gun or does she need to get prepared?” 
asked Dolly. 
“It’s ritualistic, she has to establish a contact with the victim and enthrall him. Preston told me that 
some of the most potent work requires multiple hougans or very powerful ones. I expect she has a 
natural talent and is getting more experience with the most complex of the Voodoo rituals. The 
amulet I gave you will afford protection.” 
“This might sound stupid but, do you think she has the power to stop a bullet?” asked Dolly. 
“I doubt it.” replied Rose. 
“Well, there’s a bright spot. This thing of yours on my watch fob should give me enough time to put 
a shot on her,” Dolly looked Rose in the eyes. “This won’t be another case where I shoot someone 
and they won’t die.” 


* * * 
 11:30 PM The Carlton Hotel 
At half past eleven Dolly arrived at the Carlton. The hotel was frenetic with horse-drawn and 
steam carriages pulling up and departing. A society event in the ballroom recently concluded and 
couples in tuxedos and ball gowns lined up waiting for livery to retire home. 
The detective sergeant made his way to the lobby counter and requested to speak to the night 
supervisor, Hodges was his name. The day manager informed Hodges that Detective Williamson 
would need to talk with the night staff. Hodges was a man who prepared. “I would be delighted to 
call on the staff and have them sent to you for interview” said Hodges as he handed the 
handwritten list to Dolly. "I also have arranged an office, my office for you Detective Williamson, 
to get you out of all the hustle and bustle of the hotel.” Dolly knew it was to keep him out of the 
sight of guests. What hotel wanted an active homicide inquiry in plain view of its patrons, even late 
at night. 
“I don’t wish to be problematic, it would be best for me to just visit with the staff on the floor.” 
suggested Dol y. 
“Very well, but my office is yours if you should need it. Who would you like to chat with first?” 
“Let’s begin with the doorman, is this Winters on duty tonight," said Dolly. 
“Yes, that is him at the door.” The Manager pointed to an average looking man in a top hat and 
overcoat. 
The doorman was frenzied with commotion of guests exiting and Dolly had to make sure he was 
standing out of the way of the traffic. Winters was sweating working the door and being 
overdressed for the balmy night. “Good Evening, Sir,” announced the doorman. 
“I’m Detective Sergeant Williamson of the Metropolitan Police Service. I understand that you were 
on duty Saturday night and Sunday morning.” 
"Yes, I was.” 
“I would like to ask you some questions.” voiced Dolly. 
  “And I wou 
Tel you what, I have a break in a ‘alf hour and I go over to that alleyway to have a smoke in peace. 
Meet me there,” replied the doorman. 
Dolly made his way to the register to discuss the events of the evening with the bel staff and 
concierge, four young bell hops and an elderly gentleman. 
“Good evening gentleman, I’m Detective Sergeant Williamson of the Metropolitan Police Service 
and I would like to speak with you if you worked the night of the eleventh.” 
“This is my first night in a week,” pointed out the Concierge without glancing up. “I was off that 
night,” one of the four bell hops said. Dolly looked at the remaining three. “Would you mind if I 
had a chat with you three in Mr. Hodges office?” The three acknowledged yes with looks, shrugs 
and head nods. “Then let’s make our way there, you can take the lead as I don’t know my way 
around here.” 
The door to the manager’s office was open. This was the shared work space of both the day and 
night manager. It was small berth with a roll-top desk and two wooden chairs to its side, not much 
more than a closet. Hodges was seated at the desk Dolly taking the rear following the group into 
the office. Seated at the desk Hodges voiced “Can I help you gentlemen?” The lead bell hop replied, 
“The detective told us to come in here to have a chat” Dol y pushed through the trio “Sorry about 
the change of plans, but I felt it best to speak with the boys in private” 
“Oh, yes. All right let me get my things and you can have the office. We are short on chairs. Adams, 
go down the hall to the accounts office and pinch a chair from them,” said Hodges. 
“Yes, Mr Hodges” shot back the young Adams as he scurried down the hall to fetch a chair. 
The three lads and Dolly settled into the cramped office. The boys sat on wooden chairs facing the 
desk and Dol y perched on the corner of the desk to make the situation more casual yet still assert 
his authority. He started the questioning with a simple query. “You hear about what transpired last 
Saturday in room 8A?” 
“Slaughter, I heard,” declared a bell hop. 
“Blazed up in his bed was what I was told," said Adams. 
"I would appreciate if you fellas help me catch the criminal,” 
“How can we help, mate?” asked Adams. 
“All of you think about that night and if you witnessed anything unusual. If perhaps you spoke 
with Señor Moya, or knew about his whereabouts or associations with others that evening.” 
instructed Dolly. 
The taller bell man spoke up. “I was on the eighth floor collect’n shoes to shine and saw a fella 
enter that suite.” 
“What time was this?” Dolly asked pulling out his journal and pencil. 
“I’d say round two in the morning gov," the boy said. 
“Your name?” questioned the detective. 
“It’s Tim Walter sir,” 
"What else did you see, Tim?” 
“None to speak of, I was going about my business collecting boots and shoes to shine," 
“Do you remember what the man looked like?” 
“No, I was a ways down the hall. He was a gentleman, smartly dressed and a fancy walking stick. 
He was at the door talking to who I assume was Señor Moya then he went in," said Tim. 
Dolly thought this could be helpful but needed more. “When you say he was smartly dressed, like a 
dandy, as some of Señor Moya’s associates may dress? 
"No, more like a gentleman you know, - a business man, but there was something a touch flash 
about him,” answered Tim. 
"Did you see the man leave?" 
"No, I didn’t think much of it so I went about my rounds and finished the floor before he left the 
room.” 
"Did any of you other fellas see the gentleman with the walking stick?" 
The group looked to each other for an answer. None came. 
“Did any of you observe an African woman in the hotel?” asked the detective. 
Again the three exchanged silent befuddled looks. 
“Thank you for your time, if any of you recollect anything further, please come see me at the yard.” 
Dol y pul ed out his silver card case and handed each of the men one of his cards. 
It was just about time to meet the door man. Dolly made his way to the alley. He packed a pipe 
with tobacco and lit it. The doorman finally took a break and walked up the alley to Dol y. "I can 
talk now," said the doorman. 
“So you were on duty last Saturday night?” 
“Yes sir, I rolled in about ten to get on me livery and have a cupa” the doorman answered as he 
rol ed a cigarette. 
“Did you see Señor Moya leave the hotel?” asked Dolly. He knew from the valet he left earlier but 
he was looking for conflicts. 
“No I didn’t see him leave," 
“Do you remember Señor Moya returning?” 
“Yes Sir, well sir, he returned by a cab around twelve thirty I’d say," answered the doorman. 
“Was he with anyone?” followed on Dolly 
“No. Just himself," 
“Did he say anything to you” 
“Just the usual pleasantries” 
“Did you happen to see a man, a smartly dressed business man with a walking cane that night?” 
“Quite a few at this place, sir.” 
“This would have been later around the time Señor Moya returned or even later?” 
“Well there is Mr. Strathmore. If I recall he came in about one thirty that evening.” The doorman 
said as he finished up his smoke. 
“Why would he be coming in that late?” Dolly asked. 
“Well I don’t know the specifics but he is a regular guest here. When he is in town from America, 
he stays with us.” the doorman blowing out smoke with a puzzled look; stamped out his cigarette 
butt on the pavement. 
“He is staying with you now at the Carlton?” 
“Yes Sir.” 
“Did you happen to see a negro woman come into or leave the hotel?” 
“Now that sir I would have noticed, and I did not” said the doorman. 
“Thank you for your help. Here is one of my cards if anything crosses your mind you can reach me 
by wire-type at Scotland Yard." recited Dolly. 
The detective made his way back into the hotel and found the manager. He waited by the lobby 
counter until the manager had completed some task. When he finished he looked up over his 
glasses and presented Dolly a pleasant smile. “So Detective Williamson were we of any help?” 
“I have a few questions for you?” 
“By all means, should we step into my office?” asked Hodges. 
Hodges settled into his chair behind the desk. Dolly stood in the doorway. 
“Did you see anyone here that seemed suspicious that night?” 
“I did not.” 
Did you see either Señor Moya or Mr. Strathmore come into the hotel? 
“I did not, but Mr. Strathmore has the penthouse and that suite has a private verticulator and 
entrance on the east lane. He uses it from time to time.” 
Dolly made notes “Is Mr. Strathmore in tonight I would like to ask him some questions. Could we have Walter run a message up to him?” asked Dolly, thinking this would be a quick way to qualify 
if the man the bell boy saw in the hall was Strathmore. 
“No need to have him do that, I can call up to the penthouse butler and ask if he is available. We 
recently installed a telecom system of Mr. Bell. What a time saver rather than have a bell boy run 
up now I can just call up to that floor,” Hodges went to a walnut box on the wall with a brass cone 
on the front. He selected an input hole to plug in the connecting cable. “This won’t take a moment” 
“This is Hodges, I have a Detective Williamson who would like to speak with Mr. Strathmore,” 
“I see. I will let him know,” 
Hodges placed the earpiece back in the holder and unplugged the cable. 
“Detective, you will need to call on him tomorrow, he has already retired for the evening.” 
“Thank you very much Mr. Hodges and if you would please leave a message for Mr. Strathmore that 
I would like to have a word with him at his convenience.” 
“I will pass on the message.” replied Hodges 
Dol y got up and made his way out to the front of the hotel to catch a cab. 
It had been a good day. Rose and the bell boy had given him solid leads to follow. He had identified 
two murder suspects, a negro woman with supernatural abilities and a society gentleman. A 
gentleman that just may stay in this hotel. 

Tuesday the 14th of June 
1:00 PM White’s Gentleman Club 
This was not Detective Williamson's first time at White’s, He had been here in the past to report to 
the Home Secretary on the status of a case. Sir Walpole was a member of London’s most exclusive 
club. Located at 37–38 St James's Street in the city of Westminster. The building with its famous 
bow window where the table directly in front was reserved for, the throne of the most socially 
influential men in the club. They called them the arbiter elegantiarum, first Beau Brummell, then 
Lord Alvanley held the honor. It was that very window that Alvanley bet a friend £3,000 as to 
which of two raindrops would first reach the bottom of a pane of glass. It had been remodeled since 
then to include the latest technology from the UK and abroad mainly, for members to brag about 
since few were comfortable with all the newfangled mechanisms coming of age. 
 Rather than 
cause a stir he took a soft approach and asked the permission of his superiors to provide access to 
the club. Less chance of ruffling the feathers of the Secretary or a powerful club members then 
setting his investigation back days or weeks. The club had a members list that included the royal 
house, ministers of parliament, lords, dukes, and barons. 
The manager allowed the detective to interview the staff that worked the front desk and in service 
at the club. It had to be discreetly done, so Dolly spoke with the staff behind the closed door of the 
manager’s office. He determined from the interviews that as the guest of Lester Chilton Señor 
Moya dined with Sir Rory Birch, and Mr. Strathmore, Chilton’s American partner. Following 
supper, the gentleman retired to the game room to play billiards. The party broke up at 11:30 P.M. 
with Lester Chilton leaving in his Steam coach and Moya catching a cab. 
Dol y asked if any of the party were present at the club and would take the time to speak with him 
about Señor Moya. The manager returned and advised that Mr. Strathmore was currently at the 
club and would meet with him in the smoking lounge. 
The Detective was escorted by the manager to the smoking lounge. Floor to ceiling windows 
illuminated the entire room. It was a voluminous space for an older building. The walls were 
paneled in exotic wood with ornate cornice work. Eight separate seating areas encouraged 
members to gather and socialize with enough space between to deliver privacy. Each cluster 
comprised overstuffed leather sofas, wing-backed lounge chairs with end tables, pedestal ashtrays, 
and floor standing phosphor lamps. Dolly contemplated the wealth that built this esteemed 
building is he took out his notebook and reviewed his questions. 
The ceiling had a network of belts and pulleys to operate a fan system to keep the air moving in 
the room. 
Randall Wells Strathmore stood near the teletype clacker reading the strip to get the latest stock 
quotes and news. The clacker was in a prominent position in the lounge behind the sofa that faced 
the massive fireplace. Most members considered themselves too elite to look at a stock tape but 
wanted to show off the status of instantaneous worldwide communication. Strathmore was 
different he needed to stay on top of world finances, many of the club member's inheritances were 
invested with Chilton House and Strathmore was a steward of that wealth. 
A striking man, Strathmore towered over his companions; seeming even taller with his long neck. 
He wore standard bankers dress of gray pants with spats, white round-collared shirt, black tie, his 
pinstriped waist coat and a black overcoat with tails. He had a black mourning armband. Dolly 
wondered if he might mourn his own victims. Strathmore, by Dol y’s guess, had to be in his forties 
given what he knew of his financial exploits but looked much younger, almost boyish. 
The Manager handled introductions. There was a level of formality that all endured at these 
prestigious clubs. “Mr. Strathmore, may I introduce Detective Sergeant Fredrick Adolphus 
Williamson of the Metropolitan Police. Detective Williamson may I introduce Mr. Randall Wel s 
Strathmore of New York,” 
“Thank you, Milton,” said Strathmore acknowledging the introduction and dismissing the manager. 
“I wasn’t aware that White’s had any American members,” said the detective. 
“I am a guest of the late Sir Chilton and his son. While I hail from New England and now live in 
New York, I spend an inordinate amount of time in London and need a place to unwind” said 
Strathmore in a yankee accent. He let go of the ticker tape, it drop in the waste bin set to collect old 
tape and put out his hand. Dolly returned the outstretched hand with a firm grip and a shake. 
Upon release of the clasp, Randall’s hand went to a walking stick that rested against the pedestal 
holding the ticker. It was made of ivory and a lacquered wood. “Let us have a drink and talk.” He 
used the cane to steady his gait as he walked around the sofa, his left leg suffering a handicap. 
“The irony is as managing partner of the New York office, I spend more time in London than I do in 
New York” 
Dol y asked another question “Did you recently hurt your leg?” 
“Aren’t you Brits supposed to put social decorum above all? Not mention the elephant in the room 
even if your waist high in elephant dung,” Randall tapped his leg with his cane and gave Dol y a 
smile. “No, this was a hunting accident some years ago” 
“I’m a Scotsman and a cop. People expect me to ask uncomfortable questions and lack social 
propriety,” retorted Dolly. 
The two men sat down. 
Strathmore was the American managing partner of the investment banking partners of Chilton, 
Chilton, Owens, and Strathmore. Randall only named partner ever to not be a citizen of the United 
Kingdom. The firm had international interests that included naval shipping, plantations, railroads, 
and industrial investments, and was aligned with the Mechanists; financing the guild’s projects. 
This banking house was so powerful that wars could not be waged without their funding. The 
rumor was during the Napoleonic wars that Chilton was financing both sides. 
Randall amassed a fortune with his financial wizardry and insight into the new world markets. He was an early backer of Cornelius Vanderbilt; enabling the commodore to finance the Vanderbilt Air 
Transit Company. Vanderbilt proposed that air rather than sea or rail would win the race for 
transcontinental travel and that he could build an airship line crossing the wilderness between the 
east and west coast of America. The prize is a lucrative postal contract with the government 
between New York and San Francisco. At the time LQ airships were only operating out of Prussia 
and were experimental. It was worldwide news when Vanderbilt struck the first deal to export LQ 
gas from the Europe to America. He built a special steam tanker to bring the gas by sea from the 
Baltic then across the Atlantic Ocean. When the first mail was delivered to San Francisco by air in 
only eleven days the stock for the company shot up and Strathmore and his investors made a 
packet. 
“Now Detective before you ask about my whereabouts and movements with Mr. Moya and where I 
was at when he died I would appreciate if you would share with me what exactly happened to 
Moya.” 
Was this his way of putting me off kilter thought Dolly before he answered “Señor Moya was 
murdered in his rooms at the Carlton. I cannot share the specifics, but it was not a pleasant sight 
and we are still finding out the exact cause of death.” 
Randall looked over to one of the staff standing near the wall. Signaling with his gaze and a small 
hand waving for service. 
A server approached the gentlemen “Can I get you something, sir?” 
“Why yes, what is your name, son?” The waiter was at least twenty years older than Randall. 
“Arthur, sir” 
“Yes, Arthur you can fetch me a glass of whiskey and a Partagas; Mr. Williamson will have?” 
Randall’s tone dropping off as he shifted Arthur’s attention to the Detective. 
“I will have the same,” 
“Excellent! Thank you, Arthur,” said Randall unbuttoning his coat and lower buttons on his vest to 
get comfortable. 
“What can you tell me about Señor Moya?” asked Dolly. 
“Wel , Detective what would you like to know?” 
“I would like to know who murdered Señor Moya and Sir Francis, that would make my day. In light 
of that, I need as much as you can share about Moya beginning with his visit to this club,” stated 
Dol y looking at Randall to assess body language and tone. 
Randall smiled sitting both hands on the top of his walking stick, arms outstretched in front of 
him. He then leaned in closely and quietly said. “I can’t answer that question, but I will let you 
know all about what Señor Moya and I were up to on Saturday night. Randall leaned into Dolly. “I 
would like your professional opinion on something,” Randall said in a quiet and serious tone. 
Men like Strathmore, smart privileged men would play this game. The game where they presumed 
Dolly was a dumb Scot, that he was too stupid to find out what they were hiding. Dolly relished 
that game because he had so much practice. So, let’s play thought Dolly before declaring “What 
might that be Mr. Strathmore?” 
“How many murders have you investigated?” 
Dolly thought for a moment “I have closed seventy-eight cases as a detective. Some of those cases 
had multiple victims.” 
“Impressive. What would you say was the most common cause, Lust - Greed - Envy?” Randall said 
bouncing his eyebrow as he pronounced each sin. 
Dolly thought for a moment. “There are four other deadly sins but given the ones you listed I 
would say, greed” 
“Greed. I was unsure, and I do appreciate a professional’s opinion, Now with Señor Moya there is 
the potential for either greed or envy.” 
“Please elaborate,” injected Dolly. 
“The Moya’s, while related to the throne of Portugal are self-made. Emilio’s grandfather captained 
slave ships. Señor Ernesto Moya, Emilio’s father produced an exceptional amount of coin for 
Chilton’s bond syndicates in the slave trade than onto the harvest and sale of West Indies cotton 
and tobacco on the return passage. Don’t look so shocked Detective, the City of London was built 
on the flesh trade. If not in financing the ships or insuring the cargo, they did so on the return of 
cheap goods made in the colonies. Frankly, it’s the beloved mechanists and their engines that got 
the Empire out of financing the slavers.” 
Dol y fancied the blunt talk of the Yank and he settled in for Randall’s lecture. “First Chilton 
financed his ships then he helped diversify investments across the trade. When the 
Commonwealth outlawed the slave trade Moya needed to change businesses. Those that made 
money insuring his cargo and financing his fleet followed Moya’s transition into other colonial 
ventures. Emilio’s father, always one step ahead, moved into the sugar business in the West 
Indies. 
Now, Ernesto had two sons Hernando and Emilio. Both were sent to the best schools in England, 
his father thought with an English education his heirs would become captains of finance with a 
foot in the new world and one in the old … Ah, here we go,” Arthur had returned to them pushing a 
serving cart. He poured and handed them each a crystal tumbler of scotch whiskey then displayed 
a box of Cuban Partagas cigars to Dolly. Dolly selected a cigar. 
“Thank you, Arthur,” Williamson said. 
Arthur nodded while Randall kept talking. “Hernando was cut from the same cloth as his father, a 
man of action but he is the younger son and his inheritance is far smaller than Emilio. Hernando 
went to Brazil to make his fortune in the sugar business. He has plantations in Brazilia and Haiti. 
We have co-invested in his enterprises and done well. 
The older Emilio learned something else in England. How to be a man of leisure. He stayed in London after he finished school to carouse with the group of English dandies rather than join the 
family business. With each success, Hernando makes Emilio richer and finds it disagreeable that 
his brother has a say in company affairs and receives a large allowance. I know Hernando will be 
the master of his fortune but he lets his family situation and the privilege of his brother fuel 
resentment. With Emilio dead, the Moya fortune of nearly seven million pounds goes to Hernando. 
“Is Hernando in London?” 
“Not that I know of,” said Randall 
Arthur then turned to offer Randall a cigar. Randall took one “I would like a flat cut, not a V cut 
please” handing the cigar to Arthur who cut the cigar then handed it back to Randall. 
“May I cut your cigar, Detective,” said Arthur. 
“Please,” 
Arthur made the cut then handed the cigar back to Dol y. As Dolly wetted the end of the cigar he 
then removed loose tobacco from his mouth. When he looked up Arthur was igniting a lighter. 
“Arthur get us matchsticks to light the cigar. You’ll ruin the flavor with that filthy lighting fluid.” 
“Yes Sir” 
“You see some things should not change like lighting a fine cigar with a flame of a match after the 
sulfur is burned off” 
He leaned back in his chair to draw on the cigar as Arthur held out the match. Dolly noticed now 
the top of the man’s walking stick was a carved wolf head with gold filigree in the collar around 
the wolf’s head had a pattern of circles a smaller circle or dot in the center of each larger circle. 
“This is a fine cigar Mr. Strathmore,” 
“I am personal friends with Don Jaimie Partagas. He has an amazing plantation. You know they 
say these cigars are rolled on the thighs of virgin girls. Can you believe that?” asked Strathmore. 
“Smoking a cigar that is this smooth I believed it,” replied Dol y as he held out the cigar sideways 
and gazed at it and gave Randall a smile of satisfaction. 
“We became friends after I looked at his property to assess the collateral for a loan he has with 
Chilton. He takes me on a tour to see the assets, first, he showed me the tobacco fields not worth 
much, next, he showed me his inventory of tobacco that is curing, now there is a value that can be 
priced to market right in Havana. He can tell I am struggling to see how I can approve the size of 
this loan he seeks with what he has shown me, so he says he is prepared to secure the loan with 
his prize chattel a group of slaves, forty in number he has roll his cigars. 
After lunch, Don Jaimie and I ride in his surrey to the building and to my surprise when I enter it’s 
not forty vestal virgins rolling cigars, but forty old men. Toothless scrawny, not a one looks like he 
would live another day or could work an hour in the field without keeling over.” Randall took a sip. 
Dolly laughed, “So much for the loan I’d say.” 
“Well funny you say because that is what I was thinking. Forty young slave girls that can roll 
cigars. That is stock, and if the cigar market falls they’re still breeding stock or trainable for the 
house or field but how do I give him 20,000 pounds’ sterling for some tobacco and forty men with 
one foot in the grave.” Randall stretched out his bum leg and rubbed it while he spoke. 
“Well one thing I have learned is that I can always learn just one more thing and I needed to learn 
about the cigar business, but I also can’t look a fool in front of Don Jaime. 
I wired Don Moya, Emilio’s Father who was still alive at the time in Haiti. I requested if he had 
knowledge of the tobacco business and the matter of the value of a cigar roller. He introduces me 
to Don Jose Hoya de Monterey who agrees to meet with me the next day. So the next day I have a 
meeting with Don Jose at his plantation and ask him what he would pay for five of Don Jaimie’s top 
cigar rollers. He tells me that if they could roll a Pyramid like these he would pay one thousand 
pounds each. I asked him if I could go to see his rolling rooms and you know what he said: 'Amigo 
you will not find any virgins there either.'" 
The two men laughed. Dolly needed to get Randall off his stories and onto the subject of Saturday 
night. 
“What was Mr. Lester Chilton’s disposition on Saturday?” 
Reasonable, for an English man who just lost his father to a heinous murder and his bank robbed. 
If I know Lester he will try to lose himself in the work and pick up as much of his father’s clientele 
that he can,” said Randall. 
“Was there a reason you all convened Saturday night?” asked Dolly. 
“Emilio wanted Chilton to loan money against his inheritance to invest in Babbage’s manufacture 
of Difference Machines. He touted that the next advances in mechanical automation will require 
his methods in computation” 
“and?” pressed Dolly. 
“Lester said Babbage hadn’t a chance without support from the Guild and was resistant to 
investing with Babbage” 
“Would Lester Chilton have a reason to kill His Father and Moya?” 
“Detective, Don Moya left an estate of over seven million pounds. While that is a fantastic sum of 
money for most, it is nothing to the Chilton’s. Lester and Francis were close as a father and son 
could be and business partners as well. Lester had more than enough money to wait out Sir 
Francis’ last day on earth when he will inherit another fortune he could not spend.” Randall 
finished as he dropped an ash in the ashtray on a corner table. 
Dol y felt the time was right. “So why did you meet with Emilio at his hotel room the night of his 
death?” 
Randall smiled and paused before he answered, “I won’t ask how you knew I met with him nor 
will I deny that I did.” 
Randall adjusted his position to get closer to the policeman. “I met with Emilio because I wanted 
to hear more about his scheme with Babbage. It intrigued me and there are interested pools of 
capital that the mechanists have no influence over. I am not interested in missing out on a good 
deal because some guild cronies of Chilton would get upset.” 
“Was there anyone there that can corroborate your story?” 
“Maybe your witness? Other than that no. It was brief, I was also staying at the Carlton I dropped 
in to make a date with him for lunch.” answered Randall. 
At one thirty in the morning? Dolly queried. 
“Detective that may seem strange to you but we had just been carousing and gambling not a few 
hours before, I imagined he would either be up and ready for more or passed out and not able to 
answer his door.” 
“So, you were the last one to see him alive?” said Dolly. 
“No, Detective that would be whoever killed him” answered Randall. 
“And you think that is Hernando?” 
“The brothers never did see eye to eye. They were too different and Hernando’s good stewardship 
enriched Emilio who gambled, drank and whored. You said it yourself greed is a primary 
motivator, I would have Arthur get the betting book and wager, this boils down to family and 
money Detective.” 
Dol y thought this would go in circles unless he could find evidence beyond what he had to connect 
Randall, but his gut was telling him that Randall knew more than he was letting on. “Here is my 
card if you think of anything please wire me. I would be indebted.” 
“Sir, I will if I recall anything. There is nothing more that I want than to help you find the culprit 
and bring him to the gallows, as far as being indebted never say that to a banker, my friend,” 

Wednesday the 15th of June 
9:30 Scotland Yard 
When Dolly entered Commissioner Mayne’s office two gentlemen were already sitting in the two 
seats in front of the commissioner’s desk. 
The two men stood upon his entrance, Mayne remained seated and had a sour look. 
“Detective Sergeant Frederick Williamson, I would like to introduce you to French Consul Dr. Felix 
Anou,” Anou was a slight man with a bald head and a goatee. Although he was an English-educated 
physician and had been in the United Kingdom for decades as an attaché to the consulate; his face, 
his clothes, his tone, accent, and demeanor all reeked of France. 
“And this is Special Envoy of the French Government Guild Master Gerrard Saint-Yves,” said 
Commissioner Mayne. Dolly struggled to understand what a Necronist was doing here. The guild’s 
close relationship with Emperor Napoleon made them a foe of the Queen. Many thought they used 
their scrying powers to give the Emperor an advantage on the battlefield. Other rumors were that 
the Necronists negotiated a covenant between the Devil and Napoleon for his protracted life. 
Between the government's concerns of the guild being saturated with enemies of the crown and 
both the Catholic and Anglican Church considering their practices unholy, Parliament had never 
ratified the guild in the commonwealth. 
“Good Morning Sirs,” replied Dolly shaking both men’s hands. 
Dr. Anou, the smaller of the two, wore a light gray suit with a matching waistcoat. His dark goatee 
waxed to a point and his mustache tips curled. 
The Guild Master presented himself; dressed in the classic garb of the Necronist Guild. Other than 
the edge of his white shirt cuffs showing, the ominous character was cloaked entirely in black. His 
long black silk brocade coat that practically brushed the floor, with two rows of pewter buttons 
closing the front. On his high collar was the gold insignia denoting his rank as a Grand Master of 
the Wyrding, he was upper echelon Necronist, only six had that rank. 
The Commissioner continued, “Detective, it appears that the coroner’s inquiries to reach the next 
of kin of Emilio Moya raised eyebrows in Haiti and they wired the French Republic.” 
Dr. Anou injected, “The French government requests the Crown to support their pursuit of a 
fugitive that may be on UK soil. The Emperor’s ministry will share al the pertinent facts with your 
department to assist in this matter.” 
The Commissioner could see the consternation on Dolly’s face and intervened to get him up to 
speed “Dolly, this came from the Home Office. Walpole agreed to cooperate and offered the 
Metropolitan Police Service in a sharing of intel igence and the arrest of the suspect.” 
Dolly took the cue. Take your medicine. “Who will be my liaison?” 
“Mr. Saint-Yves,” responded Dr. Anou. 
“Not a Gendarme or at the very least one of the Emperor's Secret Police,” suggested Dolly. 
Saint-Yves spoke, “Detective, The Emperor chose me because I am an authority in the arcane and 
have investigated the techniques of the fugitive. I can be of considerable service to your 
department and can help you to catch her.” 
“You are seeking a woman?” Dolly replied. His interest was aroused. 
“Yes, an ex-slave who instigated a rebellion in the protectorate of Haiti,” replied Anou. 
“A colored girl?” Dolly followed. 
“Most slaves in Haiti are negroes,” Stated Dr. Anou. 
“Why is this of concern to the Guild?” asked Dolly. 
"This is a matter of interest to the Republic of France and the security of its citizens. This woman 
is engaged in unwholesome practices; his Holiness Cardinal Almont the See of the Catholic Church 
as well as the Guild have deemed to be unnatural and heretical acts,” declared Dr. Anou. 
"Now the Church and the Necronists are making joint proclamations. My how times have 
changed," taunted Dolly. Fifty years ago when the Necronists appeared in France as a cult the 
pontiff declared them heretics. If it were not for the support of Emperor Napoleon, it is feasible 
that the Holy See would have sought to purge Europe of the Necronists. 
Dol y took another tack, “What makes you think the fugitive is here?” 
“The plantation where the revolt started was a Moya owned estate. Señor Hernando Moya was 
murdered. The Colonial Police advised the government when your coroner sent a cable to 
Hernando Moya to inform him as next of kin to Emilio Moya. I am not a police officer like you Mr. 
Williamson but it is logical that if both Moyas were slaughtered the same way that it is the same 
murderer out to seek vengeance on the Moyas. You attempt to associate a natural cause to 
supernatural incidents of Señor Moya's death and that has bewildered you. I can explain how he 
perished," said Guild Master Saint-Yves. 
Dol y crossed his arms. "Well, let’s have it,” 
The Necronist met his stare. 
“You found the bodies in a state of dehydration, as if all the bodies fluids are removed or as if the 
body burned yet there was no sign or source of a fire. The Guild consulted with the spirit world 
and we have learned that the fugitive has tormented the souls of the living by invoking the fires of 
hel to appear here on earth.” 
“So, you're saying you have talked with Señor Moya’s Ghost? You fellas are going to put me out of 
work if you can start having spirits point out their killers," retorted Dolly. 
Saint-Yves’s face never showed a variation of emotion as Dolly pressed. “Detective, I did not 
partake in the seance, nor do I know if those that did, were contacted by Señor Moya or some 
other spirit guide. I can guarantee you that if the woman is practicing heretical arts in London, you will need our cooperation with her capture.” 
“So, you're the guild expert on Voodoo?” asked Dolly. 
“What makes you ask that Detective” replied Saint-Yves. Dolly got the rise out of the Frenchman he 
was looking for, not even a necronist could stay stone-faced forever. 
Dolly pressed "Let’s be clear, from this point on, if you answer my questions with a question to 
evade giving me the information I desire, we’re finished. Come calls from the Earl of Derby or the 
Queen herself,” The detective turned to Mayne. "Take me off the case and give it to someone that 
has time for this farce.” 
Before Mayne could answer Gerrard spoke. “Very well. It appears you know something of the 
arcane and therefore know our fugitive and likely the suspect you seek is a practitioner of Voodoo. 
I have been to Haiti and understand the nature of the practices and the capabilities of the 
practitioner. The woman we seek is a high-level Hougan Witch Doctor. She can twist the will of 
the living and raise the dead.” 
“If we can keep it straight that I am the Detective in charge, and you are a liaison with no 
jurisdiction, and under no circumstances are you to act on your own then I'll give this a go. We 
will apprehend her, lock her up and leave it up to our two governments to determine how justice 
wil be meted out. If you agree I will make sure I share my knowledge to date and continue to 
uncover during the investigation, fair enough?” 
"Detective, I agree to your offer. I only suggest that when the hour arrives to capture the Hougan, 
that my qualifications and the services will be required to guarantee no further deaths at the 
hands of this enchantress,” replied Saint-Yves. 
“We will cross that bridge when you hand over some evidence to where we can find your witch. 
Where do I reach you when I need your help?" 
“I will be staying at the French Consulate and can be type-wired there,” responded the Guild 
master. 
Dol y smiled “thank you gentleman I will be in touch and I will look forward to seeing your notes 
on the incident in Haiti. With that Dolly left the office and returned to his desk. 
He sat down and gave his desk a visual survey letting out a heavy sigh. He noticed at the top of the 
incoming mail bin an envelope addressed to Detective Sergeant F.A. Williamson in elegant 
calligraphy. 
Flipping it over the envelope was sealed with wax but he could not make out the imprint. He 
opened the note with his penknife noticing Rose’s ward dangling next to it. 
The message read,   
Dear Mr. Williamson, 
You are invited to dine with Mr. Lester Chilton at the Meadhurst Manor on 24th June 1858. 
Given the distance, the Chilton home will be open for you to stay as a guest on a noted evening. 
Please advise us of your acceptance of the invitation and intended arrival at Meadhurst so that our 
driver can meet you at the station. 
Cordially, 
Lester Chilton. Barronett
 P .s. Dinner at ire is respectful y requested
He threw the letter on his desk, and mumbled to himself “Now I need to get my hands on a Dinner 
Jacket.” when he looked up Mayne was there. 
"I don't like French men in my office any more than you, Williamson but don't be making a scene 
because of your pride as a detective. You have four bodies and your no closer to finding the killer 
or building a case so get your nose on the grindstone, and let them help”   
"Yes, sir,” replied Dolly. 
"Detective, save the tone. What's the difference between these blokes and when you call on your 
witch?" 
"She's English," 
Mayne noticed the other detectives watching. He turned and left before Dolly and he started a 
pissing match. Besides there was no need to argue with the boss, he didn’t ask for cultists to help, 
and he didn’t approve of Rose. If the Home Secretary was prepared to let Necronists help on this 
case while crying that the French were trying to start a riot at the gas works then pressure to solve 
the case was coming from someone directly on Walpole and it was mounting. 

Thursday the 16th of June 
9:00 PM Weng Lo’s Tien Gow Parlor 
Rose passed through the raucous smokey Tien Gow parlor. The area was packed with Chinese 
migrants; it was loud, maybe rose perceived it louder since she didn’t speak the language. The 
illegal gambling den was a contrast to Lo’s attempt at a high-class environment with his dealers and 
staff clad in tuxedos and gowns and the bulk of the working-class patrons looking like they walked 
in right off the street; many had done just that. 
Even here she got looks as she followed Weng Lo’s Lieutenant, Jimmy Lin to visit Master Weng. 
Rose and Weng developed an unusual relationship based on their history before she turned into a 
demon hunter and Weng the chief of the Lucky Three Triad in London. Rose administered to the 
Saint Luke’s children’s home where he was a benefactor. He had lived there for a time when he 
first arrived in England. His tenure was well before Rose began her ministry there. Rose figured 
they were about the same age. When she fell into her troubles, Weng made certain she was taken 
care of when others including the church abandoned her. 
Outside his office door was an imposing Chinese man in a tuxedo. He never broke his stare 
continuing to observe the gambling parlor. 
Jimmy knocked. Another guard peered through the view slot then opened the door admitting them 
into the narrow corridor leading to Weng Lo’s office. 
“Miss Rose, how good of you to visit. Did you enjoy the fleetster?” asked Weng as Rose and Jimmy 
Lin entered the office. The gangster lord was reviewing his books and did not get up. Jimmy 
moved to the side of the room standing at attention until his master directed him to sit, leave or 
speak. 
“What a thrill, it was like flying,” answered Rose. 
“How was our friend Preston?” asked Weng. Weng was one of the few individuals who 
unconditionally accepted the metaphysical and Rose could share with him what she experienced 
in her practice. She knew little about his history but he had alluded to having a relative engaged in 
the Mystic Arts. 
“Weng, The possessions take such a toll on him but we have a strategy to liberate him of his 
unwanted house guest.” 
He chuckled "So why do you call; are you in need of the coupe again?" 
"No, It is the matter of Preston’s condition. I require your professional help to find someone. 
Someone who doesn't want to be found," said Rose. 
"Tell me more," coaxed Weng. 
Rose continued, "You’ve heard about the Chilton and Carlton Murders?” 
“Yes,” he replied. 
"It is the work of a voodoo priestess. I was able to divine a vision of her, she is African and 
possesses a powerful command of the arcane. The same methods she has used to kill, can in my 
estimation be used to rescue Preston." 
Weng looked at his long-braided ponytail and played with the end of it giving his black hair all of 
his thought. "and?" 
Just spit it out. She reflected before speaking "And I need your help to find her" 
“Like you said Sister, she does not wish to be found. This wizard that murders powerful white 
men in London. You now ask the Chinese gangster to help you catch her? Why would I be 
interested in getting on the bad side of a wicked voodoo priestess?”   
“It would help me and more so Preston. I need to learn from her. I need to talk to her and see if she 
will help.” 
“Rose, the only reason you know of such things is because of the burly Scotsman you help over at 
the police department. What do you expect he would say about you consorting with the Lo 
brothers and the Lucky Three Triad?” 
Rose grinned and sat down on the couch away from Weng’s desk "Weng, the detective knows my 
work has me to traverse many diverse worlds, and while I have never mentioned our friendship I 
doubt it would shock him.” 
“I assume the policeman would not approve of the company you keep,” countered the triad leader. 
“Its common practice for law enforcement to reach out to the criminal element when trying to 
solve a crime. If Dolly were to take issue with our helping each other, it would likely be from 
resentment that my underworld contacts are of a higher pedigree than his," Rose looked to see if he 
bit on her backhanded compliment. 
“Let him reach out to his contacts. This is too messy a mysterious witch killing wealthy society 
types with an ongoing police investigation, sounds like a tar pit to stay away from," Weng shook his 
head and looked at her sternly. 
“I don’t understand Weng all I need is your help locating her after, that I’ll deal with the Priestess. 
You won’t be connected.” 
“You look outside that door at what I have going on. Do you think the police don’t know there is a 
gambling hall underneath the noodle shop? We have an understanding. I need not get mixed up in 
this, too many big names, too much newspaper and that's not good for trade.” Weng said while he 
walked over to the couch to sit by Rose. 
“She has gold,” declared Rose. 
“My dear Sister you barter with the possessions of others that is not particularly Christian,” Weng rose from the lounge. 
“I have made my decision Rose Caldwell. Did you have other matters to discuss?” 
“No” Rose returned, She had gone too far. 
“Then we are done.” Weng went back to his desk and spoke in mandarin after completing his 
sentence in English. 
She heard the office door open and shifted to see Weng’s bodyguard waiting for her to depart 
while he held the door. 
Rose stood, looked back at Weng who had already gone back to reading his book. She pondered 
pushing further but appreciated that Weng’s decisions were definite when in front of lower 
ranking members. 
She stepped out and was again escorted by Jimmy Lin. Jimmy smiled, as he ushered her through 
the gambling hall. An elderly man at one table turned and wailed at her as she walked by “he says 
you are bad luck and you should go away” translated Jimmy. 
  "He would 
pair exited through the metal door that the hid the illegal hall from the eyes of the public. 
Rose climbed the dirty old staircase up to street level and the alley entrance of the club. The 
rhythmic shuffling of her and Jimmy’s footfall up the wooden steps were broken when Jimmy 
stopped and asked a question. “How much gold does this woman have?” 
She smiled to herself but wiped the smirk off her face before she turned to him. “I have it on 
excel ent authority she took over twenty-thousand pounds’ sterling of gold from the Chilton 
House.” 
“Who is this excellent authority, Witch Lady?” 
“The detective on the case shared with me about the thief,” she explained. 
“If I help you find this person how will you help me?” 
“She thought quickly. I can provide wards to protect you from her powers.” 
“Yes, you can do that, and you can be a diversion to her if she is there when we grab the gold. If I 
can find her, and I can secure this gold, I will tell you where she is,” responded Jimmy. 
Rose thought now I will become part of Jimmy's heist. “Jimmy, Weng said no,” 
“He said no to you, I am not you. What can you tell me of this woman?” 
“I can show you what she looks like if you come by my flat.” said Rose. 
“What else?” 
“The culprit left a note at the crime scene. That makes me think she has completed her business in 
London. I expect she will attempt to leave the city. She has over four hundred pounds of gold, that 
won’t be simple to tote around, and she’s black so even in this cesspool called London she will 
stand out in a crowd. The woman will go someplace where she can fit in and have flexibility so I would say she will travel to the continent or if to America it will be the Northern States or the West 
Indies.” 
“That is helpful, I will get a search started. Don’t seek me or talk to anyone about this matter. If I 
have something I will find you." Jimmy shook her hand. "Weng’s chauffeur is in the alley he will 
take you back to Bethnal Green.” Jimmy finished as he checked his cuffs and made sure his coat 
was buttoned a sure sign he was done with business. “Good Evening, Witch Lady.” 

Friday the 17th of June 
9:15 AM Pelton’s Book Store 
The bell sounded when Jimmy Lin and Allen Chen walked into Pelton’s bookstore, a shabby little-
used bookshop, in Hay Market. The store was devoid of customers. 
Jimmy fol owed Allen as walked he around the cashier counter. Next to the register Jimmy noticed 
a racing form for the weekend and an empty teacup. Chen shoved aside the ratty curtain 
stretching across the doorway that served as a privacy screen from the store to the rear rooms. 
“Trevor, it’s Friday,” Allen Chen called out melodically. 
Collecting weekly interest payments was grunt work but Jimmy’s occasional unplanned 
involvement made certain his underlings were not skimming. So, every so often like today, he 
would escort his men on the weekly shakedown of debtors. He also needed to be on the streets to 
ferret out leads on the gold. The owner of Pelton’s was one of a dozen or so blokes he thought 
might have a lead on the thieves. Trevor was a degenerate gambler that owed money to all the 
bookies and to loan sharks like Jimmy. The gambler didn’t make money from his crappy bookstore 
or his horse handicapping, he earned a living as a document forger and he was one of the better 
ones that Lin knew. Trevor could know who was looking to fake some paper for stolen gold. 
Around the corner, Trevor Conroy poked his head and peeped over his glasses. “Friday already, oh, 
what a surprise Jimmy. Did you come along today? No problems I hope.” 
“Don’t act surprised its fucking Friday Trevor. I am like the racing form, I turn up every Friday," 
said Allen. 
Trevor got up from his desk and scurried to meet Allen. 
Wel , of course, I realize I have a debt to repay and …" 
Jimmy pushed by Trevor to discover what he was working on. Trevor’s office space was cramped 
but neat. Trevor was an artist what he couldn’t create by hand he had several types of printing 
machines from clacker printers to variable stampautotrons to replicate government documents, 
and it appeared he was in full operation with multiple machines whirring and clicking. His 
specialty was documentation for smugglers and fences to get illegal goods into the Continental 
markets. 
“Looks like you have a job?” asked Jimmy. 
“Yes, I’ve got some work. Just came in, a rush job” answered the forger. 
“You better have not spent the down payment. That’s money you owe Mr. Lo.” Allen was playing 
extra tough with his boss around. “How about you save your stories for your mates at the paddock 
and bring me my cash?” Allen finished. 
“So, the interest for this week is eight shillings,” calculated Trevor. 
“Chen, rip this place apart and uncover my money,” said Jimmy as he tightened his ascot. Trevor’s 
interest calculation was correct but Jimmy needed to learn how much the forger had been paid. He 
couldn’t leave Trevor with too much money as it would just go to betting on horses. 
“Mr. Chen, no need to get physical. These are delicate apparatus. Let me get the payment," Trevor 
went over to his coat to get his pocketbook. 
Jimmy stared at the document descending from the stampautotron as it slowly lurched out of the 
rol ers. The machine selected the correct letter template, inked them and pressed the page with 
the stamp. He cocked his head to read the upside-down type. The document was a bill of sale for 
1450 one hundred gram bars of bullion purchased in Amsterdam in 1842 from a metals dealer to a 
Venetian Banker. 
Chin grabbed the billfold from Trevor. The intimidating goon brought the wallet to Jimmy who 
looked inside and pulled out thirty-three pounds. Jimmy exclaimed, “holy fuck Trevor this job was 
a big payday.” The thirty pounds would take care of Trever Owens gambling obligations. “Trevor, 
you are having a lucky streak” 
“I’l have you know I have plum picks for the courses, There is this trifecta that is an absolute lock," 
Jimmy interrupted, he didn’t give a shit about horses. “Trevor, tell me about this assignment you’re 
working on.” Jimmy looked at the sheets on the line drying, a waybill for a steamer line moving the 
gold from Venice to Liverpool. A bill of sale from a Venetian Merchant Bank to a trust in the United 
States. 
Lin did the math in his head converting grams to pounds figuring the loses in paying for smelting, 
recasting, and paying a document forger; this looked like just the right sum of gold to be left over 
after losses and costs and lined up with the witch’s gold. 
He held out the wallet to Trevor. “This is how lucky you are, you tell me about who employed you 
and when they are returning to pick up the paper and you might get me to cover this week’s 
interest myself, and leave you with all of these banknotes for that trifecta,” 
“Jimmy, honor among thieves, mate. If it were to get out about town, that Trevor Owens spills the 
beans I would never get work.” 
Lin put the billfold into the inner breast pocket of his coat. “No worries, Gov. I understand. Looks 
like I found the last honest criminal in London. Good luck at the track tomorrow.” 
“Aah. Mister Lin how about leaving a bloke with a fiver to see him through the week?” 
Jimmy made his way out of the back room. “Come on Chen, we got a schedule to keep” 
“Let’s say I was to provide this information. You and I would be good for let’s say two weeks of 
interest,I could get that deposit back and be sure that my name would never come up." 
Jimmy stopped short with his back to Trevor. He had to admit that was a ballsy move on the 
forger’s part to up the ante. This certainly was Jimmy’s lucky day it had been less than twenty-four 
hours and he had a solid line on thousands in gold this could save him days of running around 
town listening to the stuttering shitbirds that provided underworld information. Al this would cost 
is a few weeks interest and Trevor was a degenerate who would lose the thirty pounds in the wallet 
and then come to him for another loan. 
Jimmy plucked out the wallet and held it up for Trevor to grab. “You tell me everything about what 
you're putting together, who and how they are getting the paper from you and we can keep this 
lucky streak going for you.” 


* * * 
 Friday, June 17th 8:00 PM Canterbury Music Hall 
The meeting place was Canterbury Music hall. Keane had a table where he could keep an eye on 
Nelson Bruce and his associate Allister “Red” McKenney, the nickname was from his hair color, not 
his political affiliation. Both parties had a stake in the meet up and making certain the encounter 
took place without witnesses. 
The Canterbury was brightly illuminated with sodium arc lamps ensconced in the walls and the 
most magnificent chandeliers. Each fixture had over one hundred arc reflectors that cut through 
the haze of soot and smoke that hung in the theater from countless cigars, pipes, and cigarettes. 
The house band played an interlude between acts, many of the patrons sang along while a charming 
girl held up cue cards with the lyrics to the ditty. 
Dol y approached the table with two whiskeys. He was singing along, reveling in the atmosphere of 
the hall. setting one glass down in front of Keane, he held his up for a toast as he sat down. “To a 
night out on her Majesty,” said Dolly. In an acknowledgment that the Metropolitan Police Service 
would be picking up the tab. 
Keane said nothing. 
“Cal um?” 
Keane turned to Dolly. 
“Sorry Mate, I was daydreaming,” Keane replied. 
“Are you all right Keane?” 
“Brilliant, just have a lot on my mind, casework and such,” Keane replied still a bit distant and 
dissociated. 
“Wel , here’s to the Queen,” Dolly motioned. 
“To the Queen!” replied Keane. 
“What is the latest with the Chilton murders," Asked Keane. 
"Are you going to take another stab at clearing up the case with your alcohol-sodden deductive 
powers?" replied Dolly. 
"I only share my logic to show you how to close cases. If you're ever going to have a career, you need to close a case once and a while.” 
"Thanks for the career guidance." said Dolly “Will you get all shitty when I tell you that Rose 
established what the killer looks like.” 
"How the hell did she manage that?” Keane asked setting down his drink. 
“She built this contraption, it is like a camera but it captures spiritual remnants. I couldn’t believe 
my eyes.” 
“What was the picture of?” asked Keane. 
"I saw two pictures One of a black woman standing over a white man at a writing desk the second 
was the same woman and man but she was gripping a sphere and penetrating his heart with a 
wand while he writhed in torment. Between the orb and the stab wound was a streak like 
lightening going across the night sky," explained Dolly. 
“Rose Caldwell has these pictures?” 
“Who else in London would construct a camera that takes pictures of spirits, but the good Sister?” 
“Anything else I should know?” asked Keane. 
“I have corroboration that the suspect is a negro from Haiti, a runaway slave. Monday I have 
luncheon at the French Embassy to learn more.” 
“Who are you meeting with?” asked Keane. 
Nelson Bruce arose abruptly from his chair and crossed to the side of the auditorium making his 
way to the rear stairs of the hall that served the balcony. 
“Looks like it’s time,” Dolly said before slamming back his glass of whiskey. The detective went to 
the opposite side of the music hall then zig zagged his way through the revelers to the back 
stairwell that led to the balcony. The lighting was poor in the upper balcony and there were no 
tables just rows of seats. These were the cheap seats but the theater chairs were nice with velour 
cushions, compared to wooden benches of lower class halls. 
Upon reaching the balcony Dolly worked his way to where Nelson Bruce sat in the rear row. From 
this spot, they could see anyone approach and were deep in the shadows of the rear balcony. 
There were only a few patrons in the mezzanine on a Thursday night and they were close to the 
railing where the view of the stage was better. 
The two others in the row with Nelson were embracing each other and were too engrossed with 
their affection to hear what transpired between Nelson and Williamson. 
“How you doing, Brucie?” asked Dolly. He had passed the bar and picked up two ales, he handed 
one to Nelson. 
“Thanks, mate. I'm still struggling for the worker.” 
“You called for a meeting. What do you have to share?” asked the Detective. 
“You are correct. There are forces at play to instigate a panic,” responded Nelson. He handed Dol y 
a pamphlet. 
Dolly unfolded it and read. 
Citizens of London

Beware

The Baden Gasworks is building the Royal Fleet at the expense of your children! 

We have it on good authority from prominent doctors and scientists that the construction of 
the plant and the sub-street sewerage is part of a complex system for the Baden Gas Works 
to defuse insidious gases through the city. Its dark purpose is not to fill airships with LQ gas 
but to sterilize the immigrants flooding the cities ghettos. 

Unite! Resist! Revolt! 

"Where did you get this?" Dolly frowned. Now he had two cases about to boil over where he was 
the lead detective. 
“Near the works, some bill posters were gluing them up and there have been a few laborers 
passing them out. When I asked who hired them to pass and post the bills, they had no notion 
where they came from but they had been paid for the work.” Nelson said never taking his eyes off 
the stage. 
"This reads like what you were spouting to rile up your comrades the day I was down at the works; 
I would say verbatim” Dolly put the handbill in his inside coat pocket. 
"Wel , it isn't the Commonwealth Communist Union I made sure of that, mate. I got your message 
clear as glass and told the committee you drew the line and it was my reputation if it was crossed” 
Nelson speech was harried. 
“Then who's the organizer if it's not you?” asked Dolly 
“None of the trade unions, I know, I inquired around, and none claimed the bills.” added Nelson. 
“You pull off the picket line. I don't want one of your guys down there even walking their dog. The PM will call in the fusiliers to clear the crowds if there is any violence.” 
“I moved my lads yesterday, but the crowds have doubled. The migrants are paranoid that the 
aristocracy will poison their children to keep them downtrodden. I’m steering clear of that site 
now Detective, so as far as I am concerned this is the last we need to talk.” 
“If something goes down expect to be carted in for appearances, but I’ll make certain that your aid 
is recognized,” said Dolly. 
“Much appreciated” Nelson looked at him with a sarcastic sneer then went back to watching the 
stage. 
Dol y walked away to return to Keane., On the way back he stopped at the bar again to pick up two 
beers. When he returned to the table Detective Burton was sitting with Keane and there were 
three full pints on the table. 
“Adam good to see you,” said Dolly, then he noted the third beer on the table, “Someone sitting 
there?” 
“No that’s for you. I noticed you two registered in the log book, thought I would come over after 
my shift to grab a drink with you fellas,” answered Burton. 
Dol y placed the pints down and pulled the chair around “well it looks like we have a few ales to 
drink here Keane,” Dolly then reached into his coat pocket and pulled out the handbill and gave it 
to Keane. 
“Fuck me,” Keane said. 
“A few more beers before I'll be doing that,” said Burton smiling at his own joke and reading the 
bill over Keane's shoulder. “Oh, those are glued all over the walls of the gas works” Adam related. 
“The leaflet isn’t as significant as what Nelson declared. He asserts that he nor the other trade 
unionist are behind this. In fact, he already pulled his brothers out of there before I proposed it.” 
That means he expects something is going to happen even if he doesn’t know who is behind it or 
what they are planning. Keane added. 
“Righto, mate we have some work to accomplish on Monday, but right now I’m just going to get 
drunk on the Queen’s expense and you fellas are welcome to join me.” 

Monday the 20th of June 
8:40 AM Scotland Yard Briefing Room 
The detective’s briefing had concluded, and Dolly was now in the Constables Briefing Room 
listening to the upcoming police operation to break up the crowds at Baden Gas Works. 
Sergeant Eakins was chosen to command the operation. A uniformed officer with military 
experience, he was highly qualified in procedures where crowds were involved, from the planning 
of a parade or smashing a riot. Dol y, Keane, and Burton were all in attendance as they had spent 
the most time gathering intelligence on the case at the gas works. 
Once the operation was initiated, Eakins would be in charge. Today he was laying out his strategy. 
He stood in front of a chalkboard with a map of the neighborhood around the gas and iron works 
drawn out. 
“As you see there is a natural flow of the avenues to the plant. Three streets east west and south 
with a gate at each end. The northern gate sits opposite the south gate of the Lloyds Works with 
the perimeter road between the two fences. There will be three muster points, here, here, and 
here.” Eakins pointed to the spots on the map marked A, B, and C. 
“Muster point A will have two waves the initial squad will go down Northern Docks Road and 
secure the north gate at the same time squad two will secure the western gate. Squads three and 
four will move on to the east and south gates. 
We will send in horse-mounted constables to separate groups and then police on foot behind 
them to disperse and guide people away. Those that won’t disperse or resist will be rounded up. 
Each muster point will have police wagons staged to move in and pluck up those that we arrest. 
After a pause, Eakins continued, “I have spoken with commissioner Mayne and have the 10th 
Fusiliers on ready if mass resistance ensues. Our preference is first to get everyone off the right of 
way to the Gas works premises than to disperse and move the crowd out in an orderly fashion. 
Questions?" declared Eakins. 
A constable raised his hand. 
“Yes,” Eakins acknowledged the constable. 
" Why are we breaking this up if there has been no violence?" the boyish constable asked. 
Mayne interrupted before Eakins could answer. “Detectives Keane and Williamson have evidence 
that the common trade associations have fled and that there is a nameless group seeking to incite a 
riot at the location.” 
“Do we know who?" asked another cop. 
Dolly spoke up this time sitting on the edge of a desk with his jacket off. The room was steamy from the June heat and the large congregation in the small space. “The gas works are pivotal to our 
national interests. We know the throngs are not the usual trade unions causing trouble and we 
can’t put a finger on who is behind it. They are getting the migrants fired up and we need to break 
it up before a bunch of ignorant buggers get hurt for no reason” 
The group began asking specific questions about tactics and strategy. Dolly had lost interest and 
started his way out of the briefing room. 
As he stepped out Mayne signaled to him to come over. “Dolly, I need you and Keane down there 
tomorrow to keep an eye on things we still have no idea what the caper might be and once the 
crowd is under control there we may lose the opportunity to find out who has been stirring things 
up at the plant. 


* * * 
 12:00 PM French Embassy, London 
Guild Master Saint-Yves had extended the invitation to Detective Williamson to meet for lunch at 
the French Embassy. He sat alone in the bright and spacious dining room an island of black in a sea 
of white linen covered tables. The Guild Master sat in a contemplative trance, watching his thumb 
and forefinger slide up and down the stem of his water goblet the condensation caused the motion 
to make a high-pitched squeak each time he did it. He stopped when the Detective was escorted 



into the dining room. 
The Maitre’d approached the table with the detective following. The detective was nearly a foot 
taller than the Maitre’d and he walked with a confident gait. 
“Guild Master, your guest is here to lunch with you,” pronounced the Maitre’d 
Saint-Yves was upstanding and greeted his guest. 
“Detective Sergeant Williamson I appreciate you accepting my invitation. I assure you that you 
will enjoy one of the finest lunches in London and come away with information pertinent to the 
Moya Case.” Said the Guild Master. 
“Thank You, Guild Master” 
“Call me Gerrard. Since we will be working together I would like us to be on a first name basis.” 
“Then thank you, Gerrard, you can call me Dolly” 
“Please sit. Dolly, pardon me, but is this not a woman’s name?” 
“Its short for Adolphus, that’s my middle name and it has been my moniker since I joined the police 
service” 
“I meant no offense, but it just sounded strange to my ear.” 
“None was taken,” said Dolly. 
The Guild Master turned to the Maitre’d “you can bring a menu for the Detective, si vous plait” 
“So, you’re looking to nab this voodoo priestess and bring her to justice?” asked Dolly. 
“Our intentions align Detective. You need to catch a murderer, I need to keep this primitivism from 
getting out of the Jungle,” said the Guild Master. 
“What can you share with me to apprehend the killer?” asked Dolly. 
“Her name,” said Gerrard as he drank his tea. 
“You know the name of the person who killed Moya?” Dolly reiterated as he took out his notebook. 
“Her name is Angelica Du Haiti, and I have met her,” 
“If you don’t mind I will take some notes,” said Dolly while he wrote the name is his book. 
“The Guild has been aware of the Voodoo practices in the new world for some time. Your Doctor 
Melbourne wrote a treatise on some of the pagan rituals but it was more anthropologic than 
spiritual. To gain understanding we had emissaries meet with the Voodooists and study the Arcana. 
Ten years ago, I was part of the Necronist Mission to Haiti and that is where I met the woman in 
question. 
France had just abolished slavery in the colonies and plantation owners were concerned that 
practice of Voodoo would lead to the organization of the recently freed slaves and eventual revolt. 
We, French, know how ugly a revolution can be and the Minister of Colonial Affairs contacted the 
Guild to help assess the situation. We were intrigued of course, to see if the tales were true of the 
ability to control and raise the dead. On the tour, we determined that there was a population of 
slaves that believed in the religion of Voodoo but they were not practicing any arcana. It was a 
religion with no control or understanding of metaphysics.” Said Gerard as the memories of his past 
came back to him. 
Ten years had passed since Saint-Yves, a young silver seer, had the privilege to be part of a 
delegation to investigate the threat of Voodoo to the French colony or the Emperor. The guild was 
happy to have the government of France fund the expedition to evaluate Voodoo. This primitivism 
intrigued the Necronist as it appeared to engage death magic in ways like what Necronists were 
experimenting with in clandestine research. 
His mind drifted back to the expedition under Guild Master Huey, they tramped through the hot 
jungle of Haiti for six days. His urban upbringing in Paris left him unprepared for the long slog 
through the humid insect infested tropics. The trek was grueling even with the troop of porters 
and guides, his feet became blistered from walking and cracked from waterlogged shoes. Mud 
clung to his legs and made his steps heavier. His robes that he was so proud to wear absorbed the 
sun and held the sweat and humidity. Eventually, they found the secluded village. They had 
fol owed an estuary that led to the awe-inspiring waterfall, where the village had developed at its 
foot. Gerard was physically uncomfortable, sweating in his black Necronist robes and morally 
unsettled observing a village filled with nearly naked men and women. 
They were not greeted with open arms, many of the inhabitants were escaped slaves and those 
that had grown up in the village had heard the stories of the cruel life on a plantation, and had a 
genuine dread of the white man. As they closed in on the village it became clear that they were 
being followed and were surrounded and outnumbered. At the edge of the river just before where 
the village started, they were met by the Voodoo King and his retinue. His name was Papa Lafayette 
a wiry old man with only a loin cloth for clothing and coated in a sheen of sweat and musky from 
the unwashed life of the jungle. He stood with his Ju Ju Staff, the mantle of his power. The staff was 
horrifying. The tall warped and petrified wood had four human skul s attached to it. These were 
the heads of the past Voodoo Kings who imbued the staff and the present King with all of their 
power. The Frenchmen could speak with the King through Lafayette’s Interpreter, a mixed-race 
girl. A true vision, the type of person you will always remember the first time you saw. Remarkable 
in her natural beauty and the glimmer of her aura, even with his limited training Gerard could 
detect the shimmer of her mortal and metaphysical charm. 
“There was, however, a village that was folklore to the slaves where runaways who reached it 
settled in paradise under the safeguard of the gods of Voodoo. It was there I met Angelica. She was 
likewise an initiate at the time to a powerful Voodoo Witch Doctor. She was his protégé and 
interpreter,” Is what Gerard chose to share. 
“You saw her conduct rituals that killed men by removing their soul?” asked Dolly. 
Gerard thought back, his mind raced with the memories from a decade ago, back to the initial 
contact. He recalled in his mind’s eye Lafayette and the vitality and raw power he exuded, how his 
ebony skin glistened from the humidity. Papa boldly told the mission that they were not welcome 
and they were to leave. As Guild Master Huey attempted to parley with the Voodoo King; Lafayette 
began working a thralling incantation; the guides and porters quickly fell under his influence they 
broke and ran in fear. Huey was impressed at the strength of the invocation the King was 
fabricating and the King equally impressed with the Necronist’s defenses against it. Huey and 
Gerard saw through the Voodoo illusion and stood their ground. 
The acknowledgment of each other’s capacity to wield such power became the thread of common 
respect that the two parties could build on. The necronists were the first outsiders allowed in the 
sanctuary. The two parties learned from each other. The necronists could articulate the science of 
the metaphysical, Papa Lafayette could help them to find a way to a primal connection with the 
Arcane. That was the weakness of the Necronist way, their connection to the supernatural was an 
intel ectual one, not visceral. The Necronist path to the metaphysical was books, learning, and 
experimentation; the Voodooist path was spit, sweat, and blood. 
Huey understood the tremendous opportunity the Necronist had after the group witnessed a 
voodoo ritual where Papa Lafayette summoned the spirits of past Voodoo Kings back to earth to 
possess the dead. It began more like a frenzied bacchanal with naked practitioners dancing 
themselves into a trance, so contrary to the puritanical dress and demeanor of the guild. Gerard a 
talented necronist was adept at, scrying messages from the afterworld and was beginning to hone 
his skills at controlling the wills of others but what he saw that evening was raw and pure 
necromancy. 
The village was located at the waterfall for a purpose. The falls were a rift point into the 
afterworld, a doorway for Ju Ju spirits to move from one plane to another. Papa Lafayette was in the 
center of the ritual directing the ceremony. Four corpses were brought into the circle, Lafayette 
recited his incantations and the dead rose. They became the mortal vessels of spirits that had 
passed. The Savage could do what the Necronists could not, reanimate the dead and do so by 
bringing spiritual energy from the afterworld. 
“No. She did not have those powers then but Papa Lafayette did and I saw primal necromantic arts 
being performed. They were ignorant of the metaphysics behind what they were doing but he still 
could wield the power of life and death.” 
A few nights later the necronists were invited to Papa’s hut. He had the three necronists sit with 
him on the floor around a small clay pot he was brewing some concoction. Angelica was there but 
she was standing on the outside acting as the interpreter. The Voodoo King said that he had 
decided that he would train the Necronists upon the condition that the Necronists guaranteed the 
safety of his people. Huey wholeheartedly agreed to the pact. Lafayette said to seal this pact the 
four of them would drink from his pot. He ladled the foul-smelling soup into wooden bowls and 
each man drank. He smiled and gestured for them to drink it all. When done he laughed and talked 
to Angelica. Her face lost color. The old man kept repeating to her the same words. She then told 
Gerrard and the others their fate. 
She explained how all four of them just consumed soul worm eggs. Their flesh and eternal Ju Ju 
would be consumed by the Great Devourer when the worms hatched and grew. They were all 
bound by a death pact. In six months’ time the worms would hatch and in a year from that day 
those that were not cleansed would be dead. Gerrard and the other young Seer Hume would stay in 
the village and train alongside Angelica. Guild Master Huey would return to France to secure the 
written agreement of sanctuary, upon his return the four men would again sit in this hut and he 
would brew the potion to cleanse them of the eggs or larva. 
Huey left the next day; Gerrard and Hume became pupils of Papa Lafayette alongside Angelica. 
Saint-Yves and Hume’s learning became fundamental to the most important of the Necronists 
metaphysical discoveries. Ten months later Huey returned with the compact signed by the 
Emperor himself. 
“In the end, we learned what we could, and we gave the witch doctor and his tribe sanctuary. It 
was a worthwhile tradeoff for the Guild and now we knew the true extent of the Voodoo power,” 
said the necronist. 
“How are you sure it is this woman that is our murderer?” Dolly followed up. 
He remembered the stories she and Gerrard shared about their pasts and dreams of their future 
together. He remembered the times they laughed as he fumbled incantations and how 
disappointed he was that she chose not to return with him to Paris to join the guild. His younger 
self wanted so much to share Paris and the guild with her. He knew her natural spiritual 
manipulation would bring her to the rank of Guild Master and they could continue to be together, 
but that was not what he would share with the Englishman. 
“First I know the innate talent she had and if she continued to progress at the speed she was 
learning she will be capable of these acts. Further, there is a connection to the murdered. She was a 
runaway slave before she joined Papa Lafayette. She shared with me that it was a Moya Plantation 
where she was born. The older Moya’s cause of death was impossible to determine, and the state 
of his body was attributed to the house being burnt to the ground. When I heard about the 
younger Moya being killed and the condition of the body I am certain that it is her” 
“Do you know if she has any family or associates in London?” asked the detective. 
“No. She had never been off the island and she would not leave until she learned everything from 
Papa Lafayette” 
Gerard observed the patience of the detective. This man would sit in silence and wait for him to 
divulge more. He needed to see the detective’s commitment to stopping the threat. 
“Detective, have you ever heard of Nicolas Fouquet? 
“No, I haven’t,” 
“Nicolas Fouquet was the minister of finance for the Sun King. Louis the XIV. He was a trusted 
advisor and very influential in the court. 
The Prime Minister, Jules Mazarin passed to the Aether and Nicolas very much wanted the job. He 
decided to throw a magnificent party in honor of the King in hope of impressing on the King his 
allegiance. 
He opened his Chateau to all the court, he invited the greatest minds, he even had a special play 
written and directed by Molière in honor of the King. There were endless courses of food, some 
never seen before in Europe. After dinner, Fouquet invited the crowds to walk his garden where he 
held a fireworks display as grand as there could be. 
“Can you guess what happened the next day?” asked Gerrard. 
“He got the Job,” said Dolly. 
“No. He was arrested for embezzlement of taxes. It’s true he did embezzle, but the King was 
complicit in the misuse of the taxes. Fouquet was sent to solitary confinement for the rest of his 
years. You see the king did not see his actions as adulation but as a rivalry to his own greatness.” 
“Now do you see where Angelica Du Haiti and Nicolas Fouquet made their mistake?” asked the 
Guild Master. 
“You don’t want some primitive occult to diminish your spiritual science.” said Dolly. 
The guild Masters shoulders relaxed and he smiled “Yes, Nicolas and Angelica outshine the master. 
That is why we are aligned in our purpose you cannot let a murderer run around freely and the 
guild cannot have some primitive witchcraft look more powerful than what we wield. So, I can help you make sure that she does not leave this island alive” 
Dolly put his notebook in his jacket and stood up. “Guild Master, that is where you and I are not 
aligned. My purpose is to find the criminals and bring them to the Queen’s justice. What is fitting 
of the crime is not my business. I leave that to the Judge and the Barristers. I bring the criminal, 
the evidence, and the witnesses. It appears to me you have already passed judgment.” 
Gerrard had misjudged the Englishman. He was more committed to the principles of his 
profession than to what it would take to keep people safe. “Please have a seat Detective. I am sorry 
if I misspoke. My command of English may have led to misusing of words. What I mean is that you 
have my commitment to capturing Angelica, but you also have my commitment to do everything in 
my power to stop her from killing more English.” 
“Now please sit down I did promise you the best lunch in London and they have not even taken our 
order,” said Saint-Yves. The Detective returned to his seat and that was enough of a sign to the 
Guild Master that the door was still open to get the cooperation he would need from the English 
Police to act against the murderer of the Moyas and Sir Chilton. 

Tuesday the 21st of June 
9:30 AM Muster Point A near the Baden Gas Works 
9:30 AM Muster Point A near the Baden Gas Works 
Dolly was slow to arrive at the scene. Upon finding Keane he quickly got up to speed on the 
situation. The operation would go ahead in thirty minutes. He met his fellow Detective east of the 
plant at the Woolwich Road muster point. Here, squad one and two would divide up and seize the 
north and west gates, while squads from the two other muster points would take the south and 
east gates. The police were setting up a cordon to limit traffic into the neighborhood of the works. 
Unseasonably hot, the city was nearly unbearable as the humidity caused the coal ash and soot to 
hang heavy. This weather would only pump more pressure into an already overpressured boiler, 
Dolly hoped they could methodically release that pressure before the proverbial boiler blew up 
and hurt someone. 
Two duty sergeants discussing the present situation. The area was occupied with police loitering 
and talking idly, but the momentum was picking up as Sergeant Eakins issued orders for last-
minute alterations to the positioning of equipment and men. At least twenty constables stood at 
the ready. As mounted patrols drew up the horses and formed up to take the front line. 
Dol y was in good spirits until he heard protestors had blocked all the entry gates to resist and 
impede the right of way. That meant arrests and possible bloodshed. 
“Morning Callum Keane, what have you been up to this fine day?” asked Dolly when he met 
Detective Keane. 
“I’ve been working with Wells here to prepare. In another twenty minutes, we will have groups 
ready, I’m aiming to remain with the force for the west and observe the crowd,” replied Keane. 
"Sorry for my delay, I have been down at the docks and to the train stations circulating pictures of 
my suspect,” added Dolly. 
“What picture? let me see it,” requested Keane. 
Dol y pul ed out one of the few remaining bills he had in his coat and passed it to Keane. In the 
process he felt his pipe, he resolved if they had a half hour before the operation he would enjoy a 
smoke. 
Keene studied the poster bill it showed a hand sketch of an African woman’s face including the 
title; 
Wanted for questioning at Scotland Yard 
Ms. Angelica Du Haiti 
aged 28-34 
Notify a constable immediately 
Keene looked at Dolly with a peculiar look of shock and apprehension “How did you come to know 
this?” 
“I’m a detective Keane, it’s my business is to identify criminals. I’m certain that’s my girl” 
“How did you come to know her name her likeness?” 
Dol y’s buoyant mood washed away at Keane strange interest in his case. “I obtained intelligence 
from sources, multiple confidential sources.” 
“It was that Witch, wasn’t it?” 
“Oh it is a legitimate corroborated lead, I assure you.“ 
“I am asking you who? If corroborated who are the two sources, tell me,” demanded Keane. 
Dol y had never seen Keene act like this and was reticent in sharing too much. By a foreign office. 
What is up with you Keene?” 
Keene continued to deliver a cold stare, remaining silent as if he was pondering about what to do 
next. 
Dol y ripped the bill from Keane's grip. “Don’t you mind who I work with; Rose’s methods are as 
reliable as yours.” 
Annoyed, Dolly stalked over to the side street where a row of steam-powered paddy wagons lined 
up to transport prisoners and one of the new command wagons, the latest in mobile 
communication technology. It was grander than a paddy wagon about the size of a mover’s truck 
with a wire type and tape clacker. The wagon was capable of splicing into the telegraph wire 
system and provide up to the minute communication. Two police clerks were in the back sending 
messages back to Scotland Yard and to the other muster points. 
The Detective strode up the wooden steps to take a glance at the latest in police communication 
machinery. “Hey gents,” He said to the two young constables that were clerking the wire-types. 
“Good morning Detective Sergeant,” replied the youthful clerk holding the clacker tape. 
“Do you mind not smoking in the van sergeant it’s a little stuffy in here and this is all sensitive 
gear," 
“No worries mate," as Dolly turned to step down Keane was right on his heels glaring at him. 
“What the fuck Keane you’re on me like a case of the crabs," barked Dolly. Keene just glared at 
him. “Are you all right? You look like you need a lie down.” 
BOOM! The two men snapped out of the conversation when an ear-shattering blast occurred. 
More than just a sound it came with a shock wave that everyone felt in their bones and then was 
accompanied by debris showering down across the muster site. 
Dolly instinctively pulled himself into the communications truck. Lying on the floor he could hear 
the constant patter of dirt and gravel raining down on the top of the communications van. 
“What the hell was that?” declared the clerk. 
“Wire-type for ambulances and order them to form up at this rally point,” Dolly commanded. 
Sergeant Eakins ran up to the communications van. “Wire the other squads to move in 
immediately, then request updates.” 
“Yes Sir,” The two clerks banged away at the piano keys of the wire type machines. 
Williamson had plenty of experience with explosions and bombs, back when he was handling the 
Irish Troubles, this one was bigger than anything he had experience. He searched for Keane but 
he was gone, likely went towards the blast to discover what had transpired, he desired to do the 
same and fol owed suit. 
Dol y could see smoke billowing above the metropolis. It had a greenish purple tint in contrast to 
the familiar grey smog generated by the hundreds of London’s smokestacks. Somewhere there 
was an LQ gas discharge. 
Dol y went to the duty sergeant, who under Eakins orders had earlier committed the squads 
towards the plant. He was coaxing his men forward “All right, all right, move up lads. Keep it 
orderly. Keep yourself calm and let’s enforce the peace.” Twenty coppers with truncheons drawn 
moved in lockstep down the lane behind a line of ten horses. 
Dol y grabbed Eakin’s arm to get his attention “I need a driver and a carriage” 
“Over there, O’Neil is running the motor pool,” answered the sergeant. 
The police officer in charge of vehicles was yel ing over the commotion to get steam carriages in 
positon behind the police line. “you to saddle up and follow the line in the event they need to toss 
in prisoners.” He yelled. 
Dol y jumped on the runner board of the steam lorry and clutched the sill to steady himself on the 
car. Not that he didn’t wish to walk, but it gave him a view over the patrolmen to observe what 
was up ahead. “Just keep moving I’ll let you know if I see anything,” Dolly said through the 
passenger window to the two constables inside. 
As they closed in on the Works, the air was becoming thick and heavy with soot and smoke from 
the explosion and ensuing fires. Out of the haze screams and shrieks were bursting through, then 
citizens followed. Some people running, some shuffling, others helping the injured away from the 
disaster within the fog. The line of constables broke as they were rushed and overcome not by 
rioters but by the injured and dismayed. 
Dolly hopped off the wagon and grabbed a young man walking on his own but visibly wounded. 
“What happened what did you see?” asked Dolly. 
“There was a blast at the gas works. Absolutely horrible, people blown to bits.” said the man 
through tears of hysteria. The Detective looked the youth over for severe wounds it was hard to 
tell with all the dirt caked blood what wounds the man had. Dol y guided him towards the muster 
point. Dol y assume he must be in reasonable health that he could walk and talk. “Keep walking 
this way there is help ahead.” 
Another victim was wandering towards Dolly clearly looking bewildered, “Sir, continue moving 
forward toward the aid station.” The man just stared at him that is when dolly noticed the blood 
running from both of his ears. He wrapped his arm around the man and walked him back to the 
muster point and handed him off to a constable. 
Dolly jogged over to the line of paddy wagons and called out to the sergeant in charge of the pool. 
“You need to send more wagons up to help move wounded” 
The sergeant turned, blew his whistle and waved the steam lorries forward. Dolly jumped on the 
first one and leaned into the passenger window to speak to the driver and his partner. “Drive right 
up to the explosion so we can see what is going on. I don’t want you stopping for injured we must 
assess the situation, then steam back and let the blokes in the communication truck know the 
status.” 
“Yes sir,” hollered the driver. 
It was slow going, as debris and bodies lay upon the road. Although the dust from the explosion 
was clearing it was replaced by an eerie green haze clinging to the ground as they moved closer to 
the blast site. This jade mist was not LQ gas; LQ was purple and lighter than air; that alchemical 
element was streaking up high into the atmosphere, mixing with the smog that over hung the city 
giving it a strange beautiful lavender glow. 
Dol y stepped off the steam lorry and climbed over rubble blocking the way. Visibility was about 
eight to ten feet in the green dusty smog, Dolly began to make out shapes of people, horses, 
wagons, and wounded on the streets. Throughout the soupy fog, the moans and cries of the 
wounded came through clear. The initial squad of police was now overwhelmed helping the 
victims and the police whistles and yells of frantic officers trying to help came from all directions. 
The emerald haze thickened as he closed in on the gas works. Reaching the outer wall, he began to 
use it as a guide through the haze to the explosion. Every step of his path was littered with rubble 
or gore and being able to feel the rough stone wall grounded him and help to fix his location. 
The Detective reached the end of the wall where it turned to go east. At the corner of the 
perimeter road that passed between the Lloyd Works and the Baden Gas Works. Dolly looked up 
and saw the hulk of the HMS Victoria sitting in its berth. Men scurried on the scaffolding and open 
decks. From what he could tell the ship looked undamaged but the same could not be said for the 
plant. He could see the damage illuminated by the fires in the crater and both plants. A mere 
twenty feet down the road ahead the edge of the blast crater started. At the bottom of the crater 
was the exposed underground pipe that transmitted LQ from the gas works to the Aerodrome, it 
had ripped open and was spewing purple fumes into the sky. A monumental disaster, having no 
knowledge of machinery or alchemy he speculated what it would take to stop such a sizable leak. 
What he did have some knowledge in was the evaluation of a bomber’s work. A crater this size and 
the damage done to the gas works and the aerodrome facilities looked to his eye to be kegs and 
kegs of powder and it had to have been under the street. The explosion had damaged both work 
sites, obliterating buildings, damaging tanks and breaching the walls. 
Through the gaping hole in the gas works perimeter wall, Dol y could see that the emerald gas was 
emanating not from the transfer pipe but from damaged tanks on the gas works property. The 
green gas had a sickly-sweet smell and taste, like having a mouth and nose ful of licorice. For the 
first time he thought if he should breathe in these vapors and what the effect would be on himself 
and his colleagues. 
As Dol y peered through the fog to the other side of the crater, there appeared to be more 
wounded but there was no way to cross to help. The north and west squad were cut off by the 
crater and he could not cross. His stomach sank as he finally oriented to where the crater was, 
anyone picketing at the north gate was standing on top of the explosion. Earlier estimates were 
there were a hundred protesters at that gate, if so then there was a guarantee of one hundred 
casualties. 
By his assessment, they would need a lot more help, he had observed at least twenty dead and 
similar number wounded and unable to move. He yelled to the paddy wagon driver “Go back and 
get them to send up more help. Medical help. Have them wire the east road Muster to move up 
and get help over to the other side of that crater, have them wire the home office we need the 
army here to secure a perimeter and get the fire brigades up here.” 
“On, it sir.” The steam lorrie let out a big chuff of steam as he ratcheted the gearing into reverse 
and backed out. Dolly couldn’t recall all the orders he just shouted and figured the driver wouldn’t 
remember either by the time he got back, but Aekins was a professional on how to get resources 
in place to regain control of a situation. 
As the steam engine faded he heard another sound approaching from above. A dull hum that grew 
in intensity. He looked up to see the HMS Warrior break through the smog overhang to take up 
station at the gas works. 
That was a good sign for Dolly, it meant that the Army and Air Service would exert an 
overwhelming force to quell any further rioting. 
The air destroyer shone bright arc lights down at the ground. Dol y could make out sharpshooters 
on the midline walkways. 
A loud but tinny voice came from the audiophone of the Warrior “This is Captain Archer of Her 
Majesties Air Service you are to peaceably disperse and allow the police and fire brigades to assist 
the wounded. Any rioters or looters will be shot.” 
The Detective surveyed the area as the ship moved from over his head around to the other side of 
the gas works. The spotlights from the Warrior helped to burn through the dense fog, aiding Dolly 
in his appraisal of the area. Several passes of the spotlights helped him make out the edges of the 
shops and buildings across from the plant. Two buildings were destroyed, and the rest looked like 
a strong wind could knock them down. 
As the din of the ironclad faded Dolly heard the cries of a woman from one of the buildings across 
the street from the gas works. It sounded to him to be coming from the luncheonette with all the 
windows blasted out. 
It was difficult to see through the jade fog, now that the airship had circled and its beams of light 
were focused elsewhere. He stepped over the window sill into the cafe watching not to cut himself 
on the jagged remnants of glass. He heard the crunch of the shattered glass on the floor under his 
boot when he placed it inside the shop. Along the wall were the coin-operated server chambers, 
the dining area was strewn with tables, chairs, bodies and body parts. None were alive. He heard 
the woman’s cry again and thought he saw a female form move past a doorway in the back behind 
the cashier’s counter. 
Dolly drew his Colt Navy Revolver and pulled back the hammer and brought the pistol up close to 
his eye. Rotating the cylinder, he made sure that there were caps in place on all the chambers, then 
he clicked a chamber into place. He edged around the doorway looking down the sights of his pistol, 
no-one was there. This was the luncheonette kitchen it did not appear to have any damage but 
those the worked there had abandoned their posts and fled to safety. The chiller was open, on the 
counter was chopped vegetables and pots were still boiling on the cooktops. At the far end of the 
room, the door was ajar and moved. The detective made his way to the end of the kitchen to check 
the door his breathing shallow and irregular. This time he pushed the door open with his shoulder 
and raised his pistol he saw someone that resembled Angelica Du Haiti move through the back of 
the storeroom and out the alley door. It was like looking at the phantasmagraph in Rose’s 
apartment, a translucent apparition in the green fog. Was this gas making him hallucinate? 
Cautiously moving through the aisle between the shelves of the storeroom. he reached the door, 
turned the handle and threw it open stepping to the side as the door opened inward. 
He peered around the door jamb before stepping out in the alley. All he saw was the man’s fist 
point blank as it smashed into his face. 


* * * 
 10:15 AM Hildy’s Luncheonette near the Baden Gas Works 
Dolly went down hard on his back. Struck square in the nose the Scotsman was blinded by the 
potent blow, his eyes wet from the sharp pain across his whole face. He wasn’t certain if it was 
blood or tears in his eyes, he could taste and smell his own blood, a dreadful change from the taste 
and smell of the gas from the plant, the iron taste was on his lips and running in the back of his throat. 
He tried to get up but was quickly slammed down onto the ground with the entire weight of his 
assailant on his chest and now he felt hands around his throat. The grip was crushing. 
Dolly panicked he could sense the attacker driving his thumbs under and around his windpipe to 
crush it. His eyes cleared and to his horror, he recognized who his assailant was, Cullam Keane. 
He struggled to cry out his name but nothing came. 
Like any choking victim, he naturally struggled to get Keane’s hands off his throat. He was not 
strong enough to break his grasp, he stared at Keane “She’s in me head Dolly” Keane struggled 
through his clenched teeth. 
Dolly let go of Keane’s thick wrists, moving his hands to Keane’s face, gouging both of Keane’s eyes 
with his thumbs. He thrust deep and hard pushing his nails in-between the eyeballs and the nose 
bridge. Cullam yelled and released dolly’s neck, Williamson gasped in the precious air. Keane’s 
arms went straight up breaking Dolly’s grasp of his face, then Cullam came down with both fists on 
Dolly’s nose one more time, the blast of pain paralyzing him once again. Keane leapt off Dol y, 
allowing him to roll left and use the shelving to help himself to a seated position clearing the 
second round of runny eyes. 
Soon enough he learned the reason for the reprieve of Keane’s assault. Cullam had found Dol y’s 
pistol, and Dolly was staring down the business end of his own gun. Keane was just outside the 
doorway standing in the alley and Dolly sat on the storeroom floor. 
Williamson could see Angelica’s vague outline in the gloom behind Keane Was she there or not? 
“Has Angelica got you under a spell?” Dolly asked in-between taking breaths into his burning 
chest. 
“Why couldn’t you leave her be, Dolly, no one else will get hurt,” Keane said as he sobbed. 
"She is hurting you,” said Dolly trying to get through to Keane. Williamson could see Keane had 
slipped back into his trance and was aiming to take a shot. 
Dol y swept his leg to catch the corner of the open door and kick it shut. As it slammed Cullam, let a 
shot fly that lodged in the door. Williamson stood and clambered back towards the kitchen. He 
struggled to tug on the shelving to see if he could force the racks over to create an obstruction, but 
they were fixed to the floor. 
His chest burned from the deep breaths he was drawing, faltering as he dashed into the kitchen he 
flung the door behind him closed, searching for a lock but there was nothing to secure the door. His 
eye spotted the knife next to the chopping block and minced onions. He seized it instinctively to 
have protection. His racing mind and darting eyes assessed the area, He grabbed an empty pot and 
ducked into the open chiller, then threw the pot out of the kitchen through the door out into the 
luncheonette hoping his assailant would follow the noise. 
Keane burst through the door and surveyed the kitchen. He didn’t fall for the racket of the pot landing in the other room. The Detective was pressed up against the racks in the chiller with the 
knife ready. 
"Come out Dolly I know you’re in there. I can see your breathing in the cold," said Keane. 
Shit. He heard Keane’s step up to the cooler, loitering just outside the door. Dolly took a deep 
breath, looked at the knife and thought, What am I going to do? -stab Cullam to death, he could see 
Keane's shadow cast on the floor of the cold room, Dolly was cornered. His only move was to kill 
Keane. 
"All right, tell her I will drop the case. I will let her go," Dolly was out of choices and he couldn’t kill Keane. He strode out in front of Cullam Keane and dropped the blade. 
Behind Keane stood Angelica Du Haiti, near the exit to the storeroom. 
Keane didn’t move he stood frozen, staring at him pointing the handgun at Dolly’s heart. 
“Detective, I am not a savage and have no quarrel with you.” The woman said in a lyrical West 
Indies accent. She was wearing a striking maroon crinoline dress looking more like a lady strolling 
the park than a murdering witch that was until you saw the tall staff with decorated with skulls 
and feathers in her hand rather than a parasol. 
“Let him go,” Dolly begged. 
"I cannot. He is my only guarantee you will leave me to my business. Your colleague will remain 
with me until I escape. If you or others follow me, they will die by his hand. Forget me and I will 
return him safely,” asserted the enchantress. 
Dol y heard Keane mutter “no,” his eyes flashed from Angelica to Keane. Keane was back. Dolly 
could see recognition in his gaze just before the gun went off and a shower of blood covered 
Dolly’s face. Dolly looked into Keane’s eyes as the life left Cullam’s eyes, the top of Keane’s skull 
was missing, smoke curled out of the barrel Keane had stuck under his own chin. The pistol 
dropped to the floor just before Keane’s lifeless body did the same. 
Dol y bellowed "No. no!” As he realized what Keane had done, he reached for the firearm and drew 
up on the Witch to fire. She wielded her staff and howled something undecipherable, a conjuration. 
Keane’s dead hand grabbed Dolly’s leg. He looked down to see the deceased body moving, trying to 
seize his other leg. Dolly let out a scream and bolted away from Keane’s moving corpse his mind 
swirling in a soup of horror and disbelief. 
The Detective kicked at the arm that held him to escape the dead man’s grip then suddenly the 
body ceased it supernatural animation. He glanced back for Angelica but she was gone. He had to 
take a second glance of Keane to be positive he didn’t move again then he rushed after her. Back 
through the storeroom then out to the alley when he got into the alley Dolly heard a young voice 
yell, “Drop the pistol, Mister” at the end of the alley were three British infantrymen with rifles 
trained on him. Williamson dropped the gun and raised his hands. “I’m a detective in the 
Metropolitan Police Department. I can show you my badge,” pleaded Dolly “Ok real slow,” said one 
trooper. Dolly reached into his jacket and pulled out his billfold opening it to show the 
infantrymen. 
“Bloody hell, mate I had no idea,” said a soldier. They all lowered their carbines and relaxed. 
“Did you see a woman come out here, a negro woman with a staff," 
“No, Detective and we moved up here quickly when we heard shooting.” 
At that moment, Dolly looked down and just outside of the alley lay a primitive, handmade doll. 
Upon closer examination, he observed it was a man-shaped fetish with symbols and pins stuck 
into it. Dolly picked up the doll and began to sob. 

Wednesday the 22nd of June 
11:00 AM at a cafe near Scotland Yard 
The front page of the Guardian showed a lithoprint of the HMS Warrior passing over the billowing 
smokestacks of the alchemical works. 
The caption read 

Airship struck awe in the gas works rabble as its enormous hull blotted out the sun and 60 guns 

trained on the dispersing crowd. 

Dolly read the main story that detailed one hundred and sixty-eight dead and fifty-seven wounded 
in the blast including three shot in the subsequent looting. He thought about the shooting of a 
certain Police Detective, that was left out of the papers. 
The first three pages were all stories relating to the disaster at the Baden Gas Works. One article 
was on the LQ gas leak being contained by the Alchemists shutting safety valves and reducing gas 
production and how there were no hazards to the public from the gas being breathed. 
Another story opined that with LQ production not damaged, the transfer line would need to be a 
priority repair to get the HMS Victoria’s flotation cel s supplied with lift gas. She was grounded 
until the repairs on the line were completed adding to the British authorities suspicion about the 
nature and intention of the explosion. 
Dol y set the daily paper down on the small cafe table. Seated at a sidewalk table he was enjoying 
his tea and a poached egg and toast. Passersby did not avert their gaze from the man with a 
broken nose and two swollen black eyes. What they could not see were the bruises on his throat 
under his col ar. 
Guild Master Gerard took a seat at his table. “very unfortunate,” he said as his finger tapped the 
front-page story. “I assume from your condition you were on the front line breaking up the riot. “It 
was. .” Dol y’s voice was faint and horse it hurt his throat to breathe even more to talk “It was 
sabotage not a riot. We will look at your government as the obvious instigators, but that is not 
why I wanted to meet. What do you make of this?” He put the man shaped effigy on the table. The 
guild master picked it up and studied the front and back of the doll. 
“This is what is commonly referred to as a voodoo doll. It is a talisman used to influence the spirit 
of the living. It can be used to cure ills, bring good fortune or bad.” said Gerrard. 
“or to control a person?” asked Dolly. 
Gerard knew of this practice, recalling Papa Lafayette creating a similar doll and the using it to 
dominate a wayward villager. “Oui, In the hands of a powerful witch doctor this can be used to 
inflict excruciating pain or control a subject as if they were a puppet.” 
“I found this near the gas works” whispered the Detective. 
“Do you believe she controlled the saboteurs with this fetish?” asked the Guild Master. 
“No. She used it to manipulate Detective Keane. He tried to kill me in a possessed state,” answered 
Dolly. 
Gerrard picked up the figurine again and studied it “You see these markings where the eyes and 
ears are?” The Frenchman said as he pointed them out to the detective. “This indicates she was 
also using him as a spy. Angelica could channel what your Detective saw and heard. Did this 
Keane know of my existence in London?” The Seer looked concerned at this development. 
Dolly thought for a moment. “No, he knew that I had identified Angelica and was working on her 
whereabouts and capture. I mentioned the identity was confirmed by a foreign source, but he 
assumed I learned about her through an occult specialist I confer with from time to time” Dol y 
stopped to drink some warm tea to sooth his throat. 
“You mean he angel summoner Caldwell?” asked Necronist knowing the Englishman’s answer. 
“Yes,” replied Dolly, he had heard Rose called a lot of things but never an Angel Summoner. 
“You would be wise to assume there are others under her spel ,” said the Guild Master, while he 
played with the salt shaker on the table. 
Dol y thought for a moment, Shit, she could have half the city under her control. “How do I know 
you’re not one of her minions?” asked Dol y. 
“I can divine that you are not one of her thralls. As to me, you don’t know, all you have is my word 
that I possess powerful wards that protect me from her charms and incantations,” answered 
Gerrard. 
Dol y accepted the answer and thought about the ward Rose gave him. “She tried to kill me and in 
the process got a friend of mine killed. I need to stop her from doing any more damage” 
“Dol y, you were close to this Keane?” 
“I was. We both started as constables our beats were near each other, we both moved into the 
detective branch around the same time. I’ll admit I was always envious of his eye for detail he was 
a natural detective and a good friend.” 
“You see now that your police force is not equipped to deal with someone like Angelica. To be 
frank I would not attempt to confront her on my own and I am a Master Seer.” 
Dol y swallowed hard as he drank his tea. Wincing with each gulp. “How do you propose I 
apprehend her if even you’re not strong enough to defend against her?” 
“Our affiliation with Emperor Napoleon has made the Crown and the Mechanists suspicious and 
prevented our guild to grow membership or establish a guild house on your soil. However I am 
traveling with two other Guild members who can assist, and I can reach out to members of the 
Lodge here in London for additional help,” answered Gerrard. 
Dolly said nothing. He had heard of The Lodge, but thought of the organization as quacks and 
charlatans, not real metaphysicists, and certainly not as wel organized as the Guild. 
“For complete safety, I would need to go after Angelica with a full wyrding of twenty Necronist 
seers,” said Saint-Yves but he knew that the police and the government would never stand for it 
that many of his Guild in London. “But without that I am thinking of some from the Guild at the 
Embassy and some patriotic Englishman that have spiritual insight could find her and rid London 
of her treachery.” 
“When you say rid her you mean kill her?” Dolly said bluntly. 
“I truly hope it does not come to that,” said Gerrard. 
Dol y couldn’t breathe through his nose and every breath he took through his mouth made his 
throat throb. He wanted Angelica dead but it had to be at his hands or at the end of a hangman’s 
rope. “Well that would be murder under English law and I would haul you in along with your pack 
of spiritualists as vigilantes.” said Dolly making and effort to raise his voice. 
“I know Angelica. We have a past, that may be just what will get her off this path of death she is 
on. The group I can put together will be better equipped to defend against her sorcery and to 
minimize any additional loss of life. The incident yesterday, is not a failure on your part. I am 
surprised that you’re still alive. You should be proud of that fact,” 
Dol y said to himself, it sure felt like failure yesterday. The thought of almost dying at the hands of 
Keane or later when he washed Keane’s blood and brains of his face were fresh in his mind and a 
reminder of his failing his friend. “If you know her maybe you can answer this question, why didn’t 
she kill me yesterday? She had a chance. She reanimated my dead partner and rather than sticking 
around to have him finish me off she ran.” 
The Guild Master paused as if thinking about Dolly’s question. “I lived with her for two years in the 
jungle, she was happy studying the Arts, she had a true devotion to them. Now as an outsider you 
may assume that her and even me, that we are bad or touched by evil because we study the 
metaphysics of the afterlife. Making that gross assumption may make it easier to justify your 
actions towards her, but assuming she is evil because she practices Voodoo is as naive as assuming 
everything you do is good because you are an officer of the law. She has always been determined, 
perhaps part of that devotion was to get the means of her revenge for her mistreatment as a slave. 
That she has gone to this extent to exact her revenge does not mean she wants us all dead. I believe 
that Angelica sparing you is a sign that she still can be redeemed.” 
The waiter came by the table. Would you like to see a menu, sir?” 
“No I ate earlier” The Guild Master replied. 
The waiter looked to Dolly “Just the check when you get a chance” he said in his hoarse voice. 
After the waiter left Dolly continued, “It sure seems like you want her dead.” 
“That’s where your confused, Detective. Your way is the way of more death. I see three paths; you 
capture her, she will be tried convicted and hanged, she fights and dies during her apprehension, 
or she kills you and others in her escape, all paths have death at the end. You are the guide on her pathway to death. I on the other hand only want her to stop practicing her craft where she detracts 
from our mastery of the metaphysical. I can be a guide to life. English justice may not be served 
but others need not die and she could live in cloister with the Necronists,” answered Saint -Yves. 
The Guild Master’s words sunk into Dolly. He wanted the Voodooist in the Old Bailey not for Moya 
and Chilton but for Keane and himself, at the same time he didn’t want to be back in that situation 
again of being powerless to the mystical. “You put me in a shitty spot Guild Master. Get your team 
together and find Angelica Du Haiti, and make sure when you do that you tell me so I can be there” 
“I will, Detective,” answered Gerard. 
“I just can’t have some sorcerer turning us on each other,” replied Dolly. 
Rest assured Detective the decision to involve us is a sound one. You’re a fine officer of the law, 
but this woman works outside the bounds of earthly laws and physics. We are better equipped to 
stop her before another person is killed.” 
“Guild Master, just make sure you stay within the earthly bounds of commonwealth law and we 
will be fine. If you find her wire-type me and I will act immediately,” said Dolly. 


* * * 
 6:30 PM Across the street from Silkwood Company
 The only way t 
Lin was if the first time that Weng Lo heard about the heist was standing in front of his cut of the 
gold. That meant he had to keep his knowledge of his plans to a minimum until he was ready to 
act. Therefore, he was back to the boring low-level job of casing a joint. Jimmy needed the luster of 
a pile of gold on Weng Lo’s desk to cloud his bosses memory of denying to help Sister Rose. 
Jimmy would have eventually ended up at the Silkwood Company. Silkwood Company was a 
nondescript building in the Hatton Garden area at the end of a T intersection and was not like the 
other jewelers with a storefront and display windows; it had no windows and a solid iron door. was 
a jeweler's jeweler, they dealt in wholesale and did setting and work for the shops in the area. 
Owned by the Widow Silkwood an old crone, had nothing to do with the business after her 
husband's death and left the shop to be managed by Simon Biel. A mild-mannered Hasidic 
gentleman that Jimmy and his ilk called Simon the Jew. He didn’t move stolen property but would 
rework stones and precious metals for a fee. That made Silkwood one of three places that Jimmy 
would have gone to as they would take under the table work. Along with recutting stones, and 
breaking down jewelry, they had a smelter for melting of precious metals, and for a jeweler it was a 
good sized one. Jimmy didn’t need to run around looking because Trevor laid out how he was 
hired to paper the job to look like the gold was minted in Antwerp years ago then sat in a Venetian 
bank until sold to a trust, a trust managed by Chilton, Chilton, Owens, and Strathmore. The re-
struck gold would move back into the Chilton House vaults. Brilliant! Who would look for stolen 
gold in the place it was stolen from? The cops would be up and down the wharf looking for the 
bullion and it would be home and hosed with clean title right back where it was nicked from. That 
told Jimmy there was a partner or someone high up involved in the burglary. 
  He liked this 
Nothing better than robbing a robber since they couldn’t call the cops, and in this case, the 
criminals were blue bloods. Amateurs in how they have been getting work done; not that they were 
stupid on the contrary this caper showed ingenuity. The difference was he was a professional 
outlaw and they were not, they were making simple procedural errors that left bread crumbs for 
someone of his ilk to follow. 
Jimmy pondered how events played out; someone at the Chilton bank knew about the gold and 
likely kidnapped old man Chilton to open the safe they had to be a manager or some higher up 
that understood what is required to deal with that amount of gold. This person also knew the likes 
of Trevor Conroy and Simon the Jew, not the type of folks you meet shooting quail with your high 
society friends. The part that puzzled Jimmy and made him a little worried was that the old man 
was killed by some kind of witch and Rose the witch lady wanted to get her. 
He had met Rose's negro sorcerer. Walked right up to her door and knocked. Him being able to do 
this was another reason to think he was dealing with amateurs. They had hired Trevor to create 
travel papers for a Swiss national named Bertha Helstrom, rather than splitting between Trevor 
and another forger. Next upon completion, the travel papers were to be delivered to a certain 
address. Jimmy took it upon himself to be the delivery boy and chase down this lead. He brought 
the completed documents to the location expecting it to be a drop and he would have to follow that 
person to the final destination. He almost shit himself when the door opened and an African 
woman answered the door. He played his charade as the Chinese delivery man, he even waited for 
a tip. 
Jimmy was snapped out of his daydreaming when a man walked up to the door of Silkwood’s, he 
had two loaves of bread, a pail of beer and some packages. He knocked on the door and was let in. 
The same guy had left about a half hour before. Jimmy surmised he was sent out for dinner as the 
crew was working round the clock to get the job done. 
The job was a big one they had four hundred pounds of gold to melt down and recast as 100-gram 
gold ingots. The equipment they had was some of the biggest in London but it was meant for 
mainly doing fine jewelry work so they faced a capacity issue. Melting the gold guineas in the 
crucibles, casting the ingots, and cooling time meant it had to be a twenty-four-hour operation 
with multiple men to get the job done as quickly as possible. Simon would want to turn this job 
around, so he didn’t get nabbed with the stolen property.   
Now he needed to get a guy inside. 

Friday the 24th of June 
8:00 PM Rose Caldwell’s Rooms 
Rose was at her desk with notes Preston had written to help with translation of the Chronicles of 
Ulric and the Liber Loagaeth both borrowed from Preston's extensive collection. She mouthed the 
words of the Enochian language while staring at a looking glass attempting to get the 
pronunciation of the angelic language correct. 
The was a knock at the door. 
Rose walked over to the door still practicing a word pronunciation as she unlocked the door to let 
in the visitor. 
It was Jimmy Lin. 
"Come in, Jimmy" 
Jimmy was alone and that was rare. He was usually accompanied by at least one enforcer. 
The thin Chinese native was smartly dressed, only the finest for Jimmy Lin. His attire was striking 
high end business man not the dandy fashion. 
“To what do I owe the pleasure to, Jimmy?” 
Jimmy alighted his narrow frame down onto a threadbare overstuffed chair "To repay my debt. 
You are not going to believe this shit witch lady. Well maybe you will you’re life is a circus 
sideshow after all. I got a line on the gold and your Voodoo Princess. I wanted to provide you with 
the address and let you know that she is traveling as Bertha Helstrom to Halifax Nova Scotia on 
Sunday afternoon," He took out a slip of paper from inside his glove and held it out for Rose to 
come get. 
She snatched the slip of paper from his grasp and looked at it. 
“You know where that is Witch Lady?" 
“Yes, I do” she answered while thinking about the address. 
"Bet you don't get over there much?" Jimmy said. 
"You would be surprised Jimmy. Hey I have a lot going on… there anything else?" 
"What's all this shit for?" 
"Wel Jimmy this is what you would call an Eldritch laboratory and workshop. I do research and 
figure out how to use Arcana to stop bad stuff from happening to good people. For example right 
now I'm working on a spell to dispose of sarcastic gangsters." said Rose arms crossed with all of 
her weight on her back foot. 
Jimmy looked around "You’re funny, Witch Lady. You able to open locks, things like that? 
"Why, did you lose your keys?" 
“Not exactly, see I was just wondering. Let's say that I needed to unbolt a door, maybe you could 
use some of this hocus pocus to open up a lock,” Jimmy stood up and started wandering around 
looking at her menagerie of equipment and touching things. 
"Jimmy, Thanks for the address is there anything else?" 
"No, just looks like you could use more income and you did tip me off on the gold, so you are 
already an accessory, you know… If you could make this easier you could, I don't know maybe 
upgrade to a flat with windows and gaslight,” said Jimmy. "Thanks for the offer but I already have 
enough enemies, I don't need to acquire more." She said looking to the door. 
He picked up a relic, a silver object in the shape of a skull featuring a glass top so you could see 
inside. Jimmy saw when he looked inside it that it was an actual skull that had been gilded in silver 
and in the scul cavity was glyphs. “What the fuck is this some guy’s noggin?” Rose grabbed it 
from him “that is an ancient relic, the skull of a saint. When I learn the summoning I can use this 
to call upon the Angel Ariel the lion of God to assist me.” “Looks like it’s worth a bob or two?” said 
the Gangster. “Its priceless,” Rose rose placed it back in it’s wooden case and closed the box. 
“You’re not worried about people nicking your priceless items, are you? This is a dismal 
neighborhood is full of criminals.” Jimmy asked. 
“Most people are scared of me, think I’m devil sent. They don’t know what I have and worry that 
I’l curse them if they cross me,” answered Rose. 
Jimmy smiled “Yeah, that’s good. Real good. Nothing scarier that the fears people make up all on 
their own.” 
Jimmy walked to the door and turned before he left. “You aren't planning on seeing Weng Lo in the 
next few days are you?” 
"No,” implored Rose. “Good, I don't need him knowing what I am up to until it's done" answered 
Jimmy. 
“Your secret's safe with me" 
“I know. Anyway you had best get moving your girlfriend Bertha is going to Nova Scotia on 
Sunday. You better get on her social calendar real quick,” He laughed at his own joke as he left the 
flat. "ta ta, Witch Lady.” 


* * * 
 7:55 PM Meadhurst Manor 
Detective Williamson had arrived in the late afternoon at Holbrook the closest train station to 
Meadhurst, a four hour train ride from London. At the station, the Meadhurst Chauffeur was on 
the platform to collect Dolly and his bags for the long drive to the Manor house. Upon his arrival, 
his host was unavailable. He took some time to walk the gardens near the house and take in a 
short nap. 
Anytime he closed his eyes he risked reliving the ordeal with Keane. Initially, he replayed the scene 
to see if he could have forced an alternative outcome where Keane survived. Other times he would 
doze off and his nightmares would return mingling events from his past, rather than Keane it was 
now Father Milton strangling him or a Keane being burned alive, looming and laughing at him with 
the top of his head missing. 
Now Dolly was awake and preparing for a dinner with one of the richest men in England. He 
looked at himself in the mirror. His nose felt like it was finally healing now but both eyes had 
turned a deep purple. The valet handed him his pocket watch. He examined the pen knife and 
amulet he had attached to the fob. He tucked them it in his waistcoat pocket, out of habit he 
popped open the worn case of his watch, gave the knob a twist to keep tension on the watch 
spring and glanced at the time. When he read the time of seven fifty-five PM it hurt more than his 
nose or his throat for around this time on a Friday he and Keane would be out on the town sharing 
tales and drinks. This was the first Friday night without his friend. 
What a difference from two days ago when Dolly was covered in soot and fighting for his life. Now 
he was a guest of Sir Lester Chilton at the family Manor, Meadhurst. He stood in front of a full-
length mirror having another man help him dress. He was happy for the help from the valet. He 
didn’t want to stuff anything up and peppered the valet with questions regarding social formality 
and manners. 
“Mr. Williamson, you will do fine. Sir Lester and his family are the salt of the earth and they take 
no benefit in making you feel foolish.” Said the valet. “I appreciate it very much Mr. Walker,” said 
Dolly. 
“I will mention it to Helmsley the butler to keep an eye on you so you don’t pick up the wrong 
spoon.” Both men chuckled at Walker’s joke. 
“I need all the help I can get, I’m just a common Scot earning a wage, not used to all this 
ceremony,” said Dolly. 
“You can repay me by catching the villain that murdered Sir Francis. There, you are already.” 
Walker said as he finished brushing lint off the jacket. “You can make your way down the stairs 
where Helmsley will get you a drink. Most of the family will congregate in the parlor with the 
other guests just before dinner,” said the Valet. 
Dol y thought he could use a drink and made his way downstairs to meet his host. 
Helmsley was at the bottom of the stairs. “Mr. Williamson, Sir Lester would like you to join him in 
the parlor,” said Helmsley. “Excellent show me the way,” The butler led Dolly down a long hall that 
echoed with the two men’s footsteps at the end he knocked then opened the door, stepping in 
ahead of Dolly to announce his arrival. “Sir Lester Chilton your guest has arrived Detective 
Sergeant Williamson,” 
“Thank you, Helmsley that will be all,” said the young baronet “Detective, can I fix you a whiskey?” 
“I’d love one, Sir Lester,” replied the detective. 
Sir Lester made his way over to the drink cart and filled two glasses from a crystal decanter. “I’d 
love one also, but don't tell anyone this will be my second,” Lester’s levity lightened Dolly and made 
him feel a little less like a fish out of water. 
"Do you know the purpose of the Butler’s introduction when you enter the room?” Lester asked as 
he handed Dolly the glass. 
"Thank you, I guess so everyone knows the importance of each man in the room" 
Lester let out a belly laugh “It's a courtesy to help everyone remember names in these social 
occasions,” 
“Here’s to better days" 
Cheers said Dolly taking a drink. “mm. . This is very smooth.” 
“It’s the peat they filter the whiskey through,” said Lester as he held up the tumbler to the light and 
looked through the amber liquor. 
“Your home is splendid,” Dolly was at a loss as to what else to say. 
“Thank you. Meadhurst has been in the family for two hundred years. It was just two years ago 
that I persuaded my father to update the place. We have our own steam engine and generate 
electricity through a dynamo attached to it. That powers al the arc lights on the property. We have 
a type-wire line and voice lines within the house.” Sir Lester sat down on a sofa perpendicular to 
the massive hearth and signaled with his hand to the opposite sofa. “Please have a seat.” Dolly sat 
across from Chilton and set his glass on the low table between them. 
“I so do appreciate you coming up here to meet with me. I wanted to talk with you about…” 
Helmsley opened the door again. “Sir Lester, Mr. Randall Strathmore and Lady Anne Chilton and 
Lady Margret Chilton.” 
As the trio entered Sir Lester whispered to Dolly, “After dinner, I would like us to meet in my study. 
I have something I would like to share with you in private.” He then changed the volume of his 
speech “Detective Williamson this is my wife Lady Anne and my sister, Lady Margret” 
“And we have already met, good to see you again Detective,” said Randall. 
“A pleasure to see you again, Mr. Strathmore” replied Williamson. He was unaware of Strathmore’s 
attendance. 
“As the rude Yankee, I will ask what the ladies are thinking. What happened to your face sir?” 
Dolly laughed “I hope it won’t put you off your meal.” 
“Oh, no sir but it looks so very painful,” said Lady Anne. 
“What really hurts, and you will have to excuse the hoarse voice, is my throat,” shared Dolly. 
“I was on the scene at the Baden Gas Works explosion and there was an altercation between myself 
and another man. I would rather not share the gory details in mixed company” 
Lady Anne implored “Don’t spare us we sneak into the penny dreadfuls when in London. It’s quite 
a rush to hear it from the front lines” 
Dolly was not going to share what happened it was too gruesome and fresh. “Ladies, I came out a 
little worse for wear but let me say the whole scene was horrific with hundreds killed in the blast 
and more injured. Rest assured that we will find the perpetrators and bring them to justice.” 
“I hope that it won’t take you away from finding our father’s killer.” Injected Lady Margret. 
A bel rang. 
“Ah, dinner is ready for us,” said Sir Lester 
A footman opened the pocket doors and the group followed Sir Lester to the dining room. 
Sir Lester sat at the head of the table to his left was reserved for Detective Williamson, to his left 
was Lester’s sister, Margret, across from Lester at the foot of the table was Lady Anne between 
Ann and Lester and directly across from Dolly, Randall Strathmore took his seat. 
“Randall what is this I hear you’re leaving?” asked Lady Anne. 
“Yes, catching the train up to Birmingham for some business then to Sweden I plan to take the 
Swedish Royal Air Cruise to New York next week after my business is concluded,” said Randall. 
“I hear that ship is mad with amenities,” replied Lady Anne. 
Randall was pleased to share what he knew about the ship. “Yes it is the finest airship running, 
Prussian built, the absolute finest appointments but I am taking it for the speed. It will berth in 
New Jersey in four days.” 
“We must try travel by airship, Darling,” Anne said to her husband. 
Lady Margret changed the topic” We were interrupted by the dinner bel , Detective I think you 
were just about to tell us about our father’s case,” There was silence while Lady Margret waited for 
a response and Dolly did the mental calculus on how he should answer. Sir Chilton interrupted 
“Margie this really isn’t the place for that conversation.” 
The detective had two doors to choose from now, the first to politely follow-on to Sir Chilton’s 
comment and stay on the civil and banal or take advantage of the situation and press the two men 
in mixed company. Dolly still had no idea why Chilton had invited him but, he was certain the 
likelihood of a second invite was low so he had little to lose if the questions became too intense for 
the other guests. He slid off the napkin ring placing the fancy linen on his lap. In front of him was 
a calotype menu listing eight courses it would be a long night of fine food. He scanned the table 
setting with all the china and tableware. why not add a few things to the menu? If his suspicions 
were right one or both these men may have been involved. “If you’re comfortable with the subject 
ladies I do have some things to share on the case and your association with the Moya family that might shed some light.” replied Dolly. 
Lester gestured to the ladies, in particular, his wife, knowing his sister would not let go until she 
felt that the detective was doing his utmost to find the murderer. “Ladies?” 
“oh yes please do, sir,” Anne replied. Margret was being served the first course and turned from the 
footman to nod her agreement. 
“Continue Detective,” said Sir Lester. 
Let me begin by saying I have a main suspect that has been corroborated by two independent 
sources. “Someone saw the murder?” asked Lady Margret. The Detective continued “Not an 
eyewitness but reliable sources that have connected this person to the crime.” 
The footman filled Dolly’s soup bowl with a savory beef and vegetable broth, Dolly also started to 
serve up his dishes “I had some questions for you Sir Lester, about the night of Emilio’s murder. 
Why did he want to meet with you?” 
“He was asking to invest with Babbage and his lot and wanted to draw on funds,” answered Lester. 
“and you told him.” coaxed the Detective who was watching Randall. He had his eyes down more 
absorbed with the soup than the conversation. “That I needed to familiarize myself with the 
investment and the conditions of investment in the trust. The Moya estate is complex and the 
source and method of the investment would need to be evaluated.” 
“and how did he take your response?’ asked Dolly as he finished his soup. “He was not happy with 
my answer. He said that he would think about who would be the best trustee for the estate and his 
personal inheritance now that my father passed,” answered Lester signaling to have his bowl 
taken away. 
Dol y followed with another question “So he was going to hold the trustee position over your 
head?" 
"I suppose but it wasn't only his decision for the main trust he would need his brother to agree," 
said Lester. 
The footmen next brought out smoked eel starting with the ladies then moving to the head of the 
table. “Mr. Strathmore, when you met with Señor Moya, later that night did he ask you to take on 
the role of Trustee?” 
“He did, and as we discussed earlier we talked about other sources of overseas investment for 
Babbage,” answered Randall. 
“Randall, why am I hearing about this, now?” asked Sir Lester. Dolly wondered if the revelation 
would sow some distrust and he would see the true colors of one or both men. 
“With the news of his death, I thought it best to let it go and follow along with him to his grave. 
Lester, it may have just been his drink talking. I met with him afterward to find out more about 
this Babbage opportunity” Chilton stopped eating to give Randall his full attention. “Go on 
Strathmore,” said Chilton. 
“There really isn’t more Lester. I have clients in the States with the funds and the desire to invest 
that don’t give a tinker’s damn about the Mechanist guild and their quarrel with Babbage and they 
have money to invest. I saw a chance for the firm to make a nice fee syndicating an investment,” 
finished Randall. 
“Strathmore, If Moya weren’t dead would you have entertained becoming Trustee?” “Lester, I 
would not support Emilio’s ploy to leverage control over the steward, however there is a certain 
logic that a family with almost all of their holdings in the western hemisphere should have a 
trustee in the same.” 
“The eel is delicious, Lady Anne,” said the detective. 
“Our cook has been here for decades I don’t know what I would ever do when she decided to leave 
us. Wait until you see what she has prepared for our dessert” replied the Lady “Mr. Strathmore 
you’re not having any?” 
“It does not agree with me, thank you,” replied the Yankee. 
Dol y thought to himself that at least he doesn’t eat his own kind, then he spoke. “When was the 
last time either of you talked with Hernando Moya?” The two men looked at each other waiting for 
the other to answer, finally, Chilton committed “I have not seen Hernando in over a year.” When he 
finished Randall continued “I have had some wires and letter correspondence, but I have not seen 
him for at least a year. I would need to look at my diary, but it would have been a visit to Haiti 
because of business.” 
“Wel I have what may be some startling news, “French authorities have advised me that Señor 
Hernando Moya was murdered in April of this year.” 
The smell of smokey fish was overtaken with the buttery herb aroma of chicken fricassee 
presented with rice. Carrots and green beans served as a mixed vegetable dish. As the main 
courses were served Dolly continued “When we met before Mr. Strathmore you suggested that 
Hernando may have been behind his brother’s murder out of envy and greed. Now that we know 
that Hernando was killed prior to his brother who could benefit?” 
“Lester, have you reviewed the documents?” asked Randall. “I have” he replied. Dol y watched the 
two men interact. He was looking for tells on either of the men. Lester scrunched his chin and 
brow thinking then spoke “There will be details for sure, small disbursements here and there, but 
the bulk of the fortune remains in The trust of Don Ernesto and goes to the benefit of heredity. 
While the holdings are international the Trust was formed under English Law and will be 
adjudicated in the United Kingdom.” 
“This gets back to your question, Lady Margret, as to your father’s murder. Evidence points to a 
woman that had dealings with the Moya family in Haiti. The French Colonial Authority believes 
that she was a runaway slave from the Moya plantation. If their murders were revenge for their 
treatment of her that does not answer why she would murder Sir Francis? And the that begs the next question are other partners at the firm in danger of her revenge?” Dolly let that sit with the 
group and at some more of his dinner. He called upon to the footman “Could I get another rol ? You 
know the butter here is so much better than the rancid stuff in the city.” The whole time he talked 
his eyes moved about the table to measure reactions. 
Lady Anne spoke, “Are my Lester and Randall in danger, Sir?” 
“I would say that depends on if the killer got what she really wanted out of that vault?” Dolly kept 
in mind the note the killer had left and her warnings to leave her to her escape but he needed to 
know if she had help from within the partnership, Chilton’s death was still a nagging question to 
him. 
Sir Lester placed his utensils on his plate and took his napkin off his lap but had barely eaten his 
main. “Gentlemen please join me in the study for a drink and a cigar?” 
Was that it? “That sounds like a terrific idea,” said Dolly, but I won’t have that meeting unarmed. “If 
I may be excused I am going to go up to my room for a moment I have some tablets for the pain I 
need to take or I will be visited by a throbbing headache.” 
Lady Anne broke in “Oh, Detective you can’t leave yet there is a pavlova with summer berries for 
dessert” 
Dol y sat back down and replaced his napkin “I wouldn’t want to miss the pavlova” Chilton’s 
confidences could wait until after dessert. 


* * * 
 10:30 PM Meadhurst Manor Sir Lester’s Private Study 
The gentlemen were in the study having cigars and brandy. Dolly did have tablets to take, but he 
also grabbed his two-barrel 0.47 caliber Lancaster and placed it in the small of his back in his 
waistband. He wanted to make sure if the meeting in the study revealed a co-conspirator he would 
be prepared. It was a horror to be sitting on the gun but he had no other options to be safe and 
discrete. The pain of the pistol in his back was a constant reminder to pick up a smaller caliber 
gun he could also sport as a second. 
Their talk turned away from the Moyas and focused on politics and who might be behind the 
explosion at Baden. 
Randall Strathmore stubbed out his cigar in the ashtray then groaned and he lifted himself out of 
the chair “I smoked that fella way past where it lost its taste, but even bitter it was a fantastic 
smoke. I have an early day tomorrow to make my train to Birmingham. Good night gentleman.” 
“Good night sir,” said Sir Lester spinning his brandy in its snifter, this was his third and the Scotch 
and wine over dinner had left Lester in his cups. 
“Good evening Mr. Strathmore and safe travel on that airship of yours.” said the detective. 
Strathmore took the last swig from his glass and made his way out. 
Dolly sat and waited. 
“Strathmore is a good egg, Detective,” said Sir Lester slouched in his chair he had taken off his 
dinner coat and was in shirt sleeves. “Mark my words detective that man will become one of the 
wealthiest and most powerful men in the United States. You would do well to make him a friend” 
Dol y decided he needed to press, given Lester would only get more drunk. "I’ll keep that in mind. I 
think I will make my way to bed” He feigned getting up. That was all it took to stoke Chilton. 
“One-moment Detective, back at Chilton House you asked if there were other documents missing. 
From what we could tell everything in the vault was in order other than MY DAMN GOLD 
MISSING!” Lester came back to point after his rage. “Sims mentioned that my father did keep 
some files, not in the Chilton House but a strong box in a hunter's lodge on this property. I had 
never heard of the safe and my father and I were very close.” Lester's eyes were watery. 
“I went out to the lodge to find this strong box. My father must have wanted me to find it given he 
told Sims of its location. It only took a few tries to find the combination. It was my birthdate. While 
I cannot ascertain if anything was missing from the safe given that a week ago I had no idea the 
box or its contents existed, what was in there was interesting.” 
“I will assume that I am sitting here, that you found something relevant to the case.” replied Dol y. 
“I think it may be.” Sir Lester got up and stumbled over to a painting near his desk. The painting 
hung on hinges and swung to the side revealing a wall safe. He fumbled at the combination finally 
opening the strongbox after several attempts. Sir Lester removed a file and dropped the folder in 
the detective's lap. 
Dol y began looking at the documents they were the Last Will and Testament of Don Ernesto de 
Moya. Dol y looked up “Can you tell me why you think these documents are relevant?” 
"Those were the wishes of Don Ernesto when he was alive. That is how he expected his fortune 
and holdings would be distributed to his heirs. I was the trustee for Señor Emilio Moya, therefore 
quite familiar with holdings, inheritances, and allowances. Those were not the documents I 
worked from for the past sixteen years since he passed. Look at the declarations and the 
disbursements in the appendix. If I were Hernando or Emilio I would have taken issue with these 
documents.” said Lester as he got up and grabbed the brandy bottle to refill his and Dolly’s snifter. 
"Why would your father have these documents?" 
"I don’t know, Detective," answered Lester. Then he continued, "I don't know why my father would have been party to this. Ernesto was his friend and his wishes would not have cost the firm a 
pence in fees. it only served to help the brothers and their reputation. Why? Why would he hide 
this" 
"Would anyone else in the firm have benefited from the changes?" asked Williamson. 
"No, no, no. The firm only collects fees for the management of the assets." Lester exclaimed. 
"Mr. Strathmore told me at the club when I interviewed him that the Moyas and specifically Hernando had made your firm and other investors very wealthy. Would any of those investments 
be affected detrimentally by the revelations in this document?" 
Lester sat back in his chair his eyes went up to the ceiling and his head rocked side to side. "Some, 
maybe all. Who am I to say, character and reputation are important in the world of finance." 
Dolly looked again at the declarations section of the Will, “I think you have your answer Sir Lester, 
this wasn't about the Trust but about Hernando and Emilio's other enterprises and your father 
may have been complicit to protect all the firm’s co-investments with the Moyas. Your fathers 
decision to hide these documents may have cost him his life.” Dolly almost said, soul. 
There was a knock at the door. “What is it? Lester snapped” 
“Sir I have a wire type for the detective,” said the voice outside the door. 
“Bring it in, Helmsley,” said Sir Lester. 
Helmsley entered the room and stood at Dolly’s side with a silver tray extended. the Wire Type 
tape was coiled loosely on the platter. 
Dol y uncoiled the tape and read the small type. 
TRANSMITTAL 24061858 21:42 
TO: MEADHURST T01 
Williamson, Fredrick 
FROM: Royal Teletype Bethnal Station Ca 
Caldwell Rose -Cash Acct 
412 PILTON ROAD ALIAS BERTHA HELSTROM LEAVING LONDON BY SHIP SUNDAY 
CHECK YOUR POCKET WATCH I WILL BE THERE AT 10 PM SATURDAY 
Dol y looked up at Helmsley and motioned his eyes toward the baronet making a face. “Sir Lester I 
think it is time you retire,” said the butler. 
“No no. Helmsley, Williamson and I are just going to have another drink.” 
Dol y stood up to excuse himself “As much as I would love to take you up on your invitation I think I 
will catch the car with Mr. Strathmore and get to the station early. I have pressing business in 
London.” 



Saturday the 25th of June 
7:00 PM The Lodge 
The Lodge was a nondescript somewhat run down building in Surry Hill. The steam carriage idled 
to a stop delivering Guild Master Gerrard and two Silver Seers in front of the townhouse. The 
Necronists stepped out and walked up to the steps with energetic strides. 
Poised on the stoop, Gerrard took in a deep breath. Reaching into his left sleeve he pulled out his 
malla beads, to help him focus his energy and to center his formidable power. So formidable that all 
he needed was to think about the incantation and the works began. He scryed the building and 
with his mind’s eye saw the defenses the lodge had erected to protect against forces from the 
outside and to contain spirits within. 
Before he had a chance to knock, the door opened. Not a word was spoken as the three men 
entered. It was dark inside the flat not yet fitted for gas light, only candles were used for 
illumination giving a hazy yellow - orange glow where light was cast. In the foyer, they were 
greeted by Madame Helen Blatavsky, an Eastern European psychic. She had settled in London after 
traveling the world to augment her powers. Now a trusted advisor to society ladies who dabbled in 
metaphysics, not looking to understand the true nature of the multiverse but to divine who their 
daughter might marry or if they might live to a certain age. Saint-Yves detested this use of the 
warp and woof of the universe and considered it a perversion. 
“Welcome to the Lodge Guild Master Saint-Yves,” purred the woman with a Russian accent. She 
was dressed in a modest black gown as if mourning the loss of a loved one. “Follow me” she 
continued. 
The gentlemen followed Madame Helen down a rickety wooden stairwell into the cellar. It was 
poorly lit making it difficult to see the full size of the cel ar, the dampness and mildew 
overpowered the senses. At the foot of the steps they discovered an ornate candelabra set on top 
of a round table and chairs, set inside a sunken pool roughly dug into the cellar floor and lined with 
a tarp to hold water. It was an unsavory arrangement, the table was submerged in six inches of 
water, and as their eyes grew accustomed to the darkness, another object was present, a large 
circle of silver chain laying on the table. Two men waited in the basement, appearing out of the 
shadows when the Necronists came into the candle light. Gerrard grimaced how pathetic the 
accommodations were, he would have to work with what he was given. 
Blatavsky introduced her compatriots. “Guild Master Saint Yves, this is Lord Oswald the Grand 
Mason of the Lodge.” “A pleasure to meet you sir,” said Saint-Yves. “Likewise,” said Oswald. Lord 
Oswald was thought of as a crackpot in high society, but Gerrard knew he was a man of talent and 
natural ability. He had been invited to join the Guild but Oswald was not prepared to give up his 
title and property as part of his fealty and devotion to the art and science of metaphysics. “and this 
is Crosby Welch,” stated the woman as she continued to introduce the party. “It is an honor to meet 
you Guild Master,” replied Crosby. “The honor is mine Mr. Welch,” Gerrard had no idea who Crosby was. He was likely a high ranking and talented Lodge member but of no consequence to the 
spiritual sciences. 
“Let me just say how honored we are to have you and while our terrestrial abode may be lacking 
style and substance, I am certain you will be impressed with our meeting hall,” promised Lord 
Oswald. 
“Shall we begin?” queried Madame Blatavsky. 
Each of the attendees took off their shoes and stockings then stepped into the pool. Stepping into 
the pool all the attendees took a seat around the table keeping their feet immersed in the water. 
The séance members grasped the silver chain in each hand to complete a circle of enchantment 
and began reciting the incantation. Gerrard closed his eyes and wriggled his toes in the ankle high 
fluid. He could feel the electrolytes and tinctures in the water that would assist the group in 
conducting their spirits via astral projection to the locus amulet submerged in the pool. A slight 
smile crossed his face, enjoying the indulging benefits of the soothing foot bath for his tired feet. 
He then put his full attention to the incantation and let go of the terrestrial plane. 
When he opened his mind’s eye the group had projected to an Aetheris Sanctuarii, a trans-
dimensional sanctuary constructed by the Lodge for clandestine meetings. In contrast to the 
wretched townhouse in London, the Lodge members had conjured a fantastic spacious crystal 
dome with a white marble floor. It rivaled Joseph Paxton’s Crystal Palace in Sydenham Hill not in 
size but in complexity and beauty. Gerrard was impressed with the faction’s ability to project and 
sustain the construct in his mind. The crystal panes were fitted into a giant wrought iron frame 
allowing those inside to look out into the astral plane where they had anchored the sanctuary, a 
floating aether observatory. 
“Welcome. We can all speak freely here,” encouraged Madame Blatavsky. 
Gerrard walked across the space to observe its construction as well as to show the Lodge members 
of his ability to move freely in his astral form. He peered out the crystal dome and saw the infinite 
expanse of the multiverse and the ever-changing nexus of the energy channels. It was like turning 
over a tapestry to see the warp and weave of its construction, you could still make out the coarse 
image of reality on the other side and you could clearly see how reality was woven together. It was 
wonderful and humbling to view. “This is an impressive construct,” commented Gerrard. “I have 
asked for your help Lord Oswald, to locate and capture a practitioner of Metaphysics who is 
engaging in unsanctioned dark arts.” 
“A Haitian Witch,” said Seer Moreau. Gerrard looked at him with a dismissive look. Gerrard hated 
overt zealotry and he couldn’t hold the kind of animosity towards Angelica that Moreau did, his 
heart held admiration, respect and love for the woman. He thought, don’t be overconfident 
brother. 
“My Guild’s strength in London is limited, we seek powerful allies to help protect civilization and 
extend knowledge beyond the mortal realm. It is obvious from this construct that our choice in the 
Lodge was a wise one.” Gerrard thought about what he had learned from the Detective. Angelica was now strong enough to strip souls, she had done it twice in London. She either had an 
entourage to help her or she had surpassed her master and could perform Pwen Hanaan as a solo 
practitioner, either way his group would be punching out of their spiritual weight class. 
Furthermore, she could maintain a controlling psychic connection for some distance and force the 
subjects to cross strong moral barriers. suggesting his group would be outclassed. Gerrard knew 
he must devise and implement a strategic plan. 
“I will leave Seer Moreau with you to scrye the location of Angelica du Haiti. Seer Thomas and one 
of your Lodge members will assist me in confronting Angelica. Once the scrying team deduces the 
location the Seer will project it to me. Only then will we act,” implored Gerrard. 
The Guild Master’s plan was to split the group, with the stationary séance concentrating on 
divining the whereabouts of the enchantress. The second group would be mobile, and the 
Necronists would connect telepathically across the aether guiding them to the location. 
Being physically closer to Angelica would leave her little time to escape from Gerrard, if she 
detected the psychic search. The mobile group would be less noticeable to Angelica’s psychic 
detection as they would be passively connected to the group that was actively seeking her location. 
The group understood the plan without speaking further as they all became mentally linked and 
the eldritch bonds of the séance strengthened. 
The cluster uttered the incantation, “Inde Aethere nunc revertetur ad terram santuary” The 
invocation returned the members to Earth and their places around the table. Gerrard, Thomas and 
Lord Oswald each took two silver necklaces, wrapping one around the binding chain on the table 
and then placing an identical necklace around their own necks. The next step to binding the 
séance table to the hunting party would require the hunters to submerge an alabaster vial in the 
pool at their feet. Once full of water and the lids secured, the small vials were then attached to the 
silver chain around their necks. 
Lord Oswald was the first to step from the pool after returning to the terrestrial plane. Guild 
Master Saint-Yves followed, and then finally Seer Thomas. The Trio dried their feet, donned 
footwear and ascended upstairs out onto the street. The three ran to the waiting steam carriage as 
a torrential downpour had just begun. 


* * * 
 9:30 PM Silkwood and Company 
Jimmy stood alone in the recessed door way of one of the shops. He breathed deeply to take in the 
scent of fresh rain. There was a short time after a good downpour in London that cleansed the air 
and freshened the city. He watched the rooftop horizon looking for one of his Triad brethren as he 
made his way to the furnace exhaust for that building. The furnace was churning so hard he could 
pick it out from the street by its large plume and the size of the pipe in comparison to the smaller 
heating chimneys hooked to coal stoves of homes and offices in the housing block. 
On Thursday Jimmy sent a triad affiliate, a regular at Silkwood and Company to retrieve prices to recut stones from Simon. The real purpose was to confirm that they were working the smelter 
flat strap. As a bonus his scout spied several packing crates from Venice lined up along the back of 
the cramped shop, validating that this was the gold he was looking for. 
Jimmy observed the silhouette of his man against the moonlight as he knocked the cap off the 
exhaust pipe then stuffed a wooden plug into the pipe, giving it a good wallop with a mallet. As his 
man eased his way down Jimmy looked at his pocket watch. Now he just needed to wait. 
There was only one way in or out of that shop through a large iron and oak door. 


* * * 
 9:40 PM The Streets of London 
In the back of the steam carriage Gerrard Saint-Yves sat in silent meditation. His back to the driver 
and the passenger partition open to allow the driver to hear the directions recited by the Guild 
Master. Oswald and Thomas contemplated in solitude, encouraging Gerrard to concentrate. Each 
held awe of his ability to maintain a spiritual connection to the séance at such a distance and in a 
moving vehicle. Both had lost the connection miles ago. 
Yet in his mind’s eye The Guild Master and those at the séance were detached spirits floating over 
the city of London looking down for hot spots of arcane power. Seer Moreau and Saint-Yves hovered 
while Blatavsky and Welsh swooped over the city in astral form searching for sites of intense 
arcane energy. Moreau acted as conduit to Gerrard feeding him the collective’s results as it taxed 
both of their capacity to hold true the link. 
Gerard watched as the astral forms flitted across the skyline invisible to the human eye. When a 
street or building looked promising Madame Blatavsky or Crosby Welsh would swoop down to 
inspect the location further. It was Crosby who spotted the house first and began to move toward 
it as he closed in. Gerard spoke, “Go across the river. Make haste.” 
The entire astral network sensed he had found a powerful locus of arcana. Madame Blatavsky 
stopped searching and altered her path towards the location Crosby continued to investigate 
having reformed his spectral essence in the middle of the street just as a horse drawn handy 
passed, the horse brayed as it passed through his spirit form. 
Gerrard pleaded get me the address his thoughts passed through the network to Crosby. He looked 
for landmarks and signs. Pilton Street the four hundred block trickled back through the aether 
bouncing up and down the spiritual network. 
Crosby’s projection looked down the street and saw a woman with short black hair in a long grey 
and red coat observing the same address. As he began to move toward the dwelling his ethereal 
form confidently marched closer to see who was the resident. 
Gerrard snapped out of his trance eyes wide open with a gasp as if he had nearly suffocated. 
“Driver get to 412 Pilton Road as fast as you can.” 
* * * 
9:50 PM Silkwood and Company 
The steam lorry was stoked and ready to engage. Parked facing away from the shop perpendicular 
to the street Silkwood was located on. Jimmy approached the truck pushing aside the canvas 
curtain covering the back end and jumped in together with the three other men He quickly looked 
back between the canvas storage cover to confirm his man from the roof snuffed the gas lamps on 
the street to darken both roads. 
They all waited for the Silkwood door to open. Still nothing. "What are these guys, fish, don't they 
need air?" said Rooftop in Mandarin. 
"Aww, fuck me dead,” said Jimmy. 
Rooftop and the others tried to push. “Get back you cow cuds, it’s a fucking copper,” he whispered. 
A single officer, was strolling his beat. He walked leisurely down the cobble stone avenue peering 
in shop windows. All the jewelers cleared inventory from the windows into strong boxes overnight 
so there was nothing to see. He looked closely to observe movement, like people in the shops that 
shouldn’t be. 
Jimmy turned to his crew. “If the copper gets in the way don't kill him, put a bag over his head and 
kick him in the pollywogs so he stays down.” 
They all nodded. 
The Bobbie stopped and noticed that a street lamp was out near the shop. Glancing up, he pul ed 
out his notebook and began to write down that lamp number noting it’s non-working condition. 
Just then the door to the Silkwood's burst open by two men assisting an unconscious man out of 
the building. 


* * * 
 9:55 PM Pilton Road 
Rose stood at the street corner and gazed at the townhouse two doors up the street. The street 
lights reflected in the puddles and sheen left on the streets from the recent storm. She doned 
scrying goggles and adjusted the lenses to check for wards. Rather than seeing the glyphs or 
symbols of both western and Egyptian omens illuminated, she observed streaks and glimmers 
around the house. 
At that moment, an astral form caught her eye standing in the street just where a carriage had 
passed. It was the shape of a middle-aged man, he looked English striding towards the home. Rose 
was impressed to see such a strong image. She had projected many times but only to other planes, 
momentarily and with extensive support from arcane instruments and objects. She changed her 
lenses and adjusted the resolution. The streaks around the house became spirit shades and 
apparitions of the dead, and the glimmers were dozens of flickering points of the aether breaching 
into the mortal realm. Angelica’s defenses were pure, raw and unbreakable. 
When the Englishman’s apparition passed through the garden gate the arcane defenses solidified. 
The entire front garden was filled with apparitions of those that had died at or near the location, 
men, women, children of all ages in various states of decay. The randomly moving spirits coalesced 
to block the Englishman’s path into the flat. An ancient Briton warrior grasping a spear and 
thatched shield stood resolutely in his way. 
It was a surprise the gentlemen when he tried to pass through the other apparitions but was 
blocked just as if he had walked into a material object. He tried to push through a second-time, 
but the Briton warrior, showing a grin of rotting teeth gave the Englishman the ful brunt of his 
weight when he slammed into him with his shield. The English spiritualist fell to the ground. For 
Rose, it was like watching one of those new moving stereoscope pictures silently flickering images 
playing out a tragic scene. She could do nothing more than stand by as the spirit guard of Angelica 
tore the astral projection to pieces. While all Rose could hear was the summer breeze rustling 
down the lane what she observed on the man’s face was terror and anguish. Looking back to the 
street she saw a second astral projection. Rose recognized the woman who floated just above the 
street as Madame Blatavsky, a local spiritualist. Blatavsky looked in Rose’s direction then flew away. 
“Wel here goes plan B,” Rose muttered to herself,” pulling her goggles down around her neck and 
walking towards the residence. Plan A was to approach with stealth. She wore her long crimson 
coat, it’s lining sewn with threads pulled from the death shrouds of sixteen saints and imbued with 
incantations of safe passage and protection. On past investigations, Rose had found the cloak to 
provide not only protection by camouflage from those wielding the arcane, but after what she just 
saw she wasn’t sure if the coat would afford any type of protection at all so she might as well just 
strol up and announce herself. 
As she crossed the street she felt a vibration on her belt. It was her arcana circulata, a warning 
device and directional locator for supernatural energy. She opened the case and looked at the 
direction and intensity dial. The intensity was pegged, not a surprise after witnessing the wards 
the Priestess had erected. What befuddled her was that the directional indicator was spinning 
versus pointing at the townhouse. Must look at that in the workshop. 
Rose opened the garden gate and stepped onto the property knowing she was within the scope of 
the priestess’ magic. 
Rose slowly ascended steps up to the front door, expecting some type of snare or curse. Instead as 
she made footfall on the landing the front door creaked opened slowly. 
Rose stuck her head in the doorway taking notice of how nicely illuminated the rooms were all 
installed with the latest arc lamps. 
“Come on back, I is in the parlor,” came a female voice, in a West Indies accent. 
As Rose stepped into the ornate room she saw a stunning woman with a deep brown skin tone 
and a perfect mix of African and European facial features. She wore a hand painted silk kimono 
with a high neck lace blouse underneath. Her hair was not pinned up but left down long, lush and 
flowing. The woman sat in a high back chair. Resting against the chair was a primitive staff of 
warped and petrified wood decorated with feathers and beads. Five human skulls rested at the 
top, one above another skewered by the staff. 
“Please have a seat. When God created time, he made a lot of it,” Angelica said as she shuffled tarot 
cards. 
“You must be Ms. Angelica du Haiti?” Rose declared as she made her way to the chair opposite 
Angelica. 
She waited. “You are Angelica du Haiti?” 
“Sister Caldwell, some know me by that name, I prefer Angelica de Moya. Welcome. Would you 
please cut the cards?” The priestess requested setting the deck down in front of Rose. 
“Moya?” Rose said as she cut the deck. 
While she laid out the cards face down Angelica spoke.” I am the only daughter of Don Ernesto de 
Moya and a Haitian woman. Years after Don Hernando’s first wife died of yel ow fever he fel in 
love with my mother. Choose a card.” 
Rose turned over the Magician card. “Mastery of the material world, self-discipline and a 
willingness to take risks,” said Angelica, a thoughtful frown crossed her face as she examined Rose 
letting the meaning of the card settle in. 
Angelica turned over the Priestess. Rose knew the meaning of this card -Intuition, wisdom and 
secret knowledge. 
“Pick another card, Rose” pressed Angelica. Rose flipped over the Tower. Angelica tapped the tarot 
as she recounted meaning. “A powerful selection, something remains yet to be revealed, but 
patience must be observed. Duality and mystery. Hidden influences, disruption. Conflict. Change. 
Sudden violent loss. Overthrow of an existing way of life.” 
Rose’s hand was still on the card. Angelica placed her finger on the back of Rose’s hand and with 
that she was sent to another time and place. 


* * * 
 10:02 PM Silkwood & Co. 
Rooftop banged on the back of the van. The driver released the clutch and reversed the truck. 
Watching in the side mirror the driver positioned the truck right up onto the sidewalk so Jimmy 
and his thugs could jump out right in front of Silkwood. 
The bandits had wrapped scarves around their faces and wore wool caps, even Jimmy was 
dressed down, looking like a common cockney hoodlum. 
The shocked officer saw the back of the truck barrel towards him stopping a foot from him any 
comfort there was in not getting hit by the truck went away when Rooftop kicked the cop in the 
head sending him to the pavement. He and another guy leapt on him put a bag over his head then 
Rooftop punched the copper right in the solar plexus. The poor bastard was sucking so much air from the punch that the bag moved in and out of his mouth. 
Jimmy's goons bagged the heads of the Silkwood workers. who dropped their unconscious 
coworker to fight off the thugs. Jimmy’s gang were seasoned street fighters and quickly dealt with 
the jewelers with one getting a knee to the groin and the other a blackjack to the head, both hit the 
ground moaning and groaning. “Stay down or you'll get your head caved in, this will all be over 
soon and you will be safe if you don't act a hero,” yelled Jimmy. 
The gang strode into Silkwood and company. “You two, grab a crate and get the fuck out, there is 
no air in here.” said Jimmy. One of the goons said, "we should have worn gas masks.” 
“Grab a box, sheep dip. Gas masks only filter out gas, if there is no oxygen in the room you will still 
pass out," Jimmy growled as he slapped him in the back of his head. 
When Jimmy walked in they still had not completed smelting all the gold. There were four ful 
crates, far more than the 1,450 the counterfeit paper worked showed then the gangster realized 
they would strike the new ingots first before paying off the help with the gold. The gold was in 
various stages, some still Guineas, some cooling in molds and more in a crucible in the furnace. 
"Grab those crates" yelled Jimmy. He and Rooftop grabbed a crate by its rope handle and carried it 
out to the truck. 
On his way, back in Jimmy stood on the cop's neck. "Any bloke looking to be a hero will get his 
medal posthumously." 
“I hear ya, mate,” moaned the cop. 
The four men made the second trip from inside the shop to the back of the truck. Jimmy grabbed a 
handful of the gold guineas and shoved them in his pocket. After he threw the last crate onto the 
bed of the truck he and Rooftop stalked over to the Policemen and the workers on the ground and 
put a Guinea in each of their pockets. “Now you blokes may think about jumping up and taking the 
bag off your head… but don’t do it. Not until you don’t hear the rumble of my car boiler. Cause I’ll 
be looking out the window with my pistol pointed back at you and will shoot whoever moves,” 
after leaving them with that thought Jimmy jumped into the back of the vehicle. With a hiss of 
steam as the bypass vented and re-pressurized the piston the lorrie and Sir Francis Chilton's gold 
drove away. 


* * * 
 10:05 PM Pilton Road 
Dol y waited, positioned in the driver’s seat of the steam cruiser, Detective Burton providing back 
up in the passenger seat. 
Dolly watched Rose walk across the street, it was hard to miss a woman wearing pants let alone 
one striking such a confident stride, and then of course there was the harness she rigged up to 
access her adventuring gear. 
“Well that one sticks out like dog's balls. Is that Sister Rose?” asked Burton. 
"Indeed, it is. She sent me a wire-type of her discovery, the location of Angelica du Haiti at 412 
Pilton Road,” replied Dolly. 
“Wel let’s get in there” implored Burton, as he went for the door of the carriage to get out. Dolly 
grabbed his arm, “We are going to give her a little time to souse out the situation.” On one hand 
Dolly was being truthful, Rose was better suited to confronting the sorceress, on the other he 
wanted to give Rose the time she needed to learn what she wanted from Angelica. He felt he owed 
her that given that she tipped him off to the location. He would be feeling a lot more comfortable if 
he was sitting next to Keane. He rarely felt fear, or such a lack of control, but he was going up 
against an enemy who could bend people to her will, and turn friend into foe. Maybe Rose would 
get further reasoning with her, he could give Rose five minutes before he went in to arrest 
Angelica. 
The senior detective observed Rose as she stopped in the road then using her goggles to look up 
and down the street before continuing into the house. Burton interrupted the silence in the car, 
"You know that we all think you a little batty and verging on the heretical consorting with her." 
There’s that judgement again, just like Keane. Maybe rather than conceal the truth I should share 
it. Dolly, opened up to the young detective “I keep a confidential journal, mainly to check my sanity, 
but it also serves me if I am required to share some of the strange and fantastic things I have dealt 
with. Included are my notes from the St. Anthony Home for Boys.” 
"You worked the Milton Affair?" replied Burton, who was the newest addition to the detective 
branch and not even a street constable when Dolly worked the case. 
"I did. I was a Sergeant, this was before the detective’s branch. We were pulling boys out of the 
rivers, all strangled between the ages of eight and twelve. Strange thing was, no one was reporting 
any missing children. For months, we had nothing and the frequency of dead boys was increasing. 
Finally, I had a break when we found two bodies in the same week, one on shore and a floater 
pul ed out by a boat on the river. I had been plotting the body locations and drew a conclusion that 
the source had to be up stream. I figured it to be a poor house or orphanage where there was no 
parent to miss the child. I canvased the city and began looking at two locations, St. Anthony being 
one. I interviewed Father Milton and at the time he seemed like a good bloke, even gave me access 
to his records, and everything checked out. While I'm there I run into this young nun and she tells 
me that I need to look further into Father Milton. I just assumed that she worked there so I start 
doing some digging and get a whole heap of pushback from the archdiocese.” 
“They were covering for the Priest?’ asked Burton. 
“That's what I thought. I can't get any further access to church records, but I did have a list of his 
postings at several boy's homes, obvious thing to do then was go to the local stations and see if 
there were similar murders. I saw a pattern of dead boy's showing up strangled around the times 
and places he had been posted. Circumstantial but a clear pattern. 
So, I go back to St. Antony’s rectory where Milton lives to interview him. See if I can get him to crack. It's in the evening so I give the door a knock figuring the Padre should be home. No answer. 
I decide to have a look around and I notice that nun prowling around. Now this is suspicious, a 
sister in her habit skulking around the rectory and I see her go down into this cellar in the back of 
the house. I follow her down and there is Father Milton in the process of strangling a boy. I called 
out to him but he doesn't even acknowledge I am in the room. I drew my pistol, in those days I 
carried a Weiss brothers over and under. I took aim and gave the priest another chance to let go of 
the boy, but he kept choking him," Dolly rubbed his own throat now knowing how painful that 
that was for the boy, to be choked by powerful hands. 
I let loose a shot that hit him square in the chest with a fifty-caliber ball and he didn't even turn to 
look at me, he was focused on the Nun who was carrying on with some mumbo jumbo talk. The 
shot should have dropped a bull. I could see the hole in his chest and the wall behind him sprayed 
with blood from the exit wound. 
I have no idea what these two are up to but Milton won't stop so I take two more steps closer and 
put a second shot point blank into his head. Bam! The shot is true and the back of his head opens, 
brains and gore all over the floor but the bastard is still grinning at the sister. 
With no shot left, the priest with two bullets in him and half his head missing, I go into shock. 
Paralyzed, just standing there like the village idiot. The nun proceeds to conduct an exorcism. Only 
then does Milton finally release the boy, and descend into a fit swinging and fighting at something 
in the room until he bursts into flames. At least that is what I thought I saw, like I said I was 
dumbstruck when my shots did not drop him. 
Next thing I know, Sister Rose is pulling me out of the cel ar, we both got out and the rectory was 
consumed in the flames along with Father Milton," finished the senior detective. 
Burton gaped at him. "If you were there how come the story is that Sister Rose started the fire 
that killed Father Milton?" 
"That is just how the gossip mongering has changed the story over time,” replied Dolly. 
"But they excommunicated her,” replied Burton. 
“From what I know she caused too much of a stir during the Papal Inquisition. Those cowards 
booted her out to get distance from her, but she was fine with the outcome, it allowed her to focus 
on her war against the wicked. Adam, I’m only recounting this story so you’re totally prepared for 
what you might see tonight. Rose Caldwell has shown me that far more exists in this world 
beyond what we can see and hear and that there are forces at work on and off Earth intending to 
do harm.” 
Dol y continued, "Do you want to know what Rose told me went on in that cellar?" 
"Hell yes. You can't tell someone something like that and not finish the tale," whispered Burton, 
his wool cap bunched in his hands. 
“Rose Caldwell told me that Father Joseph Milton was possessed by the fallen angel Rabdos, now a demon that has the power to stop and alter the paths of the stars. He receives power from 
strangling humans. There is only one angel with the power to prevent him from succeeding, a 
seraphim called Brieus. 
What I witnessed was Rabdos enacting his plan to change the heavens and Rose summoning 
Brieus to aid her. The two fought, and Milton's corrupted body was consumed in the holy flames 
the seraphim used to triumph over his enemy. The sickening part is the demon’s power is 
amplified by making an unwilling agent act against their own morality and nature.” Dolly 
wondered if Milton was a good man infected and turned against his better nature. If it all began 
with one moment where he didn’t do something overtly bad but rather a sin of omission. Could 
any of us end up suffering the fate of Milton because we weren’t vigilant? 
"Bollocks!" cried Burton. 
"Maybe. I could be mad as a hatter or perhaps some time in the future you will be required to call 
on the services of Rose Caldwell because your intellect and a fifty-caliber shot are not enough to 
bring justice to the realm.” finished the Detective. 
"Wel , what do we have here?" said Burton. 
A steam carriage pulled up and parked in front of 412 Pilton Road. Several men exited the back of 
the carriage along with the driver and approached the flat. Three stood for a moment at the front 
of the house before entering the garden gate as the driver began walking up the street. 
"Two of those blokes are Necronists" announced Dol y. “That fella there is Guild Master Saint-Yves, one of the leaders of the Necronist Guild. I met with him earlier this week on this case and he 
offered to help catch Chilton’s killer. I agreed on the condition he inform me of her whereabouts 
and that I be on hand to arrest her.” The senior Detective paused. Dolly checked his pistol making 
sure all the caps were in place on the cylinder then placed the pistol back in his shoulder holster. 
He had made his decision at that cafe table that as much as he felt Angelica deserved to die for 
what she did to Keane his purpose was to bring her to justice. 
"Looks like tonight the scales will be removed from your eyes, Adam. Let's check in and make sure 
that everything in there remains civil between this cast of characters. You go around the block 
and find the fella who went off on his own then meet me back inside the house.” 

Friday the 16th of April 
8 PM The Moya Plantation, Haiti 
Rose was no longer in London she was channeled to a time in the past in a place she had never 
been. She felt the immense power of Angelica coursing through her. Rose was the Voodoo 
priestess. She was Angelica yet not in control, a passenger to see the scene play out yet feeling 
what Angelica felt and remembered. This wasn’t the first time Rose had this type of out of body 
experience, her life had been plagued by visions and dreams. The difference this time was it 
wasn’t while she slept. 
She was sitting at the Moya Plantation in the office of Don Hernando. It was hot and humid with 
the frogs croaking and cicada droning in the trees outside. The windows were open but no breeze 
to provided relief from the humidity, above her head a belt drive ceiling fan churned the air with 
no affect. 
Hernando Moya finished signing the papers and he handed them back to the solicitor. 
The Solicitor notarized the papers. “Don Hernando, that is the last of the documents you wanted 
drawn up.” Said the Lawyer. He kept looking at Angelica, coveting her beauty. He likely assumed 
she was the house help for Don Hernando. Angelica met his gaze then looked back to her 
needlepoint. 
“Please keep a copy and send the original notarized and witnessed last will and testament to the 
London and New York office of Chilton, Chilton, Owens and Strathmore.” said Don Hernando 
without emotion. 
“Very well,” said the solicitor collecting the documents putting them in a folio, then into his 
briefcase. 
“Watson will show you out” Don Hernando rang a bell and the house man came into the office. 
“Yes, Don Hernando” said the Butler. 
“Show Mr. Foubert out, Watson” 
“Yes, Don Hernando” Watson looked in Angelica’s direction and gave a slight bow, not too much to 
be noticed by Moya or Foubert but he wanted to be certain Angelica to know the respect he had 
for her. Watson had been with the house since it was under Don Ernesto and Angelica used to play 
here as a little girl. Watson was now a free man, liberated by the French Government’s decree and 
Angelica had returned to her home as the Witch Queen of Haiti. 
The two men left. Only Angelica and Don Hernando were in the room. She dropped her 
needlepoint to the floor and underneath the fabric was the voodoo fetish of Don Hernando she was 
using to control him. She walked over to him pricked, his index finger with a pin and used the 
blood to draw a mouth on the doll. He had control of his mouth again. “You won’t get away with this, the trustee will see through those forgeries.” 
Hernando, those documents are originals with your signature. They are now your last will and 
testament and precede these.” She gloated while taking the old will off his desk. At that moment, 
she took a match from his cigar box, struck it and lit the papers on fire, throwing them at the foot 
of the curtains. 
“The die is cast my brother. You chose to go against our father’s wishes, you chose to treat me and 
my mother as slaves. I am resetting the scales.” 
“You don’t understand, you savage witch. There is a legal system to be contended with, the 
institutions handling these affairs will see right through this farce” 
“Hernando, it is that very legal system that I plan to wield against you far more easily than the 
magic I just used to draft up those papers.” It felt to Rose as if it was her saying the words, but it 
was indeed Angelica. This had already happened. 
“Come brother, come out from behind your big desk and kneel before me.” The curtains began to 
smolder and flame from the burning document. 
Hernando gave every effort to resist, he was sweating and physically struggling against himself. 
His feet moved as if he wore shoes of lead. Hernando whelped in pain, but slowly moved closer to 
Angelica as she re-arranged pins in the cloth doll. 
Rose felt the satisfaction of wielding power over this man who had started a string of horrors. 
First, when her brother showed up for the funeral she and her mother were locked away in their 
rooms, she never was given the chance for a proper goodbye. When the doors opened days later, 
slavers came and took her and her mother away as slaves. Rose was plunged into the fear and 
pain of Angelica’s two years as a slave; cutting sugar cane in the mosquito infested fields, living in 
endless fear and abuse. The mix of her memories Angelica’s memories and the experience of the 
events she was witnessing gave Rose a sick feeling of uncertainty and anxiety, unsure what was 
her what was Angelica what was now and what was then. She wondered if this was how Preston 
felt during his possessions. 
“Unbutton your shirt. Take it off,” ordered Angelica. 
Don Hernando unbuttoned his vest, shirt cuffs and shirt as commanded. He threw the clothing to 
the side, his eyes filled with fear and shock as he watched his body do unthinkable things no 
matter how hard he resisted. 
“You know Hernando this is all your doing. If you hadn’t disowned me as your sister and sold me 
off to that plantation I would have grown up here as a privileged catholic girl, with the guilt of 
being half black and profiting from the work of slaves. Instead, my fate was to live as a slave and a 
savage in the jungle and yours will be worse than damnation. 
She walked over to her needle point bag and pulled out a spirit siphon like those Rose had found 
in Moya and Chilton and a clear glass ball. “Do you have any idea what I am about to do, 
Hernando?” as she held up the perfect glass orb and the primitive spirit siphon. At that moment, Rose realized she could tap into Angelicas feelings and memories as well as her senses. 
“No, please don’t hurt me. You just said that it was your fate to go to the Jungle … to become so 
powerful. I beg your forgiveness and pity” whimpered Hernando. 
Angelica moved in front of the overweight hairy man soaked in the sweat of fear no longer the 
picture of a haughty Portuguese sugar magnate, “Hernando, do you know where you went wrong? 
“I did not honor our fathers wishes, 
I did not honor our family… 
you were family” said the Don. 
“You’re still begging even in your answer.” Rose heard Angelica speak to him. “No, your mistake 
was that you only saw my mother in me never father. You were blind to the half of me that is 
Moya and more than name, I have the Moya patience, intellect, and determination, maybe more 
than you and that is why father wanted me to have my birthright. I imagine it took you some time 
to plan. How long did it take you? 
Hernando just looked up at her gulping short breaths. 
“How long? I asked,” she repeated. 
“The decision to send you away was a rash one, I did it, and consulted with no one. Later when 
Chilton asked about you, then it was a few months to cover up the evidence of my transgression,” 
answered Hernando. 
“and your brothers part?” asked Angelica. 
The situation was surreal for Rose. Her point of view was that of Angelica’s and she could feel her 
feeling sense what she sensed but at the same time experienced her own feelings as an observer 
and she felt terrified for Hernando. 
“It…It was easy to convince Emilio he’s so lazy and greedy. He was all for me doing what I could to 
grow and protect his inheritance,” shared Hernando. 
“Your selfish choice, took two years of my life as a slave, then a month of running through the 
jungle to find the Village at the Falls, I did not know if the village was real or just a slave myth but I 
decided I would rather die in the jungle looking for it then spend one more day cutting sugar cane,” 
replied the Queen. 
“I’m so sorry for what I see you are a Moya you have our father’s determination” 
“Never mind your simpering. How did you convince the English Bankers?” asked Angelica. 
That was Emilio, -really. I had sent you and your mother away. Chilton contacted him as executor and trustee of my… our father’s estate. Sir Lester had a copy of my father’s intentions and asked 
Emilio about you. He got him to agree to honor the preceding will and trust or he and I would 
contest the will in court and our first order of business would be an injunction to move the trusts 
to the Rothschilds. He would lose the fees from the trust and our commercial relationships and 
respect of his financiers losing us to another banking house. 
Well brother, we both have bankers that are prepared to bend the rules for their clients, those 
papers you just signed will assure that all the Moya fortune flows to my birth right and that is 
your punishment for how you treated me. 
For you not honoring my mother the punishment will be far worse. For subjecting her to the cane 
fields and whip, your soul will be ripped from your flesh and housed in this perfect glass orb, 
crafted by the Beaumont Glass Works in Shreveport, Louisiana,” 
“Oh, God help me,” he begged. 
“Too late for that, what I can guarantee you is your immortal soul will not be punished in Hel . It 
will stay right here on earth in my purse, you will have the existence of a fish in a bowl.” chided 
Angelica cruelly. 
And then the incantation began. Rose was there as Angelica pressed the siphon against 
Hernando’s chest and channeled his soul directly into the glass ball. Rose felt the anger, the 
sadness, the exaltation of the pure power and most importantly for her, the knowledge of the 
incantation. 

Saturday the 25th of June what remains 
10:25 PM Pilton Road 
When Rose returned to the room she had the presence to discover the glass orb on top of the 
mantel, perched on a wooden pedestal. Inside the ball; ochre fumes swirled about, Emilio, 
Hernando, and Sir Francis in spiritual limbo, she surmised. The spirit siphon was also on display 
above the hearth. 
Rose got up from the chair walked over to the hearth to examined the fetish wand and peered into 
the glass orb, “Do they have any sense of their fate?” 
“The Pwen Hanaan. It’s not meant to be pleasant; the ritual or the condition after” shared the 
Voodoo Queen. 
“I felt sadness but not remorse” said Rose looking at the fetish, “I mean you didn’t feel remorse, it 
was calculated.” Rose could see a faint reflection of herself on the surface of the orb she looked at 
and could see the tears running down her face. 
“I have none. My upbringing was unusual. I was born on the Moya Plantation; my mother was a 
house slave but my father was the plantation owner. He loved my mother very much and we grew 
up as his family not as slaves. When Hernando completed university, he joined us in Haiti and 
learned he had a little black sister and was utterly disgusted with his father, my mother and me. 
He told my Papi that he was old and going senile to take up with my mother, he yelled about how 
the investors would lose confidence in their enterprises if they knew the life he was leading. Papi 
told him he was happy and if Hernando did not approve to leave. Don Ernesto was much older 
than my mother and when he became sick he signed papers that freed my mother and 
acknowledged me as a Moya and one third heir. I was thirteen I did not understand the 
significance of those papers or the fortune that one third of his estate was worth, but my father 
knew his son’s contempt. Should I care more that I killed my own blood? It was my brothers and 
Chilton that went to the extent they did to take my birth right and erase my existence. 
“Thank you for sharing the experience,” acknowledged Rose. 
"Sister Rose, I see that you have summoned beings from the highest choir of Angels, you are 
steeped in the arcana of light. If you choose to apply what you have learned here today you will 
break your covenant," Angelica explained. 
“I don’t take that decision lightly,” said Rose as she contemplated the orb and its contents. Rose 
caught the reflection of a man standing in the archway behind her. She spun around to see a tall 
gentlemen in Necronist garb, judging by his adornment, a Guild Master. 
“Please continue ladies,” said the Guild Master. 
"Gerrard, have you met Sister Rose Caldwell?" asked Angelica. 
Gerrard held the stoic stance of a Necronist with both hands tucked into the opposite arms sleeves and his feet placed more than shoulder width apart to set a base of power to conjure from. "We 
have not met. A pleasure to meet you." 
Rose looked him up and down, she had never met a Necronist let alone one of the six Guild 
Masters. "What's your business here?" she demanded. 
"I could ask the same of you, but I’m sure that you, like me were asked by Detective Williamson to 
act as a spiritual scent hound to find the murderer of Chilton and the Moyas, am I correct? One of 
us is the backup plan.” 
Angelica flipped a new Tarot. "The Hermit, the law bringer is here. 
“I don’t need the power of premonition to tell you that the English detective is coming. She would 
have given him your location. We need to leave now and return to Paris where we will have the 
protection of the Emperor,” retorted Gerrard. 
“I have no intention of going to Paris.” said Angelica. 
I am your way out of this mess you started. They will kill you.” 
“Gerrard that’s the difference between you and I your so restrained and scientific, the son of the 
age of enlightenment and I embrace the chaos and natural flow of the Aether. How long did it take 
your city of Paris and solemn brothers to sap you of the primal power you discovered when we 
were together?” 
His stoic stance melted. “Less than a year, but it wasn’t the city that diluted it. It was no longer 
being with you. If you came to Paris we could continue not where we left off. I know that would be 
too much to ask with what has passed but we could start anew,” replied Gerrard. 
“Gerrard, it is your turn to pick a card,” implored Angelica. 
Gerrard walked into the parlor and stood before her tarot table. “Angelica, I am not here to play 
games,” looking up to meet Angelica's gaze something caught the Seer’s eye “Is that a fifth skull on 
the Staff, is that Papa Lafayette?" 
“He passed when France sent the Foreign Legion in to the village. We had kept our side of the 
grand bargain Gerrard. We never left the Village of the Falls.” Angelica touched his hand. Rose 
assumed that Gerrard was getting a vignette of the carnage in the village just as she had 
experienced Hernando’s death. 
Without sitting down he touched a card on the table with the hand that held his Necronist beads. 
Angelica put her finger on the card "You broke the bargain." 
Gerrard lifted his finger "I had no part in that, I never knew until now” Rose observed a loss and 
sadness in the Guild Master as he spoke “I left my heart there it was our sacred place.” 
He pulled his hand away "I had no idea Angelica," 
Angelica flipped the card "Death, the pale rider, the end of a phase of life that has served its purpose. How do you read the cards, Seer?" 
The Voodoo Queen stood up, grasped the Ju-Ju Staff and made her way towards Rose, passing 
Gerrard as if he did not exist. 
When Angelica stepped up to the hearth and looked at the orb, then at the spot where Rose had 
taken the siphon from. "Rose, you have played your part and now you must go. The crossroads you 
face are of no consequence to what happens here, please take your leave." 
Rose advanced towards the parlor exit. She had what she needed and now must decide if she was 
prepared to take the consequences for using the ritual to free Preston. Rose looked back at 
Angelica and Gerrard then turned to exit only to be startled by the presence of another Necronist 
standing at the front door. 
Rose withdrew a reliquary from her belt sheath and incanted the invitation to Raziel a guardian 
angel, protector of Adam, and chief of Erilhiem. As the Enochian call rolled off her tongue she felt 
in her bones that Angelica’s wards dampened and hindered her summoning call. No supernatural 
power would intervene to help. She would be on her own. 
"White Witch spare me your summoning,” said Seer Thomas as he grabbed her arm and pul ed 
her into the parlor, “Witness those that truly practice the craft.” 
Angelica turned to Gerrard. "How did you see the conclusion, Master Seer?" 
“Angelica, our offer still stands. Come with me to Paris and we can continue our studies again.” 
“Our offer?” she questioned. 
“My offer. my plead.” Gerrard begged clasping his hands together. 
“There is no going back to those young lovers in the jungle, and you can offer nothing I wish to 
learn. The best option for you Master Seer is to leave with your minions before there is more death 
by my hand.” Angelica’s tone invoked efficacy and resonated beyond the sound of her voice and 
into the aether as she began to glow with eldritch energy. 
Rose watched in amazement as Angelica drew deeper upon her power. At the same moment Lord 
Oswald phase shifted through the parlor wall from outside of the house in hopes of surprising and 
surrounding the Voodoo Queen. However, her defensive wards alerted her and slowed his ability to 
pass into the room. Still it was a fantastic feat to phase shift into the room, a sure sign of power 
and control of the arcane. 
Angelica spun around to face the Lodge Occultist, one arm outstretched with a subtle twist of her 
wrist. Her extended index and middle finger threw a hex that spewed an inky, smoky mass coating 
the wall with what initially looked like tar but transmuted into multitudes of spiders, every type 
and size crawled all over Oswald and the wall he was passing through, it was enough for him to 
lose concentration and begin to rematerialize amid the cracked wall plaster. Blood splattered, as 
Oswald’s internal organs were pulverized and intermixed with-in the parlor wall. Angelica's spider illusion disappeared leaving a more horrifying vision of the dead Lord trapped in the wall. 
Guild Master Saint-Yves desperately manipulated his beads,muttering an arcane incantation. Slowly 
a sigil began to surround and glow on the floor around Angelica. Rose could divine from the arcane 
writing it was some type of defensive binding spell. 
The Voodooist made a mopping motion with the Ju-Ju staff over the eldritch sigils Gerrard was 
conjuring. The sigil broke apart into a grey green cloud of dust. Angelica slammed the staff down 
while uttering a chant to manifest the spirits of her predecessors. Gerrard gazed in awe as the 
apparition of Papa Lafayette spilled from the eyes of the dead Hougan's skul . 
The phantom of Papa Lafayette moved across the room and grabbed Gerrard by the throat. The 
Guild Master dropped his beads, as his life force was drawn out into the apparition. The ghost let 
out a hearty laugh, pushed out his chest and stretched his free arm towards the Ju-Ju staff 
channeling Gerrard's soul into it. Gerrard screamed as he began two wrinkle and age. 
Angelica never saw Seer Thomas enter the room as she worked her spel . The Seer plunged a 
dagger between Angelica’s shoulder blades with both hands assuring full penetration. With the 
blade buried to the hilt he twisted the handle to actuate a mechanism. With that twist, a valve 
opened releasing the contents of a crystal vial, a potion pressurized with aether, the soul serum, 
was the name the Necronists gave it. This potion was designed to inject through the center bore 
of the blade and into the victim, not a poison but an arcane reactive fluid that initiated the 
coagulation and collection of the spirit force back into the vial in the weapon’s handle. 
The instant the dagger plunged into Angelica’s flesh, she released her staff and the spel was 
broken. Gerrard fell to his knees racked with pain. 
Rose stood frozen in silence. Torn and confused she was sharing her memories just moments ago 
and now Angelica lie prone and lifeless on the floor. Seer Thomas hovered over the dead body of 
Angelica. Gerrard arose to his feet with some effort, he was visibly older. He limped to the mantle 
and put the orb into his coat pocket. The ex-nun watched the Guild Master as he steadied himself 
on the mantel, Rose felt a tap on her upper arm, it was Detective Williamson standing behind her 
in the archway with his pistol drawn. 


* * * 
 10:31 PM Pilton Road 
“Drop the knife.” instructed Dolly, his gun pointed at Seer Thomas who was still standing over 
Angelica, holding his dagger. As if in a trance, Thomas let the blade fall to the floor. He quickly 
surveyed the room Rose looked worn out but safe at his side, the woman on the ground had a stab 
wound to the back and there was Saint-Yves and one of his cronies with what had to be the 
weapon that stabbed the woman. 
"Dear Detective how timely of you to show up.” Said the Guild Master who turned to face Dol y, pointing to the floor. “The Murderess you have been seeking. She was attempting to kill me when 
my colleague stopped her." 
Dolly waved his pistol at the gruesome scene of Lord Oswald. "Christ, what the hell happened to 
that poor fucker?" 
Rose spoke “The remains of occultist Lord Oswald who failed a phase shift attempt, not a direct 
attack by Ms. Du Haiti," 
Burton entered the hall from the back of the house with the driver in cuffs and his pistol drawn 
“Detective Sergeant I nabbed this guy going in the back door” 
"Burton, get outside with that one and blow your police whistle to alert the uniformed constables 
and request a paddy wagon," barked Dolly, his attention back to the parlor where Gerrard had 
moved from the mantle to the body of the priestess. He was reaching for the Ju-Ju staff. 
“Dolly, don’t let him touch that,” yelled Rose. 
“Guild Master, you just stop moving right now,” ordered Dolly, realizing Burton had not left the hall 
yet. He looked to the young detective and saw him standing dumbstruck. At first, he chalked it up 
to the gruesome scene but then he heard the murmuring of the two Necronists. 
He turned to see them both chanting then he felt something warm on his left-hand side. It was the 
amulet that Rose had given him, he could see it glowing through his pocket. He then saw Rose’s 
necklace charm glow. 
"You two shut your traps now." 
They continued with the mesmerism. 
“Rose, they are trying to hex us do something to protect Burton.” Yelled Dolly. She and Dolly were 
safe at the moment with the wards she had made to defend them, at least he thought they were 
since he felt like he was thinking clearly. Rose turned, pulling off her coat. “This will afford him 
some protection” said Rose as she threw the coat over Burton, diving on him like he was a man on 
fire. 
No way will I become a mind slave under someone’s control, or be made to fight Rose or Burton. 
“Alright, let's give this a try" he shouted. 
He placed a bullet into Seer Thomas's thigh. Blood and gristle flew and the Necronist when down 
with a howl. 
The report of the pistol broke Gerrard's concentration. Gerrard bellowed "you can't shoot him, we 
are diplomats, guests of your government!" 
Dol y squared his gunsight on Gerrard's head. “One more move from your lips and I'll let this next 
chamber go.” As Dolly stared at his head through the sight he realized how ill and haggard the 
Guild Master looked. 
“Now Guild Master you look like you need a lie down. Why don't you just have a seat and keep 
your arms in the air and palms facing me, don't –say- a -word. 
The detective lowered his pistol and looked at the other Necronist, he was passed out and losing 
blood fast. “Looks like I may lose my badge but your mate's going to lose that leg.” 
“Burton get outside and start blowing your whistle to get some uniforms in here. Burton snapped 
out of his haze as he collected himself after Rose’s body tackle. 
“Rose, come here.” He handed her the pistol. “You get close to the Guild Master and point this at 
his head and if he tries to summon anything, pull that trigger and conjure a hole in his head.” 
Rose took the pistol in both hands and stepped next to Gerrard. 
Dol y took off his belt and grabbed a candlestick to fashion a tourniquet. Thomas would certainly 
lose the leg, staving the blood would be his only chance at living through the night. While he 
worked on the leg he considered Saint-Yves seated in the chair, "I know what you’re up two, you 
were trying to mesmerize me and Burton. You two are under arrest for the murder of Angelica du 
Haiti” 
“So that's how the Metropolitan Police work? We do your dirty work and now you arrest us?” 
retorted Saint-Yves. 
What's he talking about? asked Rose. 
"Never you mind Rose. He opens his mouth up one more time you just pull that trigger, and point 
it a little more to the left if you do shoot him his brains won't be enough to stop that ball and you 
could hit me." 
"Dol y were you working with them?" 
In a manner of speaking, my boss requested I collaborate.” 
“The Detective authorize me to hunt her down,” replied the Guild Master. 
“And I also told you to make sure I was on hand. Funny thing is that you weren't the one that 
tipped me off to Angelica's whereabouts it was Sister Rose here that sent me a wire-type of the 
address.” Dolly was struggling to get the bleeding to slow on the Seer. It started to sink in the that 
bul et may end his career. 
“So, I'm prepared to bring you in and let the Crown decide you were defending yourself or here to 
commit murder,” said Dolly as he gave Gerrard a smile while he twisted the tourniquet tighter. 
Burton came back in with a constable. "Jesus Christ is that guy been blasted through the wall, 
bloody hell" 
"Constable put some irons on the Guild Master." 

Monday the 27th of June 
Monday June 27th 1858 Königsberg Prussia 
“Deiter, are the plans complete?” inquired Duke Gorber. 
“Yes, your Grace, as best as I can tel ” The Chief Engineer replied. 
“Excellent, when do you expect to get started on the construction?” 
The Engineer looked as if he wanted to speak but lost his words. 
“When can I tell Prince von Bismarck that Prussia will have its first Air Dreadnought?” 
“Your Grace, may I speak freely?” 
“Go on,” the Duke needed updated information on the progress even if he must listen to the 
Engineer whine about his staff, material and working conditions. 
“While my engineers and technicians have the plans we still need time to grasp the technology of 
the Mechanists. I am informed daily that we require more documentation to unravel the 
complexities of a subassembly, that confounds us because we do not comprehend the process they 
use to craft a specific part. I know it pains you to hear it, but this is the most sophisticated airship 
ever to be built and we need more time. Before we lay the hull, we need to understand the 
metallurgy process. For the ship to fly we need to master the design of the solar and stellar-scopic 
registers that drive navigation.” 
“What can I provide to make this project meet my schedule?” asked the Duke. 
“I need a proper Mechanist team and industrialist leaders such as Bessemer, Whitworth, and 
Clooney. Likely I require intelligence from each of them” demanded the Engineer. 
“I will be back in one week’s time, Dieter. I want your plan to have a keel laid by winter” demanded 
the Duke. 
“May I make a suggestion, your Grace?” asked the Engineer. He wanted to provide solutions not 
cry about poor resources. 
“If it moves our plan forward I will hear it, if it’s more excuses then keep it to yourself.” Gorber 
was at the mercy of the Prussian engineers but did not want to show that weakness. 
“If we were to follow these plans and build a replica of the British ship it would be obvious that we 
have spies in the London works. Instead my engineers can take the innovations and integrate 
them into Prussian designs. In fact, some of these concepts could be retrofitted to naval ships and 
ground artillery immediately,” The Engineer knew he had to deliver some progress given the risks 
taken to secure design drawings of the HMS Victoria. 
The Duke was intrigued, “Continue.” 
“For example, we have the specification for Professor Honeysuckle’s flexible armor. One of my engineers postulated that we could line the interior of our dirigibles an immediate improvement 
to the existing fleet,” followed the Engineer. 
“Dieter, strike my request. Upon my return, I want you to have a list of the upgrades and time 
frame for the implementation of the items you suggest.” The Duke could use this idea to show 
progress. The Engineer did have a point, that a duplicate of the dreadnought would leave no doubt 
there had been espionage. 
“Affirmative, your Grace.” 
The Duke left the factory located on the outskirts of Königsberg and returned to the city center to 
report to Prince von Bismarck. As the Minister for Internal Affairs, Duke Gorber’s title was an 
innocuous term for his real purpose as the head of the Prussian spy service. 
Operation Braunbär was the Duke’s critical plot, essential for the game at hand of the Minister 
President of Prussia Otto von Bismarck. 
When Duke Gorber entered The Minster President’s office, Kiefer the High Elector Guild Baron of 
the Alchemists was seated having a coffee with von Bismarck. 
“Guild Baron, Minister-President,” greeted the Duke the two gentlemen with a curt bow and click 
of his heels. 
“Have a seat Gorber, may I call for a coffee or other refreshment for you?” queried Minister 
President von Bismarck. 
“A brandy Sir, we should all have a brandy to celebrate the success of our operations in the British 
Empire” suggested the Duke. 
“Very well, while we await the bottle let’s begin with a briefing on the home front. What can you 
report from the Palace?” inquired von Bismarck as he walked to the door of his office and opened 
the door, “Hans, bring three glasses and a bottle of Brandy.” 
When Gorber knew had the attention of Bismarck again he began, “The King’s health continues to 
deteriorate. While none of the doctors have openly speculated on the King’s demise it appears 
there is little chance of him recovering from this stroke.” replied the Spy Master. 
“Very well, do you have a summary on the Prince Regent? 
“Not now.” 
“How about our Danish friends?” 
“Nothing more than you read in the papers, I am afraid. The Danes are sensitive to our disputes to 
the hereditary claims on the two duchies.” 
A steward knocked at the door carrying a tray. “Excellent timing,” said Gorber. “Pour the Minister-
President and Guild Baron a snifter for we toast the success of our agents and the illustrious 
Alchemists of Prussia.” The men touched glasses and drank. “The Guild Baron and I am keen to be updated the results of Braunbär?” von Bismarck inquired. 
My agent in Scotland Yard has confirmed that the police are looking for saboteurs and do not 
believe the bombing was instigated by home grown revolutionaries. That being said, they suspect 
the subversives to be French not Prussian,” offered Gorber. 
“What of the designs, Duke Gorber? I blew up my plant for your charade, was it worth it?” 
“Operation Braunbär was a success because of the sacrifice you made for the unification of 
Germany, Guild Baron. First there is now a plausible reason for you to delay the supply of LQ to the 
British. Next the explosion allowed us to destroy the drafting and records building to cover for the 
documents our agent stole. We have detailed plans of the Victoria to design counter measures to 
the warship. In addition, we have uncovered hundreds of innovations we can begin to include in 
the design of current and future airships and artillery,” gloated Gorber. 
“Minister President, it would mean a great deal to the Guild if any of these innovations could be 
incorporated into our processes.” added the Guild Baron. 
“Minister President I will need to conduct further operations on British soil to obtain additional 
industrial secrets. Some of what we have learned from the documents indicate other novel 
approaches in metallurgy and precision machining, are needed to master and build at the level of 
Queen Victoria’s Mechanists.” the Duke advised. 
“We cannot rely on royal bonds of matrimony to secure alliances nor depend on those affiliations 
for our security. For decades, our borders have been subject to the whims of the French, the 
Russians and a pack of squabbling Germanic Dukes. No offense meant to the present company,” 
articulated von Bismarck. 
“None taken,” replied Gorber. 
“Prussia will lead the Germanic people to a unified German Empire that will rival the French 
Russian and British Monarchies. This Empire will be fueled by alchemies of our most prestigious 
Guild and finally bring peace to our people. No longer will our lands be trodden on by foreign 
invaders,” von Bismarck declared. 
Duke Gorber had no reason to doubt the Minsters mettle to make his vision a reality. 

Tuesday the 28th of June 
11:00 AM Necronist Guild House, Ile de la Cité Paris, France 
Guild Master Saint-Yves reached the shores of France with Moreau by his side and Thomas in a 
coffin in the hold of the ship. He made his way to the headquarters of the Necronists and had been 
resting there now for several days. He remained within the walls of the compound until he was 
certain that the French and English had settled any issues connected to Angelica’s death. Of those 
that passed on Saturday he still grieved the fall of Angelica the most, Thomas was devoted but he 
was impetuous in stabbing Angelica and the Necronist Guild had its stock of rash zealots, then 
there was Oswald who Gerrard knew for only a few hours and there again he did not follow 
Gerrard’s aim to subdue Angelica and for that he surrendered his life. There would be no further 
talk of the mission today for soon the Emperor would visit the Guild Hall. The Necronist Guild 
House ironically sat next to the Cathedral of Notre Dame on the Ile de la Cité, the site of a medieval 
Hospital. The land stretched from Notre Dame all the way to the Seine. More than a house it was a 
compound, multiple interconnected buildings and deep sub-levels that many of the Guild did not 
rank high enough to enter. The site was a donation to the Necronist Guild from the Emperor 
himself on the day of his coronation. 
The Necronist viewed themselves as savants of metaphysics seeking to define the science of the 
spirit. The Church saw his brother's exploration into the afterworld as heretical and counter to the 
beliefs and teachings of the Church. If it were not for the events that took place on Napoleon 
Bonaparte’s expedition to Egypt and the work of one young Necronist in particular, the Guild may 
have become a footnote in occult history. 
The accepted reason for Napoleon’s expedition to Egypt and Syria fifty-nine years earlier was to 
establish France’s leadership in Egyptology, it was more to exhert influence in the failing Ottoman 
empire. General Napoleon sought to offset the expanding influences of England, and the Russian 
Empire by leading a French scientific expedition with a military contingent for protection; the 
mission would show his ability to project a force into the Middle East. The research detachment 
included a Metaphysicist and Guild member, Sebastian Crocus to lead the group that found the 
Rosetta Stone. The tablets provided the key to deciphering hieroglyphics and allowed for the origin 
of Egyptology through the translation of the symbols to ancient Greek and eventually to all other 
languages. 
Another discovery was made in the royal tombs, the Oraculum, stones scriptures that allowed for 
decoding messages from the ancient oracle. The Necronist Seer translated the tablets and 
instructed the General on the uses of the Oraculum. Napoleon consulted his translated version for 
every significant political decision, finding it to be indispensable, it was the secret behind what the 
world perceived as military genius. 
While the expedition devoted most of its resources to collecting antiquities and detailing the history of the ancient Egyptians; it was the Necronist Crocus who used the Rosetta stone to 
unravel the mysteries of the Egyptian priests and the experiments they were conducting to open 
and close gateways into the afterlife. These discoveries became the basis for the two areas of 
study in the Necronist Guild: divination and rejuvenation. 
Ultimately, the Guild became competent in prophecy through its research of the Oraculum and 
other works of antiquity. It was during a séance the Guild Seers traced a thread of the future where 
Napoleon took Moscow but lost his army, not through conflict with the Russian Empire but by the 
savagery of the weather and desolate land conditions. The Grand Army never left Poland; held back 
by Bonaparte’s obeying the warning of his spiritual advisor and confirmation by his own 
divination from the Oraculum. From that point, the fates of the Necronists, France, and Napoleon 
Bonaparte were inextricably linked. 
Gerrard was snapped out of his daydreaming by the appearance of Emperor Napoleon’s entourage 
arriving at the Necronist Guild House. He was still depleted from Angelica’s assault but his 
presence was required when the Dictator came to visit. The special detail of imperial guardsman 
rode on horseback, entering the courtyard then taking position to protect the area. The rest of the 
guard deployed around the perimeter of the Necronist campus. Two steam carriages entered the 
gates of the campus, the first carried Dr. Phila, Gold Seer, Napoleon’s personal surgeon. 
The second car, an imperial carriage, pulled up in front of the large double doored entrance to the 
Guild House. An imperial guard stood waiting at the ready and opened the door for the Emperor 
of France, who in the next year would celebrate his ninetieth birthday. 
Dr. Phila made haste to reach the entrance before the Emperor exited his car to speak to his 
brethren. “Master Crocus, why wasn’t I given more notice, I appear a fool to his majesty as I have 
no reason to insist he receives another treatment so soon.” 
High Guild Master Crocus was in the courtyard along with his assistants to meet the Emperor. 
“Saint-Yves has made an impressive acquisition, and we decided it would please his Highness to 
receive this new medium directly,” Crocus instructed under his breath. 
Napoleon stepped up to the Wyrding of Necronists. 
“How well you look, your Majesty,” crooned Crocus. 
“Sebastian,” acknowledged the Emperor. The two men looked at each other with genuine affection 
and exchanged a handshake that was almost a hug. No one else had this relationship with the 
Sovereign of France. A cursory observer would guess that Sebastian was twenty years the senior 
to the Emperor yet he was ten years younger, Crocus was prudent in his use of revitalization, he 
did not fear death like his Monarch did. 
The assembly made their way through the verdant garden, the blossoms were in full bloom. A 
placid summer day, it was a serene yet contrasting scene: the pleasant trickling of the fountain 
maintained by Necronist novices dressed in black cloaks appeared to be in mourning of a loved 
one, not gardening. The inner forum served as a transition from the outside to the interior of the administration building among remnants from the medieval hospital built by the Church. Savants 
and followers of the most powerful guild in France lingered at the entrance. The huge doors were 
open letting the warm summer air mix with the cool interior atmosphere of the stone building. 
The large cast iron doors were covered in vignettes of the cult’s history. The party’s pace was 
deliberate traveling through the solemn gothic hallways to the verticulator that lead to the sub-
levels. 
Few were admitted beyond the entrance to the Cenaculum Mortale Rejuvination, the chamber of 
mortal rejuvenation. The crowning achievement of the Necronists, where life could be extended 
and living tissue regenerated. The elite savants of Necronist arts, known as the white wyrding 
under the leadership of Guild Master Hume conducted research into the world of metaphysics and 
improved techniques to tap into and control spiritual energy. 
Gerrard was toward the rear of the retinue as they entered the ante-chamber the Guild had gone 
to considerable effort to represent the space as Egyptian to remind the Emperor of the expedition 
to Egypt that cemented the alliance between Napoleon and Crocus. Gerrard new better than 
anyone it was what Hume and he had studied in Haiti that had provided the significant 
breakthroughs in divine energy transmission not Egyptian tablets. What his dead paramour could 
manage with sticks and her incantations the Guild had industrialized to make the process 
reproducible by those that had limited spiritual talent, like Crocus and others. 
Here the King’s personal bodyguards took a position as sentries either side of the double metal 
doors within the ante-chamber. They followed every movement of their liege with exception to his 
study and sleeping quarters and beyond this point at the guild house. 
Inscribed above a small narrow archway that was the entrance to the most sacred space of the 
Necronist Guild was: 
Through Death, I am Humiliated 
Through Death I am Exalted 
The enclave moved through a narrow passage that compel ed the company to move through in 
single file. Great effort had been made to leave an entrant with the claustrophobic quality of delving 
into an ancient mausoleum. This was another place where French Imperial protocols were 
ignored, Crocus led the group into the chamber rather than all walking behind the Emperor. The 
inner chamber was simply constructed, a large pyramid shaped vault of stone, with walls covered 
with carved inscriptions. The permanent objects in the chamber; centered in the room on a raised 
dais were the Conoptic vessel, the tub where a subject was treated and an ornate cantilevered 
armature that upheld the lid of the tub. Both the tub and its cap were sculpted out of alabaster. 
Purposely hidden beneath the vessel were the piping, tubes, and conduits that connected the tub 
to the complex process that drove the of the chamber one level below. The necronist’s brought a 
scientific and industrial approach to the manipulation of supernatural forces but went to great lengths to hide the appliances to create mystery and to leave the Emperor with the illusion it was 
the Guild Masters themselves that imbued him with life-force. 
Saint-Yves and the other Guild Masters took their positions around the tub. Only these few Masters 
and Dr. Philas understood the extent of the treatments and how dependent the Emperor had 
become on this secret process to his lively state at such an advanced age. 
No one spoke until the Emperor started conversation. It was important to leave the King with an 
impression that the Guild Masters were subordinate and humbled in his presence. 
“What happened to you Guild Master, an experiment gone awry?” questioned Napoleon, grinning 
at Gerrard. 
“My Emperor, this scourge was inflicted upon me while in service to you my liege and to the Guild. 
It is a small price to pay to secure the medium we will use for today’s therapy,” replied Saint-Yves. 
Crocus interceded, “My Emperor and dear friend, Guild Master Saint-Yves has made extensive 
sacrifices and was in mortal danger to secure this special spiritual medium to infuse into the 
healing bath, and your interceding on our behalf with the British government helped to secure his 
safety and assure we have the full complement of Masters to conduct the infusion.” Crocus was 
more carnival huckster now that a metaphysical savant prepared to say just about anything to 
build illusion in the monarch’s mind. 
“Your service to the Empire has always been exemplary Guild Master and I hope that your 
brethren wil provide you a similar treatment to reverse your unfortunate state, as to the English 
you can be assured that your personal protection is a priority of the Empire.” Stated Bonaparte as 
he removed his sash and sword. 
“Thank you, your Majesty for my safe passage back from London and soon I too will have this 
mortal damage repaired,” replied Gerrard, wondering if the Corsican even could remember 
Gerrard’s name. Crocus and the other Masters had gone to great extent to leave Napoleon with the 
impression that his treatments required a full complement of Guild Masters, he might just think of 
us as important tools to extend his life. 
“Excellent. All will be right for you and I soon enough,” said Napoleon “I was wondering why you 
called for a treatment outside of the usual schedule.” The Emperor’s traditional treatments took 
place every three months. 
Dr. Philas helped Napoleon out of his uniform, placing the items on a portable suit valet. The 
Physician, a high-level Necronist was reduced to the duties of valet as he unbuttoned the 
Emperor’s shirt. 
“Saint-Yves, I appreciate all you have done for the Empire you sure you shouldn’t take some time in 
the chamber first?” recommended Napoleon. Gerard was pleasantly surprised that the King 
remembered his name and offered to wait. 
He had a different plan for his treatment as he touched the ampule in his coat, “Thank you, your Grace, but the rejuvenation of a Guild master is a different process and takes preparation” replied 
Gerrard. Crocus shot Gerrard a sly smile of approval for his comment. I too can be a huckster, and 
the ringmaster approves. 
The self-coronated Emperor of France used the wooden steps near the conoptic tub to reach the 
edge of the huge stone vessel and lowering himself into the ichor. “Can one of you discover a less 
foul and cold substance to be immersed in?” The King made a face of disgust as he limped into the 
viscous pool. 
“We are constantly researching improvements, your Majesty,” replied Dr. Philas. 
The High Guild Master used the cantilevered arm to lower the massive lid of the tub into place. The 
other Guild Masters secured the seal of the tub, “All is in place” relayed Guild Master Hume, the 
Chamber Master. The entourage left the interior chamber once they were sure Napoleon was 
sequestered. Dr. Philas rolled out the Emperor’s clothes, Hume removed the steps, leaving the 
chamber empty but for the diminutive man in the tub. All the Master’s exited through a secret 



passage that led to stairs to the mechanical level. At the end of the treatment, the Guild masters 
would approach the chamber through the antechamber leaving the bodyguards wondering how 
the Seers exited. 
Hume signaled for the treatment to begin as the other Guild Masters left to fulfill other duties, in 
the case of Gerrard he had an interest in seeing how Hume had adapted the process to transfer the 
contents of Angelica’s Orb. 
He followed Hume through the walkways that passed between the large pieces of equipment and 
had a seat by the main control station. He was easily tired in his current state. 
The mechanical level was a hive of activity, looking more like the boiler room of a steamship than a 
spiritual sanctum. Lower order necronists of the White Wyrding monitored the equipment worked 
the valves, adjusted the gas levels, read gauges and scurried to double check the various 
subsystems that made up the rejuvenation process. 
“So, Hume how did you deal with the material not coming in an ampule?” asked Gerrard. 
“I must agree with the man in the tub you should get treated immediately,” said Hume. 
“After him, you can treat me” 
“How bad is it?” asked Hume. 
“Do you remember when Lafayette had poisoned us all with the soul worm and how bad you felt 
just before Huey returned and we were given the antidote?” 
“Oh yes, all my bones hurt and I was filled with such a fear because I felt my spirit waste away…” 
“Wel , it’s like that again but worse because I’m older with less constitution. I never thought I would 
live this long to feel this bad again,” Gerrard laughed at himself. 
“Why didn’t you have me go? I didn’t have the same emotional connection the two of you had. It had to be horrible to see” said Gerrard’s friend. 
“It was a complete, fucking failure Arno, tragic. Just as I thought I was getting through to her or at 
least felt we could keep talking that nitwit Englishman comes through a wall like he is Merlin the 
Magnificent. Oh, the look on his face when she cast this illusion and he realized he had lost 
concentration I will never forget it. You should have seen her Arno, she was ten times the Hougan 
Lafayette was, no entourage to augment her power just her. Hell, she even summoned the old 
witch doctor to scourged my life force. I have spent my whole life with a hole in my heart because 
we were apart but always had the hope of seeing her again to offset it now that is gone. 
Hume looked at Gerrard for a few moments as if he was going to say something then he patted 
Gerrard on his shoulder. “I can’t fix that broken heart of yours but I will prepare a nice bath for 
you later, guaranteed to take five years off your life or in your case twenty. 
“Look here this is our traditional transfer chamber,” he pointed and a metal chamber with a glass 
door It looked sturdy and industrial. Gerrard was familiar with the design. “Our ampules have metal 
contactors to allow a current to pass through the ampule and conduct the spiritual essence into 
the machine. The contacts slip into the four electrodes you see there. Of course, the orb does not 
have contacts so we need to crack it open then conduct current through it, without allowing the 
spirit to escape. Now look over here,” said Hume as he pointed at a heavy bronze sphere with a 
large glass portal, it looked like a deep-sea diver’s helmet. “I crafted a special chamber with a holder 
for the orb, see how it holds the orb.” 
Gerrard looked and observed through the portal inside the bronze sphere the glass orb was held in 
a set of prongs suspending it in the center, within the glass the swirling smoke could be seen. 
“Now I throw this switch and we now bypass the conductor through this chamber” Hume patted 
the bronze sphere. “To get the spirit essence into et viventem perpetua, the machine of everlasting 
life, we need to approximate what is going on inside the ampule’s soul serum. To do this, I will 
now pump a gaseous coagulation agent, this gives the immaterial spirit something to cling to in 
the material world," He turned a faucet handle and pressed a button and a pump reciprocated 
pushing a pinkish fume into the chamber. 
“Gerrard go lie down, you look if you might keel over from the boredom of this technical session," 
“No, please continue this is a once in a lifetime treatment I want to see how you are doing it," 
replied Gerrard, he was not bored he was just tired. 
Hume pushed a button causing green lights around the floor to signal the others to man their 
stations “I begin now.” Hume smiled, “This reminds me of the early days when we first began 
experimenting,” said Hume. The hall filled with the thrum of dynamos and the calls of men as they 
read off the variables from gauges and levels. Pumps started to recirculate the ichor. 
“The electrodes will be pressed into the orb causing it to crack mixing the aether gas and spirit, 
after an initial reaction the electrodes would have current applied and conduct the medium into 
the chamber.” Hume watched through the thick glass portal, and the pinkish mist of the aether gas 
he hand-operated a micrometer that slowly pressed the electrode prongs against the orb surface. 
He peered in to see when cracks appeared in the glass then with a sudden pop the orb shatter 
instantly starting the reaction. Hume lunged to the initiation button as fast as he could. His palm 
slammed down on the button. Current coursed through the viewing chamber and the spirit form 
could be seen to coagulate then catch on the current running from bottom to top. See how the 
essence caught on the current then was pulled up and out of the chamber?” Hume asked. 
“I didn’t. You blocked the view to the window.” 
“Hume what do you think the punishment is for conducting untried experiments on the 
Emperor?” asked Gerrard. 
“I am not sure but I would beg for leniency on Crocus’ behalf,” said Hume, as he isolated the gas to 
the chamber and waited for it to clear. The spirit energy was induced into the ichor recirculation 
loop that flowed through the tub and would be absorbed by the Emperor. The Guild Master 
signaled to shut down the current and the dynamo system He opened his pocket watch and 
squinted to make out the numbers on the watch face in the dim gaslight. 
“Gerrard, he will need to soak for an hour then figure an hour to prepare your treatment why don’t 
you have a rest in your office until then.” 
Saint-Yves couldn’t argue with the advice from his friend. 


* * * 
 1:00 PM Chilton House City of London 
“What’s this I hear Strathmore is designated the Trustee on the Moya trust?” barked Oscar Owens 
as he stormed into Lester Chilton’s office unannounced, without even a cursory knock at the door. 
Lester looked up from the documents he was reviewing, “Yes Oscar, the wills of both Emilio and 
Hernando Moya were explicit that all the bequests and their estates were to be entrusted to Mr. 
Strathmore and managed in the New York Office.” 
“There must be something awry with the documents, have you advised our solicitors to review 
them?” huffed Owens. 
“Why are you so upset about this?” asked Chilton. 
“The Moya family has been long-standing clients and managed by this office for decades. Lester, 
they were your father’s client for God’s sake, why are we losing them?” Owen’s fired on his 
younger partner. 
Lester stood up and leaned over his desk. “Owens, we’re not losing them they are transferring to 
our office in America. It’s natural they be managed from that part of the world most of the 
holdings are over there.” Owens was surprised by the heat in the tone of Chilton’s voice. “Oscar, I 
want this whole affair with the Moyas behind us. If we were to take issue with the currently 
drawn documents, the trust could be put into question by half the people in Portugal looking to 
grab a share of the fortune. We would watch the estate dwindle and spend our days in court with every frivolous claim. Let it go quietly to New York.” 
“This is how it starts, Lester, they take our clients then one day London is reporting to America.” 
“And your name will still be on the door collecting a partner share of the profits, including the fees 
charged to the Moya estate under Strathmore’s supervision.” 
“Lester, I am not done with this matter.” Owens had no argument Chilton was correct, it was best 
to not stir the pot. “I have a client waiting but I would like you to think about what I have said. .” 
He closed the door on his way out of Lester’s office. 


* * * 
 Outside in the seating area, a well-dressed oriental man lingered. “Mr. Lin I am Oscar Owens the 
Managing Partner, please join me in our boardroom.” Jimmy Lin stood up putting his gloves in his 
hat and shook Owens’ hand. “A pleasure, Mr. Owens you have an impressive office, I must say.” 
The two men settled at the end of the boardroom table. “I went over the documents and there are a 
few Items I would like to clear up.” While Owens talked, Jimmy set his leather attaché on the table 
and unlatched the leather clasps removing similar documents. Jimmy beamed. 
“Mr. Lin, Chilton, Owens, and Strathmore, is one of a select few merchant banks that a Monarch 
calls upon in times of financial strain, we have been fortunate because of our reputation and the 
work we take on.” 
Jimmy stared at him. 
“What I mean to say is that in the City there are many fine financial institutions that handle trusts 
and while we are pleased that you desire to work with us I don’t believe we have the right trustee 
for your situation.” 
“Was there something wrong with the documents, I had them drawn up by Davis and Yorke.” 
Jimmy knew where this was going he would have fun with the fat man along the way. “Oh no, they 
are fine solicitors, in fact, Elton Davis started here in our council office. retorted Owens “That is 
what he told me,” said Jimmy, “then is it that I’m a Chink?” 
“Mr. Lin, Chilton has been banking in Asia for decades with one of the first and now largest offices 
in Hong Kong” consoled Owens. 
“That is good because I do a lot of business over there and you can help.” Jimmy pulled out a 
Mahogany box and set it in front of Owens and opened the lid. Nestled inside the velvet lining was 
a loaf of gold made up of ten 100-gram gold ingots slices. “I have a truck arriving in twenty minutes 
to deliver Seventeen-hundred-sixty-seven 100 gram ingots to be stored in your vault and to fund 
these three trusts. So, you don’t have a problem I'm Chinese, the paperwork has been completed 
by the best solicitor in London and the funding will be here any moment.” 
Jimmy continued, “That leaves only one issue I can think of, You may have heard a rumor, idle 
gossip of the ignorant. That my partners and I are involved in unscrupulous business. The word 
you may even be thinking of is gangster, and what if this were true? Now you might think I am a liability to your precious Chilton House, no, on the contrary, I would be an asset. Once the streets of 
London know you are Master Lo’s Banker no one would be foolish enough to steal from your vaults 
again. You could leave the door wide open and not one criminal would think to touch a shilling.” He 
paused,”That’s if the rumors were true.” 
Owen sat for several moments looking at the gold. “Let me get a clerk in here to witness the 
documents and to inform the doorman to expect the truck.” Owens stuck out his hand to shake 
Jimmy’s “I want you to know how important your business is to Chilton House. Your bullion will 
be under my personal attention and stored in the partner vault, only our top clients have this 
honor and only partners have the combination. Be sure to let your associates know that is how 
much we value your business.” 
Jimmy shook his hand “You have lived up to your reputation, Mr. Owens. There is the matter of 
this one trust,” Jimmy slid the documents across the table. 
“Yes, the White Angel trust. I found that one interesting, and might I suggest that I personally take 
the role of Trustee?” 
“I couldn’t think of a better person Mr. Owens. As to the first matter of business once the bullion 
is in your possession I want you to liquidate enough of the gold to pounds’ sterling then fund your 
investment strategy leaving some cash liquid for the purchase of an appropriate residence.” 
“Consider it done,” Owens replied. 
“Excellent, and one final instruction, the beneficiary is never to learn that I am the source of these 
funds. If she does and I hear it came from your lips then.. well, I’m sure you understand that would 
be unpalatable for me.,” Jimmy just stared at the old man for a moment before continuing. “Can you 
put the gold in this box into the vault with the rest of the boxes? For your accounts that will make 
it one thousand-seven-hundred and seventy-seven ingots.” The clerk knocked at the door. “Mr. 
Owens I am here to witness and certify signatures.” “Come in, come in,” replied Owens. The clerk 
opened the box he carried and set out an inkwell, several pens and stamps. The clerk turned to 
Jimmy Lin. “You can begin signing documents at any time. Do you have a pen?” 


* * * 
 3:00 PM Necronist Guild House Ile de la Cité Paris France 
Guild Master Hume entered Gerrard’s office. Gerrard laid on a chaise lounge with a migraine and 
arthritic pains in his hands and knees. “How did the Emperor’s treatment go?” inquired Gerrard. 
“Too well. I would say we stripped off fifteen years of aging. Doctor Philas suggested that the 
Emperor take a sabbatical to Versailles and limit his exposure to the public. I agreed,” advised 
Hume. 
“It will be interesting to see how long the effects are sustained.” commented Gerrard, his eyes 
closed as the light intensified the migraine. 
“We have readied the chamber for you brother,” informed Hume. 
“Can you help me up?” Gerrard began lifting himself up but was lacking energy and strength to 
move. “Yes, brother” Hume helped Gerrard to his feet. His breathing became labored from the 
exertion. 
As they walked through the mechanical room Gerrard stopped. “Are you alright, we are almost to 
the chamber,” asked Hume. “I would like to check something, I will meet you inside.” Hume 
continued down the walkway towards the stairs that led to the tub room. Saint-Yves made his way 
towards the transfer chamber but ran out of energy. He looked around for someone to help that 
would not question what he planned to do. “You, technician, give me a hand.” 
With the assistance of the technician, Gerrard made his way back to where he watched Hume 
transfer the spirits from the orb. The system was switched back to the traditional transfer 
chamber. The Guild Master opened the transfer chamber that held an ampule. Removing and 
slipping it into his pocket, he reached inside his jacket and held out the ampule that contained 
Angelica’s essence. He gazed through it then placed the article between the electrodes in the 
chamber. 
The technician watched as he changed the vials. “What is your name, Acolyte?” 
“Bertan,” the young Acolyte replied. 
Gerrard closed the chamber, “Please help me into the inner chamber Acolyte.” 
“But I am not permitted inside the sacred chamber,” he replied. 
“I need your assistance. Let me rest my weary body on your shoulder, it will be alright. Acolyte, you 
have no reason to mention what you think you might have seen,” warned Gerrard. 
When they stepped through the inner door Hume bellowed, “Bertran, what are you doing?” 
“Hume, I asked him to assist me it is not his doing,” Gerrard explained. 
Hume moved to help Gerrard. “Thank you, Acolyte, I will aid the Guild Master from here.” 
Hume whispered to Gerrard, “We must get you treatment quickly your judgment has been 
affected.” 
“I have suffered from poor judgment prior to the attack, I was just able to cover better when I had 
energy,” muttered Gerrard. 
Hume assisted Saint-Yves in disrobing placing the garments of the Guild Master on the hanger of 
the portable valet. While hanging Gerrard’s jacket Hume felt the ampule. He reached into the 
pocket, recognized the object and the number noted on it while looking back at Saint-Yves to see if 
he witnessed him discover the ampule. He had not, Gerrard was occupied with steadying himself 
while removing his clothes. He slid it back into the pocket where he found it. 
Hume assisted Gerrard into the tub. The Guild Master already seemed to be receiving some relief 
just floating in the ichor. 
Hume secured the tub assuring that the vessel was sealed. The Chamber Master pushed the stand 
with Saint-Yves clothes as he walked out of the inner chamber and sealed the door. He then 
removed the ampule from Gerrard’s clothes and walked to the conversion chamber to initiate the 
process. The vial in the chamber had no number, it had never been entered into inventory. He 
switched the unrecorded ampule for the numbered selected for the treatment. Safeties were 
released, cogs engaged and current applied with the push of a button. 
Gerard would be rejuvenated from the life essence of another, but not the one he had planned on. 
Hume slipped the unnumbered ampule into his jacket pocket. 

Wednesday the 29th of June 
10:13 AM Scotland Yard 
Three days had passed since Keane’s funeral and four had gone by since Dolly and Burton 
resolved the Chilton case. Dolly's face was almost completely healed. He sat outside Commissioner 
Mayne’s office waiting to prepare for an appointment at 10 Downing Street. 
The door opened and Dolly shot to his feet. 
“You ready Detective?” 
“Yes, ready as I’ll ever be, Sir,” Dolly said tapping the back of his case journal that he held against 
his chest and wondering why he was called to the Prime Minister. 
“Alright, then I have a carriage out front waiting for us,” advised Mayne. 
Once in the privacy of the carriage, the commissioner was prepared to share more with Dolly. 
“Apparently, the Prime Minister and the Home Secretary have requested an audience directly from 
you regarding the Chilton Case,” informed Mayne. 
“The bleeding Prime Minister? Do you know specifically why? Is it an interest in the case, the 
victim, or my performance?” queried Dolly. 
“You did shoot a man who has diplomatic privileges in the country who was assisting you in the 
capture of a murderer,” replied Commissioner Mayne. Dolly wondered if Mayne was coaching him 
on an inquiry regarding his behavior and not the case. 
“Wel better you shot a Silver Seer than a Guild Master, that could have turned into a full-blown 
international incident" assured Mayne. 
"Yes, Sir," Dolly replied staring at the floor of the carriage searching for an answer to where this could go. There was the issue of how the Chilton Murder case so gruesomely ended, loose ends like 
the missing Gold or it could easily be his treatment of diplomats. 
The newspapers have had field day printing stories of reports of spirits invading Lambeth. 
Tel them straight, Dolly and we will get through this.” Mayne explained. 
Welch at the Guardian had been hounding Dolly for an interview on his phantom killer, the 
columnist’s name for the murderer of Chilton and Moya. Maybe it could be just a talk about 
managing the press. “Thank you, Sir” Dolly was worried. He was just the right level of authority to 
be made an example of between the governments. This had to be about the shooting. 
The meeting was held in a drawing room, an informal atmosphere. It was just the four men in 
attendance: Dolly, the current Prime Minister, Edward Smith-Stanley the 14th earl of Derby, Mayne 
and his boss the Home Secretary Horatio Walpole. 
“I asked you and Commissioner Mayne to brief the Prime Minister on the particulars of the 
Chilton case.” said the Home Secretary, addressing Dolly. 
“Before Detective Williamson gets into the case, I would just like to get on the record. .” started 
Mayne. 
“There’ll be no record of this meeting commissioner” interrupted the Earl of Derby. 
“Yes, Sir…” Mayne was on his back foot. “What I mean to say, Sir, is the Detective is one of our best 
men when it comes to sousing out the facts of a case and has always shown high character and 
tact when on a case.” 
“This tact and discipline includes conducting investigations with occultists and shooting French 
dignitaries,” inserted Derby. There it is. 
“From what the Home Secretary has told me we have a situation that has our national interest at 
stake and I want to hear your side of this Detective. Everything you know.” Derby continued 
ignoring Mayne’s appeal. 
“I was called on to investigate the death of Sir Francis Chilton the financier. His body was found at 
his London home, he had not told his family why he was returning to London and no one knew of 
his whereabouts for nearly two days. The condition of the body was unlike anything I had seen 
before and I requested the assistance of Rose Caldwell, a local occultist.” 
“Why did you call on her, may I ask? This city is full of fortune tel ers.” the PM queried. 
“We have a history.” 
“The Milton murders,” Walpole injected looking at the Prime Minister in a way that left Dolly with 
the impression they had discussed them at some point. 
“and I trust her assessments,” Dolly finished his sentence. 
“Go on,” prodded the PM. 
“Over the following fortnight, the body of Señor Emilio Moyo was found at the Carlton in the same 
condition as Chilton, excuse me, Sir Chilton. Then two bodies were found in the Vault at the 
Chilton House. In the case of the two guards, they had been shot. 
The Home Secretary requested a meeting where I was introduced to Guild Master Saint-Yves, a 
French Diplomat, and Guild Master. He shared that a similar murder had occurred in the colony of 
Haiti to Emilio’s Brother, Hernando and that they suspected a Voodoo Priestess named Angelica du 
Haiti. 
Sister Rose, sorry Rose Caldwell had an invention capable of detecting and imprinting spectral 
incidents on photographic plates. She showed me an image of an African woman in the room with 
Moya at the Carlton. 
I now had two independent sources pointing at Ms. Du Haiti, so while I had some certainty as to the 
identity of the suspect, I did not have a motive or an idea as to where to find her. 
I received a document from Sir Lester that his father had in his possession. It was Don Ernesto’s last will and testament. In the pages, Don Ernesto Moya declared he had an affair with a Haitian 
slave on his plantation after the death of his wife. He had his will changed to acknowledge the 
mother and his daughter and provide them an inheritance. There lies the motive of Angelica, 
cheated of her inheritance by the Moya brothers in collusion with the elder Chilton, she sought 
vengeance. 
It appears Sir Chilton conspired with the sons to make Don Ernesto’s will disappear and then 
Hernando ran the mother and daughter off the plantation. What they had not planned on was 
their half-sister becoming a practitioner of Voodoo. 
“Voodoo, Detective?” asked Walpole, clarifying what he just heard. 
The PM sat in silence taking in Dolly’s story. 
“A practicing Voodoo Witch she used arcane methods to kill the Moyas and Sir Chilton. Her tactics 
were quite wicked, she did not just kill the men she damned their souls to an eternal limbo. I 
suspect that she was stealing Chilton's gold to make up for what she was swindled out of by him 
and the Moyas.” 
“And that’s when the guards were shot, not Voodoo’d?” asked the PM. 
“There is that loose end, I surmise they were shot when they discovered the robbery. Given her 
abilities to enthrall victims either it was by Chilton himself under her control or accomplices. 
What was taken was of a substantial weight. So, I suspect she or Chilton had help moving the gold. 
"Have you retrieved the gold? We are receiving pressure from the younger Chilton to its 
whereabouts?" voiced Derby. 
“Actually the murder of the two guards and the theft of the gold is not my case. That happened in 
the City of London and is under their jurisdiction.” replied Dol y. 
“Tel us about the night of the Twenty-fourth at 412 Pilton Road,” requested Walpole. 
“Before you proceed I want to revisit your comment that this woman was a Voodoo Witch.” 
Dol y followed up, “to be specific, my understanding is that Ms. du Haiti was the high priestess of 
the Voodooists and a very powerful enchantress. Therefore, the Necronists were intent on her 
capture.” 
“Or death,” added Mayne. 
“Yes, there’s the matter of her death.” Said, Derby. 
“Very messy,” injected Walpole. 
Dol y opened his journal and looked over his notes on the night of the 24th. 
“On the night of the 24th Detective Burton and I was surveilling the address in question. We 
observed Ms. Rose Caldwell enter the residence, shortly after her arrival the Necronists and Lord 
Oswald entered the home.” 
“Oswald, what a thunder there has been regarding his demise. His Lodge cronies are looking for justice on his part,” accounted the P.M. 
“When I entered the residence, he was already dead. Might I say in a most gruesome way she had 
mashed him into the wall,” replied Dolly. 
“So, it was Ms. du Haiti who killed him?” asked Derby. 
“That is what Guild Master Gerrard and Ms. Caldwel reported.” 
Derby pressed, “When do we get to the point where you shoot this Seer Thomas?” 
“When I entered the room, I made it clear that I was with the Metropolitan police service 
investigating a crime in the process, I was gaining control of the scene. I observed that both Guild 
Master Saint-Yves. and Seer Thomas we're chanting an incantation. Earlier in the week, Miss 
Caldwell had given me an amulet to protect me against the magic of Ms. du Haiti. 
This amulet alerted me to the danger to myself and the safety of my fellow officer. I told the men to 
cease and desist so that I could ascertain if it was them or another source that was engaging the 
ward Rose gave me. They did not comply, so I could only assume that it was them who meant to do 
harm unto me and Burton, that is when I fired my pistol,” recounted the Detective. 
“Do you have this amulet with you? 
“I do” 
May I examine it?” requested the Prime Minister. 
Dol y removed the metal disk from his watch chain and passed it across the table to the Prime 
Minister who regarded it thoughtfully, then handed it to the Home Secretary. 
“We may all need one of these. What of it’s maker this Rose Caldwell?” asked Derby. 
“She assisted in apprehending the murderer as wel as helped to protect me and officer Burton. 
Rose is not a fanatic she is a woman of faith but has found a different way to practice her beliefs,” 
explained Dol y with admiration. 
The Prime Minister leaned back in his chair, “Is there anything else you would like to add, Detective 
Williamson?” 
Dol y thought for a moment, should I mention that Angelica might still be alive if he hadn't given 
Gerrard and his companions the time or that Detective Keane was enthralled by Angelica, nearly 
killed me and I only escaped because Keane killed himself. 
“No sir, I am prepared for whatever your decision might be,” expressed Dolly. 
“Decision? I’m not following you, Detective,” Derby queried. 
“The matter of me shooting a foreign diplomat, and disciplinary action” 
“What gave you that impression?” asked Walpole. 
Dolly looked to Mayne, “I assumed that was the purpose of the meeting.” 
“Detective Williamson I envy you that you have had the pleasure of shooting a Frenchman, 
particularly one of those grim-faced death worshipers. You showed restraint trying to just wing 
him," praised the Prime Minister. 
All the men chuckled, but Dolly. 
"As far as the diplomatic impact. The French position is that if the Crown saw fit to drop charges 
against Guild Master Saint-Yves, they would consider Seer Thomas as a casualty in the 
apprehension of a murderess fugitive. I have settled the matter with Anou,” the PM continued. 
Walpole injected, “Detective, the Prime Minister agrees that these home-grown Occultists such as 
Oswald and his Lodge, the Witch from the colonies or the Necronists from the continent all have ill 
will for the Crown. It is our government’s duty to put in safeguards." 
“Detective, can I please see your Journal?” Dolly handed the leather-bound book to the Prime 
Minister. The Earl of Derby set it on the table between Dolly and himself. He leaned into Dolly, 
“Williamson how does a man fall asleep at night knowing these types of dangers walks the streets 
of London? I for one have enough keeping me up,” Derby inquired as he tapped his index finger on 
the journal 
Walpole Continued “Fredrick we are in the Nineteenth Century now, and every day we learn more 
about how to bend the laws of physics and metaphysics to our will. You have been to the coal face 
and seen what those of mal intent are prepared to do with this knowledge. I want you to form a 
division of the Metropolitan Police Detective Branch to deal with those who practice the dark arts 
and chose evil ways.” 
“Ministers, are you authorizing Detective Williamson to lead a special branch?” Questioned 
Commissioner Mayne. Clearly, Mayne had no idea what these two men were planning. 
“I am. Detective Williamson would lead a branch of occult detection and prevention to protect our 
country against internal and external supernatural threats.” concluded the P.M. 
Dol y could not believe what he was hearing. “How serious are you about this Prime Minister?” 
“Quite. This business with the Haitian and the explosion over at the Gas Works has drawn 
suspicion that our enemies and the weapons they are prepared to use against us are not the 
conventional weapons of war. We need to have some domestic defense that is also 
unconventional.” 
Dol y knew the test to determine the commitment they were prepared to make. 
“Prime Minister, I will accept the position if Rose Caldwell can become a constable of the 
Metropolitan police force.” 

Friday the 2nd of July 
11:20 AM Rose Caldwel ’s Rooms 
Sister Rose wrote in her journal all the details she recalled from her out of body experience. The 
sounds, smells, the words Angelica spoke, everything she could remember including the 
incantation used in the Pwen Hanan. 
There was a knock at the door. Rose was not expecting a visitor. She closed the journal and placed 
into a lockbox in the bottom drawer of her writing desk. 
She peered through a view port she had installed in the door. It was Dolly. 
Rose unlatched the locks on the door and let her friend in, he looked sour. 
"What has got you in these parts, looking for new rooms?" chided Rose. 
“Could be I had a meeting two days ago with the Home Secretary and the Prime Minister.” 
“What about?” said Rose as she locked the door and walked past Dolly. “Tea?” 
“No thanks. I had to explain how my murder investigation literally turned into a witch hunt and 
why I found myself shooting French diplomats." 
"Why did you shoot him?" She pressed. 
"Lower rank, thicker legs,” Dolly replied. 
"I must say, Dolly, it truly shocked me when that pistol fired.” 
“That is what shocked you, not the remains of Lord Oswald mixed with the plaster wall?" followed 
Dolly. 
“You can’t imagine witnessing that scene Dolly, it was fantastic how she used her powers.” Rose 
put a kettle on over an alcohol burner she had for heating. 
"You seem a bit taken by the sorceress,” he suggested. 
Rose paused, teething her lip. Do I share with him what I was shown, how much I now know of 
her? "We had a connection, I do not think she is all bad." 
“I understand she was swindled out of her inheritance but there is a better way to acquire justice. 
You murder people, the police come looking; turning Keane on me was more than I could take.” 
“Her father waited until he died to legitimize her birthright. Her brothers sold her off to a 
plantation as a slave,” Rose retorted. 
“I didn’t come here to argue the fine points of why a murderess was given the hard knocks of life. If 
being hard done by is a just cause, half all the convicts in England would be set free. You see Rose, 
Angelica may have been alright knowing the consequences of killing her family were she would 
hang, and that was worth the satisfaction of getting revenge, but she never looked at the other lives lost in the process. Keane, those two guards they didn’t disown her they never caused her 
harm.” He was clenching the brim of his hat as he spoke. 
“Dolly, the Scot has gotten hold of you. I’m not your enemy. I never said she was justified in her 
actions or even that Moya and Chilton deserved to die. I only said that she wasn’t all bad.” 
“I don’t doubt that any person is all bad or all good for that matter. Anyhow I didn’t come here to 
argue about her, I came to tell you, You’re right. The incident with Keane showed me the stakes are 
different, higher. These people aren’t cut from the same cloth as you and I, they have power and 
are prepared to use it mercilessly. Du Haiti turned Keane on me, and I think if Saint-Yves could 
have, he and his Seer would have done the same to you, Burton and me turning us on each other 
like rabid dogs. Saint-Yves knew where she was hiding and didn’t tell me. He had no intention of 
taking her alive.” 
“Dol y, I was invited to experience Angelica’s past before the Seers arrived. She was peacefully 
employing tarot, she saw how the night would play out. Angelica left me with the feeling that 
perhaps it was her last night on earth.” whispered Rose. 
Dol y moved into the single ratty chair Rose kept in her rooms. “Remember how we first met, well 
not the very first time, but in that cellar? I went down there with a lot of assumptions. I figured 
that you were helping Milton and he was some type of pedophile. I thought that al men could be 
brought down with the shot of a pistol. 
I came out of that cellar with less confidence in pistols and with what my eyes showed me. I am a 
bit more cautious in jumping to conclusions or that my allies have the same intentions I do,” He 
finished.” 
“Alright then, you if you didn’t come here to rehash events, why did you come?” Rose asked as she 
poured the hot water over loose tea in her cup. 
Dol y thought for a moment. There would be no going back and he needed to know if this was 
going to work. It wasn’t but a fortnight when he was here and Rose said she wanted to learn from 
the murderer. “Rose I need to know what you and Angelica discussed before the Necronists 
arrived. You were alone with her for some time, nearly a half hour. What were you two up to?” 
“I may as well tell you I need to share it with someone. She revealed to me that she killed he 
brother in Haiti, she channeled me there, back in time to witness the event. I was in her head, but 
it felt as if I was there - the smells, the sounds, the sight, her thoughts the feelings of anguish and 
betrayal. This is when I sensed what was good in her and what drove her to act out and take life. 
The conflict of being in the home where she grew up, facing the person who sent his own blood to 
be a slave. away to the heinous scourge of slavery; his own blood to be a slave. I also experienced 
the power to damn him, and in the process, I learned what I wanted. I was brought back to that 
room with the full extent of her knowledge and power. Sadly, it’s from such a dark place, just 
thinking of it makes me feel a deep despair.” 
Dolly left his chair and came closer to his friend. He pul ed out the ward she had made for him, it was still attached to the end of his watch chain. Rose looked down at the amulet, as Dol y 
encouraged her, “I trust it’s still you in there, Rose. That you can process the evil and goodness of 
someone like Angelica, and have clarity of how the wicked was her undoing in the end.” 
“I do indeed, Detective.” 
“Does this thing still work or did those blathering mystics foul it up when they tried to hex me?” 
asked Dolly. 
Rose took the gemulet in her hand and looked at her craftsmanship. “No, the amulet is in perfect 
working order,” replied Rose. 
“Well then, I have something for your protection. He drew a police whistle on a chain out of his 
pocket. 
“It only works in London, but when you blow this whistle your fellow Bobbies will come straight 
away.” 
“Fellow Bobbies?” 
I told youI had a meeting with the PM and the Home Secretary. Well I thought for sure with the 
death of Seer Thomas I would be dangling in the wind on this one, but once again I read the 
situation wrong. The explosion at the Gas Works and Angelica’s gruesome deeds has the 
Government preparing a domestic defense strategy against the metaphysical. They tasked me with 
forming up the branch and I agreed on the condition that you were part of it. 
If all goes as planned, you, Ms. Rose Caldwell will be our newest Constable in the Metropolitan 
Police Department and the second member of the special detective branch for the Paranormal.” 
Rose Jumped up kissed and hugged Dolly, tears of joy flowing. “Dolly, this means so much to me, 
you have no idea. To have what I do accepted” 
“Wel Rose, I wouldn’t go so far as to say what you do is accepted by the man on the street, but in 
the case of her Majesties Government and me it is certainly appreciated. Even if the bloke on the 
street doesn’t accept you, he needs looking out for him. 

Saturday the 3rd of July 
2:20 PM Strathmore Estate, Long Island 
Randall Wells Strathmore sat in deep contemplation, gazing out the window of his study. 
The boy ran in the room and embraced Randall. Randall hugged and kissed him on his brown 
forehead just below his dark curly hair. 
The Governess hovering by the door spoke when Randall looked, "I told him to wait but he was too 
excited to see you." 
"That is quite alright, Ms. Meadows." 
He crouched down to eye level with the boy. "Gerrard, I do believe you have grown two inches since 
I left." 
"Did you bring me anything Uncle Randall?” 
"In fact, I did" he walked behind his desk and retrieved a box before he could bring it back Gerrard had followed him. 
There was a knock at the door. “Your guest is here sir,” the footman announced. 
“Lead him out to the gardens, and prepare refreshments. Gerrard and I will meet him there 
momentarily.” 
Randall walked up to the lean elderly gentleman that stood looking over the gardens in admiration, 
he wore a white linen summer suit and held a walking stick with a wolf head for the handle. 
"Dr. Caiaphas" 
Dr. Caiaphas turned to Randal. The two men shook hands. What always startled Randal about 
Warren Caiaphas was his Alopecia, rather it was the terrible matted wig he chose to wear to cover 
his complete lack of hair. Initially you would notice that he had no eyebrows but that old hairpiece 
drew your eyes to it quickly. 
Gerrard ran out onto the patio with a model airship. “Look what Uncle Randal bought me on his 
trip. He said he flew on one just like it back from England.” 
Dr. Caiaphas smiled at the boy, “would you like to travel on an airship one day?” 
“Oh, yes.” 
Randall again bent down to eye level with Gerrard and then looked up at Dr. Caiaphas. “The 
Doctor is a good friend of mine and Ms. Meadows, he has come to meet with you and ask if you 
would like to attend his special school.” 
"But I like it here," the youth cried. 
“Of course, you do but this is a very special school that very few are admitted to and if you want to have a house like this someday or perhaps your own air ships you need to go to school.” 
“But Ms. Meadow teaches me reading and maths,” argued Gerrard. 
“I am a different type of teacher. I can teach you how to do tricks. Would you like to see one?” asked 
Caiaphas. 
“Oh, yes please,” 
“Go grab a stone from the path and bring it here,” 
The boy ran out on the garden path searching for the perfect stone then after picking a few up and 
droping them he ran back to Caiaphas with the stone he selected. Caiaphas took the stone, is was 
smooth, flat and grey in color, he held it out. 
“Are you going to make it disappear?” asked Gerrard. 
“No, you are going to make it change color.” suggested Caiaphas closing his hand around the stone. 
“Gerrard, clasp my hand with both of yours and hold it really tight so you know that the stone can’t 
get away.” 
Gerrard grabbed his hand, “your hand is cold, Mister.” 
“Now Gerrard close your eyes and envision a color, only one color. I want you to think very hard 
and send that color right down your hands into mine. Don’t tell me the color.” 
Gerrard squeezed his eyes closed as if his squeezing would pass the thoughts through to the stone 
faster. 
Caiaphas looked and smiled at Randal as the boy concentrated. “Excellent, you can stop now.” 
The Doctor opened his hand, the stone was as green as the grass in the garden. 
“Oh, boy that is a cracker of a trick. Can you teach me how to do that?” 
“Gerrard, you did it. I only helped boost your innate powers.” The Doctor explained. 
The young boy looked confused. 
“Here, you keep the stone. When fall begins you can come to my school and I wil personally 
instruct you how to do that and many more things you can’t learn from Ms. Meadows.” 
“Thank you, sir” Gerrard grabbed the stone and ran back into the house. 
“Let's walk, Randall.” The two men strolled the gravel path of the expansive gardens. Not as grand 
as Versailles but for America this was a palace garden. As they walked the Doctor and Strathmore 
spoke. 
“The boy is quite talented, with training he will be like nothing this world or others have ever 
seen,” stated Caiaphas. 
“Doctor, I was thinking when the boy goes to Italy to study with you, I might come and spend time with the others?” asked Strathmore. 
“What is your interest in meeting with others, I am the leader of our Cabal. You have the ear of the 
Master,” said the Doctor. 
“Well, it’s just that I haven’t met the others.” 
“Randal, this is how secret organizations work. In secret, far from the public eye and apart from 
each other to protect the Cabal.” Caiaphas stopped and turned to Randall with a smile and leaned 
to look him in the eye. “Are you lonely, do you need companionship?” 
“Well, I had been spending quite some time with Angelica, helping with her plans. When the boy 
leaves, it will be very quiet around here.” Caiaphas took Randall’s hands and gave them a shake of 
confidence. Randall thought, the boy is right his hands are cold. “All in good time, Randall. 
Before we worry about you meeting the others, let’s discuss how we settled up in London. I 
checked and from what I gather Angelica never made it to the ship or Nova Scotia,” directed the 
Doctor. 
“Hmm, I suspect the Necronists never let her out of London alive. but I will keep an ear to the 
ground. She may still show up, she is very resourceful” Strathmore suggested. 
“and the business with the Moyas?” pressed Caiaphas. 
“All of the coroner’s inquests are resolved and the documents that Angelica forced the Moya's and 
Chilton to sign are in place. I expect the biggest stink to come from my partners at Chilton, Chilton, 
Owens, and Strathmore will be about the Trustee not being in the home office. If the documents 
see their way into court they will stand up to any scrutiny. I am the Trustee and you are the boy’s 
ward, as planned if Angelica was unable to make it back to the States.” 
“She understood the risks s to exact her revenge and now she has it, all of them dead and none the 
wiser. What else ...” said Caiaphas, who seemed displeased by something. Randall could tell by his 
curt speech and the ploy where he expected Randall to guess what he wanted to speak about. He 
wasn’t really in the mood; his sleep was still off and the last week had been quite stressful. 
“Doctor as far as my observation, all has gone according to plan, Angelica obtained her revenge 
and the certainty that her son, now in your care, would inherit his grandfather’s fortune. 
“The gold,” stated the Doctor continuing his inquest. 
Strathmore couldn’t believe his ears. Between the two of them they had just gained control of the 
entire Moya fortune worth over seven million pounds. from what Strathmore knew of the Doctor 
he had no want for money, how could that small amount of gold make a difference. “The gold was 
stolen from the smelter before I could move it”. 
“Find out who is responsible. We can’t have people thinking they can steal from us.” 
Randall’s patience was all but gone. “The purpose of the heist was to cover up the search for 
copies of the revised will & testament”. 
“True, in part is was but the fact is someone has stolen from us, Randall.” declared the Doctor raising his voice. 
“Well the thieves did not believe they were stealing from you. They don’t even know you exist. At 
best, they thought they were stealing from Angelica,” Randall explained. 
“All the same, find out who is responsible. I don’t like loose ends and I had a purpose for that gold.” 


* * * 
 11:40 PM Rose's Apartments 
Rose slipped in and out of sleep. Out again, this time realizing this wasn’t a dream but someone at 
her door. “One tick” She fumbled for the matchbox on her nightstand and struck a matchstick. She 
lit the lamp and replaced the wind glass once the wick had caught flame. After her eyes adjusted 
she made her way to the door and looked through the portal. 
She hadn’t seen this face in years. Putting the lamp on a shelf she worked the latches and locks to 
open the door. 
“Violet?” 
“Hello, Rose,” 
“What are you doing here?” Rose asked. 
”I had nowhere to go. I left Chester after Pa passed and I’ve been on my own, well sort of,” Violet 
looked down at the baby in her arms. 
“This is your niece Rosie. Rosie, this is your auntie Rose” Rose tried to recollect the last time she 
saw her sister it was when Rose left for the convent, ten years ago and her sister was a little eight-
year-old girl. 
“Come in, please come in. How did you find me?” 
“You were back in the papers again, and this time I was in London. I just asked around Bethnal 
Green, I’ve been in London nearly two years.” Violet reported as she did the mental calculation of 
the time. Since she was a little girl, you could tell when she was racking her brain, she would look 
up for the answer, as if it was on the ceiling or in the sky. 
“I’ve been living on the streets and when I read about you in the papers, I just thought I would 
come see you and ask if you might be able to help me and Rosie.” 
“Oh Violet, come in, you are welcome to stay here. It’s not much but, of course, you can stay. Here, 
let me see that little girl.” Rose took the sleeping baby in her arms and looked at its precious face. 
Even being out on the street the child looked peaceful while sleeping. “Close up the door and have a 
seat, are you hungry? I have some bread an apple it’s all I have but your welcome to it.” 
“Ta, Sis, that would be most kind of you.” 
Rose handed Rosie back to Violet and took the few paces to her kitchenette. She reached into the breadbox for the loaf of bread and cut a few slices, and with the same knife she cut up the apple. 
That was all the food she had. Placing it on a plate she brought it over to Violet and set it on the 
small table beside the ratty chair. “Let me take her,” admiring the little one, Rose placed her niece on 
the bed behind the partition. When she returned, her sister had shoved a whole slice of bread into 
her mouth and was trying to choke it down. 
“Violet, I am so happy you came here. It’s is so fortunate that you found me. I must let you know 
that the work I have been doing does not make ends meet and this apartment…” Rose stopped 
herself. She didn’t need to burden her sister with the fact of not having any money being two 
months arrears on rent and a pending eviction. “You are welcome to stay for as long as you want, 
and I recently had some good news. It looks like I am going to work with the Police Department so 
we may be able to put more food on the table and find lodging better suited for the three of us.” 
“Violet began to cry, “I would really like that.” 
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Chapter 1 
March 20, 2020

“You can’t go, Bas. We need you.” Judith whined as four-year-old Jordan clung to her leg while 
peeking around the corner of the kitchen island. 
“I have to go, Mom.” Bas dropped his head into his hands, elbows planted on the tabletop. “It’s a 
draft, they’ll come get me if I don’t show up.” 
“No!” She slapped her hand down on the laminate countertop. “You will not leave us, Sebastian 
David Roberts! Jordy and I need you. He’s only four, he needs his brother.” 
Bas stood, taking two halting steps towards his only family. “I’m sorry, Mom. I’ve got no choice.” 
“Your father would’ve never left us!” 
As if he’d been smacked on the cheek, Bas balked, his face flushed with anger. “Do you mean 
Jordy’s asshole father who left before he was born, or my father, who died in a bar brawl?” He 
scoffed. “He left us too, Mom. He practically lived at that bar!” 
Jordan’s squalling cries were muffled as he buried his face in his mother’s long, patchwork skirt, 
his scruff of jet-black hair sticking up in ten different directions. Bas scrubbed his hand through 
his own shaggy, out-of-control black mop, squeezing his indigo eyes closed and biting his tongue . 

Nothing I can say will make this better…

Large, bright blue eyes pinned him in place as his haggard mother sniffled, pulling herself back 
together. “Fine. Go. We don’t need you. Jim will be here.” 
With a sigh, Bas grabbed his backpack from the table, tossing it over his shoulder. “Whatever, Mom. 
Run to another useless jackass. I hope, for Jordy’s sake, this guy sticks around for a while.” 
“He’l stay with us. We can count on him to take care of us, even with his bad heart.” 
“Yeah, well, he better live until I get back.” 
“You come back to us, Bas.” Judith left her spot behind the island, dragging Jordan along beside her. 
“We love you, baby. Please, don’t die out there.” 
“Wuv joo, Bas,” little Jordy muttered around a drool-covered finger. 


*** 
The over-sized, green army jacket hung from Bas’ shoulders, nearly reaching the holey knees of his faded black jeans. He yanked on his pants leg to get it unstuck from the top of his scuffed biker 
boot as he walked at a brisk pace past dilapidated houses on his way to the local park. 
I can’t wait to be out of this dumpy neighborhood, not that we’re going anywhere better. I’m so 
damn tired of Mom moving us from one bad place to another, Jordy deserves a good home! Maybe 
after the war I can make good on some of those promises Jordy’s dad made, since that idiot she’s 
dating now isn’t any better than all the other assholes who have come and gone since Dad died. 
Reaching the edge of the park, he looked out over the patchy grass and weather-worn benches, 
searching. Sitting on the other side of the run-down playground, his girlfriend, Becky, waited 
underneath a half-dead tree. There were bullet holes on every side of all the trees in the park from 
when the terrorists made a pass through little Seattle suburb. 
With a deep sigh, Bas gazed at her. Why couldn’t we have a normal life, with homecoming dances 
and proms? Becky should have the chance to wear pretty dresses, not boots and camo. 
Her short, auburn hair fascinated him, the way it curled behind her ear just so, and her hazel eyes, 
twinkling even when she was angry. At nearly a year older, Becky matched his five foot six height, 
making racing her a little harder these days. 
Four years ago, several of the largest terrorist groups came together to organize a concerted 
attack on all the major cities in nearly every country. Many of those cities were leveled, or cratered 
by bombs, with much of the rest of the world overrun by terrorists. The militaries fought back, but 
too many died, and now each surviving country scrambled to pull together every able body, in an 
effort to win a losing battle. 
With half the world’s population dead or dying, the struggling militaries had joined forces and 
begun drafting people. At first, it was voluntary for anyone eighteen and older, then males sixteen 
and older, then anyone sixteen and older, and finally, anyone fourteen and over, or big enough to 
hold a gun. 
Bas and Becky both recently turned fourteen, but agreed they would’ve joined no matter what. As 
he jogged toward her, he watched her angry face, her eyes burning with unspent tears. 
“You okay, babe?” 
“Yeah, my mom freaked out,” she said, her soft, sweet voice thick with emotion. “Tried locking me 
in my room.” 
“Ouch. Mine played the baby brother card. It was rough.” 
“Sorry, Bas. I know how much you love Jordy. You think they’ll all be okay without us?” 
“I don’t know. I hope so. If our moms weren’t both so stubborn, they could stay together and take 
care of each other.” 
“Isn’t your mom with that guy?” 
“Yeah, but he’s pretty useless. What’s new, right?” 
Becky hauled herself up off the ground, brushing off her khaki jeans, and adjusting her fur-lined jean jacket. Slinging a small duffel bag over her shoulder, she grabbed Bas’ hand and led him out of 
the park. He admired her bravery, secretly enjoying when she bossed him around. 
“Come on, Bas. Maybe, if we get there early, they’ll put us in the same squad.” 
“They better.” 


*** 
Becky bumped into Bas as they shuffled forward slowly. She grabbed his wrist, checking his 
scratched, stainless steel watch, the only memento Bas had of his father. 
“Christ, we’ve been in this line for two hours, Bas.” 
“I know, Becks, but we’re getting close. I can see the doors of the recruiting office now.” 
She scuffed her pink sneaker over some loose asphalt of the run-down parking lot, hanging her 
head as she bumped into Bas again, laughing when he stumbled into a short, stocky kid in the line 
next to them. 
“Sorry, man,” Bas said to the scowling kid with a shrug, “she’s bored.” 
“It’s fine, dude,” he said, jerking his chin at Bas. “I’m bored out of my mind too. I didn’t think there 
would be this many people left to recruit for this fuckin’ war.” 
“Neither did we. Figured we’d be on our way out of this shithole by now.” 
Bas had a brief pang of guilt for not asking the names of the kids around him. What’s the point? 
We probably won’t know any of them long enough for it to matter. 
“You see the guns the recruiting officers have?” a tall, dark-haired girl asked from behind them. 
“They’re bigger than some of these other kids in line.” 
“Right? One shot’s going to knock them on their asses.” Bas laughed a little too loud as he tried to 
hide his anxiety. Becky glanced at him with an arched eyebrow and snorted softly. 
“You ever shoot a gun, dude?” the stocky kid asked, blinking at Bas through long blond bangs. 
“Uh, no. The army came through and picked up all the weapons left behind by the terrorists when 
they rolled over us. My mom had us hiding in the basement for days.” 
“Yeah, same here. I guess no one thought we’d be down to recruiting kids for this fucked up war.” 
When they finally reached the front of the line, an older, gray-haired soldier sat at a table with 
stacks of papers surrounding him, weighted down with fist-sized concrete rocks. His steely glare 
followed Bas and Becky as they stepped up to the table. Wrinkly jowls hung from a weathered, 
square face, three creases pinched together between his gray eyebrows. 
“Name.” 
“Sebastian Ro—” 
“Rebecca—” 
“One at a time,” he barked. 
As they gave him their information, Bas inspected the soldier, wondering what rank the six stripes, 
three up and three down, on his green camouflage uniform made him. Does it even matter at this 

point? 

“Sir?” Bas asked, when the soldier was almost done filling out his papers. “Can Becky and I get put 
in the same squad?” 
“It’s master sergeant, kid. You two and the next four behind you are all going in one squad.” He 
snatched two flimsy identification cards, matched the numbers to the papers, and wrote their 
names on them. “Take these and get on that bus.” 
With cards in hand, Bas and Becky found a seat in the middle of the green bus, stuffing their bags 
under the seat. Only a few seats were left, so they only had to wait another forty minutes before 
another old soldier took the driver’s seat. With a glance back, the soldier squinted at everyone 
before turning around to close the door, start the engine, and drive them away from their homes 
and families. 


*** 
On the bus ride south, Becky huddled against Bas as they rode in a silence born of fear, the kids in 
the other seats either sleeping or staring out the windows. When they pulled into an old military 
base, the silence filled with hushed voices as they passed through a gate with armed soldiers 
standing at attention. 
“Jeez, Bas, this place looks like a herd of giant elephants ran through it.” 
Many of the buildings were in some state between half-crushed or fully crushed. The bus slowed 
down as it drove past a large overgrown pond, into the parking lot of a medical complex with a 
fifteen-story hospital at the front. The white paint of the hospital had faded to a dingy yellowish 
color, the building’s edges singed and crumbling. 
“Stay close, Becky,” Bas said as they were ushered off the bus and into the hospital. “I don’t know if 
they’re going to try to split us up.” 
“Okay, Bas,” she said, her eyebrows scrunched together with worry. 
Once inside, everyone from their bus crowded together in the sterile entryway, lingering diesel 
fumes mixed with the smell of too many nervous bodies in the compact space. Ahead of the group 
of fidgeting teenagers, three stern soldiers stood blocking the hallway. When the hospital doors shut behind them, the center soldier held up a fist and all the kids quieted. 
“Listen up! You are all assigned to the third floor. Find a room and dump your gear, you’re only 
going to be here two nights.” 
Shocked gasps echoed throughout the crowd. 
“Cafeteria’s on this floor, you’ll get lunch now and supper at eighteen hundred hours. Lights out is 
at twenty-one hundred hours. You’ll be woken up at oh six hundred hours for a day of intense fast-
track basic training, so get plenty of grub and sleep. You’re dismissed!” 
Becky hauled Bas into a packed elevator and to one of the many rooms where they dropped their 
bags on their beds. Back on the elevator, they ran into the stocky kid from the recruiting center 
and asked him to sit with them at lunch. 
“What’s your name, man?” Bas asked. 
“Steven, you?” 
“Bas, and this is my girl, Becky.” 
She smiled and gave him a small wave. When they reached the ground floor, the hallways were 
crowded with people still being brought in and others rushing to the cafeteria. The three of them 
hustled through the chow line, tired old men and women in stained white aprons served food that 
smel ed of burned fryer oil and looked like piles of mush in various colors. 
“You guys notice there’s like no middle-aged soldiers or food servers?” Steven asked, leaning over 
his tray as they settled at the end of a long table, the only space they could find in the packed 
cafeteria. 
“Yeah, they’re all gray and old,” Becky said as she held up a spoonful of brownish mush, possibly 
stuffing, and let it plop back down to her plate. She turned to Bas with a frown, her skin slightly 
tinged green. 
“I’m pretty sure they got all the younger people out fighting.” Bas stuffed half a yeast roll in his 
mouth, his stomach growling since his mother refused to make him breakfast, or even let him 
make something himself before he left that morning. 
“Watch it!” Someone hollered at the other end of the table as a small commotion drew everyone’s 
attention. 
A burly guy with close-cropped brown hair, a prominent eyebrow ridge, and big ears, shoved a 
smaller, timid looking kid with geeky glasses and unruly black hair. Sebastian and Becky leaned 
back in their seats to look down the aisle where the burly guy had the geeky kid by the front of his 
shirt. 
“What do you think’s going on down there?” Steven stood up just enough to peer over the heads of 
everyone at the table. 
“Uh, looks like someone is wearing someone else’s food,” Becky said, grabbing a yeast rol , and picking pieces off to squish into little balls before popping them in her mouth. 
A soldier moved in between the burly guy and the geek, while burly guy turned several shades of 
red, jabbing his finger at the cowering kid. 
“That guy doesn’t look our age,” Steven said. “How do you think he managed to avoid the draft for 
so long? He’s got to be in his twenties.” 
“Money, I’m sure,” Bas said. “Throw enough money around and you can hide in your luxury home 
on Mercer Island, Capitol Hill or any of the other rich neighborhoods forever, or until the money 
runs out.” 
“Shit, I hope I don’t get put in the same squad as him.” 
Sebastian and Becky agreed with Steven as they watched the big guy get pul ed out of the cafeteria 
while one of the kitchen staff handed the geeky kid a mop and bucket. 
After lunch, Bas and Becky closed themselves up in their room, tucked under the blankets of one of 
the hospital beds. They’d been lost in their own thoughts since they left the cafeteria, and now lay 
together, staring into each other’s eyes, dressed only in their underclothes. 
“I’m scared, Bas.” 
“Me, too, but we’ll be together. We’ll watch out for each other. It’ll be alright.” Bas tried to keep a 
steady voice, hiding his own doubts. He’d never heard Becky sound so timid and subdued. 
Everything she said and did held conviction, purpose. Even as a little kid, her whispers were 
always so forceful and commanding. 
“I love you, Sebastian.” 
Taken aback, he gasped, his heart racing. They’d never talked about love before. 
“I love you, too, Becky.” 
“I know we’ve been on and off as long as we’ve known each other, but I’m glad we’re together now, 
doing this together.” 
She leaned forward to kiss him tenderly on the lips. When he pushed forward a little, her hand 
snaked over his waist as she put more pressure behind her kiss. Taking the encouragement, Bas 
pressed his tongue into her mouth while pressing his body tight up against hers. 
Pul ing back, Becky panted, out of breath. “Bas, let’s do it.” 
“What?” He blinked, wondering if he heard her right. 
“Let’s do it tonight. Just in case…” Her voice hitched, as if she couldn’t say the words. 
“Uh… are you sure? You want our first time like this? What about dinner?” 
“Yes, I want this,” she said, “and I don’t think I can stomach any more of that stuff they call food. 
Besides, we might never have this chance again. I… I want us to be close, before we go off to fight a 
war.” 
“You know I love you, no matter what.” He brushed his fingers over her cheek. “I always have. 
You’ll always be my girl, Becky.” 
“I know, Bas.” A single tear flowed from the corner of her eye, dropping to the rough, white 
hospital sheet. “We’ve always been together, even when we weren’t. I’ve always wanted you to be 
my first… no one else.” 
“I only ever wanted to do this with you.” He cupped her hot cheek with his trembling hand. “You’re 
special, and no matter where we do this, it will always be special.” 
“Love you always, Bas.” 
“Love you always, Becky.” 


Chapter 2 
March 21, 2020

The cold metal of an M14 rifle stung Bas’ stiff, sore hands as a stern soldier with deep wrinkles 
ringing his eyes and mouth shoved it at him. The weight of the firearm pulled on aching muscles in 
his neck and shoulders. His calf muscles screamed with each step he took up into the idling green 
bus. 
“I am so damn tired.” Becky whined as she dropped onto the first open seat she came to. “I can’t 
believe they expect us to go into battle with one day of training and not enough sleep.” 
“It’s still dark,” Bas said. “You might be able to nap on the way to the drop-off.” 
“Maybe, but I hurt so much. I could barely lift my arms to put this stupid uniform on.” She plucked 
at the front of her green camouflage jacket, zipped all the way to her chin to block out the frosty 
morning air. Their uniforms and gear had been waiting outside their door when they were woken 
up. “At least yours sort of fits you. I feel like I’m swimming in mine, and I don’t want to think about 
what these stains are.” 
“I’m sorry, Becks. It’ll keep you warm, though, right?” 
“True. Hey, there’s Steven.” Becky pointed to the front of the bus, cringing as she lifted her arm. 
“He looks as bad as I feel.” 
“Hey, man,” Bas said as Steven plopped down in the seat next to them, nearly crushing a petite girl 
who stared at her rifle as if it might bite her. “You look beat.” 
“Hell yeah, I do. I thought I was going to die yesterday. It’s a good thing they put us through the 
marksmanship training first, or I’d never have been able to lift one of these damn guns, much less 
hit a target.” 
“I know, right? Becky and I slept in our dirty clothes last night, we were so fucking tired. I don’t 
even remember what we had for breakfast.” 
“Sucks we didn’t get put in the same squad. We probably won’t ever see each other again. I hope 
you two make it through this war. Fuck, I hope I make it through this war, or hell, this day.” Steven 
flopped back in his seat, leaning his head back to stare at the ceiling. 
Bas glanced around the bus as the doors closed behind the older soldier who had been issuing 
them their rifles. Most of the other kids looked half asleep while the rest appeared dazed or 
frightened. Becky leaned her head against the window with her eyes closed. 
“You okay, Becky?” 
“As okay as I’m going to be, I guess,” she muttered, her hands squeezing around the barrel of her rifle. “Promise you’ll stay with me, Bas. I don’t want to get separated.” 
“I promise, babe. I won’t leave your side.” 
The ride to downtown Seattle took about an hour, and Bas held Becky’s hand the whole way. They 
both tried to nap, finally giving up, leaning against each other, as the bus rumbled over broken 
streets. As they got closer to the city center, the platoon leader stood and faced the anxious, waiting 
faces. 
“Listen up! Activity has been mild the last few days, but we still have insurgents scattered around 
downtown proper. Our goal is to root out those enemies, clear downtown, and corner them in the 
market. If we can get them isolated there, we can call in an airstrike, officially clearing Seattle.” 
The tension in the air made the bus feel claustrophobic as kids whispered to each other, worrying 
about their chances of survival. 
“Quiet down! We have four squads here. After yesterday’s training, we’ve assigned each squad a 
leader based on performance. Roberts, Allen, Nealon, and Thompson, you’re all now squad leaders. 
You’ll get your orders when we reach the rendezvous point. Sit tight, we’re almost there.” 
Becky squeezed his hand while Bas gulped repeatedly. How the hell am I supposed to lead a squad? 
He turned to her with wide, frightened eyes, his insides shaking as she gave him a small, 
encouraging smile, bumping her shoulder against his. 


*** 
With his girlfriend at his side, Bas led his squad northwest from the grocery store they’d unloaded 
behind, around rubble and overturned vehicles, through burned out shops, and down empty side 
streets, stopping frequently to scope out dark windows and around corners. They’d been ordered 
to clear the city center, and as much as they could around the Space Needle. 
As they approached from a small side street, Sebastian halted the squad of twelve teenagers, 
motioning them to crouch against the base of a glass and metal building, most of the glass 
shattered on the sidewalk around them. Up ahead, two thirds of the Space Needle lay across a small 
park, broken in several pieces, with one large chunk sitting on a smashed, red sculpture. 
Becky gasped behind him while the rest of the squad murmured amongst themselves. He turned 
to check on her but dropped to the ground as gunfire broke out from the direction of the 
remaining base of the Space Needle. 
Bas pointed at a guy and a girl, the least frightened of the bunch, and motioned them forward. 
“You two… grab two more, and go back north around this building. See if you can get a better 
vantage point to take out those shooters. We’re going to spread out around this burger joint, see 
what we can do from there. Let’s try to get in under the Needle and clear it.” 
He turned to the rest of his squad, all eyes watching intently. A couple of girls huddled up together, shivering from fear and the chilly temperatures as rain drizzled, soaking the young soldiers. 
“Becky and I are going to lay down some cover fire. I want the rest of you to spread out in and 
around this burger joint—” he jerked his thumb over his shoulder at the small, burned out building 
across a short rubble-filled alleyway “—and find cover.” Bas pointed at two guys who looked as if 
they might’ve been on the football team before the draft. “You and you, take an outer corner, see if 
you can spot the shooters.” 
Becky edged her way to the corner of the building they crouched under while Bas stood over her, 
guns ready. He looked down at his girl, and she gave him a quick nod. With a wave of his hand, Bas 
told the squad to go, before leaning forward just enough to point his rifle and start shooting. 
Bas and Becky shot off two three-round bursts while two squad members ran across to the little 
building then jerked back behind their corner as the terrorists returned fire. They did that three 
times before Bas covered for Becky. When she reached the other building, she turned back, waving 
him forward. 
Bas watched as his squad crawled over and around the remains of the burger joint, searching for a 
decent vantage point, and squatting behind whatever cover they could find. He glanced at Becky as 
she watched him wide-eyed, silently telling him to “move it, move it!” 
Sucking in a deep breath, he flattened his body against the wall and waited for a pause in the 
opposing gunfire. Exhaling, he swung around, aimed his rifle at the shadows of the Space Needle 
base, and started squeezing the trigger while dashing across the little alleyway. 
Blind with fear and adrenaline, he collided with Becky, twisting to plaster himself against the wall 
beside her, panting as if he’d run several miles, not a few feet. They stood like that for several 
heartbeats as Bas turned to Becky, tears threatening to spill from her eyes as her lips moved, 
yel ing something he couldn’t hear over the blood pounding in his ears. 
With a pop of pressure, the sound of gunfire roared in his ears and he remembered his squad 
needed him. He grabbed Becky’s arm, pulling her into a crouch and pushing her into the building. 
They ducked as they stomped over the busted door laying just inside, moving to a blown-out 
window facing the shadowed husk of the historic landmark. He quickly looked around, mentally 
noting where everyone was. 
Bas peeked up over the edge of a window frame, looking for muzzle flash to pinpoint where the 
terrorists were hiding. As soon as he spotted a flash in the shadows, he heard return fire from the 
north. His scout team. 
“Fire! Fire!” Bas and Becky flanked a window, using the side walls for cover. They aimed for the 
flashes, praying they hit their target. 
“Shit! They’re over here, too!” Someone yelled from a window facing the park and the ruins of the 
Needle. 
“Get on them!” Bas yelled. “Let’s clear this place!” 




*** 
Time slowed and sound distorted as Sebastian slammed back behind his small length of wal , 
bullets slicing the air, pelting the broken window frame. Becky let out a ragged scream, twisting 
around the wall to empty her magazine into the distant shadows. 
“Shit!” She jerked back, scrambling to reload her rifle. 
Bas glanced around the room, spotting a spindly boy huddled under a nearby window, sweat 
pouring down his face, his eyes squeezed shut as his mouth moving frantically. 
“What are you doing? Get up and shoot!” Bas kicked a piece of drywall at the kid as he crossed 
himself then turned to peek an eye over the window’s edge. 
Swinging back around to check on Becky, he stalled, opening his mouth to holler at a girl leaning 
too far out of her cover. Blood sprayed out of her ear as she crumpled to the ground, a crimson 
pool spreading out from her body. 
“Fuck!” His knuckles turned white as Bas squeezed his rifle, the girl’s blood coloring his vision, 
flooding his mind. The sound of the rifles firing from every direction reverberated in his ears, 
spurring him to jump out from his cover, aiming his rifle, and pulling the trigger over and over 
until he heard a satisfying scream from the depths of the shadows. 
Becky tackled him just as more return fire buzzed past his head. “What the hell, Bas?” 
“They kil ed her!” 
“Who?” 
“I don’t know her name! We don’t know any of these people! We’re just kids, Becky! We shouldn’t 
be here!” 
“Bas, chill! It’s okay. It’s going to be okay.” 
“How can you say that? Look at her—she’s dead.” He pointed to the dead girl, tears streaming down 
his face. 
Becky fol owed his finger, her eyes bulging at the sight of so much blood, slapping a hand to her 
gagging mouth. She gulped, shaking her head and putting on a brave face, a face Bas admired so 
much. The face she wore when she fell off the jungle gym and broke her arm. The same brave face 
she gave him every time they broke up. His pounding heart skipped a beat, and he vowed never to 
break her heart again. 
“Bas, baby, pull it together. We’re on our own now. We’re responsible for these kids. We can do 
this.” 
He inhaled, filling his lungs with dusty air, trying to steady his raging emotions. Knock that shit off. 

You’re a man now. Becky needs you to be a man.  With a sharp nod, he gave her a quick kiss and 
reloaded his rifle. 
By the time night fell, they’d cleared the base of the Space Needle and it’s remains in the park. 
They found a small alcove formed of metal and concrete rubble, where the remaining squad 
members hunkered down for the night. 
“Here,” Bas said, handing Becky his backpack, “it’s lumpy, but better than the hard concrete or wet 
grass.” 
“Thanks,” she said, giving him a tired smile as she scooted into a corner away from the never-
ending drizzle. 
He sat beside her and opened an MRE—meals-ready-to-eat—looking around at the dirty faces of 
the survivors. 
“I know we’re all exhausted, but we made it through today—” 
“Most of us…” A girl muttered, staring at her blood-stained hands. 
“I’m sorry,” Bas said. “There’s nothing you could have done for that kid, he was shot in the chest. 
We just have to be grateful we’re still alive.” He sighed as the girl curled up in her bulky jacket, 
silent tears leaving pale trails down her dirt-smudged cheeks. 
“We lost three people today, and we have to do this all again tomorrow, maybe the next day as wel . 
We have no idea how many insurgents are left out there, but I think we did a good job today 
clearing this place. You have to stay strong, you have to be vigilant, we have to keep going, not 
matter how hard it seems.” 
A few determined nods gave Bas hope as he peered at the faces of his fellow squad members. He 
smiled at them, offering what hope he could, even as he shivered from cold fear. Setting a schedule 
for watch duty, Bas huddled in the corner with Becky, sleeping until it was their turn. 


Chapter 3 
March 23, 2020 7:05AM

The next morning, they woke to a hazy downpour, unable to see the sunrise through the thick 
cloud cover. As they sat around eating their MREs, Bas tried to lay out a plan, hoping some of the 
others might pitch in some ideas. 
“Pike Place Market is about twenty minutes from here on a good day. We’re going to have to go 
slow, checking every doorway or window we pass—” 
Footsteps echoed through the foggy morning air, getting louder as someone approached their 
hideaway. Debris scattered down the side of the mound of rubble as that someone climbed up the 
other side, setting the squad on alert. Bas grabbed his rifle, ducking back into the alcove as his 
squad fol owed suit, their muzzles pointing in different directions, covering all sides. 
“Whoa! Stand down!” A guy in his twenties, wearing the same uniform as Bas’ squad, appeared 
with his hands up. 
“Don’t move!” Bas yelled, aiming at the guy’s shaved head. “Where did you sleep last night?” 
“Huh?” The guy scrunched his face and glanced behind him. “Oh, shit, what’s the countersign—oh 
yeah, Love killed the spirit.” 
“Negative creep,” Bas said, giving the third part of the predetermined code phrase, which made 
little sense to him as they referred to some band from the 1990’s. The guy nodded at him when a 
second head peeked over the rubble, all weapons training on it. Who wears sunglasses in the rain? 

Becky jerked her rifle at the second man, but Bas put his hand on her shoulder. 
“He’s with me, we’re here to help,” the guy said. “I’m a medic. Permission to enter your, uh, space?” 
Bas nodded and waved at his group to lower their guns. The medic and the second soldier climbed 
over into their alcove as the squad kept wary eyes on the newcomers. 
“Holy shit. You’re all kids. I thought they were putting at least one experienced soldier with each 
squad.” 
“Guess they ran out,” Bas said, glaring at the guy. 
“Who’s leading this rabble?” 
“I am.” 
“What’s your name?” 
“What’s yours?” 
“Rick. This is Tony. We’re all that’s left of our squad. We were bussed in from Olympia about two weeks ago, after we cleared the capital. Been fighting non-stop since our boots touched the 
ground.” 
“I’m Bas. This is my girlfriend, Becky. Our squad just got thrown together two days ago, so I don’t 
know anyone else’s names. Sorry, guys.” Bas glanced around at the faces of his squad members, 
but no one seemed bothered by what he said. 
“We’ll learn as we go. If you need me just call out for medic. We get shuffled around so much, it’s 
almost pointless to learn names. Tony here doesn’t talk much, but he’s a corporal and I’m only 
private first class, so he’s lead unless one of you is higher rank.” 
“We’re all the lowest of the lows here, privates, I guess. They didn’t really rank us. I doubt they 
thought we’d make it long enough to matter.” 
“Looks like you’re up, Tony,” Rick said, looking over his shoulder to where Tony leaned against a 
concrete boulder, his rifle hanging down the front of his body from a single-point sling. 
“You’ve been out here doing this a lot longer than any of us. I don’t think you’ll get any objections 
here.” Bas twisted around, eyebrows raised as he peered at each of his squad members, receiving 
only shrugs and head shakes. 
“How’s it looking out there?” Becky asked, sidling up behind Bas, her eyes wide with a glimmer of 
hope. 
“Wel , we were over at Gas Works Park yesterday and cleared that area, then worked our way here. 
Ran into some insurgents on the way, and took them out, but lost the rest of our team in the 
process. Heard your gunfire just before we holed up last night, and figured we’d see if you needed 
any help. Anyone get injured?” 
“No, only deaths,” Bas said, as someone sniffled. “Nothing you could’ve done for them.” 
“Sorry, man. This shit’s hard on everyone. Did you have a plan for today? Any orders? Backup 
coming?” 
“We came in with three other squads. They sent us here, and spread the other three squads south, 
parallel to the waterfront. We’re supposed to herd the enemy to Pike Place Market, and if we can 
do that, somehow someone will call in an airstrike. They didn’t give us any radios, so no idea how 
they’re going to know if we succeed.” 
“I don’t think they care if we do. We’re just fodder, man. Bodies to put behind the guns. All we can 
do is try to stay alive.” 


*** 
Everyone grabbed their gear, layering on as much clothing as they could to hold back the damp cold of early spring in Seattle. Bas inspected Becky, making sure she was buttoned up and her duffle 
bag strapped snug against her back. 
“Well, I think we’re ready to go. Let’s see if we can make our way to the market.” 
Rick and Tony went over first to cover them as they all crawled over the rubble walls. They wound 
their way around buildings, and through alleys and side streets, avoiding the main roads. Tony led 
the way, with Rick in the middle, Bas bringing up the rear, Becky in front of him, and everyone else 
single-file between them. 
The sounds of their shuffling feet echoed through the eerily quiet city. Checking all the possible 
hidey-holes along the way made for a slow forty-minute march that would have only taken twenty 
before the war started. 
As they approached Virginia Street, they cut through a parking lot from Second Avenue, between 
some buildings, to get to First Avenue. The sudden report of gunshots forced the squad to dive into 
a gaping hole in the side of a gutted condominium. Bas picked his way through the building, 
hunkering down behind some display cases. 
“What do you think, man?” Rick asked, as he crouched behind Tony. 
Bas looked over his shoulder at Becky. She gave him a brave smile, but he saw the fear in her eyes. 
All he could think about was how much he wanted to grab her, run away to hide from the war, and 
live happily ever after. Instead, he smiled back and turned to listen to Rick and Tony. 
“I thought we’d go in on the north end of the market and clear as we went,” Tony said, “but now 
I’m thinking it might be better to go back out to the alley and fol ow it to Pike Street. We can split 
up and go at them from two directions.” 
“Alright, man. Let’s get out of this dump.” 


*** 
The squad retraced their footsteps, and headed out to the alleyway that ran parallel between First 
and Second Avenue. Every few minutes, they heard a vol ey of gunfire. Bas hoped that meant his 
squad wouldn’t be tackling the terrorists alone. 
The closer they got to Pike Street, the louder the shots sounded. He guessed—prayed—the battle 
might be winding down, making his team extra muscle to beat down the remaining enemies. He 
grabbed Becky’s hand, squeezing it while pulling her close behind. 
Half a block from Pike Street, Tony split the squad and headed through a parking lot that led to 
First Street, while Rick led the remaining crew, Bas and Becky included, down to the rest of the 
alleyway. At the end, he snuck a glance around the corner to scope out the action with Bas on his 
heels. 
Down the street lay empty stalls with broken glass displays that once held seafood of all kinds. Pike Place Market used to be famous for many things, including fish being tossed around for the 
entertainment of the masses. Now, it harbored terrorists who destroyed their city just for the sake 
of causing destruction. Whatever religious or political agenda they started with was lost after four 
years of mindless war. 
Rick motioned for everyone to follow, leading them in and out of empty storefronts, occasionally 
dodging a stray bullet. Bas covered the rear, sticking close to Becky as she frequently glanced back 
at him. He tried not to worry about her, to keep his focus on the job at hand, but the trembling lip 
and panicked eyes were a stab in the heart. 
At the end of the block, they ducked into a hollowed-out coffee shop. Bullets rained down on the 
sidewalk where they’d just been, causing them all to holler and squeak in surprise. Everyone 
found what cover they could as Rick yelled for them to “watch your asses!” 
“Bas, did you see any of our guys? I didn’t see anyone,” Rick said in a loud whisper. 
“No,” he whispered back, looking over to find the medic hiding behind an over-turned wooden 
counter. “I thought we were hearing shots from this intersection, but I don’t see anyone.” 
Rick pointed to the only other guy besides him and Bas. “You… make your way across the street. 
See what you can find. We’ll cover you.” 
The guy, the one who looked like a football player, ran forward with his head down, while Bas, 
Becky, Rick, and the girl who’d had blood on her hands, sprayed Pike Street with gunfire. Football 
guy ran full out, stopping behind upended or abandoned vehicles on his way across the street. He 
ran it like a familiar obstacle course, disappearing into an empty shop a block away. 
Shots rang out from the dark, fish market, pinging off the walls of the coffee shop. Bas peeked 
around the corner of an empty food display case, watching for football guy. Bouncing from shop to 
shop, the guy kept close to the walls. When he popped out of a shop directly across from the 
squad’s hideout, he glanced their way. Bas yelled for him to wait, they couldn’t cover him if he ran 
in their line of fire, but his words fell on deaf ears. 
One shot rang out from above the coffee shop, killing football guy instantly. Becky and the other 
girl screamed, while Bas shook his head and Rick cursed. Fear or something came over the girl, 
and she ran out, heading back towards the alleyway. Several shots fired from the fish market, 
taking her down before she could get around the corner. 
“Fuck, man, what the hell are we going to do now?” 
Bas looked at Rick, then Becky. “What can we do? We’re stuck here.” 
“I don’t know,” she said. “We’re only four people. How can we fight against an enemy we can’t see?” 
“Why don’t we just sit tight for now?” Bas asked. “Let’s take a break. Wait and see if Tony’s team 
shows up.” 
“Sounds like a plan,” Rick said. “You got any extra MRE’s? I haven’t eaten since yesterday morning.” 
Bas slid a brown, plastic pouch across the glass and debris covered floor. 
“Thanks, man.” 
“No problem,” Bas said, as he opened an MRE to share with Becky. 


Chapter 4 
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“Medic!” 
Bas searched the dark, smoky street for Rick or someone to help him. Dust clogged his throat and 
coated his eyes. He scrubbed his face with his hand, wiping away sweat and grime. 
“Medic!” 
He carefully peered around the front end of an overturned vehicle, jumping back as a bullet zipped 
past his ear. The bullet hole in his arm burned as if a hot poker had been jammed into his muscle. The hazy 
air smelled of melted rubber from a car that took a grenade across the street. 
“RICK!” 
“I’m. Right. Fucking. Here!” 
Bas swung around to find Rick crouched over Becky, frantically shoving gauze into the gushing wound 
in her chest. He quickly crawled over to assist, wondering if anyone else in his squad was still alive. 
When Tony’s team hadn’t arrived after a couple hours, Bas, Becky, and Rick tried firing into the market, 
hoping to take out as many targets as possible. The overcast sky had given no light to the already dark 
market, making it impossible for them to see the enemy. They’d watched for muzzle-flash, but the 
insurgents moved around constantly, likely aware how invisible they were. 
After they’d started to run low on ammunition, they decided to see if they could sneak their way out of 
the coffee shop and head up First Avenue, away from the dangerous intersection. Waiting for nightfall, Bas 
led them out of the dark shop and along the outer wall, sticking to the dark shadows. 
Whether the enemy had night-vision, or was close enough to see their movement, the insurgents 
opened fire on the three of them. Rick disappeared, and Bas hauled Becky behind the overturned car. He 
tried to see where the shots had come from, but Becky pulled hard on his hand. He’d spun around just as 
she fell to her knees, her eyes wide, gurgling as blood poured from her lips. 


*** 


“You get hit?” 
He shook his head, grasping his girlfriend’s hand. “Just a graze. Is she going to make it?” 
“It doesn’t look good.” Rick searched his bag for more gauze. 
“Shit, you have to save her! She can’t die!” Bas bent over his love, holding her hand, and rocking back 
and forth. Her eyes watched him as the light—her brave light—faded from them. He leaned down to kiss her 
forehead, begging her to stay. 
“Please, Becky, don’t go. I love you. I love you so much. I need you. Please, don’t go.” His voice faded to a 
harsh whisper as he felt her hand go limp in his. 
Bas lowered his head, touching his forehead to hers, crying uncontrollably. He prayed for her to wake 
up, for God to take him instead, but nothing happened. Of course, nothing happened. Why would any god 

help my Becky if they won’t help our world? Why have a god if he can’t do something to save his people? Maybe
we’re not worth saving anymore…

“Bas,” Rick whispered. “Bas, I’m sorry. I’m sorry you lost your girl, but we can’t stay here.” 
“Just go without me, Rick.” 
“No way, you’ll die here.” 
“I don’t care. What’s the point anymore? Everyone is dead but you and me! No one’s going to save us. 
There’s nowhere left to go.” 
“Come on, don’t you have family? Isn’t there someone out there waiting for you to come home?” 
Bas thought about his mom, how she begged him not to go, and Jordan’s big blue eyes. Does the four-
year-old even understand that his brother left? 
“No. There’s no one. Becky was all I had, all I cared about.” 
“That sucks, man, but you can’t give up. She wouldn’t want you to die with her. Besides, I need you now. 
I need you to help me get out of here. Help me, and then you can do whatever you want. Please.” 
With a heavy sigh, Bas silently promised the love of his life he would help Rick, and as soon as possible, 
he would join her… somehow. 


*** 


Swallowing down the lump in his throat, Bas placed Becky’s hand gently on the ground at her side and 
turned to Rick. “Okay, I’m with you. How are we going to get out of here?” 
“How much ammo do you have left?” 
“This is my last mag.” 
“Well, shit. We’re just going to have to make a run for it, I guess.” 
“How are we going to do that? It’s like they’re everywhere—” 
“What the hell is that?” Rick pointed to the sky over the waterfront. 
Looking where the medic pointed, Bas saw roiling clouds start to glow with a strange blue light and 
jagged bolts of lightning shooting out in different directions. Gradually, the light grew brighter and brighter, until suddenly it glared down on them, like a giant spotlight. 
Beaming down on the city streets, the bright light showcased the devastation of four years of war. 
Burned out husks of overturned vehicles lay scattered on streets and sidewalks. Rubble from bombed 
buildings was strewn about as far as the eye could see. Veils of suffocating dust and smoke drifted between 
skeletal structures. 
“What the fuck?” Bas squinted at the strange light. 
“You think someone actually called in an airstrike?” 
“Not that I know of.” 
“Holy shit, is it just hovering there?” 
“I don’t know. I can’t see, it’s too bright.” 
The light started to slowly rotate clockwise, shining over the market and piers. They watched, mouths 
open in shock, as the light made its way over the water. Rick gasped and smacked Bas’ shoulder with the 
back of his hand. “Are you seeing this, man?” 
“I don’t know what I’m seeing. What the hell is that?” 
“Looks like something out of the sci-fi movies I used to watch.” 
“Uh… yeah, I guess.” Bas shoved his hand through his unruly, dust-coated hair. 
The clouds parted, and the bottom of a giant spaceship appeared to be hovering in the sky. The strange, oval-shaped craft had straight walls that came down to an edge where it began to taper into a dull, drill-like point. Black, gunmetal panels covered the hull with hundreds of stalactite turrets scattered around the base. 
Twenty or thirty enormous spotlights lined the bottom of the ship, lighting up different parts of the city. 
“Uh, Bas. . Something’s opening up on that thing.” 
They gawked as iris doors spun open in several places. Each opening spat out smaller jet fighter 
aircraft that zipped off in all directions. One jet fighter shot straight towards the market and stopped to 
hover several hundred feet above. Slowly, the nose rotated to point directly at the fish market where the 
terrorists had been firing from. 
“What’s it doing, Rick?” 
“Fuck, I think it’s going to shoot the market. Run! ” 
The entire street lit up, bright as the sun, as the jet fighter shot a missile into the market. The explosion 
rocked the entire city block, choking the air with dust from the disintegrating cobblestone street, and 
leveling the surrounding buildings. Unable to run fast enough, Bas was thrown into an alleyway as buildings 
crumbled around him. The last thing he saw was Rick flying into the side of a scorched metro bus… 


Chapter 5 
August 8, 2020

A rumble of chatter, clanking of metal, and whirring of wheels blared in Sebastian’s ears, booming through 
the black blanketing his consciousness. With a groan, he reached his heavy hand up to graze his fingers 
along a healing gash bisecting his eyebrow. The rough scab scraped against the pads of his fingertips, 
leading them up to his hairline. 
Bright, white light stabbed his pupils as Sebastian cracked his eyelids open, barely resisting the urge to 
slam them shut again. A dry, raspy throat clearing drew his attention to someone nearby. Rolling his head to 
the side, he forced his eyes open a little more to see a brittle, old man with a toothless grin and a withered, paper-thin skinned hand waving like a kid hailing an ice-cream truck. 
“Welcome back, young man,” the wizened man said, his words stabbing through Sebastian’s throbbing 
head. “Wasn’t sure you’d ever wake up, even with all the fancy new alien know-how. About time though, 
you’ve been the most boring roommate ever.” 
“Wha—” Sebastian coughed, his throat scratchy as sandpaper and dry as a desert. “What do you mean 
‘alien’?” 
“You know, the aliens, uh, can’t remember their name—” 
“Szu’Kara, Frank,” a nurse said, striding in from the busy hallway, checking an IV attached to Sebastian’s 
arm, “they’re called Szu’Kara, and they’re responsible for you still being alive.” She winked playfully at him, smiling sweetly. “Glad you decided to join us. My name’s Patty.” 
“How’d I get here? How long was I out?” 
“You’ve been here about five months, Sebastian, and from what I understand, the blessed Szu’Kara 
found you when they swept the city after they arrived.” 
“Oh, fuck, Becky,” Sebastian muttered, his chest squeezing painfully at the memory of his girlfriend 
bleeding to death on the filthy street. 
“Language, please,” Patty said with an eyebrow cocked at him. “Who’s Becky?” 
“She’s my girlfriend…” 
“You were the only one they brought in that day, honey. Maybe she went to another hospital. I know they mentioned setting up more clinics throughout the area.” 
“No, she wouldn’t go anywhere else,” Sebastian said, his voice hitching as emotion welled in his chest. 
“She died just before the blast… How did I survive?” Flashes of memory flickered in his mind’s eye: Becky’s 
terrified eyes staring at him as blood gurgled from her mouth, a fighter jet hovering over the market, Rick 
flying through the air… 
“I’m so sorry,” Patty said, laying her cool hand on his arm. 
“That’s too bad, son. Sorry for your loss. Too many’s been taken from us these last few years. Maybe 
them aliens will live up to their promises.” 
“I don’t know how you survived, that blast took out most of the waterfront, but you were in such bad 
shape when they brought you in, I was sure you wouldn’t make it. Fortunately for you, those angels from 
space brought advanced medical technology with them and brought you back from the brink of death. It 
really was a miracle.” Patty’s eyes turned distant and dreamy as her hand squeezed his arm. “Our hospital 
was so packed when they arrived, we had patients lining the hallways, but now half our rooms are empty.” 
“Wow, that’s amazing,” Sebastian said. “What’s had you here so long, Frank?” 
“Nothing them aliens could do will fix me, I got the cancer. I’m here until my last breath.” 
“Frank’s a trooper,” Patty said with a grin. 
“So, why was I out for five months, if the aliens can perform miracles?” 
“Your head injury should’ve killed you, and even if it hadn’t, without alien medicine you could’ve been 
in a coma indefinitely. They were able to repair the damage to your brain, prevent fatal swelling, and lessen 
your recovery time from years to months. They advised us to keep you in a coma to allow your brain and 
skull time to heal, as well as the numerous injuries you sustained throughout your body.” 
“I had other injuries?” Sebastian asked, mentally checking his body for any aches or pains. “I don’t feel 
anything besides the big gash on my forehead.” 
“Miraculous, isn’t it?” Patty smiled wide and bright, her eyes shining with pride. “You had breaks in your 
arms and legs, several fractured ribs, a ruptured spleen, and massive internal bleeding. Anything that didn’t 
get fully repaired when the Szu’Kara physician operated on you healed within three months. Only your 
head needed the extra time, and we took you off all support last week so you would be able to progress 
naturally and wake up when your body was ready.” 
“Are they still here? The aliens, I mean.” 
“Oh, no, they left after a month.” 
“They been out there rounding everyone up and taking them to settlements, like prisoners of war.” 
Frank snorted, his lip curled up in disgust. 
“Now, Frank, nobody’s been taken prisoner,” Patty said, scolding the old man. “They’re providing homes 
and much needed supplies to people who were displaced by the war. It’s easier for them to help us if we are 
together where they can keep us safe, and it prevents anyone from taking advantage of others who can’t 
protect themselves.” 
“If you say so,” Frank mumbled, losing his focus for a moment. “At least they stopped the war. Too bad I 
won’t be around to see how they manage to fix our world, like they promised.” 
“I’ll be back in a little bit with some soup,” Patty said. “You need to get your strength up before we can 
let you out of here.” 
“How long do I have to stay?” 
“Probably two or three weeks. Depends on how you do in physical therapy. The doctor will be able to 
tell you for sure.” 


*** 
Before Nurse Patty made it out of the room, Frank had fallen asleep, snoring loud as his mouth hung 
open, gray whiskers of his mustache vibrating around his lips. The rhythmic sound droned in Sebastian’s 
head, which became heavier with each passing second until he drifted off into a troubled sleep. Nightmares 
of Becky calling out to him in the dark, only her face visible in the distance, blood pouring from her lips 
plagued him. 
After what felt like days of torturous dreams, Sebastian woke with a start, a wide-eyed Frank staring at 
him. Scooting up in the bed while pushing the incline button, he noticed a tray sitting on the bed-table with 
a covered bowl, some crackers, and a bottle of water. 
“Eat up, son,” Frank said. “You got a lot of work ahead of you.” 
“Anything to keep my mind occupied,” he said, pulling the table over and lifting the lid of steaming 
soup. “Tell me what’s been happening with the world, Frank. What are those aliens doing out there?” 
Bas stared at the grizzly man, who gave him a grin while scratching the top of his nearly bald, liver-spotted head. 
“Well, one of the first things them aliens did, after clearing out the rabble, was clean up the nuclear 
fallout.” Frank nodded his head thoughtfully, staring at the dark television. “With all the radiation 
neutralized, people have begun rebuilding as much as they can, but that could take years, maybe even 
decades.” 
“How long you been here, Frank?” 
“Oh, well, about two years now, I guess, but I’ve been in and out for years getting chemo and treatments 
that only stalled the cancer.” 
“So, you must’ve seen a lot of casualties come through here…” 
“Oh, sure,” Frank said, puckering his lips as he thought a moment. “Before you came along, I had a new 
roomie each week, sometimes two or three. I knew things were getting bad out there when the patients 
started getting younger and younger.” 
“I know it’s not politically correct to say, but when they’d bring in girls all busted up and bloody, I just 
wanted to up and leave. They were the hardest to watch suffer.” 
A knot formed in Sebastian’s throat, and he had to set his spoon down, unable to finish eating. Tears 
threatened to spill as visions of Becky played through his mind. I wish I could go back and make her stay 

home. She’d have tried to kick my ass, but she’d still be alive. 

Pushing the tray away, Sebastian lowered the bed and turned away from Frank, hiding the tears he 
couldn’t hold back. 
“You okay, Sebastian?” 
“Yeah, Frank. I’m just tired.” 
“Get some rest, then. They’ll probably come for you in the morning to put you through your paces.” 


Chapter 6 
September 1, 2020

“So, today’s the day, eh?” Frank asked, his eyes drooping with sadness even as he offered an encouraging 
smile. “You think you’re ready to go out there on your own?” 
“On my own? Probably not.” Bas sat on the edge of his bed, a duffle bag full of the few clothes and 
supplies he’d acquired over the last three weeks. In his hand, he held his father’s battered watch, the only 
thing that had survived his short stint as a soldier. 
“Well, you’re all healed up. Even that head wound is looking good.” 
“Thanks to the aliens, my recovery’s been easy. Even the doctor seemed surprised when he said I was 
fit enough to leave.” 
“They going to make you go back to the military, be part of that mishmash they put together with them 
aliens?” 
“No, they gave me a medical discharge,” Bas said, shaking his head, which still ached behind the healing 
scar. 
“You got any plans? Anywhere to go? You’ve never mentioned family…” 
“Family…” He stared at the cracked watch face, the hands swinging loose as he turned it over and over. 
“I suppose I should look for them. I’d like to make sure my baby brother is okay, but I’m not so sure I’m 
ready to be part of a family yet. Things aren’t what I thought they’d be, you know? My girl’s gone, the world 
has changed, I have to go out there and see what kind of life there is to live, if it’s even worth the effort.” 
“Don’t give up, kid. It might not seem like it, right now, but you got a lot to live for, and many years to 
find your purpose.” 
“I guess,” Bas said, hanging his head as a wave of despair crashed through him. “I just didn’t think I’d be 
going at it alone, you know? I thought she’d be right there with me the whole way.” 
“Sure, sure. I know how you’re feeling, been there myself, once upon a time.” Frank reached over to 
open the top drawer of his nightstand, grabbing something from inside. He tossed Bas a keyring with a 
single key on it, a small leather swatch hung limp and weathered from the metal ring. “Maybe you can take 
care of my Lenore for me. You two can keep each other company. She’s seen better days, but you’ll never find a car as dependable as her. Just be careful not to kick too much rust off her, not much else is holding her together.” 
“You sure, Frank? You don’t want to give your car to someone in your family, a kid, or grandkid or 
someone…” 
“Naw, boy. What little family I had already left this world. I pray, now the war’s over, you’ll find your 
family safe and sound. Let Lenore carry you home, Sebastian.” 
All the time Bas spent recovering in a bed next to the old guy, he’d marveled at how cheery and kind 
the man stayed, even knowing cancer would take him soon. 
“Thanks, Frank. I’ll take care of her.” He shook Frank’s thin, fragile hand. “And you… let them take care of 
you. Let them use the alien medicine to ease your pain. No need to suffer when you could be flirting with 
the nurses until your last breath.” 
“Go on, now,” Frank said, shooing Bas away. 
With one last glance at the ornery old man, he grabbed his bag and left the room. As the doors of the 
hospital slid shut behind him, Bas shuddered as an empty ache filled his chest, his body a hollow husk, his 
heart broken beyond repair. 


*** 
The ancient rust bucket, Lenore, a 1966 Ford Mustang, waited in the hospital parking garage gathering 
dust. Sebastian stuck the key in the lock and twisted it back and forth until it finally turned. The hinges 
protested as he opened the door, the sharp squeal echoing through the hollow garage. 
“Hey, Lenore,” Bas murmured, sliding into the bucket seat, and tossing his bag to the floor in the back. 
“Frank says you’re going to take me home, wherever that is.” 
He looked around the interior, getting familiar with the dash, the pedals, and the shifter . Good thing 

she’s an automatic, or I might’ve been stuck walking. 

“Okay, girl, let’s give this a shot. I’ve only driven a car once, so you’re going to have to be patient with 
me.” 
Grateful for an older car with simple controls, Sebastian searched his memory for the time one of his mother’s many boyfriends had let him drive because he’d been too drunk. Only a few vehicles were 
scattered throughout the parking garage, so he took a few minutes to practice driving, and get the hang of 
the sticky shifter and the stiff steering wheel. 
After nearly bouncing off a concrete wall and ramming a minivan, he felt confident he could manage 
well enough. “Well, I’m not the best driver, but I think we can do this, Lenore.” 

This is crazy. I don’t even have a driver’s license. Becky would give me hell for my crappy driving.  He choked down a lump in his throat. 
As he slowly drove through the streets, he spotted minuscule signs of efforts to repair the damaged city. 
Seattle and all its neighboring cities and towns had taken quite a beating. Picking his way through the 
outskirts of Seattle, Bas headed north. 
When he finally made it to the house that never felt like home, Bas stopped in front, nearly forgetting 
to put the car in park. The windows of the one-story, dilapidated bungalow stared out at him, dark and 
empty. He walked up the stairs, pushing through the front door that sat ajar, missing two panes of glass. 
“Mom! Jordy! Anyone here?” Bas wandered through the empty house, only silence greeting him. 
It appeared as if his mother had packed up only the essentials and about half of Jordy’s toys. The only 
room still intact was his own. 
“Well, at least I can get some fresh clothes.” Bas wandered back into the kitchen and found a note stuck 
to the fridge with one of Jordy’s alphabet magnets. 

Bas, 


The aliens are coming with buses to take us to a safe zone. I don’t know where 

we’re going, but we’ll be okay. Find us if you can. We’ll look for you. 


Love you, Mom

Leaning his forehead against the cool, fridge door, Bas silently wept. Tears rained from his eyes to the 
linoleum floor—tears for his brave Becky, tears for scruffy, little Jordy, even tears for his irresponsible 
mother. Quiet sobs echoed through the deserted house. 
Straightening back up, he wiped his face dry with a flowered dishrag, sniffling and pulling in big gulps of air. Looks like you’re on your own for now, man.  That one word reminded him of Rick the medic, and he wondered if the guy ever made it out alive. Probably not…

As quickly as he could, Bas packed up some fresh clothes, the few toiletries that’d been left behind, 
some canned food and a can opener, and the biggest, sharpest knife he could find left in the kitchen 
drawers. He searched the house, even dug through his mother’s closet, but couldn’t find a single family 
photo. His heart ached, wanting something—anything—to fill the void. 
Loading his gear into Lenore’s backseat, since the trunk had rusted out holes everywhere, he 
contemplated driving to Becky’s house for a picture to remember her by, but quickly nixed the idea. Just the
memories hurt too much… A picture won’t erase that last image of her burned in my brain. 

With one final look at the last place he’d called home, Bas got in the car and headed south. 


*** 
The devastation of war scarred the Pacific Northwest, as it did every corner of the world. It took Bas 
hours to get through Seattle. Taking whatever street looked clear, in a general southerly direction, he passed through cities and towns that once thrived, and had names most Washingtonians recognized. Now, each 
place blended with the next, all in the same state of decay. 
Having no idea where the aliens took his family, or where they might’ve set up ‘safe zones’, Bas decided 
to leave his life to chance and follow the road. He had a vague idea he drove somewhat parallel to Interstate 
5, and that seemed like a good enough route as any. 
Normally a three-hour trip, Bas approached the Columbia River and Vancouver about seven hours 
later. Night had fallen, and he’d had to slow way down to avoid damaged roads, occasionally driving into 
fields to get around giant gaps in the asphalt. When he’d stopped at a gas station after three hours of 
driving, Bas worried how he would pay for fuel, but no one manned the station. 

I haven’t seen anyone since I left the hospital. I guess the aliens really did round everyone up. 

Exhausted and hungry, he parked in a shopping mall parking lot for the night. Sleeping cramped up in 
the backseat, Bas woke the next morning hurting worse than he did after the crash training at the military 
base. He lay there, staring up at the blue sky, remembering how amazing that best night of his lifewith 
Becky had been. 
Flashes of her smile and the feel of her silky skin brought tears to his eyes. With a shake of his head, Bas sniffled and sat up, nearly bashing his head. 
“What the hell am I going to do?” Bas looked down at his hands, his skin soft and clean after months in 
the hospital. “I’m only fourteen fucking years old.” 
In a fit of frustration, he punched the back of the front passenger seat. The pain shooting down his arm 
reminded him he’d just been released from the hospital and had had no physical therapy. Five months in a 
coma, even with alien medicine, weakened his body. His arms and legs had barely any muscle tone, and 
ached from the driving and sleeping in the cramped backseat. 
Determined to get into some sort of shape, Bas got out of the car and stretched his aching muscles. A 
handful of pushups, a few jumping-jacks, and some sit-ups wore him out. Considering a nap, he shook the 
thought away, anxious to get back on the road. 
Repeating the same driving tactics as the day before, Bas made his way over the river into Portland, 
Oregon. The farther he got from the river, the more damaged the area became. The whole northern part of 
the city looked as if an F5 tornado had leveled it, with only an occasional structure, or parts of structures still standing. 
Bas made it about five miles in before the rubble-strewn street started to dip dramatically, and a giant 
crater opened up ahead. Stopping the car, he got out and walked the last few feet that looked stable. 
Fissures reached out in several places along the downward sloping edge of the crater. It looked as if the 
ground gradually lowered toward the crater for maybe half a mile where it appeared to drop off completely. 
The whole of Portland and its surrounding suburbs and towns had vanished, like God himself reached down 
to scoop the land up in his hand. 
After ten minutes of gawking, Bas gave up trying to see the other side and returned to Lenore. 
Carefully, he turned her around and drove back over the bridge, surprised it had survived the blast. With no 
interest in heading east, he pointed the Mustang west, and thought about driving straight into the ocean. 

Would I get to be with Becky, or would I end up in hell, like Mom’s pastor used to say about suicide? Would
God care if one more soul left this world? Do I care if he does? Hell, do I even care if he exists? No… I don’t think
I do. 



Chapter 7 
September 3, 2020

After another long stretch of driving, and a second night sleeping in the car, Bas finally made it into Oregon. 
When he caught sight of the ocean, he stopped the car and just stared at the water. A single tear rolled down 
his cheek as his thoughts darkened. 
“This could be it, Lenore. We could just drive right into that water and be done with all this shit.” What
point is there to keep going? I’m a kid who’s been through hell, with nowhere to go. No one would miss me. No
one even knows I’m alive. 

As he put his hand on the shifter, his eyes and thoughts trained on that inviting ocean, he could’ve 
sworn he heard Becky urging him to “keep on driving. Don’t give up.” And for his beloved Becky, he kept on 
driving. 
Resigned to living another dreary day, Bas stopped at an abandoned department store to scavenge for 
food, water, and camping gear. Filling Lenore’s tank again, he stared out over the empty parking lot, 
watching the coastal rain drizzle down, filling a large puddle in the center of the lot. 
The highway that followed the coastline had fared better than all the roads he’d driven so far. In the last 
forty-five minutes, only the occasional abandoned vehicle or road damage had slowed him. As he neared the 
end of another small beach-town, Bas caught sight of movement ahead. 
Slowing down, he warily approached what looked to be a roadblock. A fifteen-foot-tall cyclone fence 
crossed the road, disappearing into the trees on both sides. At first, Bas thought soldiers guarded the fence, but as he looked closer, he realized those soldiers stood taller, looked thinner, and all had absolutely no hair. 
“Son-of-a-bitch.” He shoved his hand through his shaggy, uncombed mop. “So that’s what the almighty 
saviors look like.” 
The Szu’Kara soldiers looked his way, and he noticed their eyes were strange, but they were too far 
away for him to see clearly. One soldier marched to where he’d stopped Lenore, and Bas bit his tongue as 
he tried not to cower away from the imposing figure. Don’t be a baby, dumbass. 

“You must turn around,” the soldier said, after Bas rolled down the squeaky window. 
The alien stared down at him, stooping a little, sending chills down Bas’ spine. Standing at least seven and a half feet tall, maybe eight, the alien looked like a stretched-out human, with large, solid silver eyes that had a thin vertical pupil, similar to a cat. Completely hairless, from what Bas could see, its smooth, dark blue skin shimmered in the sunlight. He almost admired the beauty of the alien, but his fear blocked out all other 
thoughts. 
“Boy, you must turn around. You cannot drive this way.” 
Bas shook himself, regaining some composure. “Uh… is the road damaged this way? It’s a long way to 
drive back. I’d have to go all the way around the crater just to get back to the coast.” 
“You cannot drive this way. We have cleared a detour around this area. It is through mountains, but it is 
safe. We have ensured the route is passable. Turn around, and you will see the signs we have posted for the 
detour.” 
“O-okay.” Bas maneuvered the car around, driving back the way he came. 
Looking in the rearview mirror, he watched the alien stand there, where he’d left it. As it got smaller 
and smaller, something in the distance, over the alien’s head, caught Bas’ attention. Slowing to a stop, he 
turned around in his seat and gaped at the top of a giant alien ship. 
“Holy fuck!” 
Just over the tree line, a shiny, black tower loomed. Judging by the distance, Bas guessed the ship to be 
nearly five hundred feet tall, maybe four hundred feet wide, with rows upon rows of dark windows 
reflecting the sunlight. The tower seemed cylindrical, but from this far away, he couldn’t quite tell. 
Thinking back to the night he first saw the alien ship over Seattle, he assumed this one had a similar 
shape. Frank had said something about hundreds of giant ships planting themselves into the ground all 
over the world, but Bas hadn’t thought much of it. Remembering the alien ship meant remembering Becky 
dying, and he didn’t want to do that. 
Clenching his jaw, and swallowing his emotions, Bas drove on, taking the detour designated by a 
rudimentary sign with block letters and a giant arrow. The dirt road seemed to be cut out of the ground 
with a laser, leveled to a point that as the terrain rose and fell, the road kept even and clean. Every so often, the alien detour passed through pre-existing country roads that he briefly considered turning onto, maybe 
going back to get a look at that ship, but he kept going. 
Eventually, the cut-out road curved back around to the coastal highway, and Bas followed the ocean. He 
drove until twilight, reaching a small, abandoned town where he stopped at another empty gas station, all 
its windows busted out and the interior ransacked. After scrounging for food to add to his stash, he drove to 
the edge of the beach to camp for the night. Sitting in the sand, listening to the waves, he imagined bringing Becky here. 
“You would’ve loved this, Rebecca. It’s so peaceful. We could’ve gotten married on a beach like this. 
Who knew we’d never get a chance to get married, have kids, and be regular people… together? I never 
thought about it. I’m so sorry I never thought about our future. I’m sorry you didn’t get a future, baby.” 


*** 

Black smoke swirled over the broken cobblestone street. Shadows hid all but the faint outlines of the 

surrounding city ruins. A hazy glow emanated up ahead, like a beacon leading the way. 


Distant whispers, calling his name, beckoned Bas to leave his shelter behind the burned-out shell of a car. 

An urgent pull drew him forward to the market he knew lay beyond the light, which grew brighter the closer
he got. 


Holding a trembling hand over his brow to shade his eyes, Bas squinted, trying to focus on the tiny black 

outline in the middle of the hazy beam. As he slowly moved toward the market, the whispers became clearer,
words reached his ears, making his heart pound. 

“Bas… Come to me, Bas… Help me…” The beautiful voice got louder with each urgent step he took. 


Crossing his arms over his face, Bas tried to see through the beam of light, knowing in his heart his love
waited for him, called him. 

“I’m coming, Becky! I’ll be right there!” 


Suddenly, the ground beside him erupted with a fiery explosion, blowing chunks of cobblestone against his 

side, knocking him in the opposite direction. Regaining his balance, Bas stumbled back as a second explosion
rocked the street on his other side. 

“Bas! Help! It hurts!” 

“I’m coming!” He yelled, staggering from one explosion to the next, making his way toward the bright 

light. 


A blanket of black silence fell over the war-torn street. Blinded by the lack of light, Bas fumbled forward,
determined to find her, unable to give up. 


Two bright flashes of orange lit the way for an instant, and Bas got a brief glimpse of Becky falling to the
walkway in front of the empty fish market. A wall of fog hung behind her, making the broken display cases 

and demolished ruins of the nearby shopping stalls look faded and ghostly. 


Rushing forward blindly, he called to her, begged her to hold on. As he raced over the never-ending road, 

the sky appeared above, a clear twilight with bright stars to light the way. Within a few feet, Becky lay 

waiting, reaching out, her eyes terrified. Blood pooled beneath her prone form, a dark stain growing on the
front of her white T-shirt. 


Bas forced every ounce of strength into his legs, pushing himself forward, grasping for her bloody hand. 

Inches away, fingertips nearly touching, he howled as he tried to grab her shaking hand. 

“Sebastian!” Becky shrieked, tearing his heart to pieces. 


The ground underneath him bucked, tossing Bas back away from his bleeding girlfriend. A scream echoed 

throughout the city block that lay beyond the shadows. Losing his footing, he fell to the crumbled street. The
earth below rose and fell in waves, the sound of water drowning out the screams. 

“…up, dude. You alive?” A deep, gravelly voice blared through the blackening city block. “Come on, wake 
up.” 
Bas grumbled, rolling to his side, digging his head into the soft pillow. A hand shoved at his shoulder, 
pushing him onto his stomach. 
With a gasp, Bas grabbed the kitchen knife and stumbled to his feet as he spat out a mouthful of sand, 
shaking his head. Blinking wildly, Bas searched for his dying girlfriend, only to find a bright, sunny beach, 
and a scruffy, bearded man staring at him. 
“Hey,” the heavily-tanned, blond man said with a quirked eyebrow, his hand stuffed into the deep 
pockets of his cargo shorts. 
“Who the fuck are you?” Bas backed away, scrubbing the dry sand from his face and hair as his feet dug 
into the sand, nearly tripping him. 
“I should ask you that, kid,” the man said with a chuckle. “What’re you doing sleeping on my beach?” 


*** 
Since the man made no aggressive moves, Bas took a few minutes to relieve himself, keeping the knife in hand, and grabbed a bottle of water to rinse the residual sand from his dry mouth. All the while, the guy 
sat cross-legged in the sand and watched with curious interest, wearing a frayed, gray thermal shirt, faded 
green pants, and dirty, white sneakers. A brown, knit beanie covered most of his straggly, blond hair. 
When Bas leaned against the front of the Mustang, he narrowed his eyes and studied the man as he 
lurched over the soft sand to stand nearby, aloof but watchful. 
“I’m Tuff,” he said. 
“Uh, okay. Should I be scared?” 
“No,” the man said, chuckling. “That’s my name, kid. Tuff, Tuff Spence.” 
“Oh, uh, sorry. I’m Bas.” He stuck his hand out for Tuff to shake, pulling it back when he realized his still 
gripped the knife, and shrugged at the smirking man. 
“So, what are you doing out here all alone on my beach?” 
“Your beach?” 
“Yeah,” Tuff said, looking down and scuffing the ground with his shoe, “this was mine before the war. I 
had a resort here, and this was part of the private beach. Now, I just stay in town and hang at my private 
beach all day.” 
“Anyone else live here? It looked deserted when I drove in last night.” 
“Nope. Aliens took everyone to a camp. ‘For their safety.’” Tuff rolled his brown eyes and shrugged a 
shoulder. 
“You don’t believe them?” 
“I went with them, at first. Didn’t like the treatment, so I came back. I like it better out here.” 
“What’s wrong with the treatment? My mom and brother went to a safe zone. Is that the same as a 
camp?” 
“Oh, yeah. They came around after about a month and started rounding people up to take to those ‘safe 
zones’, but they’re more like internment camps, if you ask me.” 
“I don’t understand.” Bas tilted his head and narrowed his eyes at the guy. 
“Well, it seemed good at first. Safer, you know? Then, they started separating the men from the women 
and children. When I noticed some of the men go missing, I got my ass out of there.” 
“What’re they doing with the men?” 
“Not sure. I heard rumors they were being sent to work as laborers, but not like the paid kind.” 
“You mean slaves?” 
“Don’t know.” Tuff shrugged. “Maybe.” 
Bas snorted. “Why would they need slaves? I thought they had all this wonderful technology that fixed 
everything.” 
“Supposedly. From what I saw, their ships look high-tech, and they seemed to be miracle healers or 
some shit, but they aren’t sharing too much. At least, it didn’t look very ‘sharing is caring’ at the Oregon 
camp.” 
“Is there a camp in Washington?” 
Tuff crossed his arms with a sigh. “Possibly. I didn’t ask, but it seemed like everyone I talked to was 
from Oregon, so it’s possible they have one in each state. Maybe more.” 
“I got to find out. I can’t leave my family to be slaves. How do I find out if there’s a Washington camp?” 
“Go to the one I was at and ask.” 
With a furrowed brow, Bas cringed. “I don’t want to be a slave, man.” 
“They let me go,” Tuff thumped his chest, “but that was three months ago. I don’t know if the slave thing 
is true, dude. It was a rumor.” 
“I guess I can check it out.” He brushed his fingers through his tangled hair. “What about you, though? 
You been here alone for three months? Aren’t you going to run out of food after a while?” 
“Pfft. It’s nearly gone now. This place was dying before they arrived. They only had to take three 
busloads of people away.” He dropped his head back, closing his eyes. “I guess it’s probably time to move on. 
Maybe go to Cali and see if my buddy, Zach, still has his bar open.” 


*** 
With directions to the alien camp and the California bar in hand, Bas left the peaceful beach, and 
dreams of an ocean-side life with Becky, behind. Driving northeast to the camp only took a couple of hours, 
and as soon as he caught sight of it, he felt anxiety scratching at the back of his mind. 
The same kind of fencing that blocked the coastal highway also surrounded the camp, which appeared to be backed up to a forest. Aliens patrolled the perimeter, with guards posted at a large, open gate, while 
humans went about their business inside. 
Canvas tents of various sizes sat in long rows, with canopies set up over cooking grills and tables. 
Children ran around while adults cooked, cleaned, or sat at the tables chatting. Everything seemed calm and 
safe from what Bas could see, like a refugee camp . Maybe Tuff’s just a paranoid crazy. 

Parking near the gate, Bas left Lenore and approached the aliens with strange colored skin and eyes 
like precious metals or gems. A gate guard stepped forward to meet him as he wondered about weapons. 
He hadn’t seen any weapons on the guards when he first encountered them, and he didn’t see any now. 

Huh. Maybe they’re hiding super-powerful tiny weapons in their super-sleek, body-hugging— he snickered —

unitards. 

“Are you here for safe harbor, boy?” This alien towered over Bas, with a voice that grated in his ears, 
high and whiny, vibrating low in its throat. 
Staring up at the pale blue alien, marveling at the pale gold eyes, Bas gulped and sucked in a 
strengthening breath. “Uh, actually, I was hoping you could tell me if there is a safe zone in Washington. I’m looking for my family.” 
“There is a safe zone in Washington. Each state has at least one location to provide safety, food, and 
medical assistance to those in need.” The strange creature stooped to look into Bas’ eyes, giving him an 
eerie feeling that urged him to run. “Are you in need, child? Can we provide you with assistance?” 
Stepping back, Bas shivered as a chill zipped down his spine. “N-no, thanks. I’m just looking for my 
family.” 
“We can provide you with a map. It is safer if you follow a designated route. We have not repaired all 
the roadways.” The alien straightened up, tucking its chin down to gaze at Bas with those freakish eyes. “We 
have not completely eliminated the threat to humanity. There are areas that you should avoid… for your 
safety.” 
“Is that why you have that place on the coast closed up and guarded?” 
“We have many areas contained to protect humans from danger. You should not concern yourself with 
this. I will get you a map.” 
Watching the imposing creature march off, Bas considered the alien’s evasive response, but shrugged it 
off. I have my own problems to deal with. I’m not getting involved in this crap. 

The big, blue goon returned with a sharply drawn map with one route provided in red to guide him. 
Holding it open, this Szu’Kara being held out a single, twig-like digit to point out the red line. 
“Follow this route, please. We are only able to ensure your safety this way. You will find checkpoints 
along the route. Szu’Kara will provide you with supplies, should you need them on your journey.” 
“Okay.” Bas carefully took the map and held it flat, worried the alien might take offense if he folded up 
the meticulously drawn map. “Thank you, si—uh… Thank you.” How do you tell if it’s male or female? Frank 

never mentioned that…



Chapter 8 
September 5, 2020

“Bas!” Jordy squealed, pulling Judith along behind him. Bas moved to step towards his little brother, but 
large hands dropped on his shoulders, one blue in color, the other a steel-gray. He glanced up into the long 
face of the gray Szu’Kara guard, stern ruby red eyes glaring down at him. 
“Oh, Bas, you’re here,” his mother said, reaching for him as Jordy latched onto his leg. “I’m so happy 
you’re alive.” She squeezed Bas into a tight hug while giving the alien a simpering smile. 
“This is your child?” the blue alien asked, his ivory eyes roving over Judith as Bas clenched his fists, his 
face flushing with anger. 
“Bas!” she whispered, shoving him behind her. “Yes, sir, this is my son. Thank you for letting him in.” 
She spun around, snatching Jordy’s hand and Bas’ arm, rushing them away from the gate. 
“What was that?” he asked, letting his mom herd him deep into the Spokane settlement, passed canvas 
tents similarly aligned as the ones in the Oregon settlement camp. “That alien was looking at you like, like… 
yuck.” 
“Oh, he was not, but they are kind of beautiful… you know, for aliens.” 
“Seriously, Mom,” Bas said, “That’s disgusting. How do you even know if they’re male or female, or, uh, 
other?” 
“Oh, they were definitely male. You can tell with those tight outfits they wear.” 
“Ugh, Mom, I’m so grossed out, right now.” 
“Bas, Bas!” Jordy bounced around them as they walked through a large path with market stalls lining 
each side. 
“I thought they provided food and supplies. Why are people selling things?” 
“Our saviors are very generous. They give us everything we need, but we are still human, and we need 
more than the basic supplies. These people are selling extra blankets, clothing, household items, and trinkets to make our tents feel more homey. Plus, it will help us rebuild our economy.” 
“Where’s our tent?” 
“Jordy, show Bas where we live.” 
“Okay,” he said in his sweet little voice full of excitement, his blue eyes dancing between his brother and 
mother. Jordy led a laughing Bas to a large tent, about the size of a small bedroom. Inside, they had two cots, a clothing rack, a basin with a pitcher of water next to it on a small dresser, and a small, round table with 
four chairs. 
“Mom, this is really small. Why would you leave our house to live in this?” 
“Oh, Bas, we would have starved if we didn’t come here. The Szu’Kara give us what we need to live, but 
they can’t do that if we’re all spread out throughout the country. It’s easier if we’re all together where they can protect us and deliver supplies to centralized locations. Their commander, Kayn, has promised to help 
us rebuild our world, but in the meantime, we need to stick together.” 
“Winter is coming, Mom. What are they going to do to keep us warm?” Bas peered around the sparse 
shelter, wondering if he should go out to scavenge for a heater. It’d have to be propane, I think. 

“They’re already bringing in supplies for us to upgrade all the tents into houses,” Judith said, settling 
Jordy in at the table with a bowl of dry cereal. “You’ll have to help out with all the other able-bodied people.” 
“The almighty saviors aren’t going to magically do it for us?” 
“Don’t be silly, Bas. We are perfectly capable of building homes for ourselves.” 
“Well, I suppose it’ll be good for me to stay busy. Less time to think about Becky.” 
Judith gasped, turning big, worried eyes to Bas. “What happened to Becky?” 
A lump formed in his throat and a weight settled in his chest as tears flowed down his cheeks, pent up 
emotions bursting forth as he dropped into a chair beside his little brother, who stared at him with the 
innocence of a child. “She’s gone, Mom.” 


*** 
Over the next few months, Bas helped with housing upgrades, happy to do something to keep his mind 
occupied. After his neighbors realized how handy he was, they had him working non-stop doing odd jobs as 
well as his regular job of building homes. With the aliens bringing in a constant supply of building materials, 
everyone able to pitch in worked around the clock to get all the tents replaced with houses before the snow started. 
“I feel like a dog in a cage,” Drew Kinney said, as two Szu’Kara guards marched past the house he and 
Bas were working on, putting shingles on the roof. 
“Yep, they’re everywhere. Seems like we get more ‘protectors’ every week.” Bas hammered a shingle in 
place, talking around the nails clamped between his lips. “Mom’s got a new alien boyfriend every time I turn 
around. They’re always bringing stupid presents, and she gushes over them like they’re angels gracing her 
with their heavenly presence.” 
“They are our saviors,” Drew said, with a derisive snort. Sweat drenched his dusty-blond hair, dripping 
down his tanned face, a result of many hours spent installing shingles or siding. 
“Pfft, those saviors almost killed me,” Bas said. “I’m supposed to be eternally grateful for them saving 
my life after blasting me into the side of a building, not happening. I can’t wait to get the fuck out of here. 
I’m tired of them trying to make us into perfect little pawns, always looking down their noses at us.” 
“You’ve only been here a few months. Where you going to go?” 
“People are starting to go back to their old homes, and they need help fixing them. I’ve learned as much 
as you have in this trade, so why not go out there and help the people the aliens won’t?” 
“What about your mom and Jordy? I know my pops couldn’t make it without me.” 
Bas set his hammer aside and rolled onto his back to gaze up at the clear, blue afternoon sky. “They 
don’t need me. Mom’s always yelling at me for being rude to the Zooks she brings home, says they provide 
for us better than any of the losers she used to bring home—” Bas spat over the edge of the roof “—like I 
don’t provide for our family with all the work I do every single fucking day. Whatever… Besides, all our 
fighting just scares Jordy. He’ll be better off without me here to cause problems.” 
“Well, I guess it’s better if you leave on your own, not like, you know, the missing…” 
“Oh, you mean, all the people who left to ‘work’ on the compounds or got detained for ‘violent 
behavior’? I met a guy once who mentioned people going missing but thought it was just a rumor.” 
“Doesn’t seem like a rumor to me, but who am I to speak against our magnanimous benefactors?” 
Drew shook his head, grabbing another shingle to hammer in place. “Just watch your ass, and stay out of 
their way.” 


Chapter 9 
February 15, 2021

Bas kept his head down, avoiding the aliens as much as possible, continuing to work constantly, some days 
managing not to think about his lost love. One evening, after a long day repairing woodstoves and chimneys, 
his mother started whining as soon as he walked in the door. She was in between alien lovers and quite 
cranky about it, taking her frustration out on him, so he’d gone the only place she wouldn’t follow—the roof. 
Bundled up in his warmest jacket with a mug of hot cider, he watched the snow drift down from the 
dark night sky, startled out of his reverie when he heard hushed alien voices. Sitting up, he peered over the 
edge to find two of the settlement’s nastiest aliens hauling a man between them, gagged and bound. Soon 
after, two more aliens carried a gagged and bound woman as she struggled in their arms. 
Realizing he knew the humans, who lived only four houses away, Bas scurried down the ladder and 
rushed in to find his mother. He nearly ran her over with his lanky legs, a recent growth spurt making him 
look awkward, even with the muscle he’d built up working around the settlement. 
“Whoa, Bas. What’s got you all bothered?” Judith held her hands against his heaving chest. 
“I just saw some Zooks dragging the Stevens away like prisoners, Mom!” He grabbed her shoulders, 
giving her big eyes. “There’s been rumors about them stealing humans for slavery. Someone even said they 
take women for breeding!” 
“Don’t be silly,” she said, waving him away. “The Szu’Kara would never hurt us. They love us and take 
care of us. If they took someone away, it was probably for a good reason. Humans are full of flaws, 
Sebastian. We can’t help but do bad things sometimes. That’s why the blessed commander brought his 
angel people to help us. And, for heaven’s sake, stop calling them that horrid name. They don’t like it.” 
“Mom, things aren’t right. I don’t think the aliens are as good as they want us to believe. People go 
missing all the time, and I knew the Stevens. They were good people.” 
“Good people still make mistakes—” 
“What about Mr. Aubrey?” Bas paced the small living room as his mom sat on their sofa with her arms 
crossed and her brows deeply furrowed. “They took him away for no good reason.” 
“He assaulted a guard, Bas.” 
“He was drunk, and they practically jumped him!” 
“That’s nonsense, he was always drunk, a menace to our barely civilized society. Besides, Commander 
Kayn came and settled things down. He even brought extra supplies and goodies to smooth things over. 
We’re safe here, Bas. Our guardians provide everything we need, and they’re fixing our world so we can 
have a good future.” 
“Come on! Open your eyes! He came here to stop an uprising, Mom. Things are happening that 
shouldn’t be, and you’re just turning a blind eye because you don’t want to see the bad in them. You always 
brought home those fucked up men who used you because you always believe everyone is good, no matter 
what. Now, you’re bringing home Zooks,  and doing the same damn thing. What the hell does that teach 
Jordy? What kind of life is that for him to grow up in?” 
“That’s enough,” she hissed, peering over her shoulder to Jordy’s closed bedroom door. “I’ve had enough 
of this, Bas. We are good people. The Szu’Kara are a good people. They’ve done so much for us, and I won’t 
forget that just because you heard some rumors, or saw something you didn’t like. Jordan will grow up 
learning to be kind and generous, just like them.” 
“I can’t do this.” Bas growled, and pulled at his shaggy hair to avoid shaking some sense into his 
delusional mother. “I’m leaving. If I could take Jordy with me, I would.” 
“What are you saying?” She glared at him. “Are you leaving us, again?” 
“I can’t do this, Mom. I can’t stand being around them. I can’t stand how they try to make us all prim 
and proper, like them. I can’t stay here and watch them steal people in the night. If I stay here, I’ll end up doing something I regret.” 
“Fine. Go. Do whatever you want, but do it before Jordy wakes up. I don’t want him exposed to the 
hatred you harbor. He’s happy here, and you aren’t going to do anything to change that. When you’ve taken 
the time to mature and be a better man, you can come back. Until then, just stay away. I can’t have you here 
causing problems.” 
“I’ll be gone within the hour, Mother. You better tell Jordy something nice. Don’t you tell him I 
abandoned you guys, like last time. Tell him I had to leave for a job. I’ll be back to visit. Promise me, Mom. 
Promise me you’ll be good to him.” 
“I’ve always been a good mother.” Judith scowled, her cheeks dark red. 
“Promise. Please.” Sebastian stood his ground, barely holding himself back from grabbing his baby 
brother and running away with him. “Please, Mom.” 
“I promise.” 


*** 
A year and a half later, Bas found himself near Tuff’s beach in Oregon, repairing a little farmhouse on 
the outskirts of the still nearly-empty ocean town. After finishing the job, he decided to venture south to 
California. The weather had been warm this summer, and he’d never been to the Golden State. There’d been 
plenty of work to be had between Washington and Oregon. 
Reaching into Lenore’s glovebox, he grabbed the brittle piece of paper Tuff had scribbled directions on 
and headed south. The drive along the coastline was beautiful. He thought, as he still did on occasion, about 
Becky and how he wished she were in the seat next to him, but he shook the daydream away, trying to hold 
onto the good mood he’d had for most of the summer. 
Right before he took the job he just finished, Bas had visited Jordy. On his visits, he usually took his 
little brother for a day trip in the country to avoid the inevitable argument his mother always instigated. She liked to beat him with guilt, which made his visit with Jordy unpleasant and awkward, as the seven-year-old 
held a fierce loyalty to their mother. Still, when he dropped the boy off, Judith had been waiting, with 
poisonous accusations of abandonment spoken in harsh whispers away from young ears. 
Driving with the windows down, breathing in the warm summer air, Bas shrugged off all the anger he 
felt towards his mother, and all the sadness he still held for his lost love. At seventeen, he looked and felt much older. War and hard labor aged a person, physically and mentally. There was no escaping the weight 
that settled on the body after witnessing terrible things, nightmares that prick the memory at odd times. 
Pulling into the dirt lot in front of a run-down bar that once probably resembled a log cabin, he glanced 
around before getting out of the car. Two shiny motorcycles, and a handful of rust-covered cars lined the lot. 
A wooden rocking chair on the rickety porch held an old biker, smoking a cigar, his long, gray beard covering 
most of his bulging belly. 
With a polite smile and a tip of his head, Bas passed the burly man, feeling eyes follow him from behind 
dark sunglasses. Upon entering the bar through its flimsy screen door, he blinked hard. His eyes needed a 
second to adjust to the dim light inside. 
A handful of locals eyed him as he sidled up to the gleaming counter. He perched on a worn but sturdy 
barstool and glanced around. No one seemed hostile, which was always good, and not a single alien sat in 
the large, open space. 
The inside of the place had that same log cabin design the outside tried to have, but it seemed to be in much better condition. Having never been in a real bar, Bas didn’t know what he’d expected, but this place 
had a cozy feel. If he’d come upon this establishment in the snowy mountains, he would have looked for the 
roaring fire and fuzzy blankets. 
A throat clearing snapped his wandering eyes forward. In front of Bas, wiping the dark wood counter 
with a holey rag, stood a young Amazon braced against her side of the counter with a large, sturdy hand. 
Long blonde hair, pulled back in a harsh ponytail, fanned out just enough to frame the hard lines of a square 
face. Clear blue eyes scanned him, assessing him. Thin, wide lips pinched in a straight line under a long nose and high cheekbones. 
“What can I get you?” Her deep, sultry voice raised goosebumps on his arm. 
“What do you have?” 
“You’re in a bar, in the middle of fuckin’ nowhere. What do you think we have?” 
Taken aback, Bas stared at the young woman. “Well, since I’ve never been in a bar, I couldn’t say.” 
She narrowed her large eyes, puckering her lips, and leaned forward onto her elbows, arms crossed. 
“How old are you? Nineteen? Twenty?” 
Bas mimicked her position against the counter, his face inches from hers, indigo eyes shining with 
mirth, and a crooked smile forcing its way to his mouth. “Seventeen.” 
“No shit?” She straightened up, looking him over again. “I thought for sure you were my age, maybe a 
little older.” 
“Hm, I don’t know if I should be flattered or insulted. How old are you?” 
“Bah, be flattered, and I’m nineteen.” 
“Isn’t that a little young to be tending bar?” 
“Bah, not these days. We’re so far from a settlement or compound we live by our own rules.” She turned 
to look behind him. “Right, ya’ll?” 
A chorus of cheers, hoots, and “you bet!” rang out around the bar. 
“We’re like the old west out here. The only time we see them Zooks is when the supply shuttles drop in, 
and they don’t come out this far from the town center.” 
“Huh. This sounds like my kind of place.” 
“Oh yeah?” She propped herself up on the counter behind her, rattling a few liquor bottles. “You don’t like the Zooks?” 
“Hell, no. They have my mom wrapped around their damn finger, and she’s got my little brother 
wrapped around hers. Plus… I’ve seen things.” 
“For a kid, looking as old as you do, I believe you’ve seen some shit. Did you go to war, like my daddy?” 
Bas cleared his throat, swallowing down a lump of emotion. “Your dad? Was he Zach?” 
“How the fuck you know that?” The Amazon jumped forward, looking ready to punch his lights out. 
“Chill, girl!” Bas held his hands up, placating. “I came here looking for Tuff Spence. He said he was 
coming here to find his friend, Zach. Gave me directions to get here.” 
“Don’t call me girl. My name’s Cecily, and old Tuff hasn’t been here in a while. When’d you see him?” 
“About two years ago, I guess.” 
“Huh. Well, he moved on south, probably somewhere in Mexico. Said he wanted to find a better beach 
than the one he had in Oregon.” 
“Ah, well, doesn’t matter. I just came here on a whim. I only met the guy once, didn’t really know him.” 




Just another memory I can do without.  “My name’s Bas, by the way.” 
“Welcome to the wild west, Bas.” Cecily slapped the counter. A round of welcomes echoed his way. 
“Now, what can I get you?” 


*** 
Bitter and warm, Bas felt like the beer he’d been drinking. His first made him feel all fuzzy and happy. 
His second made his head heavy and his mood mellow. By his third, he’d become morose and broody. All 
the while, Cecily chatted away as if they’d know each other for years. 
“…some of the ladies in town get together and hang out at the beach—” 
“Becky never got to see the beach.” Bas stared down into his mug, swishing the last dregs of flat beer 
around the bottom. 
“Who’s Becky?” 
“She was my girlfriend.” 
“Where is she now?” Cecily’s hands appeared on either side of his, drawing his eyes away from the 
depths of sorrow swirling in the beer. 
“She’s dead,” he said, blurting the words, oddly anxious for some reaction from the cheery girl. 
“How’d she die?” Cecily asked, grabbing her bleach scented rag to wipe up some droplets Bas had 
spilled on his last swig. 
“She was shot by a terrorist.” 
“That’s fucked up.” 
“Yeah, well, that was another time. She’s gone, but I can’t seem to fucking get over her. Every damn day, 
it still hurts. How could they send us into battle? We were just kids, you know?” 
“I don’t know, Bas,” Cecily said, shaking her head. “I just don’t know.” 
As the day wore on, and his mind played memories of Becky like a broken record, his thoughts spilled 
from his mouth unfettered and full of every pain-filled emotion he’d been holding back since her death. At 
some point, Cecily had wisely switched him from beer to water. Eventually, he just lay his head down on the 
counter and stared into the depths of his mind where his love bossed him around while whispering secrets 
just for him. 
When the sun set, and the last of the locals went home for the night, Cecily locked the door and hauled a 
wobbly Bas upstairs to her apartment. She steered him to a long, brown leather sofa, yanked off his over-
shirt, stretched him over the cushions, and tossed a blanket over his weary body. As his eyes drooped 
closed, he watched her switch off a small lamp before turning off the overhead light and disappearing down 
a dark hallway. 


Chapter 10 
August 2022

“Oof!” Bas hollered, groaning as he opened his eyes to find a heavy, feather pillow laying on his protesting 
belly. 
“Get your ass up.” Cecily yelled at the top of her lungs, or so it seemed to Bas’ screaming head. “If you’re 
going to stay here, you’re going to work. I don’t coddle slackers.” 
“I’m not a slacker,” he muttered, rubbing his head as he swallowed back bile. “I work. And I have money 
to pay for a room somewhere. I appreciate you letting me crash here, especially since I couldn’t have driven 
anywhere, but you can point me in the direction of a hotel or boarding house or whatever, and I’ll get out of 
your hair.” Although, it is pretty hair… Wait, what? 

“No reason for all that. You can stay in my dad’s room. I would’ve put you there last night, but you’re 
heavier than you look.” 
“You calling me fat?” Bas croaked, as he tried to make a terrible joke. 
“Seriously, Bas, you got a gym membership somewhere? You’re so tall and thin, but carrying you up 
those stairs, I got to feel some of that muscle hiding under your clothes.” 
“I’m a handyman. When I lived with my mom on the Eastern Washington settlement, I helped build 
houses and did all the hard work those skinny Zook bastards don’t want to dirty their hands doing.” 
“Ugh, I don’t know how you were able to stand living under their heel. Like I told you yesterday, we only 
see them about once a month in our little town, and I stay here. We have a group of older people meet them, 
so the aliens think we’re nothing but a bunch of harmless old fogies who don’t need supervision.” 
“Smart.” He nodded his head, and instantly regretted the action. “I need an aspirin and a shower. You 
have any?” 
“Sure, I got both. Down the hall, on your right. Aspirins’ in the cabinet. Don’t take too long. Hot water 
won’t last long, and we got business to attend to.” 
Bas threw back some pills ASAP and showered quickly. When he pulled back the curtain, he found his 
duffle bag laying on the floor, dressing to the smells of soap and frying bacon. 
“So, what you got planned for me today?” Bas asked, scarfing down the tasty eggs and bacon. “Like I told you before, I got plenty of experience fixing things. You need some repairs done around here?” 
“You’ll see.” 
“I can fix your siding if you have the materials.” 
“Patience, Bas.” 
With a harrumph, Bas gave up and helped her wash the breakfast dishes, waiting to see how the day 
would play out. 


*** 
“You know,” Bas said, “when you said you were putting me to work, I thought I’d be fixing broken stuff, 
or cleaning out gutters, or something like that to pay you back.” 
“Oh, you’re going to do that too. Don’t worry.” Cecily winked at him, and he cringed at the look in her 
eye, wondering if he should be worried. 
Not in a million years did he think he’d be sitting at a table in a bar in, a state he’d never been to, with a woman he didn’t know, surrounded by a crowd of weathered bikers, tanned farmers, and other people he’d 
never met, talking about all the evils of the Szu’Kara that he’d assumed, and occasionally witnessed, to be 
true but never dared speak of. 
So far, several people had verified the rumors of slavery to be true, and Bas accepted their word 
because he’d known deep down these aliens were wolves in sheep’s clothing. Finally, after two years of 
hiding his suspicions, and arguing with his mother about her Zook lovers, he was among people who 
understood the truth. For all their efforts to save humanity, the Szu’Kara had a hidden agenda, and these 
people knew it. 
“It’s going to take a lot of careful effort to root out others like us. Everyone is either too scared to speak up, or too far up the Zooks’ asses to know any better. It’s going to take us years to get enough people to 
fight back.” 
A short, gruff, Hispanic man in biker leathers with arms crossed over a barrel chest addressed the 
crowd. Black hair hung in a long, thick braid down his back and framed his mouth with a mustache and 
goatee. 
“Raul,” Cecily said, “Bas here lived in a settlement in Washington state. He’s seen some of the shit the aliens do. Maybe he could give us some insight as to what it’s like living with the Zooks, since none of us 
have spent much time in one of their camps or compounds.” 
All eyes zeroed in on Bas, hitting a fear of public speaking he never knew he had. He sputtered through 
the first few questions, but after a while, his anxiety settled down and he gave up every bit of alien 
knowledge he had to these people. The more they talked, the more he felt at ease, as if he’d finally found his place in the world. 
Throwing in her own questions here and there, Cecily subtly steered the meeting. Her commanding 
stature and brash attitude garnered a strange respect from the group. By the end of the meeting he didn’t 
know he’d be attending, Bas had no doubt he could count on these people, talk openly with them, and turn 
to them, and especially Cecily, whenever he needed a friend. 


*** 
“Well, that was interesting,” Bas said when the crowd cleared out. “It’s kind of late, but this is a bar, so 
what do you need me to do to help you get this place open?” 
“Grab a beer, Bas,” Cecily said as she slid behind the bar to select a bottle of tequila from the top shelf. 
“We don’t open on meeting days, that’s why we do it mid-week.” 
“Oh, okay. What are we doing then?” 
“We’re going to watch the sunset.” 
“Huh.” Bas edged around the bar to get a beer, bumping into Cecily as she retrieved a couple shot 
glasses. With drinks in hand, they stared at each other for a moment before quickly turning away, Bas 
sucking in air to calm his racing pulse. 
For the last few minutes of daylight, they sat in lawn chairs outside the bar’s back door, Cecily passing 
him a shot of tequila every few minutes as he slowly drank his warm beer. Lost in memories of sunsets with 
Becky, he didn’t talk, and she didn’t push. The loud young woman from the meeting wisely allowed the 
mourning young man a bit of peace. 
As the glowing orange ball in the sky melted into the yellow, orange, and pink horizon, the light of day 
faded, and a slightly cooler evening set in. Glittering stars watched over Earth, and Bas imagined one of 
those stars could be his Becky. 

I miss you so much it hurts, and I’ll never forget you, but it’s time for me to move on. I think I’ve found a
place… a home, and I hope you’ll forgive me, but I think this girl here with me could change my life. I don’t
know how or when, but something about her feels right. I think my life will have a direction, a meaning. 

Something I thought I lost forever when you died. No matter what happens here, or with her, you will always
be in my heart. 

As he sent his silent, emotional words to the stars, the sounds of the night filled his ears. Engrossed in 
his efforts to open his heart to the universe, Bas jumped and his heart pounded when he felt a warm hand 
slide over his knuckles, closing around his fingers. He looked up into those crystalline eyes and followed 
them inside, up the stairs, into a cozy room with a soft bed, and into the strong arms of a beautiful, blonde 
siren. 


Chapter 11 
June 2031

Long strands of pale yellow silk fanned out over the white, embroidered pillowcase of a fluffy, feather pillow. 
A golden tanned arm stretched across the bed clutching the linen sheet in a tight grasp as gasping breaths 
and light moans caressed Bas’ ear. Cecily grabbed his buttock, pulling him tight into her body. 
Biceps strained as Bas held himself over her taut body. A thin beam of morning sunlight streaked over 
Cecily’s chest, drawing his attention to her supple breasts. A forceful grunt drew his indigo eyes to her clear-blue gaze. 
Swaying to a familiar rhythm, their two bodies joined, their breathing in sync. He thrust deep inside, 
hitting spots he’d found years ago. Like an old habit, a dance they’d performed countless times, Cecily 
hugged his shoulders as Bas sat them up, lifting her so she could wrap her legs around him. 
Ceding control, he kneeled on the bed, leaning back on his hands as this Amazon woman rode him at 
her own pace. Over the years, he learned how to hold back until her body squeezed around him, ready for 
one final concerted thrust. And with that tell-tale signal, Bas braced himself, thrusting forward as Cecily 
pushed down on him, pulling simultaneous gasping yells from them both. 
“Fuck me, Bas—” 
“I think I just did.” 
“—that never gets old.” 
Together, they collapsed on the bed, causing it to screech in protest. Catching his breath, Bas 
considered staying… again. He’d been back and forth about the move for months. 
Cecily and he hadn’t ever gotten serious about their relationship. He had his room, and she had hers. 
Each room had seen its share of casual partners, as well as of each other, and Bas wondered if he was really 
ready to give that up. 
“Stop it.” Cecily slapped his glistening chest. 
Bas caught her hand, kissing her palm. “Stop what?” 
“You’re doing it again. You can’t keep second guessing this. Bran needs you.” 
“Yeah… but I need you.” He rolled onto his side, looking down at her laughing eyes. 
“You don’t need me, Bas. You know if you stay here, it’s just you sticking to the rut you’ve grown 
comfortable with.” She grasped his shoulder, giving him a serious face. “You’re a leader. The Freedom 
Coalition needs leaders like us to get shit done. We got Cali set. The group is big and our reach is long, but Bran needs you at his side to pull Washington together.” 
“Yes, yes, yes. I know all that, but it doesn’t make this any easier. This has been my home for nine years. 
You and all the others are my family. When I go to Washington, it won’t feel like home. What if I get my 
strength from you and our group here? What if I can’t be what Bran needs?” 
“You know damn well you are strong and capable. You don’t need us. When you showed up here that 
day, I knew you were the catalyst that would make this work. We were just a rabble of rebels flapping our 
jaws. You gave us what we needed—a swift kick in the ass. Now, get your sweet tail out of this bed, and get 
the rest of your shit packed. Lenore’s waiting for you to say goodbye.” 
“She’s just a car, Cecily. A broken-down rust-bucket waiting in your parking lot for the earth to reclaim 
her.” A lump started to form in his throat. “I’ll miss the old girl. I don’t think Frank counted on her lasting as long as she did, but she was everything he promised she would be.” 


*** 
“Well, old girl, it’s time for me to go. I’ll come back to visit from time to time.” Bas popped open the 
glovebox, and lovingly placed the keyring, with its ragged leather swatch and the single worn-down key, 
inside one last time. “We’ve had a lot of good times and been a lot of crazy places. You’ve been a loyal 
companion, and I’m going to miss you.” 
“You talking to that car again, Bas?” Raul Jimenez, Cecily’s second-in-command, strolled over from 
where he’d parked his hog. 
Bas got out and gently closed the car door that hung by one strained hinge. Sticking his hand out, he 
grasped Raul’s, giving it a hearty shake. 
“Just saying my goodbyes. You’ll look out for my girls, won’t you?” 
“You bet. I’ll blow the sand off Lenore for you once in a while, but you know Cecily don’t need anyone 
looking out for her. She scares the piss out of everyone she meets.” 
Bas chuckled. “That she does.” 
“That Brandon Hanson doesn’t know how lucky he is to get such a good man on his team.” 
“Aw shucks, Raul,” Bas said, grinning, “you sure know how to make a girl blush.” 
“Shut the fuck up and get your ass on the road.” Raul winked as he pushed past Bas, heading to his 
rocking chair on the bar porch. 
The stout man had gray strands throughout his ass-length braid and his chest-length goatee, but he’d 
aged well. Cecily had enforced an exercise regimen within the group, for all those who were young enough 
to fight in battle, should the need arise. It hadn’t yet, but the time was coming. 
As he shuffled over to where Cecily waited, leaning against Bas’ newer, black SUV, he filled his lungs 
with the familiar scents of fall in Northern California. Letting the air out in a long, deep sigh, he stepped into her space and pulled her into a tight hug. 
“I’m going to miss you, you know. You’ve been my guiding light for a while now. I hope I don’t lose my 
way.” Bas buried his face in her silky hair, breathing in the patchouli scent of her shampoo. 
“You’re going to do fine, Bas,” she whispered, her lips grazing his ear, before pushing him away. 
“I guess it’s time then.” 
With one last searing kiss from Cecily, and a quick man-hug from Raul, Bas got in his SUV and slowly 
backed out onto the road. He rolled down the window and waved at the small crowd of people he’d come to 
know and love as a family. Memorizing the faces smiling back at him, he reluctantly let up on the brake and 
rolled away from the best home he’d ever known. 
The End 
(For now…) 
If you enjoyed this story, keep reading for an excerpt of book one in this series,  Broken, 
and join my newsletter
for new release notifications. 



Want to find out what happens next with Bas and the rest of humanity now that the Szu’Kara are 
here to rebuild Earth? 
Broken 
The Discordant Earth Series Book One 
The gunmetal walls of the hallway tilted as they crept closer and closer. Struggling to grasp the 
news that should’ve made her happy, but in fact, scared the crap out of her, Alyssa Rose glanced 
back at the door to the prenatal clinic, her face ashen, wondering again if they could’ve been 
wrong. 
“A baby? Really?” She slapped a hand against the wall to steady herself. “This can’t be 
happening. How is it even possible? He’s a damn alien.” Pulling in a ragged breath, she let out a 
little scoffing laugh. “Obviously, it’s possible… the test proved it.” 
Alyssa took two unsteady steps, bouncing off the metal wall of the med pod, a converted 
shuttle pod. With a hand to her forehead, she squeezed her eyes shut at a sudden realization. “Oh 
hell.. what’s Kayn going to say?” 
Glancing around to see if anyone overheard her, Alyssa leaned against the wall, sighing, her 
cheeks flushing as she thought how embarrassing it would be to have witnesses to her brief melt-
down. With a shake of her head, she scurried down the bright hallway, pulling her knit sweater 
tight, the material bunched in her fists. 

Do half-alien, half-human babies exist? 

With trembling arms wrapped around her gurgling belly, Alyssa floated through the corridor 
on auto-pilot, passing the various medical offices of the med pod, the stifling air of the hallway 
threatening to choke her as she swallowed back bile. 
The thin slash of a pupil stared at her—scrutinized her—as Alyssa held up her wrist to study 
the cat’s-eye symbol scarred into her flesh. Given only to favored humans, the loyalty brand 
represented the Szu’Kara’s home planet, Valentis, but for her it symbolized dreams come true, a fulfilling career and a relationship she’d waited years for. 
Her fingers grazed the raised lines of the brand as Alyssa turned to go outside, the early 
morning sunlight warming her chilled skin. Long, wavy black hair hung down the sides of her face, 
blinding her to everything but that condemning eye as she stepped down onto the ramp, narrowly 
avoiding colliding with someone. 
Two pale hands grabbed her shoulders. “Aly, are you okay?” 
“Huh?” Alyssa looked up to find her best friend, Jess, staring at her. “Oh, um—yeah, I’m fine.” 
“You don’t look fine.” Jess peered at her with concerned, hazel eyes. “You’re white as a ghost.” 
Pushing Jess’ hands away, Alyssa forced a smile. “Really, Jess, I’m good.” 
“Okay, then.” Jess shrugged, always so trusting. “I need to get going. My shift starts soon. You 
want to get together later?” 
“Yes.” Alyssa blew out a breath of relief. “I really could use some girl time. I’ve been working 
way too many hours with Kayn and General Ass.” 
Jess grinned, snickering at their nickname for General Ras’Mar, second-in-command of the 
Szu’Kara. 
“You want to help me finish some decorations for the Arrival Day celebration?” 
“Sure,” Jess said, as she brushed her frosty blonde hair away from her face. “You want me to 
bring some wine?” 
“No! I mean.. I can’t drink. Kayn has me on-call until Arrival Day.” 
“Aly, you’re all pale again. Are you sure you’re okay?” 
“Yeah, sorry. Just tired from all the overtime,” Alyssa said, forcing a convincing smile. “I’ll call 
you later.” 


*** 
Alyssa attempted to collect herself as she entered the reception area outside the commander’s 
office. She cleared her throat, hoping her voice wouldn’t come out shaky. “Isa, is the commander 
in?” 
“He is with the general,” Isa said, in her smooth, cultured tone. 
She leaned her hip against Isa’s desk, bracing herself. The beautiful alien regarded her with 
curiosity, her hairless head almost level with Alyssa’s, despite being seated. As she reached for a 
pen, Isa’s iridescent, ivory skin glimmered with a barely perceptible lavender highlight. 
Like Alyssa’s loyalty brand, the large eyes of the Szu’Kara race were like a cat’s, but without the 
iris. They came in a range of stunning metal or gemstone colors, with the darker hues often 
concealing the thin pupil. Shimmery gold marbled the surface of Isa’s brilliant white eyes, which 
looked like precious jewels set in her elegant face. 
“Do you need assistance, Alyssa?” 
“Sorry, no.” Alyssa tucked a lock of hair behind her ear. “I need to speak with the commander 
alone. How long has the general been in there?” 
“Nearly two hours.” 
As personal assistant to the commander of the Szu’Kara race, Alyssa had worked with Isa on 
many projects. Although the Szu’Kara had been on Earth since she was two, working so closely 
with the commander required a deeper knowledge of the alien society she just didn’t have. Isa had 
been an invaluable coach, causing Alyssa to wonder, on more than one occasion, if her own 
position was more… superficial. Having acted as the official greeter when human delegates visited 
the Command Compound, she’d felt like set dressing more than once. 
With a deep sigh, Alyssa stood, smoothing her black pencil-skirt. Just as she reached for the 
palm-scanner, the door swooshed open to reveal General Ras glaring down at her. She put on her 
most polite smile and stepped back out of his way. 
“Hel o, General.” 
“Miss Rose.” His grating voice seemed to crawl up his throat with great effort. 
“Anything I can help you with today?” She folded her hands in front of her, knowing full well 
how he’d react. 
Ras continued to scowl at Alyssa with narrowed, silvery-gray eyes, which as usual, flashed 
with disapproval, and briefly, she pondered the length of that stick up his ass. 
“No,” he said, jutting his chin out, the light reflecting dul y off his grayish-blue skin, 
emphasizing the gaunt features of his long, triangular face. “I need nothing from you.” 
Alyssa pursed her lips, holding back a grin, and rolled her eyes at an amused Isa as the general 
stalked away. Stepping into the office, she chuckled at the churlish general. 
“What is so amusing?” Kayn’s baritone voice bounced off the cavernous office wal s. 
“Oh, uh, nothing, Commander.” In the office, respect was always required, regardless of any 
outside relationship. 
The Szu’Kara were sticklers for propriety, although they tended to tolerate more from the 
humans they favored. Their own word, kara, loosely translated to mean elite, noble, or leader, 
depending on the context, and every alien born of the commander line received a name that 
included ’Kara. 
Alyssa glanced across the office to where Kayn stood behind his desk with sunlight filtering in 
through the tinted picture window behind him, casting a halo around his silhouette. A large lamp 
shined from the corner of his desk, making his dark face glow, halting Alyssa in place, her heart 
skipping a beat. 
“Ras amuses you.” The corner of his mouth turned up, a gleam in his eye. 
With a quick shake of her head, Alyssa rushed to her desk in the corner of the dark office, 
feigning interest in a stack of files. She smoothed down the hem of her lavender silk blouse, tucked 
a few strands of hair behind her ear, and steadied herself. 
“Kayn, I have something to tell you. Is this a good time for a private conversation?” 
Alyssa sensed Kayn’s presence at her back before his hand touched her shoulder, long fingers 
sliding up to caress the curve of her neck. Taking a deep breath, she turned to gaze up into his 
liquid gold eyes, mesmerized by their beauty as she considered how a baby would affect their 
burgeoning relationship. She couldn’t imagine not being able to touch his silky, steel-blue skin or 
feel his long, slender fingers sliding through her hair. The thought sent tingles down her spine. 

Pull it together, girl… don’t get distracted. This might change things, but he still cares about you. 

He knows you’re a dedicated employee, so there’s nothing to worry about. 

Alyssa dragged her almond-shaped eyes away from his all-consuming gaze, her pulse racing as 
nervous butterflies fluttered in her belly. Stepping back, Kayn seemed to study her like a treasured 
specimen, his sharp, regal features giving him a commanding presence that demanded respect. 
“There is much work to be done, but I will allow a short break if it is important.” 
“It is.” 
“Shall we sit?” 
“Yes, please.” Alyssa drifted to the sitting area across from her desk, hesitant with nerves. “I’m 
sorry to interrupt your day, but I have some… news I need to discuss with you.” 
Perched on the leather sofa together, Alyssa turned to face Kayn, placing her trembling hand in 
his as he cradled it in his large palm, nearly distracting her again. “What do you need to tell me, my 
dear?” 
Alyssa blew out a shaky breath. “I had a doctor’s appointment this morning.” 
“Yes, it was on the schedule.” 
“It was at the prenatal clinic. I, uh, had a pregnancy test done. It was. . uh.” Oh, hell. 

“Yes?” Kayn’s face remained emotionless. Not curious, not concerned—not anything. 
A lump clogged her throat, threatening to choke her, and with a gulp, she blurted it out. “I’m 
pregnant!” 


*** 
Get Broken now and find out what happens next! 
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Chapter 1 
Oxygen. 
Yes, the oxygen level was rising. Lucilla noted the sensor reading on her tablet. The little angels 
were working their miracle and transforming the atmosphere of Mars. 
She stared at the rocky terrain outside the transparent dome. She had never imagined the angel 
covered surface would be so colorful. The green and yellow slime crept among the rocks, and the 
small pools of water reflected the deepening blue of the sky. 
It was funny how popular names emerged from acronyms. The inventors had used the name of 
Genetically Engineered Early Lifeforms for the cyanobacteria designed to survive on the surface of 
Mars and release oxygen via the process of photosynthesis. Subsequently, the public relations 
advisors had deleted the word “Genetically” because of the unpopular connotations. Their 
suggested acronym of EngELs was corrupted quickly to angels, which was a fitting name for the 
initial agents of the vast project intended to save humanity. 
If the long term strategy succeeded, Mars would be terraformed into a farm to grow food for the 
billions of people on overpopulated Earth. The angel bacteria seeded with the nitrogen enriched 
fertilizer to produce oxygen were the first stage in the transformation. The final stages would not 
come during her lifetime. 
The daily news reports flashed on the screen. Lucilla shuddered at the images of the rioting mobs. 
She could never return to the cities of Earth. She had deliberately chosen this life of isolation as a 
scientist analyzing the transformation of Mars. Three years of evaluations and training for her 
solitary job, followed by the hardships of a year in the spaceship, had proved worthwhile when she 
was assigned to Mars Station Three. For a scarred introvert like her, four years living of alone in 
the dome were bliss. The nearest people were the two scientists in their separate domes on distinct 
regions of Mars, and the watcher stationed on the moon Phobos. The four people on Mars enjoyed 
their privacy, and even communicated using virtual avatars instead of displaying their real faces. 
She assumed the others had their reasons, just as she had, for using the avatars. Even now, after a 
decade, she remembered her bleak desolation when Steve had refused to visit after her accident. 
She recalled the disgust in his eyes when she tried to speak with him. No, it was better to live here 
on Mars. Who would want to see her ruined face with the scars and the fake eyeballs? At least her 
prosthetic eyes gave her the ability to see a wider than normal range of the electromagnetic 
spectrum. Her enhanced vision was invaluable for chemical analysis, and was one of the reasons 
she had been chosen as a scientific observer on Mars. 
Lucilla ran through the morning routine, checking her compression suit, the emergency air, and 
the climate controls for her dome habitat. The temperature-controlled suit was comfortable and 
hooked easily to the air cylinder and helmet when she ventured outside the dome. She examined 
the filters and conduits for the air regeneration system and the water recycler. There were no leaks 
as confirmed by the low variation in the daily readings. 
“Dev,” she called to her robotic assistant. “Bring me a cup of coffee.” The official name for her robot 
was Devin, which was intended to sound like a male human. Lucilla’s cynical mind imagined that 
the name Dev was short for Devious, since it was often a challenge to explain simple actions to the 
robot despite its enormous brain. She had to provide detailed instructions to Dev on how to make 
coffee from the individual freeze-dried packets of coffee and milk. Still, Dev was extremely strong 
and had encyclopedic data stored in its electronic brain. 
The robot approximated a human in overall shape, but Lucilla had rejected the fully human 
features available in other models. She preferred the robot to be her assistant and not a humanoid 
companion for conversation or intimate interactions. 
The com beeped. It was time for her short conversation with Mack, the scientist manning Mars 
One near the North Pole. Mack’s avatar lit. As usual, the smiley face icon irritated her. She wished 
he would choose a more original image. His personality showed the same lack of novelty, and he 
spoke with the same stolid, monotonous voice every time. 
“Mars One to Mars Three. Mack here. What’s new Lucilla? Over.” He always asked the same 
question in identical words. 
She took two steps to sit at the desk, swiveled the chair to stare outside the dome, and called back, 
“Mars Three to Mars One. Hi Mack, this is Lucilla. No problems here. All readings are normal. 
Angels are busy. What about your station?” 
“Roger, Lucil a. No problems at Station One. Ice cap has started the summer melt. Ending 
transmission from Mars One. Over and Out.” Mack was a real loner and never talked for more than 
five minutes. He studied the seasonal variations in the ice cap and the geological formations near 
the pole. 
Lucilla sighed. Mack was gone until tomorrow, although, communication with him was scarcely 
better than talking with her robot. She knew her distant companions only by their different 
avatars and voices. Mack and Rosalee were the scientists on Mars One and Mars Two, while Jasper 
watched from the spaceship tethered on the tiny moon of Phobos. 
She prepared her midday meal of vegetable stew with a mug of soy milk, and ate in silence while 
gazing across the freshly verdant landscape outside the dome. Every week, the angel slime spread 
further and the pools of water deepened. Above, misty clouds puffed into the sky as hopeful 
harbingers of rain. Probably the first rain showers on the planet for millions of years. 
It was time for her walk. Lucilla sealed the helmet round her neck and buckled on the air supply. 
Her compression suit was sufficient protection for the light atmosphere of Mars. She shouldered 
the sample collector. 
As a further precaution, she said, “Dev, I’m going outside.” Lucilla entered the air lock, and waited 
for the breathable air to be sucked out of the chamber. The outer atmosphere cycled into the air 
lock, and she stepped onto the stony surface. Her boots were studded for purchase on the slippery 
angel-coated rocks, and she held a pronged staff for extra support. 
The atmosphere of Mars was denser since the angels had begun pumping out oxygen. The three 
percent oxygen level achieved after ten years was a tremendous improvement over the original 
level of less than one percent. At present, there was still insufficient oxygen in the atmosphere to 
breathe comfortably, although at the speed the angels worked, another decade or two might 
suffice. 
Once outside the dome, Lucilla paused to admire the fresh cloud formations and bluing sky. Her 
buggy was protected under the bubble extension of the residential dome, and the rows of green 
plants were visible inside the large greenhouse. She walked cautiously away from her dome. Each 
time she came out, the angels had crept further across the stony terrain. Their colors had 
brightened from the initial dull brown to grass green, lemon yellow, and orange like the surface 
soil. 
She took samples of the angels as she walked. Each sample of the cel s went into a separate sealed 
tube with a label indicating the time and distance from the injection site. She paced to the end of 
her safety line, and looked ahead at the streak of green angels extending toward the mountain 
range on the horizon. The little miracle workers had reproduced faster than anyone had 
anticipated. The angels eagerly chewed up the dusty soil, and excreted the precious oxygen gas into the thickening atmosphere. 
Back in the air lock, she activated the opaque setting on her goggles to protect her eyes, and ran 
the decontamination cycle. She endured the sterilizing wash of chlorine and the short wavelength 
radiation, and made sure the sample tubes received the full treatment. Strict precautions were 
essential when dealing with the mutated cells in this remote and hostile environment. Lucilla 
stacked the tubes into the rack and instructed Dev to run the sequencer, perform the full chemical 
analysis and compare the new readings with the results for earlier samples. The robot was useful 
for these routine, repetitive tasks. She could rely on Dev to notify her of any abnormal deviations in 
the DNA or chemical components of the angels. 


Chapter 2 
It was time to call Mars Two. Lucilla sighed, Rosalee always needed a reminder. She punched the 
code and sent out her call, “Mars Two to Mars Three. Lucilla here. Are you awake, Rosalee? Over.” 
She waited five minutes and repeated the call patiently. 
On the third attempt, the icon of the pink rose appeared and she heard the reply, “Mars Two to 
Mars Three. Hi, Lucilla. Sorry, I’m late. I’ve found this scrumptious new game in Artificial Reality.” 
Rosalee tittered, “I know you hate AR sims, but the games keep me amused. Not much going on 
here. The angels have developed more colors. Oxygen level still rising. Over.” 
“My angels have turned green, yellow and orange, Rosalee. Do you have pools of water at Station 
Three?” 
“Ooh, Pretty. My angels are green and yellow. What do you think it means?” 
“I don’t know. I’ll have a better idea tomorrow when I have the results for the DNA analysis of the 
new samples.” 
“Do you think they’re mutating, Lucilla?” 
“Yes. Mutate is what bacteria do best.” Lucilla smiled to herself. The real question was not if the 
angels were mutating, but what new features they were developing to cope with life on Mars. 
“Okay, I’ll wait for your results tomorrow. Bye, Lucilla.” The signal terminated. 
Lucilla wondered if Rosalee had returned to her AR game. It seemed her chief entertainment 
between the routine observations and maintenance chores. Yet, she wouldn’t pass judgment. Each 
of the Martian observers had their own peculiarities, and Rosalee had lived alone on Station Two 
for eight years. 
She checked her list of chores for the day. The scientific observations were under control, although 
the ful sequencing and analysis of the new angels would not be completed for several hours. The 
data were transmitted automatically to a backup com on Phobos station, and the scientists on 
Earth would receive their daily report after the usual few minutes of delay. 
One hour of exercise was the next item on her daily routine. Lucilla used the treadmill and the weights religiously to overcome the debilitating effects of the low gravity of Mars. Even so, after 
four years, she feared she was losing the fight to retain muscular strength. She might never be able 
to walk in Earth gravity again. But, why would she want to return to Earth and endure the stares of 
pity or disgust whenever people saw her face? 
Her exercises completed, Lucilla flipped through the food catalogue to decide what to generate for 
her evening meal. It hardly seemed worthwhile to prepare a special meal for one person. 
Unfortunately, the descriptions always sounded better than the actual taste of the flavored yeast 
and aeroponically grown vegetables. Perhaps she should be more adventurous and grow a larger 
variety of edible plants. After the first year, she had settled on soy and green beans, corn, tomatoes, 
and chard as the basic vegetables in the greenhouse. For dessert, she grew strawberries, 
blueberries and kiwi fruits. Her robot helped in the greenhouse. Dev checked the water quality, 
the nutrients and monitored the growth of her plants. 
The buzz of the com interrupted her perusal of the menu items. Jasper’s hawk avatar flapped 
across the screen. Lucilla stifled a pang of regret that she couldn’t see his face. Of course, she had 
met him. He had flown her from the orbiting spaceship down to her station on Mars. But they had 
both worn helmets and their faces were distorted by the visor. Cocking her head expectantly, she 
hit the switch, and prepared to enjoy his call. The daily exchanges with Phobos station added a 
comic touch to her life. 
“Phobos to Mars Three. Jasper here with a song for Lucilla, Lu, Lu, cilla, cilla, la, la, la,” he warbled in 
falsetto, and then dropped into his normal baritone, “How are you, Lucilla, babe?” 
Lucilla was torn between laughter and annoyance at his honeyed words. She cringed inwardly. He 
would never call her babe if he saw her scarred face. It was best to ignore his silly song and sweet 
words, “Mars Three to Phobos. Hello Jasper, I’m fine. Just the usual. Watching the angels grow. 
What’s the news from the moon?” 
“Lucilla, I’ve been looking at your sequence data for the angels. The rate of mutation has increased. 
Do you have an explanation?” 
She hadn’t realized Jasper checked her findings, and said, “We expected the angels to mutate as 
they adapted to the conditions on Mars. As long as they keep pumping out oxygen, everyone will 
be happy.” 
“Okay. Keep an eye on the mutations. We need to know how the angels are changing. Here’s your 
Martian weather watch. The sensors show seismic activity to the west of your location. Your 
station should be out of range of the quakes. The ice caps are melting earlier than last year. Mack 
probably told you already.” 
“Mack never explains anything to me. He just said they were melting. I didn’t know anything was 
different from last year. I guess the angels will enjoy the fresh water. Any other news?” 
“Supplies and new personnel arrive in six months according to my sources at Taxyon Space.” 
“New people? Is anyone leaving Mars?” This was the first time Lucilla had heard of anyone else 
coming to the planet. 
“I’ve no idea. I don’t plan on leaving. Would you leave Mars Three station, Lucilla?” 
She shook her head, although he couldn’t see her, “No. I can’t go back to Earth. Talk to you 
tomorrow. Bye for now.” She ended their conversation quickly, shuddering in distress at the 
thought of returning to the crowded cities of Earth. 
When the com shut off, Lucilla stared at the screen for several minutes, pondering Jasper’s news. 
She didn’t envy the new recruits. She had endured the year’s voyage from Earth to Mars, alone for 
most of the time. Mixing with the crew was discouraged, and she had abandoned any attempt at 
friendliness after overhearing the whispers about her multicolored eyeballs. No, she was happier 
in her solitary dome on Mars Three. 
Next, she prepared her simple meal for the evening, activated the cleansing cycle, and set Dev on 
alert to monitor any abnormalities during the night. After one last check of the life systems, it was 
time for her to sleep. 


Chapter 3 
For a change of scenery on the following morning, Lucilla decided to take a long trip in the buggy 
and survey the extent of the angel’s spread. For safety, she preferred to wear her helmet with the 
emergency air supply, even though the cabin of the buggy was filled with breathable air. She 
checked the emergency supplies of water and food rations in the all-terrain buggy. The fuel cel 
was ful y charged from the solar panel on the roof. The buggy had plenty of supplies and fuel for a 
week, in case of an accident, although she planned only a half day trip. She wanted to measure how 
far the angels had spread from the initial injection site outside of her dome. 
As an extra safety measure, she tapped a quick message to inform Jasper of her trip outside. Lucilla 
climbed into the small cabin on top of the six wheeled buggy and started the engine. The buggy 
rocked awkwardly, descending from its raised platform, and rolled across the bare red sand 
surrounding the dome. On the left was the greenhouse where she grew vegetables and fruit. As she 
passed, Dev clambered out of the airlock, following her instructions to tend to the plants. Beyond 
the greenhouse, the yellow and green slime of the angels extended into the distance. 
She headed north, away from her dome, moving over the thick clumps of angels. The large wheels 
of the buggy squashed a path through the slippery mounds. Fine sand gave way to a rougher 
terrain of small stones, and later, slabs of rock protruded above the greenish angel goo. Even 
further north, ice-capped mountains loomed on the horizon. 
The cabin of the buggy was quiet, apart from the clunk of the wheels climbing over the rocks. 
Lucilla was accustomed to silence, unless she played music, or on the rare occasions when she 
ventured into the AR sims. She enjoyed the quiet of her own thoughts. Today, she pondered the 
angels’ color changes. Just as she had suspected, they had mutated and produced new varieties of 
genes unknown to normal cyanobacteria on Earth. She assumed the new genes encoded enzymes 
to process different nutrients from the soil and atmosphere. The reason for the color variation was 
still a mystery. 
The buggy had traveled five kilometers from her dome before the thick coating of angels thinned to 
green and yellow threads coiled around the larger rocks. The green tendrils continued for almost 
another kilometer, before the rocky ground she traversed became bare of angels. It was the end of 
her road trip for today. Lucilla used the robotic arm to gather samples from the angel bacteria at the farthest end of their range. Then, she turned the buggy and detoured over the sand at the edge 
of the yellow stains. 
An hour from her station, the buggy trundled past the cracked domes from the abortive attempt to 
colonize Mars forty years earlier. Lucilla reflected sadly on the lives lost in the early ventures to the 
red planet. The people killed in freak accidents, or when personality conflicts exploded into 
violence. The hostile environment had changed the long term colonization plans. Instead, the 
revolution in engineering bacteria had led to a new strategy to terraform Mars and generate a food 
source for the hungry billions on Earth. 
She halted the buggy on the bare sand and gazed at the abandoned domes, wondering if there was 
anything inside worth salvaging. Probably not, after all these years. Dust devils whirled in the dry 
sands in the first sign of rising winds. Lucilla frowned in concern when an icy blast from the north 
beat against the windows of the buggy. She cringed, as grit and small stones smashed against the 
synglass. The gale strengthened until flying sheets of sand obscured the view. She waited, frozen in 
alarm. The buggy could be damaged, or tipped over by a powerful blast. There was nothing she 
could do until the winds ceased. The sandstorm even blocked transmissions from Earth. 
After about an hour, the winds calmed, the clouds of sand grains settled to the ground, and at last 
she could see through the windows again. Lucilla exhaled in relief. The worst was over. She steered 
the buggy towards the safer ground covered by angels for her journey home. The clumps of 
bacteria coated the fine sand and hindered erosion by the winds. 
Back inside the comfort of her climate-controlled dome, she checked the overnight analysis of 
yesterday’s samples. The mutant angels had generated several new proteins. Lucilla checked the 
predictions. The angels had produced a putative ion channel, an enzyme and a couple of small 
proteins of unknown function. She sighed. Without sufficient data, she couldn’t interpret what the 
mutations were doing. Lucilla selected the most evolved bacteria from her samples and set up a 
replication test in standard Martian soil and air. The angels grew more slowly under the Martian 
conditions than the original cyanobacteria on Earth, and the test would take another day. 
She went through the usual routine of com calls to Mars One, Two and Phobos, physical exercise, 
and her simple evening meal. The date on the daily news caught her attention. Tomorrow would be 
Valentine’s Day. No celebration for her, and it was ten years since she’d had a sweetheart. She 
sighed in regret. Now she would never know love. After flipping through the news and 
entertainment beamed from Earth, she watched a trideecomedy and then climbed into her 
hammock to sleep, anticipating few changes for the next day. 


Chapter 4 
Bump! 
Lucilla woke, blinked as her eyes adjusted to the dim lighting, and lay still with all her senses alert. 
It was almost midnight from the time on the wall display. Her hammock swayed gently. No, that 
motion was wrong. Why would the hammock move? 
She checked her air intake and sat up cautiously, holding onto the sides of the hammock. 
Bang! 
The whole room shook violently, tossing her onto the floor. 
It was a quake, a major quake judging by the rocking of her domed shelter. 
Pain stabbed as she bumped her head on a hard object. The interior lighting activated with her 
motion. Her body rolled against the interior wall. Lucilla clung to the textured surface and dragged 
herself upright with her back to the solid wall. 
Fear quickened her breathing as she scanned the room, taking stock of the damage. Most of the 
furniture was bolted to the floor. Her chair lay on its side by the desk. The precious com was 
fastened securely to the desk top. But, her data chips had fallen off the desk and littered the floor, 
and as she stared, a coffee mug rolled to the opposite side of the cabin. The quake had left an 
untidy mess strewn over the interior of her dome. 
The dome stopped shaking and grew quiet. Lucilla seized advantage of the lull and scrambled to 
her feet, staring around. The transparent dome was intact. She rushed to check the monitors. The 
station had power and the precious air hadn’t leaked. She waved her hand to dim the lights, and 
gazed outside the dome. As always, she admired the beauty of the stars against the blackness 
overhead. So many bright stars, many more than were visible through the grimy smog of 
overpopulated Earth. The dense pinpricks of stars in the spiral arm of the Milky Way galaxy cut 
diagonally across the black sky. The moon Phobos was a tiny dot gleaming in the lower east 
quadrant of the sky. As she noted the moon’s position, her com beeped to announce an incoming 
signal.The hawk icon flashed. 
“Phobos to Mars Three. Phobos to Lucilla. Lucilla, are you all right?” Jasper spoke abruptly, 
without his normal cheeriness. 
She felt a surge of relief mixed with exasperation at the sound of his voice. Jasper often ignored 
the formal protocols for communication. Still, she was glad to know he was watching her station. 
“Mars Three to Phobos. Lucilla here. Yes, I’m okay. No injuries. I’m assessing the damage from the 
quake. Over.” 
“Roger, Lucilla. Seismic monitors went crazy. It’s a huge quake. The epicenter is fifty kiloms west of 
your dome.” 
“The dome’s intact. Minor disruptions inside. I’ll check the outside surface next.” 
“Watch out for aftershocks. I have a shuttle, but I’ll be out of contact in one hour when Phobos sets. 
Bye, Lucilla. Stay safe.” The hawk vanished from the screen. 
No jokes this time from Jasper. She remembered the one occasion four years ago when she had 
been in his shuttle. He was the jesting pilot on the awkward ride from the spaceship, while she was 
tongue tied from anxiety about her future on Mars and scarcely spoke a word. After four solitary 
years, she looked forward to Jasper’s jokes in their daily calls. 
Lucilla activated the sensors and gazed outside. The rising sun cast long shadows and warmed the 
sandy ground. At first, she saw nothing unusual. The buggy was still fastened on its platform by the 
airlock, and the greenhouse dome loomed to her right. Was the greenhouse tilted slightly? She 
focused on an irregular bulge at the base of the large dome. Her lenses shifted through the 
spectrum until she identified the bulge as a mass of orange angels. While she watched, the sunlight 
reached the angels and they rippled into life, flowing slowly around the base of the dome. 
Lucilla gasped as the greenhouse dome shifted to one side. Fear froze her for a minute; the plants 
were her main source of food. She shook her head. It wasn’t safe to go outside, but she had to know 
the worst. 
“Dev,” she shouted. Green lights flashed as the robot woke from its rest phase, and its head swiveled 
toward her. 
Lucilla ordered, “Go outside and collect a sample from the angels at the base of the greenhouse. 
When you come back, wait inside the airlock for instructions.” 
Dev took the sample tubes and lumbered to the airlock. Lucilla returned to her position, leaning on 
the inside wall of the dome and watched the angels on the greenhouse. They crawled around the 
metal base, but seemed unable to creep up the transparent dome. 
Crack! 
The noise penetrated through the audio monitor, and to her horror, the dome tipped sideways 
until the upper edge lifted from the ground. Air hissed from the raised lip of the dome. Her plants 
would die in the frigid temperature. 
The robot moved steadily toward the angels massed around the greenhouse. Dev stepped on a 
bubbling mass of angels. The robot halted, then sank lowly onto one leg and toppled over. Red 
emergency lights flickered over Dev’s head and faded. The angels crept over the robot, leaving 
empty spaces in the shell encasing its body. 
Lucilla screamed. Insight smashed into her mind. The mutant angels had eroded the steel supports 
on Dev’s legs and the metal mesh of the robot’s armored skin. Their new proteins allowed them to 
eat metal. The molecular mechanism was clear in her mind. The ion channels pumped out 
hydrogen ions and generated acids to etch the steel, producing iron atoms, which were grabbed by 
the other new proteins. Hastily, she pulled on the bulky helmet and grabbed the com, hitting the 
symbol to call Phobos. 
“Jasper,” she yelled, abandoning any formalities in the emergency. “The angels are eating the steel 
supports. My greenhouse is busted open and they’re creeping closer. I’ll escape in the buggy. The 
wheel tires are synthetic and should resist the angel acids. I’ll run a quick test first.” 
She didn’t have time to wait for his reply. 
Oh no, Rosalee was in danger too. Lucilla punched the code for Mars Two. “Watch out, Rosalee, the 
mutant angels are eating the metal struts. They’ve cracked open my greenhouse.” 
She slammed down the com and gathered her emergency supplies. Radio, medical kit, food 
concentrates, extra oxygen and the portable water recycler. Then, she rummaged in the workshop 
compartments and found the patch kit for the buggy tires. Lucilla sat at the remote controls, placed 
a test piece of tire material in the suction tube, and carefully maneuvered the robotic arm to drop the piece into the angels clustered near Dev’s pitted body. 
She focused her lenses on the thin strip and waited. After five minutes, the strip was untainted and 
the metal-hungry angels rippled away from it. Relieved, Lucilla sighed and hoisted the bag of 
supplies over her shoulders. 
Why hadn’t Jasper called back? She daren’t stayin the dome any longer. The supports might be 
attacked any minute. She hoped Rosalee wasn’t immersed in her sims and had seen the com signal. 
Lucilla clipped the com to her sleeve and went to the airlock. Before she exited the dome, she 
checked the sand outside the door. Lines of angels crept inexorably toward her shelter, but the path 
was still clear to the buggy. 
She jumped to the ground, took two long strides and leaped onto the platform. Next minute, she 
was inside the buggy, examining the maps from her cross country trip. The most direct route to 
the rocky highlands was full of angels. Instead, she traced a detour over a rock ridge with very few 
tendrils of the colored bacteria. Lucilla hit the starter. The buggy clumped off the platform, rolled 
over the nearest streaks of angels, heading for the hills. 
The buggy moved slowly, but outpaced the growth of the angels. Fewer green and yellow threads 
were visible among the rocks. Soon, Lucilla hoped to reach higher and safer ground. 
A distant rumble caught her attention. The sound swelled in volume, surging nearer. 
Boom! 
Just ahead, a fissure cracked open in the ground and the crevice roared towards the buggy. 
She screamed. Not another quake! 
The open jaws of the chasm rushed underneath. The buggy lurched at a crazy angle and slid slowly, 
yet inexorably, into the gaping hole. Sand and stones shattered onto the roof. Lucilla gasped. She 
would be buried alive. 
Hiss. Air leaked from a hole in the cabin. 
“Jasper,” she yelled, hitting the com in a desperate hope. 
Bump! 
The floor buckled. She fell from the seat, flung out her arms and crashed against the cabin wall. 


Chapter 5 
Lucilla woke. She lay on a hard surface, her head ached, and she felt dizzy and battered. A blurry 
shape swam into her vision, and resolved into a man’s face bending over her. He had bright blue 
eyes and an unruly shock of brown hair. Above his head was an unfamiliar curved metal ceiling 
instead of her transparent dome. 
“Who are you?” she whispered, blushing at the sight of a live person after four solitary years. 
He blinked in surprise, “Jasper from Phobos Station. How are you feeling, Lucilla?” He looked about 
her age, and his cheerful expression matched his personality. 
Lucilla groaned. He had removed her helmet. She lifted her hand to hide her face. Pain shot up her 
arm and she stifled a scream. 
He caught her hand in a firm grip. “Careful. Your wrist is broken. Keep still and I’ll bandage the 
wrist.” 
She covered her scarred face with the other hand, and lay quietly while he wrapped her broken 
wrist. 
“All done,” he said cheerfully, squeezing her shoulder. “You can look now.” 
Lucilla wailed, “No. Don’t look at me.” 
“What’s the matter, babe?” His voice was filled with concern. 
“My eyes are artificial.” She peeped through her fingers at him, and her heart fluttered at his smile. 
Cautiously, she removed her hand, revealing her rainbow colored eyeballs. 
His smile brightened, “Your eyes are amazing, Lucilla” 
Lucilla tried to sit up, but her head was spinning. “What happened to me?” 
“Wait there till you recover,” he said, slipping his arm under her neck and easing her down gently. 
“Your buggy was buried by the quake. I came as fast as I could and dug you out of the crevasse. 
You’re safe in my shuttle. We’re in low orbit.” 
Hyperaware of his arm supporting her neck, she closed her eyes and tried to think despite the 
headache. “How did you find me?” 
“I fol owed your com signal.” He placed a hand against her forehead. “I’ve run the med scans. 
Nothing else is broken, but you must havebashed against the buggy walls. Any aches or pains?” 
“My head aches,” she groaned, feeling miserable. “I’m sore all over, and my throat is dry.” 
Jasper patted her shoulder. “You’ll be okay, babe. Lie there and I’ll get you a drink.” 
She heard him walk away, and listened to the rustles and clinks as he sorted through containers. 
Lucilla opened her eyes, and cautiously moved her head to look around. She lay on the floor of a 
cabin. It was considerably larger than the cabin of her buggy, with rows of lockers and instruments 
arranged on the side walls behind four folded seats. Jasper was mixing something at a shelf. She 
admired his lean body in the snug survival suit. 
He walked back and smiled at her. “Drink this.” Jasper lifted her head and held a tube filled with 
milky liquid to her lips. “Sugar for energy, and meds for the pain.” 
After drinking, she waited, supported by his arm as her headache eased. The touch of another 
person felt strange after four years alone. Pleasant warmth soaked into her and she relaxed. As her 
head cleared, she remembered the awful angels creeping closer to her dome. 
Lucilla caught at Jasper’s hand and cried in alarm, “What about Rosalee? The angels could attack 
her station.” 
“I sent her a warning, and her dome was intact when I flew over on my way to rescue you. She’d 
plenty of time to escape.” 
Lucilla shook her head, “Rosalee never answers her com on time. She might be deep in an AR sim 
and deaf to an urgent message. We have to check on her.” 
“No problem, babe,” Jasper grinned. “We’ll start as soon as you feel better. You were unconscious 
for almost an hour.” 
“I’m okay,” she muttered. But when she tried to walk, her legs wobbled and her head whirled. She 
grabbed hold of Jasper’s arm and moaned, “Let me sit down.” 
He guided her across the cabin, strapped her into the co-pilot’s seat and fetched her helmet. Then, he took the pilot’s seat and ran his fingers over the controls, maneuvering the shuttle in a shallow 
descent towards the planet’s surface. 
Lucilla recognized the terrain as they flew over Mars Three. Her damaged home lay below. The two 
domes of her living quarters and the greenhouse were tipped at an angle and the contents exposed 
to the atmosphere. Green and yellow tendrils covered the domes. 
“I’d rather not land unless there’s something important you want to retrieve,” Jasper commented, 
his eyes on the forward viewer. 
“You have copies of my scientific data, and I don’t think my food and clothes will have survived the 
angels.” Lucilla grimaced. “I’ll manage.” 
Jasper reassured her, “Food’s not a problem and I can program the printer for your size in clothes. 
Let’s fly on and check Rosalee’s station.” 
She asked, “Were the angels around when the quake hit my buggy?” 
“Some angels followed the buggy into the crevasse.” 
Lucilla gasped in dismay, “I hope none of them stuck to your shuttle.” 
He glanced at her, “Don’t worry, babe! I can control the little bugs.” 
“How?” she asked eagerly. 
Changing course to veer north, he explained, “I sprayed a mix of soapy detergent to dissolve their 
cel walls. Remember, the angels were designed to be killed easily. The ones on Mars have never 
been exposed to the killer mix, so they haven’t evolved a defense.” 
She nodded, admiring his ingenuity. “What a good idea. It’s good to know we can land if necessary.” 
The white of the northern ice cap rolled onto their horizon. The com signal lit with Mack’s smiley 
face icon. 
Jasper hit the switch. “Mack, where are you?” 
“I’ve got Rosalee. Her dome isn’t safe and she’s joining me on Mars One.” Mack’s voice was high 
pitched in excitement. “What about Lucilla?” 
“Lucilla is safe with me,” Jasper said. “Will your ice station support two people?” 
“Sure, there’s plenty of water to generate oxygen.” 
The pink rose sign lit on Lucilla’s com, and Rosalee’s cheerful voice chirped, “Hi, Lucilla. Are you 
okay, honey?” 
“Yes, I’m fine. Jasper rescued me after my buggy fell into a crevasse during the quake.” 
Jasper interrupted, “Lucilla broke her wrist, so I’m taking her to the autodoc on Phobos.” 
“What an adventure. It’s better than the sims,” Rosalee exclaimed. “I got your message and was 
wondering what to do.Then, Mack zoomed down to my dome and scooped me up. He’s got loads of 
space on his station, and I’m going to help with some fun experiments in his lab.” 
“What about the angels?” Lucilla said to the open coms. 
Jasper answered, “They’re still generating oxygen, even faster than before. We’l just keep at a safe 
distance while we analyze the terraformation.” 
Rosalee called, “I’ll talk to you guys tomorrow. I’m getting a tour of Mack’s station.” 
“Bye,” Lucilla called, as the coms switched off, leaving silence. She glanced at Jasper, “Rosalee 
sounds happy to share Mack’s station.” 
Jasper grinned. “She’ll enjoy the change from her virtual reality. Mack’s a great guy. He’s shy with 
woman, although Rosalee seems to have broken his reserve.” 
He glanced at Lucilla, “Your dome was destroyed by the mutated angels. Unless you want to join 
Mack and Rosalee on the ice station, you’re stuck with me on Phobos station until the relief crew 
arrives.” 
Her heart lightened perceptibly at the warm acceptance in his expression. “I’d like to see your 
station.” 
His fingers swept over the pilot’s controls and the shuttle swerved on a new course. Turning to 
gaze at her, he sang, “Let’s chase the moon, Lu, Lu, Lucilla. One hour to Phobos station, and then 
into the autodoc to mend your wrist.” 
Lucilla stared at Jasper. He was clever and kind as well as funny. But, would he reject her as Steve 
had? She asked, “You’re sure you can live with my swirly colored eyes? Don’t you find them 
repulsive?” 
Jasper stroked a finger over her cheekbone, “No. I think you’re beautiful. You remind me of Lucy, the girl with kaleidoscope eyes, from the old Beatles’ song.” His brows lowered in a frown, “Did 
somebody say your eyes were repulsive? What a jerk! You shouldn’t believe it.” 
“We were engaged. He refused to see me after my accident,” Lucilla explained. “It was years ago. 
Afterward, I thought no one would ever want to see my face.” 
“I understand. Look at me. My hand is artificial.” He held out his right hand, which was constructed 
of melded metal and skin-toned carbonite. 
She touched his hand. It felt cool and smooth. “Oh, did you have an accident too?” 
“Yes.” Jasper said, and raised his eyebrows. “The prosthetic hand works better for some things. 
The fingers have chemical sensors so I can identify materials by touch.” 
Lucilla agreed, “My artificial eyes are enhanced too. I can sense a broader spectrum of light and 
focus at greater ranges than natural eyes.” 
He said, “I can see why you chose the pretty icon of the two rainbow spirals.” 
She nodded and asked, “Why is your icon a hawk in flight?” 
“My family name is Hawkins.” 
“You don’t look very hawkish.” Lucilla grinned at his cheerful, freckled face with the dimpled chin 
and tousled hair. She was happy to see his real face after years of the hawk icon. 
“No,” he admitted. “But, I am a crack pilot. I’ll fly you to the moon, babe.” 
She flushed at the warmth in his eyes, and unconsciously she stretched out her arm. 
Jasper caught her good hand and pulled her erect. His masculine scent thrilled her. His voice grew 
husky, “Look at me, Lucy. Are you disgusted by my prosthetic hand?” 
A bright smile blossomed on her face, and she murmured, “No, Jasper.” Her heart thudded as he 
leaned over and kissed her. They moved together into an embrace. 
Lucilla held him tightly with her good arm, and murmured, “It’s a miracle. It’s been ten years since 
I held a man.” 
“We can thank the angels for bringing us together,” he said. “Happy Valentine’s Day.” 
Far below the couple embracing in the orbiting shuttle, the green and yellow blotches stained the orange sands while Mars rotated slowly across the viewing screen. The angels were excreting 
oxygen to create a new world. 
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EXCERPT 
From the diary of Julian Knight, Overseer of the Praetoriani, written in code: 
5th May 2015 
Sometimes it’s necessary to swap the white robes for grey. Malachi De Laurentis has come back to 
Hellingstead, and I suspect the Tuscan coven has come with him. The time is ripe. My son, 
Menelaus, must not suspect my involvement. 
Hellingstead won’t thank me; I’m allowing another blood-drinker into their midst. Blame the Elves 
for that; it is their curse. 
I feel sorry for the lad, of course. Lorenzo Angelucci, fate has other plans for you now. 


Prologue 
“STRANGERS THAT DIE TOGETHER…” 
5TH MAY 2015 
T 
he rain was biblical, drowning out the face of Lorenzo’s wristwatch as he squinted, trying to read 
the hands between lightning flashes.Damn it. The storm seemed to wind the hours forward to 
midnight, lacquering the sky as Lorenzo tucked his dissertation under his arm, the folder already 
damp, despite the detour through Oakley Park. 
As Lorenzo picked up speed down the slippery pathway, huddling close to the thick line of silver 
birch trees, he imagined his professor, Menelaus Knight, waiting in his nice, warm office. Tonight 
was his final chance to deliver his dissertation before the exam season started. He couldn’t show up 
late, sodden, and without dry text after the third extension. I should’ve brought my laptop, he 
thought, I should’ve paid for a taxi. 
In the darkness, Lorenzo didn’t spot the boy, slight as a pixie, inhabiting the matted branches of a 
looming oak tree that had defied time and foul weather for four centuries. The path forked around 
it, leaving Lorenzo to find refuge under its bony branches as the wind reached its apex and rain 
shards sliced his cheeks raw. This wasn’t a normal spring storm; the air came in clammy gusts that 
left a bitter taste on Lorenzo’s tongue. 
Above him, the boy watched, accompanied by the insects hiking over his skin, and the birds 
nesting in his black hair. Gold streaks burnished his curls – a hint to his creation; he was living 
stardust, the first of his kind. His name was Raphael, and he perceived Lorenzo’s immediate fate as 
it unravel ed before them both. He could sense in the dull steps against the wet earth that death 
was approaching – his creature companions stilled as if waiting for the audible squelch. Each 
critter heard it. The sharp fangs sinking into yielding human flesh, the grunts and groaning, and 
finally the screaming. 
Theo Clemensen woke in a mental twilight, twisted in the covers, having soaked the mattress on his four-poster bed in sweat. In a daze, he peeled off his shirt, exposing his shoulders and chest to 
the thick, stuffy air of his bedroom, as if the extreme heat effused from his dreams into real life. 
I must get to her. His limbs thrashed wildly but he moved only in his mental world, trapped in an 
awful, waking dream. His dead mother rode through the fir-tree copse, vibrant, crimson hair 
flailing in the wind like a headful of snakes as he struggled to catch her in time. He’d had this 
nightmare before, and it was always too late. She always made it to the cliff’s edge, always 
plummeted to her death. But it hadn’t been this violent before, this vivid. 
Theo reached the rocky ledge, but this time no spit of waves hissed up from the ocean’s surface. 
This time, he met exploding fire, a bubbling cauldron of colour that enthralled him into submission. 
On, on, it urged him. Come, come. He stepped forward and plunged into the deep, his body 
exploding on impact, his mind melting in the flames. His cry broke through the lava of his dreams 
and into reality, shaking the foundations of Hellingstead Hall. The air crackled and popped as his 
father, Espen, and his great-uncle, Nikolaj, appeared at his side, wrestling Theo’s limp body from 
the sheets. 
‘He’s not breathing!’ shouted Espen, as they dragged him onto the oak floorboards. 
‘No!’ Nikolaj restrained Espen’s frantic hands as he tried to resuscitate his son. ‘Stop. He has to die 
before he can be reborn.’ 
Part I 
The Storm’s Curse 
THEO | PENNY | LORENZO 
1 
REBIRTH 
I have dug up the sky. I have hacked up the horizon. 
I have traversed the earth to its farthest extent. 
I have taken possession of the spirits of the great ones, 
Because I am the one who equips a myriad with my magic. 
Spell 10, Egyptian Book of the Dead 
6th May 2015 
I gasped, my eyes snapping wide, the blurry faces of my father and uncle watching as my body 
convulsed. The inferno was calling. I tried to resist but its strength overwhelmed me and it 
pulverised me again. An ear-bursting wail brought me back to the surface. Was that me 
screaming? I wanted to keep screaming, if only to drown out the incessant rain that was pounding 
against the window. 
The universe seared itself onto my irises and blistered my thoughts. Hours fused together. I was 
lost, my bones ached. Worst of all was the terror tearing at my heart, making a mockery of my 
sanity. Was my soul dying, my spirit’s essence being stripped away, to be replaced with something 
alien – something other? 
‘I am Theo Clemensen, but I am nothing!’ I babbled, the words flying out of my mouth. ‘I am dust. I 
am the whole Earth. I’m blinded by everything I see. I hold the world in my palm, light, dark, 
creation, destruction.’ Father and Uncle Nikolaj held me down as I thrashed and roared at them. ‘I 
am the magic that binds all life together; I am the Gatekeeper of the Lífkelda – the life-spring of the 
great World Tree, Yggdrasil. I can burn the world to the ground!’ 
‘But you won’t,’ Father whispered, wiping the sweat from my forehead, ‘because you are a 
Clemensen, and we choose life.’ 
And yet, I was dying. 
7th May 2015 
I woke up alone in my room. Just me and the rain. I laughed aloud, somewhat manic and thrilled 
that I’d woken up at all. So, my family’s idea of a twenty-first birthday surprise is that ‘coming of 
age’ kills us, was it? 
I hadn’t left my room since I’d died. 
Okay, so ‘died’ is a touch melodramatic, since my heart only stopped beating for a minute, but by 
the look on my father’s face, you’d think I’d already begun to haunt him. The secrets he had 
revealed while I’d been in bed recovering had taught me that really, something haunted me. 
Whatever slid inside me upon my death was strengthening its grasp with each passing moment. 
Everything felt numb to the touch as my brain rewired to accommodate my sudden, internal 
roommate. 
I’ll never be alone again. Not for a second. Somehow, the thought didn’t comfort me. But 
depression wasn’t my natural state. Compared to my father, I’m a bubbling ray of sunshine. He’d 
been different before my mother died, not so suspicious. But our secret is dangerous. Now I was 
that secret – that living cauldron of magic – I believed my mother paid for it with her life. 
The thought was too painful. I got up and walked to the bay window – my favourite brooding spot 
– which overlooked a wild meadow at the front of the house. Beyond grass be-speckled with yellow 
buttercups and blossoming wildflowers, and the giant ash tree where I’d gotten my first broken 
wrist, lived normal people, doing normal things. Such as going on dates. Getting girlfriends. Heck, 
getting laid. Jobs. Money. Cars. Fun. So close. A zillion miles away – and drowned in the torrential 
rain caused by my magic. My beloved view was drifting away from me, lost on a sea of water. 
A soft knock on the door. I turned as Uncle Nikolaj barged through, burdened with a tray of baked 
goods. ‘Good morning,’ he grinned, and I caught a waft of honey oatcakes as he approached. ‘You 
look like—’ 
‘Like I just died.’ 
‘Oh, it happens to all of us.’ He thrust the tray into my chest and tucked a long, blond strand behind 
his single, pointed ear. Uncle Nikolaj, I should explain, is half Elf. At around thirty, he’s not much 
older than me, but he’s been thirty for a – really – long time. I live with him and my father in the 
once medieval town of Hellingstead, in Somerset, but my father’s family hail from Norway 
originally. 
‘You mean you were once the Gatekeeper too.’ 
Nik gestured to the array of baked treats, the golden oatcakes his signature. ‘Yes, so I know you’re 
starving. Eat. Sugar is perfect fuel.’ 
I bit into one and groaned as the sweet butter melted on my tongue. ‘Where’s Father?’ I asked. 
‘In the library. He thought you needed space.’ Nikolaj flopped onto my bed and wagged his finger. 
‘But your wise Uncle knows you need feeding. On that note, so do I.’ He closed his bright green eyes 
and frowned. I winced as static crackled against my hands as the tray vanished, reappearing on 
Nikolaj’s lap. By the time I reached the bed, he’d scoffed a flapjack. 
‘Crumbs,’ I said, brushing down the duvet. 
We ate together for a few moments, and I thought about how casually he’d just defied physics. Nik, being a Clemensen, was also half warlock, like me, though my father and I are full-blooded. A 
warlock, if you don’t know, is a male witch. The Clemensens are one family belonging to a sect of 
humans with extra abilities, who can use magic or are affected by it. We refer to each other as 
Pneuma, but those amongst us who have corrupted their gifts we call varmint, like vermin. I guess 
every society has its criminals – those who don’t care who they hurt. 
The Clemensens are a powerful Pneuma clan, but I’m not talking about politics. Our ancestors 
drew strength from careful matches, breeding hard bodies able to manipulate a volatile cocktail of 
magic – a gauntlet passed to each generation. It wasn’t vanity that drove the improvements, it was 
necessity. The Clemensens’ survival meant everything. It still did. 
‘Is this really a big deal?’ I said, breaking the silence. ‘I can’t believe that I can make any difference 
to the world.’ I pointed to the window. ‘I don’t feel like I’m causing that rain.’ 
Nik sighed, chucking a half-eaten biscuit back onto the tray, and scooted round to face me. 
‘The earth may need us, Theo, but its climate suffers every time the next Clemensen takes up the 
Gatekeeper mantle. Earthquakes, flash floods, volcanic eruptions. We don’t cause these disasters. 
The Gatekeeper does. You’re not one and the same, it highjacks your body and soul until you 
provide it with a new host.’ 
I shivered. 
‘But don’t feel bad, hey? When your father came of age at twenty-one, he caused an avalanche in 
his mountain village back in Norway. Espen likes to pretend he was on holiday in Scotland when he 
met your mother, but really, he was running away from his fate. It turned out your mother wanted 
to escape hers as well.’ 
‘So they settled in Somerset,’ I said. Nik nodded. ‘Did anyone die in that avalanche?’ I asked, as the 
rain hammered against the roof and windows. With all Hellingstead’s hills, valleys, and ancient 
drainage systems, the town was under siege because of me. I hope no one has been caught in a 
flash flood and drowned. 
‘Espen never told me, but I heard rumours that a body was found.’ 
‘Oh,’ I said. 
He patted me so hard on the back I almost choked on the remains of my third oatcake. ‘Whatever 
happens, Theo, promise me you won’t run away.’ 
I scoffed. ‘Unlikely. Father won’t even let me out of the house without a chaperone.’ 
‘What? You mean you don’t like hitting the town with your stylish uncle?’ His face crumpled in 
mock shock, and I rewarded his teasing with a punch in the arm. 
‘When have we ever “hit the town”? Besides, our little town is soaked through. I’m staying on the 
second floor until I have Noah on speed-dial.’ 
‘Noah, nice chap.’ 
‘Come off it, Uncle, you may be pre-war, but you’re not that old.’ 
Nikolaj wiggled his eyebrows and pretended to count. 
‘Stop it,’ I laughed, but again I remembered my ‘inheritance’ and the humour evaporated. ‘Why 
didn’t Father ever tell me? Why didn’t you tell me, Nik? Why keep my destiny a secret until it 
literally killed me?’ I struggled to keep the hostility from seeping into my words. 
Nikolaj shot a longing look at the door. My uncle shied away from confrontation at the best of times, 
so I held onto his wrist as a warning not to scarper, and he sighed. 
‘Theo, it wasn’t my job. I advised Espen to tell you sooner, but he refused. He argued that it was 
safer this way, in case the Guardians of the Praetoriani got to you before your birthday.’ 
‘So, you’re saying before, like two days ago, I was too young to be told? That patronising—’ 
Uncle Nik jabbed my arm. ‘Theo! Your father is a little…’ 
I jumped on his hesitation. ‘Paranoid, superior, hypocritical?’ 
‘Protective. Can you blame him after what happened to your mother?’ 
I glared at him. ‘Oh yeah, and what would that be? He hardly told me anything about the night she 
died.’ 
‘The details will do you no good. Suffice to say, Espen has cause to mistrust the Praetoriani.’ 
‘I blamed him for not bringing Mum back for years,’ I confessed. ‘I always wanted Father’s powers, 
so I could do it myself.’ My jaw tensed at the irony. Most boys idolise their father I guess, but mine 
could fizz in and out of rooms and summon the sun from the clouds. When I was a toddler and tried 
to run away from him, the grass would wrap around my ankles and bind me in place, preventing 
me from slipping into one of our many ornamental ponds. There was nothing he couldn’t do. 
Except bring my mother back. 
I’d dwelt in a family halved for eleven years, doubting this claim, as he toppled from the pedestal I 
had placed him on. I was sure if he’d tried hard enough, if he hadn’t been so paranoid about the 
Guardians watching our every move, Isobel Clemensen could return. Why, I’d asked him, couldn’t 
we resurrect her and run away back to our stronghold in Norway? Why, when he was so powerful, 
wouldn’t he tell those stupid Guardians to sod off? 
‘Now you understand how dangerous that would be…’ Nikolaj said, breaking my reverie. 
I shrugged. ‘I was a boy. I wanted his power. I didn’t understand the price.’ The price that, on my 
birthday, the Gatekeeper beast had left Father and slithered into me, granting my secret desire and 
taking away the freedom to chart my own destiny in one fell swoop. 
Be careful what you wish for I guess. 
My hand hovered over the library’s doorknob, the lion-knocker protruding from the polished 
wood with a gaping jaw. 
‘Theodore.’ Father threw his voice like a ventriloquist, deceptively close, from inside the library. 
I swear Hellingstead Hall is rigged with an automated alarm system, wired into his brain. Surely 
no one could be all-knowing, not even a Clemensen warlock. 
After Nikolaj’s visit, I’d ventured from my sanctuary – my chambers, comprising a bedroom, a 
bathroom, and a reading room that overlooked the rear gardens, occupied the upper west-wing of 
the house – into Father’s domain. 
I stepped inside, an immense conclave of texts greeting me with their inky hymns from bookcases 
that soared into the rafters, three floors high. Pockets of Tiffany reading lamps – a relic of a 
mother’s touch – bathed the library with a light as soft as candle flame. 
Defying Father’s knowledge of my whereabouts, I shrank back, masking my face and coppery-
golden hair in the groove of darkness to the side of the door. It was a pointless exercise. We both 
knew each other’s location. 
‘Please, Father, drop the “Theodore”. It’s Theo,’ I said. 
Bookshelves intersected the tapestried carpet dividing the library in half, carving out a private 
study in the left corner of the library, in front of the floor-to-ceiling mul ion windows at the back. I 
stalked along the carpet, curving past the fireplace between the windows, and approached his 
monstrous mahogany desk. The matching chair could have been mistaken for a throne, wider and 
taller than him – and he was all legs, arms, and hewn muscle. It looked ridiculous. 
‘What’s so terrible about the name your mother gave you?’ he huffed, adjusting his cloak over his 
shoulders. 
He’d conditioned me into automatic obedience, so I stood at attention in front of his desk. 
Annoyed with myself, I slouched my broad shoulders, trying to act as disaffected as possible. ‘You 
have no consideration for my street cred.’ 
He thumped his fist against the wood, a rustle of paper shifting under the force of the blow. I 
flinched. His trademark smirk dented his cheek. ‘What does a Clemensen care about “street credit?’ 
I rol ed my eyes into the back of my skull. ‘Credibility, Father, not “credit”. Have you never read that 
quote amongst your thousand books? No man is an island. Some of us need a social life.’ 
He continued as if I hadn’t replied, ‘The ancient clans of the North rule this hemisphere.’ Blah. ‘The 
hoi polloi of the supernatural world look to us for guidance.’ Blah. ‘Your name is entirely 
appropriate.’ Blah. 
‘Only this hemisphere?’ I snorted. ‘And I think the proper term for them is the Pneuma, Dad.’ 
He hated it when I called him Dad. He prickled. I returned a pointed look. At last, his frown 
smoothed out. ‘How are you feeling?’ he asked. 
Just when I was on the verge of bashing him on the head with the heftiest book in the library, he went all soft and gooey and caring, and I was back in nappies, staring up at him with awestruck, 
googly eyes, craving his attention. I sighed and slid into the rickety old chair behind my knees. It 
was a joke compared to Father’s throne, but I guess he liked the not-so-subtle power play on the 
rare occasions we had visitors, and the even rarer occasions they were permitted into his study. 
‘How do I feel? Like the plague has tag-teamed with influenza and mugged me.’ As I sat teetering 
on the wobbly legs, I realised how clammy my skin was, how many strands of curly, buttery hair 
stuck to the back of my neck. ‘I’m death warmed up.’ 
Father cringed. 
‘Sorry, I shouldn’t have said that.’ I couldn’t imagine what it was like for him waiting for me to 
come back to life, limp and cold in his arms. For a moment, he was alone in the world, separated 
from his wife and son. Oh, great. He hadn’t even said anything and he’d made me feel guilty again. 
I swallowed hard, and feigning melancholy, moaned in a way only a son can to his father, dragging 
up classics from my teenage years such as ‘I’m so bored’ and ‘I have no life’ ending with a record 
that had gone platinum in my own head: ‘I need to get out of here, Father.’ 
A steady eyebrow rose. ‘Have you forgotten the storm clouds overhead? Where do you propose to 
go?’ 
Why did he always use reason? It was so damn effective. ‘There’s no point being as powerful as 
the Norse gods when you won’t even let me outside!’ 
‘Don’t raise your voice.’ 
‘Why not? Are the Guardians about to descend upon us like a nest of bats?’ I pointed theatrically 
up into the rafters. I recoiled as Father’s pen snapped in his bear-like hands, spilling ink over the 
papers on his desk, and on his nail-bitten fingers. It was those kinds of reactions that made me so 
suspicious. Why did the mere mention of them make him so angry? 
A tide of unspoken words and confessions contorted his stern features. They smoothed out, a 
raging torrent slowly becoming a millpond. He cleaned himself with a napkin and acted as if 
nothing had happened. ‘Outside, hey? We have a perfectly good barn in the garden.’ 
I face-planted the desk, fingers twisting around my hair. ‘I’m kidding, Theodore… Theo. Go if you 
must. I hear the Red Hawk has an open mic night tomorrow. Why don’t you go along?’ 
I searched his sky-blue eyes. They had glittered once, a thousand iridescent shades, as Uncle 
Nikolaj’s had during his stint as the bearer of the world’s magic. I was stardust then, yet to be born. 
Now it was my turn to be the Gatekeeper of the Lífkelda, my eyes shimmered opal, as if I’d bought 
some of that stardust with me. ‘Really? Alone?’ 
He nodded. ‘You’re of age, why not?’ 
As tempting as it was to tie Father to his throne and examine him for the plague-flu combo, I 
dashed out with the swiftness of Hermod, the Norse messenger god. Permission for fun? I wasn’t 
about to hang around and let him retract a gem like that. 
As the library door swung shut, I felt uneasy; our conversation had unravel ed like a rug across a 
floor, and I’d walked blithely in the direction Father pointed me. My elation turned to confusion in 
the short journey back to my room. Who’d told him about the open-mic night? Father stepped foot 
outside Hellingstead Hall about as often as he let people in – that is, he didn’t. Was it possible my 
brief death prompted him to put neuroticism to one side? Unlikely. I expected him to be more 
protective than ever. 
I considered interrogating Uncle Nikolaj but then thought better of it. Nikolaj could send a hound 
dog on a wild-goose chase, and not the kind that ended up with a tasty bird on the table, but one in 
which the result was a level of exasperation so profound that shutting up and going to bed seemed 
like your best option. 
Let it go, Theo. I smiled to myself. I’m gonna meet actual, normal people. 
It didn’t work out that way. 
I’d let my father and ridiculously old, Elven uncle dictate my style for too long. I would walk into the 
Red Hawk in a lush green cloak and silk tunic right about the time hel froze over. 
I tried to ignore the fact I could probably make hell freeze over. 
‘Hmm…’ I shoved my head into my vast, antique wardrobe, trying not to think too hard about 
Narnia, and pulled out reams of clothing, chucking the rejects onto the floorboards of my bedroom. 
I resurfaced, coppery mane the worse for wear, or as my mother always said, ‘Dragged through a 
hedge backwards.’ Hardly an hour passed when I didn’t swallow back a thought about her. In the 
ten short years we’d spent together, she had rubber-stamped her mark on my heart in a way only 
a mother can. 
What would Mum tell me to wear? That feeling – that if I walked downstairs, I’d find her whipping 
up pancakes in the kitchen, her flaming red loops gathered on her head, strays framing her moss-
green eyes and generous mouth – I could never shake. I still remembered her slender figure and 
the softness of her chest, the cushions upon which I’d wept and laughed. Even on an off day, Mum 
belonged with the fashionistas in a Paris boutique, or with movie stars sipping cappuccinos in the 
heart of Rome. 
I didn’t stray far from silk, choosing an Italian shirt Nikolaj had sent to me after his last trip to 
Europe – of which he took many, and for apparently top-secret purposes – but deciding it was too 
showy, I rolled up the sleeves to fit snugly at the crease of my sinewy forearms. Black jeans and 
leather shoes completed the outfit. 
A few squirts of Issey Miyake later, I descended the grand entrance stairway, hand hovering over 
the bespoke bannister – my uncle’s handiwork – made from an ancient tree pillaged from Alfheim. 
Also known as the Summer-Lands, Alfheim was one of the Nine Realms supported by the great 
World Tree, Yggdrasil, and home to Elves and Fae. 
I missed out the creaky steps, avoiding Father in case he retracted his permission slip before I left. 
His goodwill is fickle like that. But Father appeared by the heavy front door, his body knitting itself 
together out of atoms, conglomerating into a mass of familiar features and limbs. I had yet to 
master that skill – and that made it infuriating. 
‘Who are you, my jailor? Move aside unless you want to be slain at sword point.’ 
‘More like a gatekeeper.’ 
‘Ex-Gatekeeper,’ I smirked. 
He folded his arms as my uncle arrived at his side. Father was tall, but Nikolaj towered over him. 
High, amber-dusted cheekbones and deep, seaweed eyes betrayed inhuman ferocity common to 
his father’s Elvish race. Nikolaj had inherited one pointed ear from him, and it poked out from his 
glossy, straw-coloured hair, softening his otherwise severe features into something princely and 
playful. His other ear was more human – Clemensen in fact – although it peaked a little at the tip as 
if for symmetry’s sake. 
‘Ha! Espen is an old dragon. All puff and no flame. I grant thee free passage, Nevø.’ 
‘I’ll avoid patricide then.’ 
‘A wise decision; you’ll never get blood out of that shirt.’ 
Father shrugged, as reticent to our uncle’s humour as possible. At least, he pretended to be. I 
wasn’t so immune. 
Father grabbed my arm as I attempted to slip between them. ‘Be back by midnight. And for the 
sake of Odin, Thor, and Freyr, take a decent raincoat and an umbrella.’ 
‘No need to invoke our gods, Father. How about I take the Jag instead? Even Cinderella needed her 
carriage, right?’ 
Father stalked off muttering to himself, but Uncle Nikolaj, bless him, slipped the keys into my 
pocket and shoved me out the door with a hearty pat on the back. I broke into a run through the 
rain, cowering under the hood of my coat, which was ridiculous because I was causing the rainfall. 
I reached the garage on the sweeping bend in the driveway and liberated the Jag. 
Alone at last, I sped into the night. I tried to imagine going home in a few hours’ time but couldn’t. I 
didn’t want to. Later, when I looked back on that night, I realised it was the start of one long 
getaway. The warning sirens were there, flashing in my rear-view mirror as if in a high-speed cop 
chase. Pursued by my demons, by genetic destiny, I drove. 
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wilight clawed through solid cloud, ripping open rain-swelled bowels to spew over our already 
waterlogged town. The Jag glided downhill along Market Road and the easy motion brightened my 
mood. It wasn’t a coincidence that just then a swift gale drove the cloudbank away, allowing the 
setting sun a brief chance before it was beat. Try not to be too chipper, Theo, otherwise you might 
cause a drought next.I connected my phone to the car’s speakers, craving a background chorus to 
provide suitable levels of drama to my bid for freedom. Sometimes only pirate metal will do. I 
whistled along to tales of pillage and plunder, as the fir trees bordering my family’s estate ran at my 
windows, threatening to claw me back. 
Suddenly, I was released from its clutches, sailing past the Old High Street with its cobbled 
pavements and atmospheric shops, a blur of sandy Hamstone and timber. When I was little, I called 
it ‘Rocky Road’ and was embarrassingly old when my parents convinced me that was a flavour of 
ice-cream. At least I didn’t get confused and call Piccadilly Circus ‘Little Pig in a Circus’ like… 
Like… 
Who? Who used to say that? I clutched the wheel as I rattled dusty, childhood memories. The 
harder I tried to focus the more elusive it became. By Loki, the trickster god, it would really annoy 
me, like when you’re lying in bed and can’t remember the names of all your old school friends. 
Considering I hadn’t been to school since Mum died, Father educating me at home with the help of 
private tutors, that ability was a point of pride. I decided it must’ve been one of those fading school 
pals who had said it. It didn’t ring any bel s. 
The tyres screeched round the final bend, squat cottages on the right, which had housed townsfolk 
since Hellingstead had been a village in the middle of nowhere, and the back of the shops 
supplying the town on the left. Ahead, gleaming under gas-effect lighting, its fierce talons curling 
around the sign, a deep scarlet hawk swung violently in the wind. 
The pub’s carpark was already crammed. I found an available – if slightly illegal – spot near an 
al eyway with a wide refuse opening for the local businesses, and followed the other patrons 
towards the noise of reverberating instruments. A group of us streamed together through the 
head-bangingly low doorway of the Red Hawk. 
This place breathed magic. Nikolaj had told me it was owned by a witch-couple, not powerful, but 
fun and with good business sense to boot. They bathed the low ceilings in bursts of lamps and 
clever illuminations, made the seating comfortable, and the service instant and amicable. Every corner of the pub emanated laughter, as if someone had a tape of the canned variety hidden behind 
the bar. It didn’t matter if you arrived dishevelled and weird looking, you’d find a pint in your palm 
that smelt like liquid honey, and your backside planted on an eat-me-up sofa by the roaring 
fireplace. It catered to the young and slick, as wel as the middle-aged has-beens craving their 
youth and their old freedoms. 
Or so I’d been told. All true. I pressed myself through the door, leaning my considerable bulk into 
the crowd on my way towards the heaving bar. Despite my fear that the crowd would turn and 
stare at my entrance, judging my worth, no one even noticed I was there. Just another body to add 
to the eclectic mix. 
Friends, Pneuma, Countrymen. My nostrils flared as I surveyed the crowd. A lot of regular Johns 
and Janes milled about the pub, but the air also exuded a spicy scent unique to Pneuma. And 
where the Pneuma went, the varmint were sure to follow. 
Energy seethed through my body, an electric current fizzling over the surface of my skin. I made a 
distracted attempt at controlling it. Since my birthday, each moment pulsed with unseen energy 
demanding to be expended. I wasn’t ready to unleash my full powers onto the world yet. I kind of 
liked the sight of grassy meadows and terra firma, and had no desire to build an ark to assuage my 
guilt for accidentally drowning everyone. 
Constant fidgeting helped to disperse it. My teeth often chattered and I was fast becoming liable to 
tics. It made me wonder how the hell my father had hidden the physical symptoms of being the 
Gatekeeper from me for so long. It explained the obsessive restoration work of Hellingstead Hall 
he’d taken on using labour – not magic – and the three rounds of the estate he made every morning 
jogging. I had horrific visions of doing the same for the next twenty years, an ageing Espen 
watching on from the window in the library, nodding knowingly, Uncle Nikolaj still a perfect blond 
against my father’s greyed hair. 
Maybe I’l try meditation. 
I arrived at the bar, nabbing a stool, and waved to catch the attention of one of the pretty barmaids. 
A Red Hawk logo branded her black shirt, drawing out the colour of her vibrant, ginger curls. Her 
bright blue eyes weren’t enough to keep my own from noticing her long legs, sleeked by tights. 
Over the din of the live band in the far corner, I combined sign language and smiling flirtatiously to 
order a pint of Hawk Ale. They made it in-house on a conjoined property, and you could taste the 
magic fermented together with the hops, at least I could, considering I currently embodied the 
world’s only source of the stuff. Magic that is, not hops. 
The barmaid, Grace – name-tag pinned exactly at breast level – winked at me before sailing off 
down the length of the bar like a captain taking the helm of her ship. I imagined her wearing a 
pirate hat and long boots, the lyrics I’d sung along to in the car infusing my fantasies, and 
ungentlemanly twitches of the non-magical kind started, so I focused my attention on the other 
patrons. 
Naturally, I was jealous of the equal distribution of winking Grace handed out to all the men, but it was when she blushed at the young lad several seats down from me that I really examined the 
object of her affection. From the roots of his hair to his boots, he alternated between black and 
grey. I thought I’d mastered bedhead, but this guy was pro-expert. Ruffled like a raven’s feathers, 
with a few streaks of premature silver hairs, it complemented his pearly-grey irises, but even 
these were smudged around the edges like charcoal – did I mention that becoming the Gatekeeper 
had given me faultless vision? His athletic physique made his dark, knitted jumper a garment for a 
model, his grey jeans no disguise for some pretty hench calves, hooked over his barstool. During a 
brief lull in the music, I heard his gravelly voice slice through the air, aiming like an arrow with 
Grace as his target. 
‘Lorenzo!’ She waggled her eyebrows. ‘I’ll ask the boss if I can get out early, now go away.’ 
His smile was chilling. Wide and feral, his teeth almost biting into his bottom lip. I had to double-
take. Those canines were definitely pointed. Bol ocks. A vampire could rat me out, right? This hot 
shot must’ve noticed my staring by now, and only the prophetic goddess, Frigg, knew what 
unearthly substances he smelt on me. I gripped my tankard in my palms. 
Don’t look at him. Don’t attract attention. I tried to remember the last sighting of a vampire in 
Hel ingstead. As so many were varmint, they usually stayed away from these parts as the HQ of the 
Praetoriani – the Pneuma equivalent of a police force – was stationed in Hellingstead. They were 
run by the Praefecti, a pompous quasi-government, who were like those self-righteous hal 
monitors in school. Even the good guys resented them. 
No vampires, not for bloody ages. I smirked to myself at the bad pun. I like bad puns. 
I observed Lorenzo. The foreign twang to his name boosted his bar-appeal, but he seemed bored 
by the gawks he was getting from the other barmaids, who seemed intrigued by his exchange with 
Grace. 
I retreated at warp speed into the dense crowd behind me, thankful to lose sight of the bar. After 
being battered around an impromptu dance-floor I glanced back over my shoulder. Lorenzo no 
longer occupied his stool. Hoping he’d gone, I slipped into a booth in a dark corner, as far from the 
little stage as I could get, and downed my ale. 
‘Clemensens. They all share the same stink.’ 
Shocked, I peered into the shadows. Across the table, a man who made Lorenzo look like a cute 
puppy grinned at me, baring longer fangs than could possibly fit in his mouth. I froze under his 
mocking, honey-coloured stare. 
Lorenzo’s gravelly voice accosted my left ear. ‘What, Issey Miyake?’ 
‘Don’t be thick, kid.’ His lyrical Italian accent jarred with an expression that incinerated my 
confidence. The most pathetic part? I couldn’t stop thinking, Someone knows my name. Someone 
knows my name. I was clearly starved of friends as a kid, and we won’t even discuss adulthood. 
‘Like the promise of spring. Sickening, isn’t it?’ I flinched when Mr. Scary Long Fangs whipped out his hand over the table, waiting for me to shake it. He smiled at me again, his face plastered in 
amusement. I didn’t know what the hell he found so funny, probably seeing an all-powerful 
warlock shit himself, but I swallowed hard and took it. His hand was warm, different from the 
whole cold-and-dead shebang you read about in books. Father had told me enough stories; the 
vampire’s warmth meant he’d fed like a banqueting king on the poor souls of Hellingstead. 
‘Vampires,’ I beamed. ‘They’re all dickheads.’ 
I jolted as another face came into view, accompanied by a hair-raising cackle, this time a female 
with heavily made-up lashes and a long, French braid that disappeared behind her shoulders. 
‘Malachi, let go of him. Our coven has use for a warlock who can still hold an athamé.’ 
Really, really stupidly, I said, ‘Clemensens don’t need ceremonial knives.’ We don’t need anything. 
We’re living magic. 
The trio went dead still until this Malachi very slowly retracted his claw-like nails from my flesh. 
‘Interesting,’ he murmured, and a metallic scent lingered in the air. 
Better change the subject, otherwise this will bite me in the arse. ‘So, Lorenzo. Grace, huh? What 
do you intend to do with her after she finishes work?’ 
‘Have dinner with her.’ 
I’d walked into that one. ‘Not with candlelight and soft music I’m guessing.’ 
Lorenzo shrugged, throwing a venomous glance towards Malachi that made me pay attention. 
‘There’s only one woman I light candles for.’ 
I visualised Lorenzo standing in St. Michael’s Church, less than two miles west, striking a match for 
a tea-light on a table of memorial flames, tears staining his cheeks. My mouth opened before my 
cerebral cortex kicked in – again – and I said, ‘Ditto.’ 
It was when he asked, ‘So you have a maid too?’ that I realised how far my dart flew past the 
bullseye. 
‘You mean like a girlfriend? No, I meant my mother.’ 
‘Give me a break,’ laughed Malachi, ‘what is it with witches and warlocks and mourning the dead? 
Sapiens die, get it? Move on.’ 
‘Your mum’s dead?’ 
I faced into the heaving pub, avoiding eye contact, trying to figure out what to say. My father would 
nail me to a cross if he found out how much I’d divulged to these strangers – two dubious vamps 
and a goth-witch – within two minutes flat. Hey, yes, you’re right, I’m a Clemensen, which makes 
me Theo. By the way, we have a short cut to access magic, and yeah, my mum’s dead. What else do 
you need? My Pincode? I know! I’ll give you my signature and a scan of my retina. Duh. 
You see, my social skills were sorely underdeveloped. The only two people I interacted with knew everything about me already. Isolation had been Father’s way of keeping me safe, but his stifling 
protection had an unintended consequence; I had no talent for deception. 
‘Warlocks honour their ancestors,’ I evaded. ‘That might be hard for immortals to understand when 
the afterlife is irrelevant.’ I glared at Malachi before flicking my focus to Lorenzo, ‘But then again, I 
don’t get why you’re flirting with a barmaid when you have a girl already.’ 
Malachi usurped Lorenzo’s chance to retaliate. ‘Because one’s for fucking and one’s for food.’ 
‘I thought vampires were into both at the same time.’ Really, my pop-culture knowledge was more 
Buffy than boffin; telly had inspired my stereotypes better than Father’s dusty library books. 
Lorenzo’s fingers tightened around his tankard, leaving dents in the metal. ‘I don’t shit – or fuck – 
where I eat, okay?’ 
‘Sure.’ Curiosity won out and I used my training to prod gently at the alien energy that had bound 
my body and soul to the life-spring of Yggdrasil, which houses the Nine Realms of existence in its 
branches. I was the valve, allowing magic to flow across the earth. Time to discover if this invader 
could speak. Why is Lorenzo angry? 
A jumble of whispers filled my head, blasting emotion through my heart and solar plexus. ‘Why are 
you looking so smug, Clemensen?’ Malachi looked as if he were about to spit on the floor. 
‘Because Lorenzo’s in love.’ 
The dented tankard skittered across the round table, spraying dregs of ale over the three of us. 
Lorenzo leaped over me – a mere pebble in his path – and with a guttural hiss, shoved his way 
through the crowd, his stamps unintentionally beating in time with the music. The patrons near 
the door parted for him as he stormed outside the Red Hawk. 
I raised an eyebrow at Malachi. The witch was studying me, so I studied her back, deciding that she 
looked like a curvier and paler Lara Croft. ‘You touched a nerve,’ she smirked. 
Every sensible bone in my body told me to escape these two but my butt stayed stuck to the sofa. 
What were my options? Go home to my condescending father and another smug lecture about 
how he was right to keep me from everyone remotely dangerous? No. Thank. You. 
‘So, you mentioned a coven? Who are you anyway?’ 
‘Why, do you want to get to know me?’ Her voice kissed my ear with an icy chill. She leaned 
forward. I wondered what her relationship to Malachi was, as they seemed separated by a 
membrane of mutual disdain. 
I shrugged. ‘Seems only fair you tell me your name. You know mine.’ 
‘I only know your surname.’ 
Lie. If she were a witch worth her salt, she’d know the whole Clemensen family tree hanging 
blindfolded from the top of Yggdrasil. We had mythic status thanks to the variety in our Pneuma 
DNA. Like royalty, we lived aloof, but always watched. I’m not boasting – it’s merely a fact. She would’ve deduced my identity the moment Malachi had mentioned my surname, if she didn’t know 
already. 
‘Right,’ I said, ‘and I know nothing about you.’ 
She stuck out her chin, not answering. I wasn’t about to engage in a series of empty exchanges. 
‘Fine, be like that.’ Malachi was giving me the creeps anyway, so I stood and palmed off the fine 
spray of ale on my expensive silk shirt, before scooping the curls from my neck. 
I quickly patted them back into place when Malachi’s broad nose broadened even more, flaring so 
much I half-expected a plume of smoke to come puffing out. ‘I need a drink.’ I said, hoping I hadn’t 
verbalised his thoughts. 
I sequestered another pint before stumbling and spilling half of it at the foot of the small stage, but 
at least I watched the jazz pianist’s vibrant performance. For a while, I swayed with the crowd 
enjoying the music. 
That’s when she arrived. I couldn’t take my eyes off her as she took over the newly vacated stage. 
Her beauty struck me so hard I felt dazed. Yet her presence jarred, as if her dreamy features didn’t 
belong here, in this pub, but somewhere else. I couldn’t breathe. A series of twitches ran up my 
face. Charming. 
Who is she? Such a simple question, but the answer needed to be profound, as resonant as the 
chords she plucked on her guitar, which she strummed with mismatched, painted nails. Introducing 
herself with a fruity, country accent into the microphone as ‘Ava Wallace. Singer. Songwriter,’ she 
had me spellbound. 
All worries of Malachi, and what Lorenzo wanted with Grace, melted away. I heard her voice alone, 
a flood of silken-laced lyrics pouring like hot treacle in the space between us, sweet and burning. I 
wasn’t sure if she could see me, even if a girl like her would look twice in my direction. But the soft 
light caught her hair, dyed into shimmering rainbow colours, mulberry-purple cascading down to 
flame-licked gold tips, echoing the tones of her amber necklace. She sat on that stool, her dress 
flowing over the sides, her feet encased in fur-lined boots with flowers in the stitching. I’d never 
wanted a girl so much, never felt so marooned from everyone else in the world. Because I didn’t 
need to think it, I just knew that if she were mine she would be in mortal danger. 
There was something unusual about her, but my magical radar failed to stir. Ava wasn’t vampire, 
nor witch. I couldn’t sense any Elvish, nor the protean blood of the shapeshifters. But she was 
different. It was in the words she sang: 
When I close my eyes, I see clearly, 
When I close my mind, I think freely, 
The truth evades a reaching grasp, 
When I turn inside, it’s there at last. 
It’s not what you say it’s how you say it, right? Her song sparked a match in the caves below 
thought. A clandestine message hidden in lyrics, meant for me, encoded in déjà vu. Yet, she hadn’t 
once brought her eyes from the stage. Ava was lost inside the melody. 
Ava described me; if you split me open, you’d spill a whole lot of truth – and secrets. I wanted to 
climb into her skin, to hear her thoughts as she raised her head and spotted me ready to fall at her 
feet, each note winding me closer to her. I wanted… 
Time slipped away, then so did she, pausing to thank the crowd and drop in the name of her 
album, What Lies Beneath. She floated off the stage into an applauding audience, her acoustic 
slung over her shoulder. I might never see her again. 
I scoured the bobbing crowd for her rainbow hair as a gust of harrowing wind surged through the 
door. I slung back my ale, not tasting a drop, and charged outside into the pouring rain. 
Where had she gone? Had I imagined her? The street was busy with smokers huddled under the 
nearby bus stop, tipsy sapiens thronging the pavement, spreading out on their journeys home. I 
spent several minutes searching the crowd to no avail, as the swell of revellers increased as the 
pub kicked them out. 
‘Lorenzo, if you can hear me, I want to talk to you.’ That was a Great Big Fib. What I did want, 
however, was to make sure no pissy vampires intercepted Ava Wallace on her passage home. If 
Lorenzo or Malachi had noticed her, a beautiful, vulnerable, human woman, what was to stop them 
pouncing on her from the rooftops? 
Me. 
I repeated my request while fishing for my keys. The back of my neck tingled as I reached the 
alleyway where I had illegally stashed Father’s Jag. Telling him I’d been clamped was a scarier 
prospect than facing Lorenzo alone out here at night, but no one had touched it. My luck was in – 
almost. I made a strangled sound when Lorenzo appeared, skin translucent as ice, muddy boots 
planted on the hood of the car. So help me, Odin, if he scuffs the paintwork… 
‘What the fuck do you want?’ 
‘Great. Straight to the point. I admire that.’ 
Great, Theo, go with appeasement, that always works out wel . I felt like Chamberlain eyeing up 
Hitler’s military bulk, hoping to avoid battle by compliments. I bit my lip, trying to think of 
something to say, difficult when Lorenzo was staring down at me, a solid bulk of Pneuma – or 
varmint – powered muscle, blood smeared across the edge of his thumb as if he’d cleaned his 
mouth on it. I checked my Rolex — a birthday present from Uncle Nikolaj who’d obviously felt bad 
about hiding the Gatekeeper secret. Enough time had passed for Grace to end her shift and meet 
up with her date. Lorenzo had bitten someone. Where was Grace now? 
‘Flattery will get you everywhere.’ He landed on the concrete, all feline and scary as shit, smirking 
at me as if I were the dumbest dummy in the Class of Dumb-Dumbs. He picked his nails with his 
fangs, turning his face away from the glow of the streetlamp. We circled each other, the humdrum of voices moving away from the Red Hawk a backdrop to our perfect silence. 
‘Sorry if I upset you back there,’ I said, jerking my thumb over my shoulder. ‘I know nothing about 
your life or your feelings, and I shouldn’t have stuck my nose in. But I guess I’m not totally 
ignorant.’ 
‘You work that out how?’ For good measure, he added, ‘Warlock,’ and gobbed some red-tinged 
saliva into the alley. 
I edged my way to the car door. ‘Turns out vampires really do have ace hearing.’ 
He stalked towards the pavement, but stopped, his profile smiling weakly, shoulders slumped. ‘The 
Lord giveth…’ 
And taketh away. Tell me about it. 
My fingers found the door handle. ‘How long have you been a vampire? You seem younger than 
Malachi.’ 
‘There you go making assumptions about me again.’ 
‘Am I wrong?’ 
He didn’t answer. The door clicked open, and before I could blink, Lorenzo was breathing down my 
neck, his hands hovering over my arms. I should’ve flung him into the wall, blasting him with a 
summoned burst of wind, but no, I froze. I wasn’t chicken, just recalling generic Discovery Channel 
advice about not moving if you spot a bear. 
‘I’m old enough to rip out your jugular with my bare teeth for even saying my name.’ 
‘That’s the longest sentence you’ve said to me all night.’ I gathered the keys so they jutted out 
through my knuckles. ‘How much did you say to Grace before you ripped hers out?’ 
His roar rang in my eardrums. I twisted under his sudden grasp and slammed my hands against his 
chest, forcing him to the ground. I dumped a boulder of pent up energy onto his torso, pinning him 
within his own invisible Faraday cage. That gave me an idea. I focused on drawing the storm’s 
centre closer, reeling it in with magnetic tugs until it loomed in a dense cusp overhead, waiting to 
pour down its wrath. ‘Back off, vampire. Do you understand? There’s a lightning bolt up there with 
your name on it.’ The air crackled. 
Lorenzo staggered to his feet before collapsing again. ‘You… control… weather?’ he spluttered. 
‘I’m a Clemensen remember? We’re of Norwegian descent. Let’s just say we still worship the old 
gods. Me, I have a close relationship with Thor.’ 
I pushed a pile of mental rocks upon him. 
He gasped, and with supreme effort, held up his palms. 
‘Wise move.’ I released my hold, feeling cocky. Despite the fact I almost got fanged on my first outing since oh, the rise of the apes, the freedom to use the potent lava bubbling away beneath my 
skin felt flipping fantastic. Father wasn’t here to judge me. Or stop me. 
Lorenzo made a cautious effort to back away, squeezing up against the brick wall. First 
impressions are shallow. It takes a serious jolt to reassess someone, change your mind about 
them. Lorenzo’s keen glance worked up my legs and meandered over my body, ending with a 
shocked stare. I’d morphed from annoying busybody into serious threat. ‘I guess there are more 
things on heaven and Earth than I dreamt of in my philosophy.’ 
‘You’re remarkably well read considering how stupid you are to cross me.’ My tart comebacks 
seemed to develop a life of their own – I tended to run with things when I started them – and 
besides which, it was probably wise to act as if I knew what I was doing. Rules of the jungle. I’d 
wasted enough summers as an only child watching the life cycles of insects, bare legs poking out 
from the undergrowth, and submerged with magnifying glass in hand. Pretty soon, I’d figured out 
that appearing a bigger badass than everyone else is more important than actually being one. 
‘I’m sick of this fucking storm,’ Lorenzo bristled, drawing back into the alley, sheltering under a 
protruding roof. ‘I’m too hungry for a battle of wills. If you want a fight, run along, and play with 
Malachi.’ He nodded behind me, and I glanced back to find that bastard getting into my car and 
feeling up the leather interior. I was simultaneously pissed off that his smug face beamed at me 
out my own windscreen and relieved that it meant he wasn’t chowing down on Miss Wallace. Dear 
gods, I hoped she was a miss. 
‘You started it!’ Oh great, now I sound like a five-year-old. 
Lorenzo shrugged as if to say, ‘I’m a vampire, what do you expect?’ 
He retreated into the shadows but his gravelly voice spat stones towards Malachi as if I weren’t 
even there. ‘You could’ve helped me!’ 
‘You’re a big boy, Lorenzo,’ Malachi retorted. He started the engine – he’d pinched my keys and I 
didn’t even notice, Odin curse vampire speed – and lowered the window, which was totally 
unnecessary; Lorenzo heard him fine without letting the contents of a rain cloud into my car. ‘You 
can take care of yourself.’ 
I pul ed open the door and yanked on Malachi’s arm. ‘Get out of my Jag! You’re getting the seats 
wet! My father will strap you to a post in the Sahara Desert when he finds out!’ 
‘Oooh, I could do with a tan.’ Malachi honked the horn and revved the engine. His chesty laugh built 
to a violent crescendo as I cursed him with every obscenity that came to mind. His deliberate 
irritation made me glad I didn’t have siblings. 
I jutted my hand out to blast him with wind, but he anticipated it and sucker-punched me in the 
abdomen, sending me sprawling onto the concrete. He yawned and rose out of the car, stretching 
like a cat, his taut arms impossibly long, and shifted his weight onto my leg, trapping it under a 
heavy, steel-capped boot. With a bored sigh, he examined me, smirking as I tried to avoid 
eyeballing his crotch. This vampire enjoyed my humiliation. 
‘Now I’ve ended it. The only person who’s allowed to threaten Lorenzo is me.’ He released my leg, 
and it took some will not to rub the sore spot as I stood, limping to the open car door, and flopping 
inside. The keys were still in the ignition. I watched him slink off to Lorenzo’s side, who to be fair, 
didn’t laugh at me when I was horizontal in a puddle. A small mercy. 
Lorenzo was right, the storm was getting crazy again, and I could barely see through the 
windscreen even with the wipers on ful blast. I switched on the seat-heaters and slammed the 
door. 
I accelerated up Market Road, cursing all the way home, shivering, soaked, and miserable. 
Whenever I thought of Ava Wallace, I lost my breath and felt panicky as if I’d drunk too much 
coffee. 
Somehow, I made it through the ornate iron gates of our driveway and past the ugly gargoyles. The 
circular journey struck me surer than any lightning bolt. I’d blasted out of this place, toying with 
not returning, and now I craved the fire in the library, a mug of hot cocoa, and the seclusion of my 
four-poster bed. What sort of man was I? What sort of warlock was I? I was the Gatekeeper and I 
had been temporarily bested. 
I slammed on the brakes and jumped out of the car, the doors flying open with a flick of my finger. 
I shut off my vision and tugged on that magnetic field a second time. Soon, a hole opened in the 
black sky, spurting out the churned intestines of cloud, a funnel of wind sucking away all moisture 
from inside the Jag. When the intensity grew, I channelled it through me, control ing its flow; 
presenting a dry car was nothing if I tore off the steering wheel. Being a cosmic syphon had its 
advantages. 
Gradually, the wind tapered out, and I stood in what seemed like silence. Using my powers had 
tamed the explosion of magic in the atmosphere, and the rain had abated for the moment. 
After parking the car in the garage, I ventured towards the fortress of a front door, and knocked. I 
never had a key. Father’s rule: at least one Clemensen stayed in Hellingstead Hall at any time. We 
had too many valuable books and magical trinkets for them to fall into the hands of varmint or the 
Guardians. To ensure compliance, none of us had a key – that I knew about. Breaking in wouldn’t 
be much of an option, considering Father had the house buttoned down with wards that would 
keep out an alien invasion. 
Uncle Nikolaj answered the door. I was glad to see him. Like an angel, he chucked me a towel and 
promised that hot tea awaited me in the library. ‘Your father wants to talk to you,’ he said. 
‘By “talk” do you mean cross-examine?’ 
Nikolaj cleared his throat in a way that meant, ‘Best not to ask.’ 
‘Fine. I’ll get changed first.’ I made a show of slowly walking upstairs towards the west wing, trying 
to prove I was my own man with my own schedule. But I’d be in the library within half an hour. 
Despite how it annoyed me to be summoned, I’d decided I would be spending a great deal of time there, having a serious browse through all those dusty old books I’d ignored for so long. I had so 
much to learn, so much energy inside that threatened to bubble over and swallow me whole. 
But first I needed that cup of tea. 
THE BOOK OF GATEKEEPERS 
I found Father standing by the open fireplace at the back of the library, a few paces from his study. 
He often migrated towards the fire’s warm light during the long winters and frigid springs, instead 
of sitting at a cold desk. 
He took his time to acknowledge me. When he turned, his cloak swayed over his wiry shoulders, 
and the clasp, Thor’s Hammer set in silver, caught the firelight. With a nonchalant swish of his 
hand, he motioned to the teapot on the side table. I sat in the ancient armchair, its tartan fabric long 
since faded, and poured myself a cup. ‘Uncle Nik said you wanted to talk?’ 
Father sat cross-legged on the rug and poked at the fire. He ran Hellingstead Hall. No question. But 
to his king, my mother had been queen, and life was less of a military campaign before she died. In 
the evenings, we’d all play Scrabble until the game disintegrated into a wrestling match between 
me and Father. Did he think about that? 
Whenever I tried to empathise, I slid back from the attempt, scared to let his grief in to join my 
own. He had borne the gift and burden of being the Gatekeeper without her until I’d come of age. 
Now I had the control by all rights, just no experience to go with it. I still needed him to teach me 
the ropes – he’d made sure of that. 
‘How was your evening?’ 
‘Is that all? Why summon me to ask me that?’ 
Father stretched his legs, picking at the worn patches of thread in the carpet. ‘Humour me.’ 
I considered how much I should lie. No way in any of the Nine Realms would I spill my guts about 
practically getting my guts spilled. 
‘It rained a lot.’ 
Father sighed. ‘And?’ 
‘Okay!’ I raised my hands in mock surrender. ‘It was packed out, had to park by the alley. Music was 
good even if I had to fight my way to the bar—’ 
‘Do I need to fetch the breathalyser?’ 
Warlocks and alcohol don’t mix, so I’d been told since day zero. But my many tics and I needed 
loosening up. ‘Relax, I only had a couple.’ 
He waited, staring up at me as if I were regaling him with a fairy story. ‘Go on.’ Well, my story 
involved some monsters but that’s where the parallel ended. 
‘There were some cute girls I guess. Quite a few Pneuma too.’ 
His back straightened. I swear if he were a dog, his ears would’ve pointed up. I chuckled; Nikolaj’s Elf-ear did that whenever he was excited about something. ‘Pneuma or varmint?’ 
‘Both I guess. Where one goes the other will follow, right?’ 
‘Indeed,’ he nodded, pleased that I’d rehashed one of his favourite sayings. ‘What kind?’ 
‘Why does it matter?’ I countered. What was his angle? Maybe a test designed to assess my general 
awareness. He loved that kind of thing. ‘Oh, whatever. Couple of witches, some vampires. Few of 
the regular types, you know.’ 
It stung a little that he didn’t give me the chance to talk about Ava, her crazy hair and sexy voice. 
Typical: business as usual. I was so busy being disappointed I almost missed his deathly cold stare. 
‘Vampires?’ 
‘Yeah, two I think.’ 
‘Did you speak to them?’ 
‘Briefly.’ 
‘Did they know who you were?’ 
I sucked in my lower lip. My feet itched to River-Dance against the floor. ‘How should I know? I 
mean, it’s not like I’m in witness protection or anything.’ 
Father smirked, his attention on the fire, no doubt thinking how he’d love to hide me away like 
that, no one even knowing I existed. If the Praefecti didn’t insist that every Pneuma registered the 
birth of a child with them, maybe no one would have. Total shiver attack. 
‘So, the reports are true. Vampires have returned to Hellingstead.’ 
Reports. That’s what he’d said. I was curious where his information came from, considering he 
hardly left the estate, and the last time I saw him using the internet was like, never. Heck, Uncle 
Nikolaj was more au fait with technology and it gave me a headache calculating how old he was. 
‘Right, so why have they come back?’ 
‘Theodore…’ For once he wasn’t saying it to annoy me, but absent-mindedly. ‘There are many 
reasons. One is more troubling – and likely – than the rest.’ 
I paused, about to suggest a reason, but choosing instead to listen, hoping my father was in a 
sharing mood. ‘The weather we’re experiencing isn’t natural. The birth of a Gatekeeper always 
happens during a cosmic alignment. Likewise, the transfer of power from one body to another 
requires a boost. We call this a “psychic shift”. The magnetism it generates interferes with natural 
weather patterns. If one knew what to look for, one could detect when, and where this happens.’ 
Father stared hard at me, the fire reflecting in his eyes. ‘It’s possible they have been attracted by it.’ 
‘By me, you mean.’ 
‘You must be careful, Theo. Leave no clues about your true identity as a Gatekeeper, otherwise there’ll be an unending line of Pneuma and sapiens ready to use you – at best.’ 
‘And at worst?’ 
‘Exterminate you and all magic from the face of the earth forever.’ 
I winced. Talk about the bottom line. 
‘Why would anyone want to get rid of magic?’ 
Father laughed, the derisive edge echoing around the vaulted ceiling. ‘I hope that’s a rhetorical 
question! Why does one religious man aim to kill another? Humans are driven to obliterate 
whatever doesn’t fit within their stringent belief systems. For every person who rejoices in the 
idea of magic, and the DNA of Elves and Pneuma mixing with sapiens, there’s a thousand others 
who’d light the pyres with their own hands.’ 
‘Maybe I’m not as pessimistic about the human race as you are.’ 
‘It’s not only sapiens you need to worry about, Sønn. Both varmint and Pneuma are an equal 
threat. The varmint care for nothing but their own glory, and even the Guardians would be happy 
to exploit you, all the while believing in the nobility of their cause. The gods have helped us to mask 
our existence, but they cannot seal the cracks alone. The forces of chaos are everywhere. Don’t be 
foolish and trust the first girl who charms your heart, or the first person who claims to be your 
friend. The optimism of youth could get you killed quicker than a cyclone wipes out a village.’ 
Ouch. There he went again, seeing into my head as if I were one of his carefully preserved books. 
‘Right, got it. Warning received loud and clear. The theatrics weren’t necessary, Father.’ Before he 
could reply, I added, ‘Next time, save the spiel about enjoying myself and get on with the lesson.’ 
Father stood and walked very close to my chair, resting his hand on my shoulder. His tone dropped 
low. ‘Theodore, I didn’t send you out for that.’ 
My shoulders sank under the grip of his palm, and I smiled, believing he’d really wanted me to have 
some fun. ‘I simply required an eyewitness to confirm the vampire epidemic. There was no need 
to alarm you if my source was mistaken, and both Nikolaj and I are familiar to the varmint. We’d 
attract too much attention. Put out the fire when you’re done.’ 
With that callous rendition of his un-fatherly motives, he ruffled my matting hair and strode off 
into the shadows of the library. I sat there in shock until I heard the door click shut. He actually 
used me. He used me as his lackey! 
That. Was. It. I wasn’t going outside unarmed like that again. To Father’s Wikipedia, I was a 
chatroom of hearsay and speculation. The fire would rage on tonight – I had some rummaging and 
pilfering to do. Time to act instead of react. Make my powers work for me. I didn’t want to be the 
Sorcerer’s Apprentice anymore, relying on the knowledge of others. 
I walked down the red carpet that ran towards the door, fine golden threads blossoming into 
branches of Yggdrasil under my feet. Since infancy, I’d roamed these bookshelves, chasing 
imaginary foes across the carpet, where I’d taken my first steps long before I could read. The library anchored the satellite wings of the house, a home within an estate. Easy to get lost in if you 
hadn’t grown up learning its secrets. 
To my right, Father’s study, a ladder on castors to the catwalk and gallery above, where shelves 
burst with impenetrable reading material. We’re talking script in Elvish and Old Norse, pesky runic 
languages and ancient Greek and Latin, not to mention the Hieroglyphics. 
The walls themselves bore their share of books too, and several of the bookcases slid aside like 
French doors, revealing secret shelving. To my left, in the centre, Uncle Nikolaj’s display of Elvish 
curios, irresistible since my father warned me not to tamper with them. Near the door were 
bookshelves that didn’t quite reach the corner. 
Instead, the wall concealed a door, and a staircase spiralling down into the vaulted undercrofts. 
Until my birthday, I hadn’t known the undercrofts existed thanks to Father’s warding runes. ‘We 
didn’t tell you for your own protection,’ he’d said. 
‘Why, what’s down there?’ 
He and Nikolaj had exchanged tumultuous looks, and once again, I felt barred from another larger 
conversation. They’d refused to answer. 
The incident outside the Red Hawk had freaked me out, but compared to my suffocating and 
unfathomable destiny, it didn’t rank highly on my list of anxieties. My chest tightened with fear. 
Does anyone know who I am? Is anyone searching me out? What do they want from me? 
The Gatekeeper of the Lífkelda. A big title. Father had told me that my body was like a beehive, the 
only source of magical sustenance in all the Nine Realms. I controlled the flow of energy from the 
life-spring of Yggdrasil into the world of flesh and bone. Without the Gatekeeper, he’d said, magic 
would wither. Then he’d spelt it out: if I died before having a child who reached the age of twenty-
one, magic would die too. Forever. 
My bare feet suddenly became fascinating. I wriggled my toes into the worn carpet, trying to 
disperse some pent-up energy. 
The memory rocketed from my subconscious and exploded into fragments, showering the floor 
like fading stars. 
There’s a book in the library, Theodore, which only one of us can touch. 
Don’t tease him with your riddles, Nik. He’s not ready. 
You can’t protect him forever. The Norns of Fate find us wherever we hide. 
What does he mean, Daddy? 
I’ll tell you when you’re twenty-one. Eat your breakfast. 
I blinked, the glittery dust of the vision vanishing, but the recollection remaining, clear as the face 
of the full moon. Coiled energy tumbled in my gut; the innards of a Gatekeeper are reptilian: viper-
fangs and flicking tail, hard and viscous, an alien warmed by Clemensen blood. This thing hissed and settled back down, giving itself away. Magic had triggered the flashback, and I’m talking Magic 
with a capital M, literally sparking the images to life. 
Why? I asked the silence. Why that memory? I’d been five at most, young enough to call my father 
‘Daddy’ without meaning to mock him. 
Whispers filled my head. Ask and ye shall receive. It reminded me of Lorenzo and his fondness for 
quotes, and I imagined him reading, somehow making it cool as he lounged on a windowsill in the 
dead of night, waiting for quarry to pass beneath. Lorenzo: Literary Assassin. I chuckled, choking 
on the imagery as I let it spiral away, Lorenzo tossing his book aside and leaping onto his beautiful 
victim, the girl with soulful eyes and rainbow hair… 
The Thing listened. The air hummed, saturated. I’d asked for an instruction, and it had replied. 
What if ask and ye shall receive meant your wish is my command? I axed Ava from my thoughts. A 
stray daydream could send a wordless spell into the cosmos, one I’d never want fulfilled. 
My body isn’t my own anymore. I’d died. Something had slipped inside me, resurrecting me with 
it. Filling my marrow with a cancer that drew on my life force until I could provide it with a 
suitable replacement. Scary enough, let alone that it seemed to be sentient, my suddenly not-so-
silent passenger, watching everything I did. 
Only one of us can touch the book. I paced down the length of Yggdrasil, one foot in front of the 
other, walking over the golden trunk like a living Hieroglyph peeled from papyrus. Which means 
it’s special, connected to the Clemensen bloodline… Only one of us… 
‘One Clemensen ever, or only one at a time?’ I whispered my musing into the book-stacks. 
My secret passenger answered. Only a Gatekeeper. 
I peered up to the second-floor gallery, considering the possibility that the book was one of the 
mind-boggling manuscripts stored beyond the ladders. No, Father had given up making me study 
those infernal languages – it was not my special talent – so I doubted such a book lingered up 
there. Then again, he hadn’t told me anything about this book as he’d promised in my memory. 
A pinch of Sherlock Holmes deduction pointed to the aforementioned hidden room filled with 
locked drawers, and the undercroft below it, crammed with ancient ‘junk’. It hadn’t looked all that 
useful during the moments I’d spent down there, curious after my father and uncle had confessed 
to its existence. 
Passing the curio display cabinet and rounding the bookcases towards the hidden room, I slipped 
through the semi-invisible door. Golden symbols flecked the panelled wood and vanished from view 
upon examination – Father had included a proviso within the wards, allowing me to enter. 
The room, with its stained-wood lockers, imitated a tiny bank vault. Previously the old buttery, a 
staircase dropped into an undercroft that once stored barrels of beer. 
My eyes flew to a little cabinet on my left; a mysterious key I’d only ever seen in the hands of my father hung out of it at a slant, indicating it didn’t belong there. To be accurate, the key didn’t 
belong in this century; it was a rough bronze cast, about three inches long, with a decorative 
handle reminiscent of a dream-catcher. Viking for sure. 
The cabinet squeaked open, and a note, written in Nikolaj’s swirly Elven scrawl, read: I’d conceal 
this PDQ before Espen notices it’s missing. He wants to protect you too much sometimes. 
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Episode 1: Bad Luck Follows You 
Getting beaten up by a troll was an odd feeling. It was one I wasn't keen on repeating. The 
problem is I hadn't learned my lesson yet. At least the winged jerks in the sky seem to think so. It's 
2017 now and my New Year's resolution is to prove them wrong. I'm turning over a new leaf. No 
more dice. This time, I'm going to pay off my debts and get my damn wings back. I flinched again.. 
Maybe after a little more practice. 
It is an odd feeling getting beat up by a troll. Emotionally, I mean. Physically it's still a kick in the 
teeth, and I'm no slouch. It's just that when you're actually standing there and this big - smelly - 
gray - smelly - hulking - smelly - witless - did I mention smel y (I mean I don't even know what 
kind of dead fish, skunk fat, and giraffe ass combo that is, but wow) monster is bearing down on 
you, what would you be thinking about? 
I can tel you, that at least in my experience, it aint what's on TV later. It's more along the lines 
of “Why the hell did I take this job?” I knew the answer, of course. I owed the wrong guy a favor 
and now I got to stand here and try my hardest not to die too soon because junior is still trying to 
make good on his escape. 
The troll had already trashed the office outside the safe room. They were looking for something 
they could use to bash the reinforced door in. Me being the lucky idiot who stayed out of said safe 
room as a distraction got to be the lottery winner in tonight's “What's on the menu?” episode. 
The trolls could probably get through the door quickly enough. That's when I drew the short 
straw. Keep the door secure until help arrives. Got it. 
There were three trolls that came a knockin'. The one that stood before me now hunched over 
and drooled on the tile floor. He stared at me with a hungry, stupid, and once again, smelly grin. 
“Here I am. My name is Jonathan and I'll be your dinner this evening.” Sarcasm in the face of 
dismemberment, that's just typical. This is why my brain doesn't take my mouth out for walks or 
nice steak dinners. 
“You. You need to open the metal door. Open it now.” the troll growled stupidly at me. 
“You.” I mocked, “You need to go kick rocks. Kick rocks now.” I growled stupidly back. My 
response went over about as well as you'd think. It took the loud warty idiot about four seconds to 
actually process what I said. It's expression changed from confusion, to realization, and then 
finally, to anger. He snarled at me and reached to his side. 
I figured out what he was doing about a half a millisecond before the chair started flying 
toward my skull. I ducked it easily enough. There was some distance between us after all. The troll 
hurled another chair at me. Finally, he let out a bellow and charged. I had been playing for time. 
Every second we weren't actively fighting was a second that I was still breathing and hoping that 
backup would show up soon. 
 Why did I agree to this again? Oh, yeah. Favor. “Damn.” I said and reflexively winced; angels, even disgraced ones aren't supposed to curse. Let me back up a second here. When I say 
“disgraced”, what I really mean is “dis-GRACE-ed.” Sorry, got side-tracked again. 
The troll charged and I pulled out my revolver from the leather strap it hung in inside my jacket. 
I looked quickly into the cylinder and saw a light blue glow. Thumbing back the hammer I fired 
into the trol 's center of mass. One thing to know about trolls, they hit like a truck and if you want 
to physically hurt them, you're going to have to hit like that too. 
I didn't have that kind of strength, but what little magic I maintained after my “going away 
party” as I liked to call it, went into crafting several special bullets. They were my proverbial truck 
and one of them flew right at that chair-throwing peabrain's chest. It pained me to use the bul et. 
That round was one of only a handful I had left. They were my lifeline back into the good graces of 
the lads upstairs. Once again, graces with a capital “G”. 
The round, as expected, hit the brute right in the center of his heaving lungs. Immediately acid 
started eating away at his flesh and sinew. One point Jonathan. The bad news is even with all the 
screaming he was doing, his momentum didn't diminish. 
His weight slammed me to the floor. He continued to scream and writhe on the floor of the 
office. “Not good. This is very not good.” I said rapidly as I tried to push the grunt off me. That 
magic acid would work on me just as much as him. I don't want it on me. No, thank you. 
Peabrain sat up and the pressure on my chest lessened immensely. My diaphragm expanded to 
breath again and I scrambled back on my elbows to get away from the acid. He took a nasty side 
swipe with his inch-wide claws. They missed, but barely. I kicked up with my boot and it 
connected with his nose. Crunch. “Yes.” I thought. 
The trol howled again in agony. “C'mon acid, work faster.” I said through gritted teeth. A fist the 
size of a dinner plate slammed down where my head had been. It was a blind swing through bleary 
eyes and I dodged it easily. I jumped to my feet. 
I was unscathed. Cool. The troll on the ground would not be getting up. That acid would bind it in 
pain until it's organs were eaten away. One down. I let out a small cheer. Okay, it was more of me 
turning to the beast on the ground and curb-stomping his face a few times, but hey, what's the 
problem with a little celebration, right? 
A malevolent snarl from the door cut my curb-stomp-fest short. Oh, yeah. There were three 
trol s weren't there? Just peachy. How had I forgotten that again? I really am the worst angel ever. 
The second troll was just as predicable. It charged just like the last one did, but I couldn't do 
anything about it. I didn't have the time. This particular troll was more of a green booger color 
than the last one, but just as strong. He grabbed me around the waist and threw me headlong into 
the metal door. 
My head rang like a tuning fork as I stumbled to my feet. The third troll stalked into the office. I 
know that the sin that got my wings clipped was gambling. I love me some dice rolling. I love me 
some dice rolling so much that I got in deep. It was as bad a run of luck as anything. “Kinda like right now” I thought. 
I stepped to one side and crouched behind a cubicle wall; my face already starting to swel from 
headbutting the safe room door. Oh, and by the way. . OW! The sounds of clawed feet shuffling 
around the office slowly became clearer. Now what? 
I still had managed to hold onto my revolver. Lucky stars. I had five more rounds in the weapon. 
Only one of those was another of my special bullets. I'd loathe to fire it. They were dwindling 
rapidly. 
I gritted my teeth and stood back up and looked over the waist-high wall. Both trolls were very 
close, but were approaching from opposite directions. Why is it they learned tactics NOW? I fired 
three barks of my revolver at the troll on the left. At least two of them went straight through him 
and splattered the wall of windows behind him with thick red blood. The glass was bullet-proof and 
spider web cracks danced on it's surface. The troll fell back into a desk and crushed it to splinters. 
I had one more round before the last-ditch effort bullet. The revolver was a special make and 
fired a special caliber round. It had worked well on the beast. His green flesh stained red. It would 
have probably worked well on the final one had I been able to spin around fast enough. 
The claws slashed down and I felt my back split like a fillet-of-Jonathan. I crumpled to the floor 
and my vision clouded up with pain. I touched the bracelet on my right wrist to my forehead and I 
felt the inscription's magic knit up the gash on my back. I was just about to flip over and give this 
jerk the last two pieces of my mind when a heavy fist came down and everything went dark. 


*** 
 “That's quite a story, Jonathan.” the man said. He looked down at a clipboard and wrote 
something on the paper he held. 
“Every bit of it's true. Doesn't that count for something?” I asked. 
“Yes. It counts for something. The young man did get away. One favor down, four more to go. 
I'm sending you back.” 
“Oh, C'mon! I earned at least-” I started to say, but a white flash cut me off. I woke up in pain on 
the floor. 
Episode 2: The Witch's Pendant 
Go get a fancy pendant from a crazy old woman in her crazy old mansion. That's the job. It would 
be worth one of my favors. "Must be some pendant," I muttered and took the binoculars from my 
eyes. That house looked real expensive, and I'd really hate to mess it up. If everything goes 
according to plan though, I won't have to. 
In theory, the crazy old woman was a witch, and the pendant was a powerful talisman that she 
stole from some knights. That's why returning it falls into the good deed favor category thingy, and 
I still owed four of those suckers. The problem was, of course, that if she really is a witch, she 
probably has a whole nasty mess of enchantments and supernatural security guards in there. I 
groaned softly to myself. The stipend the holy warrior jerks gave me after the incident with the 
trol only managed to top off my angelic reserve tank and give me a few more fancy bullets. 
Movement up at the house caught my eye, and I looked back into the binoculars. The batty old 
woman stepped out of her front door and walked over to her garden on the side away from me. I 
looked at my watch. It was almost time. That's one good thing about old people, well old mortal 
people. They always had another doctor's visit coming up. Even a witch is mortal, so it was game 
time. 
I sat back deeper in the trees and waited. God, I hate waiting around for no reason. Hmm, I didn't 
flinch at the thought. Was that a good sign or a bad one? Eventually, and man do I mean eventually, 
the cane-wielding pendant stealing harpy got in her car and left. The fake phone call from her 
"doc" had worked. "Who needs magic anyway?" I said. 
I felt my joints creak as I stood back up. Mortality sucks. As I crossed around the side of the 
house just inside the treeline, I pulled my sunglasses out of a jacket pocket. I slipped them on and 
surveyed the house again. This time, the HD vision the sunglasses gave me showed a very 
different scene. Crisscrossing lines of power covered the walls. So, she really was a witch. I looked 
for a pattern in the pulsing spiderweb of defenses. The nexus appeared to be coming from an 
upstairs room with a cracked stone balcony. "Gotcha." 
I took one more look around the premises and, satisfied that I was in the clear, darted for the 
wall. Large light brown squares of stone made up the barrier to her house, and their pockmarked 
faces provided enough grip for my hands and feet. I jumped and scurried up over the wall quickly 
enough. It wasn't a graceful ascent, but hey, I'm dis-Graced remember. Maybe I could try a little 
finesse next time, but did it really matter? It worked fine after all. 
After vaulting the wall, I looked both ways before crossing the vegetable garden. I didn't want to 
get run over by any bewitched onions or anything. I passed the patch and leaned up against the 
side of the house. I felt it practically humming with energy from the ward lines. They were all 
tangled in knots. It was powerful due to the way the strands bound together, but the knots were 
work of amateurs. 
 I slipped out of my body like taking off a jacket. . by unzipping it. Once free, but tethered, I could touch the energies directly. It took a couple of minutes of fiddling, she had really tied those suckers 
tight, I got them disentangled, and the strands hung limply safe in their places. The power holding 
them together had to go somewhere though, and I knew it shot straight back to mother dearest to 
go tattle on the horrible angel. Now, I was on the clock. She'd be coming back in a mad fury, but 
hopefully, I'd have the time I needed to get in and out. 
I flew back to my body and zipped my jacket back up so to speak. I made a silent prayer of 
thanks that the same rough, easy-to-climb brick which composed the witch's wall was the same 
for her house. I scaled it to the rim of the balcony with just as much elegance. Once I had a finger 
hold on the balcony, I used a firmer grip to get myself the rest of the way up. 
I didn't see any other external magic security do-hickeys, so I started in on the small latch to the 
inside of what looked to be a study or private library. It only took a second, and it clicked open. "Oh 
yeah, Jonathan. You're one amazing angel thief extraordinaire," I muttered as I opened the door. 
"What in the name of. ." I said much louder than I should've and covered my nose with a hand. 
"What kind of mothball cat piss and formaldehyde is this witch using." I used my other hand to fan 
the air in front of my face. "Jes, uh. . Louise," I said and made a silent apology to the sky. 
Moving further into the dusty library, I saw that for as much power as what came from this 
room, the witch didn't come in here very often. I didn't see any disturbances in the furniture, dust 
covered every surface, and the carpet looked fluffed as if it had never been trod on. I walked up to 
the drawer in a desk on the far wall. It thrummed with power. I felt that talisman before. 
I pulled the drawer open and stared down at it. "This is bad. This is oh so very much not good," I 
said. It glowed a soft gold that reflected off my face like a treasure in an Indiana Jones flick. The 
Talisman of Zeus did not belong to a group of knights, or for that matter, an old witch. 
Only ancient and mighty beings could even touch the Greek Talismans. There was just one God. I 
know as I've worked for him for a while now, but the Greeks found a way to force energy into a set 
of talismans which granted abilities to their wearers. Those people strong enough to withstand 
their, uh, side-effects, were considered gods. 
This particular talisman had one nasty bloody history. You know the German word Blitzkrieg? 
Yeah, that means lightning war. Now, I wonder just how it got that name? Hmmm? "Oh, boy," I said. 
"Oh boy, indeed," the witch agreed. I turned around to face the door. Well. . Shit, I thought. 



"Well. . Shit," I said. "You got back rather fast." 
"Yes, I tend to do that when I get all of my wards back at the same time," she replied with a 
poisonous smile. I felt a series of magical shields flare up around her person. "Now, who the hell 
are you and what are you doing in my study?" 
"Well, that's a funny question," I said. "My name's Jonathan, and I'm actually trying to steal a pendant." Honesty is always the best policy, right? 
 She raised an eyebrow in surprise. "That's not a pendant." Stepping forward into the room the witch's expression soured. "You're not what you seem," she said. 
"Uh, no. I'm not. Neither, it seems, are you," I said and pointed to the talisman. I knew that one of two things had happened. Option one: The knights didn't have a clue what they were getting 
themselves into. Option two: They knew, and they wanted to send me into a huge fight against a 
power I vastly underestimated. I don't know what it is, but something about being around for a 
few millennia makes me a bit of a skeptic when it comes to mortals. 
"Option two it is," I told the witch. 
"What?" she asked. 
"Oh, nothing. I was just figuring out if the idiots who hired me were completely ignorant, or if 
they wanted us to throw down." 
She closed the door behind her and sat down in a red armchair near the wall. She didn't turn her 
back or even break eye contact as she took her seat. I almost suffocated on the smell of human 
preservatives which plumed in the enclosed space. 
"Who hired you?" she asked. 
"Man, you really get right to the point don't you," I replied smirking. 
She crossed her arms, and I felt the pulse of her probing energies press against my defenses. She 
was much stronger than I first thought. She might even be able to wield the Talisman. "I find it 
takes less time if I don't dance around the subject," she said. 
"Can you use this talisman?" I asked, dancing away from her question. 
She sighed and glowered at me. "Yes, I can," she replied. 
"No one in the last hundred and fifty years has been able to use it without killing themselves." 
"That's true," she said. I loaned it to the Germans, but when they fell, I took back what was mine. 
The bodies they stacked helped power some of the more complex incantations I needed at the 
time." She crossed a leg over the other and took on a closed posture. "Now, tel me who hired you 
before I have to show you what those incantations gave me." 
"Look, lady. I don't want a fight, but I also think that you're up to some bad juju up in this place. 
The thing is, I'm kind of on probation here, so if I don't deliver, I'm looking at a lot worse than you 
burning me at the stake." 
"What," she paused and sighed again, "do you suggest?" 
"I propose we overlook this little escapade and rig up a decoy pendant to give to them. They don't 
need or deserve that level of power. Hell, they'll probably just end up blowing themselves and the 
nearest populated area sky high," I offered. 
She blinked. "What do I get out of this. . deal?" she asked. 
 Well, crap. Why did I start dealing again? "What do you want?" I asked. 
"I can't simply allow someone to steal my possessions, nor can I allow them to hire others to do 
the same. I want to know who hired you." 
Is it wrong that I actually considered her for a moment? I did, but then my caution kicked back 
in. "No dice," I replied. "What else? There's got to be something?" 
She crossed her fingers and held rested her head on them contemplating. After a moment, she 
said, "There is one other thing. You could recover something for me, a child." 
"Woah, I'm not a babysitter, and I'm not into human trafficking." 
"That's the final offer, or I will have to- how did you put it- throw down," she said. 
To be fair, I can hold my own pretty well, but if she had enough power to use the Talisman of 
Zeus, I didn't want to find out if I could win this fight. I had only a small portion of my strength. 
Losing my grace put a lot of my magical clout locked in a safe and very far away from me. 
"Fine. Who is it?" I asked. 
She smiled devilishly. "Her name is Beth Rastin, and she lives in Austin." 
"Alright, I'll track her down. Now, give me a decoy," I said. 
She snapped her fingers, and her eyes flashed red. A second talisman appeared right next to the 
original. I reached out my senses and felt a power there. It wasn't nearly as strong as the original, 
but it should pass inspection. I snatched it up and put it in my pocket. I turned to leave out the 
window I came through, but her voice stopped me. "One more thing," she said. "She's a half-
demon. That's not a problem is it?" 


Episode 3: Austin and a Detour 
"Why don't you go ahead and explain your thought process for a moment, Jonathan," the woman 
asked. Her heavenly glow and grim expression didn't mix. 
"Well, I just figured that the knights were up to something you know? It was a bad position to be 
in," I replied. 
She picked up a pen from her desk and clicked it several times. Her stern expression didn't 
change. Instead of keeping her eyes, I looked out the large floor to ceiling windows. Outside, clouds 
drifted by and several initiates floated through them reading. "You do realize that those knights 
were crusaders. Had you just followed through on your deal it would have paid off some of your 
debt? Which brings me to the witch, why didn't you smite her down?" the woman asked. The click 
of the pen echoed in the antiseptic room. 
"I just thought that it would've been a fight I didn't need right then, and holy warriors or no, 
those knights were up to something. You can't tell me they weren't. The pendant could've killed 
them if they touched it, and if it didn't, they would've done something far worse with it. C'mon doc, 
work with me here!" I pleaded. 
She scribbled something on her pad then placed it a little too neatly on her desk. "Jonathan, 
here's the thing. You're not a very good angel. You should've helped the knights, and you should 
have smote the witch. Now, you're in a deal to rescue a half-demon child from the hell mouth in 
Austin. I'm sorry, I don't see how your actions warrant a stay of your probation nor does it allow 
me to scratch one off your debt. The council agrees with me on this. Frankly, we're all very 
concerned. You're on thin ice as it is," she said and leaned back in her chair. 
"I'm trying to do the right thing. I'm working on those favors, but something wasn't right on that 
last job," I replied. She was already shaking her head before I finished the sentence. A sound like a 
thunderclap pealed through the room, and I felt jolted back to earth. 
I was sitting reclined in the driver's seat of my black impala. So what if I watched too much 
Supernatural in heaven. Those primpy little princesses just made me sick sometimes. I had to ying 
that yang somehow. Plus, I got great reception up there. And I will swear in front of the whole 
heavenly host, Cas is a badass. 
I slapped the keys into the ignition, and the engine rumbled to life. My head rang, and I opened 
up the glovebox to grab a few aspirin. Those trips back and forth didn't use to bother me, but then 
again Grace made everything sting a lot less. "Assholes," I mumbled. 
Pulling out of the motel parking lot in Lawton Oklahoma, I made my way back onto the freeway 
heading south. The time passed slowly, and my mind flipped between channels in my head, a half 
memory of getting killed by a troll, the looks on the knight's faces when I turned up in that shady-ass bar, and then the look on my face when I spotted what the Talisman indeed was. Finally, as I 
passed through Dallas about three hours later, my mind settled on the little girl needing my help. 
I knew there was a lot of strings going on in this story, and I knew that a whole lot of it didn't add 
up. Finding Beth Rastin better shine a light on whatever the hell (literally) was going on. The big 
bosses upstairs didn't seem to want me on this track. I get it; I do. They aren't really all for the 
whole saving a half-demon thing, but this whole repay my debts to society business was their whole 
idea. 
Two pit-stops later and my legs felt sore and half asleep as I climbed out of the Impala. I parked 
the car in the back of a run-down looking grocery store on the northern outskirts of Austin. I pulled 
my cell phone out of my pocket and dialed the witch's number. Yeah, I got her number, stop 
looking at me like that. Sure she was probably centuries old, but look at who you're talking to. It 
was honestly surprising it took me this long to get suspended. "Better to be lucky than good, I 
guess," I mumbled as the phone rang. 
"What?" a cranky voice answered. 
"Oh, hel o dearest. So nice to hear from you. How've things been?" I said using a Mrs. Doubtfire 
accent. 
"Jonathan, I'm super busy right now. What the hel do you need?" the witch asked. 
Smirking, I almost continued tormenting her. Maybe that should count toward my debt. I pissed 
off a witch. . repeatedly. CHECK! "I'm in Austin. Where's this hell mouth?" 
"There's a whole bunch of super nerds that think they're hipsters because they smoke a lot of 
weed and have shitty beards. They run a bar that, I kid you not, named the Leaky Cauldron," she 
said. 
I scoffed. "Like from Harry Potter?" I asked. 
"Yeah. that's the one," she said. 
"Pshhh. Nerds," I agreed. 
"Yeah. Anyway, the owner of the bar decided that he wanted to bring magic to Austin. He stole a 
bad news book from a Polish sister of mine and ripped open the hell mouth in his basement," she 
clarified. 
"Wow. What a dumbass," I said as she continued. 
"Yeah, well. Just inside the hell end of the hell mouth is an old asylum. That's where she's at. 
Break her out and bring her back here. I can put a cloaking charm together for her. It'll hide her 
demonic signature. Now go away. I'm busy," the witch snapped, and the line went dead. 
"Jerk," I said to the empty air and opened my internet browser. A stray cat with more than a little 
mange jumped out of the green dumpster next to the grocery store loading dock. It scurried off 
behind some boxes. I bet those white-robed high and mighty judgemental hypocrites were 
probably watching. They'd want me to go chase that cat down and offer it a saucer of milk or 
something. They knew damn skippy that I wouldn't do that. I was busy with bigger fish right now. 
So, of course, I flipped off the sky and jumped back in the car; through the driver's window of 
course. I guess could go for a light gluten-free IPA today. 
The google machine on my hand sized internet device quickly pulled up the bar's address, and I 
drove over to the grungy, oil slick parking lot outside the bar. The throaty growl of the Impala gave 
up its last cough as I killed the engine. Climbing out, I saw the green neon sign above the bar's 
overhang. "The Leaky Cauldron" flickered and showed signs of needing desperate maintenance. A 
skinny man stood leaning against the wall next to the door. He squinted at me accusingly through 
his odd-shaped glasses and haze of marijuana smoke. "Hey man, you ever hear of fuel economy?" 
he asked and pointed to my Impala. 
"Hey man, you ever hear of a haircut?" I said and pointed to the chihuahua-sized man-bun affixed 
to the top of his head. I pushed past him and stepped through the door. My skin immediately 
reacted and started itching. The gloom of the bar matched every other bar I've ever been in, but 
this had the added effect of a hell mouth nearby. Even though my goal was to jump into that toothy 
pit of sulfur, it still put me on edge. 
Four or five patrons sat around in the numerous tables which the proprietor scattered around the 
floor. They al looked like tattooed and pierced carbon-copies of Mr. man-bun outside, and they 
were all staring at me. It was as if they'd never seen someone rock a charcoal gray three-piece suit 
before. It might also have something to do with my pistol belt and my glowing revolver sitting in its 
holster, but that's neither here nor there. I didn't need my super duper go-go-gadget sunglasses to 
sense every last one of these guys had some bad news mojo going on. They were all high as hell, 
but it was on devil juju, not Mary Jane. 
I was pretty sure that if I could sense them, they could tel that I wasn't just some ordinary patron 
who just happens to dress snazzy and carry his revolver with him. So, in my most disarming voice, 
I said, "Hel o fellas. My name's Jonathan. I'm from the government, and I'm here to help." That 
didn't work out so well. Go figure. 
I heard the front door creak. Mr. Man-bun just joined the party. "Gentlemen," he said from behind 
me. "Would you mind giving me a hand with kicking this divine dirtbag out of here?" The whole 
slew of nerdy hipsters sitting in front of me tensed and then stood. This time at least, my big 
mouth probably made things worse, but it wasn't the primary cause for the chair flying at my 
halo-less head. 
Naturally, I ducked the chair, and as a result, I incurred only a glancing blow to my shoulder and a 
dusty scuff mark on my suit jacket. I was just coming up with a witty remark when then the devil 
hipster that threw the chair came running up to me. He had a large glass beer mug in his hand and 
was attempting to follow up his chair throw with cracking the glass all over my face. It was a feint. 
It didn't work. Note to self, don't start a barfight while wearing flipflops. It made his charge 
awkward and slow. It gave me more than enough time to swing in a haymaker to the side of his 
skull which sent him spiraling to the ground. The beer still in his mug splashed all down the front 
of my vest, and I sighed inwardly. "I'm not here to pick a fight, guys," I tried shouting over the immediate eruption of noise and movement following devil hipster's decent to the floor. More 
glasses and mugs came hurtling towards my brain bucket, and I dropped behind a small half wall 
next to the long hammered-copper bar top. 
Shouts replaced the mugs for the next volley as my aggressors reached for more ammunition. "Get 
the hell out of here you high-and-mighty prick!" I couldn't help but smile at the irony. 
Unfortunately, I'm not entirely so eloquent in my responses when in the thick of it. The only 
answer I could come up with at the time was, "I'll shove my high-and-mighty boot right up your 
ass if you don't back up." This type of incendiary commentary helped calm them immensely. . or 
not. More mugs and bottles arced over at me, so I grabbed the only thing nearby, the chair, and 
held it up in front of me like a shield. I stood and advanced on the group. Man-bun stood off to my 
left and looked high as a kite, but equally pissed off. Three others attempted to encircle me and my 
lion tamer chair. I wasn't having any of that. I swung the chair around in a full arc, and the three 
jumped back out of reach. As I did so, man-bun saw his opening, and he leaped toward me while I 
had my back turned. He hit me in a quick one-two to my kidney, and I reflexively threw my elbow 
around in a jerking motion. He dodged out of the way, and the three others came in all at once for 
a tackle to bring me to the floor. 
I wasn't about to let them subdue me so matter-of-factly, so I leaned into man-bun as I swung 
around. He got a hold of me and landed a few more punches to my torso, but the primary threat of 
the three amateur football hipsters missed me entirely. Their momentum carried them over in a 
heaping pile, and I crashed the chair I still held over the head of the top one on the dog pile. Man-
bun took advantage once again of my temporary distraction and kicked me in the back, knocking 
the wind out of me and sending me to the ground. 
I laid there with my lungs burning, and I realized he put a lot more power behind that strike than 
he should have been able to. He kicked me again, this time hammering my ribs. The blow pushed 
me over onto my back, and I groaned out, "So, I take it you own the place." 
He smiled devilishly, which was fitting of course, and reared back to kick me again. I saw spots and 
blotches dancing around in my vision, but even still, I noticed the outline around him. His aura 
seemed darker than it should. It looked as if he was leeching the ambient light from the room. "You 
should have stayed away from here. I'm going to send you back up to heaven nice and bloody," he 
said. 
"Don't ever monologue," I said holding up my revolver, and put a bullet through his front teeth. 
The other three suddenly had somewhere else they had to be and a serious motivation to be there. 
They clambered up and hustled off. The bartender, who was hiding behind the bar during the 
entire exchange, jumped the half wall at the entrance and scurried after the others. I stood up and 
stretched. Looking in the mirror behind the bar, I noticed beer stains and the grime from the floor 
covered my suit. The dry cleaners are going to charge me double again. Grumbling, I descended the 
stone steps behind the coolers in the back of the establishment and stepped into the acrid, hot 
glow of the maw of the Austin hell mouth. "Time to get this over with, I guess," I told myself, grabbed my family jewels, pinched my nose, and stepped through. 
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The foot rested on the sand, exposed as the tide rolled out. Looking up and down the beach, Isaw 
nobody. Kneeling down, I removed my jacket, wrapped the foot inside it and headed home. 
I sat at the workbench in my shed, examining the foot. 
It was from a white male; there were black hairs on the toes and the instep, so I assumed that the 
foot came from a male. About a size eight, the same as me. It was unevenly severed just above the 
ankle; there were no bruises or markings. 
But why was the foot on the beach? Whose foot was it? And what was I going to do with it? 
I wrapped the foot in an old towel, placing it in the bottom drawer of the metal filing cabinet which 
I used to store tools. After locking the shed, I decided to pay my son a visit. 
Jason opened the front door, looking surprised to see me. He wore ripped jeans, and a T-Shirt with 
the name of a Rock group on it. 
“Hi, son. Have you got five minutes?” 
He checked his watch, then stepped back to let me in. “Yeah, OK, Dad.” 
“Thanks.” 
“But we’l have to be quick. Mum’ll be back in an hour, and she’ll go mad if you’re here.” 
We went to the living room. He turned off the TV and sat beside me on the sofa as I told him about 
the foot. 
“Where is it now?” he asked. 
“In my shed.” 
“And you found it on the beach?” 
“Yeah,” I said.“Just near the Stray Café.” 
“How come you were out there?” 
“Just taking my usual walk.” 
“Usual walk?” 
“Yeah, I walk right down the beach to Saltburn,” I said.“Gives me chance to think.” 
“What? All the way to the pier?” 
“Sometimes, yeah. If the tide’s out.” 
“That’s a decent walk,” he said.“Aren’t you going to call the police?” 
I shook my head. “Not after last time.” 
“Last time?” 
“Yeah, the guy who was taking clothes off people’s washing lines?” 
“Right,” he said, and scratched his thigh through a hole in the jeans. 
“I went to the station to tell them about it, but they didn’t believe me. A couple of them looked like 
they found it very amusing. Bastards.” 
“Amusing?” 
“I told them that I’d spotted the guy with my binoculars, as he passed through the gardens. That’s 
when they sniggered, when I mentioned my binoculars.” 
When he didn’t answer, I said, “You’d think they’d be grateful for my help, but, no, apparently not. 
They probably think I’m a Peeping Tom or something. Bastards.” 
“But, surely, if you show them the foot – they’ll have to believe you.” 
“Yeah, but…” 
“What?” 
I shrugged my shoulders. “Maybe I’ll look into it myself.” 
“What? How?” 
“I don’t know. Check the newspapers? Maybe the internet?” 
“Why would you do that?” 
“Then I can solve it, hand them the whole thing, wrapped in a nice little bow, and see who’s 
laughing then. Bastards.” 
He exhaled deeply, running his hand through his hair. 
“Jesus,” he said. 
After chatting with Jason, I picked up the Evening Gazette from the newsagent on Park Avenue and 
went home. 
I made a cheese and pickle sandwich, eating it while I read the paper at my kitchen table. I couldn’t 
find anything about the foot. 
I made a coffee, grabbed the paper and went to the shed. Sitting at the workbench in my plastic 
chair, I sipped my coffee and re-read the paper. Nothing. 
Moving the paper to one side, I took the foot from the filing cabinet and placed it on the 
workbench. I tapped my fingers on the side of the cup, staring at my mysterious discovery. 
“What’s your story?” 
Why was it on the beach? Where was the body? Was the guy still alive? Did the man go into the 
water? Cutting his foot off first? No way, surely. 
My coffee was cold when I put the foot away, locked the shed and went back inside my house. 
Unable to find anything watchable, I switched off the TV at 10 p.m. and returned my empty cup to 
the kitchen. I looked at the pile of dirty dishes in the sink, making a mental note to wash them in 
the morning. 
I took my laptop to bed, checked the internet, but found nothing about the foot. After switching off 
the bedside lamp, I lay awake in the darkness and considered possible explanations. 
Had the owner of the foot been murdered? It was feasible. 
Maybe he was a crew member on one of the cargo ships heading into Teesport? Murdered, cut into 
pieces and buried at sea? But the foot broke loose from the other body parts and washed ashore? 
Jesus. But, still – why wouldn’t the guy have been reported as missing? 
I thought about this and other grisly scenarios, eventually getting to sleep before dawn. 
My advisor sat across the desk from me, checking through my paperwork.Without looking up, he 
asked me questions about how I’d been trying to find a job. 
He was about thirty years old, with glasses and a goatee. Three plastic pens sat in the pocket of his 
shirt, and I hoped that one of them would leak. 
When he first took over my case, he said, “Hi, Mr Wilson. My name’s Ben, and I’m going to find you 
a job in two months.” 
Three months had since passed. Now he couldn’t wait for me to get out of there. Bastard. 
When I left the Jobcentre I took a few deep breaths, trying to clear my head; I’d been going there 
every fortnight for six months, and it was usually a draining experience. 
I thought about my last job, working in Surveillance for the Borough Council. Most of it was long 
hours spent watching CCTV. The other analysts worked in teams of two, but I mostly worked 
alone. 
One day the manager said, “We’re downsizing, Gordon. Sorry, but we’ve got to let you go.” 
Downsizing? Why do people talk like that these days? 
And why was it me who had to go? Probably because I didn’t socialise with the others too much. 
The bastards gave me a decent severance pay-off, so I didn’t mind. 
I wondered if they’d got somebody to replace me as I walked home from the Jobcentre. 
I was watching a shark movie. It was quite silly, but just as I was about to switch it off one scene 
caught my attention. 
A shark with three eyes attacked a scuba diver, and following the frenzied attack there was a shot 
of the diver’s severed leg drifting to the bottom of the ocean. 
Could that explain the foot in my shed? A scuba diver killed by a shark? Or a surfer? Attacked, torn 
to pieces, but only the foot washes ashore? 
After a quick internet search, I realised my scenario was unlikely. There were up to thirty species 
of shark found in British waters, but only a few shark attacks had ever been recorded. 
Apparently, it was statistically more likely to be killed by a bee sting. And if it was a shark attack, 
then surely somebody would have reported the missing person? 
“Where the hell did you come from?” I said, pouring myself a large whisky in the kitchen. I took a 
gulp, topped up the glass and went out to the shed. 
What do I do now? I’ve checked the papers and internet. Nothing. 
What else can I do? I can’t keep the foot, surely. Maybe I should just throw it back in the sea? Yeah, 
maybe. 
Or should I take it to the police? I could say that I’ve just found it today. But what if they don’t 
believe me? What if they find out I’ve had it for two weeks? I could be in trouble. 
Or the bastards might just laugh at me again. It’s not worth the risk. 
I’d better get out to the shed, and give it a clean. It’s turning a weird blue-green colour. I should do 
some internet research, figure out a way to preserve it. 
Maybe I should get one of those jars. The big glass ones. Then I can put it up in the loft with my 
other specimens. 
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1. I always knew you were strange but… 
The ghost is floating in the corner when Franklin walks into my room. He stops dead, his mouth 
dropping open. 
“What in the name of Ramsey’s Kitchen Nightmares is that?” 
As Franklin gropes for the bedpost to steady himself, I glance back at the white, wavering figure. 
I’m astonished. Not so much by seeing a ghost—Been there, done that—but that Franklin can see 
it too. 
“You mean you can see it too?” 
He’s hugging the bedpost, his eyes wild with fright. “I only wish I could say I didn’t.” 
His breathing accelerates. He’s going into a panic attack. 
This is getting serious. 
Maybe it was a mistake to invite Franklin to come to England over winter break. Mom, of course, 
was less than thrilled by the idea. “When I said you could bring a friend, Abby, I meant a girl friend. 
This will make the sleeping arrangements very awkward.” Even though I assured her there is 
nothing like that between Franklin and me—He’s gay, for goodness’ sake. He loves theater, and he 
jumped and squealed with delight at the idea of seeing plays in London and up here in Stratford-
upon-Avon. When Franklin said he could pay for his own hotel rooms, Mom relented. 
But even before the trip, Franklin’s anxiety and obsessive-compulsive issues kicked in. He tried 
hard not to show it, but he was a nervous wreck in the airport and on the flight over. Even since 
we landed four days ago, he’s been edgy—tense in crowds, constantly checking to make sure he has 
his wallet and passport. 
So, meeting a creepy apparition is not something he needs right now. And it’s weird: Tamgrove 
Hall is supposed to be a perfectly normal hotel. All right, it’s an old manor house, built in the 
1400s, but it’s not like we picked it from some stupid Ghost Tours of Britain site. 
Franklin is staring at the ghost and gasping. I go over and cover his hands on the bedpost. 
“It’s all right, Franklin. Breathe.” 
“But what—What about—” 
“Don’t worry. Let’s go back to your room.” 
We’ve been friends a long time, so he trusts me. We met when we were both thirteen and seeing 
the same therapist for anxiety disorder. Now we’re seniors in high school. 
Pul ing in deep breaths, he allows me to take his arm and guide him toward the bathroom. He is 
heavyset and shuffles his feet. At the bathroom door, he glances back over his shoulder. 
“Shouldn’t we, like, call a bellman or something?” 
“I’ll take care of it.” 
I lead him through the shared bathroom and into his room, which is a lot like mine—small but 
comfy with a stuffed armchair and single bed. I settle him down in the armchair. 
“Wait here. Keep breathing. And don’t worry.” 
I close the bathroom door and go back to my room. Setting my shoulders, I go over to confront the 
ghost. 
It’s still hovering there, watching me curiously. It’s mostly just a shimmering white form, but 
stepping closer, I can see hands and a head. It’s a young woman with dark hair and eyes. Her 
expression is intense, almost starved, and very sad. 
I haven’t faced anything supernatural since last summer in Harmony Springs, but I have kept up 
my magical training. Well, okay, not as much as I should have. Between school and running cross-
country on the track team, and trying to have a little bit of a social life in New Jersey, while still 
keeping in touch with my Granma and my friends in Harmony Springs, not to mention with my 
mom working over here in London—it’s all been pretty crazy. But I have meditated almost every 
day and kept up the Daily Ablution ritual, which is designed to keep you psychically balanced. 
Anyway, I’m not afraid of the ghost at all. It feels nowhere near as scary as the apparitions I dealt 
with last summer. I stop a yard away and look it calmly in the eye. Then I use my index and middle 
fingers to trace a pentagram in the air between us. 
I speak with confidence, announcing my magical name. “I am Fighting Eagle, initiate of the Circle of 
Harmony. What is your name, spirit?” 
The ghost looks at me all wide-eyed and startled. Her lips part like she’s about to answer. Then she 
changes her mind, whirls, and flies away—disappearing through the wall. 
Hmm. 
I turn around and my shoulders twitch. Franklin is standing in the doorway with a comical 
expression of amazement on his wide, heavy-browed face. 
“Abby, I always knew you were strange. But when did you become Doctor Strange?” 
§ 
Twenty minutes later, we’re sitting downstairs in the hotel bar. It’s a carpeted room off the lobby, 
furnished like a living room with sofas and armchairs and small tables. The bar itself is small, 
backed by a mirror and glass shelves lined with bottles. One wall has an open fireplace, the fire 
burning low at this hour, as the room is almost empty. 
I thought getting Franklin out of his room and walking would do him good, and it seems to have 
helped. He still looks pale, but his face has regained its normal sharp and sarcastic expression. He 
sets his glass of Coke down on the coffee table and glares at me. 
“Okay, Abby. Spill it. And I don’t mean your lime and soda.” 
I laugh. “Right…So I never actually told you everything about last summer in Harmony Springs.” 
“Apparently not, O Mystic Ghostbuster.” 
I laugh again. He’s not far wrong. I lay it all out on the table, so to speak, about how I went to 
Florida in June not just to visit Granma but because I was having nightmares about Harmony 
Springs, and the nightmares were spawning hallucinations when I was awake. Except, as I learned, 
they weren’t really hallucinations at all; they were visions. I was seeing real ghosts and spirits 
connected to the history of the town and my family. 
In Florida, things got a whole lot stranger. An evil spirit almost made me drown myself. Luckily, 
Granma and a couple of her old friends are magicians—true magicians, practicing a system of 
magic created by the people who founded the town back in the 1800s. I was initiated into their 
circle and trained. In the end, I managed to banish the entity that was behind all the trouble. 
Oh, and I also made friends with a girl named Molly Quick, who writes a news blog, and her 
brother Ray-Ray, who helped save me from the magicians who had summoned the entity. Actually, 
I sort of fell in love with Ray-Ray, and we had a wonderful time together the last week I was there. 
But we haven’t done very well keeping in touch since then. Ray-Ray doesn’t text much. We’ve 
talked on the phone a couple of times, but not lately. So now I’m really not sure where the 
relationship is going— 
“Wait. Wait!” Franklin interrupts me. “Can we get back to the spirits, please?” 
“Sure. What else do you want to know?” 
His mouth flaps once, twice, but no sounds come out. You don’t often see Franklin speechless. 
“Let me help,” I tell him. “You want to know if I really believe all the stuff I just told you. Well, the 
answer is yes. It all really happened. You might think I’ve fallen down the insanity shaft. I wouldn’t blame you a bit. But it is what it is. You saw that ghost upstairs, right?” 
His face is incredulous, but he slowly nods. 
“And when I did a little magic, it went away.” 
He takes a swig of his Coke. “Maybe I was hallucinating. Maybe I’m the one who took a plunge 
down the insanity shaft.” 
“I know it’s a lot to take in. Don’t try to process it all at once. The important thing is, the ghost is 
gone, and you’re okay now, right?” 
He blinks, and his eyes get moist. He looks at me with no sarcasm at all, just seriousness—and 
vulnerability. “Abigail Adams. You are something else.” 
He’s used his joke name for me—from the musical 1776—so I know now he’s going to be okay. 
“Benjamin Franklin. I will take that as a compliment.” 
§ 
We finish our drinks and climb the carpeted marble stairs to the second floor. This hotel is 
amazing: wide-open halls with high ceilings, fireplaces with stonework, huge paintings hung on 
paneled walls. The only thing I haven’t seen is an empty suit of armor. Given the ghost we met 
earlier, that’s possibly a good thing. 
It’s called Tamgrove Hall, located a few miles outside of Stratford-upon-Avon. We’ve booked it for 
three nights so we can see a couple of plays at the Royal Shakespeare Theatre. This was Franklin’s 
big wish, and Mom wanted to tour the countryside, so it worked out nicely. Franklin and I have 
been going to plays together almost as long as we’ve been friends. When we were younger, we 
often got Mom to take us to shows on Broadway, so—except that we’re in England now—this is 
kind of familiar. 
Mom drove us up from London. She retired to her room right after dinner to catch up on her email. 
She’s supposed to be on holiday, but knowing Mom, she’ll be busy several more hours on her 
laptop. Mom has always been something of a workaholic, but since she got the job with the 
London branch, it’s gotten worse. I’m glad we at least got her out of the city for a few days. 
After getting ready for bed, I sit down to meditate. I breathe slowly and relax for a bit and then go 
into the Daily Ablution. This is my basic grounding ritual, the first magic I learned. With my eyes 
shut, I visualize each of the Springs of Harmony pouring into different nerve centers along my 
spine, starting at the root. As the pure blue water flows in, I contemplate the principle of each 
Spring: Love, Endurance, Balance, Amity, and finally Bliss. Finally, I see the water gushing out the 
top of my head and falling in a shower to completely fill and cleanse my aura. 
Feeling all balanced and blissful, I open my eyes. 
The ghost is standing at the foot of my bed, staring at me. 
Okay. This is getting annoying. 
I stand up on the bed and trace a pentagram. “I am Fighting Eagle of the Circle of Harmony. What is 
your name, spirit?” 
She looks more solid than before, less vaporous, almost a real person. This might be because the 
Daily Ablution has sharpened my spiritual eyesight. She’s wearing a plain gray dress with a long 
skirt and a white apron. Her outfit could be from the 1800s or sometime earlier. I’m no expert in 
historical fashion. 
Her more solid appearance also makes her a little more scary. Tiny fingertips of dread are tap-
tapping in my stomach. I put more force into my words. “What is your name, spirit?” 
This gets her. “I am Mary Hull,” she says with resentment. Her voice is high-pitched, the accent 
British, of course. Not upper crust. More like you’d expect from a maid on one of those BBC 
shows. “They don’t usually talk to me,” she complains. 
“Well, I guess I’m a little different. Why are you here?” 
She seems confused by the question. “I have always been here. Why are you here, then?” 
“Well…I’m just visiting. But you seem to be…” Not sure how to put this. Is it impolite to tell a ghost that she’s a ghost? What I come up with is lame: “You seem to have wandered out of your time.” 
She clenches her lips, pouting. “I don’t know what you mean!” 
Now I’ve made her angry. She turns and glides to the corner. Then she turns and glares at me. I 
have the definite feeling she’s not leaving this time. 
I climb down from the bed and approach her gently. “Is there something I can do for you?” 
Again, she finds me confusing. “Why would you ask that? No one ever does anything for me.” 
My emotions are gathering more layers: annoyance, fear, and now sympathy. Also curiosity. I have 
an intuition that she’s been drawn to show herself to me because I’ve trained in magic, that maybe 
I’m supposed to help her somehow. I vaguely recall reading about psychics who make it their 
business to “help ghosts cross over.” And I’ve been taught that true magicians sometimes attract 
situations when their help is needed and are given duties to perform. Maybe this is one of those. 
I leave Mary Hull sulking in the corner and go get my tablet. Sitting on the bed, I boot it up and 
launch into research mode. I have some articles bookmarked from last summer, when I was dealing 
with the ghosts in Harmony Springs, but they’re not very helpful. I search for “laying ghosts” and 
“helping ghosts cross over” and find lots of hits. I browse and read for a couple of hours, looking up 
from time to time to check on Mary. She stays in the corner, watching me with variations of 
curiosity, suspicion, and anger. 
Finally, I put together a plan. I close the tablet and take a few deep breaths. Then I go over and look 
Mary calmly in the eye. 
“Don’t be afraid. I want to help you.” 
I use two fingers to draw a circle in the air, visualizing it filled with white light. I see the light 
expanding into a sphere that surrounds us both, but I make it brighter on one side, like a brilliant 
portal. As often happens when I do magic, I feel myself slipping into trance. 
“You are safe, Mary Hull. No one will harm you. I am here to help you. You are stuck. You have been 
stuck here for a long time, but now I can help you move on. You can go to the place you are meant 
to be, for the next part of your journey. You will be accepted there and find others to help you.” I 
point to the side, where the portal is. “All you have to do is walk through that door. Don’t be afraid. 
No harm will come to you.” 
Mary stares at me and then at the door. She seems to lean in that direction, like she’s going to go 
for it. But then she straightens up, growing rigid. 
“You’re just trying to get rid of me. Like all the others.” 
“I don’t know any others. I only want to help you.” 
She crosses her arms, pouting. The sphere of white light evaporates. 
Great. 
“All right,” I tell her, throwing up my hands. “You’re not ready to go. Fine. But I need to get some sleep, so can you just fade out for now, or something?” 
Without waiting for an answer, I turn my back and go crawl into bed. I shut off the lamp and pull 
the covers up over my face. 


2. We’re not going back to spooky land, are we? 
Insistent knocking wakes me. I hear my mother’s voice through the door. 
“Come on, Abby. Time for breakfast!” 
Daylight shines through the tall windows. I grope for my phone and check the time. Crap. Almost 
nine. Then I remember and peer around the room. 
Mary Hul is nowhere to be seen. 
Well, that’s good at least. 
“Coming, Mom. I’m sorry.” 
“Honestly,” Mom says. “Franklin and I are starving!” 
“Go on down. I’ll join you.” 
Okay, I overslept. But they weren’t up half the night dealing with a resentful spirit. 
Sometimes my life is so odd. 
I take a quick shower, throw on my clothes, and twelve minutes later I’m marching into the dining 
room. The place is super elegant white tablecloths and dark paneled walls. Tall windows look out on 
a spacious green park. The morning is gray and misty. Perfect for ghosts is my random thought. I 
cross to the corner, where Mom and Franklin are sitting over coffee. 
“There you are,” Mom says. “You look tired, sweetie. You weren’t up all night texting your friends, 
were you?” 
“No, Mom.” Not texting, not friends. “Just a little trouble sleeping.” I reach for the silver coffeepot and pour some into the delicate china cup. 
“Franklin was just telling me about the play,” Mom says. “I thought we’d drive into town right after 
breakfast and have a look around.” 
Franklin gives me a crinkle-nosed grin. He seems to be back to his usual sardonic self, for which I 
am grateful. Over sausage and bacon and eggs, he expounds about Oscar Wilde, and the play we’re 
seeing today, and then tells amusing stories about the actor, Broderick Clutterhutch, who has the 
lead and who—as everyone knows—is also a big star on that British Sci-Fi TV series, which even 
Mom has seen. Franklin plainly has a major crush on Broderick. 
“Is he the same guy we’re seeing today? Oh, he is gorgeous,” Mom says. “Don’t you think so, Abby?” 
“Hard to argue with that.” 
But talking about it brings up a fleeting thought of Ray-Ray, my maybe still boyfriend in Florida. 
Personally, I think Ray-Ray is much more attractive, but I guess that’s just me. Anyway, I’m amused 
and slightly perplexed about how chummy Mom and Franklin have become. Maybe I’m a touch 
jealous, too. I wonder if I should try to be more sparkling and charming the way Franklin is. 
After breakfast, Mom drives us into town. She has a cool little hybrid rental, and we zip along 
narrow, tree-lined roads. We have a couple of hours to spare, so we take a walking tour of Stratford-
upon-Avon. It’s gray and drizzly, but we’re dressed for it, and I find the town and all the history 
really fun. In the afternoon, we see the play, and I have to agree it is hilarious, and Broderick 
Clutterhutch is awesome. By the time we get back to the hotel, I am in full-relax, vacation mode, last 
night’s paranormal encounter driven from my mind. 
That is, until… 
Mom is out parking the car. Franklin and I are strolling across the lobby, and I see this woman 
standing at the bottom of the staircase. There are two things strange about this woman. One, she is 
dressed in a costume from three or four hundred years ago. And two, her head is tilted so one ear 
nearly touches her shoulder—indicating a severely broken neck. 
I pull up short, shock turning into a blinding moment of terror. Unlike the ghost upstairs, this one 
really frightens me. I clutch Franklin’s arm, and he looks at me, eyebrows lifted in surprise. 
“Abigail Adams, why the wrestling hold? What is the matter?” 
I tilt my chin toward the apparition. “Do you see her?” 
Franklin looks over and frowns. “See whom?” 
“Uh, you don’t see a woman at the bottom of the steps?” 
He starts to look worried. “No…Do you?” 
He can’t see this one. That’s actually good. She’s gruesome as hell with her broken neck and all. 
“It’s nothing. Never mind. Come on.” 
I square my shoulders and march to the stairs, brushing right past Gruesome Woman. She glares 
past me and stays perfectly still. Frozen in time, I think. 
“We’re not going back to spooky land, are we?” Franklin says, walking behind me. “Because I really

did not enjoy that last night and am definitely planning to convince myself it never happened. .” 
“That’s fine,” I answer. “I sincerely hope you can.” 
§ 
But things aren’t going to be that easy for Franklin. 
He’s just stepped into his room, and I’m in the corridor, fishing out my key, when his door flies 
open. 
“Uh, Abby. Can you come here a second, please?” 
He looks terrified, so I immediately follow him. As soon as I step into his room, I spot Mary Hull floating by the bed. She’s not as transparent as when she first appeared last night but not so solid 
as I saw her later. Maybe forty percent transparency, but definitely Mary. 
“She’s baaa-aack!” Franklin’s voice cracks, his attempt to make light of it shattered by exploding 
anxiety. 
I shut the door with a sigh. I can feel his fear and also a sprinkle of my own. But mostly I feel 
annoyed. 
I project the annoyance into my voice. “Mary Hull, why are you here again?” 
“What? You know her name now?” Franklin moans. 
I ignore that, addressing Mary. “If you want something, tel me what it is. If not, can you please 
leave? You are scaring my friend.” 
The ghost sniffs. “Why should I care about that? No one ever cared about me.” 
Her self-pity is—what’s the word? — irksome. 
Franklin has sunk into the chair, gripping his head with both hands. “I can’t stand this! What am I 
supposed to do?” 
I touch his shoulder. “Don’t panic. Can you hear her talking?” 
“No! Can you?” 
“‘Fraid so.” 
Franklin glances back at Mary. He seems about to lose it. “How do you stand this, Abby? What are 
we going to do?” 
“Take it easy. She can’t really hurt you.” I don’t think. 
His voice is nearly a scream: “Just seeing her is scaring the shit out of me!” 
“All right.” I hold up my hands. “Calm down. I’m gonna call in my posse.” 
“Huh?” 
“I have friends who know a lot more about this stuff than I do.” 
I pul Franklin into my room, going through the bathroom, and shut the door. Mary Hull follows—
passing right through the door, of course. 
I place a call to Violet in Harmony Springs. Violet’s a friend of my grandmother. She taught me a lot 
of what I know about magic. Not surprisingly, she doesn’t answer. It’s around noon in Florida, and 
she’s probably home. But Violet often doesn’t answer her phone. When I get her message 
machine, I tell her I’ve got a bit of a problem and hope she can help me, and I ask her to call me 
back. Then I remember she’s on a landline and it might cost her like a zillion dollars to call 
England, so I tell her she can reverse the charges. But as soon as I hang up, I realize that’s probably 
a lot more than Violet can cope with. She’s great at dealing with the supernatural, but the details of ordinary life—not to mention modern tech—not so much. Worse, by leaving that message, I might 
have gotten her worried, which means she might call Granma and get her worried too. This is not 
good. 
But I have another idea. I send a text to my friend Mol y, asking if she has time to talk. I get a reply 
almost immediately, so I tap the call icon. 
“Abby! This is a surprise. How are things in England?” 
“Interesting, actually. How are things in Harmony Springs?” 
“Less than interesting, as usual. Pretty boring Christmas holiday. Of course, we haven’t had a lot of 
excitement around here since you left town.” 
I laugh at that. “Well, the excitement has followed me.” I explain that we’re staying in a hotel in 
rural England and have encountered a ghost problem. Then I ask if she can do me a really big favor 
and go over to Violet’s house and see if Violet has time to talk, and then text me so I can call them 
back. 
“Sure, I can go right now. I’ll bring my tablet and set up a video chat.” 
“Oh, Mol y. That would be awesome. I really appreciate it.” 
“Not a problem. It’ll be fun. A little transatlantic ghost busting is just what we need to liven things 
up around here.” 
We stay on a few more minutes, catching up. We text often and tend to talk every couple of weeks, 
but with exams and the trip to England, it’s been longer. She tells me about a guy she’s considering 
falling in love with, and this naturally brings us around to her brother, Ray-Ray. 
“How’s he doing?” I ask. 
“Oh, fine. Aced all his exams, according to him.” Ray-Ray is in his first year at college, studying 
criminal justice. His dad is the Harmony Springs chief of police. “Now that he’s on break, he’s 
mostly hanging around the police station, helping out and using the weight room. He’s lifting 
every day.” 
“Great. Just what he needs: to make himself more gorgeous.” 
Molly laughs. “I’ll tell him you said so.” 
“So, he’s still not, um, seeing anyone?” 
“Not that I know about. But like I tell you every time we talk, if he’s seeing someone over at 
Clermont State, he’s not likely to tel his gabby little sister.” 
“Does he still ask about me?” 
“Yeah. Often.” 
Well, that warms my heart. “Give him my love. And your parents too.” 
“I will. Talk to you soon.” 
I click off to find Franklin sitting at the foot of my bed, staring at me. Mary Hull is floating in the 
corner, but Franklin’s got something else on his mind for the moment. 
“Abigail Adams, you’ve really got it bad for Ray-Ray the policeman’s son.” 
I put down the phone with a sigh. “Yeah, I guess I do.” 
“Does he know how you feel?” 
“It’s complicated.” I guess I started to tel Franklin about Ray-Ray last night, but Franklin was more 
interested in learning about ghosts and magic—understandably. So now I explain how I had a 
crush on Ray-Ray almost from the day I arrived in Florida. But nothing much happened until that 
night of the full moon in July, the night of my showdown with the circle of magicians who had 
summoned the evil entity. I can’t say Ray-Ray rescued me that night, but he might have saved my 
life. To escape, we both jumped into Bliss Bayou in the dark and swam in opposite directions. Ray-
Ray splashed around downstream to draw attention—and gunfire—away from me. 
After that, we hooked up for a week—the best week of my entire life, romantically speaking. By 
the time I flew home, I was pretty sure I was in love with the guy. I’m hoping we can get back 
together next summer, when I’m moving to Harmony Springs to live with Granma while I go to 
col ege. When we parted, Ray-Ray and I agreed that although we really liked each other, it made 
sense for us to be free to see other people. And I have gone out a few times, but like I tell Franklin: 
“It’s hard for the average high school senior to compete with a college guy who is so kind and 
sweet, and six-four and gorgeous, and, oh by the way, risked his life to save yours.” 
Franklin looks serious. “Wow. That is so emotionally effective! Do you still text him or talk on the 
phone?” 
“He doesn’t like texting personal stuff. We’ve talked a few times, but it’s awkward. We’re both 
introverts, ya know? I can’t really tell how he feels…I just know I miss him.” 
Franklin’s voice is soft and sad. “You’re really lucky, you know. To have someone you love. I’ve 
never even been close.” 
“Well, you will…” 
He drops his head, staring at his hands in his lap. “I know. I have so much to offer. Fat, repulsive, 
mentally ill…” 
“Stop it!” As a little boy, Franklin was sensitive and timid. He could never measure up to the kind of 
male identity expected by his father and older brothers. It wounded him, and he feels rejected by 
his family. Plus, he’s been bullied in school most of his life. It’s only the past couple of years, since 
getting involved with the high school drama club, that he’s even started to come out of his shel . 
So I know his pit of self-loathing all too well—and I won’t let him go there. 
“Listen to me, Benjamin Franklin. You are smart and caring and charming. And you are the 
wittiest person I’ve ever known. You just need a little more confidence. Once you go to college and 
get in with the right crowd. you’ll be turning the boyfriends away.” 
He shows a sad smile. “You’re the best girlfriend ever, Abby…Hey, I don’t see our ghost anymore.” 
I look over my shoulder. He’s right: Mary Hull is gone. 
“Well, I guess she found our love lives just too boring.” 


3. Frighteningly Haunted British Hotels 
Franklin laughs. “Once again, Abigail Adams, you have saved my life!” 
“Oh, let’s not overdramatize.” 
That’s the wrong thing to say to Franklin. 
“What?! What else do we have to live for? But seriously, you’ve talked me down from the ledge. I am 
grateful.” 
“No problem.” 
But I’m thinking that now we have two ghosts to deal with, Mary Hull and Gruesome Lady 
downstairs. I have to wonder if they are connected somehow. It would be nice to have more 
information before I talk with Violet. 
I tel Franklin to go grab his tablet. Sitting on my bed, we both get online. Googling “Ghosts + 
Tamgrove Hall” comes up with a bunch of hits. There’s even a video on YouTube, an episode from a 
paranormal show called Frighteningly Haunted British Hotels. 
We watch the video together. They show exterior shots of the hotel and talk about various 
paranormal occurrences people have reported. One is of two small children who supposedly died 
locked in the basement. Another is of a lady from the 1600s who reportedly fell down the stairs. 
They show a portrait of Lady Alice, and my scalp prickles. 
“Whoa!” 
“That’s not our ghost,” Franklin says. 
“I think she’s the one I saw downstairs.” 
“Oh.” 
They don’t say anything else about her. The video ends with a fake-looking “investigation.” The 
program host stays up all night, sitting in the dark, acting scared by strange noises. Not helpful. I 
shut it off and scan through more articles. I find a couple about Lady Alice Huntington and her 
ghost. It seems she died soon after giving birth to her only child. One story claims she was running 
after the child, which had been stolen in the night, when she fell down the stairs. Another claims 
that she was pushed down the stairs by one of her maids. 

Scalp tingling again. The maid’s name was Mary. 
I check the room to see if Mary Hull has returned. She hasn’t. I point out the story to Franklin. 
“You think the maid could be our upstairs ghost?” 
“I know it’s not much to go on, but I have a feeling. .” 
We’re still reading articles a few minutes later when I get a text from Mol y. She’s at Violet’s house and ready to set up the chat. I fire up the video app on my tablet, and in a few moments, Franklin 
and I are looking at Molly’s face in the chat window. I recognize Violet’s kitchen in the background. 
Molly says hi with a grin and then swivels her tablet. Violet’s face comes into view, peering at the 
screen like it’s a crystal ball. 
“Hello, Abby! Oh, this is such fun!” 
“Hi, Violet. Thanks so much for talking with me.” 
Violet is in her mid-seventies, with a full-moon face and lively blue eyes. Her long white hair is 
currently dyed with bright streaks of red and green, no doubt for the Christmas season. 
I move the camera and introduce Franklin. He says hello with a wag of eyebrows and a little wave 
of his fingers. 
Violet and I talk for a few minutes, catching up. She asks how I’m doing with my magical studies, 
and I have to confess I haven’t given them a lot of effort lately, but I hope to do more starting next 
summer, once I return to Harmony Springs. Violet just smiles and assures me it’s okay. Every true 
magician advances at their own pace. Violet is always so non-pressure and nonjudgmental—a lot 
like Granma and, I have to say, unlike Mom sometimes. 
“So, tell me about this ghost you’ve met.” 
“Wel , there are two, actually. .” 
I give her a quick summary, starting with Mary’s first appearance. Franklin drops in comments 
from time to time, and on the other side of the ocean, Molly asks probing questions to clarify some 
of the details. Violet nods and listens. 
When I finish, she taps an index finger to her lips. “Hmm. It’s a little hard to sense things through 
the computer. I’ll try a reading.” 
She’s already got her Tarot cards out, and I hear her shuffle. Since Franklin and I are not physically 
present, she gets Molly to cut the deck. Molly moves the camera so I can see the cards spread out 
and then brings it back to Violet’s face. 
“Wel , judging from this, the two ghosts are definitely connected,” Violet says. “But I’m not sure 
Mary actually pushed Lady Alice down the stairs. Or, if she did, there’s more to the story.” 
None of this is helping. I scratch the back of my neck. “Can you suggest what we ought to do about 
them, Violet?” 
She frowns, scrunching her lips. “Oh, well…You’ve already communicated with Mary and shown 
her how to move on. You can do the same thing with Lady Alice, if you see her again.” 
“But Mary refused to move on.” 
“I know, dear. But that’s up to her. You can’t force them. I mean, there are formulations you can use to compel a spirit to do your bidding. But that gets difficult and dangerous—not to mention 
ethically dodgy. I would not advise you to go there unless you had a really good reason.” 
I turn to Franklin, who is wincing. 
“What’s the problem?” Violet asks. 
“Well…” 
“I am the problem,” Franklin announces. “This ghost terrifies me.” 
“I understand,” Violet says. “But a ghost can’t really hurt you, you know.” 
“That’s what Abby told me. I know I should just suck it up, but it’s not so simple. When I see the 
ghost, it triggers me to a panic attack.” 
“He has anxiety disorder,” I explain. “He copes with it fine, most of the time.” 
“Oh…I understand.” Violet ponders for a moment. “Abby, can you put Franklin back on the camera?” 
“Sure.” I place the tablet so Franklin’s face appears, grim and sheepish in the local window. 
“Would you like me to do a reading for you?” Violet asks him. 
“I guess. If you think it might help.” 
Violet stares at the camera, looking at Franklin as she shuffles. She lays out the cards and stares at 
them for a while. When she lifts her eyes, I sense she’s gone into a trance. 
“Listen to me, young man. All of us die, but that’s just a transition to another stage of life. All of us 
are in this life to learn. If you try to escape your lessons, they will often come back and hit you 
harder, in another way. Sometimes what we have to do is simply face our fears.” 
Franklin stares, looking totally perplexed. 
“I want you to think about what I’m saying,” Violet continues. “Remember, this ghost can’t hurt 
you, unless you give it power over you. And remember, you have a friend there to help you. Abby is 
a very powerful magician, and she is not going to let anything happen to you.” 

Whoa. Forget what I said about Violet not putting any pressure on me. 
“Do you understand me?” she asks. 
Face strained, Franklin gives a little nod. Violet blinks and shakes herself. 
“I think that’s all for the reading. Abby, you still there?” 
I move the camera back on me. 
Violet says, “You might want to weave a little protection around Franklin—if he is willing. You 
know, direct the waters of the Springs into his aura. He’s got some things he needs to sort out, I 
think. You understand?” 
I don’t entirely. But I sense that I will see what she means once I start the magic. 
I glance at Franklin. He looks in shock. “I’ll try, Violet. If he is willing.” 
“Good. Well, it was great talking with you, Abby. Stay in touch now, and do let me know how things 
work out.” 
“Can I call you again if I need to?” 
“Of course. I’ll try to remember to answer the phone. I promise.” She turns to the side, “And thank 
you for setting this up, Molly. Such fun. Would you like to stay and have some tea?” 
§ 
I tap off the video window and glance at the time in the corner of the screen. Yikes! It’s only five 
minutes till we’re supposed to meet Mom for dinner. 
We take turns in the bathroom. I change into a dress, and Franklin puts on a clean shirt. When we 
join Mom in the dining room she is all bubbly. Jim has flown in from Zurich and is driving up here 
to meet us. Jim is my stepdad. We get along okay, in a distant sort of way. Jim works for the same 
investment bank as Mom. Things have been a little rocky between them ever since Mom took the 
job in London. That’s weird, because Jim was already spending part of his time in Europe, and he 
encouraged her to take the new position. They both work so much of the time, I guess it’s hard to 
keep a marriage flowing smoothly. 
Anyway, Mom is in a good place, anticipating seeing Jim for some down time. Franklin, on the 
other hand, is strange and distant over his roast beef and potatoes. I can tell our talk with Violet is 
preying on his mind. 
So after dessert, I suggest he and I take a stroll outside. It’s well past dark, but the weather is clear, 
and the garden is strung with Christmas lights. We put on our jackets and go out through a side 
door. 
The gardens are terraced and pretty spectacular: fountains with reflecting pools, statues and 
evergreen shrubbery, long views of lawns and groves. As we take our stroll, Franklin says: 
“Do you think I’ll ever be rich enough to own an English manor?” 
I snort. “First you’ll need to get over your fear of ghosts.” 
“Oh, but you’re going to fix that for me. I mean, being such a powerful magician and all.” 
“Right. Violet’s confidence in me is touching.” I let my tone get serious. “I’ll do my best. That’s all I 
can promise.” 
Franklin’s quiet for a few moments. “I’m afraid what Violet said is true. The ghost terrifies me 
because she brings up issues I haven’t faced.” 
“Any idea what those are?” 
He mumbles now, sounding scared. “Yeah. Fear of growing up. Wondering if I made the right 
decision about school.” Franklin’s been accepted at NYU to study drama. “Wondering if I should 
have listened to my dad and gone into something sensible like business or computer science. I 
mean, if I look at it realistically, my chances of succeeding at a career in theater are microscopic. 
But I can’t stand the idea of doing anything else. I think I would just shrivel up and die!” He’s 
getting excited and starting to gasp. 
“Calm down.” 
I make him sit on a bench beside a fountain. Cheery lights are strung along the shrubbery, and the 
pouring water glitters with reflections. 
“I know it’s tough,” I tell him, “but it’s not like you can’t change your mind later on and try 
something else.” 
He scowls at me. I can’t tell if he appreciates the supportive comment or is just annoyed. “Abigail 
Adams, you certainly have your life together.” 
That makes me laugh. “Benjamin Franklin. Trust me, it’s all an illusion.” 
“No, it’s not. You’re acing school, running on the track team. Your college plans are all set. And 
you’ve got your hoodoo-voodoo friends down in Florida.” 
“To me, it feels like my life is always frantic, about to jump the rails.” 
“But you face your fears. Just like Violet said. How do you do it?” 
I have to reflect on that. “I guess you get to the point where not facing your fears is the scarier 
option.” 
Franklin nods. “I think I’m there. What would you suggest?” 
“Wel ...Stand up.” 
Violet recommended that I do a little magic, sending the envisioned waters of Harmony Springs 
into Franklin’s aura. I explain to him what that means and instruct him to visualize along with me. 
The water in the Springs is an amazing color, a pure crystal blue. I try to think how to describe it 
and then realize I don’t have to. I pull out my phone and show him a picture, taken last summer. 
“Oh. Very pretty.” 
“Right. As I’m doing this, relax and imagine water that color flowing through your body and all 
around you. Got it?” 
So, as Franklin stands in front of the fountain, illuminated by Christmas lights, I weave a circle, 
walking slowly around him, silently chanting in my mind a verse to raise power. 
By the Sun that daylight sings, 
By the Moon beneath Her Wings, 
By the One Who Shapes All Things, 
I raise the Power of the Springs. 
I visualize blue light flowing from my circle into his aura, pure and bright, cleansing away all 
darkness, all of his fears and self-loathing. I see the light spiral up inside him and spill out the top 
of his head to fall back down like a gentle fountain. 
I don’t stop till I perceive that his aura is cleansed. 
“How do you feel, Franklin?” 
He shows me a dreamy smile. “Not so bad.” 
§ 
Next morning, things get weird—er. 
My sleep is restless, and I wake dull and groggy. I figure the magic took a lot out of me. I suppose I 
am psychically out of shape and need to practice more. I shower and get dressed without hearing 
any noise from Franklin’s room. Wondering if he is still asleep, I knock softly on the bathroom 
door. 
“Enter.” 
I walk in to find him sitting in his pajamas, which are paisley, bright yellow and blue. The thing I 
notice right after the pajamas is a very strange, startled look on his face. 
“You are Fighting Eagle of the Circle of Harmony.” 
The floor drops from under my stomach. “Franklin?” 
“No. I am Mary. Mary Hull.” 
4. Try not to antagonize the ghost 
I jump back, my hands shaking. The ghost of Mary Hull is not only still with us, she is possessing

Franklin. 
He looks around the room. Or rather, she does. “How wonderful it is, to see everything so clearly. To 

feel everything.” 
“Franklin?” I almost shout. “Are you in there?” 
His fingers wave dismissively. “Oh, he is here also. But I am in control. I was in the shadows for so 
long. I did not even know I was a ghost, until you told me. This is so much nicer.” 
Instinct drives me. I crouch in front of him, clamp my hands on his arms, and shake hard. 
“Franklin! Wake up!” 
He shudders and blinks. “Abby?” He’s himself again. Thank God. 
But then his face slackens, and he drops back into Mary’s voice. “We are both here. Franklin will 
just have to make room for me, I think. From now on.” 
“No! You have to leave him alone.” 
She gives a wild, creepy laugh. “I do not have to. I will not leave him.” 
I pace around the room, struggling to push down my panic, to think. 
“Abby.” Franklin’s cries. “Help me. Make her go away!” 
I bend over and stare into his eyes. “Try to stay with me, Franklin. You are stronger than she is. 
You’re the one in control.” 
He looks doubtful and terrified. Mary laughs again. “Franklin, dear Franklin. Do not be upset. We 
will enjoy ourselves together.” 
This is way out of my depth. I rush back to my room and grab my phone. As I walk back to 
Franklin’s room, I tap the screen to get to Violet’s number. It’s three AM where she is, but this is an 
emergency. I hold the phone to my ear and listen while it clicks and then rings. I stand over 
Franklin, watching him. Mary Hull looks up at me, smug and unconcerned. 
After four rings, the message machine kicks in. At the beep, I start blathering. 
“Hi, this is Abby. I’m sorry to call you in the middle of the night, but I have to speak with Violet. It’s 
urgent. That thing we talked about yesterday—it’s gotten a whole lot worse!” 
I hear a click and then: “Hi, Abby, this is Kevin.” Kevin is Violet’s live-in boyfriend. 
“Oh, thank God. I’m really sorry—” 
“It’s okay. Here she is.” 
Violet gets on, sounding half asleep. I blurt out an explanation, that one of the ghosts is now possessing Franklin. 
“Oh, no,” Violet says. “When did this start?” 
I describe how I found him a few minutes ago, how he’s Mary one second and Franklin the next, 
and how they seem to be fighting for control. 
“I did the magic last night like you suggested. And it seemed to calm him. But now I’m wondering if 
it might have left him too open. So the ghost was able to walk in and take over.” 
“Oh, I doubt that,” Violet says. “But, to be perfectly honest, I’ve never encountered anything quite 
like this before.” 

Great. “What should I do, Violet? We’re both really scared.” 
“I’m not sure, dear. I’ll need some time to research and do trance work. Can you give me till noon 
tomorrow? Can you call me back then?” 
“Okay. I’ll see if I can get Molly to do another chat.” 
“That would be fine. Meantime, remain calm. Keep telling Franklin that everything is all right. But 
try not to antagonize the ghost. Give her as much leeway as you can till I can figure out what to do.” 
“All right. I’ll try. Thanks, Violet. Sorry to wake you up in the middle of the night.” 
“Oh, don’t worry about that.” Violet chuckles. “You always come up with such interesting 
problems.” 
Yup. That’s me, the interesting problems girl. 
After hanging up, I check the time. Noon in Florida will be six PM here. That means I’ve got nine 
hours to try to keep a lid on this. 
Mary/Franklin stands up and stretches. “Such a lovely room. But I believe I would like to see the 
rest of the house now.” 
She starts for the door. 
“Whoa, whoa!” I rush over and jump in front of her/them. “I think it would be better if you stayed 
here.” 
She smiles mischievously. “Don’t be silly, Fighting Eagle. You can’t expect us to stay in one room, no 
matter how pleasant it is.” 
“But you can’t go out dressed like that. At least let Franklin put on some clothes.” 
She glances down at the paisley pajamas. “This is an outlandish costume. Very well. What garments 
shall we wear?” 
I’m looking through the wardrobe to get clothes for Franklin when a knock on the door makes me 
jump out of my skin. 
“Are you kids in there?” Mom calls. “Time for breakfast.” 
“Okay, Mom. You go ahead. We’ll uh…we’ll be down.” My voice sounds far from certain. 
“Breakfast?” Mary says. “Yes. I do believe I’m peckish.” 
“Well, hurry up,” Mom says. “I don’t like eating alone.” 
Wel , I don’t think that will be the problem. 
§ 
Dressed in black jeans, a plaid shirt, and sneakers, Franklin walks beside me along the hallway and 
down the stairs. One moment, his face is pale and grim. The next, Mary slips out and gazes around 
at everything with a look of wonderful joy. 
“It all appears so different, and yet familiar.” 
“That’s great,” I whisper. “But remember, you need to keep quiet while we’re at the table.” 
I’ve explained that she needs to keep her presence a secret, that if my mom or anyone else realizes 
she has “taken up residence” in Franklin’s body, they could both end up confined in an asylum—
and that’s the last thing she would want. I’m not sure she’s entirely convinced, but I’m hoping at 
least she’ll keep her mouth shut in front of Mom. Of course, I’m also worried about Franklin. He 
might totally freak out at any moment and spill everything. 
So I’m in high anxiety mode as we walk into the dining room and join Mom at her table. 
“There you are! I was beginning to think I’d lost you.” 
“Sorry.” 
“Good morning, Franklin,” Mom says. 
His eyes shift up to her and then away. “Good morning,” he mumbles. 
A server comes over and asks what we’d like to order. I take charge, ordering coffee for both of us 
and toast and jam for me. I clap a hand on Franklin’s shoulder. 
“And he’l have the full breakfast: bacon, sausage, eggs, everything. Right, Franklin?” I nod at him 
forcefully. 
Mary nods in agreement and then watches wide-eyed as the server walks away. “That young man 
is serving me at table!” A crazy laugh slips out of her. “That is so marvelous!” 
“What are you talking about?” Mom stares at Franklin, confused. 
“Oh, don’t mind him. He’s practicing a part.” 
“A part in what?” Mom says. 
“Just some play,” I answer and nudge him with my elbow. 
“Sorry.” Mary says. But she doesn’t sound sorry. She sounds like she’s enjoying this. 
Mom says, “I got a text from Jim. He’ll get here early this afternoon. I’d really like to be here to meet him. Do you mind if we delay our drive up to Coventry? Of course, if he’s delayed…” 
We don’t have theater tickets for today, and the plan was to go sightseeing, take in a few villages 
and castles. 
“You know what, Mom? We’re really fine with just hanging around the hotel today.” 
“Are you sure?” 
“Absolutely. They’ve got the pool and the park and gardens. And Wi-Fi. We’ll be fine.” 
“Yes. I would so enjoy strolling in the garden. This was never allowed to me in the past,” Mary says 
with a delighted smile. Then she catches herself and looks down sheepishly. 
“What is this play you’re practicing for, Franklin?” Mom asks. 
“Just something he’s working on,” I answer quickly. “Don’t mind him. He gets weird when he’s 
taking on a character. It’s really better if we don’t even try to talk with him about it.” 
I smile as I kick Franklin’s leg under the table. 
§ 
Right after breakfast, I manage to separate us from Mom. We grab jackets from our rooms and 
head outside. Across a terrace and down some steps is a wide area paved with gravel. On the far 
side are a couple of stone buildings with steep roofs. Mary Hull leads me to one of these. 
“This is the stables,” she says as we approach the open doors. 
No one is here, and Mary leads me inside. A long room stretches under high rafters with stalls along 
one side. The place is now a maintenance building, used to store lawn tractors, tools, and work 
benches. The air smells damp and oily. 
We stop in front of a stall. “This is where I hid with my child,” she whispers. 
“Your child?” 
She glances at me frightened, like she’s sorry she mentioned it. 
“Tel me about your child, Mary.” 
Her face squeezes up with grief. “I barely got to hold him, before they took him away.” 
“Who took him away?” 
“Sir Charles and Lady Alice. They promised to raise him as their own. They said it was better for 
the boy. Otherwise he would be a bastard, and they would turn us both out to starve.” 
I remember the story I read, how Lady Alice had fallen down the stairs chasing a maid who had 
stolen her infant. A maid named Mary. 
Now she’s standing next to me in Franklin’s body, sniffling. I don’t know whether to believe her, that the child was actually hers, and I’m afraid to probe more. Violet warned me not to upset her. 
Suddenly her shoulders shake. She looks up, eyes ful of pain, and I sense Franklin is back. He 
shakes his head. “Oh, Abby, they took everything from her.” He stares down at the empty stall. “Let’s 
get out of here.” 
§ 
It’s a beautiful sunny morning, the air cold and crisp. We walk through the formal gardens, on 
paths bordered by shrubs and concrete planters. Franklin is marching along like he’s on a mission. 
I have to step fast to keep up. 
“I can see her life,” he tells me. “Like a VR game. But I can feel it too. Like I’m acting on stage.” 
He’s still possessed but in a different way—less terrified, more determined. I decide the best plan is 
to play along. I check my phone: still seven hours till I can get back in touch with Violet. 
“What happened?” I ask him. “Was the baby really hers?” 
“Oh, yes…Mary was an upstairs maid. Sir Charles raped her, then made her come back to his bed 
again and again. But when she got pregnant, he lost interest, and, of course, denied the child was 
his. But Lady Alice was barren, and she knew. She convinced Sir Charles to adopt the child and 
raise it as their own.” 
Leaving the garden, we climb a long, sloping lawn, the grass wet under out feet. At the top stands a 
line of oak trees, bare branches stretched against the blue sky. 
“Where are we going, Franklin?” 
“The river. There’s a place we have to see.” 
We enter the woods and follow a path covered in dead leaves. It takes us over the ridge and down to 
a muddy river, swollen with all the recent rain. An old road curls around the hillside from the 
direction of the hotel. The road crosses the river on an ancient stone bridge. 
Franklin stops, looking up. His face tightens, and Mary’s voice says, “There used to be a tree here. 
It’s where my life ended.” 
My eyes do a wavering thing they sometimes do when I slip into a vision. I see a huge black oak 
near the bridge with a limb stretching over the water. A young woman’s body hangs by a noose, 
her gray dress soaked with rain. 
I blink and the vision disappears. My heart is in my throat. “Why, Mary?” 
She turns on me in rage. “They blamed me for Lady Alice’s accident. They took my baby away and 
drove me out. But I had no place to go. I wanted them to see. I knew her fine funeral procession 
would pass this way, and I wanted them all to see what they had done to me.” 
§ 
Mary and Franklin are both quiet as we walk back along the road. When we come around the base 
of the hill, the hotel comes into sight in the distance. It looks like a postcard, elegant and stately, set 
among the lawns and gardens. 
But clouds are rolling in from the east, and before long it starts to rain. We take refuge in a folly, a cluster of decorative building designed to look like Roman ruins. Luckily, part of it is a round 
pavilion with a roof. We sit on a stone bench and stare at the rain. 
Suddenly, Franklin breaks the quiet: “I don’t think I can stand this much longer, Abby.” 
“Try to hold on. Violet will come up with something.” I hope. 
“But we keep going round and round, and I can’t get away from her. And she’s in such pain.” He 
breathing heavily, almost gasping. 
“Breathe slowly, Franklin. It’s okay.” 
I squeeze his hand and stare into his eyes. Finally, he calms down. 
“If I do survive this, without going nuts, I’m going to have to write Mary’s story. A screenplay 
maybe…” 
“Franklin has been very kind to me,” Mary says suddenly. “I’m so sorry. I did not mean to make him 
suffer.” 
She looks at me earnestly through Franklin’s eyes. Like she wants to be forgiven. This feels like a 
good time to risk addressing our little problem. 
“You know, Mary, you can’t hold on to him forever.” 
“But he cares for me.” 
“Yes, he sympathizes. So do I. But you need to understand. You are stealing his life. Just like your 
baby was stolen from you.” 
She ponders, looking solemn. “I know…I know you are right.” 
Franklin slips in again: “We have to help her, Abby. We have to give her something.” 
I feel a glimmer of hope. “What can we give her? What do you need from us, Mary?” 
She gazes at the rain. “I don’t want revenge. But I need to be seen. I want the wrong that was done 
to me acknowledged. I want them to admit it, confess what they did.” 
“Sir Charles?” 
“Yes, and Lady Alice.” 
Well, that’s a tall order. 
Franklin comes back. “What do you think, Abby? Is that something you and Violet could maybe 
arrange?” 


5. This should make your job much easier 
When the rain slacks off, we trudge back to Tamgrove Hall. I text Mom and tell her we’re going to 
skip lunch. Franklin is still full from breakfast, and my stomach has no interest in food. Mom 
answers that it’s okay but to be sure to meet her and Jim for dinner at seven. 
We spend the afternoon in Franklin’s room. It rains on and off, and Franklin alternates between 
staring moodily out the window and pacing restlessly up and down. Mary Hul is at the surface 
some, but she doesn’t say much. It seems to me she is brooding over her life and death, processing 
all that terrible emotion. 
Part of the time I’m busy on my tablet, trying to learn about Sir Charles and Lady Alice. There’s not 
much online, but I do track down that Lady Alice died in 1642 and that Sir Charles remarried after 
her death. In fact, he had two more wives and fathered seven more children. So apparently, he had 
a long and happy life. The bastard. 
Finally, six o’clock comes, and I get a text from Molly. She’s at Violet’s and ready to start the call. 
Sitting cross-legged on my bed, I open the app. Franklin is back in his room, napping. Carrying 
Mary around all day has worn him out. 
The call connects, and I see Molly’s freckled face grinning at me. “Abby! How’s it going?” 
“Stranger and stranger.” I thank her profusely for setting this up. She shifts the camera so Violet 
comes into view. 
“Tel us all about it, dear. How is Franklin holding up?” 
I explain how the day has gone and everything I learned about Mary, Sir Charles, and Lady Alice. 
“So you are saying Mary has agreed to move on and stop haunting Franklin, if this Sir Charles and 
Lady Alice acknowledge what they did to her?” 
“Yeah. So she said. I think she’s sincere.” 
“Wel ,” Violet says. “This should make your job much easier.” 
“Really?” 
“Sure. All you have to do is raise up the two ghosts and compel them to speak the truth.” 
“That’s all?” Doesn’t sound so easy to me. 
Violet looks down and I hear pages turning. “Here we go. The Book of Lebab has a very simple 
formula for raising and binding spirits. Of course, it is only to be used in dire circumstances and 
for unselfish and righteous reasons. That means reasons in line with the Five Principles. But I 
think we can safely say this qualifies. Don’t you think so, Abby?” 
I mentally run through the Five Principles of the Circle of Harmony: Love (of truth), Endurance, Balance, Amity (good will to all), and Bliss. Check. Summoning up these two ghosts and binding 
them to tell the truth about what passed between them and Mary Hull? Check. I don’t see any 
violations. 
“I think the intent is justified, Violet. But it sounds like a lot for me to take on.” 
“Well. You will need to be on your game, that’s true. But it shouldn’t be nearly as tough as 
banishing that entity last summer. I wasn’t kidding when I said you are a powerful magician, Abby.” 
“Thanks.” My throat is tense, and my voice sounds small. 
“Still, confidence is paramount,” Violet says. “If you don’t feel you’re up to it, it’s best not to try.” 
Well, it sure would be nice to dodge the responsibility. But then, Franklin is counting on me. For 
that matter, so is Mary. “I guess I need to know the details, Violet. Then I’l decide.” 
“Of course.” Violet scans the page in front of her. “Do you have your dagger?” 
“Uh, actually, I haven’t made any of the magical tools yet. I’ve been meaning to. But I’ve been so 
busy with school and everything…” 
“It’s all right. But you’ll probably want to get a knife from the hotel kitchen or somewhere. And 
consecrate it.” She flips some pages. “I’ll give you the formula for that…You better write all this 
down.” 
I think about that for a second. “Actually, if you can hold the book in front of the camera, I can do a 
screen grab from the video.” 
“Really?” Violet grins. “How clever you kids are!” 
§ 
I have only a few minutes to look over the screen grabs before I have to meet Mom and Jim 
downstairs. Reading the pages from the Book of Lebab, I see how complex my job will be. Circle of 
Harmony magic usually relies on raising power by calling on Elemental beings, our so-called 
friends of the elements. But the Formula for Calling and Binding Spirits actually calls on three 
classes of Elementals. Water to bring the spirits near, Fire to light their way, and finally Earth to 
bind them. A dagger of iron or steel—representing the Spring of Endurance—is also required. 
There’s a whole separate formula for consecrating the dagger. 
Wel , Violet said I would have to be on my game. But I’m starting to wonder if this game is out of my 
league. 
I change into a skirt and blouse and go down to supper. Mom and Jim are waiting for me in the 
dining room. Jim is tall and fit with brown hair flecked with silver. He’s dressed in a tan sport coat 
and slacks. Mom is wearing one of her prettiest dresses, and I can tell she’s happy to see him. Jim 
gives me a smile and a peck on the cheek when I join them. 
“How are you enjoying England?” he says. 
“Where’s Franklin?” Mom asks. 
“Oh. He’s napping. He was tired out from all the rehearsing for that part he’s writing.” 
Mom laughs and explains to Jim about how weird Franklin was acting today. Mom, you have no 

idea. 
I don’t feel much like eating. But I figure I’m going to need all my strength tonight, so I force myself 
to taste the soup. Once I start, I find I’m famished, so I gulp down some of the next courses: grilled 
cod, chicken with rice and veggies, and even some roast beef. But as soon as it feels polite, I excuse 
myself. By now, Mom and Jim are on their second glass of wine and are wrapped up in each other. 
I won’t be missed too much. 
On my way back across the lobby, I remember that I need some supplies. I change direction and 
walk into the gift shop. The shop is small and only open certain times of the year. Since it’s three 
days after Christmas, they have marked down a lot of their inventory. In the back of the shop is 
something I noticed on my first visit, a display case with medieval souvenirs, including some 
replica weapons. My eyes are drawn to a small dagger with a jeweled scabbard. The smiling 
salesman takes it out and shows it to me. He explains that, of course, the gems are colored glass. 
But yes, the blade is steel. 
I slip the knife from its scabbard, weighing it in my hand. I am moved by a feeling of beauty and 
strength. It reminds me of the Spring of Endurance. 
I have found my dagger. 
I realize this is not something I can take on the plane back home. But the salesman assures me 
they can box and ship it. That’s perfect. I tell him I want to show it to someone tonight and 
arrange to drop it off at the shop before we quit the hotel. 
In addition to the dagger, both rituals require fire and water. Water is easy: there are ceramic cups 
in the bathroom, and the shop also sells spring water. As for fire, there are a variety of candles for 
sale, with discounted prices too. I pick out a package of white tea candles. 
I grab a couple of bottles of water and some chocolate and bring my purchases to the counter. 
While the man is running my charge card, I think that I’m all set, and then remember I’ll need 
something to light the candles. 
“Can you give me some matches too, please?” 
The salesman looks at me, surprised. “Oh, you mustn’t use the candles in the hotel, miss. Fire 
regulations, you know.” 
“Uh, I didn’t realize that. Can you give me some matches anyway, please? I promise I won’t light 
them indoors.” 
Now he looks suspicious. “Don’t have any, miss. Sorry.” 
Great. I now have everything I need to perform these two major magic rituals, except I’m stymied 
for lack of matches. A day in the life of Abby Renshaw. 
The nearest shops I know of are in Stratford-upon-Avon, six miles away, plus I’m not even sure they’d be open at this hour. Plus, I would have to ask to borrow Mom’s rental car, which would 
raise all sorts of questions. No, I’ll have to find matches or a lighter someplace in the hotel. The 
only spot I can think of is the lounge next to the bar, the one place guests are permitted to smoke. 
Not a room I would normally want to enter, ever. But in this case, I have no choice. Carrying my 
purchases, I walk back across the lobby. 
The lounge is dim and, of course, the air reeks. A handful of well-dressed guests, all men, are 
relaxing on stuffed chairs and sofas, enjoying their smokes. I stop in the doorway, not sure what to 
do. The smokers glance up at me and stare. From their shocked, disapproving faces, you’d think I 
just walked into the boy’s locker room. 
An attendant in a hotel uniform comes over. “Can I help you, miss?” He’s young and about my 
height. The gold nametag on his lapel reads “Ravi.” 
“Um, I was wondering if I could get some matches.” 
He frowns. “Sorry, miss. This is the only room where smoking is permitted. Fire regulations, you—
” 
“Yes, I know. I’ll use them outside, I promise. And I won’t leave any cigarette butts on the grounds.” I 
lean close and whisper. “I’m here with my mother. You understand?” 
Wel , I’m not really lying. Everything I said is literally true. 
Ravi’s face tel s me he gets it. I need to sneak a few cigs when Mom is not around. He turns his 
back on the room, slips a hand into his vest pocket, and hands me a pack of matches. 
“Here you are, miss. Remember please: not in the hotel.” 
“I promise. Thank you so much!” 
Score one for Abby. 
§ 
When I get back to my room, the first thing I do is check on Franklin. I tiptoe through the 
bathroom and open the door a crack. He is still sacked out on his bed and appears to be deep 
asleep. 
I change my clothes, put on jeans, thick socks, and a sweater. I set the dagger on the bedspread and 
sit down to study the consecration ritual. The dagger is one of four magical tools used by true 
magicians. One tool corresponds to each of the first four Springs. In the case of the dagger, it’s the 
Spring of Endurance. You’re actually supposed to make the wand first, but as usual, I’m doing 
things differently. The instructions call for the blade to be heated in a flame and then quenched in 
water. Then there’s a chant to summon the Elementals of Water. 
As I’m memorizing the verses, I hear a noise out in the hall. It sounds like Franklin’s door shutting. 
I jump up and run to my door. The corridor is dim, but at the far end, I see Franklin turning a 
corner. I haven’t even been to that end of the hall and have no idea where he’s going. I pull on my running shoes. Not bothering to tie the laces, I hurry after him. 
At the far end of the hallway, I come to an open door. It’s dark, but I can see narrow stairs leading 
up. I’m pretty sure this is where he went, and I call his name. No answer. I pause to tie my shoes 
and then climb the steps. 
It gets darker. I use the flashlight in my phone to light my way. The stairs turn and go up a second 
flight. At the top is a small door. I push it open and step out on the roof of Tamgrove Hall. The night 
is cool and misty. At the top of the sky, a half-moon glimmers behind thin gray clouds. In the light I 
spot Franklin, standing at the edge of the roof. 
Squeezing down a lump of panic, I step quietly toward him. I’m afraid to speak for fear it might 
make him jump. But what if he’s about to jump and I don’t speak? 
I try to make my voice casual. “Hey, Franklin. There you are. Pretty out here tonight.” 
He turns to me, eyes bright, and speaks with Mary’s inflection. “Oh, it is indeed lovely. Here is 
another place I was never allowed to come. I always wanted to view the estate from the rooftop.” 
“That’s nice. You might want to step toward me a little. Not stand so close to the edge.” 
She looks down and shrugs. “Of course, if it will put you more at ease.” 
She walks over, watching me with her luminous eyes. “I was asleep.” 
“I know. I thought it best to let you rest. Umm, is Franklin there? Is he okay?” 
“He is here.” 
That’s all she’s willing to tell me. “Okay. Well, I spoke with my friend Violet, and she gave me some 
instructions on what to do. If the magic works, it will bring the ghosts of Lady Alice and Sir Charles 
to us and force them to confess the truth.” 
Mary looks intrigued. “You can do this?” 
“Wel , I hope so. We need to figure out where. Violet said it should be someplace they are familiar 
with, but I don’t think we ought to do it inside the house where someone might see us.” 
“The river,” Mary says. “By the bridge, where Lady Alice’s coffin passed and Sir Charles saw my 
corpse hanging.” 
“Right. I guess that makes sense. We’ll have to sneak out later tonight. Now if this works, Mary, 
and they acknowledge the truth, you will keep your promise, right? Leave Franklin alone?” 
“Yes, Fighting Eagle. I will honor my word. In truth, I grow weary now and would be grateful to 
move on. But I must have acknowledgement of the wrongs they did me.” 
“I understand. I’ll do my best.” 
Mary bows her head. When she lifts it, I see Franklin’s expression. He glances around and then 
grabs hold of me, terrified. 
“Holy shit! Where the hell are we?” 
§ 
I leave Franklin resting and watching a video in his room while I go to prepare for tonight’s 
exciting performances. I lock my door, turn off my phone, and col ect the stuff I’ll need for the 
consecration ritual. I had thought to go outside and find some secluded spot on the grounds to do 
the magic, but now I’m thinking the roof would be better—much less likely to be interrupted up 
there. 
I set everything out on my bed: the dagger, candle, matches, cup, and water bottle. Staring at them, 
I feel more than a little apprehensive. I decide I’d better start by centering myself with the Daily 
Ablution. 
Seated on the bed, I breathe slowly and focus at the root of my spine. I visualize the clear water of 
the first Spring flowing into me and contemplate the Principle of the Love of Truth. After a while, I 
let the water move up to my solar plexus and contemplate Endurance. In Circle of Harmony 
training, Endurance means courage, strong purpose, and persistence. Only through these qualities 
can a magician overcome the fear and terror that block progress on the path. 
Suddenly I see myself standing before a fountain, clear water spilling down over gray boulders. This 
image of the Spring of Endurance is familiar to me. 
But I’m not alone. 
A young woman appears in front of me, tall and slender, with curling black hair and dark, sparkling 
eyes. She smiles at me fondly. 
“Hel o, Fighting Eagle.” 
“Annie! Oh, it’s so good to see you.” 
If Violet is my magical mentor in this world, Annie Renshaw is my guide in the spirit world. In life 
she was like my great-great-great-aunt. She appeared to me in visions last summer in Harmony 
Springs and helped me get through my struggles. She was present in the last century when the evil 
entity that haunted us was first formed, and she was there in the circle at the mouth of Bliss Bayou 
last July, when we finally banished him for good. 
“I haven’t talked with you in so long.” I’m happy to see her but also anxious. Maybe all of this is 
even more serious than I’ve been thinking. 
“I had a feeling you needed me tonight.” 
“Oh God, yes. I don’t know if I’m up to this, Annie.” I don’t have to tell her what I’m planning to do. 
She can easily read it in my mind. 
“You are being challenged,” Annie says. “As you know, we who walk the path of the true magic are 
sometimes called upon to oppose evil, to undo wrongs, to help other souls of their journeys. Such a 
duty lies before you now.” 
“Yeah, I realize that. I’m just not sure I can do it.” 
“I do not mean to chide you, Abigail. But part of the reason you find this task so intimidating is that 
you have neglected your studies. You are not in practice for magical work. It is not easy to balance 
the demands of the world with the demands of the spirit. But that is what true magicians are called 
to do.” 
I recognize the truth in what she’s saying. It’s like I haven’t run the number of miles I need to each 
week. I’ve allowed my conditioning to lapse. “I’ve got no excuse,” I tell her, feeling miserable. 
“Take heart.” Annie tilts her head toward the fountain. “Another reason this task has come to you is 
to test your Endurance. That is why you must make your dagger.” 
I look at the tumbling waters and nod. “I get it. I’ll do my best.” 
“That is all we can ever do. As you learned at the Fountain of Bliss: do your best and then let go of 
the results.” She starts to turn away and then pauses. “Oh, one more piece of advice I can offer: 
Remember, you are not asked to do this alone. You will have a friend with you in the circle.” 
“You mean Franklin? But he’s a nervous wreck. He’s the one I have to help.” 
“He is not without strength, but all of his emotional nature is turned inward. He needs to stand up 
for himself in the outer world. That is his lesson. Call on him for aid if you need to. His response 
may surprise.” 
“Okay. .” It’s hard to take that in, never mind believe it. 
Annie raises her hand. “Farewell, Fighting Eagle, dear companion on the path of true magic.” 
My eyes blink open. I stare at black night outside my window. I sit for a few minutes trying to 
absorb what Annie told me. Then I shut my eyes and go back to the Daily Ablution. 


6. By the Earth on which we stand, I bind you 
spirit to my command 
“Two clueless teenagers wandering the countryside at night,” Franklin says. “This looks way too 
much like a bad horror movie.” 
“We’re not clueless,” I answer. “We’ve lots of got clues. I might even say we’re clue-full.” Franklin is talking to vent his anxiety, and I’m talking back to keep up his nerve. 
And mine. 
We’re walking along the muddy road, sidestepping ruts and puddles. Tamgrove Hall with its 
Christmas lights glitters behind us. The dark woods lie ahead. The rain from earlier today has 
passed, and the sky is clear, a half-moon floating over the trees. The fake ruins stand pale and 
spooky in the moonlight. 
I was a little worried about getting out of the hotel so late. But Franklin sarcastically reminded me 
that the hotel staff are not our parents. He was right. The night clerk barely glanced up as we 
crossed the lobby, just before midnight, and walked out the front door. 
I carry a bottle of water and have candles and matches stuffed in my coat pockets. And my dagger. 
The rough metal on the hilt feels reassuring. 
An hour ago, I consecrated the dagger. Standing on the roof of Tamgrove Hall, I visualized the 
Spring of Endurance and chanted to summon the Elementals. I heated the blade in a candle flame 
and then quenched it in the cup of water. Finally, I held the dagger over my head and invoked 
Lebab, the Spirit of Harmony Springs, asking that he bless the dagger and instill in me all the 
qualities of Endurance. 
That moment, I felt the power of the Springs flowing into my body. It was like the surge of 
endorphins I get sometimes in the middle of a long run. For the first time since last summer, I felt 
charged with magic. 
Which is good. Because my work is really cut out for me tonight: raising a pair of five-hundred-
year-old-ghosts, binding them to my will. 
Really not sure I’m up to this. 
I’m a seventeen-year-old kid walking down a deserted road in the middle of the night in a foreign 
country. All alone—except for a friend who is haunted, possessed, and prone to panic attacks. 
Just a night in the life of a true magician. 
§ 
We enter the woods and follow the road around the base of the hill. Tree trunks line both sides of the trail, and the moon is mostly hidden. In the dark, I can just make out Franklin’s face, tight and 
grim. Somewhere in the branches, an owl is hooting. 
At last we come to the bridge. The road turns here to go over the river but also continues on this 
side. So this is a spot where three roads meet—which, I know from my reading, is supposedly 
perfect for magic, especially calling up the dead. 
That thought should be encouraging. Instead it makes me shiver. 
There’s more light here, moonbeams fluttering on the surface of the river. I set down the water 
bottle and turn to Franklin. 
“Are you ready to do this?” 
Mary Hul ’s meek little voice answers. “Yes. I must face them.” 
“All right then.” 
I take out the candles and matches. After lighting three of the tea candles, I place them on the 
ground in the middle of the road. I position Franklin in front of the flames and take out my dagger. 
Lifting it high, I mentally invoke my power. 
Next, I trace a circle with the three candles in the center. Walking around with the dagger pointed 
out from my body, I envision blue fire flowing from the point. I pause at each of the four directions 
to draw a pentagram. When the circle is closed, I visualize it extending into a sphere, a blue 
translucent globe of protection. I go back and stand beside Franklin. 
Raising both arms high, I speak in a forceful voice. “On this night, beneath this moon, I call on the 
true magic. I am Fighting Eagle, initiate of the Circle of Harmony. I call upon our Friends of the 
Elements, of Fire, Water, and Earth. I ask your aid and blessing on my purpose: to summon the 
spirits of Lady Alice and Sir Charles Huntington, to bind them to speak the truth of that which 
passed in life between them and the maid, Mary Hull. I call them not in anger or desire for power, 
but in the service of justice, so that Mary Hull may find peace.” 
Lowering my arms, I see that the night has changed. By casting the magic circle, I have altered our 
vibrations and moved us to a different level, a different place. In occult writings, this place has 
many names: astral plane, formative realm, spirit world. It’s the place I see into in my visions. 
At present, I can clearly see the blue globe of protection surrounding our circle. Beyond the sphere, 
tiny creatures writhe in the air, bright orange like embers. They look like little lizards or 
amphibians. Then I recall seeing them in a drawing in the Book of Lebab. They are salamanders, 
Elementals of Fire. Just as I’m taking this in, I spot silvery shapes floating on the river. They look 
like huge swans, but I know them for the Elementals of Water. I hear a shuffling noise behind me. A 
group of horned deer watch me silently from among the trees—Elementals of Earth. 
Wow. A lot more show than I expected. But I sense they are all here to help me. 
“Holy crap,” Franklin murmurs. “You really are like Doctor Strange.” 
I resume the ritual, gripped by a sense of urgency—of power but also of awe and fear. 
“To this protected circle, by the aid of our Friends of Earth, Water, and Fire, I summon the ghost of 
Lady Alice Huntington, who dwelled in Tamgrove Hall. In life you knew Mary Hull. I call you here 
now to speak with us.” 
“Picture her in your mind, Mary,” I tell her. “Call her to the circle.” I pick up the bottle in my free 
hand and pour a libation. 
“By the waters, bright and deep, 
I call thee, spirit, from thy sleep. 
By this fire, clear and bright, 
I call thee forth into the light. 
“By stone and sand, by bank and hill, 
I bind thee spirit to my will. 
By the Earth on which we stand, 
I bind thee, spirit, to my command.” 
I repeat the chants, over and over, raising power. The blue sphere sparkles and ripples. Beyond it, 
the Elementals gaze intently. 
Just as I’m beginning to think it’s not working, something appears near the foot of the bridge—a 
shadow at first, but then it quivers and takes on dimension. A shape flows toward us, and the blue 
globe lightens. The barrier is nearly transparent as the figure passes through. Franklin sucks in a 
breath. 
The ghost of Lady Alice stands just inside the circle, a slim woman in a long gown with wide skirts. 
She looks just like the figure I saw in the lobby, except her neck is unbroken. I’m not sure why that 
is, but I’m glad. It makes her look less frightening. 
Her lips are parted, her eyes wide. “Who are you that called me? What do you want of me?” 
“No harm,” I answer. “Only good.” 
Beside me, I notice that Franklin is no longer Franklin. By the magic of the circle, he’s taken on the 
form of Mary Hull. 
“I know you, Lady Alice,” she says. 
The ghost stares at her. “And I know you, Mary Hull. Wretched girl. Thief! You stole my child in the 
night.” 
“My child!” Mary says. “Mine and Sir Charles’.” 
“Yes, you seduced him, you wicked girl.” 
“I did not. He forced himself on me. He gave me no choice. And then, when I came to be with child, you both threatened to turn me out to starve, unless I gave up my babe. You were the thieves, not 
I.” 
Lady Alice looks shaken. “No, it was a kindness, a great kindness, to raise the child as our own. We 
meant to give him everything. Left with you he would have been a bastard, son of a whore. We 
would have made him a peer, a nobleman’s son.” 
“But he was mine!” Mary screams. “He was all I had, and you took him from me.” Her hand rises, 
pointing at a tree by the bridge. It’s the same black tree I saw in my vision earlier today. The corpse 
of Mary Hul hangs over the water. “Look what became of me. See what you drove me to!” 
Glancing that way, Lady Alice cries out, hands flying up to clutch her heart. “Oh, no! I never meant 
to harm you. I never meant to cause you despair. Please, take it away, I cannot bear to look. Please.” 
Her cry moves me to pity. “She has acknowledged what she did, Mary. Are you satisfied?” 
Mary’s face is downcast, her voice dull and miserable. “Yes. Let her go.” 
But a thought occurs to me. “You need to forgive her, if you can. That will help you move on and 
find peace.” 
Mary considers for a moment. “Very well,” she mutters. “Yes.” She looks over at the ghost. “I forgive 
the wrong you did me. I am sorry for the pain we caused your soul this night.” 
I take a deep breath. One down and one to go. 
Recalling what the ritual said to do next, I pick up the water and pour some on the ground. “Lady 
Alice Huntington. By the power of true magic, I release the binding and set you free. Return in 
peace from whence you came, and be there peace between us evermore.” 
But Lady Alice doesn’t leave. 
§ 
She stands there, looking back at the body hanging from the tree. 
When she faces us, she says, “I remember now. I have seen this before, when I passed this 
way…lying in my coffin.” She shudders and gives out a long, fearful moan. “I remember my death…I 
rose in the night, frantic because the nurse said the child was missing. I was in my nightclothes, 
running toward the stairs and then…there was terrible pain and I was falling.” As if by reflex, her 
hand clutches the side of her neck. “That is all. I do not know why I died.” 
“They said that you tripped running down the stairs,” Mary tel s her. 
“I do not believe it,” Lady Alice says. “I would never have been so careless. No, there was someone 
there…” 

Sinking feeling. I think of the story, that Mary Hull pushed her down the stairs. I glance at Mary, 
who immediately says: “I was not there. I was hiding in the stable with my babe.” 
“No, not Mary Hull,” Lady Alice says. “But some person—I do not know who it was. And yet, I must know…That is why I cannot leave. You tell me to return whence I came, but I came from Tamgrove 
Hall. I realize now I am bound there, because my death is unresolved.” 
Well, this is lovely. Now I have two ghosts to help cross over. My plan was to release Lady Alice 
before trying to summon up Sir Charles. 
As Franklin would say, we’ve gone seriously off-script. 
Time to improvise, Abby. 
“I will help you if I can, Lady Alice. My intent now is to summon the spirit of Sir Charles. Perhaps 
he has knowledge that will help us discover the answer.” 
So, with Mary Hull and Lady Alice watching, I pour another libation. “In this place, to this 
protected circle, I summon the ghost of Sir Charles Huntington, who dwelled in Tamgrove Hall. I 
call you here now to speak with us.” 
I repeat the chants to the Elementals, calling Sir Charles’ name and sounding the verses over and 
over, raising up my power. 
Before long, a dark shape appears at the bridge. It lurches and stumbles toward us. By the time it 
reaches the circle, it has formed into a man, dressed in shiny purple trousers and a jacket with lace 
at the cuffs and collar. He is tall and heavyset, but old, with stringy gray hair and a pointy beard. 
His face forms an angry snarl. “God’s body! Where in the name of hel are we?” Looking around 
wildly, he recognizes Lady Alice and then Mary Hull. “You, Alice. And you, strumpet! What deviltry 
is this? Why are we here?” 
His rage is terrifying, and Lady Alice and Mary both shrink from him. I have to grip my nerve hard 
to answer. 
“I am Fighting Eagle, initiate of the Circle of Harmony. I summoned you here, Sir Charles, and I bind 
you to speak the truth.” 
He looks me over with a sneer. “What’s that you say? Nay! I answer to no sniveling girl.” 

Sniveling girl?  We’ll see about that. I point my dagger. “I bind you to my will, to tell the truth. What happened between you and the maid, Mary Hull?” 
He glances at Mary and then at his wife. “Aye, the little strumpet seduced me. And when she got big 
in the belly, we even offered to take her child. The deceitful bitch agreed, but then wanted to 
change her mind, and stole the child back in the night.” 
“That is not true,” Mary cries. “You forced yourself on me. You stole my innocence.” 
“Bah. Liar!” 
Time to apply more power. 
“By stone and sand, by bank and hill, 
I bind thee, spirit, to my will. 
By the Earth on which we stand, 
I bind thee, spirit, to my command.” 
He looks worried at first but then sets his jaw. “I have no fear of your witchcraft, girl. I’ll say no 
more. Let me go, damn you!” 
“Not until you tell the truth.” I repeat the chant, gesturing with the dagger. 
But it’s not going well. I sense his stubbornness is more than I can break. The dagger shakes in my 
hand. 
Something flickers beside me. I turn my head and see that Mary is gone. Franklin is standing 
there—and looking enraged. 
“You pig! You think you can use people, hurt them however you want, because they are helpless? 
You forced yourself on Mary Hull, admit it.” 
Sir Charles’ eyes widen. For the first time, he seems intimidated. But he crosses his arms over his 
chest. “I’ll say no more, I tell you. Set me free.” 
I’m gaping at Franklin. He is totally different, transformed by the magic of the circle. All the rage 
and self-loathing he secretly keeps inside has come loose and is roaring out of him. He points a 
finger at Sir Charles and starts to chant. 
“By the Earth on which we stand, 
I bind thee, spirit, to my command.” 
He says it again and again, his stage-trained voice loud and booming. Sir Charles flinches. He 
glances down, and I see bands of energy, like tentacles of fire, wrapping themselves around his legs. 
He groans and then shouts. “No more. No more, I tell you.” 
“Speak the truth!” Franklin yells. 
“Yes, Yes. I seduced the little trollop, I admit it. Why shouldn’t I? She enjoyed it wel enough.” 
“The truth!” Franklin commands. 
“Agh! All right. I took her against her will. I confess it. Make it stop.” 
“No, there is more,” Lady Alice says, wild-eyed. “I see it now. I remember. It was you! You devil, you 
seized me in the corridor. You murdered me.” 
“Yes!” The ghost screams in pain. “I was sick of you, you whining bitch. You and your barren 
womb, your whimpering over the bastard child. I wanted a wife who would give me sons. I 
deserved no less. So I dispensed with you when I had the chance. Agh! No more!” The strands of 
fire have covered all but his head. He twists and struggles. “Let me go! Let me go for pity’s sake.” 
I’m stunned, staring at him, at Lady Alice. Beside me, Franklin stares in astonishment, and his body shivers. 
The ghost of Sir Charles howls in agony. 
“Are you satisfied, Mary?” I ask. “Should I release him now?” 
“Yes,” Mary’s voice whispers through Franklin’s lips. “He is a pitiable thing.” 
“And you, Lady Alice. Are you satisfied?” 
She stares at the writhing, shrieking ghost with contempt. Her tone is hollow. “Send that thing

away. I cannot abide the sight.” 
I raise the dagger, my arm weak. “Sir Charles Huntington. By the power of true magic, I release the 
binding and set you free. Go in peace from whence you came. Go now.” 
The fiery tentacles disappear, and next moment the ghost of Sir Charles vanishes, like a hologram 
blinking off. 
The circle is suddenly very quiet. Lady Alice stares at the spot where her husband’s ghost stood. 
After a moment, she turns to me, her face a blank. 
“You are free now, Lady Alice,” I remind her. “You may go in peace.” 
She nods and slowly moves away. She crosses through the blue barrier and walks toward the 
bridge, her figure fading into the darkness. 
I take a deep breath and look at Franklin. Once again, he speaks with Mary’s voice. 
“I thank you, Abby Fighting Eagle. And tender my thanks also to you, Franklin. You have made it 
possible for me to leave.” 
Then Franklin says softly: “Go in peace, Mary Hull.” 
What happens next is like a movie. Mary’s translucent form appears, superimposed on Franklin’s 
body. Smiling, she steps out of his body and toward the edge of the circle. When Mary reaches the 
blue sphere, the part in front of her changes, becoming a doorway and then a corridor of white 
light. Mary walks up the corridor and disappears. 
A groaning noise cracks the air, followed by a splash. The branch holding Mary’s corpse has broken 
and fallen into the river. 
I watch as the blue globe shimmers and fades. The Elementals are also gone. Franklin and I stand 
alone over the three candles burning low at our feet. I peer at him in the candlelight, wondering if 
he’s okay. 
He returns my stare and then blinks, his eyelashes fluttering up and down. 
“Wow,” he says. “I wonder if the kitchen is still open. You know, I haven’t eaten a single, solitary 
thing since breakfast?” 


7. Most of the time, magical work is pretty dull 
As far as the hotel kitchen, Franklin is out of luck. It’s after two when we get back to Tamgrove 
Hall. He asks the night clerk if it’s possible to get something to eat. The clerk looks regretful and 
explains that it would be very difficult. Franklin has to make do with a couple of protein bars he’s 
stashed away and that chocolate I bought earlier in the gift shop. I leave him happily munching in 
bed and head back to my room, wondering why I’m not feeling totally exhausted. 
Just a night in the life of a true magician, I suppose. 
I check my phone and find three texts from Molly, urgently asking how things are going. It’s only 
8:30 her time, so I send a message asking if she wants to talk. She immediately answers yes in 
capital letters, and I place the call. 
“Hey, Abby! Are you and Franklin okay? Did you vanquish the unruly ghosts?” 
I lean back on my pillow, smiling. “I’d say that’s an accurate description.” 
“Great! Tell me everything.” 
I give Mol y the director’s cut, a complete narrative. She interrupts from time to time to ask an 
incisive question or voice appropriate exclamations. 
“Holy crap! So the lord actually murdered his wife, and you got him to confess it?” 
“Wel , that was Franklin mostly. He brought a lot of force to the proceedings.” 
“And you managed to send all three ghosts on their way?” 
“Yup. I think so. If there’s any more haunting from those three, I will be very surprised.” 
Mol y pauses and then asks more thoughtfully, “Do you think Sir Charles was, like, in hell?” 
I have to ponder that. “I don’t know. Some writings say that where a soul goes after death depends 
on what they desire and are attached to. Like, you experience things on the other side similar to 
what you experienced in your life, until you’re done, until you’ve burned away all the karma so to 
speak. But then others say that a ghost isn’t really the soul of the person at all, just a shell of 
energy they’ve left behind.” 
“Hmm. Perplexing.” 
“Mysteries of life and death, girl,” I answer with a yawn. “You might ask Violet about it. She’s got a 
lot more experience than I have.” 
“I’m glad you mentioned her,” Molly says. “I found talking with her the last couple of days very 
interesting. She gave me copies of the Circle of Harmony introductory papers. She said, after I’ve 
studied them, she’ll talk to me some more, and I can consider initiating. What do you think, Abby? 
Could I make a true magician?” 
I’m floored by the idea. Never thought of Molly wanting to go there. “Well, of course, you 
could…You’re smart and honorable, and once you set your mind on something, you are very 
determined…” 
“Do I sense a ‘but’ coming?” 
“No! Well...it’s just that, you’re so extroverted, and you like excitement. Don’t be fooled by what’s 
happened with me the past few days. Most of the time, magical work is pretty dull—sitting and 
meditating, visualizing things in your head. I know you’re capable of doing it. I just don’t know how 
much you’d like it.” 
“I get ya. I guess I’ll have to think about it pretty carefully before I decide.” 
“Absolutely. Violet will help you. She certainly guided me along. Anyway, whatever you decide, 
Molly, I’ll support you. One hundred percent.” 
“Thanks, girlfriend. I know you will.” 
We’re both quiet for a long moment. 
“Listen,” Molly says, “I know it’s the middle of the night there. Should I let go so you can get some 
sleep?” 
“Actually, I’m wide awake. Still charged up from all that magic. Do you want to talk some more?” 
“Sure.” 
“Okay. Tell me about Harmony Springs…How’s Ray-Ray?” 
§ 
The next day is our last in Stratford-upon-Avon. We’ll be heading back to London for a few days 
before Franklin and I fly home. 
Still saturated with magical energy, I wake up early and go for a long run on the hotel grounds. The 
weather is cool and drizzly, and running feels great. Back in my room, I get a hot shower and then 
just make it downstairs in time for breakfast. Mom and Jim are sipping coffee, while Franklin is 
eating ravenously. I’m actually pretty ravenous myself and ask for some sausage and eggs along 
with my toast and jam. 
Later, Mom and Jim drive us into town and drop us at the Royal Shakespeare Theatre. We have 
tickets for the one PM show of Macbeth, or as Franklin insists we call it, “the Scottish Play.” Mom is skipping the show and “touring around” with Jim. I expect that means they’re going back at the 
hotel to have sex. Or work. Most likely some of both. Anyway, they seem to be enjoying each 
other’s company, and I’m glad to see Mom so happy. 
As for Franklin, he seems okay, just quieter than normal. I get the sense he’s brooding, trying to 
absorb all the supernatural scenes he’s been through. I also get the sense I should leave it alone 
and not prod him about it just yet. 
We have seats in the center aisle, and the play is amazing. I’ve read Macbeth in school, but there’s no comparison to seeing it live. Broderick Clutterhutch is even better than he was in the Oscar 
Wilde play. Franklin and I watch the first three acts with our mouths hanging open, hardly moving 
except to clutch each other’s wrist from time to time. That happens especially in the scene with 
the three witches and then again when the Ghost of Banquo appears. 
At intermission, we walk out to the lobby and buy soft drinks. We sip them while standing at a 
glass wall overlooking the River Avon. Franklin looks intent, and I venture to ask how he’s feeling. 
“Oh, wonderful! The performance is scintillating, don’t you think? This alone was worth the trip 
across the Atlantic.” 
“I’m enjoying it too. But I meant how are you feeling inside. Have you recovered from your brush 
with the paranormal?” 
He draws in a deep breath, looking highly uncertain. “O Abigail Adams. That is something I am 
excessively interested in figuring out.” 
“Wel , how much do you remember?” From my studies, I’ve learned that most people who have a 
prolonged encounter with the supernatural alter or even erase the memory. Their brains can’t 
handle such a major breach of reality, and so they respond as they do with dreams, remembering 
only fragments or nothing at all. 
“I remember all of it,” Franklin says, “That is, I think so…But it’s like I had this long weird dream. 
Some of it was terrifying. Some of it was amazingly cool. I especially remember the magic circle 
and the ghosts materializing there. Sir Charles—what a swine! When he was stonewalling you, it 
just infuriated me. I wanted to blast him. And I don’t know how, but I did. Franklin the wizard, 
right? I mean, I did blast him, didn’t I?” 
“You did indeed, wiz.” 
He chuckles at that. 
“Seriously,” I add. “I couldn’t have handled him without you.” 
Franklin looks pleased. “You know, he sort of reminded me of my father. Not that I literally would 
want to blast my old dad-bot. But the way he refused to admit the truth. Him and Lady Alice both, 
the way they refused to acknowledge the truth of Mary Hul and what they’d done to her.” He’s 
quiet for a moment. “I guess recognizing that about my father is what our therapist would have 
called a breakthrough.” 
“I think so. How does that feel?” I know how to play therapist. 
Franklin considers. “Literally like a breakthrough. Like it broke this barrier that’s been inside me 
forever. And now I have all this energy rushing around.” 
“That’s good, right?” 
“Good? It’s fantastic! I can use the energy. And I intend to. There are so many people out there like Mary Hull. People whose truths need to be told. I want to write their stories. I want to act their 
stories.” 
Franklin is on fire, inflamed with the energy. He’s speaking loud, and people nearby are starting to 
notice. I don’t care. I’m thrilled to hear him talk this way. 
“It’s like The Bard said,” he proclaims, sounding now like an actor whose wandered into the lobby. 
“‘All the world is a stage.’ And I have so many, many parts to play.” 
He finishes with a flourish, spreading his arms as if to embrace the world. People near us break out 
laughing and applauding. 
I join them. 
Franklin bows. 
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Susan gasped, out of breath. She slumped against a tree trunk and sucked in a deep lungful of air. 
The snarls and snorts of her pursuers drifted closer through the trees. She had no time to rest. 
She forced her back off the trunk and urged her legs forward. They felt like rubber, and her sides 
hurt from panting. 
The snarls drifted closer. Susan ran. 
She weaved her way in and out among the trees. Branches thwacked her eight-year-old face in the 
dark. Thorns and briars scratched her skin as she ran through them. 
The snarls grew ever closer. 
Her mind drifted back, to earlier that morning when she’d escaped the holding pens. The lupines 
kept a handful of untainteds for food. Susan had been born in the pens. It was a hardscrabble life, 
one of dust and dirt and cornmeal twice a day. 
Mommy had loved her, and took care of Susan as best she could. Susan could not remember her 
Daddy. Mommy said the lupines took him shortly after she was born. Talking about him made 
Mommy sad. 
A flitting memory wiggled its way to the top of her consciousness. The lupines came for Mommy a 
few days ago. She heard Old Jones say the Alpha wanted her. And the Alpha always gets what he 
wants. 

Wanted her for what?  she wondered. To eat her like they had Daddy and so many other untainteds? 

Susan didn’t know, and on a certain level she didn’t want to know. She was afraid to find out what 
could be worse than being eaten alive. 
She screamed when the two wolf men dragged Mommy away. Old Jones and his wife held her, kept 
her from trying to stop them. Saved her life. 
Old Jones and his wife took her in, fed her, tried to console her. Over the days that followed her grief turned to anger. She was going to do something, she said. Old Jones told her she would be 
foolish to try anything. There’s nothing a little girl can do, he said. 
But when the gate was left open during the first feeding this morning, Susan slipped out of the pen 
unnoticed by the guards. She ran. 
Now that darkness had fallen, and her legs slowed despite every ounce of her will pushing them 
forward, she knew she had made a mistake. 
Four legs are faster than two, and nighttime favored the lupines. They were faster, they could track 
her scent, they could climb trees and swim rivers. They could see in the dark. There would be no 
escaping them now that night had fallen, even with her big head start. 
The snarls grew closer. 
Susan’s legs burned as she climbed up a slight rise, then she burst through a wall of brush and into 
a clearing. She skidded to a stop before a massive dark shape. 
Before her stood the largest wolf she had ever seen. He towered above her, his mass of black fur 
blotting out the stars and casting a moon shadow on the ground. 
“Get behind me.” 
His deep voice rumbled, and carried through the night like rocks rol ing downhill. Susan quickly 
obeyed, a small corner of her mind relieved that the monster had not eaten her on sight. 
She scurried behind the giant wolf and plopped down on the ground, exhausted. Her feet and legs 
throbbed, and her side ached. She looked around the dark clearing, trying to make out details in the 
moonlight. Susan had never left the pen before. Everything she saw and heard and smel ed 
seemed new, though so far she had had little time to notice much, running for her life all day. 
The snarling grew closer. Her two pursuers, the same guards who had taken Mommy away, burst 
into the clearing. The first stopped abruptly, startled, looking up at the massive wolf. His partner 
ran into him, knocking them both down. 
The scrambled back to their feet and spied Susan. She shrank down into the grass, trying to 
become invisible in the moonlight. 
The first looked back up at the towering black wolf in front of her. 
“She’s ours.” 
The behemoth said nothing. He lowered his head and growled. Susan watched from behind, 
fascinated, as a line of saliva slowly dripped from his jaws. 
“We got no quarrel with you,” the other one said. “The Alpha wants his pets, that’s all. They’re not allowed to roam free.” 
From deep within his chest, Susan heard the giant’s contemptuous snort. It sounded like a 
thunderclap. 
He turned then, and stared her in the eye. 
“Follow the moon all night. In the morning keep the sun to your back. You’ll come to a big wall 
around a village. You’ll be safe there.” 
She fled to the other end of the clearing as the guards charged her savior. Newly rested, and with a 
fresh surge of adrenalin, she hurried through the night and far away from the blood curling sounds 
of wolves fighting to the death. 
The woods grew thinner. At first light she found herself in green grass on gently rolling hills. 
She could barely walk now, and the slight hills seemed incredibly difficult to climb. But her little 
legs kept going, up one and down the next. 
She crested the final hill with the sun high above her in the sky, and she stopped. There below: a 
tall wall made from trees trunks bound together, ends sharpened to a point. A pit stretched around 
the wall filled with sharp stakes pointed up. She saw people walking on platforms around the top. 
And beyond: buildings, and smoke from cook fires. 
She stumbled down the hill, doggedly determined to reach the gates looming in the distance. 
Soon she entered the clearing stretching out in all directions in front of the wall, and her little legs 
gave out just as a guard saw her and shouted to the others. 
She stumbled and fell, her legs refusing to go further. She grabbed a tuft of grass and pulled herself 
forward toward the wall. Cuts and scrapes and bruises screamed in pain as she dragged herself 
along the ground. 
In the distance she saw the gates open and riders coming out on horseback. Then she passed out. 
-+- 
Susan raised her fist while gently pulling the reins with her other hand, bringing the stallion and 
the rest of her party to a halt. 
The sun had started its descent an hour ago, but they still had plenty of daylight. 
A horse nickered. She turned and looked back at the riders behind her. 
They were all good men. Bachelors, every one. She knew each had volunteered hoping to impress 
her. She had not yet chosen a mate. 
Twenty years old, she was past the typical marrying age. But so far no man had impressed her 
much. Four accompanied her today in an effort to be the first. 
Bartholomew clicked his tongue, bringing his horse alongside hers. 
“What is it, Lady Susan?” 
The title was an honorific, but one she had earned. The Settlement operated as a meritocracy. 
Despite the size of The Settlement, their numbers were insufficient to defeat the Alpha and his 
followers. The elders had convinced her of that. She had spent countless hours discussing the issue 
with them, individually and during formal council sessions. One wolf was worth at least ten 
human fighters. The numbers didn’t add up. 
She alone, among all in The Settlement, had spent time in the pens and escaped. Her experiences 
and the stories she told added to the elders’ body of knowledge. Even in broad daylight, there would 
be untold human casualties. Those not eaten would be turned, and in the end the Alpha’s pack 
would grow while The Settlement’s population dwindled to nothing. 
She obsessed over it, dreaming up schemes to destroy the pack without killing humans. Or at least, 
not too many humans. The older women suggested (among themselves, never to her face), that 
this need for vengeance kept her from marrying. 
She ignored the older women and their gossip. She mostly ignored the strapping young men who 
courted her, too. Except when she needed them for a scouting party. She was never short of 
volunteers, all hoping to impress the lovely Lady Susan. 
She dismounted and handed the reins to Bartholomew. 
“I will approach this area alone, and on foot.” 
All four young men protested. Bartholomew protested vehemently. 
“Milady, even in broad daylight it is not safe to be alone here.” 
“I did just fine as a little girl, Bartholomew, and I have ventured beyond The Settlement’s walls 
many times. What I am doing, I must do alone.” 
Begrudgingly, each young man gave their word they would remain. She walked into the woods by 
herself. 
Susan sat down in the middle of the clearing and waited. He would be here, somewhere. Several 
times she had found the clearing over the years, and she knew this was his territory. He had 
fought for her here, saved her life. 
The horses were frightened by his smel , by the urine he left to indicate his territory, by the tufts of 
black hair on thorn bushes. But she remained unafraid. 
Over the years she had caught sight of him a few times. Always a fleeting glimpse, usually of his 
human form. Other times, his dark lupine body faded into the greater darkness of the forest before 
she could get close. 
Susan knew he would be here. This part of the woods belonged to him. 
She jerked her head when a twig cracked. The noise had been made deliberately, to let her know he 
was near. 
She stood and put her fists on her hips. 
“How come you never speak? Never in all these years! Come out here and at least share a few 
words with me.” 
He approached then, moving gracefully from among the trees and into the clearing. He stood head 
and shoulders above her, the tallest man she had ever seen. 
He wore no shirt over his broad chest, but thick black hair covered most of his skin. Even in 
human form he looked like a wolf. 
They stared at one another in silence for a long moment. After dreaming of this day for so long, all 
her plans and ideas and things she had wanted to say flew away. 
He spoke first. 
“I know what you want. It’s suicide to attack the pack. I’ve watched you scout their location since 
you were a little girl. I’ve watched you stake out every line, every approach, consider every 
possibility. But you can’t do it. You don’t have enough people. I suspect your elders have told you the 
same thing.” 
She broke eye contact then, staring down at the ground. He had cut to the heart of the matter in 
just a few words. She nodded in agreement. 
He took a breath, and spoke again. 
“I know you want to ask for my assistance. But I’m of no help to you. I’m just a lone wolf. The Alpha 
keeps his population down. He kills all the male pups and many of the females. Even so, their 
numbers are too many. One wolf is worth ten men in a fight, but I cannot stand up to dozens of others, even joining with your people.” 
Her mind churned as she turned the problem over, examining it from all possible angles. She had 
spent every day thinking of ways to defeat the pack, and had met with no success. His statements 
were the latest in a long line of negative ones from everybody she had ever talked to about 
attacking the Alpha and his pack. 
Then, inspiration struck. She looked up into his eyes and smiled. 
“How many do you need?” 
His thick, dark brows furrowed in confusion. 
“How many what?” 
“How many wolves? To help The Settlement take out the pack.” 
He considered the question carefully, adding up all he knew about both the lupines and the 
untainted. 
“I think half a dozen good wolves, combined with the entire population of The Settlement, could 
take down the pack. But you’re not going to find any more willing to fight on your side. There is 
just me. I’ve no love for the Alpha, but I won’t lead your people into mass suicide trying to take him 
out.” 
She smiled again, sweetly. 
“You stay here. I’ll be right back.” 
The men were greatly relieved when Susan exited the woods and made her way back to the 
horses. Bartholomew had already drawn his bow and looked ready to charge in looking for her. 
She spent an hour trying to convince them to leave. At first, they would have none of it. The sun 
continued its descent. Finally, she threw up her hands in frustration and walked back toward the 
trees. 
Bartholomew followed on horseback, continuing to protest. She turned and exchanged a few more 
sharp words. 
He sagged in the saddle, reluctantly accepting the fact that she would be staying in the wilderness. 
“I will be at the clearing’s edge near the gate in three days, Bartholomew, at noon. Meet me then, 
alone, and we’ll talk some more. I have a plan, and this is part of it. I won’t be living in The 
Settlement any more.” 
She turned her back on him and continued into the trees. His horse whinnied nervously. The sun sank lower in the sky. Reluctantly, Bartholomew turned and rejoined the others as they made their 
way back home. 
-+- 
More years passed before the attack on the pack finally began. Bartholomew had become The 
Settlement’s leader, and that helped Susan’s plan tremendously. He had been the first person Susan 
convinced. Slowly, over the years as his influence in The Settlement grew, so did the popularity of 
her idea. The untainteds were ready to finally strike a blow against the lupines. 
Bartholomew sat in his saddle in front of The Settlement’s contingent. Everyone joined him, save 
the very young and the very old. They carried every knife, sword, spear, and arrow among them. 
He looked at his people and wondered how many would die today. Then he brushed aside the 
thought and considered how many more would die through the years ahead if they did not carry 
out Lady Susan’s plan today. 
“Where is she?” he wondered aloud. They had made their way through the wilderness at night in 
order to be here at daybreak. Susan was clear the fighting should occur during sunlight hours, 
giving the humans their best advantage. 
Someone pointed, and an audible gasp came from the crowd. 
A giant black wolf appeared, larger than any had seen before. Beside him strode a smaller she-wolf, 
strong and sure of herself. Even in lupine form, Bartholomew recognized Susan. 
Behind them, four more young wolves strode forward with confidence. They were large and dark 
like their father, and their faces showed the cunning intelligence of their mother. 
One of his men leaned forward in the saddle and said, “Half a dozen wolves. That’s what she said 
was needed, ay Milord?” 
Bartholomew nodded. 
“Half a dozen wolves is what the black giant told her he needed, along with everybody from the 
settlement. So she became one, letting him turn her. Then she became his mate and gave him a 
litter of pups. And now they’re grown. And now we’re ready.” 
He raised his hand in the air then jerked it forward. 
“Prepare to attack!” 
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Chapter 1 
He was sure that he had a name, but no matter how hard he thought he could not bring it to the 
front of his mind. Is that not always the way?  He thought to himself. When you try too hard to 

remember something it eludes you, but when your mindis pointed in a different direction, the 

thought creeps back up to you, tries to catch you unawares, then you can snatch it up and remember. 

When you try too hard, the thought knows this and stays far enough away that you cannot grasp it 

fully, it is still there but more like a shadow, a ghost of a memory that you once knew. 

He stood looking out of the window at the vast crater in the ground below the city but then turned 
back to what brought him here. The room was bare apart from two wooden chairs. The walls were 
made of large stone blocks. Looking at them he wondered how much magic was needed to keep 
them in place so high from the ground. The floor was smooth stone and sat in the middle on one of 
the two chairs, was a stout man with thinning black hair and a thick-set face. He was a pale 
creature, but his current predicament had him bright red in the face and sweating profusely. It 
was not a good day to be him. 
“It matters not who I am. You are one of the Voices, and I need information,” said the Man in White 
as he looked down at the sweating figure of a man. 
“But please, if you untie me, then I can think better, and I can help you. I want to help you,” pleaded 
the man. “If someone wanted me dead, then I would be. I would not have seen your face. So, that 
means I can help you find what you are looking for. If you would untie me then we can come to an 
accord and both go about our business.” 
The Man in White moved back to the window looking out again at the marvellous city. He 
sometimes wished he could have a normal life, be like the people in the city and enjoy simple 
things. Maybe if he could remember his name he could be a different person. No, that was not his 
destiny that lay on a completely different path. A path he would be walking alone. 
“All I want to know is the name of the Angel that frequents this world. You are a voice of Angels; 
you speak with them and are respected by them so you will know of the one I speak. Give me his 
name and then I will be on my way,” the Man in White said in dreamy voice as he looked longingly 
at the world around him. 
“I will need to consult with others. I am not sure which is the one you are looking for,” the stout 
man was beginning to panic. 
When he awoke that morning, it had been like any other day. He had turned to find his maid in the 
bed next to him, dried blood on the pillow from when he had hit during his moment of ecstasy. 
Now, barely time for supper and he was tied to a chair in a room high up in one of the castles. He 
knew the futility of trying to call for help, for this part of the castle was no longer used. His only 
chance was to try and negotiate with the assassin. 
“From what I have heard about your kind, you already know which Angel I seek, so delaying will not help you. From here it looks like you only have two options. The first is to give me the name of 
the one I seek and the second is not to give me the name. The choice is yours.” 
“What sort of a choice is that?” the stout man cried. 
“What is your name?” 
“My name is Aram, and I am a Voice to the Angels.” Aram replied, trying to puff out his chest. It was 
useless, he had been tied here for over an hour, and he was starting to feel hungry. For someone of 
his stature, being tied to a chair and refused any food, it was unheard of, a sacrilegeand it was 
clearly a situation he had never found himself in before. 
“Aram, I require this information from you, but you are not obliged to give it. If you wish to be loyal 
to the Angels, then I will find another Voice who is willing to betray the one Angel that I want,” the 
Man in White said as he sat in the only other chair in the room. 
They faced each other, Aram trying not to look into those deep black eyes. They just did not seem 
real, but there was a depth to them, and he almost felt like he was drowning. After a few moments, 
the Man in White stood and moved back over to the window. 
There was something about Elysia that had always enchanted him. While he had heard stories 
about the city before, no story could capture the magic of the place itself. The only way to truly 
appreciate the city was to visit it. 
Forgetting about Aram for the moment, he stood staring out at the city again. One story he had 
heard told of a group of magicians that were ful of self-importance and believed there was no one 
greater than themselves. Wanting to be physically as wel as mentally superior to all, they had 
raised the city from the land and using all their power combined created an invisible barrier 
between the ground and the now floating city. For all time Elysia would belong in the skies above 
the peasants, a testament to the inhabitants social standing in the world. 
Looking down from the city, one could still see the large crater that had been left when it had risen 
to a higher standing, and it was a good days walk around to get to the other side, not to mention 
far too deep for anyone to try and climb down. 
He liked this story, the very idea that a group of people who thought that they were the best that 
not only society had to offer but the best the world had to offer. While all cities and countries had 
people like this, noble aristocrats with wealth beyond imagination, these magicians had gone a 
step further than building a palace away from the poorer areas. They had built a city away from 
everyone, and the only way to enter the city was with by proving your worth. 
While he stared out at the marvel that was Elysia, he realised his mind was wandering again. It had 
been doing this more and more lately. Was he becoming something different? Was he becoming 
more human? He dismissed these as flights of fancy and turned back to Aram, who looked like he 
was going to pass out. Picking up his bag from below the window, he took out a smal flask and 
unstoppered it, offering it up to Aram who gulped it down like he had never tasted water before. 
“I know what you are Aram, I know your perversions, I’ve seen the results on the faces of the 
woman you force into bed,” the Man in White began, holding up his hand preventing Aram from 
defending himself. “You cannot deny what I know. I have no feelings towards what you do, but I do 
know that no one will miss you if something were to happen to you.” 
“Please, please… I will help you, let me help you!” Aram cried. “I just need a couple of hours to find 
the one you want.” 
Normally he would not let his prey go, but something outside was calling to him, and he wanted to 



answer that call. While this went against everything he knew and had been trained for, he decided 
to release Aram and see what the little man was going to do. Even though he knew this was not the 
best thing to do, it would lead to a fatal mistake for Aram. 
“I will give you two hours to find the name of the one I seek. Do not try and hide because I will find 
you.” 
The Man in White picked up his bag, took out his knife and cut the rope binding Aram’s hands and 
then left the room. Aram sat there rubbing the burns on his wrists before finding the strength to 
get up and walk slowly and quietly to the door. All the doors in the castle were made from a dark 
solid wood that was so heavy it took Aram a moment to pull the door open. As it opened, the hinge 
creaked a little, and he shrank back into the room, fearing the assassin was waiting for him 
outside. 
When he was sure there was no one stalking the hallway outside the room, Aram quickly stepped 
through the door and made his way for the spiral staircase that led down to the main part of the 
castle. 


*** 
 Aram made his way straight to his rooms, of which there were many. Being a Voice to the Angels 
meant that not only was he a magician, but he had the added prestige of being born with the 
ability to speak with the Angels. This extra level of arrogance afforded him luxuries others could 
only dream of, and it put him above the law in Elysia, a fact that he took great pleasure in. 
His rooms were in the south wing of the castle he held been held captive in, and it took too long for 
him to get there, but once he arrived there, Kravol and his Elysian guards came running over to 
him. 
“Sir, we have been looking everywhere for you,” the guard said as he caught up to Aram. 
“Covel heard a commotion. He tried shoutin’ yer name, but nothing. By the time he broke down the 
door, yerwere gone,” Kravoll said in a gruff voice. 
Aram ordered the guard to get more men, to fill the corridor leading to his rooms if he had to, but 
under no circumstances was anyone to get into his rooms. When he had first moved here, he had 
purposefully chosen this apartment suite for the simple fact that there was only one main door. 
While for each of the eight rooms inside, anyone wanting to enter had to first go through this door 
and past the guards. Once he was satisfied there would be enough men, he opened the door that 
led to his lavishly decorated audience chamber where he received his guests. 
“We have a problem Kravoll,” Aram said as he ushered Kravol into the room and then made his 
way to his throne while Kravoll locked the door. While he was not of royal blood, Aram’s position 
was akin to a King’s, and like everything else, he indulged. His throne was made from an ancient 
metal from a land that had been long lost to legend. No one knew where he got the methir from to 
make the throne and the fact he refused to tell anyone added to the mystery surrounding him and 
made some people see him as something more than he was. 
“What sort of trouble?” 
“There is an assassin loose in Elysia, and he seems fixated on me. He thinks that I will betray an 
Angel and has given me two hours to find the one he wants.” 
“You are right; we do have a problem. I will call for my men,” said Kravoll as he opened the door to 
the room. Leaning out, he whispered to one of the guards who immediately put his weapon down 
and went running down the corridor. 
Aram was of a sadistic nature and gained great pleasure from the torture of others. While he was 
above the law of the city, there were still those who wanted to see him punished, even executed. 
For this reason and this reason alone, he had hired The Untamed. NormallyKravoll and his kind 
would not be allowed near Elysia and would be killed if they laid a foot on its sacred ground, but 
Aram was above the law, and he paid officials not to pursue the matter. 
Kravoll was a master at what he did, killing. He and his men were all several hands taller than 
Aram and almost as wide, but where Aram indulged too much and gained weight, The Untamed 
fought and killed, honing both their muscles and their skills. Their heads were all shaven apart 
from a small knot of hair on the top, which was bound with cord. The same cord was wrapped 
tightly around their biceps accentuating their muscles. 
Just looking at them repulsed Aram, but his life was more important to him, and most of the time 
he could ignore them. They were being paid handsomely to be where he needed them, but not to 
interfere with his life. This had been how the Man in White he caught him. 
Aram had just visited one of the many women he deemed worthy of his body. When he was 
feeding his impulses, his urges, he refused to have anyone else in the room and so, this had given 
the assassin the opportunity to capture him. He had been taken by surprise, while he was 
vulnerable and his hands had been tied and a cloth forced into his mouth. This had prevented him 
from defending himself using magic, and he had been taken from the room to where the assassin 
was interrogating him. 
He sat in his throne drinking a glass of wine while he waited for more of Kravoll’s men to arrive. 
While he sat there, he thought about everything that had happened and of the implications. Why 
was there an assassin looking for an Angel? What would happen if he betrayed the Angels? He 
dismissed the last question almost instantly for he knew what would happen. The price for 
betrayal was the same in any realm. Death. 
“I hope your men are up to the task Kravoll?” Aram asked as he took another sip of the sweet 
wine. “I need to tell the Angels what has happened here, but before I do that, we need to resolve 
the problem.” 
“There’ll be ten more of The Untamed here shortly. It matters not how good he is; he will be no 
match for my men and me, I have ten of the best with me. When he comes for you, we will be 
ready.” 


*** 
 After leaving Aram sat in the chair, but no longer bound, the Man in White made his way to the end 
of the hallway outside the room and into another empty room. In here it was much the same as the 
one he had just left, no furniture and nothing adorning any of the walls. The floor was the same 
solid rock, and the walls were the same large square blocks of solid stone. 
There was no window in this room, so when the door closed he struggled to see clearly, still, he 
knew exactly where he was going. The Man in White walked over to the far wall and reached out 
his right hand. He lightly traced the stone blocks with his fingers until he found what he was 
looking for. Pushing against the rock, there was a small click, and part of the wall swung inwards 
on hidden hinges revealing a dark, musty passageway. 
Holding his palm out in front of him, the air around him stilled, the breeze that was coming 
through the passage stopped, and a pinprick of a light appeared in the air several inches above his 
hand. It was a soft white light, and even though it was only small, the strength he needed to create 
it was evident on his face. The light grew into a small ball not much bigger than his fist, more than 
enough light to see by and he extended out his hand, the orb of light floating out in front of him to 
guide the way. 
While he was not a magician, he had found that he could control the energy around him to a smal 
extent. Everything in the world moves, they move because they have energy. By tapping into this 
energy, he could absorb it and convert it into another form such as light or heat. While it was a 
relatively simple procedure, he was not a magician, and the sweat was running down the side of his 
face, but he knew he had to move quickly. 
Wiping the sweat from his brow, he willed the light to move down the tunnel, and the door closed 
behind him causing a rush of air to pass his neck, the hairs standing on end. He quickly walked 
down the stairs following the light and before long; he was at a dead end. A stone wall stood in 
front of him blocking the way. Closing his eyes, he absorbed the energy from the orb of light and 
then let it diffuse, the air around him warming slightly. 
Holding his hand out in front of him, so he didn’t walk into the wall and make a noise, he guided 
himself closer, and as before, his fingers scanned the wall in front of him until he found a small 
metal ring about head height. 
Pulling the ring, a small cylindrical piece of rock slid out, and he could see into the room on the 
other side of the wall. As he thought, there was no one in the room, so he put the piece of rock 
back, blocking the hole while the fingers on his left hand searched the rock that would unlock the hidden door. 
When he was inside the room, his gaze swept around mentally taking a picture of where 
everything was. Near to the wall on his right was a methir throne. While he had never seen 
anything made from methir before, he did not have time admire the craftsmanship. Behind the 
throne was a thick curtain hiding a door that led to Aram’s bedroom, knowing that Aram would 
now be afraid and not want to be separated from his men, he slipped behind the curtain and into 
the room. 
Aram never let another in this room, this was his sacred place and looking around, he realised that 
in private, away from the eyes of others, Aram appeared to be a modest man with only small 
ornaments decorating the two tables in the room and only one tapestry on the wall depicting a 
battle from a popular legend. 
Keeping his ear to the door, the Man in White patiently waited for Aram to return to his rooms. 


*** 
 “I am not going to give in to this madman; I want him dead when he comes for the information, is 
that clear Kravoll? Where are your men anyway?” Aram asked fidgeting on the throne. 
“They will be here shortly; it won’t take the guard long to find them and then they will come 
straight here. They are out looking for you as no one knew where you went.” 
“Wel , I’m here now, and I need your men here for when he comes.” 
The Man in White was listening to the conversation from the other room. He had been correct, 
Aram would not let anyone in his room,and because he was too shaken from his recent ordeal, he 
wanted to be with Kravoll and his men until they had dealt with the situation. 
Taking out a small tin of oil from his bag, he poured some on the door hinges to prevent them 
making any noise when the door opened. When he was satisfied, he pulled the door slowly not 
wanting to cause a draft and disturb the curtain behind the throne. Luck was on his side today; the 
curtain was made from a thick cloth and would not have moved even if the door had been opened 
quickly. Also, Aram was satin his throne with his back to the curtain, and as he opened the door, 
Kravoll turned to pour himself a drink. 
The door now fully open, the Man in White slipped a knife from the leather belt around his waist 
that contained several such throwing knives, and in his left hand he held a small wooden club. 
Stepping from around the curtain, he quickly moved up close behind Aram and hit him hard 
across the back of the head cracking his skull and rendering him unconscious. Hearing the 
disturbance, Kravoll turned, his sword already in his hand, but it was too late. The knife was buried 
deep in his head before he could register anything and his lifeless body fell to the floor with a 
thump. 
Moving quickly, the Man in White retrieved his knife, cleaning it on Kravoll’s tunic and opened the hidden doorway, dragging Aram into the tunnel and up the stairs. Away from the room below, 
leaving only Kravoll’s body lying in a pool of blood, he dropped Aram’s body on the stone floor and 
kicked him in the ribs, breaking more than a few, but having the desired effect of waking Aram. 
Before he could cry out in pain, the Man in White stuffed a cloth in his mouth and leant close to 
Aram’s ear so he could hear everything he had to say. 
“I know you will not betray your precious Angels, but I will give you one last chance to do what I 
ask. What is the name of the one I seek?” 
“I… I cannot… tell you. They will… burn… my soul… if I betray them,” Aram stammered as he tried 
to focus his eyes. 
“I will find him with or without your help, so will you die for nothing?” 
“It matters not… when they have… my soul… I will be… rewarded for not…betraying them.” 
“Wel , you can pass on a message to your protectors. Tel them I am coming.” 
The Man in White forced the cloth back into Aram’s mouth as he tried to free himself, but he was 
still dazed from the blow to the head, so he was no match for the brutal strength of the Man in 
White. Aram’s eyes widened as he could see his reflection in the silver blade, but he was helpless 
and could not match the strength of the assassin. 
Slowly and deliberately, the Man in White pushed the knife into Aram’s neck just below his jaw and 
in a smooth, single movement, drew the knife along Aram’s throat. Watching the life drain from his 
prey’s eyes, he could also feel the warm blood running down his hand and soaking into his white 
jacket and his white pants, his uniform slowly turning red from the blood of Aram. Still staring into 
his eyes, he felt nothing. No joy at seeing Aram die, no pleasure at killing someone so vile, but he 
had done this hundred of times before and each time was no different to the previous. It was 
something he had been trained to do, but he hoped when he found the one he sought, there would 
be a feeling, no matter what it was. 
Chapter 2 
While Aram was not the only Voice to the Angels, it occurred to the Man in White that if they 
all held the same loyalties to the Angels in their hearts, then he was going to have a problem. He 
needed the name of the one that made him who he was, andhe would never stop until he had cut 
the wings from the Angels back. 
He had not the chance earlier, but now Aram was dead, there would be time before his rooms 
were given to another. This would allow him to search them for any clues or hints as to where he 
could find the Angel. It may be a waste of time, Aram may not have anything written down, but this 
was an opportunity that he could not risk losing. 
Slipping back down the rock passageway to Aram’s rooms, he waited at the bottom for a 
moment, and when he was confident that there was no one in the reception room, he quickly 
made his way out of the secret passage and into Aram’s bedroom. He knew guards would search 
this room soon, so he quickly looked for anywhere that Aram could hide something. 
After searching the room for a few minutes and quickly leafing through some of the draws, he 
noticed a small grate high up on the outside wall. This was a vent of sorts that allowed fresh air 
into the room without the need for opening the windows. 
Quickly, the Man in White pulled over the large chair that was at the desk on the far side of the 
room. He was trying to be discreet and unheard by anyone outside, but the chair was heavier than 
he had realised and it had to be dragged along the floor. 
When it was under the metal grate, he stood on the chair and reached up and lifted the small 
metal cover. Sure enough, this was a place that Aram used to hide anything secretive that he did 
not want anyone to find. 
The small pouch had a rock sat atop it to prevent it moving if there was a strong gust of wind 
coming through the vent. Moving the stone off the pouch he pul ed it out and then opened his 
jacket, tying the strings on the pouch to the inside of his jacket and made his way to the door. 
It was a rare moment and one that he almost regretted. As soon as he opened the door, he 
realised he had been distracted by his find and had not checked the room on the other side of the 
door. 
“Did you hear that? Someone’s coming out the room. Men round up,” one of the Untamed said. 
“Let’s get the bastard.” 
Cursing himself for letting his mind wander, he stayed behind the large curtain that hid the 
door behind the throne. He quickly put his hand inside his jacket and into one of the many 
concealed pockets he had there and pulled out two small paper balls. One of the many things had 
been taught at the House of White was to escape situations like this with your life without taking 
any unnecessary risks. While his was confident of his abilities, without looking around the curtain, 
he would not know how many people were there. 
Holding a paper ball in each hand, he turned and faced the curtain, the thick piece of material being the only thing between him and the unknown number of men on the other side. His was 
closest to the left edge of the curtain, so he threw the paper ball that was in his left hand around 
the curtain and into the room. Quickly moving to the right edge of the curtain he threw the other 
ball into the room, using both to ensure that they got everyone that was in the room. 
When the balls hit the floor, there were two very loud explosions, flashes of light and a putrid 
gas that would turn the stomach of the Gods themselves. Holding his breath, he swooped around 
the curtain and quickly glanced at the room, taking in all the men and processing what he saw in a 
fraction of a second. His instincts had been honed,and he knew almost instantly that there was no 
immediate threat to himself from the mercenaries in the room. 
As he made his way across the room to the secret passageway, he pulled out another paper 
ball, but this time from a different pocket. As he approached the wall, he turned back to the room 
and threw this into the centre of the men. When it hit the floor a thick smoke erupted and 
engulfed the six men in. Confident that he would not be seen he opened the hidden door and closed 
it immediately behind himself. Not wanting to see if he had made it unnoticed, he sped up the 
stairs and out past Aram’s body, out of the upper room into the corridor. 
While it was certainly an advantage that there were so many corridors and floors to the 
palaces and buildings in Elysia, it also meant that a wrong turn could have him unexpectedly facing 
his enemies. During his time with the House of White, he had been taught some harsh lessons, but 
he remembered each one of them and practiced everything he had learned. He was now following 
one of the more important rules he had learned and that had saved his life many times over: ‘never 
enter a situation without a way to leave it.’ 
It had been nothing but chance that he had come across the plans for the palace. In every city 
that he visited, he would always spend his spare time looking through the archives kept there, or 
in the libraries searching for any information regarding the Angels. 
It had been in the archives here in Elysia, that he had met Newt. She was a small and fragile 
young girl that practically lived in the archives. Her skin was pale through lack of exposure to the 
outside world, and her hearing had also become too sensitive for anything above a whisper. 
It had been mostly accidental, but the Man in White had befriended Newt. One of his strictest 
rules was never to make friends. There were several reasons for such a harsh rule, but he had been 
brought up with the belief that feelings such as friendship and love would weaken your soul, make 
you vulnerable to those that want to hurt you. He had only just begun his task in hunting the 
Angel; so he could ill afford to be weakened by anything. 
It was this self-imposed solitude that had captured the young Newt. She had believed herself 
to be different, even strange as she kept everyone at a distance and had no friends. Yet here she 
was stood face to face with someone who had never had anyone close to them. 
The Man in White had used an alias when he was talking to Newt, but it was not just an alias 
to him. To him, it was a name that he had taken as his own, and he hoped that if he ever learned 
his real name, the name that eluded him, that it would be Salabane. Newt had seen a Kindred spirit in him and so had offered her services and, living in the archives, she knew all the secrets of the 
city, including the hidden tunnels in all the palaces. It was short work for her to lay her hands on the 
tunnel layout for the palace where Aram was staying, andSalabane had given her an amulet in 
return. 
He had made several of these when he was a child in the Covenant and only gave them to 
those he deemed worthy. The amulet looked unremarkable to those who glanced at it. There 
appeared to be no design on the surface of the glass, but on closer inspection, one would see an 
intricately carved pattern. The pattern was a calling spel , one that Salabane had constructed 
himself. 
Once the amulet was gifted to another, it became bonded to that person. If the amuletwas 
removed from the person or destroyed, Salabane would know about it as his bond with each of the 
amulets would be broken. 
“I cannot thank you enough for the help you have given me Newt,” Salabane said as he opened 
his bag. 
“You don’t have to thank me. I have enjoyed our time together. I wish you could stay longer, but 
I have a feeling you are here for a single purpose, and then you will be leaving.” 
“You are right Newt, but take this.” He handed her a small green velvet pouch, tied with a 
green ribbon. It had been the first time in her life that someone had given her a present and she 
sobbed her thanks. Opening the pouch carefully, she poured out the contents into her hand slowly 
so as not to drop her gift. One of the things that had drawn Salabane to Newt was her attention to 
detail. Rather than taking the amulet at face value, she examined it under the candle that was sat on 
her desk. 
“What is this on the surface?” she asked before gasping in surprise. “It’s a spell isn’t it?” 
“You really are very special and now I know I was right to give you this gift. It is a calling spell. 
If this is ever removed from your care or it is destroyed, I will know, and I will come to you. All you 
have to do is break it, and I’ll hear your call for help.” 
With the map of the tunnels, Salabane was able to plan a route out of the palace when he had 
completed his mission. He had hoped to gain the name of the Angel he sought, but he had found a 
notebook that Aram had gone to great lengths to hide. Surely this would contain something useful. 
If not the name of the Angel, then at least some other information he could use to his advantage. In 
the cities he would be visiting, blackmail would be a commodity worth having. Most nobles 
vehemently refused to deal with people they deemed ‘below their station’ and so having a 
bargaining tool would serve him well. 


*** 
Several times Salabane had to wait in the shadows of the tunnels to allow sentries to pass and 
on one occasion a small band of the Untamed. He knew that they would scour the entire city for 
him, so he needed to keep moving and be out of the city as quickly as he could. 
While getting through the palace and even the city would be straightforward for him given the 
amount of time he spent planning his escape route, the only thing that was left out of his control 
was the actual escape from the city. This was the only part of the plan that relied on someone 
other than himself, but he had used the only person he had come to trust Newt. 
Chapter 3 
Twenty Years Ago. 
It was a warm spring evening, the sound of music and laughter drifting on the breeze. Each year 
the people of Lholin would give thanks for spring and welcome in the summer. All the villagers 
were out, gathered around the village green, a large field in the centre where the children played 
games and competed for prizes. Traders from other villages visited and set their carts along the 
edge of the field with children and adults alike excited by the variety of goods they brought. 
Marta was sat on a blanket she brought, watching Gil trying to play with the other children. He was 
small for his age, but he did not see it as a disadvantage. He was twelve winters old and when it 
came to the older boys in the village, he was not afraid to stand up to them despite his size. Being 
smaller than most of the other children in the village only made him more determined in 
everything he did. 
“Gil, will you be careful and slow down?” called Marta as she watched him chase an older boy. He 
was trying to retrieve the flag the other boy had taken and he was too engrossed in the game to 
hear. 
“He’ll be ok, don’t worry. He knows how to look after himself,” said Delia as she sat down on the 
blanket next to Marta. “He needs to be more aggressive and assertive, otherwise the other boys 
will see him as weak.” 
“I know, but I still worry. With his father away fighting for the Duke, my nerves are stretched. I 
don’t want either of them getting hurt.” 
Marta and Delia were sisters and had lived in Lholin all their lives, following their ancestors. 
During her pregnancy with Gil, Marta had become ill and it had not been clear if either would 
survive. The illness had taken its toll on both of them and as Gil grew, it had become apparent how 
the extent to which the illness had affected him. His growth had been stunted and the healers 
predicted by the time he was a young man he would be a good head and a half shorter than most. 
This only made him more determined to succeed. 
“Come on, let’s get the two of you home. I’ll cook something to eat for us all and then I’ll head 
home myself.” 
“Thank you Delia, I don’t know what I’d have done without you here.” 
“You don’t have to thank me, sisters look after each other,” replied Delia. “I’l go and start cooking, 
see you soon.” 
“We won’t be long.” 


*** 
After Delia had left, Marta warmed some water for Gil to bathe in. He had been playing Capture the Flag with the other village boys and he was dirty. As he removed the dirt, it was apparent to Marta 
just how rough the other boys had been treating him. There was a large purple bruise on his thigh 
and grazes on his arms. It took all of her strength not to say anything to him about it. It was 
difficult, ignoring those maternal instincts, but she knew how he felt about such things. He could 
not back down from them, if he did, they would pick on him for being weak and small. 
As Gil got into bed, Marta could hear him from the sitting room gasping in pain. She knew the 
scrapes on his arms and the bruises on his legs would be sore, be she did not fuss over him. 
Finally in bed and comfortable, Gil sighed. He was glad his mother remained silent; he did not want 
to have to explain the position he was in again. Hopefully she finally understood. It would be a 
different problem if they were being malicious towards him, but boys being boys, they were 
simply boisterous. The hot water had helped ease the stiffness and dull the pain and it was not 
long before sleep took him. 
Marta quietly opened the door to Gil’s room to check that he was asleep on her way to bed. 
Standing there looking at him, she could not help but feel a deep sense of pride. She had always 
feared he would be singled out as the smallest and weakest boy in the village, but if anything, he 
had proven time again that he was not the weakest. 
Leaning against the door frame watching her son sleep, Marta could not help but feel angry and 
frustrated. These feelings could not be directed at anyone and she knew that, but inside her, she 
held onto a feeling of resentment towards the healers. 
When she had fallen sick, the healers had done everything they could to save both mother and 
child and they had almost lost both. They had made a hard decision and removed the baby from 
the womb before it was ready. They were then able to treat Gil and remove all the infected tissue 
from Marta. 
Taking this action, the healers had saved both lives. However, their actions were not without 
consequence. Gil had not fully developed before his birth and this meant that while everyone else 
around him would grow tall and strong, he would always be considered the runt of the litter. The 
second consequence, which Marta was now thinking about, was her inability to have any more 
children. 
She tried not to dwell on such negative thoughts, but every time she looked at Gil, she hated herself 
for not being able to give him a brother to help look after and protect him. Reminding herself that 
he was alive and healthy, she closed the door and went to get some sleep. 


*** 
 Sitting up startled, Marta was sure something had woken her, but listening intently she could not 
hear anything. She looked around for anything out of place, but there was only darkness and 
silence surrounding her. Taking several deep breaths, she tried to slow her breathing before lying 
back down. Her heart was still racing and her hands shook as she pulled the blanket back over 
herself. 
Now that she had woken abruptly, it was difficult to quiet her mind and let sleep take her, however hard she tried. Then, she heard a creaking of floorboards outside her room. It was only a brief noise 
and not very loud, but it was loud enough to break the night silence. Straining to listen, there was a 
moment of doubt and Marta was no longer sure if she had heard a noise. As the seconds passed, 
she thought more and more that it was her imagination, but to be sure, she reached under the bed 
and picked up the large mallet she kept there. 
By the time she began to fall back asleep, she was sure that she had never heard the noise, that it 
had all been her mind playing tricks on her, or it was the house settling as the night cooled. 
Suddenly, there was the click of the door handle being turned, followed by the slight creak from the 
rusty hinge as the door opened. She knew she definitely heard that and she tightened her grip on 
the handle of the mallet. Pretending to be asleep, she waited for the intruder to approach the bed. 
Slow footsteps approached and she knew that whoever it was, they were trying to tread gently, 
trying to make the least amount of noise as possible as they moved closer to her. Lying there she 
held her breath and tried not to give away the fact she was awake. 
The footsteps got closer and when they stopped, there was a moment of apprehension as she 
considered what to do next. With her back to the intruder, she prepared herself for what was to 
come. All fear and doubt was removed when the blanket covering her moved. Instinct instantly 
took over and the cover was pulled off, her arm swept around as she rolled to face her attacker. 
A strong powerful hand grabbed her wrist and stopped it dead, the mallet failing to meet its target. 
Struggling to free her arm, she twisted in the bed, trying to throw the intruder off balance, but it 
was no good. She was held tight and as she twisted, a pain flared through arm. 
“Will you keep still woman,” came the deep voice,a voice that she oddly recognised. 
“It can’t be you. You’re not meant to be here?” 
“I thought I would surprise you, so I travelled hard to get here early. It seems you were expecting 
someone else maybe,” laughed Connor. 
It took Marta more than a few minutes to calm herself. She had not been expecting Connor home 
and having an intruder in her bedroom had her heart pounding in her chest. The only time she 
remembered ever being that scared before, was when she was younger and a wild dog had tried to 
attack her. Luckily the dog had been stopped, but she would always have the scars on her arm as a 
reminder. 
Pushing Connor out of her way, she stood and walked over to the small table in the corner. Picking 
up a face cloth, she wiped the sweat from her brow, her hands still shaking as she did. The room 
was only small, with the bed pushed up against the wall opposite the door, a small table in the 
corner to the right of the door and a chest with their clothes in to the left. It did not take Connor 
more than two strides to reach Marta and he put his arms around her waist, resting his head on 
her shoulder. 
“I’m sorry I gave you a scare, I was trying to show my softer side,” said Connor, kissing Marta’s neck and slowly moving up to her cheek. 
“I didn’t marry you for your softer side you know.” 
A wicked grin lit his face.“Is that a fact now,” and with that he lifted her easily and carried her back 
to the bed. As he bent to lay her on the bed, he dropped her and jumped on the bed himself. 
Chapter 4 
Being scared of the outside world had forced Newt to find a career in which she could lock herself 
away in a dark place for days on end without having to venture outside, or talk with people. One of 
the clerks in the Council office was a friend of Newt’s father. Knowing that Newt lacked confidence 
and was shy around everyone, Castien had spoken to her father about an opportunity for her. 
Newt was a frail young girl with jet-black hair and a pale complexion. Her aversion to sunlight gave 
her skin paper-like qualities, and it was, in places, almost translucent. Her character and fear of 
almost everything meant that she did not have any friends or work to occupy her mind. Instead, 
she sat at home in the dark, alone. That was until Castien had the idea of offering her a position in 
the archives. 
It was a job that no one wanted; yet it held everything that Newt could want. There were no 
windows in the basement, so it was always dark. What little light the few lamps on the walls were 
providing there. No one ever visited the archives and being asked to go down there to retrieve a 
document or research a particular subject, was considered punishment and only the apprentices 
were ever given that job. 
Newt had always felt alone in the world. Sometimes she felt that she had been born in the wrong 
time. Working in the archives had turned her mind from the deep-seated sense of loneliness she 
felt and focused her feelings on something more positive. As with everything she undertook, Newt 
had dedicated herself to re-organising the archives and learning all the secrets they had to offer. 
It had been obvious from the start that whoever last worked here had tried to create a system, but 
it was not a job that was considered respectable, so they had given up and moved on. In the years 
since then, anything that needed to be added to the archives had just been piled against a bookcase 
on the far wall. It had taken Newt six years, but she finally had the archives how she wanted them 
and knew where everything was. 
The administration buildings in the centre of Elysia housed the clerks, of who there were many, 
and the council, who created and withheld the laws on Elysia. Underneath these buildings lay a 
series of large caverns and interconnecting tunnels that had been created thousands of years ago 
when the city was first built. 
The central building for the administration held the council chambers, but for Newt, it also held the 
entrance to the archives. Originally designed to protect important work, the archives had been 
hol owed out of the rock below what was then a small city. Four large rooms had originallybeen 
made, but over time and as the city above grew, so did the archives. Now a series of smaller caves 
had been carved and connected to the four original ones by a series of tunnels. 


*** 
 It was a particularly late night in the archives. Newt had been working all afternoon, and she had 
almost finished filing the latest manuscripts that had been delivered. They had not contained any 
important information; it was the manuscripts themselves that held value. These were the only 
copies from when Angels walked among men, from a time when they walked the mortal world and 
lived among its people. 
She had been making a copy of these books, and as she sat waiting for the ink to dry on the last 
page, she heard the door opening. She was on the far side of the room, hidden by several large 
stacks of book on her desk, so she could not see who entered. It was late into the night, and she 
suddenly became aware of how vulnerable she was, working here alone. 
“Hello?” came a deep resounding voice. “Is there anyone here?” 
“I’m… back here,” stammered Newt. In all her time here, this was the first visitor she had had. 
As she stood from behind her desk, standing in front of her was the largest man she had ever seen, 
dressed all in white. Shaking she looked down at the floor, not sure if she would be berated for 
looking up at him. 
“You don’t need to be afraid. I just want some information if you have it,” said the man in white. 
“I’l try and help you if I can, what information do you need?” 
“How are you going to help me if you don’t raise your head? You’ll be forever bumping into things,” 
smiled the man in white. 
To Newt, it felt like he could read her very thoughts and was trying to put her at ease by being 
pleasant and even a little charming. Slowly she raised her head and straining her neck, looked him 
in the eyes. The first thing she noticed was his deep brown eyes, they were almost lifeless, and this 
sent a shiver down her back. Standing in front of this imposing figure had her scared, but when 
she looked into those lifeless eyes, her knees gave way, and she fell to the floor lost. 
The world had momentarily gone black. As she opened her eyes, Newt was staring directly into 
those eyes, and a shiver ran down her back. She had never seen eyes like his before. They seemed 
to hold no feelings, and that frightened her. 
“You don’t have to fear me, I just want some information about the city, and then I’l leave,” said the 
man in white as he stood lifting Newt back to her feet. “My name is Salabane.” 
Newt was still finding it difficult being in the presence of such a cold person, but she had to 
concede he was polite and had not tried to hurt her. It was just those eyes. Normally you can tell if 
a person has a joyful soul, or seen too much heartache just from looking into their eyes. With 
Salabane, when she looked into his eye, it was almost as if there was no soul behind them at all, 
but the more she looked into those lifeless pools, the deeper she sank. 
“I’m Newt, what is it you need information on?” asked Newt, pulling her mind back and looking 
away. 
“I have heard stories of underground tunnels and secret passageways that run throughout Elysia. 
Do you know if there is any truth to these rumours?” 
Newt was about to ask why he needed such information but then thought twice about it. There 
was a feeling of dread each time she looked into those cold eyes. She had the feeling that if she 
asked the wrong question, it would be the end. Yet, deep down she also felt a connection with this 
stranger, almost as if she understood him, shared a connection (maybe another word than 
connection) with him. 
“I have heard mention of them, but I have not come across anything in the archives. There is still a 
section that I have not yet catalogued,and it contains many scripts and scrolls from when the city 
was first created. If there is going to be anything about the tunnels in the archives, it will be in 
there.” 
“If it is agreeable with you,” began Salabane, “I would like to spend some time in here looking for 
any information? I would also ask your help. You know the archives better than anyone else and 
your knowledge would be invaluable.” 
“What happens when you find the information you’re looking for?” asked Newt. She had tried to 
remain calm and quiet, but fear and a deep curiosity forced her to ask the question, and as if 
knowing exactly what she was thinking, he answered. 
“I have not come here for you. You have nothing to fear from me. All I ask is that once I have 
finished in the archives and have found what I need, you forget that you ever met me. If anyone 
comes here asking about me, then you are not to say anything about me. Is that clear?” 
“Umm,” nodded Newt. It was all she could do. She knew that this man was capable of murder and 
she did not want to give him reason to come looking for her. 
‘There are those in the city and in the world,” continued Salabane, “that want to do me harm. To get 
to me they would do unspeakable things to you, things that you could never image would never 
want to image. They would peel the skin from your body while you were alive, to get you to talk. 
Even if you told them everything, they would not believe you until you were dead, but that would 
be a long time coming. I say this not to scare you, but to show you that it is safer to forget I was 
here.” 
“What if someone sees you coming and going?” shuddered Newt. 
“If they see me, then I will be dead, so it will not matter.” 
The fear had passed for the moment, and Newt was sat thinking about all the questions that were 
in her head. It was obvious he was not going to harm her. From his mannerisms and the way he 
spoke to her, she knew that he was a man of his word and that put her at ease. 
“How long do you have to find the information?” 
“I will spend all the time in the world looking if I have to. I need to find a way to get around the city 
without being detected by others. I also need a way to quickly get back down to the surface if you 
have any ideas about that?” 
“I do actually,” replied Newt. “I need to leave shortly to check on my father, but you are welcome to stay and begin your search? I can show you the best place to start.” 
“No thank you. This is place is yours not mine, and I do not want to intrude. I will return in the 
morning.” 
With that, Salabane turned and walked out of the door without so much as a backward glance. 
Once he was gone, Newt breathed a sigh of relief and lifting the candle from her desk; sherealised 
how scared she had been. The light from the candle battled the shadows on the wall as her hand 
shook and she put the candle back down before she had an accident. 
Sat with her elbows on the desk, she rested her head in her hands while she considered everything 
that had just happened. What have I got myself into?  She asked herself. He is clearly a killer, so will
he keep to his word and not harm me, or will he dispose of me when he’s finished? 

While fear and logic dictated her thoughts, there was something still pulling at her, tel ing her that 
he would not harm her. It was difficult for her to explain, but the feeling put her at ease, it made 
her feel that they shared an unspoken bond. They were both lonely people who shied away from 
others and seldom put themselves in a position where there would be groups of people. Little did 
she know, but the similarities between the two ran much deeper than that. 
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1 
Baghdad, 
Iraq

Two years ago

It wasn’t called the Highway to Hell for nothing. 
Driving on the highway from the city to Baghdad International Airport was like 200 miles of 
dodgems, only every dodgem potentially carried a bomb or a carload of ruthless bastards who 
wanted to slice off your head on Al-Jazheera and drag your corpse through the streets. 
Archer loved it and loathed it at the same time; the thrill of the risk was intoxicating, but the 
reality of it going bad was too terrifying to contemplate. In his team of PMCs they had a deal-last 
man standing finished any wounded then took one himself. 

Deny the pricks the pleasure of doing it themselves. 
His team, he thought to himself. For about another hour, they were still his team. After that he was 
on a big bird to LA to meet up with a tidy American Army Major, to spend 3 weeks eating, drinking 
and screwing, in no particular order. After 3 weeks R&R he was coming back, and they’d be his 
team again. 
He cast a lazy eye to the driver on his right, big Grunter, a bald former SWAT team officer in 
Johannesburg. He was built like a house and ate constantly when he wasn’t working out. He had 
seen more action in Jo’burg than most squaddies in Iraq. He drove the Nissan Patrol like it was a 
Tonka toy. 
Behind Grunter sat Jacko, a former Para sergeant who had served a full 20 years and gone straight 
into the private sector to earn his pension. The Brit was a tattooed chain smoker and notorious 
practical-joker. Archer’s boxers still scratched from when Jacko had drowned them in starch and 
turned them to cardboard. 
In the rear of the wagon was the gunner, on this occasion Bula, the Fijian alcoholic who had served 
with 22 SAS for a decade before going private. Constantly smiling and hung over he was nearly fifty 
and the veteran of a dozen wars around the globe. 
Archer kept his eyes moving, scanning his arc to the left, the barrel of his Russian AK-47 resting 
on his left knee, finger alongside the trigger guard, stock folded for ease of movement. Vehicles all 
around them, moving like people on a conveyer belt, an endless stream towards the airport and its 
surrounds. Iraqis stared back at the white faces with either indifference or open disdain and 
hostility. Not fear. These people were not afraid of the heavily armed men in the packet, identical in 
their polo shirts and wrap around shades. Men like this had come and gone, and would always do 
so, and it meant nothing. They meant nothing; just another white face. 
The sun was at a dangerous angle, and Grunter was squinting behind his shades and the sun visor. 
The white Renault in front of them carried their other team members and their clients, a pair of 
oil company execs who had spent a week schmoozing and were on their way home. Archer was 
accompanying them, which suited the team because they could tie in the drop-off with picking up 
a new team member on his way in from the UK. Dusty, up front with his fellow former Royal 
Marine, Tim, would be running the team in Archer’s absence. He was a good man but probably a 
little more conservative than Archer would have liked. Although conservative wasn’t always a bad 
thing in this part of the world. 
Dusty was giving the constant commentary that they could hear over their earpieces, identifying 
any risks or potential trouble spots as they came into range. 
‘White truck, right, 150. Man in back with AK. 100 now, not aware. Closing up, still not aware. .’ 
Bula’s voice came over the radio then. 
‘Hey, red Beamer coming from behind, left of us, 3 or 4 boys. Unfriendlies, keeping eyes.’ 
Archer caught sight in the wing mirror of the BMW coming up on the left, two boys in the front 
and at least another in the back. All of them had eyes on the Patrol, and he could see the tension in 
their bodies. 
At the same time, Dusty came back on. 
‘Dead dog, right, 100.’ 
IED, thought Archer, thumbing off his safety catch at the same time. 
‘Drop back Grunter,’ he ordered and felt the Patrol slow immediately, ‘eyes up guys. I’ve got the left, 
keep your arcs.’ 
The red BMW was almost even with them now and he could see two in the back now. The angle 
was no good for seeing weapons though. He rested his finger lightly on the trigger and kept one 
eye on the car and one on the rest of the surrounds. The gap between the Patrol and the Renault 
had opened up slightly, allowing them more room to move in an IA. 
Archer saw a flicker of movement from the back seat as the closest passenger lifted the barrel of 
an AK into view. All eyes from the car were on his now in his wing mirror and he knew it was 
game on. 
‘Grunter, hit it!’ he barked, the AK coming into view properly as the window came down. He raised 
his own AK as Grunter jerked the wheel left and smashed into the front wing of the Beamer. 
Archer triggered a burst through the window straight into the interior of the car as it lurched to 
the left, at the same time as an almighty explosion erupted from the right, strong enough to rock 
the Patrol and blow out windows in the cars around it. The windscreen shattered under the force 
of debris and Archer felt stings across his face and arm. 
Traffic closed up all around them as cars crashed into each other, and Grunter jerked the wheel 
left again, smashing into a beaten up pick up that had drifted in front of him. He gunned the big 
engine and shoved the pick up out of the way, clearing a space to get to the shoulder of the road. 
The white Renault was also moving left, seeking a way clear of the carnage. 
Archer saw the BMW coming back, accelerating up on the left, openly displaying AKs out the 
windows now. 
‘Contact left! Contact left!’ he barked into his mouthpiece, one hand depressing the pressel switch 
on his chest and the other levelling the AK. He cut loose another burst, longer this time, raking the 
windscreen of the BMW to blind the driver. Jacko had slid across the backseat and opened up too, 
a long burst into the back which took out the closest passenger. 
Too late, he realised they had made the wrong move, both vehicles coming to the left. 
A second explosion detonated on the shoulder of the road, bigger than the first and almost directly 
in front of the Renault. The front of the car lifted off the ground in a shower of dust and dirt and 
flame, crashing back down at an angle and almost rolling, rocking on its springs as it settled back 
down again at the edge of a smoking crater. 
Grunter was blinded and ran straight into the back of the Renault, shunting it forward before he 
managed to stop. 
Surrounded by a dust cloud and with screams in his ears, Archer shouted, ‘Debus, debus! IA!’ 
He threw the door open and leaped out, snapping open the butt stock of the AK and shouldering it, 
seeking targets. 
The boys in the BMW knew they were there and would be using the Patrol as a start point, so they 
needed to get clear quickly, secure the guys from the Renault, and move. 
Archer moved forward as per their IA drills, bellowing, ‘Moving!’ and making a magazine change 
on the run. 
He got to the wreck of the Renault and wrenched open the left rear door. He could see immediately 
that the two execs were shaken and scratched but okay. Dusty was bleeding in the front 
passenger’s seat, the front of his armour saturated from a wound in his face. Tim was dead, most 
of his head gone and sprayed across the execs in the back. 
Archer seized the closest client by the arm and yanked him out, shouting, ‘Move! Move now!’ 
Gunfire sounded behind him above the heavy buzz in his ears but he ignored it, focussing on the 
task at hand. The exec tumbled out and Archer pushed him to the ground a couple of metres away 
with an order to stay down. The second one was frozen and wouldn’t budge. Archer grabbed him 
by the collar and jerked him across the back seat but he locked his arms and legs against the door 
frame and began wailing like a scared child. 
Not breaking stride, Archer thumped him in the face with a left jab and stunned him, then yanked 
him out and pushed him down beside his mate. Kneeling over them he scanned around, seeing the 
BMW pulled up near the Patrol, all doors open and fire coming from behind it. Jacko and Grunter 
were deployed at each end of the Patrol, trading shots with the Beamer boys. Bula was cutting 
around another vehicle, the RPK in his hands looking like a .22 to a normal sized man. He was 
seeking an angle to out flank the enemy. 
Archer slapped both execs on the head and shouted at them to stay down, then pushed up and 
returned to the Renault. The front passenger door was buckled and wouldn’t open. He used his rifle 
barrel to clear the broken glass and reached in to Dusty. The former Marine was barely conscious, 
bleeding heavily from a nasty gouge to his left cheek and another slice across his forehead. His 
nose looked broken, and Archer realised he had probably smashed his face into the dash. A quick 
check revealed no other obvious injuries. 
‘Come on you whinging fucken Pom!’ 
Archer slung his AK and grabbed his mate under the arms, heaving him up and dragging him 
through the window. He dragged him across to the execs and lay him down. Ripping Dusty’s own 
field dressing from his webbing Archer pressed it against the cheek wound and used his arm to 
wipe some of the blood away. He ripped a length of duct tape from his own webbing and secured it 
across the dressing and half way round Dusty’s head. 
He checked the lads again and saw Bula had got distracted. Somebody had opened up from the far 
side of the road at him, and he had now taken a knee behind a vehicle and was trying to pick off 
the target through the wreckage around him. 
Archer moved right, keeping well clear of his own lads’ arcs, AK in the shoulder. He could see two of 
the Beamer boys behind the engine block, each with an AK, taking turns to rise and pop a short 
burst at Jacko and Grunter. 
Archer dropped flat on his belly and took aim. He could see the side of one of the boys around the 
edge of the wrecked BMW, and let loose a quick double tap. A scream sounded and the gunman fel 
backwards into full view. Archer gave him a longer burst that shook him like a bad disco dancer 
and he dropped his AK, writhing in the dirt. His mate wasn’t stupid though and kept his position 
behind the engine block, his feet hidden by the wheel. 
Archer saw his gun barrel poke up above the bonnet of the BMW and readied himself. The gun 
edged up horizontally and loosed off a spray of rounds blindly, the bullets sweeping across the side 
of the Patrol and punching more holes in it. 
Jacko was closest to Archer and returned a burst of his own, before yelling, ‘Stoppage!’ 
Archer saw him ripping his magazine off and slapping in a new one, then yanking at the bolt. 
‘Stoppage!’ he shouted again, indicating a jam. 
The other Beamer boy obviously understood some English because he saw his opportunity to seal 
the deal. Archer rose at the same time as the insurgent and double tapped him in the chest. The 
Iraqi fell back behind the car, his AK firing wildly into the sky. 
‘Moving!’ 
Archer moved forward and right, seeing the three Iraqis behind the car. One dead on his back, the second rolling on his side with the AK still in his hand, trying to bring it round, the third at the 
back trading shots with Grunter. 
He put a burst into the wounded gunman, the third oblivious to his presence, and moved in closer. 
The third gunman saw him now and swung round to meet the new threat, but too late. As he 
moved, Grunter took his head off at the shoulders with a triple burst, and Archer caught him in the 
front as he went down. 
Archer put another burst into the head of the first man, and repeated it on the second. Grunter 
had moved forward now and finished off what was left of his own target. 
More gunfire sounded from the roadway, a couple of single AK shots then a sustained burst of 
machine gun fire. 
Bula came back through the dust at a jog, the RPK in his hands and blood dribbling from his leg. He 
was still grinning. 
‘Got ‘im bro,’ he shouted, taking a knee near Jacko, covering arcs again. 
‘Grunter, get the wagon going,’ Archer ordered, ‘Jacko with me. Bula; with Grunter.’ 
They moved quickly, Jacko covering the growing crowd of onlookers as Archer got to the execs 
and Dusty. 
He took a knee over them and covered an arc, hearing horn blasts and roaring Humvee engines as 
an American PMC team approached from the rear. There were smashing sounds as the column 
forced its way through the traffic, even though it would have been easier to go wide into the desert. 

Not much difference between some of the PMCs and their service comrades, Archer thought. 
Grunter got the Patrol going and manoeuvred fully onto the shoulder, Bula trotting behind him as 
he made his way forward. They quickly loaded the execs into the backseat and onto the floor, Jacko 
over them. 
Archer got Dusty into the back as well then moved back to the Renault. Bula got a Union Jack out 
and slung it across the back of the Patrol to face the Yanks when they arrived. The last thing they 
wanted now was friendly fire. 
Tim’s legs were stuck under the steering wheel and Archer was working at freeing them, trying to 
ignore the sticky mess around him, when he heard the Yank packet arrive. He got the right leg free 
and got Tim half out the window when he heard a burst of fire. 
Cradling Tim in his arms he threw a glance over his shoulder, instinct telling him this was going 
bad. 
A Humvee was pulled up near the Patrol, and a gunner was leaning out the window with his M4, 
shouting at Bula who stood near the back of the Patrol with his RPK. 
‘Oh shit...’ 
Archer let Tim down and started to move back to his team, waving and shouting at the soldier, but it was too late. 
The gunner was obviously amped up and used to giving orders that were obeyed. Bula was also 
amped up but still in control, but that wasn’t the problem. He was holding a machine gun and had 
dark skin, and even though Archer clearly understood he was shouting ‘Security patrol! We’re on 
your side!’ the young Yank obviously couldn’t understand a Fijian accent. 
The M4 burst off rounds and Bula went down. 
‘Fuck!’ 
Archer sprinted forward now, hands in the air, shouting, ‘Cease fire! Cease fire!’ 
He got to the roadway and the Humvee emptied out. The gunslinger who had shot Bula darted 
towards him with his carbine raised, ready to finish him, convinced he had taken a Taleban down. 
‘Stand down you fucken moron!’ Jacko bellowed at him, debussing with Grunter, both of them wise 
enough to leave their AKs behind. 
The gunner swung his rifle towards them then paused as the two white men confronted him. His 
gaze went back to where Bula lay still in the dust. 
‘What the hel . .’ 
He never finished his sentence because Grunter seized him by the throat with one big mitt and 
stripped him of his weapon with the other. He lifted the other guy onto his tip-toes and tossed the 
carbine aside. 
Jacko went to Bula and Archer reached them just as the vehicle commander, a young surfer looking 
dude, pointed a rifle at Grunter’s head. 
‘Stand down, boy,’ he drawled, calm and quiet. ‘Do it now.’ 
Grunter tossed the gunner aside like a rag doll and stepped back, hands raised and his face as 
impassive as ever. Jacko stood and came over. He had blood on his hands and rage in his eyes. 
‘He’s dead,’ he said flatly. He raised his hands to shoulder height, showing the blood on his hands to 
the Americans. 
Archer sucked in a breath through his nose and felt grit in his eyes. The American squad were 
facing them, guns raised. Compared to his own team, these guys were the stereotypical private 
contractors in a company uniform of desert boots, sand khakis and navy blue polos, all with 
fingerless gloves, baseball caps and wrap around shades. Their armour vests were loaded with 
radios, spare mags and bulging pouches. 
Archer recognised them straight away as Black Star operators. Known on the circuit as Death Star 
due to the high number of lives they both lost and took, they had a terrible reputation for 
questionable contacts. A couple of their guys were awaiting trial for wiping out an unarmed family 
in Fallujah the previous year. They were the last guys he wanted to tangle with when everyone was already hot under the collar. 
He knew for a fact that many of their guys were either shell shocked vets who should never have 
been trusted with a gun again, or former soldiers who had been dishonourably discharged. Drug 
use was apparently rife among their ranks and allegations of looting had been made. 
‘We’re private security,’ he told the team leader, ‘we’ve got clients on board and got hit by a couple 
of IEDs. We’ve got one KIA and a casualty on board; we could do with a medic.’ 
His gaze shifted to the gunner who’d shot Bula, standing aside rubbing his throat and eyeing 
Grunter resentfully. 
‘Now we’ve got two KIAs, thanks to you.’ 
‘Ahh thought he’s a Taleban,’ the guy whined to his commander. ‘All them rag heads look the same, 
sarge.’ 
‘He’s Fijian, you fucken Dixie inbreed,’ Jacko growled, his nostrils flaring. 
The gunner also flared, and stepped forward. 
‘Who you callin’ inbreed, boy?’ 
‘Sergeant, call him off,’ Archer warned, deliberately using the team leader’s previous rank. He put a 
hand on Jacko’s arm. ‘Leave it Jacko.’ 
‘Private!’ 
‘I ain’t no Dixie..’ 
They were nearly toe to toe now. 
‘Sergeant, control your man,’ Archer said forcefully, taking a step forward. 
Jacko’s fist flashed out and flattened the young gunner’s nose across his face, and Archer moved 
between them, pushing them both back. He turned, holding Jacko back, just in time to catch a jab 
from the gunner in the side of his face. 
He shook it off, opened his mouth to speak again, and took another jab. 

Enough’s enough. 
His own right uppercut came up full force and collected the Black Star gunman under his jaw, 
lifting him onto his toes and knocking him backwards with his eyes rolling back in his head. 
A rifle butt smashed into the side of Archer’s skull and everything went black. 
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The Landon Hotel in downtown Auckland had played host to many notable politicians, celebrities 
and members of royalty over the years. 
For the last month it had also played host to Yassar Al-Riyaz, accompanied by a team of minders 
and an ongoing procession of highly paid whores. Yassar occupied the penthouse suite, ate his 
meals either in his room or in nearby top flight restaurants, and spent big at the casino. He bought 
the piles of meth that his whores smoked and ordered cases of champagne like it was soft drink. 
Yassar was a peripheral member of the Saudi royal family, which didn’t allow him a title but gave 
him plenty of insight into the machinations of terrorism and worldwide criminal enterprises. Even 
in a notoriously corrupt family, Yassar’s branch was acknowledged as something else. Unlike more 
high profile members of the family they made no attempt to hide their criminality, earning millions 
of tax-free dollars providing services to whoever could pay the bill; terrorists, drug dealers, people 
smugglers, it didn’t matter. Cash was king and no questions were asked. 
The minders were part of his father’s crew, and as such Yassar trusted them like he would trust a 
cornered viper. He knew they fed intel back to his father on his every move, keeping the patriarch 
up to date with every latest development and scandal in his youngest son’s embarrassing journey. 
It annoyed him that he had no option but to keep them on; with no income of his own, Yassar 
relied on his father to fund his debauchery, while his older brothers actively contributed to the 
family business. 
Until, that was, Yassar finally found his own niche a few short months ago. His financial sense was 
a family trait, but it was only from necessity that Yassar extended himself. A former IRA 
moneyman had approached him via another contact and struck a deal to supply arms to African 
guerril a groups. 
Yassar had begun siphoning off weapons from the shipments his elder brother Kali was shipping 
to Eastern Europe. A few crates of AK-47s here, a few crates of RPGs there. The money came in 
and the weapons went out. Before too long Yassar was getting bolder and approaching suppliers 
himself, undercutting his brother and even supplying weapons to the opponents of Kali’s 
customers. 
Everything was fair in business, he reasoned, until Kali stuck a .45 in his mouth and warned him in 
no uncertain terms to cease and desist immediately. Their father’s answer was to send Yassar to 
New Zealand in disgrace to stay out of the way while Kali negotiated a particularly sensitive deal. 
Sitting on the massive bed in his suite, Yassar stared at the laptop screen on his knees. The instant 
message in front of him was from his business partner, Patrick Boyle. They used private chat 
rooms to communicate, knowing that emails and phones were easily monitored. In coded speak 
the message outlined that the deal was ready to go as soon as Yassar replied. A shipment of heavy 
machine guns, mortars, rockets, ammunition and various other pieces of ordnance were currently in the bowels of a Burmese container ship bound for the Sudan. 
Boyle had the ship’s captain in his pocket and could divert the shipment to Somalia at a phone call. 
A Somalian warlord was eager to take the shipment himself and had an electronic transfer waiting 
for the push of a button. 
The diversion would immediately scuttle Kali’s deal, which would cause untold grief within the 
family, and probably a forthwith recall to face the music. Yassar sighed heavily, uncertain. A trickle 
of sweat ran down his bare chest. Despite Boyle’s assurances that nobody would know of his 
involvement, he was certain that he would immediately be the prime suspect. 
He knew of the arrangements and had passed the details to Boyle, who took care of the business 
end of things. He did not relish facing his father over this, or for that matter, Kali himself. 
On the flipside however, pushing the button right now would net Yassar ten million pounds 
sterling of his own. Ten million pounds. Chickenfeed in Saudi terms but with that he could hide for 
a time while he went into business proper with Boyle. The man was smart and had plenty of 
contacts; together they could make a real fortune. 
Yassar slowly typed a reply in the dialogue box. 

Looking forward to catching up soon. 

His trembling finger hovered over the Enter button. His heart beat wildly and he closed his eyes 
for a moment, procrastinating over probably the biggest decision of his life. 

Fuck it, he decided. Kali can go to hell. He’s not the only smart one in our family. 

He hit Enter and sat back from the laptop, taking a deep breath. 
A few seconds later a new dialogue box opened up from Boyle’s end. No words, just a smiley face. 
Yassar smiled despite his nerves and pushed the computer away. He felt better now. Bolder. More 
in control. 
He clapped his hands happily and climbed off the bed. He was completely naked and needed a 
shower. But before that, he needed a release. 
‘Where are you, my lovely?’ he called. 
A few moments later the bedroom door opened and an equally naked blonde woman entered. She 
had implants and a Brazilian, a snake tattoo around her left ankle and a pierced navel. Her name 
was Brittany and she’d spent the last three days in the suite, satisfying Yassar’s every whim in the 
filthiest possible ways. 
He ran his eye appreciatively over her body and felt a stirring within. She came to him and ran a 
long fingernail through his wispy chest hair. 
‘What would you like, sweetie pie?’ she cooed. Her finger continued down and lightly brushed his 
member, causing him to twitch. ‘Hmmm.. I think I have an idea. .’ 
As she dropped to her knees in front of him, Yassar ran a hand through her long hair and 
wondered how many of these he could buy with ten million pounds. 


3 
Archer woke in a sweat, his heart racing and his mind swimming with thoughts he couldn’t grasp 
hold of, images that darted out of sight before he could see them. But he knew what they were. 
He stared at the ceiling above him in the darkness, the fan circling lazily to keep the temperature 
down in the mid summer heat. The sheets around him were wet and smelled dank. His hair was 
wet and his bare skin was slick with it. The figure in the bed beside him was sleeping soundly, 
oblivious to his unrest. 
Archer rolled silently from the bed and padded across the floor out to the kitchen. The moonlight 
bathed the back yard of the beach house and he stared out the window over the sink as he drained 
a glass of water. He refilled it and drank again, his pulse gradually slowing and his breathing 
returning to normal. 
He took another draught of water and spilled some on his chin, letting the coolness dribble down 
into the hair on his chest. A light came on behind him and he saw her reflection in the kitchen 
window, leaning on the doorjamb, watching him. Long thick brown hair curled down to slim 
shoulders. The checked flannelette shirt was filled out nicely at the front and barely covered the 
womanly curve of her hips. 
Archer heard her sigh and watched her cock her head to one side as she always did. He topped up 
the glass of water before turning to face her, unashamedly naked, neither of them at all self-
conscious. He studied her silhouette, taking his time to work his way down her body and back up 
again, feeling her watching him throughout. 
‘Trouble sleeping?’ she asked when his eyes again met hers. 
Archer nodded silently, pushed himself away from the bench and moved to her, standing close 
enough to inhale her scent without touching her. Her hand came up to his chest and she ran her 
fingers through the hair there, reaching up and cupping his neck, drawing him down closer. Their 
lips met briefly before she pulled back again. 
‘Come to bed,’ she told him, turning and leading the way back into the bedroom. Archer heard the 
bed creak as she lay down again, and he wondered fleetingly at the sense of what he was doing. She 
was a neighbour and friend, an occasional lover. Nothing more. But it was enough for him right 
now. 
He followed her back to bed. 
4 
The Monaro was the 2005 model, a fire engine red VZ CV8 with a 346 cubic inch 5.7 litre V8. It 
drank petrol and rumbled like Muhammad Ali, but it was sleek and powerful and Archer loved 
driving it. It ate up the roads from his home in the small east coast town of Beachlands, hugging 
the corners and powering the straights, growling with pleasure as he worked his way through al 
six speeds, gunning it and tweaking it in equal measure, taking absolute pleasure in the masculine 
joy of driving a fast car fast. 
He took a back road south and got to Walters Road on the rural edge of Takanini, before pulling in 
the driveway of the Papakura Army Base. The security guard on the gate recognised the car and 
started lifting the barrier arm before Archer had even come to a stop, but made a point of looking 
at the ID card he was shown anyway. 
Archer eased past the gate and into the camp proper, keeping his speed low as he made his way 
past the various administration buildings into the heart of the camp. It was quiet this morning, 
just the odd vehicle and jogger about. One squadron was overseas, and the other would be split 
between various training exercises and smaller team jobs. The Commandos would be in place as 
normal, training for counter-terrorism scenarios. 
He reached Rennie Lines, the home of 1NZSAS Group, and parked the Monaro in the staff car 
parking area. Crossing to the solid steel entrance gates, Archer swiped his access card and 
punched a PIN into the keypad before the pedestrian gate buzzed open, banging closed behind 
him again. 
He made his way into the HQ building, nodding to a couple of regulars as they walked past on the 
way to the gym. They nodded back, not recognising him but knowing he must be one of the 
brotherhood to be where he was. It was not uncommon for regulars like them to not know 
reservists like him. Like Archer, the rest of the small reserve unit were former ‘blades’ who had left 
the regular force but maintained their skills through training, exercises and where possible full 
operational deployments. 
Passing through reception, Archer ignored the side corridor that led to the individual squadron 
Interest Rooms and bounded up the stairs instead. The Group Adjutant’s office was on the second 
floor along the corridor from the CO’s office, and was much smaller. 
Archer entered without knocking first, pausing to do so only once he was inside. The Adjutant 
looked up, a young Major with already-receding hair and a youthful face. 
‘Archie, good to see you,’ he enthused, standing to shake Archer’s hand. 
Archer dropped into the chair across the desk and crossed his ankle over his knee. 
‘How’re things, Troppo?’ 
The Major grinned and ran a hand through his hair. He was dressed in casual DPMs and had his 
hair longer than regulation length, as was normal with many operators. Troppo had gained his 
nickname years ago for catching not one but two tropical diseases while on an exercise in Asia, 
one having suspiciously similar symptoms to Chlamydia. It had taken quite some explaining to his 
new bride and was the subject of endless ribbing. 
‘Good mate, good. Just gearing up some of the boys for a joint exercise with the cops. All the usual 
admin shite, you know how it is.’ 
Archer did know, and it made him pleased he had never been an Adjutant. He’d done six years in 
the Group, starting with the standard couple of years as a Troop Commander after which he was 
expected to move into an admin role. 
Operations had been his thing though, and with the commitments in Afghanistan he’d managed to 
stay in the thick of it for much longer than most officers. He had persuaded the CO to leave him 
running Mountain Troop then, when a vacancy rose on Air Troop, Archer had slid sideways into 
that. 
It had caused ripples among some of the officers but Archer didn’t care; he wanted trigger time. 
Tours to Afghanistan and Asia had been complemented by a controversial attachment to 22 for a 
year, allowing him to also go to Iraq, among other theatres. Much longer than the normal “long 
look” attachment, it had been experimental and highly sought after by more senior officers. 
Archer had ended his tour as the most experienced, and the most decorated, Troop Commander in 
the unit. Refusing further promotion back to the regular force, where he would have to take his 
chances later against more administratively-minded sorts if he wanted to fight for one of the two 
Sabre Squadron Commander positions when they came up, he had instead gone private. The lure 
of high pay and higher risk had been too much to resist, and he had loved it until the day Bula died. 
He shook the thought from his head angrily and focussed on the officer across the desk from him, 
who was still talking. 
‘So the Old Man wanted to see you about something,’ he was saying, referring to the CO, ‘he’s got 
someone in with him but wanted you to go in as soon as you arrived.’ 
‘Is that why I get a text from you at 7 in the morning?’ Archer asked with some puzzlement, and 
Troppo grinned. 
‘Why, did you have company?’ 
Archer cracked a smile himself, reflecting briefly on the night that had past. 
‘How is that neighbour of yours, anyway?’ 
Archer ignored the question and headed for the door. 
‘I better go and see the Old Man; no doubt he knows I’m here already.’ 
He made his way to the end of the hall, passing the mounted portraits of previous commanders 
reaching back to Major Frank Rennie in 1955. The current CO was the latest addition to the 
rogue’s gallery, as it was known among the ruperts, and had been commander of the Group since 
partway through Archer’s tenure. 
Archer rapped on the solid oak door and paused, receiving a sharp ‘Enter’ from within. Stepping 
into the large office, Archer saw the CO standing by the window in full DPMs including the Group’s 
bright blue stable belt. He was a tall, broad man with a slight stoop due to arthritis in his neck, 
prematurely grey and with a slight paunch. Word had it he was near the end of his term and in 
waiting for the top job in the Army. 
He turned his head as Archer entered and nodded. 
‘Morning Craig,’ he said, running a quick eye over the newcomer, noting the casual cargo pants and 
polo shirt. They seemed out of place in the office of perhaps the most powerful man in the military, 
but were commonplace in such a unit. 
‘Morning boss.’ Archer nodded back, glancing to his right at the man standing by a book case. His 
face split into a grin and he stuck out his hand. ‘Jedi! How are you?’ 
The other man grabbed his hand and pumped it once, bone crushingly hard, a smile crossing his 
face too. He was a small sandy haired man with not an ounce of fat on him, despite being now in 
his late forties. Known as Jedi, Jed Ingoe was a former Regimental Sergeant Major, with a fearsome 
reputation. He had served with distinction all over the globe and was renowned as one of the 
hardest men to ever wear the sand coloured beret. 
His active soldiering had ended during Archer’s last tour of Afghanistan when he lost his left leg to 
an IED. 
‘Good to see you Craig. How’ve you been?’ 
‘Very good thank you. This is not a social visit then?’ he enquired of the CO. 
‘No, not at al . Take a seat.’ 
The CO went behind his desk and Archer joined Ingoe across from him in the visitors’ chairs. 
Archer noted that Jedi seemed more comfortable now with his prosthetic limb than when he’d last 
seen him a year ago. 
‘Everything went okay in Indonesia?’ the CO enquired, and Archer nodded, not realising the boss 
had even known he’d been there. It had been a short job, just a month doing risk assessments and 
CP work for an aid agency, and he’d been back only a couple of days. 
‘No problem, boss. Things are the same as ever over there.’ 
The CO nodded again, not an emotion to be seen in his face. He liked to keep an eye on his troops, 
and also liked them to know it. 
‘We have the annual Lawman exercise coming up, as you know,’ he said, ‘and you were earmarked 
for a role in it, like last year.’ 
Archer said nothing, noting the use of the past tense ‘were.’ Lawman was an annual joint Army-
Police CT exercise, and last year he had been stuck in a backroom role which he had hated. 
‘However.’ The CO cleared his throat and turned towards Ingoe. ‘The RSM has something to discuss 
with you.’ 
Archer shifted in his seat for a better angle towards Ingoe. 
‘Do you know what I’ve been doing since I left the Group?’ Ingoe asked. 
Archer twitched his head. ‘I’ve heard a whisper.’ 
‘Of?’ 
‘That you were working for a government department on security issues.’ 
Ingoe inclined his own head. 
‘Something like that,’ he said. ‘Obviously everything that gets said in this room stays here. The boss 
has clearance, but nobody else here knows, or needs to know, anything. Right?’ 
‘Of course.’ 
Ingoe paused before continuing, obviously selecting his words carefully. 
‘I have been tasked to speak to you. I have a shortlist of people to speak to, and you are just one of 
them. The people on that list have all been selected by myself and one or two others with the 
relevant knowledge.’ 
Archer waited, feeling a thrill run through his core. 
‘I need to ask you two things.’ Ingoe held his gaze calmly. ‘Firstly, are you interested in a 
government role?’ 
‘It would depend on what it was,’ Archer replied careful y, ‘if it’s what I think it probably is, then 
yes.’ 
‘Okay.’ Ingoe considered that for a moment. ‘Secondly, if you were to take it, are you available 
immediately?’ 
Archer rubbed his jaw. 
‘I’m available now, but I do have work lined up in a couple of weeks. I may be going back to Jakarta.’ 
Ingoe nodded again, looking away for a minute. Archer saw him make eye contact with the CO, who 
gave the tiniest incline of his head. Ingoe turned back to Archer. 
‘It’s a field role suited to your skill set, based in Auckland but with an international flavour. It’s 
attached to the department I work for, but appears on no org chart anywhere. For all intents and 
purposes, it does not exist. Understand?’ 
‘Absolutely.’ 
The thrill got faster in Archer’s gut, and he squeezed his fists together. 
‘If you were to take the role, you would be classed as a case officer, with Top Secret clearance. 
There would be various training requirements to meet, however the role would commence almost 
immediately with a task that needs urgent attention. Clear?’ 
‘Crystal.’ 
Ingoe nodded slowly. 
‘Interested?’ 
Archer felt a smile break his lips. 
‘Of course.’ 
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The suite reeked of sweat, sex and methamphetamine smoke. 
Cody could feel the light burning through her eyelids and screwed her eyes shut harder, fighting 
consciousness for as long as she could. 
After a week in this room she was wrecked. She’d smoked more drugs and had more sex than 
she’d had in the previous month. The Arab dude, Chester or whatever the fuck he called himself, 
was a fucking demon. He was high most of the time and fucked anything with a heartbeat. 
Last night she’d done a 69er with Chanelle while he watched, and she wasn’t even a lesbo; Chanelle 
didn’t care, she was off her tits anyway. 

Fuck that chick could smoke a lot. 
After the 69er Chester had fucked each of them then let a couple of his bodyguards have a crack as 
well. 
Cody was sweet with that-one of the guards was kinda cute anyway, in a camel-jockey sorta way-so 
she’d blown him and let Chanelle have the ugly one. 
Today was her last day though, and she was looking forward to getting home. Home to her shitty 
apartment in Mt Eden and her shitty boyfriend pissing and moaning and wanting to know how 
much dick she’d had that wasn’t his own. 

You’d be counting that in metres, honey. 
Fucken Bad-Bad Leroy Brown-that was actually his name, thanks to wastoid parents-and his 
pansy-assed whingey little boy routine. 
Cody rolled on her side and opened her eyes properly. Chanel e was passed out on the other side of 
the king sized bed, naked as a jaybird and with her bleached hair all over the place. A tattoo of a 
snake slithered up her left leg from the ankle, wrapping itself around like a branch, and ended with 
a flickering tongue reaching for her pussy. 
Chester thought it was cool; Cody thought it was fucken stupid. Most of the girls from the agency 
had tattoos of some sort-it’s not the sort of industry that attracts prissy librarians, right?-and Cody 
was particularly proud of the pair of tumbling dice on her hip. It was a reminder of the first time a 
client had attacked her, when she was just a naive sixteen year old runaway sel ing her gash on K 
Rd. Every interaction was a roll of the dice. Sometimes luck went your way; sometimes it didn’t. 
As Cody’s focus came back and the meth haze started to clear from her head, she became aware of 
somebody else in the room. Her gaze shifted slightly and she saw Chester standing at the end of 
the bed, holding a cell phone up and smirking to himself as he filmed Chanelle’s unconscious form. 
He was naked too, and obviously aroused by whatever the fuck he was doing. 

What the fuck is he doing? 

She shifted her gaze again to Chanelle and took a moment to realise. The other girl was on her 
back, legs spread and arms splayed to the sides. Perching on her crotch was a full grown mouse, 
white and whiskery, slowly nibbling a chunk of cheese. It was facing towards the tattooed snake. 
From where Chester stood it would look like the snake was about to eat the mouse. 
Cody grimaced to herself and watched the mouse with fascination. It looked lethargic, like it was 
drugged or something. Probably was. Chester had a fucken medicine cabinet with him. More than 
once in the last week she’d woken up with someone fucking her, and she knew she hadn’t been 
that out of it. The other girls had said the same. 
He was one weird fucken dude. 
He must’ve sensed her looking because his head snapped around and his eyes darkened as he 
looked at her. 
‘I wondered who would wake up first,’ he said, switching the phone off and tossing it onto a chair. 
He came towards her. ‘Just having a little fun, baby.’ He started to climb onto the bed at her feet. 
‘Party time for you and me, baby. She can sleep a bit longer.’ 
Cody pushed herself up into a sitting position and slid backwards a bit, giving him pause. ‘Party 
time’s over, baby. Today’s a new day.’ She rubbed her fingers together to indicate cash. ‘Time is 
money, honey. If you got the money. .’ 
‘I pay you for today,’ he retorted. ‘Already done.’ 
‘No baby, you paid me up until this morning.’ She sensed him getting angry and tried a softer 
approach. ‘But we can deal again, it’s all good.’ She smiled now. ‘I’ll just go have a shower while you 
get some cash and then we’ll party, okay?’ 
‘No!’ Chester’s tone was angry now. ‘I wanna party; we party now.’ 
‘I need to freshen up, sweetie. We had a long night, remember?’ 
‘You freshen up when I tell you to freshen up, whore.’ Chester’s eyes were dark slits and he 
continued to move up the bed, over her legs now. ‘I pay you to fuck me, so you fuck me. I own you!’ 
‘Nobody owns me you fucken creep,’ Cody snarled, and instantly regretted it. 
Chester’s right hand shot out and belted her across the cheek, knocking her sideways onto the 
bed. He was on her in a flash, straddling her and jerking her head around by the hair. She tried to 
fight back but for a wiry guy he was very strong. He pinned her arms down with his knees and 
grabbed two handfuls of her hair. 
‘You don’t talk to me like that, you filthy fucking whore,’ he shouted. He leaned down and spat in 
her face. ‘You make me sick to my stomach that I let you fuck me. Ungrateful whore!’ 
He spat again then punched her in the face. Her left eye went numb and when she tried to move 
her head he punched it again, and again. After a couple more hits Cody couldn’t open her eye 
anymore, so he started on the other one, before leaning down and whispering in her ear. 
‘I will teach you a fucking lesson, you feral whore. You will never speak to me again like this.’ 
And while he did his business Cody tried to block it out, but all she could think of was the fucken 
mouse eating its cheese. 
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The building near the top of Queen Street was home to a couple of non-descript Government 
departments involved in trade and labour. On the first five floors standard Government employees 
came and went, working in standard Government offices for standard pay and conditions. 
Access from the sixth floor upwards was restricted to a select group of non-standard Government 
employees who did an exceptionally non-standard job. 
Every intelligence agency in the world utilised what were known as black ops agents, whether on 
the payroll or as contractors. These operatives carried out the tasks that nobody ever spoke 
openly about but that everybody knew somehow got done. The SAS had the Counter 
Revolutionary Warfare Wing for special jobs; this was blacker still. 
It was the sort of dirty work that kept the balance in favour of the puppet masters. Whether it was 
catching a diplomat el flagrante with a mistress or a whore, or organising for a foreign intel igence 
operative to be discovered at the airport with enough Class A drugs to guarantee a long stretch in 
maximum security, or recovering a wayward asset from a foreign power, there were certain people 
to do these certain tasks. 
Or even, from time to time, eliminating a foreign asset. Assassination and dirty tricks had been 
part of the intelligence world since the beginning of time, and anybody who thought that the 
modern world, with its heightened risks and terror threats, had banished such archaic practices to 
the annals of history was sorely misguided. If anything, the practices had become more common. 
The Cold War may have been over for more than 20 years, but the War on Terror was a whole new 
ballgame. 
And the rulebook had been re-written. 
Aside from the signals espionage facilities operated by the Government Communications Security 
Bureau New Zealand had never been a major player in the intelligence scene, but with the opening 
of borders had come more pressure from international partners to get involved. 
The Security Intelligence Service took most of the attention and did a good job of maintaining a 
bland public façade. Press releases were rare and vanilla by nature, and little was known about 
what they did. What was known gave the impression there was nothing worth knowing anyway. 
Part of this agency officially carried the fairly non-descript title of Division 5, and operated out of 
the eighth floor, which was protected by the highest level of security of any floor in the building. 
Its unofficial title was the Special Operations Division. 
Archer arrived there at 815am and upon stepping from the elevator he was put through a metal 
detector, an electronic fingerprint scanner, checked for recording and transmitting devices and 
eventually allowed to sign in. His photo was taken by one of three plain clothed heavies and a Visitor’s Pass was immediately issued. 
Ingoe was summonsed and came to meet him. He wore a non-descript black suit and a striped tie, 
and looked equally comfortable in this as he did in DPMs. 
‘Thanks for coming in.’ 
That was the extent of the small talk as they rode the elevator up two more flights. Ingoe had never 
been a talker and that suited Archer; he had to admit, he felt nervous about meeting the Director. 
The doors opened straight into a reception area which was lined with wooden panels and floor-to-
ceiling bookcases. The shelves were full of what looked like legal tomes, and a large Persian rug 
adorned the polished floor in front of a PA’s desk. 
Behind the desk sat a trim middle-aged lady with glasses and short grey hair. She looked up from 
her screen and smiled. ‘Morning Jed. This must be Craig?’ 
‘It is. Craig, this is Trixie.’ Ingoe waited while they shook hands. ‘Trixie is the Director’s PA, and 
knows everything about everything in the department.’ 
Trixie smiled warmly at him. ‘You’re such an old flirt, Jed,’ she scolded him, ‘but keep it up.’ She 
checked her screen. ‘Go on in, he’s aware you’re here.’ 
Ingoe led the way to the large panelled door to the left. He knocked twice and opened it. They 
entered a spacious corner office with views through tinted windows over the city on two sides. 
The massive oak desk facing them was almost completely clear aside from a computer screen, a 
phone, a coffee cup on a coaster and folded copies of the morning’s Herald and Dominion. 
The man crossing the floor towards them was short and slightly chubby, maybe sixty, with iron 
grey hair and, Archer saw as he got closer, inquisitive blue eyes. He was sharply dressed in a dark 
pin-striped suit and a sombre blue tie. He looked like a lecturer or a doctor. 
Archer had no idea what his name was, and Ingoe had only referred to him as ‘the Director.’ 
‘Good morning, Jed.’ 
‘Morning, sir.’ 
He shook Archer’s hand firmly. He didn’t smile, just met his gaze then stepped back and ran a 
quick appraising eye down the newcomer. 
‘Welcome.’ 
The Director went back behind his desk and Archer was waved to a chair across from him. Ingoe 
sat offline, making a triangle between the three of them with a clearly marked pecking order. 
‘You’ve had something of a distinguished career, Captain Archer,’ the Director said, elbows on the 
arms of his chair and his eyes on Archer. ‘People with credibility speak well of you. .in general.’ 
Archer said nothing, just waited. 
‘Ten years in the Regular Force, Jed’s old regiment Queen Alexandra’s Mounted Rifles, Intelligence and the Group. You have a bent for languages and speak reasonable Arabic, Bosnian and Tetum, 
along with a bit of French and Russian.’ The Director’s eyes gave nothing away. ‘Interesting mix.’ 
Archer nodded and waited. He already knew all this. 
‘It indicates to me a man with one eye on the past and one on the future. Is that right, Archer?’ 
‘The enemies of the past don’t just fade away,’ Archer replied. ‘If you forget the past you set 
yourself up to fail in the future.’ 
‘The first man you killed was a militia fighter in East Timor. It was in a contact near the border and 
you were blooded at close range.’ 
Archer was surprised at the Director’s knowledge of the incident, but tried not to show it. 
‘How did that feel?’ 
He felt the Director’s gaze penetrating his head, and it made him uncomfortable. He was not used 
to being in the spotlight like this. He shrugged non-committally. 
‘We were both doing our job. It wasn’t his day.’ 
‘Do you like killing?’ 
Archer held the other man’s gaze evenly. 
‘I do my job very well. If I had a problem with killing bad guys, I’d be in the wrong job.’ 
The Director didn’t reply for several moments. Silence hung in the office. Finally, he turned his 
chair towards Ingoe and raised his eyebrows questioningly. 
‘Anything, Jed?’ 
Ingoe cleared his throat and sat up straighter. 
‘No sir. As you know, I’ve worked with Craig before and I have no doubt of his suitability.’ 
The Director nodded, contemplative now. He shifted back towards Archer and again his focus came 
across the desk. 
‘I’d like you to kidnap someone for me,’ he said. 
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The elevator trip down to the basement was slow and silent. Archer mul ed over what he had been 
told, and what had been asked of him. 
It was to be an extraordinary rendition; the Government-sanctioned kidnapping of a foreign terror 
suspect for imprisonment and interrogation. It wasn’t the first time he’d been asked to snatch 
someone and it wasn’t the first time he’d accepted, but this time it seemed somehow different. 
Before it had been a part of being a Special Forces operator and almost seemed a bi-product of the 
actual job itself, but now it was the job. 
The Director had made it clear that if the snatch itself failed, the target was to be eliminated. He also 
made it clear that the Brits were watching closely and were getting constant updates. 
He’d now been employed as what basically amounted to a Government hitman. It wasn’t soldiering 
and it wasn’t quite spying. It was a murky grey land somewhere in the middle. 
Archer had no particular moral problem with the idea. At the end of the day, he reasoned, every 
soldier was paid to kill for their country. But even so the whole practice had the air of 
unsavouriness about it. 
He chided himself and discarded the thought. There was a job to be done. A bad man, a very bad 
man, needed to be dealt with. The sort of bad man who could only be effectively dealt with one 
way. 
‘Sometimes there’s only one way,’ Ingoe said, as if reading his thoughts. 
Archer glanced at him and gave a self-conscious grin. The former Warrant Officer’s gaze was 
thoughtful. 
‘Not having second thoughts?’ 
‘No mate.’ Archer gave a brief shake of the head. ‘No second thoughts.’ 
Ingoe considered him for a moment as the lift came to a stop with a clunk and the doors opened. 
‘Good,’ he said, ‘because I’ve got some toys for you.’ 
They stepped into a workshop area lined with benches on one side and two full walls of shelving 
on the others. The smell of gun oil and leather hung in the air and Archer subconsciously inhaled 
deeply. 
Ingoe led the way to a solid steel vault door, which he unlocked with a swipe card and a PIN code. 
He swung the door open to reveal a walk in armoury and hit the lights. Archer ran his eye over the 
racks of weapons inside; assault rifles, sniper rifles, shotguns, sub machine guns, handguns of 
various makes and models. 
‘I could’ve sworn it wasn’t Christmas yet,’ he muttered, and Ingoe grinned wolfishly. 
‘You’ll need a big and a small,’ he said, ‘and I guess probably a covert chopper.’ He checked his 
watch. ‘I’ll be in the workshop, come through when you’re ready and you can run them in.’ 
Archer walked the length of each rack, scanning the handguns and sub machine guns. It was 
standard for a Special Forces operative to have the flexibility to make mission-specific selections, 
and he had always had strong personal preferences. 
He quickly found a Sig Sauer P226, the standard military sidearm, and put it to one side. It was a 
robust 15-shot 9mm that he’d used for years, and he knew it was reliable and accurate. 
The choice for a compact sidearm was harder. He had no real preference in this area, but knew a 
conservative choice would usually be best. He tossed up between another Sig, either the P229 or 
the P250, and the Glock 26. 
He selected one of each and set them aside for now, before moving on to the sub machine guns. 
The Heckler and Koch MP5 was the universal choice, and he took a short K-PDW off the rack, 
hefting it in his hands. With a stubby barrel it unleashed a devastating 900 rounds a minute, and 
he’d used it before. 
He took all five weapons with him through to the workshop and found Ingoe waiting with an 
array of holsters and magazines laid out before him on a bench. He nodded approvingly when he 
saw Archer’s choices. 
‘No surprises there,’ he commented, before leading the way through another heavy door into a 
soundproofed 35 metre shooting range. 
Paper human targets hung at the far end against the bul et trap wall, and the lights were bright. An 
extractor fan whirred but the scent of cordite was still heavy. They stood together at a bench and 
loaded magazines for each of the weapons, working silently and efficiently, before both donning 
earmuffs and safety glasses. 
When he was ready Archer moved up to the 20m mark with all five weapons and a box of 
magazines. Ingoe dimmed the lights a touch and observed as his new operative test fired the full 
size P226. A series of sets at different ranges satisfied him that it was a good selection, before 
Archer moved on to the three smaller pistols. 
Each was put through its paces with 100 rounds being fired through it, and Ingoe’s experienced 
eye could tell that Archer was more comfortable with the Glock than either of the Sigs. It was 
neither here nor there; all were excellent tools and personal preference was important. A man’s 
familiarity with a gun was crucial when his life depended on it. 
The MP5K took a 30-round magazine and Archer emptied five of them in short order, moving 
between targets at different ranges and raking them with short bursts of 9mm before Ingoe called 
a halt to proceedings. 
‘Now you’re just showing off,’ he said, cranking the lights back up. 
Archer popped the empty magazine from the MP5K and double checked the chamber before 
putting the weapon with the others on the bench and stripping off his safety gear. He gave a 
satisfied grin across the bench at Ingoe. 
‘Haven’t had a good shoot up for a while,’ he commented. 
Ingoe grunted. ‘Best you get some practice in then,’ he replied. ‘You’re going live in two days.’ 
‘I’ll be ready,’ Archer replied, reaching for a cleaning rod. 
Ingoe looked at him. ‘It’s a different world, sunshine,’ he said. ‘Just have your wits about you. It’s 
not like the Group.’ 
Archer ran the rod down the barrel of the Glock. ‘We’re all on the same side though, aren’t we?’ 
Ingoe gave a wolfish grin. ‘Ever heard the term ‘smoke and mirrors’?’ 
Archer cocked his head quizzically. 
‘What you think you see ain’t always real. Magicians use smoke and mirrors to create an illusion 
right in front of you, so you think they’re doing one thing when in fact they’re doing another.’ Ingoe 
held his gaze. ‘That’s what this world is all about, Archer. Get used to it fast.’ 
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Archer sensed trouble as soon as he pul ed into his street. He could see a dirty grey Nissan Navara 
ute parked in the driveway of Jazz’s house, blocking in her own car. She was usually at the gym at 
this time of the day, so it was unusual for her to be home and he’d never seen the truck before. 
He eased past her tidy little bach with the wind chimes tinkling from the apple tree out the front, 
buzzing down his window and cutting the radio as he did so. He didn’t hear anything over the 
rumble of the Monaro, so turned into his driveway, stopping short of the garage and getting out. 
He took his time walking to the letterbox to collect his mail, the salty breeze warm on his face and 
the smell of freshly mown grass all around. Seagul s swooped and squawked overhead, and a crash 
of breaking glass sounded from next door, followed by muffled voices. 
The mail got discarded as Archer bolted across his front lawn and leaped the low side fence, 
arriving at the side of Jazz’s place within a couple of seconds. He moved quickly and quietly along 
the side of the house towards the rear, the sound of an angry male voice getting louder as he got 
closer. 
He heard Jazz’s voice now, a pleading ‘Please don’t,’ fol owed by the thump of heavy footsteps from 
the kitchen out to the small back deck. 
Archer stepped into view to see a large man in a checked Swandri and jeans standing near the 
back door, a beer can in one hand and the other one clenched. He glanced right and saw Jazz 
standing just inside the door, holding a tea towel to her wrist. Her body language was submissive. 
‘Afternoon neighbour,’ Archer called out easily, walking around the edge of the deck towards the 
three steps that led to the back lawn. 
The other man turned and scowled at him, and a look of relief crossed Jazz’s face. 
‘Who’s this?’ the other man growled at her without taking his eyes off Archer. 
‘I’m the neighbour,’ Archer replied with a friendly smile, his hands casually tucked into his pockets. 
‘Craig. And you are?’ 
‘Not interested, bud,’ the man replied, and Archer quickly sized him up. 
About his own height but wider in the shoulders, carrying some weight but probably very strong. 
Blonde curly hair and unshaven, probably mid thirties. Looked like a fisherman or labourer. 
‘Oh wel .’ Archer ignored him and glanced to Jazz, who hadn’t moved. ‘Just wanted to see if you’re 
popping over for dinner later? I got some nice T-bone-‘ 
‘I said, not interested, bud.’ The man moved now to the top step, chest puffed out and looking 
angry. From there he stood a good two feet taller than Archer. ‘Take a hike.’ 
Archer continued to ignore him. ‘I also put a nice Reisling on ice earlier, I thought-‘ 
‘Hey!’ The man’s tone was sharp. ‘I’m talkin’ to you, bud!’ 
‘And I’m talking to the lady, so if you’d stop interrupting I’d appreciate it,’ Archer replied calmly. He 
gave Jazz a smile, noting that the man had edged forward now and was leaning down as if to touch 
him. ‘And did you want me to take Jojo for a run?’ 
‘Bud!’ The man’s beer breath was hot and strong as he leaned down into Archer’s body space. He 
placed his left hand on Archer’s right shoulder and squeezed. ‘I told you-‘ 
Archer looked pointedly at the hand on his shoulder then up at the other man. ‘And I’m telling you, 
friend. Take your hand off me or I’ll hurt you.’ 
His voice was calm and quiet, but full of menace. The other man held his gaze, a pulse in his 
flushed neck jumping like a frog. He didn’t move his hand. 
‘Jazz, are you okay?’ Archer asked evenly, not looking at her. ‘Who is this monkey?’ 
‘Not really. This is Jason.’ 
‘Ahh.’ Archer nodded his understanding. Jazz had told him about her abusive ex-partner, enough 
detail for him to have taken an instant dislike to the man without ever having met him. ‘That 
explains a lot then.’ 
‘So you must be the soldier boy from next door,’ Jason sneered, the pressure from his hand not 
easing. ‘Take a hike, bud. This is nothing to do with you.’ 
‘Hmm.’ Archer set his jaw. ‘Unfortunately, it is. So I think you need to move your hand, then get in 
your truck and drive away.’ 
Jason sneered malevolently and didn’t move. 
‘You’ve got five seconds, friend,’ Archer told him calmly. ‘then I’m going to move you. Understand?’ 
‘You-‘ 
‘Five.’ 
‘-can-‘ 
‘Four.’ 
‘-kiss-‘ 
‘Three.’ 
‘-my-‘ 
‘Two.’ 
‘-hairy-‘ 
‘One.’ 
‘-balls!’ 
Archer’s left fist drove straight forward into Jason’s crotch, smashing into his scrotum then 
gripping tightly and twisting. His right came up and easily swept the other man’s arm away. 
Jason’s breath exploded out in a strangled wheeze and his hands instinctively went to his groin, the 
beer can hitting the deck and spraying foam. 
He scrabbled at Archer’s hand, which remained locked tightly on his testicles. 
‘I told you to move,’ Archer told him softly, ‘you need to talk less and listen more.’ He cocked his 
head slightly as if a thought had just occurred to him. ‘Maybe that was the problem in your 
relationship. .I don’t know. But it’s time for you to go now.’ 
Jason gasped like a landed fish, his eyes bulging. A bead of sweat was rol ing down his forehead. 
‘Nod if you understand.’ 
Jason nodded. 
‘Now I’m going to let go, and you’re going to leave. You won’t come back. Are we clear?’ 
Jason nodded weakly again. 
‘First, you’re going to apologise to the lady. Then you drive away. If I see you here again, I will hurt 
you properly. If you contact her again, I will hunt you down.’ Archer’s gaze was cold and flat and 
there was no humour or fear in his eyes. ‘Understand?’ 
Jason managed a third weak nod. 
‘Good.’ 
Archer released his grip and Jason doubled at the waist, cupping his crotch and sucking in shallow 
breaths. Behind him, Jazz breathed an audible sigh and wiped her hands on the tea towel. 
‘Now apologise,’ Archer told him. 
‘Fuck. .’ 
‘Don’t be nasty, just apologise and go.’ 
‘Ho..mo...ahhh.’ 
Jason looked up at him with anger back in his eyes, and Archer realised immediately that he was 
on more than beer. He straightened up and glanced back at Jazz. 
‘Fucken slut,’ he spat. 
Archer grabbed him by the left arm and yanked him forward, causing him to stumble down the 
steps onto the lawn. Jason’s other hand flashed to his pocket and came out with a Stanley box 
cutter knife, ready to slash forwards. He started to do so, and Archer reacted instantly. 
He pulled forward further, jerking Jason off balance again and side stepped at the same time, 
outside the knife hand. His right hand locked onto the knife hand and squeezed it closed and 
turned, the heel of his left hand jabbing straight and hard into Jason’s right eyebrow, opening up a cut which bled immediately, then slamming it again. 
He twisted the knife hand towards him, weakening the grip, and landed a left hook into his 
opponent’s ribs, then again, and again. As Jason folded sideways Archer wrenched the knife from 
him and tossed it aside, pulled him downwards by the arm and gripped him by the throat. He 
swept Jason’s legs from under him and drove him to the ground flat on his back. 
There was a whoosh of air being expelled beneath his body weight as he landed on top of the other 
man, still holding him by the throat. Jason’s face was red now and Archer eased his grip slightly, 
locking the bigger man’s wrist under him and bracing his leg across Jason’s closest knee. 
The bigger man was pinned and unable to move, but the anger in his eyes had not diminished. He 
tried to buck, but to no avail. Archer gave his throat a squeeze. 
‘Don’t be silly. You have three options here, bud.’ He paused to ensure he had Jason’s ful attention. 
‘One, we lie here and wait for the cops, and you go to jail. Two, we get up, I beat the living crap out 
of you, then we wait for the cops and you go to jail. Or three, we get up and you drive away, never 
to be seen again.’ 
Even in his chemically-enhanced state, Jason could see he was not going to win this fight. He 
closed his eyes and nodded slightly. Two minutes later he was backing his ute out of the drive, his 
testicles throbbing and his throat aching, but with a sense of having dodged a bullet. He knew that 
if he ever ran into that soldier boy again, he was going to better prepared. Next time, and he 
promised himself there would be a next time, he would kill him. 
Archer waited until the ute had disappeared from view before turning back to Jazz. She stood on 
the deck with her arms folded across her chest, her mouth turned down and her brow furrowed. 
There was sadness in her eyes. 
They stared at each other for a moment before she turned and went back inside without a word. 
Archer shook his head in frustration and headed home. If the silly bitch was going to be like that, 
she could shove it. 
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Bad-Bad Leroy had pissed and moaned alright when Cody got home. 
He’d been angry that not only had she been humping her skinny ass off but worse, she’d arrived 
home to their shitty flat with a beat up face and a worse attitude than normal. 
It took him all of sixty seconds to call her “manager” Delton, a skinny no-chest half caste 
Maori/Croatian bitch with a penchant for knives and his own girls. Delton rocked around in his 
pimped-out black Cadillac XTS, all swagger and bravado, and got the rundown from Leroy. 
He checked her face like he was a goddamn doctor or some shit then held her chin in one bony 
hand and leaned in close. She could smell stale pot and KFC on his breath. 
‘Don’tchu worry, baby,’ he said softly, in what she imagined he imagined was a cool, soothing tone. 
‘Delton knows people. Gonna get shit done, yo.’ 
With that he turned and walked out, snapping open his cel and hitting a speed dial button. Cody 
knew he had a direct line into a cop and figured that was who was on the other end. She watched 
him go and wondered why he always talked like he was Snoop Fucken Dogg. 
Then Leroy started with his whinging shit again and she figured maybe talking to the cops was a 
better option. 
Outside in the massive Caddy, Delton had the cell clamped to his ear. He waited for a few rings, 
inhaling the new-car smell of the Caddy. He knew the car was pretentious, he knew the fuel 
consumption was measured in metres per litre, and he knew it stood out like a stripper in a 
church, but he loved it. He’d been pulled over by more cops and had more tickets in this car than 
he’d had his last ten cars, but who fucken cared. This shit rocked, baby. 
What Delton was concerned about right now, was that crazy-assed A-rab fuck in the hotel suite. 
Nobody smashed Delton’s girls around but him. He hated the Five-Oh, man he fucken hated them, 
but right now he knew he needed them. Delton had gotten smarter over the years-been a time, he 
woulda rocked up there with his posse and popped some caps at that camel fucking biatch, but 
those days were gone. No way was Delton going back inside again. 
The man at the other end picked up. His tone was bored and flat. ‘What?’ 
‘Cuz, we gotta sit-u-a-shun,’ Delton spelled out. ‘You gotta take care of it, dig?’ 
‘Really?’ The guy sounded like the veteran cop he was. 
‘Yeah really, yo. I’m handin’ you a fucken ra-pist on a plate, cuz. He’s got drugs and whores and shit 
up there; this is the career-maker you been waitin’ for, yo.’ 
‘What it sounds like is a pile of bullshit to me, Delton.’ The guy was on the verge of hanging up. ‘I’m sicka you jerkin’ me round with your “hot tips.” All it ever is is you wanting me to take out one of 
your competitors.’ 
‘Yeah, well,’ Delton drawled, ‘’less you want me to let slip about you gettin’ jerked off by a certain 
lady in my employ, you’ll take this one seriously. Dig?’ 
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It was midday and Yassar was still in bed, accompanied by a pair of prostitutes who had become 
his favourites. 
Ahmed had his men in place as usual but he could tell they were all getting bored. For men 
hardened by war babysitting a spoilt brat while he got drunk and defiled himself was both 
disheartening and lacking any sort of challenge. 
Ahmed himself was constantly poised, walking a wire over the hell he would face should he cock 
up his assignment. The Saudis were not known for their tolerance of failure. Ahmed had managed 
to manipulate a judge to dismiss a drink driving charge, and had paid out thousands in damages 
when Yassar had smashed up a hotel room in a tantrum. 
The rape of the girl was certainly going to be the biggest challenge, and he was struggling to see 
how it could be made to go away. This was not Australia; corruption was low and it was very 
difficult to manage such situations. 
The patriarch of the family, Yassar’s Sheikh father, had been made aware immediately and a plan 
was in place to deal with the situation, but Yassar was not going to like it. Ahmed was waiting on a 
phone call to be made this afternoon from the Sheikh himself, informing Yassar of the plan. He had 
warned his team to be ready for the biggest tantrum yet. 
As he stood watching the traffic below, his phone buzzed and he tapped the Bluetooth. It was 
Kholini, one of the senior men in the Sheikh’s security detail and Ahmed’s immediate boss. As the 
other man made his greetings, Ahmed observed a pair of cars pull up below and double park half 
on the footpath. They were both unmarked Holden Commodores, which he knew were standard 
Police cars, and the four people-three men, one woman-looked every inch Police in their off-the-
rack suits and sensible shoes. 
One of the men hitched his belt at the right hip, a sure giveaway that he was armed. The four 
officers walked determinedly towards the entrance to the hotel below him. 
Kholini spoke with a calm urgency. A phone call had been made and the Police were on the way. 
Ahmed nodded to himself. ‘I see them,’ he said, ’they have just arrived.’ 
Kholini continued to speak and Ahmed listened without interrupting. The plan was being brought 
forward, with some necessary tweaking, and he had thirty minutes to complete his end of it. 
‘No problem,’ Ahmed replied confidently. ‘He will be there. I will see to it.’ 
‘And the other part?’ Kholini queried. ‘We need maximum exposure, Ahmed. This must be all over 
the media tomorrow. Understand?’ 
‘I understand. I’ll be in touch.’ 
Kholini disconnected and Ahmed immediately keyed his walkie talkie, calling his men to him. 
They only had a couple of minutes to act. Kamal and Dhara were brothers, Saudi Arabian Army 
veterans of the first Gulf War. They were battle hardened and ruthless, and had worked with him 
as a Close Protection Team for several years now. 
‘The Police are coming,’ he told them. ‘They are here to arrest our principal. There are four of them 
and they are armed.’ 
He glanced at each man in turn. Kamal was the older of the two, with a heavy moustache. Dhara 
was the slicker brother, with styled hair and a Don Johnson-style stubble-or George Michael, as 
Kamal liked to tease him. 
‘They are to be taken out. They will not take our principal. I will move him, you deal with the 
Police. Are we clear?’ 
Both men nodded without question and paused to bump fists before moving. 
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Archer had arrived early at HQ to beat the traffic. 
The day started with handing over the Monaro keys to a whiz-kid techo who looked about twelve, 
then being escorted upstairs by Ingoe for more briefings. 
As they waited for the lift a forest green Holden Colorado rolled past, heading for the exit. The 
driver was a big unit, well over six foot and very broad, a rugged looking character in his late 
twenties. Archer did a double take as they made eye contact, and the other man gave him a brief tilt 
of the chin in acknowledgement. 
Archer couldn’t recall his name but recognised him as a cop, a member of the Special Tactics 
Group that he’d trained with before. The STG were the Police SWAT-style unit, nicknamed the 
‘Super Tough Guys.’ Ingoe gave the other man a nod as the wagon went past, and glanced at 
Archer. 
‘Yes,’ he said in answer to the unasked question. ‘One of us.’ 
Archer raised his eyebrows. ‘How many?’ 
Ingoe smiled faintly. ‘Enough. You’ll get to meet them all in due course, they just don’t tend to be 
around at the same time.’ 
Most of the morning was spent being briefed by Ingoe in more detail on his mission, and then 
being issued with more kit. He was the proud owner of a new iPhone, laptop and identity card. 
New ID documents complete with legend would be ready the next day, Ingoe told him. He was to 
take the Glock 26 with him and report to the Group’s Killing House at Ardmore the next day for a 
training session with a couple of other specialists. 
They were done by lunchtime and Ingoe escorted him back downstairs. They crossed the garage to 
a work bay where a couple of technicians were at work on the Monaro. Archer watched in silence 
as they finished installing a state of the art alarm system to help protect the other couple of bits of 
wizardry they’d already put in. His mind drifted to the mission. 
The target was protected by an expert CP team, all armed, and ensconced in the Presidential suite 
of one of the top hotels in the city. He needed to be snatched subtly, and it was up to Archer to 
decide how. He had three restrictions; no publicity, no collateral damage, and only four days to do it. 
A surveillance team had been on him round the clock for the last week so working out a pattern 
was easy. Archer already had the bones of a plan in his head; he just needed to get the lay of the 
land for himself so he could flesh it out. He knew the best way to impress the Director-and Ingoe, 
for that matter-would be to get the job done quickly and quietly, ahead of schedule. 
The cops had intel that he was smashed on drugs and using hookers almost constantly, both 
factors which threw up fish hooks to be managed. The Special Investigations Group, the spooks’ 
contact point in the cops, was closely monitoring the activities but were unaware of the planned 
rendition. 
Archer had no interest in the inter-departmental politics and was working out a timeline when 
Ingoe’s phone rang and he stepped aside to answer it. 
A frown creased his face and he looked up at Archer, jabbing an urgent finger at the Monaro. 
Archer was moving already as the former RSM disconnected. The technicians jumped back as 
Ingoe barked orders. 
‘Our guy at SIG just called. The cops’re going there now to arrest him for raping some girl. They’re 
out of their depth; his team won’t let him be taken. SIG’re trying to get it stalled but no dice so far.’ 
Archer opened the small satchel he was carrying and removed the Glock, slapping a mag into it 
and racking the slide. He clipped a hip holster onto his belt and secured the weapon, tucking a 
second magazine into his pocket and tossing the satchel onto the passenger’s seat as he fired up 
the Monaro, the throaty roar filling the basement garage. He eased back out of the work bay, 
buzzing the window down and killing the stereo. One of the techs ran to open the exit gate. 
Ingoe put a hand on the windowsill and walked beside him as he manoeuvred out of the tight 
space. ‘We’re trying to get hold of the cops and will get back up there as quickly as we can. You 
need to intercept the cops before they get in the door.’ 
‘I’m on it.’ Archer paused long enough to buckle up then slipped it into gear. 
Ingoe stepped back from the window now. ‘There’ll be a bloodbath-get up there and stop it!’ 
The tyres squealed on the concrete and the Monaro jumped forward like a horny jackrabbit. 
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Ahmed walked straight to the master bedroom door and pushed it open. 
One of the whores was snapping photos of the other posing with Yassar on the bed. All three were 
completely naked, and an empty Bollinger bottle lay on the floor. 
Yassar glared at him as he entered. Neither of the women made any attempt to hide their 
nakedness from the bodyguard; it wasn’t like he hadn’t seen it before. 
‘What do you think this is?’ Yassar demanded, dragging a silk pillow over his crotch. ‘Get out!’ 
‘The Police are here. We are leaving.’ Ahmed paused. Nobody moved. ‘Now!’ 
‘Who the fuck. .’ The photographer started to speak but stopped when Ahmed turned to her. 
‘Stop talking,’ he said coldly, stalking to the bed. He jabbed a finger at the other whore. ‘Move!’ 
Yassar tried to muster himself, but they could all see it was in vain. Ahmed snatched a pair of 
trousers off the floor and threw them to him. 
‘Your father’s orders,’ he said simply. 
It was enough. Yassar began to struggle into his pants, both whores standing back to watch silently. 
Loud voices sounded at the foyer, followed by a burst of gunfire. One of the whores shrieked and 
Yassar looked up in alarm. 
Ahmed remained impassive, trusting his men to deal with the problem. He waited until Yassar had 
pul ed on his shirt, handed him a pair of shoes, and ushered him towards the door. More shooting 
sounded, a mix of a sub machine gun and pistols, accompanied by a scream and thudding. 
As the two men pushed through the bedroom doors, one of the prostitutes spoke up. 
‘What about us? What the fuck, man?’ 
Ahmed stopped in the doorway and drew his weapon. It was a Ruger P89 he had strapped to his 
hip every minute of the day. He turned and brought the gun up. One of the whores screamed, the 
scream cut short when Ahmed dropped her with a double tap to the chest. The second one froze 
on the bed, too scared to move. Ahmed double tapped her too before turning away and hustling 
Yassar along with him. 
Yassar dismissed the incident as quickly as it had happened. Life was cheap in his world and a pair 
of prostitutes meant nothing. 
They heard a longer burst of fire followed by running feet, another burst and a thump. 
‘Clear,’ Kamal shouted. 
Ahmed led Yassar into the foyer, where they were joined by Kamal, who had a Mini Uzi in his 
hands. Two policemen lay on the floor outside the door, their chests ripped open by rounds. Neither 
even had their weapons drawn. 
Dhara lay face down near the elevator doors, which were jammed open on a woman’s leg. Blood 
flowed steadily from his head. Ahmed glanced inquisitively at Kamal, who shrugged. 
‘One of them hung back, and got him,’ he said simply. ‘I took care of them.’ 
‘Good.’ Ahmed nodded and moved to the stairs. ‘We must go.’ 
‘I will clear the way.’ Kamal led the way and opened the door. He entered the stairwel and was 
back a moment later. ‘It is clear. I hear shouting though.’ His dark eyes glittered with excitement. 
‘More Police will be here soon.’ 
‘No problem.’ Ahmed nodded and ushered his principal through the door, before pausing and 
turning back to his comrade. ‘One more thing.’ 
Kamal waited expectantly, and Ahmed shot him in the face at point blank range. Blood and brain 
matter sprayed the wall across the foyer and Kamal’s body dropped in a heap. 
Ahmed paused for a moment. He had fought alongside Kamal for several years now and they were 
closer than brothers. But orders were orders. 
He turned and saw Yassar watching him, a sick look on his face. Ahmed switched back to the task. 
‘Let’s go.’ 
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Yassar crossed the foyer of the Landon and made for the front doors. His black Lexus pulled up as 
he reached the doors, and the concierge opened his door for him as he reached the car. 
Giving the liveried man a curt nod, Yassar slipped into the backseat and caught Ahmed’s glance in 
the rear view mirror. He gave Ahmed an inquisitive look. 
Ahmed nodded abruptly. ‘Still there,’ the older man said. 
Yassar let out a sigh of frustration and rubbed a hand over his face. 
‘Why me?’ he whined. ‘Why this?’ He bumped his forehead against the seat back in front of him 
and let out a groan. ‘It’s all such a mess!’ 
Ahmed studied him in the rear view mirror. On the way down the stairs he had filled him in on the 
plan. Yassar didn’t like it, but being who he was meant this was not the first time such drastic 
measures had been taken. He had given Ahmed his agreement, as if it mattered, and had quickly 
got his head in the game. 
‘Don’t worry,’ Ahmed said coolly, ‘they are fools. If we move fast and decisively, we will make our 
rendezvous. We will go.’ 
Yassar flopped back in his seat and Ahmed moved smoothly round the hotel to the exit, indicating 
correctly and within moments was merging onto Symonds Street. Traffic was light and he headed 
north towards the city centre, constantly checking his mirrors. 
‘Silver Mazda, three back,’ he said, ‘dark blue Subaru, inside lane.’ 
Yassar sighed again and squeezed the bridge of his nose. His head was throbbing. 
‘Lose them,’ he said quietly. ‘I’m sick of these fools.’ 
Ahmed’s look in the mirror was questioning. He knew what such an overt move would mean. 
‘Lose them,’ Yassar snapped. ‘Now!’ 
Ahmed accelerated smoothly, cutting inside the car in front and causing it to brake hard as he 
swerved back. He saw the silver Mazda immediately try to catch up but it’s progress was stalled by 
the people mover he’d just cut off. 
He allowed himself a smile and gassed it again, hitting eighty as he flew down Symonds Street. The 
silver Mazda fell out of view as he turned right onto Grafton Street and he felt a buzz of 
satisfaction. 
Suddenly he caught a flash of movement behind him and looked up sharply, seeing the blue Subaru 
flying up behind him. 
Ahmed scowled to himself and put his foot down, but the Subaru had serious grunt and bolted 
after him. Ahmed switched to Plan B, and slammed on the brakes. Yassar was thrown forward 
with a curse and the Subaru driver reacted too late, overshooting before he realised and skidded to 
a halt twenty metres ahead. Ahmed moved forward and col ided with the front left wing of the 
Subaru, shunting the surveillance car sideways across the centreline. 
He floored it and rammed the Subaru into a station wagon that had stopped in its lane then steered 
away and accelerated again, leaving the Subaru behind. 
In his rear view mirror he saw the silver Mazda racing after him, overtaking traffic on the outside 
and approaching the wrecked Subaru. 
For the second time Ahmed skidded to a halt, snatching his own Mini Uzi from under the driver’s 
seat and jumping out. The Mazda was going way too fast to stop in time now and Ahmed stood in 
the middle of Grafton Rd, bracing the stubby sub machine gun with both hands as he snapped off 
short bursts. 
Sparks flew from the body of the Mazda and he saw the windscreen shatter. The driver locked up 
and went into a skid, still swerving to try and hit him. Ahmed back pedalled, only a couple of 
metres from the Mazda as it came past him. 
He pinned the trigger back and hosed the last fifteen rounds along the passenger’s side, blowing 
out the windows. 
The Mazda went airborne and rolled a complete 360, smashed into an oncoming light truck and 
flipped again before skidding on its roof into the kerb and flipping onto its side on the footpath. 
Ahmed tossed the Mini Uzi back into the Lexus and hit the gas. 
Archer raced up the outside of the traffic, ignoring the blast of horns and swerving left to avoid a 
head-on with an Indian taxi driver as he accelerated heavily along Wel esley Street. He felt a clip on 
his rear wing as he cut too close to a car but carried on, overtaking again and making ground. A 
hefty Suzuki 1100 motorbike carrying a surveillance officer was rapidly catching up behind him. 
He saw a head appear from the left rear passenger’s window, followed by an arm and a flash. A 
second flash came and Archer accelerated harder. The shooter had to be Yassar himself, and he 
was confident the financier was no marksman. 
The head disappeared and the black Lexus leaped forward again, slipping right over the centreline 
and driving straight at the oncoming traffic. Cars swerved and immediately there was a pile up, 
one car sideswiping another as it took evasive action, another running up the back of both of them 
as they braked hard. 
Archer cut up the inside of a courier van and crushed the pedal down, surging after the Lexus with 
the engine starting to growl as they merged onto the northbound motorway. 
Ahmed hung wide, cutting across both lanes as he merged at over 100. He got into the outside lane 
and gunned it. 
The red Monaro was flying behind him, slipping between the inside and centre lanes to avoid a 
collision as Archer smoothly worked the transmission and goosed the accelerator. 
A light delivery truck was hogging the outside lane and Ahmed drifted left, clipping the front panel 
of a hatchback as he did so. The hatch went into a spin behind him, directly in front of the Monaro, 
and Ahmed allowed himself a tight smile. 
Archer stabbed the brake pedal down and dropped the gears, jaw set with determination, and 
slipped left, missing the spinning hatchback by a hair’s breadth then gunning it hard as he swung 
wide again to get into the outside lane. 
Yassar leaned out of the right rear window now, a pistol in his hand flashing as he pumped the 
trigger. His aim was better now and Archer was closer. The first round went wide but the second 
skipped off the Monaro’s bonnet, causing Archer to flinch without losing speed. 
He cursed and accelerated under a third round, seeing the Suzuki biker haring up on the left. Too 
eager, he thought, and sure enough a couple of seconds later Yassar was jabbing his pistol out the 
left rear window. 
A shot flashed out and the biker swerved, over-corrected and lost control. The bike tipped right 
and the rider spilled into the middle lane, landing heavily as his bike skidded in a spray of sparks. 
Archer hung right on the approach to the Harbour Bridge, seeing the Lexus veer left across the 
motorway into the left lane. He dodged a family wagon and a motorcyclist and followed it, a 
suspicion forming in his mind as he thumped across the dividing strips. The harbour stretched out 
below them, blue and sparkling, dotted with small boats and a couple of wave runners. 
The Lexus raced up the bridge, sideswiping a taxi and pushing it into the median barrier, and as it 
neared the crest, the brake lights suddenly flared and it skidded to a halt, slewing across the lane. 
Archer was still several lengths back and pumped his own brakes, slowing rapidly at the same 
time as the driver’s door and right rear door flew open on the far side of the Lexus. Both men 
alighted and took cover behind the car. 
He jerked the handbrake on and snapped the steering wheel to the right, skidding to a halt side on 
across the lane. A burst of automatic fire sounded and the passenger’s window exploded inwards 
as Archer dived out onto the road, drawing his own weapon as he did so. He rolled behind the rear 
wheel, more shots impacting on the car body, and sneaked a peek underneath. He could see a pair 
of feet beneath the other car just a few metres away and quickly lined up his front sight. He 
snapped off a double tap from the Glock, seeing the left foot kick out and the knee above it hit the 
ground, a scream sounding across the gap. 
He squeezed another double tap, the leg jerking with the impacts, but still the guy didn’t fall. 
Archer moved to the rear wing of his car and threw a quick look around, just in time to see Yassar 
moving. Archer started to move too but saw the second guy appear over the boot of the Lexus, a 
machine pistol in his hands. A stream of rounds blasted the back of the Monaro and sprayed 
Archer with glass shards before he got down again. He sneaked a quick peek and saw Yassar had 
climbed onto the railing of the bridge, a cell phone in his hand. He was facing out towards the harbour, the phone to his ear. 
‘Don’t move, Yassar!’ Archer bellowed, aiming across the boot at him. 
The other man glanced back at him and smiled cockily. 
‘You’ll never take me, you filthy capitalist pig,’ he sneered, and tossed the phone out into the blue. 
A split second later he followed it, stepping out and dropping from sight. Archer was up and 
running, checking the Lexus as he did so. The driver with the chopper rose awkwardly, the Uzi’s 
barrel coming round. Archer pumped two shots at him, the first punching him straight in the chest 
and the second taking a chunk of his temple off as he fell backwards. 
Cars were jammed up all around, civilians staring in amazement at the carnage on the bridge. He 
could see several holding up cell phones to film the action. 
Archer leaned over the rail and saw Yassar hit the water in a plume of spray. The two wave 
runners he’d seen earlier were racing towards him, and it was clear to Archer that this was all 
planned. A high-risk, high-profile escape. Daring and exciting. Front page news and an inspiration 
to the faithful followers around the world. 
He yanked his jacket off and tossed it aside, jumping up onto the railing. The wave runners were 
closing in down below and he saw Yassar’s head break the surface. 
Archer holstered his weapon and took a deep breath then jumped, folding his arms up across his 
chest and keeping his knees together. 
Just like freefall training. 
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The blue surface rushed up and suddenly he hit it, plunging deep and throwing his arms and legs 
out to slow his descent. 
The water was like a cold slap, and he felt the current immediately tug at his body. He kicked hard, 
pushing up and craning his neck to see as he did so. Getting closer to the surface he saw the two 
wave runners floating there, a blur of movement and then zipping lines of bubbles as bullets flew 
into the water a few metres away from him. 
Archer tugged his Glock free and extended it as he surged upwards, triggering a couple of shots as 
one of the wave runners raced away in a cloud of bubbles and white froth. 
His head burst into the open just a metre from the second wave runner, and the rider swung 
towards him, the ugly snout of an Ingram MAC-10 following his gaze. Archer brought the Glock up 
and snapped out the last two shots, catching the rider first in the throat then the upper lip, 
throwing him backwards off the runner in a cloud of red, the sub machine gun loosing off a burst 
of rounds at the sky. 
Archer struck out for the runner and hauled himself on from the rear, sucking in air as he watched 
the gunman roll onto his front and float away. He dropped the magazine and did a speed change, 
chambered a fresh round and re-holstered the weapon. 
The other wave runner was nearly fifty metres away, heading towards open water, Yassar clinging 
to the rider. He was watching over his shoulder and Archer saw him lean forward to warn the rider. 
Archer gunned the wave runner after them, ducking low and opening it up in a desperate bid to 
catch them. The surface was rippled with a light wind and the wave runner bounced across the 
top, spray kicking up around it with every slap down. The wind whipped at his wet clothes and 
Archer cleared the drips from his face with a quick wipe. He settled in for the ride, scanning about 
for other threats as he raced across the harbour, but didn’t see any. 
They were motoring past other boats, mostly pleasure craft with fishing lines in the water. He 
glimpsed a girl sunbathing topless on the deck of a substantial cruiser as he flew by, large 
sunglasses shielding her eyes as she lazily watched him pass, making no effort to cover herself. 
Archer turned back to the chase and focussed on the back of the escaping terrorist. 
Unburdened by the weight of a passenger, he was gaining ground as they left the harbour and 
reached the open sea, and he began to plan his tactics on how to affect the capture. 
Suddenly the wave runner in front of him cut power and spun in a tight turn, circling to confront 
the pursuer. Archer eased off on the throttle and waited to see how they were going to proceed. 
The rider swung a MAC-10 forward on its sling from under his arm, answering the question with a burst of fire. There was a 30 metre gap between them, and the wave runner was an unstable 
platform, allowing the burst to go high. 
Archer snatched the Glock from his hip and triggered a snap shot before gunning the runner away 
to the right. Even though the stubby sub machine gun had a very limited effective range, it carried 
a 30 round magazine against his compact pistol, and he had no desire to engage in a close quarter 
battle out here. 
He turned again, seeing the other rider bringing the SMG up to eye level, trying to aim as best he 
could. Archer snapped another shot, firing one handed, and got close enough to make the gunner 
flinch and involuntarily jerk his barrel wide, wasting a good burst of ammo. 
Archer moved again, cutting a tight circle and throwing up a curtain of water as concealment. The 
throb of rotors reached his ears and he saw the Police heli approaching from Mechanics Bay. 
At the same time, he saw a lavish yacht ploughing towards them from the opposite direction. 
The other rider unleashed another burst, a line of bullets skipping across the water in front of 
Archer’s wave runner, and he threw a shot back to dissuade anything further. The rider raised the 
MAC-10 and emptied the magazine at him, hosing a spray of lead that sliced the air millimetres 
above Archer’s head. 
Archer threw his weight sideways, tucking in tight to the chassis of the runner and letting it right 
itself as he clung to it, watching the other runner turn and accelerate away. The Police heli was 
skimming low as it got closer, and he turned his attention to the large yacht as it also approached. 
A man on the bow was raising a tube to his shoulder, and turned it towards the heli. 
Archer cursed and waved desperately at the heli, vainly trying to warn them off as the man with 
the RPG settled his sights. A rocket propelled grenade flashed forward and up, a smoke trail 
marking its path across the sky as it zeroed in on the heli. The pilot reacted at the last second and 
banked hard, the rocket whooshing past in a narrow miss. 
The heli continued its evasive manoeuvre by pulling right back, ducking and weaving as it made its 
way to a safe distance. The gunner on the deck turned his attention towards Archer, slipping a 
second rocket into the tube. 
The first wave runner was nearly at the yacht now and Archer cursed, cranked the throttle and 
leaped it forward, the nose lifting at the same time as he saw the gunner settling into his aim. 
He snarled another curse and raised the Glock, emptying the magazine wildly in the gunner’s 
direction but to no avail. He saw the rocket launch and he dived right, plunging into the water a 
second before the wave runner exploded in a ball of flame, sending chunks of hot steel sizzling in 
all directions. 
Archer felt a tug as a piece of shrapnel ripped across his left side and he clapped a hand to it, 
gasping for air as he surfaced. The yacht slowed enough to take aboard the two new passengers 
before turning in a wide circle around Archer as he bobbed helplessly in the tide, powerless to stop them. 
Yassar came to the side rail and threw a rude gesture at him as the yacht powered away, an 
arrogant sneer on his face as he laughed at his opponent. 
‘Better luck next time,’ he jeered. 
Archer swore angrily and watched the yacht disappear out to sea. 
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The Service doctor had patched the wound on Archer’s hip and sent him on his way with clear 
instructions on wound care. 
Archer hardly listened; partly because he was a trained medic anyway, but mostly because he was 
so angry with himself. He’d let his target get away on his first mission, there was a (fortunately) 
grainy photo from somebody’s cell phone of him at the centre of a media frenzy, and he’d received 
an immediate ‘forthwith’ to the Director’s office. 
As soon as he shut the office door Archer felt the wrath of the man. 
‘I thought you were supposed to be a bloody professional, Archer,’ the Director told him coldly. ‘All 
I’ve seen so far is amateur hour, and my balls are in a sling because of it.’ 
Archer stood stiffly in front of the desk, fixing his gaze on a painting on the wall opposite. It was a 
dark oil painting of some kind of old-fashioned English countryside scene with an effeminate-
looking shepherd boy and his dog. Archer had never followed art at all and had no idea whether it 
was an original or a print. It didn’t matter much right now, as long as it kept his focus from the 
Director’s icy gaze. 
‘The last thing we needed was to have this plastered all over the media, but that’s what I now have 
to deal with-and what I have to try and explain to the PM.’ 
The Director wasn’t a pacer; he sat perfectly still behind his desk, hands flat on the surface. 
Somehow his physical calmness made the fury in his words more noticeable, and Archer suddenly 
felt very isolated and vulnerable. 
‘I gave you three rules for this mission; no publicity, no col ateral and four days to do it in. You’ve 
got us on the breaking news with a trail of wrecked cars and bullet casings behind you.’ 
‘In a timely fashion though, sir.’ Archer’s attempt at levity was poorly timed. The Director’s 
expression told him that a fresh turd on his dinner plate would have been more welcome. 
‘This agency has made an excellent name for itself and in one fell swoop that’s been torn down by 
one man’s inability to carry out a simple task. Any fool could’ve embarrassed the Government like 
this.’ 
Archer bristled at the jibe, and the Director picked up on it immediately. 
‘Did you have something to say in your defence, Archer?’ he inquired. ‘I’d love to hear it.’ 
Archer stopped staring at the effeminate shepherd boy and looked at the other man. 
‘You have a leak,’ he said flatly. 
It was the Director’s turn to bristle and his nostrils flared. He pursed his lips and fixed Archer with a withering look. 
‘And what the hell gives you licence to make accusations like that?’ he snapped. ‘You’ve got a 
bloody cheek!’ 
‘Well how the hell did that debacle happen then?’ Archer snapped back. ‘Those cops were gunned 
down in the elevator-they were ambushed. Yassar had help to get out of there, and if the details 
were kept so secure then it shouldn’t be too hard to find out who talked.’ 
‘You watch your tongue!’ 
‘And you watch your back!’ 
The Director stood now and glared across the desk at him. Archer glared straight back and for 
several moments neither man backed down. 
‘You’re an arrogant son of a bitch,’ the Director said frostily. ‘You think I don’t realise that? I’ve 
been living in the shadows since you were jerking off to Commando comics son, so don’t come in 
here shouting the odds and stating the obvious. You’ve spent your adult life as a blunt instrument, a 
sledgehammer for cracking nuts, but you’re in a different world now. It’s a world of shadow dancers 
and half truths, where more often than not the easy way is the wrong way, where you don’t trust 
your enemies and you certainly don’t trust your friends. Nothing is what it seems until you’ve 
triple-confirmed it, and every move we make is calculated for a purpose. Our actions can bring 
down Governments, so we don’t have the luxury of a practice run.’ 
The Director paused to let that sink in. 
‘People told me you were the right man for the job, but it appears they may have been wrong. 
Were they wrong, Archer?’ 
Archer took a slow breath and rolled his jaw to ease the tension before speaking. 
‘No sir,’ he replied softly, ‘they weren’t wrong.’ 
The Director considered him for a long moment, as if mul ing over his decision. 
‘I sincerely hope not. But for now, the mission is not over. Get out there and finish it.’ He paused 
before continuing. ‘And if you get it wrong again, I’ll have your bloody guts for garters.’ 
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The light plane landed at 10pm, and Yassar was hustled into a blue Toyota Surf with blacked out 
windows. Not that anyone was paying attention anyway; money had changed hands and that was 
that. 
The driver of the Surf was a tall Samoan who introduced himself as Afa. He moved with the lean 
smoothness of an athlete and had a pistol tucked into the waistband of his ragged jeans. His 
partner was shorter and stockier and had the shoulders and arms of a power lifter. 
He didn’t bother to introduce himself, just roughly frisked Yassar and put him in the backseat. 
Afa drove and Yassar switched off, letting tiredness take over as the Surf hummed through Apia 
city centre and into the mountains. He had no idea where they were and it occurred to him that if 
it all went south he would be in a very sticky situation indeed. But he was anyway, so what did it 
matter? He closed his eyes and leaned against the window. 
It had been a frantic day and a half-the yacht had been met at sea by a chopper which winched 
Yassar up like a worm on a fishing line, flew him back to a private landing strip in Northland, and 
transferred him to a light plane. They had flown to Sydney first then somewhere in the remote 
Northern Territories, and on from there on the last leg. 
It seemed like only seconds later that the Surf slowed and turned off onto a bumpy road, rol ing 
and dipping a good couple of hundred metres through a tree lined avenue until they burst forth 
onto a wide expanse of open land. 
The headlights swept across the facade of a wide house as the Surf turned and parked at the front 
door. The building looked like something from days gone by, like the mansion of a Georgia 
plantation owner in the days of slavery and cotton picking, big wooden shutters and an expansive 
porch with a rocking chair and swing seat. 
A man was silhouetted by the light spilling out the open front door. Average height and long in the 
body, short stocky legs, and curly auburn hair. As Yassar took the steps to the porch the man 
extended his hand and broke into a broad smile. 
‘Hel o my friend,’ Yassar enthused, reaching out to pump the other man’s hand. Boyle’s grip was 
strong but brief, and Yassar got the first inkling that things were not quite going to go as he’d 
planned. ‘It is so good to see you again.’ 
Boyle nodded and gave a non-committal grunt as he released the hand shake. He appraised the 
newcomer silently. ‘Ye’re in a spot of bother, wee man.’ 
Yassar’s smile faltered and he shifted his feet uncomfortably. ‘I guess you could say that. .’ He 
turned and waved an arm at their surroundings. ‘What a paradise, I must say, hey? Beautiful.’ He 
clasped his hands together and shook his head, gazing with admiration at the Irishman. ‘Absolutely 
beautiful.’ 
‘Don’t suck my dick, pal,’ Boyle said softly, the tiniest hint of a smile playing at his lips. ‘This is business. We have a lot to talk about.’ 
Yassar’s smile faltered further. Things were most definitely not going to plan, he reflected. Still, 
perhaps he could talk his way through this and come out the other side. After all, he was Yassar, he 
was Saudi royalty. No Irish village-idiot was going to outsmart him. 
But despite his bravado, as he stepped across the threshold into the old house, Yassar couldn’t help 
feeling he was passing the point of no return. 
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Air New Zealand’s NZ2 flight landed at London Heathrow at 1:45pm. 
On this Wednesday among its passengers was Craig Archer, a management consultant who was 
travelling alone and on his own passport. He joined the throng at one of the busiest airports in the 
world, shuffling to collect his luggage then jostling for position to get through Immigration as 
quickly as possible. 
The Immigration officer paid him no particular attention, but Archer was certain he was being 
watched. His background and previous travels would have ensured he was on the international 
watch-list, even before the Service had organised the visit and notified their British counterparts 
of his impending arrival. 
He'd left Auckland twenty eight hours ago, transited Los Angeles for five hours, and spent the 
entire flight sat next to a muscular young Indian man who smelled of curry and wore far too much 
hair product. He also noted with a sneer the paperback that the guy was reading. It was one of a 
plethora purportedly written by an ex-Regiment soldier who had left under a cloud and publicly 
touted himself as a hero. Archer had met him once and the guy lived in a fantastic parallel 
universe. His bestsellers were ghost written and Archer refused to read him on principle. 
He’d done plenty of covert trips overseas before and rarely had issues with security services, but 
he had a feeling time would be different. Sure enough, in the Arrivals hall of Terminal Four he 
spotted a watcher lurking near the door, a sporty looking young black guy with ear buds in and a 
carry bag over his shoulder. He ignored him and stopped to buy a bottle of water before joining the 
queue for a cab, waiting seven minutes before climbing into a black cab and giving the driver the 
name of his hotel in Marble Arch. 
He settled back for the journey, not even bothering to check his tail for the watchers he knew 
would be there, but instead happily reflecting that on most previous trips to London he’d either 
been picked up by a mate or caught the tube into Victoria. 
The joys of travelling on the Government’s ticket, he thought. 
Twenty five minutes later the cab pulled up at the kerb and Archer handed over his credit card, 
added on the appropriate tip-against his natural instincts-and carried his own luggage into 
Reception. 
The girl at the front desk was Eastern European-probably Polish, he guessed-and checked him in 
with minimal fuss and even less personality. Archer didn’t care-all he wanted was a drink, a 
shower and a warm bed. The meal onboard had been sufficient and he had slept briefly. 
He took the lift to the third floor, noted that the neighbouring rooms were silent, and as soon as he unlocked the door he detected the presence of someone in the darkened room. His senses went 
instantly to full alert. 
He stepped to the side and was about to slip the access card into the power slot, when the other 
person spoke. 
‘Calm down Arch, it’s just me.’ Then, almost as an afterthought, ‘Oh, and Han Solo.’ 
It was a man’s voice, calm and with a touch of amusement, and it came from the armchair by the 
window. 
‘ Millennium Falcon,’ Archer replied, wondering who the hel came up with these ridiculous code 
words. He hit the lights and immediately recognised the man sitting watching him, a glass of beer 



in one hand. His face split into a grin and he crossed the floor to shake hands. 
Rob Moore had served the last 15 years of his 20 year military career in Special Forces before 
retiring and dropping out of sight. He’d been an exemplary soldier, and had been a troop Sergeant 
in Mountain Troop when Archer had taken over as the OC. The experienced NCO had taught him 
many things and eased him into life in the Group. 
He was a huskily built man with greying temples and a weathered complexion, dressed casually in 
jeans and a brown leather bomber jacket. 
‘You haven’t changed a bit,’ Moore told him with a grin, pumping his hand in a ferocious grip, ‘put 
on a bit of weight though, boy.’ 
‘Funny, you just look older.’ Archer smiled warmly and dropped his overnighter on the bed. ‘Still 
having to work, then?’ 
Moore slapped him on the arm and sat down again. He gestured towards the fridge of the standard 
studio room. 
‘Help yourself to a drink,’ he said graciously, ‘it’s on the firm.’ 
Archer nodded and shed his jacket, pouring himself a bourbon and cola in a tumbler, aware of 
Moore watching him throughout. 
‘So, we’re clean here?’ he asked, whirling a finger at the ceiling and walls. 
‘As we’ll ever be,’ Moore replied, taking a draught of his beer. ‘So obviously I’m your welcoming 
committee, and I’ll be here in the morning to take you to your meeting across the bridge.’ 
‘So this is where you got to then.’ 
Moore inclined his head. 
‘After an apprenticeship elsewhere. Been here a while now though.’ He shrugged. ‘I like it, suits me. 
I get to travel to exotic places, meet interesting people..’ 
‘And we know the rest,’ Archer finished for him. ‘So we share an employer again?’ 
‘We do.’ Moore gave a short nod and drained his glass. He stood and put the glass on the counter top. ‘I’ll pick you up at nine. I’d say you’ll be done by eleven.’ 
He moved towards the door then paused. ‘Oh, and the ful English here is crap. Best off getting 
something elsewhere.’ He opened the door and winked. ‘Sleep tight, Chucklehead.’ 
Archer locked the door behind him and sipped his drink as he stood at the window, watching 
Moore cross the road below and disappear up the street. 
The former NCO was a throwback to his previous life, and the surest sign yet of the new life he’d 
now entered. Like anyone in his world he’d always suspected roles like this had existed-hel , some 
nations made no secret about it-but aside from the odd whisper he’d never had anything to base 
his suspicions on. Seeing Moore, and knowing his background, cemented it for him that this new 
life was not a fantasy at all, it was a stone cold reality. 
Archer felt a thrill run through him as he contemplated what lay ahead of him. He had never been 
interested in the hum-drum existence of everyday life, of commuting to a generic office in a beige 
Toyota and coming home to a mousey wife and a picket fence. Such a thought chilled him and he 
knew, without a shadow of a doubt, that if he were forced into such an existence he would 
certainly wilt and die. 
He lived for action and adventure, the buzz of life on the edge, of pitting himself against the odds 
and battling to win, whether it was scaling a rain-slick mountainside, penetrating defences to 
obtain intel igence or plant a bomb, or engaging the enemy at close quarters in one of the world’s 
hellholes. 
Challenges like that were the foods of life for men like Archer and Moore. Just as certainly as his 
military career had come to an end, the chapter of being on the circuit had closed, and now a new 
chapter of adventure awaited him. 
Archer drained his glass and set it down before stripping off and taking a short cold shower. The 
pressure was hard and he was soon revived. He changed into jeans and a warm outdoors jacket 
before hitting the street to find a meal. 
He took a window seat in a nearby pizza place and people watched as he ate. The Spanish waitress 
had firm, pert breasts and legs made for wrapping around a man. She showed some interest and 
he debated hard about taking it further. He was still annoyed about how things had ended with 
Jazz, who had studiously avoided him since the run in with her ex, and the urge to be with a 
woman was strong. Nobody need know. He finally decided against it, knowing that after the 
debacle in Auckland any further hiccups would not be treated lightly. 
He downed his Peroni and left a ten quid tip instead, making his way back to the hotel where he 
took a long hot soak to wash away the fug of 28 hours of international travel. The heat and alcohol 
helped tiredness to descend suddenly, and he hit the sack, pleased the bed was firm and warm. 
Within seconds he was in a deep and dreamless sleep. 
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He woke at 5am, wide awake and feeling like he’d slept all day. 
He threw on gym gear and took a jog through Hyde Park, a light rain falling and his breath 
steaming as he worked out the kinks and got the blood pumping. He loved London any time of 
year, and had never understood people who moaned about the weather and the rush and the 
overcrowding. It was one of the most interesting cities in the world as far as Archer was 
concerned, and he envied Moore getting a posting here. 
If all went well and he had some time to spare before flying home, he intended to head to Charing 
Cross Road and browse the old bookshops, eat at Covent Garden and share a couple of pints with 
Moore at a Weatherspoon’s-any Weatherspoon’s. He’d last been here a year ago and spent an 
enjoyable long weekend with a Qantas air hostess, eating drinking and making love in a West End 
hotel. 
Archer exited the park and glanced back as he did so, catching sight of the jogger he’d seen earlier. 
A pair of white men in their thirties, label gear and not talking, keeping pace with him from a 
hundred yards or so back. They had matching short back and sides haircuts and looked like gym 
bunnies. 

American, he thought to himself, probably feds. 

He wondered why they were keeping tabs on him, but more so, wondered how good they were. 
Picking up the pace, he turned right out of the park onto Bayswater Rd and headed towards the 
hotel. He knew they would have seen him lift the pace and would presumably do likewise. Glancing 
around, he couldn’t see a spotter in sight. 
Archer quickly turned and retraced his steps. It was one of the oldest tricks in the book. 
As he rounded the hedge that bordered the entrance path, he heard the two sets of approaching 
footfal s hurrying towards him. 
He raced around the corner and crashed straight into them, bringing his elbow up into the solar 
plexus of the closest one and knocking the wind out of him. He grabbed the second guy’s sweater 
and they all tumbled to the ground in a tangle of arms and legs. 
In the confusion Archer managed to keep the first guy beneath him and rode him to the ground, 
slamming him flat on his back and double-winding him. The other guy reacted quickly and broke 
free, rolling away and getting to his feet in a tae kwon do stance. 
Archer rolled off the first guy, who was gasping for breath and scrabbling at the wet ground, and 
glanced up at the second guy. Even two years later, on a rainy London morning, he recognised the 
man. 
He was the team leader whose gunner had killed Bula on the Highway to Hell. 
‘You get around,’ Archer commented, standing over the fallen heavy. 
‘So do you, boy,’ the other man replied evenly. ‘Last time didn’t end so well for you.’ 
‘That was then,’ Archer told him, ‘this is now.’ 
‘Really? You’re pretty confident for a hick from the ass-end of the world.’ 
The man’s tone was mocking and Archer felt himself getting riled. He’d always blamed this man for 
Bula’s death, for failing to control his own men. 
He took a step forward and as he did so, he saw the American’s eyes flicker off-line and realised 
the man was smarter than he’d thought. 
Archer had only half turned when the shock exploded through his body, starting at the centre of his 
back and flooding outwards to every fibre of his being, a 80,000 volt current blasting through him 
like a bolt from Hell. 
He jerked and twitched and went down quickly, hitting the dirt and writhing in agony. He saw the 
blurry figure of the third man watching him, and heard their voices but couldn’t comprehend the 
words through the haze that engulfed him. Someone stepped closer and kicked him in the guts, 
hard. It barely registered on his pain scale. 
He lay there for several seconds, aware that the three men had left and he was alone again, but 
unable to move and struggling to gather himself. He mentally cursed his over-confidence, bitter 
that he’d thought himself so smart yet had fallen for such an old trick. 
Eventually he hauled himself up and gingerly touched his back where the fangs of the stun gun had 
bitten him. He rolled his shoulders and twisted his trunk to try and shake off the pain, but even his 
teeth throbbed. 
He checked his pockets and realised he’d been searched. It was his habit to take literally nothing 
when he jogged, and this time had only carried his access card for the hotel. He found it lying 
discarded on the dirt nearby. He wiped it off and tucked it back into his shorts pocket. 
Patting himself down further, he realised the search hadn’t been as thorough as it should have 
been. Shoved inside the waistband of his shorts was the slim wallet he’d taken from the first guy. 
These two things told him something; his attackers didn’t need his hotel card because they already 
knew where he was staying, and they were not as professional as they should be. 
As he slowly limped back to his hotel, Archer wondered what exactly the point of that escapade 
had been. He hadn’t been robbed and they hadn’t taken him. Revenge? For what? An unspoken 
warning? Probably; but again, for what? 
He didn’t know and he couldn’t think straight right now. But if nothing else, it had certainly woken 
him up properly. 
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The wide deck at the rear of the house overlooked the sweeping jungle-covered mountainside. The 
ocean was in the distance, blue and crisp. 
A light breeze ruffled Yassar’s hair as he sat at the cane table, picking at a plate of fruit-mango with 
a squeeze of lime, pineapple, and melon. The food was deliciously fresh and the view captivating, 
but Yassar could focus on nothing other than the day ahead. He had slept badly and woke with a 
headache. The serenity of his surroundings was little comfort for he knew the man he was with 
was pure evil. 
Footsteps sounded on the deck behind him and his heart dropped lower. 
‘How’s my favourite guest this morning?’ Boyle’s voice was loud and cheery. Yassar looked up and 
smiled weakly as his host plopped into the chair opposite him. 
‘I am very wel , thank you for asking. You have a lovely spot here.’ 
Boyle grinned and leaned forward with an arm on the table. ‘Glad to hear ye’re so chipper today, 
lad. It’s gonna be a grand day so it is, and we have a lot to get through.’ He gestured towards the 
barely touched plate of fruit. ‘Get plenty of that down ya, it’s the best cure for a shitty sleep.’ 
‘Oh, I didn’t-‘ 
Boyle’s grin hadn’t shifted. His eyes danced with merriment. ‘Ye can’t bullshit a bullshitter, Yassar. 
I’ve kissed the Blarney stone many a time and let me tell ye, I can smell yer bullshit a mile off.’ 
Yassar was taken aback by his manner. He wasn’t used to being spoken to in such a way. He 
opened his mouth to speak but was cut off with a dismissive wave of the Irishman’s hand and a 
sharp ‘Tut!’ 
‘Ye had a shitty sleep and ye’re wonderin’ what the fuck is gonna happen today. Well I’ll tell ye. I 
don’t like to see a man in this sort of situation, so I’ll just tell ye.’ 
Yassar shut his mouth and waited. It seemed like he had no option anyway. 
‘Ye think your own crew got ye out of that hotel in Auckland? Ehh, wrong!’ He grinned like a game 
show host. ‘I did-even yer man Ahmed didn’t know.’ He shrugged. ‘Shame about him, he was a 
good man. Yer own family have a price on yer head, ye know that?’ 
The Saudi arms dealer gave no acknowledgement. Boyle continued unabated. 
‘There’s a lot of people out there who will be willing to cash that cheque, y’know.’ 
Yassar met his eyes and found it impossible to break away. He’d seen a crocodile once as a child-his 
uncle kept it in a swimming pool as a pet-and had stared at it non-stop for several minutes before 
realising it was a competition he would never win. He could not tell if the beast was alive or dead 
until it slowly lifted a paw and began to move towards him. 
Staring at Boyle gave the same feeling. He was a cold blooded beast who would happily eat Yassar alive. He felt a sudden need to pee. 
‘Whatever it is,’ Yassar managed to rasp, ‘I’ll double it.’ 
‘Ha!’ Boyle smiled mirthlessly. ‘Ye can’t.’ 
‘I have funds...’ 
‘But ye don’t run one of the biggest arms dealerships in the world, do ye pal? Yer daddy does, and 
he’s offerin’ a cut to the man who slots his wayward son and provides his head as proof.’ 
Yassar’s head felt it was going to explode and a tiny trickle of warm urine leaked into his 
underpants. There was no way on Earth he could compete with that. 
Boyle sat back in the chair and tugged his ear thoughtful y. 
‘Me, I’m a businessman. I’m interested in makin’ money. I don’t particularly care who I deal with, 
so long as I get paid a bundle of fucken cold hard cash.’ He glanced away, down towards the expanse 
of lawn below them. 
Yassar followed his gaze and saw two burly Samoans hustling a slender young man from the house 
out onto the lawn. They each had an arm and he was powerless to resist. The boy couldn’t have 
been more than sixteen. He was dressed in baggy shorts and a bush singlet. From where Yassar 
sat, the boy looked absolutely petrified. 
‘Ye may think I’m an unscrupulous bastard, Yassar,’ Boyle continued, watching as the two men 
forced the boy to his knees on the grass, facing the house. ‘But above all else, I have one particular 
passion. I hate the Brits.’ His voice took on real venom now. ‘I mean I hate them. If I could 
extinguish that God-forsaken fucken island from the face of the Earth, I would.’ 
Yassar nodded, starting to see where this was going. 
‘As a part of my business, I’ve been delivering zip-guns to the Brit gangs at knockdown prices. I 
make no money from it but it causes fucken havoc for them when the niggers and Euro-trash 
wannabe motherfuckers are mowin’ each other down with MAC-10s.’ He grinned again, happily 
now. ‘And that brings me pleasure.’ 
Boyle leaned forward and put both elbows on the table. 
‘What would bring me even more pleasure, is helping out the angry young Islamist brothers in the 
UK. They have trouble getting proper weaponry and ordnance. I have a sure pipeline, but I don’t 
have the sort of gear they need.’ He tossed his chin at Yassar. ‘You do.’ 
‘I have no interest in helping the jihadists,’ Yassar said weakly. 
‘I have no interest in those wogged-up fucken sand-niggers either,’ Boyle retorted, ‘but I do have an 
interest in hurting those British monarchist bastards who raped my country. In fact I have such an 
interest in hurting them that I will hurt anyone who stands in my way. Take that-‘he jabbed a 
stubby finger towards the young boy kneeling on the lawn, the two thugs standing over him-‘as an example. He’s my gardener.’ 
Yassar glanced at the boy again. He was crying silently, tears rolling down his brown cheeks as he 
stared at the ground and mouthed words to himself. Praying, perhaps. 
‘He’s been chatting online to someone, telling them all sorts of things that I trusted him to keep 
confidential. He believes he’s been talking to a 16 year old Essex girl who’s going to send him some 
nudie pics for his wank bank. I believe he’s been talking to a member of the British intelligence 
services.’ 
‘How can-‘ 
‘Oh believe me pal, I know. I know. I know how those bastards work, and I will not tolerate anyone 
who deals with them or breaks my trust.’ 
Boyle glanced down to his men and gave a tilt of the head. 
The taller man drew a machete from his belt and hefted it in his hand. He took half a step back and 
Yassar heard a guttural sob break from the boy’s lips. His eyes were screwed tight shut and he was 
crying hard. Yassar was mesmerised by the scene as it unfolded before him. 
The machete arced down and sliced cleanly through the boy’s neck, severing his head in one fell 
swoop. The head hit the grass with a thump, arterial blood spurted out several metres and the 
torso hung, momentarily suspended, before toppling forward and resting on the shoulders. 
Yassar couldn’t help himself. He vomited on the table. 
Boyle sat back and studied him across the table. Yassar spat onto the plate and wiped his mouth 
with the back of his hand. He felt embarrassed. He took his time wiping his mouth and chin before 
spitting again and finally looking up. Boyle looked completely unaffected by the act of brutal 
violence they had just witnessed. 
‘I know for a fact that ye have a warehouse full of weaponry in Manila,’ the Irishman said calmly. 
‘Surface to air missiles, explosives, anti-armour, heavy machine guns, mortars, the lot.’ 
Yassar started to open his mouth to protest but thought better of it. He had no desire to be the 
next candidate down on the lawn. Boyle clocked it and gave a minute nod of agreement. 
‘I have the contacts to get that weaponry into the UK mainland for you. You need the cash and I 
want the result.’ 
Yassar struggled to regain some of his usual bluster. Maybe the day wasn’t lost after all. 
‘Business is business,’ he said, pursing his lips thoughtfully as if considering a marginally 
acceptable proposal. ‘I think we can talk turkey here.’ 
‘Make no mistake, pal,’ Boyle told him flatly, ‘we will do business. I want that gear and you want to 
live. I’ll be taking that shipment off yer hands at a price that will keep me happy and you alive.’ 
‘I have a friend in Africa who has already expressed an interest in my products,’ Yassar protested. ‘I cannot now renege on the deal, it would be terrible form on my part.’ 
‘It’d be worse fucken form to have yer head rollin’ down my fucken lawn, don’t ya think?’ 
Boyle stared menacingly across the table. Two sets of footsteps sounded on the deck behind Yassar. 
He glanced down at the lawn and saw the two thugs had gone, along with the dismembered corpse. 
A dark stain remained on the grass. He knew the men were now behind him, awaiting fresh orders 
from their boss. 
He nodded slowly and Boyle smiled. 
The deal was done. 
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Archer checked his room when he got back to the hotel, but was confident it hadn’t been searched. 
He always took a couple of precautions when he travel ed, and one of these was slipping a 
fragment of tissue paper between the top of the door and the frame. When he opened the door it 
dislodged, indicating the door had remained closed in his absence. 
Archer secured the door latch and placed a chair in front of it, then stripped off and checked his 
body. The wound on his side had cracked and bled a little, and the stun gun had given him small 
twin red welts in the middle of his back. 
He scowled again as he examined the new injury. He’d met the American twice now and come off 
second best both times. Archer was a sore loser, and he bore grudges. This guy had definitely made 
the list. 
He drank a large glass of water as he sat brooding with an ice-pack on his back, then showered 
and dressed and opened the wallet he’d stolen. It was a simple plain black leather affair, with forty 
pounds cash, a couple of coins, a travel card dated the previous day and a debit card for one of the 
high street banks. 
The name on the card was TJ Wheeler. 
Archer laid the items out on the bed and grabbed his phone. He took a photo of the two cards and 
composed a quick email back to Jedi. He knew the Ops Officer wouldn’t know how to get the info 
he wanted, but he was sure he’d know who could. He asked Jedi to try and identify the owner of the 
bank card, and briefly outlined the morning’s incident. 
That done he made his way downstairs to the dining room. There were a handful of other guests 
eating and Archer ignored them all, taking a copy of the Times to a corner table for two and giving 
his order to the waitress rather too curtly. 
Moore’s assessment of the full English had been accurate but Archer ate it anyway. He was 
ravenous and cleaned his plate, chasing it down with a glass of orange juice and two mugs of black 
coffee. 
When Moore arrived in a cab, Archer was ready and waiting at the door, looking sharper than he 
felt in a charcoal Hugo Boss two-piece, a crisp white shirt, a subdued navy blue tie and polished 
boots. He put his black woollen coat on over the top and noted that Moore’s normal attire of jeans 
and a bomber jacket had been replaced by a smart black suit and overcoat. Archer joined his 
col eague on the footpath before they walked around the corner to hail another cab. 
‘I met some new friends this morning,’ he remarked casually, watching Moore for a reaction. 
‘Yeah?’ 
‘Yeah. American. Three of them.’ He paused and Moore turned away from waving at a cab, waiting for him to finish. ‘Shock of my life.’ 
Moore frowned quizzically. 
‘They followed me on a run through Hyde Park, then when I bumped them I got Tasered from 
behind.’ 
Moore still didn’t react, and Archer was satisfied that it was news to him. 
‘You sure they were Yanks?’ he asked. 
‘100 percent sure.’ 
Moore frowned. ‘I’d be confident they weren’t from Grosvenor Square then. Or if they were, what 
the hell are they playing at?’ 
Archer watched as a cab slid in to the kerb. ‘I don’t know,’ he replied firmly, ‘but I’m gunna find 
out.’ 
The cab dropped them in a side street off Vauxhall Bridge Road, from where they walked across 
the bridge itself. Most of the traffic was coming towards them, into the city, but as always there 
were people going in every direction. 
Glancing to his left, Archer could see the Security Service headquarters further along the 
Embankment, and he asked his companion if they would be attending the meeting. 
Moore shook his head briefly. ‘Unlikely. As far as I know, the sisters have no involvement in this 
job.’ He grinned. ‘But who knows?’ 
Ahead of them as they crossed the Thames sat the formidable headquarters of the British Security 
Intel igence Service. MI6. Popularly known as Legoland due to its rather block-like shape, it housed 
an organisation that had been attacked and scrutinised in every way possible by every foreign 
agency and every possible critic, and was still going strong. As far as Archer could tell from his 
admittedly outsider perspective, despite the odd cock-up which always fed the headlines, it was 
still one of the world’s best spy agencies with an enviable record of success. 
Security at the public entrance was rather like that of an airport, with metal detectors, an X-ray 
unit and closed doors off the atrium-like foyer each with card and code access. Archer followed 
Moore’s lead, emptying his pockets for the X-ray and submitting to the scanner wand of a muscular 
guard who looked like an ex-Para. Their phones were surrendered and secured in a locked cabinet 
by the security guard. 
Probably be scanned as soon as we go through, Archer figured. 
Moore showed his identity card to the receptionist and a phone call was made. Archer signed in 
and was issued a visitor’s pass to clip to his lapel. 
A couple of minutes later a woman was crossing the foyer to them, smiling at Moore and extending 
a hand to Archer. 
‘Morning Rob,’ she smiled, ‘and you must be Craig. I’m Tracy.’ 
‘Pleased to meet you.’ 
Her hand was firm and dry, and she wore a sensible grey business suit with an understated warm 
perfume. Her blonde hair was pulled back and her make-up was subtle. She had the leanness of a 
runner and the broad shoulders of a swimmer. 
‘Come through.’ 
She buzzed through a door and took them in a lift to the second floor, then into the first meeting 
room on the left. It was blue and plain and could have been a meeting room in any office building 
anywhere. 
Another man entered from a door at the other end of the room with a black leather folder in his 
hand. He was average sized, brown haired, tidily dressed and maybe mid-forties. He carried 
himself confidently. 
‘Matthew,’ he said with a pleasant smile, shaking hands with Moore first then Archer. 
It was a brief, moist shake. 
Tracy introduced them, and Matthew turned to Moore. 
‘I understand you have another matter to attend to while you’re here,’ he said smoothly, ‘so if you 
don’t mind. .’ 
Moore took his cue and nodded. ‘I do,’ he said, opening the door behind him, ‘give me a buzz when 
you’re done, Arch.’ 
Archer watched him leave before they sat round the table that dominated the room. Archer noted 
that nobody seemed to use last names and he doubted even the first names were real. Tracy took 
the time to fill glasses of water from a jug on the side cabinet then deferentially took her seat 
beside Matthew. 
‘Thanks for coming in,’ Matthew started, keeping his folder closed for now. ‘It’s good to meet you, 
and it’s very important that we work together on this. It’s a matter of great importance to both our 
governments. We’ve been aware of Yassar Al-Riyaz for some time now, keeping tabs on his 
movements etcetera, until he really began to move up on our radar about a year ago.’ 
He paused to take a sip of water. ‘As you know, money’s the big game now. All these terrorist 
organisations need it, but it’s not part of the job description for the average suicide bomber. So 
they use these players that we’ve never really had dealings with before, dodgy financiers and 
money men from around the globe. Yassar is one of them.’ 
‘Funny, because apparently we only became aware of him about four months ago,’ Archer 
interjected. 
Matthew nodded sagely. ‘Yes,’ he said, ‘I know. That’s something that could have been done better, 
and we’re following up on that but it’s all a bit above my pay-grade I’m afraid.’ 
He smiled apologetically, just one staffer sharing sympathies with his peers. Archer didn’t buy it, but he was impressed with the man’s political nous. 
‘So, you obviously know all his background already; we did manage to share that much.’ Matthew 
chuckled at his own joke, and Tracy gave a slight smile. ‘He’s been in New Zealand for the last 
couple of months on a Visitor Visa. Interestingly, he was turned away by Australia.’ 
‘That open borders policy just works a treat for us,’ Archer remarked drily, and Matthew looked at 
him for a moment. 
Archer got the feeling he’d spoken out of turn and felt his cheeks flush. He glanced at Tracy and 
saw her gaze shift as his eyes crossed her face. 
Matthew continued. 
‘We’ve established links between him and a number of groups of interest to us, including the 
Taliban, ETA in Spain, animal activists here in the UK, rebel groups in Africa, anti-abortionists in 
the States. .the list goes on. We have confirmed that he has handled money for all these groups, 
washing it through various financial institutions, making investments for them, and ultimately 
making them more money and giving them a clean product at the end of it all. This appears to 
have been on behalf of the family business.’ He turned slightly towards Tracy. ‘Do you want to 
cover our Irish friend?’ 
She nodded and leaned forward in her seat, taking the lead. ‘A person of interest to us is a former 
leader in the Provisional Irish Republican Army, Patrick Boyle. Currently living in Galway, in the 
Republic. He got his hands dirty growing up in Belfast during the eighties; he was part of a cell that 
we know for certain killed four police officers and eleven British soldiers in a series of attacks.’ She 
looked at Archer directly to make sure he was listening. ‘The four coppers were each shot dead 
inside their homes, in front of family members. Point blank.’ 
She had his attention. ‘Three of the soldiers were killed in a pub in the city centre. The killer 
walked straight up to them and shot them point blank in the head. A fourth soldier in their group 
was kidnapped and held for three days. They found him on a patch of wasteland, face down. Dead. 
He’d been knee-capped with a drill in both knees. He was covered in burns. He had every single 
finger dislocated and four teeth ripped out.’ 
She paused unnecessarily for affect. 
‘It was initially thought that he’d been tortured for information, but this was discounted due to the 
fact that he was just a squaddie, and therefore would have very limited knowledge of use to the 
Provos.’ 
‘It was practice.’ Matthew took over again and Tracy hesitated, as if surprised by his interruption. 
When he continued, she took the hint and sat back again. ‘I firmly believe that that poor kid-he 
was 19-was just a practice doll for a torturer who was learning his trade. He had nothing to give 
them but that wasn’t the point. He died in excruciating pain. The post-mortem showed the cause 
of death as heart failure. This was a 19-year old soldier, fighting fit, in the prime of his life.’ 
Matthew shook his head grimly. ‘His heart gave out from fear and the pain inflicted on him. We confirmed Patrick Boyle as the man responsible, and he was eventually imprisoned at the Maze. 
After the Good Friday Agreement, he was released.’ 
His eyes shifted to Archer and he looked at him mirthlessly. ‘And you think your open borders 
cause you trouble Down Under.’ 
Archer held his gaze evenly, deciding he didn’t like this man, not a bit. His instinct was to react, and 
he had to remind himself that he was operating in a new environment now. ‘So what’s his link to 
Yassar then?’ he asked, breaking the moment. 
‘Boyle moved on from being a foot soldier to management,’ replied Matthew. ‘He’s an educated 
man and has an obvious knack for financial matters. Once he was released from prison he put 
himself out on the market, basically operating as an investment adviser for other terrorists. You 
must remember, these guys have not gone away. They just operate a bit differently now, and at 
their core, they’re basically just criminals. They make money from the whole spectrum of criminal 
offending and they need to launder it. That’s where men like Boyle and Yassar come in.’ 
Matthew made a steeple of his fingers, elbows on the table. Archer noticed he still hadn’t referred 
to whatever was in his folder. 
‘They have done business both together and for the same groups. They are intimately connected 
in a financial sense, and we know for certain that both have met with senior lieutenants to Bin 
Laden in recent years.’ 
Archer sipped his water and listened intently. He was hoping the history lesson would end soon 
and they’d get to the point. 
‘We have intelligence that these two have formed a close bond and, if it’s possible for men like this, 
become friends. Further to that, we have intelligence that they have recently hijacked a large arms 
deal from Yassar’s family. Yassar now has a price on his head, courtesy of his own father. Further 
to that, Boyle himself has a substantial amount of money stashed away somewhere. A fall back, if 
you like.’ Matthew’s eyes became shrewd now. ‘We’re talking circa thirty two million American.’ 
Archer’s hand paused with the glass halfway to his lips. 
‘Cash,’ Matthew added. 
The room was silent as the information sank in. 
‘Wow,’ Archer finally said. 
‘Wow is right,’ Tracy smiled, and was passed the baton again with a nod from her colleague. ‘It’s 
the result of some canny investments and gambles by Boyle and Yassar.’ She smiled again. ‘And Her 
Majesty’s Government would like to get their hands on it.’ 
Matthew smiled conspiratorially across the table. ‘Of course, that is a secondary issue for us. Our 
Saudi friend is our main concern. And that’s where you chaps come in. You see, the key is to 
getting our hands on either of these two men. I have no doubt that one of them will talk, given the right circumstances.’ He gave a conspiratorial look. ‘If you know what I mean.’ 
‘Got a rough idea,’ Archer murmured. 
‘Obviously British agents can’t just bowl up to Boyle’s little cottage in Galway and knock on the door 
and grab him. Those days are long gone. So when we thought our col eagues Down Under had 
captured Yassar and had him safely under lock and key, we were very happy campers indeed.’ 
Archer saw where this was going now. ‘And since he escaped under our jurisdiction,’ he said, ‘it’s 
our responsibility to get him back.’ 
Matthew smiled indulgently. ‘Basically, yes. In the interests of our relationship of mutual trust and 
co-operation, this is rather important.’ 
Archer let that sit silently. The jibe was obvious and he knew the Englishman expected him to 
retort, but he refused to give him the satisfaction. 
‘I believe that Boyle is the most likely to know where Yassar is. If we get him, we can get Yassar. 
Once we get what we want from him, he’ll be straight off to another jurisdiction.’ 
Archer nodded slowly. ‘So I’m off to Ireland then,’ he said, but Matthew shook his head. 
‘No,’ he replied, ‘you’re off to Cornwall.’ 
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Moore was waiting in the foyer for him when Tracy escorted Archer down. 
They shook hands again and Tracy relieved him of his visitor’s pass before disappearing back into 
the bowels of Legoland. 
The two men walked back across the bridge while Archer grilled his companion about the two 
spooks he’d just met. 
‘I’ve met Tracy before,’ Moore told him, ‘she’s a good girl. I’ve had a couple of dealings with her and 
she seems sound. I don’t know Matthew, I know Tracy’s boss is a guy called Matthew Livingstone 
so I’m guessing that’s him.’ 
‘What’s his background?’ 
Archer had his hands tucked into his coat pockets and his breath was clouding in the morning chill. 
Jet-lag was starting to pull at him and he could do with a coffee. 
‘Don’t know really. I heard he was previously over the river for a long time, before moving to Six.’ 
He shrugged his big shoulders. ‘Aside from that, they don’t tend to chuck their CVs around, you 
know?’ 
Archer grunted. ‘And the girl?’ 
‘Tracy Spencer,’ Moore replied readily, and grinned at Archer’s quizzical look. ‘Yeah, she reckons 
her Dad had a sense of humour. Ex-Army is all I really know about her, we got talking about that 
one day, but she didn’t say too much.’ 
They walked in silence for a few moments. Archer debated about sharing more information with 
his former comrade in arms and decided against it for now. He had a lot to think about but wanted 
to keep it to himself. They reached the northern side of the river, and Moore pulled up short, 
stepping to the side of the footpath. 
‘I’ve got another meeting to go to,’ he explained, casting a wary eye about him, ‘you can make your 
own way back from here?’ 
Archer nodded. 
‘Oh, before I forget.’ Moore took a small key from his pocket and passed it over. ‘Your gear arrived. 
I’l email you the location. Locker number’s on the key.’ 
‘Ta.’ Archer pocketed the key. 
‘I think I’ll make an enquiry about these Yanks, but if I’m free later I’ll give you a bell and we’ll 
meet up for dinner,’ Moore continued, and grinned. ‘Watch your back mate, you’re playing with the 
big boys now.’ 
He headed away down a side street towards Millbank, and Archer glanced around him, feeling 
suddenly self-conscious. If he was honest with himself he’d felt out of his comfort zone with the 
spooks. He was getting reminded repeatedly that he was in a new world, and he wasn’t sure yet 
that he liked it. 
Tracy Spencer interested him though, he had to admit, and he looked forward to meeting her later. 
He waved down a cab and got dropped near the far end of Oxford Street then walked the famous 
shopping street back towards his hotel, taking his time and breathing in the city life around him. It 
was a melting pot of cultures and flavours, and in the space of a block he heard three different 
European languages being spoken by passing pedestrians. 
Archer suddenly realised he was hungry, and checked his watch. 1115am. He found a Pret a 
Manger and sat in the window with a long black and a blueberry muffin, warming himself and 
feeling re-invigorated as the caffeine hit his bloodstream. 
As he sat he began to formulate a plan in his head. Patrick Boyle had been seeing a woman in 
Cornwall named Ruth, who he had met when she was a teenage street worker in Belfast. She had 
moved to England several years ago and they had reconnected online. The relationship built to the 
point that he came over once a month for an overnight stay. His paranoia of the security services 
was still high, and he never stayed longer than twenty four hours. 
His next visit was due in two days time. 
The spooks knew this because prostitutes are creatures of habit. Ruth was still on the game and 
with that came the drugs scene. She had managed to beat a crack habit but had also become an 
informer for a local copper. Her information had proved credible over the years and she had 
eventually dropped her lover in it. 
Despite having moved on from his terrorist activities, Boyle had an unhealthy fascination with 
guns. The timing of his monthly visits to Cornwall had been linked to the flood of firearms onto the 
black market, and it was believed he had access to stores previously held by the Provos. Assault 
rifles, sub machine guns and pistols were all readily available from dealers in the south-west. 
This information had been elevated to the security services, and due to the international aspect of 
it MI6-specifically Tracy-had ended up handling the informer. 
The plan was to nab Boyle while he was at his mistress’ house, hopefully still in possession of a 
shipment of weapons, giving them leverage to get at Yassar. They had no idea what weapons he 
may have but they knew he travelled alone, flying his private plane under the radar to a remote 
field. He drove to his dealers to make the transactions before heading to Ruth’s place. 
Archer was tasked with intercepting Boyle safely. Matthew had made it clear there would be no 
tactical support from either the police or military. This was strictly need-to-know. He would, 
however, have the services of Tracy. Once he had a basic plan in his head, Archer left the cafe and 
went to a nearby stationer’s, where he bought a map book and pens. Electronic gizmos were all 
well and good but Archer had a healthy appreciation for the old school. 
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Striding along the footpath, he turned into the street his hotel was on and immediately sensed 
trouble. A silver BMW SUV was at the kerb outside his hotel and he could see a man behind the 
wheel and exhaust fumes pumping from the tail pipe. 
As he stepped into a doorway to watch, Archer saw two men descend the front steps of the hotel 
and head for the BMW. He recognised the first man as the American former sergeant, but the 
second man was partially obscured by him and Archer couldn’t see him clearly. The sergeant 
moved round to the front passenger’s door, and the second man opened the door behind the 
driver. As he did so, he cast a look over his shoulder in Archer’s direction. 
A cold fist gripped Archer’s gut. It was the gunner who had killed Bula two years ago. The Dixie 
boy he’d laid out cold, and who’d been cleared of any misconduct by an inquiry. 
He felt his pulse quicken as he watched the two men get in and the BMW move away from the 
kerb. If they were operating as a three-man team that meant the driver would be TJ Wheeler. It 
also meant that it had been the Dixie boy who’d Tasered him. 
He’d never learned the names of the Black Star contractors involved in the shooting, but hoped 
that the lead from the stolen wallet would now lead him somewhere. 
As soon as the BMW turned the corner Archer made his way into the hotel, bounding up the steps 
into the foyer. 
The receptionist behind the desk was the same Eastern European girl who’d been on duty the 
previous night. She was bent over something on the desk behind the counter-top, and looked up 
with a start when Archer strode in. 
‘Aahh..’ 
‘Morning,’ he said cheerily, plucking a brochure from a display on the counter-top. 
It advertised guided bus tours of the city, and he held it up for her to see. 
‘Now tell me,’ he said, ‘are these tours any good? I need something to do tomorrow, but I don’t 
want anything really touristy. What would you recommend?’ 
She hesitated, as if unsure whether to answer or not. 
‘Aahh, umm. .yes, I would say they are very good, in my opinion.’ She nodded vigorously, her blue 
eyes wide under a formidable set of false lashes. 
‘Lovely, thanks.’ He gave her a warm smile. ‘Can I order lunch here, or do I have to call room 
service? I’ve got an awful lot of work to do and I can’t be bothered going out.’ 
‘Umm, aahh, yes, if you can order here is okay.’ 
She produced a pad and Archer ordered a steak sandwich, fruit salad and orange juice. Giving her 
another smile he went upstairs to his room. 
The piece of tissue had been dislodged and was on the carpet by the door. His suitcase was on the 
luggage rack where he’d left it, and he noticed the zip had shifted positions slightly. 
The room had clearly been searched, and he was certain that the receptionist would be on the 
phone right now to the Americans. While speaking to her he’d seen she had a handbag on the 
desk, presumably putting away the money she’d just been paid for allowing access to his room. 
It was safe to assume the deal would include making a phone call once he returned. 
Archer paused to think for a moment. The Americans clearly didn’t want him to know they’d been 
there, which in turn meant they wanted to know something on the quiet. Either they had wired 
his room or they had been looking for something particular in his luggage. He knew there was 
nothing for them to find, as he had taken the stolen wallet and its contents with him. 
That left the first option as the most likely. 
He tossed his coat and jacket on the bed, and loosened his tie, trying to figure out what it all 
meant. They obviously knew who he was and who he worked for, and therefore presumably the 
reason for his presence in London. This made it clear they had a shared interest, but Archer 
couldn’t determine how far that went. Were the Americans after Yassar, Boyle or both? Did they 
want to kill or capture either of them? Were they working for the Government or a private entity, 
and if so, who? Were they simply after the bounty on Yassar’s head? 
He decided he had more questions than answers right now, but at least he knew one thing for 
certain; there was a leak somewhere. 
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Archer had spent the afternoon in his room as he’d indicated to the receptionist. 
The steak sandwich had been excellent and he’d had an hour’s sleep to try and counter the jet-lag 
he’d felt creeping over him. After showering and freshening up, he dressed warmly and headed 
downstairs. There was a different receptionist on now, a pale young man who ignored him as he 
crossed the foyer. 
Tracy had emailed him details of the target address in Cornwall, and he had spent some time on his 
notebook working out a strategy for capturing the Irishman. Moore had also been as good as his 
word and sent through details of where to pick up his gear that had been sent in the diplomatic 
pouch. He left the warm hotel and hunched his shoulders against the chill of the evening as he 
waited for a cab. The city was buzzing with commuter traffic and pedestrians hurrying for the 
Tube, and lights were on everywhere. He knew every building around him would be centrally 
heated and cozy and momentarily contemplated returning to his room and ordering in. Maybe he 
could just go and pick up his gear and be back quickly. 
A black cab pulled up as he debated with himself, and he began to turn away, raising a hand in 
apology to the driver. He sensed a presence behind him and felt a hand grip his arm. Something 
hard dug into his side and Archer stiffened. A Southern drawl whispered in his ear at the same 
time as the cab’s rear door opened. 
‘Be smart and get in.’ 
Archer realised resistance was futile right now, and moved to the door. He bent and saw the side of 
the driver’s head. It was the Dixie boy, which meant his captor was probably the sergeant. He 
stepped into the back of the cab and a strong hand pushed him firmly against the far side, fol owed 
by the man’s body weight hard against him. The gun barrel hadn’t moved from his ribs. Archer 
glanced sideways and met the sergeant’s steely gaze. 
The cab moved off into the traffic. 
‘Surprised?’ the sergeant asked mockingly. 
‘Only that you were stupid enough to kidnap me on camera,’ Archer replied. ‘Aside from that, no.’ 
The sergeant smirked. ‘Kidnapped? That’s pushing it a bit far, compadre. We’re just a couple of old 
soldiers catching up. Nothin’ wrong with that, is there?’ 
Archer gave him a disdainful look and turned his attention to the driver. 
‘So it’ll be you I have to thank for the shocking introduction to London, then?’ he asked. 
The Dixie boy’s eyes flicked to the rear view mirror and a grin crossed his lips. 
‘No thank you’s are necessary, my friend.’ 
‘Oh, I wasn’t thanking you. I was just making sure I had the right person.’ He paused, and the Dixie boy’s eyes flicked up from the road again. ‘I owe you twice now.’ 
The Dixie boy glanced at the sergeant now, who shook his head placatingly. 
‘Don’t worry, pal, he’s just tryin’ to get inside your head.’ 
‘No no no.’ Archer shook his own head now. ‘I’m not doing that mate. I’m just making sure I have 
the right guy.’ He met the driver’s eyes again. ‘Because I will kill you. That’s all.’ He ignored the gun 
in his side and leaned forward slightly, still holding the driver’s gaze. ‘I mean it, mate. I will kill you.’ 
The sergeant jerked him back against the seat and jabbed his pistol harder into Archer’s side. 
‘Shut yer mouth, boy. Stop the trash talkin’. 
Archer ignored him and looked out the window, identifying landmarks as they drove. Heading east, 
he figured. Some thirty minutes later they pulled off into a side street in Leytonstone, and headed 
into an industrial block. 
It was the sort of premises where you could rent a unit on a weekly basis, usually used by 
tradesmen for a specific job or by gangsters for drug dealing. There were five units in a row on 
each side of a driveway, and they all seemed to be closed up for the night. 
The cab eased through an open door into the middle unit on the right and the door came down 
behind them. Lights were on inside and directly in front of the cab was an office with a set of stairs 
going up the side wall to a storage area above the office. Standing on the stairs was the guy Archer 
had bumped in the park, cradling a suppressed Beretta M12 chopper in his hands, watching the 
new arrivals. 

TJ Wheeler. 
Archer glanced quickly around, getting his bearings and scoping any possible weapons or escape 
routes. Stacked against the left wall were bags of garden fertiliser, enough to fill a Transit van. 
Directly ahead were six fuel drums. 
The sergeant caught his eye and smirked as if reading his mind. 
The driver got out and opened the door, and Archer alighted. He paused and looked coldly at the 
Dixie boy across the top of the door. The younger man flinched but held his gaze. 
‘Your days are numbered, kid,’ Archer told him softly. 
‘Yer in no position to be making threats right now, boy,’ the sergeant told him, and pushed him 
against the side of the cab 
While the others covered him the Dixie boy searched Archer roughly, emptying his pockets and 
efficiently checking every possible hiding place without stripping him. As the young man’s hand 
explored his crotch, Archer let out a snort. 
‘I knew you’d linger.’ 
The Dixie boy let go immediately and slammed him into the side of the car. Archer’s face bounced off the pillar and he took a knee in the side of his thigh, causing his leg to buckle. 
The sergeant stepped in and pulled the Dixie boy away. ‘Ease up, don’t damage the goods.’ He 
grabbed Archer by the arm and hustled him to the office, shoving him through the door. ‘Get in 
there.’ 
Archer stumbled into the unfurnished office and was still turning to face them when a rabbit 
punch caught him behind the ear, sending him crashing against the back wall. The room was only 
about four metres square and faced with a glass door and windows either side of it. The two 
mercenaries faced him from the door. There was not a single item in the room that he could use as 
a weapon. The carpet was worn completely flat and the walls were bare. 
‘Make it easy on yerself, boy,’ the sergeant told him calmly, holding his compact pistol loosely at his 
side. It looked like a stainless Walther, a common back up weapon amongst operators. ‘Lose the 
tough guy act and start listenin’. 
‘Do we have to talk? Can’t we just go for dinner and a movie?’ 
The sergeant ignored him and stepped aside to let the Dixie boy join them. He had a large pistol in 
his hand and was loading a feathered dart into the breech. 
Archer gave a wry smile. ‘What is this, amateur hour?’ He gestured towards the vehicle bay. ‘A load 
of fertiliser and fuel, I’m lying here drugged to the eyeballs, an anonymous phone call to the cops. .’ 
He shook his head. 
‘That’s the basic idea, yeah.’ 
‘You guys don’t get any smarter, do you?’ 
‘Shut yer mouth, dickwad,’ the Dixie boy snarled, cocking the dart gun. 
‘Witty,’ Archer commented, ‘clearly you’re the brains of this fucken shambles. I bet your mother-
sister is really proud.’ 
‘Enough talkin’, the sergeant interrupted. ‘Time for you to start listenin’. This ain’t a joke.’ He 
leaned against the doorframe and waggled the pistol at him. ‘We tried playin’ nice but it didn’t get 
through.’ 
‘Oh, is that what you call it?’ Archer nodded his understanding. ‘Sorry, my fault. Here was me 
thinking it was just another cheap shot from behind.’ 
The Dixie boy bristled and looked to the sergeant. The older man was unruffled. 
‘You needed to butt out and fuck off back to the ass end of the world where y’all come from. If you 
can’t take the hint, well. .maybe we need to be more direct.’ 
‘A little bit obvious, don’t you think?’ 
‘In this world?’ The sergeant let out a laugh. ‘Everybody jumpin’ at their own shadow? Raghead 
terrorists behind every pot plant? The Brits’ll be all over you like a fat chick at a buffet, boy.’ 
‘Good one, Carl,’ the Dixie boy chuckled, and the sergeant shot him a scowl. 
‘So Carl, TJ and sorry, I didn’t catch your name?’ 
‘Enough!’ The sergeant waved for the Dixie boy to get on with it. ‘Stop jawin’ and do it.’ 
Archer gave the Dixie boy a mocking smile. ‘I bet you love jawin’ him, don’t you?’ he sneered. 
The Dixie boy immediately threw a questioning look to his boss, and Archer knew he’d pegged 
them right; the younger man was a hot head but unsure if his boss would back him. In the split 
second the two mercenaries looked at each other, Archer seized his opportunity. He sprang 
forward and lashed out with a frontal kick at the sergeant’s gun, connecting hard enough to make 
the other man involuntarily trigger a shot that was deafening in the small room. 
The Dixie boy grabbed at him and Archer spun, seizing the outstretched hand and yanking him 
forward, pinning Carl in the corner. He snatched at the hand holding the dart gun and twisted 
savagely, bringing a yelp of pain. The Dixie boy tried for a head butt. Archer took it on the shoulder 
and smashed his elbow into his opponent’s face. 
Carl was pushing them both away and bringing the pistol around when Archer twisted the Dixie 
boy’s wrist harder. A bone snapped audibly and the Dixie boy yelped again. Archer forced his own 
finger into the trigger guard and squeezed, pumping the dart into Carl’s side. 
He slammed a knee up into the Dixie boy’s groin and shoved him away, ducked and caught Carl’s 
swinging arm, locked it straight and drove the heel of his palm up and through the joint, 
obliterating the elbow. 
The sergeant’s face went white and he shrieked in pain, popping off a second shot which 
shattered the glass in the door. Archer slammed his forehead into Carl’s nose and flattened it in a 
spray of blood. He dropped him and ripped the pistol from his hand. 
As the man fell TJ came into view, the Beretta up and flashing a short burst through the shattered 
door, rounds buzzing past Archer’s shoulder. He dived to the side and snapped off a double tap, 
realising he was trapped in the room with the only exit covered by a chopper. 
TJ risked a glance around the window frame and Archer fired again, blowing out the glass. Glancing 
down, he saw the Dixie boy struggling to pull a weapon from where he lay on the floor. Knowing he 
had at best only three rounds left, Archer threw himself forward in a slide, crashing both feet into 
the boy’s torso and knocking the gun away. He drove his heel into the boy’s face and as he pulled 
back for another go, saw TJ’s head come into view above him in the shattered window frame. 
The merc was scanning the room with the SMG’s suppressor following his eyes, not realising 
Archer had moved. He never had a chance. Archer squeezed off a double tap that took him in the 
temple and spread his brains across the wall. The slide locked open and Archer rolled to his feet, 
checking for threats. 
TJ was in a heap on the floor by the cab, blood running freely from his head. Carl was unconscious but moaning, his shattered arm lying grotesquely at his side. The Dixie boy was twitching and 
groaning, the crotch of his pants soaked wet. 
Archer tossed the empty pistol aside and snatched up the Dixie boy’s gun. It was a stainless 
Walther PPK/S like his partner’s. He kicked the Dixie boy in the ribs, getting his attention. 
‘You’ve got about a minute to fill me in,’ he said coldly, pointing the gun at the boy’s face. 
The boy groaned in pain and shifted his gaze. 
‘Who are you working for? The Saudis? IRA?’ 
The boy groaned again and Archer kicked him harder. 
‘Who’s calling the shots, kid? The Agency?’ 
The boy struggled to focus through his pain, and bared his bloodied teeth. 
‘Fuck you,’ he croaked, blood smeared on his teeth as he grimaced, ‘and fuck that nigger boy too.’ 
Archer ground his foot down on the boy’s kneecap, producing a squeal. The Dixie boy grabbed for 
his knee with his uninjured hand, leaving his broken wrist exposed. Archer’s foot was on it in a 
second, first applying light pressure. The merc squealed again and Archer pressed harder. 
‘Talk or I’ll fuck you up completely,’ he said softly. ‘You’ll be wiping your arse and jerking off with 
one hand till the day you die.’ 
‘Fuck man.’ The Dixie boy flailed weakly at Archer’s leg. ‘C’mon man, you’re fucken cripplin’ me!’ 
‘Not yet, but I will. Who’re you working for? Who organised all this?’ Archer knew he wouldn’t 
have much time. 
The Dixie boy tossed his head at the still form of his boss. ‘He knows man, ask him.’ 
‘He’s out cold; I’m asking you.’ 
‘I dunno man, he’s the boss. I’m just a grunt, man.’ His eyes were wet and pleading as Archer trod 
harder on his shattered wrist, grinding the broken bone under his sole. The merc’s face was a 
sickly shade of pale green. ‘C’mon man! I need a fucken doctor, I’m no use to you.’ 
Archer’s head twitched slightly in acceptance. ‘That’s true.’ 
He calmly shot him between the eyes. The body convulsed then lay twitching. The right leg 
drummed a brief solo on the floor. 
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Archer checked the sergeant’s pulse; out for the count. 
He quickly searched all three bodies, retrieving cell phones and wallets, before wiping down both 
pistols. He carefully placed them back in their respective owner’s hands. 
Moving to the front of the unit he cracked open the pedestrian door beside the main roller and 
listened. Sirens sounded some way off, but closer in he could hear the roar of car engines being 
pushed hard, less than a click away. 
He swung on the chain to raise the roller door, gathered his own belongings and the items he’d 
seized from his captors, and fired up the cab. 
Within seconds of reaching the main road a Police car flew by him towards the industrial units, 
another couple only seconds behind it. He spotted a chopper approaching as well and maintained 
a steady speed as he made his way back towards the city. He tried calling Moore several times on 
the way, but every time it went straight to voicemail. He left a short message wanting a call back. 
Tucking his phone away, he debated passing the details of the Yank team back to Jedi. Instinct told 
him to hold back just yet, at least until he’d spoken to Moore and knew the lay of the land. 
For now, he was on his own. He dumped the cab in a Tower Hamlets side road and walked away, 
covering a mile before hailing a cab to Euston station. 
Two further cab rides took Archer back to Marble Arch, where he spent another half hour 
scouring the block for a back up team. Finding none, and with his heart rate back under control, he 
ducked into the closest pub and ordered a large Scotch on the rocks. 
The barmaid was a busty brunette with French nails and a cheeky grin. Her name tag said Becky. 
She let her fingers linger on his as she gave him his change. Archer knocked half the drink back 
and let the peaty warmth slide down his throat into his gut. 
So much for a quiet dinner out, he reflected, realising he was still hungry. Instead of a hot pot and 
a pint he’d killed two men, maimed a third and probably started an international incident. 
He caught the barmaid’s eye and asked for a bar menu. 
‘Kitchen’s closed sorry love,’ she said, leaning forward on the bar and giving him a full view of her 
plentiful cleavage. ‘Closed at eight.’ She glanced over her shoulder to check for the manager and 
gave him the cheeky grin. ‘I could probably whip something up for you though, if you give me 
twenty minutes.’ 
Archer nodded. ‘Sweet, I’ll wait.’ He drained his tumbler and slid another twenty across the bar. He 
let his eyes linger on her cleavage, knowing she was watching him. ‘I’l need another drink to cool 
down.’ 
The tops of her breasts shook as she gave a throaty chuckle. ‘No problem.’ 
He took the fresh drink to a corner booth and nursed it while he waited, surveying the punters 
around him. Nobody gave off any warning signals, and no matter how often he checked his phone, 
Moore didn’t call back. 
Becky brought him a plate of butter chicken on microwaved rice with a garlic naan, and was hailed 
back to the bar by a punter before she could speak. She rolled her eyes, gave Archer a wink and 
sauntered back to the bar, tossing him a look over her shoulder as she did so. She was not thin but 
had a roll to her hips that he liked. 
The sauce was from a jar and the food had been reheated, but he ate hungrily, mopping his plate 
with the naan and sitting back with a satisfied sigh. Becky returned and cleared the plate, bending 
over close enough for him to smell her dusky perfume. There was no mistaking her intentions. 
‘I knock off in an hour,’ she told him, a glint in her eye and her voice soft in his ear. ‘You fancy 
sticking around for a bit?’ 
Archer smiled and nodded. ‘Maybe I should.’ He gave her his empty tumbler. ‘Better make that a pint 
then.’ 
She disappeared and he rubbed his face. The alcohol and the downer after the adrenaline wore off 
were making him tired. He needed a pick-me-up. He was planning his night with the busty Becky 
when his phone buzzed. The caller ID showed Private Number. 
Expecting Moore, he was surprised to hear a female’s voice when he answered. 
‘Craig, it’s Tracy Spencer. We’ve got a goer, he’s coming early. I’ll pick you up in forty five minutes.’ 
He was silent as he absorbed the news. 
‘Are you there?’ 
‘Yeah. .yeah, I’m here. See you in forty five.’ 
He disconnected and moved for the door, focussed now on the job at hand. Becky intercepted him 
before he got there, looking confused. 
‘Oi, what you playin’ at? I thought. .’ 
‘I’m sorry, I’ve gotta go.’ He smiled what he hoped was apologetically. ‘Work called me in, sorry.’ 
‘Whatev’s.’ She tossed her hair dismissively and turned away. ‘Your loss, love.’ 
Archer stepped after her and whispered in her ear. ‘Don’t you worry, love, I’ll see you again.’ Her 
musk filled his nostrils and she pressed back against him. 
He squeezed her arm and went for the door. 
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Tracy slid to the kerb in a non-descript gunmetal grey Saab 9000 Turbo exactly forty five minutes 
later. 
Archer slung his bags in the boot beside hers and took the passenger seat. A pair of service station 
coffees sat in the cup holder. 
‘I figured I should make it worth your while to get pul ed away at this time of night,’ she said 
apologetically as she accelerated away. ‘You look like a long black kind of a bloke.’ 
‘Any coffee’s good coffee,’ he replied, buckling himself in. 
She was heavy on both pedals and used the automatic gears as if they were manual. He steadied 
himself before taking his coffee. It was hot and strong and the aroma alone was enough to give him 
a boost. 
Tracy smelled of a popular perfume he couldn’t quite place, warm spicy vanilla, and was dressed 
for work in jeans and a thermal top. She turned the radio down as they headed for the M25. 
‘Boyle’s coming over tomorrow night. I had a call from the informant, he’s due at hers by dawn-
he’s promised her a dawn breaker to remember.’ 
Archer nodded and savoured a mouthful of coffee. It always tasted better when you were drinking 
with a girl, he reflected. ‘Is this normal for him to come at the last minute?’ he asked. 
Tracy’s strong hands worked the gears and wheel as she took the motorway on ramp at speed. 
Archer slipped his cup back into the holder for safe keeping. Tracy noticed and grinned. 
‘Not scared are you? I thought all you triggermen were tough as nails?’ 

Triggermen? If only you knew. 

He grunted. ‘The only things that scare me are women drivers and the tax man.’ 
Tracy hit the fast lane and held a steady ninety, reaching for her own cup. Archer passed it to her, 
pausing to sniff the mouth of it first. 
‘Cappuccino? No. .long black with sweetener.’ 
‘Wel done.’ She sipped it appreciatively. ‘And yes, it’s not uncommon for him to come over at short 
notice. He always contacts her though, to make sure she doesn’t have any other commitments first.’ 
She snorted. ‘He’s considerate like that.’ 
‘What a catch. By commitments I take it you mean clients?’ 
‘Mostly. She also plays bridge in a local club though, and visits her gran most days.’ 
‘And enjoys moonlit walks on the beach and Tom Hanks rom-coms,’ Archer replied. 
Tracy shot him a sideways glance. ‘Wow, heavy on the sarcasm there, Kiwi.’ 
‘Kiwi? Really?’ He smiled, enjoying her sassiness. 
‘I’m working with that for now. Colonial’s a bit of a mouthful, Antipodean’s even worse.’ She 
frowned as she overtook a lorry with one hand on the wheel. ‘And what’s an Antipodean, anyway? 
Does anyone actually ever go to the Antipodes?’ 
‘Not since early last century. Or maybe around the forties, when we had to save the Poms’ sorry 
arse. Again.’ 
Tracy grinned at his needling. ‘Pom? Is that the best you can do? It doesn’t even mean anything 
anyway.’ 
‘Prisoner of Mother England,’ he said. ‘Means you’re all still tied to the monarchy with floral apron 
strings.’ 
They fell into a comfortable silence for a time, and Archer let his mind wander back to the events 
earlier in the evening. It still puzzled him what the motive was for the American mercenaries. If 
they were working for the Yank government, the CIA or DIA or whoever, they could have just 
leaned on his own bosses or the Brits and taken over the mission lock stock and barrel. 
No, the back door tactics didn’t fly with that scenario. In the War on Terror, the US got their own 
way, no issues there. Everything he knew to date indicated something different entirely. There was 
a different puppet master pulling the strings on this one, somebody unofficial but with significant 
clout; PMCs did not come cheap. 
Archer turned his mind to the men themselves, the men he’d killed without batting an eyelid. He 
felt no remorse at all, not a drop. They were cold blooded killers themselves; they knew the score. 
If it wasn’t them it would’ve been him. Two lay dead and the leader, Carl, faced a lot of difficult 
questions from the police followed by a life with a crippled arm. 
Archer took a certain malevolent satisfaction from knowing he’d taken them out of the game, 
particularly the Dixie boy who’d murdered Bula so long ago. He’d gone through all three cell 
phones, and found they were clearly all burn phones; cheap pre-pay’s used for a job then 
discarded. He’d recorded all the numbers out of them-no saved contacts-and emailed them to 
himself to check later. 
He wondered again why Moore hadn’t got back to him, and checked his phone. No missed calls, no 
messages. He tucked it away and watched Tracy in his peripheral vision. She drove with 
confidence and seemed more at ease now, even excited, without Matthew Livingstone looking over 
her shoulder. 
He liked her enthusiasm and so far she seemed competent. Time would tell. He had to admit he 
found her attractive in the way women in the armed forces often were-for some reason guns and 
girls could be an intoxicating blend. But as with any mission Archer felt nervous anticipation about 
the task ahead of them, and this was increased by the unknown factor of Tracy. 
He was used to working with highly trained men, combat veterans who had been proven under 
fire. He’d never gone into the field with a woman in tow, let alone a female spy. It made him feel 
uneasy. After a time they stopped at a service centre for more coffee and sandwiches and a rest 
stop for Tracy. 
While he waited for the coffee order he tried calling Moore again, but still got his voicemail. He left 
another message and scoffed his sandwiches while he waited. He bought some bottled water, 
chocolate bars and energy drinks as well, and took the lot back to the car. He quickly checked the 
boot to make sure nothing had been disturbed-he’d just had time after Tracy’s call to go and fetch 
his bag from the locker where Moore had stashed it, and had beaten Tracy back to the hotel by 
barely a minute. He had no intention of giving her a heads up on his weaponry just yet. 
When Tracy returned he cheerily offered to drive so she could eat. 
He had no doubt she’d seen through the flimsy excuse but she handed the keys over anyway and 
eased back the passenger seat. She took a sip of her cup and gave him a surprised look. 
‘Hot chocolate? What am I, eighty? Is this Horlicks?’ 
Archer smiled. ‘Too much caffeine and you won’t sleep. I need you rested when we get there. We 
won’t get a second chance at this.’ 
Tracy didn’t reply, burrowing instead into the plastic bag of food. She came out with a Yorkie bar 
and held it up questioningly. ‘Just think of yourself then, won’t you?’ 
Archer looked confused. 
‘Not for girls,’ she explained. ‘I can’t have that, I might hurt myself. You obviously haven’t seen the 
ad.’ 
She half grinned then and Archer relaxed, feeling the last of the ice break. He eased back onto the 
highway and accelerated hard, wanting to make time so they were in place wel before Boyle 
arrived. Tracy was soon asleep and Archer settled into the drive, enjoying the almost empty rural 
highways and the power of the Saab. 
He mentally ran through risks and potential tactics as he drove, but it was difficult to assess 
without knowing the real details of the mission. The glaringly obvious risk to him right now was 
his partner, who was stirring from sleep. She cranked the seat up and rubbed her eyes. 
As if reading his thoughts, Tracy glanced sideways and caught him looking away. 
‘Worried?’ she asked. 
‘Not worried,’ he replied. ‘Just working it through in my head.’ 
‘It’l be alright,’ she told him with the hint of a smile. ‘I am trained, you know.’ 
Archer grunted and raised a quizzical eyebrow. 
‘I joined the Army from school,’ she told him, and reaching for her coffee as he dropped into the 
middle lane. ‘My Dad was a soldier, did all the usuals for his generation-the Falklands, Northern 
Ireland, the first Gulf War. I grew up on Army bases in the UK and Germany. I couldn’t wait to join when I was a kid, listening to his stories and meeting his mates. I spent a lot of time hanging round 
the bases soaking it all in.’ She laughed. ‘I liked playing war more than my brother. He went and 
became a doctor and I spent ten years as an MP.’ 
Archer said nothing, draining his coffee instead and staring out the window at the darkness 
beyond the highway. 
‘So where exactly are we going?’ he asked finally. ‘Cornwall’s a big place.’ 
Tracy was silent for a moment, as if weighing up her answer. ‘We’re going to Hampshire first,’ she 
replied, ‘the Firm’s got a little place on the coast.’ 
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The description of “a little place on the coast” was misleading at best. 
Fort Monckton was an ancient fort perched on a cliff top, overlooking Stokes Bay in Gosport. They 
swapped drivers again before they got there and Tracy seemed to follow her nose in the darkness. 
A civilian security guard met them at a barrier arm on the approach road and Tracy buzzed her 
window down, letting in a blast of cold air. After checking her credentials he stepped back from the 
car and spoke into a walkie talkie, presumably calling his ops base. Archer and Tracy silently 
watched him as he frowned and listened before coming back to the window. 
‘Sorry madam,’ he said in a broad West Country burr, ‘but alternative arrangements have been 
made for you.’ 
Tracy frowned. ‘Are you sure? I wasn’t aware.. we’re supposed to be meeting here.’ 
‘Sorry madam,’ he repeated, and gave Archer a furtive glance. ‘I’ve been told to redirect you to the 
Holiday Inn at Portsmouth. Reservations have been made..’ 
He glanced at Archer again and looked uncomfortable. Archer scowled and shook his head in 
frustration. ‘Was that from Mr Livingstone?’ he said pointedly, and the guard shrugged non-
committally. 
‘’Fraid I don’t know, sir. I just gets me orders like.’ 
‘So much for trust and co-operation,’ Archer muttered darkly. 
Tracy said nothing, just buzzed the window up and did a quick J-turn before heading back the way 
they’d come. Archer expected her to stop and call Livingstone and when she continued driving 
instead, he broke the tense silence. 
‘Is this normal?’ he asked. She stayed focussed on the road ahead as she nosed towards the Holiday 
Inn. 
‘Don’t worry about it,’ she replied finally, ‘it’s no big deal.’ 
Archer snorted. ‘It kind of is, really, when you get invited into the club but aren’t allowed into the 
clubhouse.’ 
‘It’s not like that. He’s not trying to exclude you.’ 
‘Course he is, he’s an arrogant snob. Doesn’t anyone ever question Golden Boy Livingstone, or is 
that just not the done thing in your outfit?’ 
Tracy threw him an angry glance. ‘Nobody needs to question him, because he’s bloody good at his 
job. He’s the go-to guy for us, and this is a huge opportunity for me to be able to work with him. 
You should look at it the same way-you might actually learn something.’ 
‘Like how to win friends and influence people? No thanks.’ 
‘What Mathew doesn’t know about the intelligence world isn’t worth knowing,’ Tracy snapped. 
‘He’s done everything and re-wrote the book, so don’t write him off just because he doesn’t want 
to be your bosom buddy. That’s his way. He has the ear of some very high level people; he’s on first 
name terms with the Foreign Secretary, for God’s sake.’ 
Neither of them spoke until they arrived at the hotel and roused the night porter. Tracy checked 
them in while Archer got the bags. The hotel was silent aside from the background chatter of a 
Bol ywood movie on the porter’s portable DVD player. 
Tracy slid Archer’s key along the Reception desk to him and grabbed her bag. ‘See you in the 
morning,’ she tossed over her shoulder before turning and walking away. 
Archer and the porter looked at each other. The porter smirked. Archer shrugged and scooped up 
the key, fol owing the stiff back in front of him, noticing again the tautness of her buttocks as she 
climbed the stairs. 
She didn’t look back as she swiped into her room and shut the door. Archer mentally dismissed her 
and entered the room across the hall. He tossed his bag onto the luggage shelf and flicked on the 
TV. The room was basic and formulaic. 

No expense spared; thanks Matt. 
Except somebody like him would never be called Matt; that just wouldn’t be proper. Surprising he 
didn’t have a double barrelled last name. Archer put the jug on and booted up his laptop. He 
opened up his email to himself with the details taken from phones of the American crew. It was 
only a handful of numbers that had been called, and he quickly realised they had mostly called 
each other. The texts between themselves were brief and meaningless. 
He forwarded the email to Jedi with a short explanation of what had happened then shut the 
laptop down and flopped onto the bed. No matter how he tried to push it aside, Tracy’s mood 
bugged him. Something about her had got under his skin and it bothered him that she was 
annoyed. 
Twice he got up and went to the door before cursing himself for acting like a fawning schoolboy. 
Finally he caved and opened the door, striding across the hall and raising his hand to knock. He 
paused and decided again he was being foolish, and was turning to retreat when he heard 
movement and the door opened. 
Tracy stood and arched an eyebrow at him. She wore striped pyjama pants and a plain white 
singlet that did nothing to hide her protruding nipples. Archer glanced down automatically then 
flushed as he looked up and caught her eye. 
‘Is this a social visit or what?’ she asked pointedly. 
‘Ahh. .I just. .what time are we heading off in the morning? I just. .I’ll go for a run, that’s all.’ It 
sounded lame and he knew it. 
‘I’l meet you for breakfast at seven,’ she said abruptly, and made to shut the door. 
He stayed where he was, and she paused. 
‘Was there something else?’ 
Archer shook his head and turned away, hearing the door close behind him. Once inside his own 
room he mentally gave himself a swift uppercut before bed. 
He’d barely closed his eyes when his cell phone rang. It was Jedi. 
‘Have you gone off the fucking reservation?’ the former RSM demanded. 
Archer sat up and fumbled for the bedside light, trying to gather himself. He’d been bollocked once 
before by Jedi-WO1’s were allowed to do that to officers-and he had the immediate impression 
this was about to be number two. 
‘No, but I think they did.’ 
‘They’re not on the books. Moore checked.’ Jedi’s tone was terse and edgy. ‘Our friends don’t tend 
to bullshit us about that sort of thing, not when two of their countrymen are dead and a third is 
found with the murder weapon and saying nothing.’ 
‘I tried to get hold of Rob…’ 
‘He was meeting a high level source. And yes, this line is secure, by the way.’ 
Archer was tired and getting sick of being jerked about. ‘I can’t change the facts, Jedi. They called 
the play and I responded appropriately. Would you rather it was a Kiwi found with a shed load of 
explosives and some bullshit story? It’d be me down at Paddington Green getting grilled right now, 
and probably all over the papers tomorrow.’ 
Jedi was silent and Archer could almost feel the heat down the phone line. He decided to push his 
case home. 
‘Instead of getting into me, why not ask the Yanks why they don’t have their dogs on a fucken 
leash? It’s all very well saying they’re not on the books, but they were in London for a reason and 
it crosses into this job. They wanted me out of the way, so if their Government wasn’t calling the 
shots then who was? It was somebody in the know.’ 
‘That’s a pretty short list,’ Jedi responded. Some of the sting had gone out of his voice and Archer 
knew he was hitting the mark. 
‘So it shouldn’t be too hard to figure out then. Besides, the Agency or whoever already bailed those 
pricks out once, so why not again? They’re obviously important assets.’ 
‘I made those checks. I take it you realise you’ve met these guys before.’ It wasn’t a question but 
Archer nodded to himself anyway. 
‘I do,’ he said curtly. 
‘Carl Miller, Terence Wheeler, Thad Sychak. Miller and Wheeler are ex-Airborne, served with 
distinction but were busted for stealing weapons and selling them on the black market. Went 
private after that. Sychak did about a year as a grunt and was dishonourably discharged, 
apparently for general shit kicker behaviour. Assaulted a black officer and threatened to lynch 
him.’ 
Archer snorted but wasn’t surprised. ‘And this is who the Yanks get to do their dirty work?’ 
Jedi was silent again and Archer waited. He had nothing else to say and was ready to fight his 
corner. The silence last almost a minute and Archer wondered if he’d lost the connection, until Jedi 
came back on. 
‘We’ll look into it further,’ he said, ‘and I’ll come back to you. In the meantime, watch your back.’ 


27 
The next morning Archer hit the floor at 5:30am and threw on his running gear. 
After a warm up he ran hard for twenty minutes through Southsea, before returning to the hotel 
sweaty and breathing hard. 
He rinsed off in his room and changed into togs, detecting no movement from Tracy’s room as he 
padded his way silently down to the leisure centre. The pool was empty and still and he barely 
made a ripple as he dived smoothly in. He didn’t count his lengths but just kept going, strong and 
rhythmic, until the G-Shock told him it had been half an hour. 
He touched the wall for the last time and hauled himself up onto the side, his chest heaving as he 
wiped his face clear and sucked in air. He could hear the clank of weights through in the gym, and 
wondered who else would be up this early. Grabbing his towel he quickly rubbed himself down 
before circling the pool to the gym door. He peered through the head height window. 
The only occupant was Tracy, using a machine for lat pul downs. From where he stood he could see 
the muscles working in her shoulders and back as she smoothly pulled the bar down behind her 
head, paused, let it raise slightly and paused once more before slowly releasing it up again. She 
wore a black Lycra crop top and shorts that revealed plenty of firm, toned flesh. She was totally 
focussed on her set and he stepped away before he got caught staring again. 
Archer shook his head at himself as he headed back to his room. ‘Jesus,’ he muttered, ‘get a fucken 
grip.’ 
Tracy didn’t show at the restaurant until he was nearly finished his second bowl of muesli and 
fruit. She threw him a quick smile as she helped herself to coffee and porridge, and once she sat 
down he felt a change in the dynamics from the previous night. 
She told him in a whisper that they were meeting Matthew at 8:00am and would deploy from 
there. Her skin glowed with the recent exercise, and as she raised her spoon to eat he noticed she 
had a faint white scar between the middle two knuckles on her right hand. 
She saw him looking. ‘A misplaced punch,’ she explained. ‘Top left incisor of a drunk squaddie who 
tried his luck one night.’ 
‘Ouch.’ 
‘More ouch for him when my eighteen stone partner lifted him off the ground and threw him 
across the barroom.’ She smiled. ‘It’s an effective way of scaring the crap out of a bunch of raw 
recruits.’ 
Archer drained his cup and set it down. There was nobody sitting near them and it seemed like an 
appropriate time. ‘So, ten years as a “Red Cap.” Must’ve been a pretty tough life for a young chick.’ 
‘It had its moments,’ she acknowledged, finishing her porridge and pushing the bowl aside. 
‘There’re no shortage of stupid young blokes who need to be pulled into line, that’s for sure.’ 
‘See any combat though?’ Archer replied, with more of an edge than he’d intended. ‘Ever killed 
anyone? Been under fire?’ 
Tracy’s eyes flashed angrily and she paused before replying. 
‘I did two tours in Iraq,’ she said coldly, ‘I came under fire, I returned fire, I had mates killed and I 
made it out alive. So don’t talk down to me like some school kid, you arrogant fucken prick.’ 
Archer raised his hands in surrender. ‘Alright, alright, calm down. I didn’t know, okay? You never 
said.’ 
‘Well, you never asked either, did you?’ Her tone was still angry. ‘What else do you want to know?’ 
‘Have you killed before?’ He held her gaze, and picked up the tiny flicker of a tell. ‘That’s a no, then.’ 
She opened her mouth to retort and he cut her off. 
‘It’s okay, I just needed to know.’ 
She visibly relented slightly, without properly backing up. 
‘It’s not such a big deal, it may not even get to that. Hopefully, anyway.’ 
Tracy watched him critically. ‘You’re obviously new to this game yourself, so I’m guessing you’re 
probably fresh out the black pyjama outfit.’ Her eyes crinkled as he inclined his head to 
acknowledge the truth of her assessment. ‘It’s written all over you, you can almost still smell the 
cordite leaking out your pores.’ 
Archer shifted uncomfortably under her gaze. He wasn’t used to being under the spotlight like this. 
‘Obviously an officer,’ she continued, ‘because you have that arrogance about you.’ 
‘Which makes you an NCO,’ he replied evenly, ‘I’m guessing probably still a Corporal after ten 
years, meaning you were frustrated at being overlooked for promotion for less-competent blokes, 
and ultimately left before your time.’ 
It was her turn to give the slightest of nods, accompanied by a twitch of a smile. ‘It’s still a boy’s 
club, and always will be.’ 
They both went silent as they absorbed the information they’d just gleaned from each other. 
‘I’m picking you as a committed bachelor,’ Tracy added. ‘No sign of a ring, no tan line where you’ve 
removed it-and you obviously fancy yourself as something of a ladies’ man anyway.’ 
Archer cocked his eyebrow again. ‘Glad you noticed. For a single mum, you work in a dangerous 
game.’ 
Tracy looked surprised. ‘Really? A single mum?’ 
He nodded. ‘I’m not claiming to be a detective like you, but I know things about people.’ He ran an eye over her. ‘I can see it in you.’ He thought, but kept it to himself, and you probably bat for the 
other team as well. 
‘My boy is nine,’ she told him, and added nothing further. 
Archer took the hint and didn’t mind. He didn’t know a lot about kids and had little interest in 
discussing them. ‘Right, so that’s that then,’ he smiled. ‘Glad we cleared the air. Let’s go meet with 
your illustrious leader.’ 
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The meeting place turned out to be an annex building at the Royal Navy base in Portsmouth. They 
were ushered inside by a couple of goons in suits, who closed the meeting room doors behind them 
and took up sentry outside. 
Matthew Livingstone sat at a conference table, working on a laptop connected to a projector. A 
young female in a business suit sat off to one side with a tablet on her knee. She nodded but said 
nothing. Livingstone gave a cursory greeting as they sat down, before jumping straight into a 
briefing. 
The young female dimmed the lights and an area map showed on the wall. Using a laser pointer, 
Livingstone highlighted areas of interest. Despite disliking the man Archer had to admit he gave a 
good briefing, which was largely a rehash of what Tracy had told him the night before, augmented 
with a few finer details. 
‘Now,’ Livingstone finally said, hitting a button to change the map view. It shifted to an aerial shot 
of farmland with a road running along near the bottom, and what looked like a rough farm track 
meandering through it. ‘Let’s talk tactics.’ 
Archer sat up and paid attention. This was the nitty-gritty of it. 
‘This paddock here is where we know Boyle lands his plane. It is basically level and makes an ideal 
makeshift landing strip. The track here’-he indicated with the laser pointer-‘leads from the strip to 
the road, and from there he makes his way to St Ives. He stashes his car somewhere around here’-
another indication with the laser pointer, this time to the wooded area immediately beside the 
paddock-‘and returns it later.’ 
‘How do we know this?’ Archer inquired and Livingstone paused. He seemed to be considering his 
answer. 
‘Aerial reconnaissance has revealed the track to be well used, and has also located a car stashed in 
the woods there. An old Peugeot, actually.’ 
He turned back towards the image on the wall to continue. 
‘How do we know it’s his car?’ Archer persisted. 
Livingstone looked at him again, his lips pursing. ‘Our CHIS has told us that’s what he drives.’ 
Archer knew what he was referring to but feigned confusion. ‘CHIS?’ 
‘Covert Human Intelligence Source,’ Tracy explained. ‘An informer.’ 
Archer nodded his understanding and Livingstone gave him an enquiring look. 
‘Anything else Mr Archer, or can I continue?’ 
Archer smiled irritatingly. ‘Please do.’ 
‘So, tactics. The plan is to capture Boyle as soon as he hits the ground. We don’t want him going 
mobile, either in the aircraft or in the car. If that happens we have a real issue on our hands. We 
need to be in quickly, overpowering him and getting him away before he knows which way is up.’ 
Archer listened silently. 
‘This will be a simple two-person snatch and grab. You’ll locate the vehicle and disable it, 
eliminating that avenue of escape. You’ll lay-up between his landing area and the vehicle. Once he’s 
out and away from the aircraft you’ll take him out using distraction devices, and if necessary, bean 
bag rounds.’ 
Archer listened, his face impassive. 
‘You’ll secure him straight into a vehicle and bring him to an RV where he will be taken off your 
hands quick smart.’ Livingstone glanced from Archer to Tracy and back again. ‘Any questions so 
far?’ 
‘No,’ Tracy replied. 
‘Only one, really,’ Archer commented. 
Livingstone looked at him impatiently. ‘Yes? Well?’ 
‘Who was the halfwit who thought up that plan?’ 
Tracy groaned audibly and tried to cover it with a cough. Livingstone flushed angrily. 
‘That plan is ideal for this situation,’ he snapped, jabbing the table top with his finger. ‘It keeps it 
contained from the public, off the roads and totally within our control. This man is a very 
dangerous terrorist, he is always armed and he will not hesitate to shoot.’ 
Archer let him finish his rant and waited. ‘I counted three separate farmhouses within a k or so of 
that landing strip,’ he said. ‘Presumably all are occupied.’ 
‘Yes, well, what of it?’ 
‘That’s three sets of potential hostages if he gets loose and goes on the run. It’s three sets of 
potential witnesses to a shootout when we slot him and end up in court on murder charges. It’s 
three sets of star witnesses selling their story to the tabloids if anything goes wrong.’ He paused to 
let that sink in. ‘See what I mean?’ 
Livingstone snorted. ‘Well if you do it properly, none of that will happen, will it?’ 
‘We can do everything right and try to minimise the risk, but the potential is always there. If it can 
go wrong, it will.’ He went for the buddy buy-in. ‘You’ve been around long enough; you know that.’ 
Livingstone grunted begrudgingly now. Tracy stayed silent, watching the two men verbally parry 
and thrust. 
‘So what do you suggest?’ the senior spy finally said. 
‘Leave it with me,’ Archer told him. ‘I’ll get back to you.’ 
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Boyle settled behind the wheel of the Peugeot and cranked up the heater. 
His fingertips were numb and he had drained the flask of coffee already. Not to mind; Ruth always 
had a hot breakfast waiting when he got there. 

Soon enough, he thought, bumping down the farm track to the road. But no time to think about 
that just yet. This was the most dangerous time, early hours of the morning when the body was 
screaming out for sleep. Had to have your wits about you. 
He shifted the Browning under his right thigh and checked his mirrors again before easing out 
onto the road. Six miles to St Ives. 
Tracy saw the dirty white Peugeot approaching through the scope on the Heckler and Koch 
G3/HK79 combo. She pressed the talk button taped to her thumb. 
‘Twenty seconds.’ 
‘Roger.’ Archer’s voice came through the bud in her ear and she could hear the sound of the engine 
in the background. 
She was positioned flat on a bank with a ghillie over her and a clear line of sight down the route 
being taken by Boyle. In fifteen seconds he would reach the T-intersection below her position and 
because of the narrow winding roads, he would have to come to almost a complete stop before 
turning right and continuing on towards St Ives. 
Archer appeared from Tracy’s left, rounding a bend in a hired VW Kombi. It was painted with 
large multi coloured flowers and peace signs. Streamers flapped from the aerial and the rear 
windows had the curtains drawn. 
He geared down as he approached the intersection, indicating to turn left a few seconds before 
Boyle’s Peugeot got there. 
From her vantage point Tracy watched the impending move unfold just metres away. She was 
tense with nervous anticipation, but the plan was clear in her mind. She had been impressed with 
Archer’s planning and decision making, and also impressed with how he sold it to Matthew. The 
Kiwi seemed to have a chip on his shoulder but he was clearly no fool. 
In the distance she heard another noise and glanced up. The beat of rotors from a helicopter, 
maybe a klick out. 
The Irishman saw the van in plenty of time and flicked on his right blinker, glancing left as he 
slowed for the junction. He glanced back to the right as the Kombi started to turn and he clocked 
the anti-nuke signs and the small Dutch flag stuck on the dash. 

Feckin’ beatniks. 
He glanced up and clocked the driver. Chequered cheese cutter, dark Thermo top. Thirties, 
unshaven. 
Tracy realised the heli was on a beeline for them, and at the same time she saw another vehicle 
approaching from behind Boyle. A maroon Range Rover just coming into sight around the bends, 
probably half a klick away. No, two maroon Range Rovers. Even from that distance she could see 
they were both loaded up with passengers. 
‘Got company, unsure if they’re friendlies. Two Rangeys at twelve o’clock.’ 
Boyle felt a tingle at the base of his neck. The driver somehow didn’t fit with the van. His right hand 
began to reach for the Browning. 
The beat of the rotors got louder, and a man could be seen leaning out the back behind the pilot. 
The heli looked like a Bell, red markings on white, but Tracy couldn’t be sure. 
Archer saw Boyle’s hand move and his body tense up, and knew he’d been burned. 

So much for the subtle tap. 
He hit the gas and the Kombi leaped forward, T-boning the Peugeot straight in the driver’s door. 
Boyle’s side window shattered and the Kombi’s engine roared, tyres screaming as the Peugot was 
shunted sideways. 
Tracy saw the heli’s nose lift as the pilot powered back and slowed, watching the events below. She 
could see now that the rear passenger had an M4 in his hands. She hit the switch on her thumb. 
‘Got an M4 in the heli; watching.’ 
Her task was to cover Archer, and if it went south she was to take our Boyle. The heli had just 
thrown a huge spanner in the works. 
Archer leaped from the van and discarded the cheese cutter hat. He darted to the Peugeot, which 
had stalled and flicked round to face him. He only had a couple of seconds to get Boyle under 
control and had to trust Tracy to cover his arse while he did so. The Irishman was dazed but 
moving, blood running from his forehead. Archer bounded over the Peugeot’s bonnet and reached 
through the shattered side window, grabbing the terrorist’s right arm with one hand and landing a 
solid hook to the temple with the other. 
Boyle’s head bounced and he dropped the Browning. Archer seized him by armpits and yanked 
him up into the window frame of the stoved-in door. The other man groaned and tried to speak. 
Archer ignored it and dragged him from the car, dumping him on the ground on his front. He 
quickly looped flexi-cuffs round the terrorist’s wrists and yanked them tight. 
Tracy maintained a bead on the heli pilot, leaving Archer to do his thing. 

Who are these guys? Not cops. 
Even as Tracy tried to answer her own question the heli’s nose dipped and it swooped in, the 
gunman in the rear opening up with the M4. She hesitated a split second and the opportunity as 
lost. Rounds stitched across the Peugeot and through the front of the Kombi van, blowing glass and shrapnel over the road. Archer crouched over his captive, the noise deafeningly loud as the heli 
buzzed overhead. 
‘Hit it!’ he bellowed, not bothering with the radio now. He snatched the stubby HK MP5K from 
under his arm, unhooking it from the bungy harness it was attached to so it was free in his hand. 
The heli disappeared behind them and Tracy flipped onto her back, scrambling round to get an 
eyeball. She could hear it still there somewhere, turning to come in for another run. She took a 
knee, the G3 coming into her shoulder as she scanned for the target. 
Suddenly it was above them again and even as she triggered a short burst she knew she’d missed. 
Archer threw a look up as he hustled Boyle past the Kombi towards the St Ives road and saw the 
heli directly above them, the rear gunman leaning out with a grenade in his hand. The cylinder 
arced towards them, quickly followed by a second, and the heli lifted again. 
‘Grenade!’ Archer shoved Boyle off the side of the road and dived after him, losing the K as he hit 
the ground but clamping his hands over his ears and remembering to keep his mouth half open 
and his eyes shut. 
The pair of stun grenades went off almost simultaneously, the flash of the magnesium blindingly 
bright and the thunderous bangs deafening. Archer hit the ground and rolled, keeping his hands in 
place and his eyes shut until he came to a stop in the ditch at the roadside. Looking up he saw the 
heli flaring ten metres off the ground, the gunman still hanging out, the M4 back in his hands, 
checking to see the effect of the flash bangs. 
Archer snatched the Sig P228 from his waistband and snapped off a double tap at the gunman, 
going wide but making the guy flinch enough to send his own burst wide too. By the time the M4 
barrel swung back on line Archer was on his knees and firing again, a sustained burst of semi auto 
fire that punctured the side of the heli and winged the gunman. He yelped and fell back into the 
cabin as the heli started to lift away. 
At the same time as Archer was engaging the rear gunman Tracy rose to her feet, letting the ghillie 
fall away as she shouldered the G3. The heli was hovering barely twenty metres away and only 
slightly higher than the ridge she was on. The pilot saw her movement and glanced left, his jaw 
dropping as he saw the camo-clad figure with a suppressed assault rifle aiming into his cockpit. 
She saw his lips move as he shouted a warning to his lone passenger, and she saw the passenger 
fall back, dropping his M4 and clutching at his arm, presumably hit by Archer down below. 
The heli lifted sharply but Tracy had a bead on the pilot and it was too late. She squeezed the 
trigger, pumping three rounds into the side window with enough force to blow it in, the next three 
rounds shattering an instrument panel above the pilot’s head. He ducked and swerved, the next 
two bursts stitching holes in the side panels as the heli banked right and tried to escape the auto 
fire. 
As the tail swung round towards Tracy she coolly shifted her aim and cut loose at the tail rotor. 
High velocity 7.62mm rounds pinged off the steel and the rotor snapped away, throwing the heli 
into an immediate spin. 
Both operators saw it happen and dived to the ground again, covering their heads. The heli spun 
wildly for nearly fifty metres before it tipped, the rotors clipping the ground first and flinging into 
the air before the machine hit the deck and bounced, flames immediately licking out. 
The second impact brought a devastating explosion and a fireball burst towards the sky. 
Archer was up first, grabbing Boyle by the scruff of the neck and snatching up the K before racing 
towards the RV. Looking over his shoulder he could see the Rangeys now, motoring towards the 
crash site, both vehicles bristling with weapons. 
‘Move, fucko!’ He hustled Boyle onwards down the narrow winding road until they came to a farm 
track which disappeared up over a ridge. They took it, cresting the rise in time to see Tracy burst 
out from beneath a crop of trees in the Saab, camo netting still trailing from the bumper. She 
skidded to a halt beside them and popped the boot. 
Boyle was starting to get his senses back when he was bundled into the boot and the lid was 
slammed down, leaving him in darkness with a thumping headache and ringing ears. 
‘Fuck you you goddamn sons of bitches!’ he bellowed, kicking at the car seat behind him. ‘When I 
get my hands on you I’ll gut you like a goddamn fish and dance on yer feckin’ grave, you hear me?’ 
The boot popped again and Archer leaned in, a cotton swab in his hand. Boyle spat at him and tried 
to twist away, but within seconds the pad was over his mouth and nose and he was inhaling 
chloroform. Blackness took over again and the boot slammed down. 
Tracy gunned it down the track towards the road, and Archer was just about to comment that the 
car wrecks should slow the opposition down a while when they both heard the roar of V8 engines 
approaching. 
Archer yanked on his seatbelt and grabbed the G3 from the foot well where Tracy had stashed it, 
checking the magazine and flicking the safety off. They were nearly at the road when the first 
rounds hit, pinging off the bodywork and skimming across the windscreen. Looking past Tracy he 
could see the first Rangey had stopped just past the crash site and two of the passengers were 
leaning over the bonnet, sniping at them. 
He heard a curse from Tracy and the Saab skidded, slewing almost sideways across the track before 
coming to a stop. 
He turned to see why they weren’t moving and clocked the crazed windscreen. He brought his foot 
up and kicked out, punching a hole through it but managing to pull the glass free of the frame. He 
twisted and smashed it with his rifle butt, tossing it forward, and Tracy hammered the accelerator. 
The Saab fishtailed, bumping heavily over a pot hole and crashing Archer’s head into the roof, the 
tires scrambling for traction on the mud and gravel. Fire came from their right again, the car 
thudding with hits, but she was into the mouth of the track now and the car crashed sideways into a fence post. 
There was a screech of tortured metal as the back panel was ripped free by the post, then they 
were onto the road and the tires were smoking on the tarmac as Tracy gassed it. 
‘Stop stop stop!’ Archer shouted and threw his door open. Tracy braked without question and he 
leaped out, the G3 coming on line and sighting at the three gunmen he could see running forwards 
from the first Rangey. They all had their ski masks down and were firing as they ran, the rush of 
adrenaline making their decision a poor one; they had left cover and their fire was ineffective. 
Archer crouched and triggered a three round burst at them, dropping one, pumped another 
couple of bursts and made the other two dive for cover, then turned towards the Rangey. He aimed 
for the radiator and fired a volley of rounds at it. Nothing, and he was taking incoming fire. Tracy 
was screaming at him to get back in as he ripped off another burst at the gunmen then emptied 
his mag at the petrol tank. 
Nothing happened for a second then, as he leaped back into the Saab, the Rangey exploded with a 
roar. A plume of fire shot skywards and debris flew in all directions, pinging off the road as they 
raced away. Archer grinned at Tracy as he dropped the G3’s empty mag and inserted a full one, 
working the bolt to chamber a round. 
She had several pin pricks of blood on her face from the flying glass and a lock of hair had come 
loose, falling over her face. Her hands were white knuckled on the wheel. Despite all this, she had a 
glow that he recognised. 
‘Who the fuck were those guys?’ she shouted. Wind whistled through the car and one of the 
wheels was making a knocking noise. They were both deafened from the shooting. 
‘I dunno. Looked maybe Iraqi.’ He turned and looked behind them. The second Range Rover was 
approaching at speed from beyond the black smoke pouring from the burning Rangey. ‘And here 
come some more!’ 
Tracy floored it and Archer kept an eye on the following enemy, seeing the second Rangey slow 
long enough for the remaining two original gunmen to jump aboard. It came after them again and 
he sat back down, grabbing his cell phone out and checking the screen. It was on silent, and he 
saw three missed calls and a voice message from Rob Moore. 
He ignored them and hit the fast dial for Matthew Livingstone. Livingstone was in an Ops Room 
back at Fort Monckton, waiting for an update. 
He answered immediately with, ‘You’re on speaker, go ahead.’ 
Archer clamped the phone to his ear and shouted over the ambient noise. ‘We’ve got the package 
but we got bumped by a hit team, Middle Easterns, with M4s.’ 
‘Casualties?’ Livingstone’s voice had a calm urgency. 
‘None for us, three of them and a vehicle down. We’ve got a carload of them chasing us now, 
probably another half dozen or so. Our car’s fucked. We’re heavily outnumbered and outgunned.’ 
There was silence down the line and Archer thought he’d missed the reply due to his temporary 
deafness. ‘What?’ 
‘Stand by,’ Livingstone came back tersely. 
Archer checked behind again. The Rangey was gaining, probably three hundred and fifty metres 
back now. He looked at Tracy who was scowling at the instrument panel. 
‘The turbo’s fucked,’ she shouted, ‘it’s not kicking in. We’re overheating too and the oil light’s on.’ 
She slammed the wheel with the palm of her hand. ‘Come on baby, be good for mama!’ 
Archer grinned despite himself. 
Livingstone came back on the line. ‘I don’t know who the unfriendlies are. I presume they’re 
possibly Saudis. It doesn’t change the plan. I’m sorry, but there is no support for you.’ 
‘The boys at Poole could be here in twenty minutes,’ Archer yelled, referring to the Special Boat 
Service of the Royal Marines. They were the naval Special Forces unit, less known but equally as 
competent as their Army peers. 
‘No,’ Livingstone came back quickly. ‘You’re on your own. Whatever you do, don’t let them get the 
package.’ He paused. ‘If needs be, close the package down.’ 
Archer scowled in frustration. ‘If you want us to kill him, just fucken say so,’ he snarled. ‘We’ll see 
you back there for afternoon tea.’ 
He disconnected and shoved the phone in his pocket, getting onto his knees again and leaning into 
the backseat. 
‘I take it we’re flying solo?’ Tracy enquired as Archer secured their weapons. 
‘Yep. Could be a long day.’ 
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The road was empty and windy with minimal tree cover now as they came more into rugged 
farmland than forest. 
Archer could see the Rangey still making ground. His mind was racing trying to work out their 
next moves. The car was obviously on its last legs, they were in the middle of nowhere and the 
unknown enemy seemed determined to bring the fight to them despite their early losses. 
Just then the car started slowing and Tracy swore angrily. ‘The fucker’s dead.’ 
They coasted to a stop and Archer bailed out, sighting through the G3’s scope at the approaching 
Rangey. There was a sweeping curve between them, making it only about two hundred metres as 
the crow flew to the target. He’d made plenty of harder shots than that before. 
He leaned into a stable shooting stance and cracked a shot at the Rangey, hitting the windscreen 
dead centre. The Rangey swerved to the wrong side of the road and his next shot blew the front 
passenger’s window in. 
He handed the weapon to Tracy at his side. ‘Swap it to HE.’ 
She quickly replaced the smoke canister in the breech of the HK79 with a 40mm high explosive 
round. She snapped the launcher closed and handed the weapon back, taking the HK machine 
pistol and swapping spare magazines with him. 
Archer pointed back towards the car. ‘Get him out,’ he said, ‘take cover past the car and get ready 
to move. I’ll keep these fuck-knuckles at bay and give you a shout to move. I’ll catch you up.’ 
She jumped to it and he shouldered the G3 again, seeing the Rangey had stopped at the shoulder 
and a couple of shooters had debussed, taking up positions at each end of the vehicle. Rounds 
started coming overhead and he could see they were slightly lower down in a dip, so were shooting 
up at angle. 
He dropped to a knee to minimise his profile and plinked a shot at the tail end shooter. The guy 
ducked back when the taillight exploded in front of him. Archer moved to the shooter leaning 
across the bonnet, and put a round through the sheet metal at his elbow, causing him to jump 
back and juggle his rifle with fright. Archer’s next shot took him square in the chest and knocked 
him back against the stone wall, dropping his weapon. 
The Rangey jerked backwards and the fallen gunman was exposed. Archer could see him clutching 
at his chest and gasping for breath, winded by the impact on his armour. Archer sighted careful y 
and let out his breath, stroking the trigger smoothly. The big rifle bucked in his grip and the 
gunman’s head popped like a melon hitting the pavement. 
The Rangey shot backwards with the far side passenger’s door open, the second shooter being 
dragged in by his mates. 
‘Move!’ Archer called out, ‘I’ll catch you up.’ 
Behind him Tracy popped the boot and was relieved to see that Boyle was alive and didn’t appear 
to have even taken a scratch, despite the volume of fire they’d just been through. 
She hefted the unconscious terrorist over her shoulder in a fireman’s carry, staggering at first as 
he was heavier than she’d expected. She already had the weight of her holstered Sig plus a grab 
bag of emergency supplies slung across body with the MP5K jammed into it. She sucked in a 
breath, steadied herself and started off at a trot. 
The Rangey pulled back fifty metres and stopped around a bend. Archer knew they would be 
regrouping and talking tactics. Unless they were highly trained, he had about a minute. He backed 
up to the car and confirmed that Tracy had taken what she should have. 
He left the remaining gear behind and took the second grab bag, before vaulting the stone wall 
into a paddock. A few sheep were grazing on the far side, oblivious to the goings-on around them. 
He could partially see the Rangey from the new position. He dug out a water bottle for a quick 
drink while he took stock and caught his breath. 
The G3 had four full magazines left and he had a dozen rounds for the HK-79 in his Molle belt. 
Tracy had four full mags for the K. With five or six well-armed and determined enemy hunting 
them, every shot had to count. Distance was the key for now, which meant he had to even the odds. 
He spotted Tracy at the far side of the next paddock, swinging a leg over the stone wall with Boyle 
over her shoulder. His admiration for her toughness rose a notch further. He still couldn’t quite 
believe she’d shot down a helicopter. 
Scanning back towards the enemy he saw the rear doors open and three guys piled out, running 
across the road towards the stone wall bordering the paddocks there. Each was carrying an M4. 

Good; no sniper weapons. 
Archer gauged they were about two hundred and fifty metres from him now, giving him a decent 
buffer from the short-barrelled M4s. He hadn’t seen a scope on any of the rifles and it was unlikely 
any of them would have the skills to hit him at that range on iron sights. The G3’s scope and 
heavier calibre gave him a distinct advantage now, even without his own skills. 
He figured there were at least two guys left in the Rangey, most likely including the commander. 
Archer began working his way forward, rolling over the stone walls and crossing the paddocks 
until he figured he was about a hundred metres away. The camber of the ground afforded some 
protection. He knew the three enemy would be moving slower with having to climb the bank at 
the side of the road first, and would be wary of his sniping. 
He carefully checked over the wall in front of him, seeing a shooter jumping the wall two paddocks 
away. A quick peek through a gap in the side wall showed the Rangey about eighty metres away, 
parked on the shoulder of the road with the engine running. 
Archer readied the HK-79, adjusting the sights and carefully calculating the angle. He worked a rock loose to widen the gap he’d found and took aim. 
The grenade sailed through the air and landed directly in front of the Rangey, exploding with a roar 
and throwing the front of the wagon off the ground. He slipped a second HE round into the 
chamber and took aim again, seeing both front doors open as the occupants tried to escape. 
The second grenade went through the windscreen and blew all the windows and doors out, 
engulfing the two shooters in flames. Archer reloaded as the Rangey exploded with a thunderous 
bang and roar of flames. Pieces of shrapnel scattered and black smoke billowed skyward. 
He rose above the wall and spotted two of the shooters standing and watching the carnage as if 
dumbfounded. The third was looking in his direction and shouted a warning, unleashing a vol ey of 
fire that threw up tufts of grass in the paddock metres in front of Archer. 
The G3 spat fire back, a three round burst blowing chunks of stone off the wall in front of the 
three enemy. They dropped from sight and Archer crabbed to his right, taking up a new position 
near the middle of the wall. He readied the 79 again and sent a grenade their way. 
It exploded behind them and he heard a scream. Wild rifle fire erupted as they panicked and he 
gave them a couple of seconds before launching his next grenade, dropping it neatly behind them 
as they bolted back across the paddock, two of them dragging the third between them. 
The concussion knocked them off their feet and he saw one of them grabbing at his leg, peppered 
with shrapnel. The third shooter got to his feet and ran, abandoning his comrades. Archer brought 
the G3 up and watched the man hurl himself over the next wall. 
A second later he could be seen still sprinting away, his rifle discarded. Archer contemplated for a 
second then snugged the rifle butt against his cheek. He sighted on the man who was now a good 
two hundred metres away, slowed his breathing and let it out, waiting. 
As the shooter reached the next stone wall he put both hands on top and vaulted, swinging his legs 
up to the right. A 7.62mm round shattered his left hip and he was thrown forward, landing in a 
screaming heap. He possibly wouldn’t die, which was okay. If he didn’t then two things would 
result; the security services or Police would get a chance to have a crack at him, and he would 
automatically be a liability to his employer-a liability that might force them into doing something 
sil y. 
Archer turned and ran, faintly hearing sirens in the far distance. Presumably a farmer had heard 
all the action and called at least the fire service but probably the cops as wel . They needed to 
move. 
He paused to toss a white phosphorous grenade into the Saab as he passed, and it exploded behind 
him as he made ground to catch up to Tracy and Boyle. 
They were hunkered down in a clump of undergrowth when he caught up. Tracy’s top was stained 
with sweat and she was sucking in deep breaths through her nose. She paused to take a long 
draught of water as Archer joined them. 
Boyle was stirring, finally waking from his drugged stupor. He slowly focussed and shifted his gaze from one to the other, his teeth pulling back into a snarl as he recognised them. He started to 
speak, then retched and vomited on his own lap. He brought up a second deposit then flopped 
back, panting and swearing at them through a thick tongue. 
Archer poured some water in his face and mouth, and started to roll him onto his side so he didn’t 
choke. Boyle spat the dirty water back in his face with a sneer and tried to buck at him. Tracy 
quickly dropped a knee on his back and held him down while Archer re-applied the chloroform 
pad, holding it tight until Boyle stopped thrashing again and went back to sleep. 
‘Not sure how many times you can do that,’ Archer commented, putting the pack away. He 
shrugged. ‘Oh well.’ 
He handed her the rifle and mags. While he hefted the prisoner onto his shoulder Tracy dialled 
Livingstone again. The conversation was short and a minute later a text bleeped on her phone, 
giving them map co-ordinates for an RV. Archer tramped on, constantly scanning the surrounds 
while she navigated. Three columns of smoke spiralled up behind them, providing an easy guide 
for the emergency services that he was certain would be blue-lighting there, if they were not on 
site already. 
The sun was up now and Boyle was a dead weight, one that stunk of sweat and vomit. He tried to 
block out the discomfort and concentrate on getting some distance between them and the scene of 
the fire-fight. 
‘About three miles,’ Tracy said from behind him. ‘Keep straight and aim for that stone shed at one 
o’clock.’ 
The sound of rotors came across the farmland and Tracy spotted an incoming heli. 
‘Cover!’ 
They made it to a small dip and tucked down, covering their heads and hoping they hadn’t been 
seen. The heli, which bore the coastguard colours, flew by and headed towards the scene a couple 
of miles back without appearing to have seen them. 
They were up and moving again within seconds, beset with a sense of real urgency now. If they 
were caught with the weapons and a drugged prisoner, Archer had no doubt the Government-both 
of them, for that matter-would deny any knowledge and they would be facing a lengthy jail 
sentence. 
He dug it in, concentrating on one step at a time, pounding across the rough ground with the M-79 
bumping against his thigh and Boyle’s dead weight pressing down into his shoulder and neck. 
Tracy kept them on track and within half an hour they were less than a mile from the RV point. 
Tracy dug out her phone and sent a text update to Livingstone, without getting a reply. As he 
maintained the steady pace Archer couldn’t shake the thought that they were playing behind the 
eight ball. Whoever the ambushers had been-Iraqi? Saudi? Iranian?-they had known Boyle’s 
movements. Their attack was not something thrown together at the last minute, and he and Tracy had been bloody lucky to get out alive. 
Whoever those guys were, they either had as good intel as the spooks, or they had another way of 
tracking Boyle. And what was their motivation? Kill him? Capture him? The use of flash bangs 
rather than frags indicated the latter-but why? 
Archer shifted the thought aside for now; it was too much to think about and he needed to keep 
his wits about him until they’d handed over their prisoner and got the hell out of Dodge. 
He dug it in up a rise, and sensed Tracy move up alongside him. 
‘Other side of this rise,’ she said, ‘less than half a klick to go.’ 
‘Great,’ he grunted, ‘this prick stinks.’ 
Tracy went ahead and crawled to the lip of the rise, doing a visual clearance before waving Archer 
forward. 
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They crested the rise cautiously and dropped down into a small valley. 
A long track led from a farm road to a barn that stood with the doors closed. As they got nearer 
Archer could see fresh tyre tracks on the path and one of the doors opened slightly. 
When they got to the doors a guy in jeans, a long coat and an earpiece opened the door and let 
them in, sliding a bolt across behind them. He had a Walther MPL sub machine gun front-slung, 
and looked like he knew how to use it. A similar looking character stood in the loft on the far side of 
the barn, watching out through a small vent. 
Two Fords were parked in the middle of the barn, the closest one a dark blue Transit van with 
tinted windows, a plain red Mondeo sedan behind it. 
Matthew Livingstone appeared from behind the van, a wide grin on his face. 
‘Wel done,’ he said, sticking out his hand to shake Tracy’s. ‘Safe and secure?’ 
Archer grunted and dumped Boyle unceremoniously on the dirty floor. ‘As safe and secure as we 
can be with a hunter force after us and all the cops in the district scouring the countryside, yeah.’ 
Livingstone brushed the comment aside and extended his hand. Archer reluctantly shook it. It was 
soft and moist and he released the grip quickly. 
‘No problem,’ Livingstone said breezily, ‘we’ll take care of it from here. You two get yourselves 
tidied up and back to London. We’ll speak later.’ 
The spotter up the top shimmied down a ladder and helped his colleague shift Boyle into the back 
of the Transit. The terrorist was stirring again, and without warning vomited on the hands of the 
closest heavy. The guy didn’t say a word-neither of them had yet spoken-just wiped his hands 
careful y on Boyle’s jacket and continued shifting him. 
They placed him in a single seat that was bolted to the floor with his back against the side wall. 
They cut the cable ties and strapped him into the seat by the arms and ankles. A matching seat 
faced it, and one of the heavies took a position there. 
Boyle was awake properly now, and turned to look at his captors. He sneered at Archer and Tracy. 
‘We’l meet again,’ he said, his tone thick with venom, ‘and we’ll see who’s laughin’ then, shall we?’ 
‘Nobody’s laughing mate, ‘Archer replied evenly, ‘although you are a fucken joke.’ 
‘Save it,’ Livingstone cut in, shutting the rear doors as Boyle launched into a stream of obscenities. 
He indicated for the second heavy to get in and handed a set of keys to Tracy. ‘It’s one of ours,’ he 
said, ‘just drop it back in the pool when you get back.’ He turned to go but Archer stopped him 
with a hand on the arm. 
‘Hold up there, doctor,’ he said, and Livingstone raised an eyebrow. Archer ushered them both 
away from the van to avoid eavesdropping. ‘You’ve got a problem.’ 
‘My problem is that we should be on the road by now.’ 
‘No, your problem is that whoever bumped us has just as good intel as you do. Maybe better.’ 
There was silence for a few moments as Livingstone took that in. ‘It is concerning that these guys 
turned up,’ he agreed. 
‘It’s more than concerning, mate,’ Archer retorted. ‘As far as I can see it means either you’ve got a 
leak somewhere or that crew-whoever they are-are dialled into him somehow. I don’t know how, 
but I’m guessing it means either they have an informant like you guys do, or they’ve gone 
electronic on him.’ 
Tracy nodded in agreement but said nothing. It confused Archer that despite her obvious skills and 
cool head in the field, she was still intimidated by a pasty office guy in a suit. 
‘I’m thinking they must be electronic,’ Livingstone finally said, staring at a spot over Archer’s 
shoulder as he thought aloud. ‘Our systems are pretty damn robust, so I doubt we have a leak.’ He 
held his hands up placatingly as Archer opened his mouth to protest. ‘But I will look into it. Trust 
me, I will.’ He smiled again and touched them each on the arm. ‘You two get away now and rest up, 
it’s been a hell of a day for you. We’ll need to debrief later.’ 
He adopted a serious tone. ‘Sincerely guys, the Firm owes you a big thank you. Boyle’s a very bad 
man who needs to be off the streets.’ He nodded to them and headed to the van. 
Archer opened the barn doors long enough to let them out before shedding all his gear into the 
boot of the Mondeo. Tracy opened a water bottle and was about to start washing her face when 
Archer stopped her. 
‘In a minute,’ he told her firmly. ‘Sort out your weapons first, then your gear, then yourself. Right?’ 
She pulled a face. ‘Man, you’re a squaddie through and through aren’t you?’ 
‘And it’s kept me alive so far.’ He cleared his weapons and made them safe, keeping the Sig in his 
waistband for now. 
Tracy followed suit and they secured the longs in the boot. Their grab bags were emptied of food 
and water and also stashed, along with their dirtied jackets. Tracy located a pair of hoodies in the 
front seat, which they donned before quickly washing off the obvious dirt and grime from their 
exposed skin. 
Archer took the wheel and they left the barn behind, guzzling water and necking the food rations 
they had-chocolate, muesli bars and trail mix. Within a few minutes they were onto a decent road 
and heading north. 
They could see a couple of heli’s still up a few miles away and Archer was concerned they would be 
caught in a roadblock. When they got near Hayle they found a checkpoint being set up, but the pair 
of officers were still putting cones out and not paying attention, so Archer cruised on past without 
incident. Soon they were on the A30 and making good time. Archer expected Tracy to be 
exhausted but she seemed to be agitated instead. Her face was pinched tight and she was staring 
fixedly out the side window. 
All of a sudden she dry retched and put a hand to her mouth, waving at him with the other hand. 
Archer slid to the shoulder and braked hard, seeing her door open before the car had even stopped. 
He sat and avoided staring while she threw up. After a few minutes she sat back and shut the door, 
wiping her nose and mouth. 
‘Alright?’ 
She nodded, not looking at him. He slipped the car into gear and got moving. The hum of the road 
filled the Mondeo until he spoke again. 
‘Don’t worry about it,’ he said softly, ‘it happens to the best of us.’ 
Tracy said nothing, just stared at the passing countryside. 
‘First time up close?’ 
She nodded slightly and glanced quickly at him then away again. 
‘My first time wasn’t too flash. It was messy and scary and confusing.’ He shook his head at the 
memory. ‘It just wasn’t pleasant.’ 
Tracy turned back to the front now, tucking her hands under her thighs. ‘What d’you mean, 
confusing?’ 
He thought for a moment before responding. ‘A lot of noise and action. And it was very quick.’ 
‘Not confusing then as in you weren’t sure..’ Her voice trailed off and she went back to staring out 
the window. 
Archer let her be and concentrated on driving. He was tired and achy and keen to get back to the 
hotel. Suddenly Tracy turned in her seat and spoke again. 
‘So it’s not unpleasant anymore?’ 
‘What?’ 
‘You said your first time was not pleasant. Is it pleasant now?’ Her tone was almost accusing. ‘Do 
you enjoy it now?’ 
Archer frowned and carefully considered his answer. ‘No, it’s not pleasant. It’s not pleasant like a 
good meal or an enjoyable occasion. It’s satisfying to survive.’ He frowned at her. ‘And it’s 
satisfying to know you’ve done a good job.’ 
Tracy’s brow furrowed into lines and she pursed her lips. 
‘It’s not wrong to think that,’ he said harshly. ‘We all play the game and we all want to win, but someone has to lose. You just hope to God it’s not you.’ He looked back to the front again, scowling 
now. ‘And if it is, well. .you just make sure you take some of the bastards with you.’ 
‘Well I think we managed to do that today, don’t you?’ she said, still turned away. 
‘We did what we needed to do. They brought the fight to us; we didn’t go looking for it.’ Archer was 
speaking through gritted teeth now. ‘They got what was coming to them.’ 
‘Huh.’ Tracy snorted derisively. ‘That’s a very cold way of looking at it. I saw you, the way you 
were.. excited. Like a schoolboy playing war with his mates, all Boy’s Own Adventure.’ Her eyes 
were hot as she glared at him. ‘Only some of them didn’t walk away.’ 
‘Who gives a fuck?’ Archer braked hard again and jerked the car into a lay-by, stopping quickly as 
he turned in his seat to face her. ‘Honestly, who gives a shit if those pricks got taken out? They 
were fucken terrorists and our job is to beat them at their own game. They ambushed us, we 
fought back and got away, and killed some of them in the process. So fucken what? They’re evil 
cunts and the world’s a better place today. I for one won’t lose a wink of sleep over them.’ He held 
her angry stare before shaking his head in frustration. ‘You did good back there so I don’t know 
what you’re so shitty about.’ 
‘I’m not shitty!’ she fired back hotly. 
‘Wel if you can’t handle it then you better fuck off back to being a spook and leave the dirty work 
to the big boys,’ he snarled. ‘I can’t work with you if you’re going to break down afterwards.’ 
Tracy’s hand shot out and he caught it by the wrist a hair’s breadth from his cheek. They glared at 
each other as they both strained. Finally Tracy relented and eased back. 
‘I’m not shitty,’ she said softly, ‘I was just scared. I killed two guys today and I don’t know how I 
should be feeling about it.’ She shook her head gently. ‘I’m not shitty.’ 
Archer studied her quietly. ‘It’s normal,’ he said, ‘just let it ride. You’ll be fine.’ 
She gave a small nod and started to turn away again. Archer put his hand on her arm and she 
paused. ‘Look at me, Tracy.’ 
She reluctantly turned towards him, her eyes slowly lifting to his face. 
‘You’ll be fine,’ he said, giving her a reassuring nod. ‘You will be.’ 
She gave the small nod again and turned back in her seat. He could see the tension in her 
shoulders release a notch. ‘And I can’t believe you took down a helicopter,’ he added. 
‘What?’ 
‘You just blew a bloody chopper out of the sky, as cool and calm as you like. If that’s not Boy’s Own 
Adventure, I don’t know what is.’ 
Tracy rolled her eyes at him and smiled now. She punched him on the arm. ‘You’re a shit.’ 
He rolled back onto the A30 and headed north. 
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Steam filled the shower cubicle as Archer let the jets wash away the grime and blood and sweat. 
His body was sore from the enforced march with Boyle over his shoulder and he was wondering if 
he would have time for a good hard sports massage tomorrow. 
He knew a great place off Charing Cross Road run by Koreans who weren’t great 
conversationalists but certainly knew how to get the kinks out. Maybe it’s not such a good idea 
anymore, he mused as he washed his hair for the second time. They’re probably bloody spies. 
The more he saw of his new world, the more he realised it was like a parallel universe. All sorts of 
seemingly normal people doing very strange things, moving alongside normal people who were 
living their everyday lives and completely oblivious to the goings on around them. 

Smoke and mirrors, Jedi had said. Well, he wasn’t wrong. 
Archer stepped out and vigorously towelled himself dry. He took his time shaving and examined 
his bumps and bruises before dressing; nothing to worry about. Officers had cleaned out his hotel 
room while he and Tracy debriefed with a senior spook, and his luggage had been placed in 
quarters at Legoland. 
He hadn’t been surprised to learn they had barracks-like accommodation on site as well, which 
seemed to be furnished from a charity shop and smelled of farts. He sat on the single bed and 
dressed slowly, dumped his dirty gear in a plastic bag for washing and repacked his luggage. 
Freshly dressed in jeans and a shirt with the tails out, Archer made his way upstairs to the 
cafeteria. He’d been issued a pass which had very limited access, and the spook that had debriefed 
them told him to hang around for the day while they sorted a few things out and arranged a new 
hotel. 
Archer presumed that the few things including trying to bleed Boyle dry of intel. 
The cafe was nearly empty after the lunchtime rush, just a couple of girls finishing up coffees and a 
young Asian guy sitting alone and playing Angry Birds on his phone. 

Remember it’s Asian, not Paki; you’re in England now. 

The two girls glanced at him as he entered then did a double take as if realising who he was. He 
ignored them and ordered a coffee from the fat black woman behind the counter. The two girls 
were still looking when he turned to scout a seat. He gave them a smile and moved to the far side 
of the cafe where soft armchairs looked out over the Thames. 
He flicked through a well-thumbed copy of the morning’s Times while he waited for his coffee. It 
arrived at the same time as his phone bleeped with an incoming message. It was Rob Moore and 
the message was to the point. 

Call me. 
Moore answered immediately. ‘You across the river?’ His tone was urgent. 
‘Yeah. Waiting to be kicked out.’ 
‘Free to speak?’ 
‘Yeah, are you? I was trying to get hold of you. You didn’t answer.’ 
‘Yeah well I’ve been tied up for about eighteen fucken hours with my American friend.’ 
Archer was silent as he waited. 
‘Anything you wanna tell me about that?’ Moore said testily. 
‘If you’ve been talking to him for that long you can probably figure it out for yourself.’ 
‘Might’ve been nice to know before I started to get my arse chewed off, mate.’ 
‘How about you tell your mate to keep a better eye on his troops then and shit like that won’t 
happen.’ Archer was tired and losing patience now. ‘They were off the reservation and trying to do 
a number on me.’ He took a breath to calm down. ‘I tried to tel you.’ 
The line was silent but he could sense Moore seething at the other end. 
‘They’re not happy.’ 
‘I couldn’t care less, mate. They need to sort their shit out before they come crying to you. What 
game are they playing anyway?’ 
‘They weren’t,’ Moore snapped. ‘Those guys weren’t on their books any more. They must’ve been 
private.’ 
Archer paused. That put a different spin on things. ‘What about the cops?’ 
‘A deal gone wrong. Gangland stuff. The Friends have had a word.’ 

Jesus, is every spy agency involved in this thing? 

Archer sipped his coffee. It was scalding hot and bitter. ‘So nobody needs to speak to me then.’ 
‘Huh.’ Moore grunted. ‘No, but a heads up would’ve been nice.’ 
‘I tried-‘ 
‘I know, I know. I was at a meet first then when that finished I was straight into sorting this out.’ 
‘Sorry mate,’ Archer said, although he wasn’t entirely convinced he should be apologising. ‘I’ll try 
harder next time.’ 
Moore gave a short laugh. ‘Or even better. .’ 
Archer saw Tracy enter the cafe and head in his direction. ‘Gotta go mate, I’ll catch up with you 
later.’ He disconnected and put the phone away as she took the seat opposite him. 
Her hair was still wet from the shower and she’d changed into a charcoal pant suit and a sharp white shirt. The two girls headed back to the office, whispering to each other as they did so. 
Archer indicated them with a flick of the chin. ‘Do I have food on my face or something?’ 
Tracy grinned. ‘Big news like this doesn’t happen every day,’ she said. ‘Everyone’s talking about it. 
The Director even called me personally to congratulate me on the coup, as she put it.’ 
Archer gave an approving smile. ‘Nice one.’ He noticed she had the spark back in her eye. ‘You 
seem pretty chirpy.’ 
She grinned again. ‘The boss has even approved a blank expense claim for us. He told me to take 
our Antipodean friend out for a nice dinner and show him what London has to offer.’ 
‘Wel , there’s one person who still uses that term,’ he grinned. 
‘So, let’s go.’ 
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The restaurant Tracy chose was near Victoria, hidden away in a cobbled alley with a discreet sign 
beside the heavy oak door. Archer didn’t catch the name of it and didn’t care; he was hungry and 
had more than food on his mind as he watched Tracy’s sculpted backside move in front of him. 
They were quickly seated at a corner table covered with stark white linen. The ceiling was low 
with heavy exposed beams. The candle in the wrought iron stick in the centre of the table flickered 
and threw dancing shadows on the stone walls. 
The waiter gave them a wine list and went to leave. Archer stopped him short. 
‘Glenfiddich on the rocks please,’ he said, giving Tracy a glance. ‘For both of us.’ 
She looked like she was going to protest, but thought better of it. The waiter nodded and 
disappeared. Tracy cocked an eyebrow. 
‘I didn’t realise our relationship was at that stage, Craig,’ she said with the twitch of a smile, ‘would 
you like to order my dinner for me as well?’ 
He wasn’t entirely sure if she was joking. ‘Don’t go all ‘independent woman’ on me. It’s a tradition I 
instituted with my troop,’ he explained. ‘After a successful contact we would crack a Glen.’ 
‘I’m not much of a drinker,’ she confided. 
‘I noticed.’ He grinned. ‘Just be glad I don’t make you do the soapbox.’ 
‘Soapbox? Like at Speaker’s Corner?’ 
It was his turn to raise an eyebrow. ‘I don’t know about Speaker’s Corner, but our soapbox was for 
all newbies to the troop. You’d have to-‘ 
He was interrupted by the return of the waiter with their drinks. Archer waved him away and 
raised his glass. ‘Bottoms up.’ 
Archer held Tracy’s gaze as they drained their tumblers, ensuring she finished it in one hit. The 
heat of the whisky consumed his throat and down into his belly, a wonderful warm glow setting in 
after the initial alcoholic kick. Tracy struggled to finish hers but gamely set the empty glass down 
with a clunk. She wiped her mouth carefully with the back of her hand and let out a low gasp of 
almost sexual pleasure. 
‘Wow,’ she finally managed, sitting back. ‘Mr Archer, I don’t think I should make this a regular 
thing.’ 
‘Drinking?’ 
‘Drinking with you.’ 
He laughed and handed her the drinks menu. ‘Nothing to worry about love, that’s it for tonight.’ He grinned cheekily. ‘Just an ice breaker. You can choose the wine.’ 
‘What, d’you think I’m cultured enough to choose wine in a posh restaurant? I’m from Croydon, 
nothing posh about that.’ 
‘Yeah well I’m pretty sure you’ll be more cultured than a hick from the sticks, so it’s all on you.’ 
The waiter drifted back and they ordered starters and mains in one go; Archer was pleased to see 
Tracy didn’t hold back for once. Tea smoked salmon with lemon and radish for two followed by sea 
bass with kale and pork belly for Tracy and lamb with turnips, shallot and Lancashire pudding for 
Archer. 
Tracy ordered a bottle of Ronco del Gnemiz Sauvignon Sol from Italy, and looked at Archer as the 
waiter wafted away again. ‘What?’ 
‘Are you serious? That was ninety six quid! Your boss’ll have a shit fit.’ 
She waved a hand airily at him. ‘Bahh, don’t worry, she won’t care. Besides, you should see what 
she and Matthew put away.’ She shook her head in wonderment. ‘They’d do this every week, so 
just enjoy it while you can.’ 
Archer mentally shrugged and did as he was told. The starter was excellent and he ate with gusto, 
washing it down with the sweet fruitiness of the Sav. He had always thought white wine should be 
matched with white meat and fish, but Tracy had a different viewpoint. 
‘If you’re a wine snob, yeah,’ she said. ‘But I think what you personally like is more important.’ She 
shrugged. ‘And I like Italian, so that’s what we’re having.’ 
He couldn’t argue that and it was good wine with good food, so he topped up their glasses and 
braced himself for the main. It proved to be just as excel ent as the starter and he closed his eyes to 
savour the ful bodied flavour of the tender lamb. When he opened them, Tracy was looking at him 
with amusement. Her eyes were smiling and her lips slightly parted, like she knew something 
naughty and wanted to tell. 
‘What?’ He suddenly felt self conscious and wiped his mouth. 
‘You’re definitely a man who likes his food.’ The tip of her tongue flicked across her lower lip. ‘It’s 
nice to see.’ 
‘Food should be enjoyed,’ he said earnestly. ‘I hate seeing people picking and dancing round it like 
it’s something to be scared of. You should be in there with your sleeves rolled up, exploring it and 
discovering something new every time you take a bite.’ 
Tracy cocked her eyebrow at him but said nothing. She didn’t need to; he could see it in her eyes. 
‘I love food, I love cooking it and I love eating it.’ He leaned forward across the table, looking into her 
eyes. ‘There’s something very exciting about sharing a good meal with a woman.’ 
She gave him that playful smile again. ‘The way you describe it, it’s almost a sexual thing.’ 
Archer held her gaze. ‘It is. It’s very intimate. When you eat you reveal what you like and you show your inner self.’ He smiled slightly, still holding her gaze. ‘The beast that lurks within must be sated 
somehow.’ 
‘Sounds like your beast is hungry,’ she replied, leaning forward now too. Their faces were scarcely 
inches apart. Her warm breath made his skin tingle. 
‘It is,’ he agreed. ‘I think it needs to be fed.’ Tracy still had that twinkle in her eye and he decided to 
push his luck. God she’s arousing. ‘How’s your beast feeling? Satisfied, or wanting more?’ 
Tracy smiled and he was sure she could hear his heart pounding in his chest, like a teenager on 
heat. She leaned back and his heart sank. 
‘I think my beast is okay,’ she said gently, still smiling but with a touch of disappointment now. 
Archer leaned back too, feeling like a chump. His cheeks burned with embarrassment and he 
didn’t know where to look. 
‘I’m sorry,’ Tracy said softly, ‘but I think we eat off different menus, if you know what I mean.’ 
He looked at her quizzically and it slowly dawned on him. He felt an even bigger fool, but relieved 
at the same time. ‘Oh,’ he said. The thought had occurred to him earlier, but her flirtatiousness had 
dispelled it. 
‘Don’t worry, you haven’t lost your touch.’ Tracy grinned at him and took a sip of her wine. ‘And if I 
ever go back to your menu, I’ll be sure to give you a call.’ 
He grinned and felt the humiliation start to ebb. ‘Please do. But for now, how about dessert?’ 
Archer ordered praline mousse with white chocolate and muscovado sugar ice cream. Tracy asked 
the waiter for a second spoon, and when it came she helped herself off his plate. It was a rich and 
velvety heaven and together they devoured it, savouring every spoonful until the dish had been 
scraped clean. 
They took their time over coffees and Archer started slipping into a contented state with a full 
bel y and a warm glow. He still felt a fool for being spurned, but comforted himself with the 
thought that he was years too late in that department so it was nothing personal. 
He waited while Tracy settled the bill and hailed a cab. She leaned against him as they watched the 
cab slide to a stop at the kerb. 
‘Thank you for a lovely evening, Mr Archer,’ she smiled, and tip-toed to give him a peck on the 
cheek. She lingered there for a second before stepping away towards the cab. ‘I’m a little bit gutted, 
but what can you do?’ 
He shrugged and opened the door for her. ‘And thank you too, Ms Spencer.’ They grinned at each 
other and he leaned to give her a brief but firm hug. ‘You were magnificent. I’ll talk to you 
tomorrow.’ 
He shut the door behind her and watched the cab pull away. Tracy waggled her fingers out the 
back window and he tipped an imaginary hat before turning to hunt out another cab. 
He still had an alcohol buzz in his veins and the beast had not been sated. 
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The pub doors closed at eleven sharp and Becky emerged from the staff entrance ten minutes later, 
her coat flapping at her legs as she hurried up the alley to the footpath. 
She was rummaging in her bag when she sensed somebody’s presence and looked up. It was the 
Kiwi guy from the night before, the one who’d promised so much but failed to deliver. 
He stood motionless on the footpath, hands in the pockets of his long black coat, a wolfish half smile 
on his face as he watched her. Becky paused as she sized him up. He wasn’t handsome in the 
classic matinee idol way, but that was fine. His nose had been broken at least once and he had a 
small scar on the right of his upper lip which gave him an almost-curl when he spoke. 
He had the kind of confident rugged appeal of a soldier or fireman. This was no pink shirt-wearing 
pretty-boy who wanted to talk about his feelings or debate climate change. This was a man’s man 
who knew what he wanted and was going to take charge. 
A thrill ran through her. 
‘Alright?’ she said nonchalantly, giving him disinterested. 
The Kiwi smiled, his eyes warm and strong as they searched her face. ‘I feel bad.’ 
‘That you ran out last night?’ 
‘It wasn’t nice.’ He stepped closer to her and she could smell his aftershave, something deep and 
warm and masculine. Becky let the smell fill her nostrils. ‘I usually have impeccable manners.’ 
‘Really?’ She cocked her head up at him. ‘All the time?’ 
‘Wel .’ He gave a tiny twitch of the head. ‘Not all the time.’ 
‘I hope not.’ Becky took another step, into his personal space now. ‘Sometimes a bad boy can be 
just what the doctor ordered.’ Another step brought them torso to torso. Neither backed off. ‘And 
I’m feeling a bit poorly. I may need a lie down.’ 
Archer smiled down at her, feeling her press against him. ‘Enough talk,’ he said softly. 
She proved to be as adventurous in bed as he had anticipated, throwing herself into it with an 
enthusiasm he admired. She was voluptuous and womanly in every way and knew what she 
wanted. He gave it to her and she willingly returned it with interest, and when they finally 
col apsed on the tangled sheets of his hotel bed, he was exhausted. 
Becky rolled over in the darkness and reached for her watch on the floor. ‘Plenty of time for a 
shower,’ she said, rolling back to Archer. She ran her fingers through his chest hair, down to his 
stomach, and down again. 
He looked at her quizzically. ‘Really?’ 
‘Really.’ 
She was certainly determined to get the most out of the night, so he went with it and afterwards 
they showered together, washing the sweat and sex off each other’s bodies. Becky stepped out of 
the shower first and towelled herself dry in front of the mirror. She had a wide tattoo across her 
lower back, some kind of scroll design. A small red rose adorned her left shoulder blade. Archer cut 
the water and drew back the curtain, standing naked and wet as he watched her. 
She looked at him in the reflection, unashamed of her nakedness. ‘I should be getting home,’ she 
said. 
He stepped out of the shower and stood behind her, pressing his body against hers. His hands 
came around to cup her full breasts, his fingers lightly brushing her nipples. 
She let out a small gasp. ‘That isn’t helping me get ready.’ She pressed back against him, feeling his 
excitement. 
‘Oh, I think it is.’ He continued what he was doing for a few moments and she responded by 
reaching down and guiding him into her again. 
It was nearly three when she finally left the hotel room, checking her watch again and cursing. 
‘Somebody expecting you home?’ Archer asked lazily from the bed. She hadn’t mentioned anyone 
else, but then he hadn’t bothered asking either; that was her business. 
‘My sister’s lookin’ after the kids. She’ll kill me.’ Becky hurriedly closed her bag and leaned over the 
bed for a last kiss, firm and hot. ‘Hope I see y’round, Kiwi boy. Don’t be a stranger now.’ 
She gave him that cheeky grin and opened the door, throwing a shaft of light into the room from 
the hallway. Archer gave her a smile and a wave and she was gone. The room fell into darkness 
again and he lay back on the wrecked bed, thinking of Tracy and Jazz and the other women of his 
life. 
It was a trail of broken hearts and unfulfilled promises and it wasn’t something he tended to linger 
on. He rolled over and smiled as he thought of Becky and their brief time together. Sometimes the 
beast within just had to be fed. 
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The NZ High Commission in Samoa was a yellow stone building on the main street of Apia, not far 
from their accommodation at the famous Aggie Grey’s Hotel. It was home to the usual Government 
embassy staffers, plus a Police liaison officer and a representative from the SIS. 
Archer and Tracy had landed the previous night on a commercial flight, travelling as lovers on an 
island getaway. He had tried to sleep but was constantly woken by her either giving him interesting 
facts about the island nation or asking him questions about it. She had a guide book which was far 
superior to his own limited knowledge. She was fascinated by the idea of fa’afafine’s and didn’t 
quite get why he wasn’t. 
They were met at Reception by the resident SIS officer, a small, flabby man in his late thirties with 
thinning dark hair and a relaxed air. He shook hands and introduced himself as Jonty, before 
escorting them into an office on the ground floor. The desk was scattered with papers and office 
litter, and three dirty coffee mugs sat beside the keyboard. 
Jonty shut the door behind them and produced a couple of bottles of water from a small fridge in 
the corner. 
‘You must be parched,’ he said, taking his seat behind the desk, ‘the humidity’s the killer here, 
y’know.’ 
‘Cheers.’ Archer cracked his bottle and took a sip. ‘So, you’ve obviously been briefed to expect us?’ 
‘That’s right.’ Jonty nodded enthusiastically. ‘Not much happens here, y’know, so it’s always nice to 
have visitors. It’s usually just the usual boring bits and pieces, y’know, maybe a bit of smuggling 
and whatnot. Bit boring, really.’ He laughed suddenly, a short, nervous laugh as if he suddenly 
realised he’d said too much. ‘Don’t repeat that, of course, I was just joking, y’know.’ 
‘Of course.’ Archer smiled, taking a liking to this little guy. ‘We should be here no more than a couple 
of days, all going well.’ 
‘Great, great.’ Jonty nodded enthusiastically again. ‘How about dinner then? There’s a great little 
place round by the wharf, fantastic crayfish, y’know?’ 
Archer felt Tracy’s eyes on him. ‘Love to mate,’ he said easily, ‘but it’s probably not the best idea, 
given we’re not really here and everyone will know who you are.’ 
Jonty’s smile faltered, and Tracy stepped in to save him. 
‘We don’t want to compromise you,’ she told him with a solemn look, ‘it’s more important that you 
can stay detached from us while we’re here.’ 
Jonty nodded and seemed to perk up slightly as he saw the sense of what she’d said. ‘Too true,’ he 
agreed, ‘don’t mind me getting ahead of myself.’ 
‘But if you’re ever back in Auckland. .’ Tracy smiled, and Archer saw the small man brighten again, making the natural assumption that Tracy would be there. 
‘Of course, of course. Haven’t been back in a while..’ 
‘So,’ Archer interrupted, keen to get back to the point, ‘if we need you we’ll give you a bell. I’ve got 
your mobile number. We’re down at Aggie’s, and we’ll let you know when we leave.’ 
‘Great, great stuff, y’know.’ 
‘In the meantime,’ Archer continued, his tone turning serious, ‘we need access to the black box.’ 
Jonty paused as he absorbed this, then nodded again. Archer figured he had probably never had 
this request before. He knew they were there to follow up a lead on the yacht owner who could 
potentially lead them to Yassar; he probably hadn’t realised how far that may need to go. 
Jonty nodded again and went to an in-built cupboard behind his desk, set into an internal wall. He 
unlocked it with a key, opened the door, and crouched to access a large safe on the floor. Once it 
was open he stepped back again and gestured towards it with one hand, inviting them in. 
‘It’s probably a bit light but it’s all yours,’ he said gravely, ‘take your time, y’know. I’ll just go and 
get a coffee.’ 
He scooped up his three dirty mugs and left the office, closing the door again behind them. 
Archer went to the safe and surveyed the contents. Every embassy around the world had a black 
box, which was over and above the armaments they held as a matter of course for self defence. The 
black box contained a number of items of use to agents, which were intended to be untraceable. It 
was a way around having to rely on the diplomatic pouches in the case of emergency. 
This one was sorely lacking. It constituted a small amount of electronic gear, which he ignored, 
infrared binoculars, a couple of pistol cases, a box of demolitions gear, a box of ammunition, and a 
rifle broken down into a padded case. 
He removed the pistol cases and checked them. Matching Beretta 92Fs, civilian versions of the 
standard US military-issue sidearm. 9mm with a 15 round magazine. He took the guns and the 
spare magazines, and put the cases back in the safe. 
The rifle case opened to show an Armalite AR-7, a 7 shot semi-automatic .22 which Archer had 
used before. It was lightweight and reliable, the moving parts could be stowed in the butt stock, 
and it even floated. It had a 9x scope with it and a suppressor, plus a couple of spare magazines. He 
took the weapon and replaced the case, then checked the ammo case. 
Two boxes of 9mm for the pistols and a single box of sub-sonic .22 rounds were added to the pile. 
Two black nylon Safariland holsters were joined by the infrared binos, then Archer closed the safe 
and spun the dial. Tracy offered no input into the selections; munitions were his department. She 
couldn’t miss his scowl, however. 
She opened his daypack instead and held it while he loaded the equipment into it. They had just finished when Jonty returned, knocking first and announcing himself. Archer smiled to himself-the 
man had an air of pronounced ‘spyishness’ about him. 
‘Well, all done?’ he asked, putting his coffee mug down on his desk. 
‘For what it is,’ Archer replied shortly. ‘I’ve got better supplies at home.’ 
Jonty flushed with the criticism but said nothing. 



Archer shouldered the day pack. ‘We’ll be in touch within a couple of days and give you an update 
of some sort.’ He extended his hand. ‘Thanks for your help, Jonty.’ 
They shook then Tracy did likewise, before Jonty escorted them back out to Reception. 
‘Good to see you guys,’ he said loudly, for the benefit of the receptionist, ‘take care, y’know.’ 
‘Cheers mate.’ 
They left the High Commission and walked back towards the hotel. 
‘He’s an excitable little chap,’ Tracy commented, a touch sarcastically Archer thought. 
‘He is,’ he agreed, ‘but sincere. I get the feeling he’s the sort we could rely on if needed.’ 
Tracy didn’t reply and he took this to indicate disagreement. He was getting a little bit sick of the 
condescending attitude, but bit his tongue. It wasn’t worth arguing about. The pitiful state of the 
black box didn’t help. Typical NZ approach; number eight wire all over. 
They reached the hotel and ordered lunch at the lobby cafe on the way through to their room, 
promising to be back shortly. 
Once in their room, Archer went to the bedroom and closed the curtains. He opened the bag and 
tossed Tracy a pistol. She caught it with ease and looked at him questioningly. 
‘This is yours,’ he told her brusquely, ‘get to know it and after lunch we’ll strip them down.’ 
He put a box of ammo and two magazines with one of the holsters on the table in front of her. 
‘We’l load the magazines now so we’re ready, then have lunch.’ 
Just then they both heard a chirping coming from Tracy’s bag. She quickly dug out a cell phone 
Archer hadn’t seen before and answered cheerfully. He saw her brow furrow into a frown. 
‘Hel o. . hello, Ruth? It’s Emma, you called me?’ 
Archer had a feeling of impending doom in his gut and the expression on Tracy’s face told him she 
felt it too. She stared at the phone for a moment then tossed it on the bed. 
‘That’s strange…that was Ruth’s CHIS phone. There was someone there but they didn’t say 
anything.’ 
‘Has it happened before?’ 
Tracy looked at him, perplexed. ‘Never.’ She grabbed her normal cell phone and dialled a number from memory. 
In less than a minute she had relayed her concern to a col eague and requested a welfare check on 
the informer. She put the phone away and came back to the table. She saw him glance at her 
second phone with a raised eyebrow. 
‘Handler phone,’ she said simply. ‘Only used for sources.’ 
Archer nodded and picked up a magazine. 
They worked in silence, each thumbing rounds into their own magazines before loading the 
weapons, holstering them, and stashing them behind the fridge. Archer watched her work, and 
noted she appeared comfortable with the gun. 
He left the Armalite disassembled and stashed it with its ammo under the seat of the sofa. They 
cleaned their hands to remove the smell of gun oil, and returned to the cafe to find their lunch 
waiting for them. It was simple chicken stir fry with noodles, heavy on the oil, and they ate it in 
cane chairs, flicking through magazines in silence. 
Archer went to the counter to order another drink, and as he did so he heard Tracy’s mobile buzz 
behind him with an incoming text. He turned and watched her face fall as she read it. She looked 
up as he sat back down, giving her a questioning look. 
‘Bad news?’ he asked. 
She nodded slowly. ‘Boyle’s escaped.’ 
Archer’s brow creased. ‘Casualties?’ 
‘Two contractors dead. Matthew managed to escape but obviously couldn’t stop him.’ Tracy let out 
her breath slowly and put the phone away. 
‘When?’ 
‘About four hours ago.’ 
Archer nodded. ‘Not good.’ 
Tracy opened her mouth to speak but was cut off by the ringing of her phone. She answered 
abruptly and listened. As Archer watched her, her face went white. She put a hand to her forehead, 
distress written all over her face. He knew what she was going to say before she disconnected the 
call. 
‘How?’ he asked. ‘And when?’ 
‘Drugs,’ Tracy whispered, her face ashen. ‘She was found on her lounge floor with a needle hanging 
out her arm. The landlady rang the cops because her door was wide open.’ 
‘Your man?’ He didn’t want to use names out loud, so used the Irish slang instead. 
Tracy pulled face. ‘Who knows. Early indication from the cops is it was likely to have been an accidental OD.’ 
‘Reasonable assumption, except for the recent events.’ 
‘The cops were there when the Special Branch guy did a drive-by. He rang straight back once he 
knew what was going on.’ 
‘They know how long ago it happened?’ 
‘Didn’t say.’ Tracy shook her head in bewilderment. ‘I know what you’re thinking. I may’ve been 
the last person she called.’ 
‘Well,’ Archer muttered, ‘that just changed things slightly.’ 
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The rest of the afternoon was spent killing time. 
Archer caught up with the news-the main story in the UK being the big shootout in Cornwall 
between two opposing gangs. A number of guns had been recovered and one gangster was in 
Police custody for interrogation. 
There was no mention of the crashed helicopter and enquiries were continuing. Archer had to 
give it to the spooks, they’d done a great job of keeping a lid on it so far. 
Tracy got a couple of updates but nothing of any consequence until near dinner time, when her 
base called to let her know that a man had been seen leaving Ruth’s flat an hour or so before the 
landlady called the Police. 
The description roughly matched Boyle, but could also have been half the rest of the local male 
population. The Special Branch detective had confirmed that Ruth’s burn phone was missing from 
the address. They were trying to track it but without luck so far. They knew that the phone had 
been used to call Tracy but that seemed to be the only activity on it in the last day or so. 
They eventually went for dinner at the place Jonty had mentioned, and ate in near silence. Archer 
tried a couple of weak jokes to snap Tracy out of her slump, and failed miserably. He gave up and 
ordered dessert coffees instead. 
There was little news the next day and Tracy was getting agitated at the lack of updates. She finally 
rang Livingstone and her manner verged on being brusque as she demanded an update. She 
listened for a couple of minutes before disconnecting. Archer could see the tension ease slightly in 
her face as she put the phone down. 
‘They haven’t made any real progress,’ she explained, ‘but it’s looking more and more like just an 
overdose. She was still on the gear, and she’d OD’d once before, a couple of years ago.’ 
‘What about the guy seen leaving?’ Archer enquired. 
‘Haven’t tracked him down yet. It was probably a dealer, or a client.’ 
‘Or Boyle.’ 
‘Yeah, maybe….the timing doesn’t really work though.’ 
‘Why not?’ 
‘Wel , Matthew spoke to her about two hours before the landlady found her, so about an hour 
before this guy was apparently seen leaving. He said she was fine then.’ 
Archer frowned. ‘How does that affect the timing though, if he rang her? How does he know what was going on at her place from the other end of the phone?’ He sounded irritated and Tracy looked 
at him sharply. ‘I know you all think he’s a goddamn genius, but can he see through walls now too?’ 
It was her turn to scowl now. ‘He went to see her, okay? In person. And everything was fine.’ 
‘How does that mean Boyle didn’t come along afterwards and knock her off?’ he pressed. 
Tracy’s lips pursed and he knew the argument was going nowhere. 
‘Matthew is pretty well known to the Provos, okay? Part of the reason he moved to Six was his face 
got known over the water. If Boyle was lurking around, scoping the place out, he would’ve seen 
Matthew and he wouldn’t have gone near the place.’ 
He opened his mouth to reply and she held up a hand. 
‘Just drop it, alright? It’s in hand.’ 
Archer shook his head in frustration and grabbed his towel, muttering that he was going for a 
swim. 
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The villa was clearly illuminated through the infrared lenses of the Bushnell binoculars. Archer 
took his time, methodically scanning the property section by section. What he saw was not good. 
He slid back carefully into the slight depression where Tracy lay waiting, covering their rear. He 
leaned close to her head, close enough to smell her. Her hair brushed his face as he whispered. 
‘There’s an outside cordon of infrared beams, all the way around, about thirty metres in front of us. 
There are at least two tree-mounted cameras that I could see on this side, probably motion-
activated. There’s a guard roaming the inner cordon, carrying a Winchester semi auto shotgun. 
There’s at least one guard inside the house, couldn’t see what he had but a long of some sort.’ 
Tracy nodded her understanding. 
‘No sign of the target.’ 
She nodded again. ‘So; plan?’ 
Archer cocked his head. ‘Well, we can beat the infrared cordon, I can take out the external guard, 
we can probably deal with whoever’s inside, but those cameras are a problem. If we had enough 
time and some sheets of polystyrene, I could beat them too.’ He scanned the trees with the binos 
again. ‘Problem is, I don’t know how many or where they are, and if we miss one it doesn’t matter 
if we beat everything else; we’d be walking straight into an ambush.’ 
‘I thought SAS stood for Speed, Aggression, Surprise,’ Tracy jibed him. 
‘It does,’ he agreed, ‘but not Stupid And Sloppy. If you fancy making a run for the front door from 
here be my guest; I’ll cover the rear and send a nice card to your parents.’ He frowned. ‘Let’s bug 
out and come up with a better plan.’ 
Tracy moved wordlessly ahead of him in a commando crawl through the undergrowth, her boots 
mere inches from his face. The night was heavy and humid, the buzz of insects loud. 
He cradled the suppressed AR-7 in his arms and kept his head on a swivel, constantly scanning, 
checking, pausing to listen as they headed back towards the Jeep they’d stashed off the side of the 
mountain road. 
Suddenly he heard something and paused, his left hand snaking out to grab Tracy’s ankle. Silence. 
No birdsong. No buzz of insects. Archer’s eyes probed the darkness and he careful y pulled the 
binos from under his shirt. 
As soon as he raised them he saw the threat. Two large Samoans approaching from the right, 
straight towards them. The one in the front had a set of night vision goggles strapped to his face 
and was locked on the two crawling intruders just twenty metres away. The one behind him had no 
goggles but carried a shotgun at the ready. 
The front man opened his mouth to shout and Archer rolled on his side, bringing the AR-7 up and snapping a quick shot at them. 
Tracy raised herself and bolted at the same time, drawing her Beretta and doubling over as she 
ran, one hand in front to protect her face from low branches. 
The lead enemy ducked and scrabbled for a holstered pistol. The shotgunner stepped around him 
and brought his barrel to bear. Archer triggered a double tap, the little rifle barely twitching in his 
hands as he dropped the lead man. 
A shotgun blast ripped the night air and birds screeched above him as buckshot shredded the 
leaves and branches. Archer rolled again, scrabbled forward a couple of metres and took a knee, 
coming into the aim again. The shotgunner let rip again, firing blind and wide, the muzzle blast 
exposing him badly in the pitch darkness. 
Archer popped off another double tap, knew he’d missed and ran. Branches slapped at him as he 
crashed through the undergrowth, and he heard another shotgun blast behind him. He ignored it 
and ran on, knowing that unless his enemy was highly trained and lucky he would be hard pressed 
to nail a running man in the thick vegetation. 
He reached the road and turned, dropping to a knee again, the AR-7 coming up as the shotgunner 
crashed towards him with the grace of a drunk hippo. Archer emptied his last two shots at him, 
saw the man drop, and bolted again. Headlights were coming up behind him from the direction of 
the villa’s driveway and he heard the throaty roar of an engine being worked hard. 
Ahead another set of lights came on in the undergrowth, bouncing as the Jeep was manoeuvred 
out onto the road. He changed magazines as he ran, chambering a new round. He felt wildly 
inadequate with just a .22 in his hands, and for the hundredth time that day he mentally cursed the 
poor capabilities of the embassy’s black box. 
Tracy was revving the engine as he reached the Jeep and yanked the driver’s door open. She 
scrambled across to the passenger’s seat and grabbed the Armalite from him as he jumped in. 
The Jeep leaped forward as Archer mashed the accelerator down and the tyres screeched and 
grabbed at the seal. Headlights approached fast from behind them. Archer chopped up through 
the gears, riding the gas and clutch, fighting the wheel as the Jeep tried to swerve off into the 
darkness. 
A shotgun blasted loudly behind them and they heard bird shot pinging off the rear panels. The 
headlights got brighter behind them, the full beams lighting up the inside of the Jeep as a ute 
closed in. More shots sounded over the roar of the Jeep’s engine and Tracy ducked. The fabric 
canopy twitched as a couple of shots got close to the mark. 
‘Keep them at bay,’ Archer shouted, down changing to enter a corner, goosing the gas to keep the 
revs up. 
Tracy turned in her seat and brought the AR-7 up to the shoulder, kneeling as she tried to get a 
bead on their attackers. 
Another couple of shots thudded into the back of the Jeep, and Archer’s wing mirror exploded in a shower of glass and plastic. 
Tracy squeezed off a quick volley of shots, causing the attackers’ ute to falter for a second before 
accelerating hard again to bear down on them. 
They hit a straight and Archer floored it, the Jeep responding but he knew it was not enough. 
‘Cut loose at them,’ he shouted, ‘we can’t outrun them in this.’ 
Tracy responded by emptying the magazine before snatching out her Beretta and stabbing it 
forward. She only had time to unleash one shot before the gunman in the ute emptied his own 
magazine into the Jeep. The windscreen spider webbed with multiple impacts and the headrest 
beneath Tracy’s left elbow blew apart in a cloud of stuffing. She yelped and grabbed for a hand 
hold, yelling a warning as she saw the ute suddenly charge them. 
The Jeep lurched forward and rocked dangerously, metal screeching and plastic shattering as the 
ute rammed it from behind. 
Archer swore angrily and grappled with the wheel, almost getting it straight again before the 
second thud threw them forward again. The Jeep swerved, the left wheels hit loose gravel and the 
tail flicked out. He steered into the skid, chopping the gear stick into neutral and checking both 
sides. 
The Jeep was still coming back in line when the ute rammed them for the third time, and Archer 
knew this was it. The Jeep spun and the wheel was ripped from his hands. Tracy was thrown first 
against the side window then crashed into Archer, her skul slamming against his shoulder hard 
enough to instantly deaden it. 
Undergrowth rushed at them and all they could hear was the roar of engines and screaming of 
tortured tyres. Archer grabbed hold of Tracy with one hand and threw the other over his head as 
he ducked down, bracing for the impact. 
A hefty tree trunk leaped out of the darkness and slammed into the Jeep, spinning it again and 
throwing it off balance. The Jeep rocked onto two wheels, wobbled, then dropped onto its right side 
and slid. 
A tree branch crashed through the driver’s side window and glass burst over them and the Jeep 
stopped with a thud. Archer’s seatbelt jerked tight at his waist and across his chest, cutting off his 
air and dangling him sideways like a rag doll, Tracy dropping him his grasp as he fumbled weakly 
with the seatbelt. 
His fingers felt like catcher’s gloves and his vision was blurring with the lack of oxygen. If he could 
just get the buckle undone.. 
Through the fog in his head Archer heard voices and then the crashing of feet in the undergrowth 
around the wrecked Jeep. He fumbled for the Beretta but it had been jarred loose in the crash, and 
before he could find it hands reached through the smashed window and grabbed him. He felt 
himself dragged out and dumped on the ground, then a boot slammed into his ribs. 
He arched in pain and took another one to the gut. He rolled over and saw a burly Samoan hauling 
Tracy out of the windscreen. He tossed her to the ground like a rag doll and she groaned. Archer 
wanted to reach out and console her but his tongue felt thick and he couldn’t focus enough to 
string a sentence together. 
Another boot hit him in the back and he let out a groan, but it was just the start. A hail of kicks and 
punches rained down on him and he curled himself into a ball to protect his vital organs as 
laughter sounded from those around him. 
Eventually the assault eased and he slowly uncurled himself and rolled onto his back. A sweaty, 
smiling Samoan face peered down at him, and a machete glinted in the headlights. 
‘You made bad move, you honky shit,’ the man grinned evilly. 
He lowered the blade to Archer’s throat and pressed it firmly against the skin. Archer held 
perfectly still, knowing his life was in this thug’s hands. 
‘I get my chance.’ 
The man stood, sheathed the machete, and grabbed Archer by the arm. He hauled him up and 
pushed him against the side of the wrecked Jeep. Archer tried to catch his breath and glanced 
about, sizing up his chances. 
Another man, very tall, was tying Tracy’s hands behind her back, and a second, short and stocky, 
stood to the side with a revolver hanging at his side. Archer subconsciously clocked it as a decades-
old Smith and Wesson Model 10, a .38 Special with wooden grips. Notoriously inaccurate, but at 
four metres it was just as likely to blow a hole in his head as a cannon. 
‘Hey, no looking!’ 
His captor, who he mentally logged as the middle sized man, spun Archer around to face him, and 
smashed a knee into his crotch. Blinding pain rocked through him and he col apsed forward, 
clutching at his crotch and gasping for air. 
Strong hands wrestled his arms behind his back and tied them tightly, then he was dragged to his 
feet and hustled past the wreck to the thugs’ ute. The men lifted him over the tailgate and dumped 
him on his face. A few seconds later Tracy was dumped on top of him and he found himself face to 
face with her. Blood leaked down her forehead from a shallow cut and her face was sweaty and 
dirty. 
‘Okay?’ he murmured stupidly. 
Tracy’s lips twitched into something resembling a smile. ‘Great. Good driving.’ 
Archer tried to smile. ‘Thanks.’ 
‘You, shut up.’ 
A fist slammed into his kidney from behind and fresh pain enveloped him. They fell silent while the ute started up and moved off. The tall man climbed into the back and sat over them, his attention 
caught by Tracy. He leaned forward and ran a long finger down her cheek. She flinched away with 
a scowl. 
The man chuckled to himself, deep and throaty, and removed his hand. But Archer noted that he 
never shifted his gaze from her body. 
Things were not looking up. 
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After a few minutes on the main road they turned off onto a bumpy track and headed into the 
bush, before pulling up in a dirt clearing. The men climbed out and roughly dragged their captives 
over the tailboard of the ute. 
Archer saw they were outside a dilapidated shack the size of a single garage, surrounded by bush. 
They were dragged forward by the three big men into the shack, and shoved into armless wooden 
chairs facing each other across the room. Coarse twine was produced and they were tied to the 
chairs by their arms, with their wrists still bound behind them. The room had a dirty wooden floor, 
a couple of windows with closed shutters and was sparsely furnished. A hurricane lamp burned on 
the table against a wall, and a pot-belly stove was throwing heat into the room. 
The shorter man then took the time to administer a thump to the side of Archer’s head which 
knocked him to the floor with his head ringing and stars in his eyes. The men guffawed at the act 
of brutality before hauling him back upright and allowing the short man to repeat the 
performance. 
Archer went with the flow, letting them have their fun for now and all the while planning their 
escape. Things looked pretty bleak from where he was sitting. They were miles from any help, 
caged with three thugs who seemed to get off on violence, and they were securely tied up. 
He lay there and caught his breath, watching the men. The middle sized man removed the machete 
from his belt and leaned it by the door. Archer figured it was about three metres away from him. 
As the man turned, Archer noted he also wore a diving knife sheathed on his belt. Watching these 
animals and listening to their pseudo-gangster talk made him hate them with a passion. He 
determined that if he got even the slightest of chances, he would happily kill any or all of them. 
Looking over at Tracy as he was picked up again, he could see the terror in her eyes. The middle 
sized man turned to her and with a lecherous leer, and in one quick swipe he ripped the front of 
her shirt open all the way to her waist. He grabbed first one breast then the other, pawing roughly 
and making her squeal with pain. 
The taller man stepped over and shouldered his mate aside before ripping her bra open and 
exposing her to their gaze. 
Archer could see the lust in their faces as all three turned their attention to her now, groping at her 
and grunting like animals. 
He stared hard at her across the gap, willing her to be strong. Tears rolled from her eyes, whether 
from pain or fear he couldn’t tell. She met his gaze and held it, taking a shuddering breath before 
pulling her head back and unleashing a gob of spit into the face of the taller man. 
He recoiled back then lashed out and back-handed her viciously across the mouth, knocking her chair against the wall. The short man caught her by the arm and pulled her upright. The tall man 
hooked her in the temple now, throwing her to the side again where the middle man caught her 
and righted the chair. 
A trickle of blood ran from Tracy’s mouth as she looked up at the tall man and bared her teeth at 
him. 
‘Fuck you,’ she whispered. 
‘Ha ha.’ The tall man hefted his crotch at her with a grin. ‘I think I fuck you.’ 
Archer could see this spiralling out of control very quickly, and interjected with a shouted ‘Hey!’ 
The short man turned and drove a fist into his gut, winding him, then grabbed him by the hair and 
pulled his head back. Nose to nose, the Samoan leered at him. His breath was putrid with fish and 
beer. 
‘No-one can hear yo scream, bro,’ he chuckled, ‘but I still rip yo tongue out yo head.’ 
Archer eyeballed him and sucked air in through his nose. 
‘You touch her again, you filthy fucken animal,’ he hissed, ‘and I’ll kill you.’ He tossed a glance at the 
other two men, who had stopped now and were listening. ‘And your little boyfriends.’ 
The short man flushed with anger and straightened up, cracking the knuckles of his right hand 
and shaking it out before setting his feet in a boxing stance. 
‘Yo got a big mouf, bro.’ 
The right jab came straight at Archer’s face and he managed to pull his head left and just catch it 
on the cheekbone, but it was still hard enough to rock him back in the chair. 
He looked at the man with a scornful sneer. ‘Pussy. You hit like a fa’afafine.’ 
The other two men chuckled at his reference to the transvestites, and anger twisted the short 
man’s face. His left shot out and smashed into Archer’s jaw, fol owed by a right-left-right combo 
which tossed him around like a cork on the tide, the room swaying before him as he rolled with 
each punch. 
The short man stepped back and prepared himself for the next round, and Archer caught Tracy’s 
eye. 
‘Thank you,’ she mouthed to him, knowing that while the men were focussed on him, they were 
leaving her alone. 
A car engine sounded outside followed by doors slamming and the crunch of footsteps 
approaching. The door opened and a pair of newcomers stepped inside, banging the door closed 
behind them. 
‘Well well lads,’ Boyle said with a cheery grin, looking at each of them in turn, ‘what do we have here then?’ 
Beside him, Yassar leered at Tracy. Archer’s heart sank as he realised their predicament had just 
got worse. 
The Irishman paused to glance at their passports then stepped into the space between the two 
captives and rubbed his hands together as he ran an appraising eye over them. 
‘I trust my friends have been treating you well?’ he inquired, nodding as if to confirm it to himself. 
He paused as he took in Tracy’s nakedness. ‘And hello to you, Ms Spencer. So this is what all the 
men at the firm have been missing all this time, eh?’He glanced over at Archer. ‘Unless you’ve had 
a piece of this, Kiwi? No, I didn’t think so.’ He grinned at the three Samoans beside him. ‘She likes 
the ladies, y’know lads.’ 
The tall man hefted his crotch again with a leer. ‘Maybe she like the black snake, boss,’ he grinned. 
Boyle nodded. ‘You’ll get yer chance, Afa,’ he said, ‘although ye may need to get in line behind my 
Saudi friend here. But first, I need to have a little chat with our very special agent.’ 
He knelt down in front of Tracy, who eyed him with contempt. He patted her knee affectionately. 
Yassar moved over to stand behind him, his eyes fixated on Tracy’s breasts. 
‘It’s a shame it all came to this, Tracy, it really is. But it was your choice.’ Boyle shrugged as if his 
hands were tied. ‘There are always consequences to actions, and I think we’re all going to learn a 
little lesson about that tonight.’ 
He stood again and took his jacket off. ‘I don’t have a lot of time, so let’s get straight to the point.’ 
He stood in front of her now, his back to Archer. ‘Who got wee Ruthie to sell me out to the 
spooks?’ 
‘I don’t know.’ Tracy’s voice had a quiver in it as she spoke. 
‘I don’t believe you.’ Boyle’s own voice was strong and deep. ‘I’ve lost many people dear to me over 
the years, and I’ve lived with a target on my back since I was a kid. You pricks were supposed to 
leave me alone; that was what the Good Friday Agreement was all about.’ 
‘It was a get-out-jail card,’ she replied bravely, ‘not a license to run guns.’ 
Boyle paused to study her face carefully. ‘Ye may think yoe can outlast me, sweetheart, but I 
promise ye won’t. Nobody ever has.’ 
‘You fancy yourself don’t you?’ Archer interjected. 
Boyle didn’t look at him, just tossed his head at Afa. The tall man stepped in and delivered a 
booming roundhouse to Archer’s head which bounced off the wall behind him. Thunder flashes 
went off in his skull. 
‘Let me get the ball rolling then. I know wee Ruthie got turned,’ Boyle continued. ‘I found her burn phone, which led me to ye.’ His eyes glinted. ‘That were me that rung ye, so don’t try and deny it. I 
recognise yer voice.’ 
Archer felt his heart sink further. 
‘But what I don’t understand is why she was in the way. Why she was killed.’ 
‘Well it wasn’t us,’ Tracy retorted hotly. ‘Maybe you need to look closer to home.’ 
‘I don’t have a home, thanks to youse traitorous bastards,’ Boyle spat. ‘Everything I had is gone.’ 
‘Lie down with dogs, mate, you wake up with fleas.’ 
Archer had to admire the conviction in Tracy’s voice now, at the same time as he knew it would do 
no good. Boyle was going to kill her tonight and everybody in the room knew it. 
‘Aye, that’s right.’ Boyle leaned down into her face, dropping his voice to a venomous whisper. ‘And 
you’re the biggest bitch of all.’ 
He placed his hand round her throat and squeezed, cutting off her air. Tracy braced up, still 
eyeballing him as he applied more pressure. 
‘I oughta kill you right now,’ he whispered. ‘Just snap your neck and get it over with. But you hurt 
me, Tracy. So I think it’s only fair that I cause you some pain in return.’ 
He straightened again and let go of her throat. Tracy gulped down air and watched him as he went 
to his jacket on the table. The room went silent as Boyle removed two tools from his jacket pocket. 
One was a pair of pliers, the other a set of wire cutters. 
He turned to Tracy again and smiled as he held the tools up for her to see. ‘And let the games begin,’ 
he purred. 
Tracy bucked in her chair at the same time as Archer pushed away from the wall. The tall man 
grabbed her by the shoulder and held her down, while the other two thugs grabbed Archer and 
pushed him back. 
‘You gutless fucken maggot,’ Archer snarled helplessly, ‘you like hurting girls do ya? Fucken big 
man!’ 
Boyle cast an eye at him then to the men holding him. ‘Shut him up,’ he ordered. 
The shorter man grinned and cracked his knuckles again. Archer had just a split-second to tense 
up before the fist drove into his gut, but wasn’t prepared for the middle man’s crack across the jaw. 
He sagged and blinked to clear his vision, powerless to resist as a dirty rag was jammed into his 
mouth. It tasted of paraffin and made him gag, but was made worse when the middle man tied it in 
place with a piece of cloth and knotted it tightly around his head. 
‘I’d suggest ye don’t let it go past this point,’ Boyle advised Tracy, sounding like a parent talking to a 
naughty child. ‘Three strikes and ye’re out. So let’s start at the lower end of the scale.’ 
The tall man lifted her, chair and all, and carried her to the table. Archer sat helplessly just a metre away. He watched with dread as the tall man untied Tracy’s right hand and moved it towards the 
table. She tried to scratch at his face but he caught her hand easily and pushed it flat on the table 
top. 
Boyle pulled a chair over and sat beside her. He placed the pliers and wire cutters on the table 
beside him. 
‘Who turned Ruthie to sell me out?’ Boyle said, watching her carefully. 
‘I don’t know,’ Tracy told him forcefully. 
Boyle shook his head and tut-tutted softly. 
He took hold of her hand and she instinctively closed it into a fist. The tall man leaned over and 
effortlessly pried her hand open, holding her fingers straight. 
‘Thank you, Afa.’ 
Boyle took hold of the little finger and in one quick motion, he popped the joint. 
Tracy’s scream ripped through Archer’s heart and he bucked against the hands holding him. 
Tracy’s face was screwed up and tears rolled down her cheeks. Her finger poked out to the side at 
a sickening angle. 
‘Now, again.’ Boyle continued, as if nothing had happened. ‘Tell me who.’ 
His hand rested on Tracy’s, fingers on the next digit now. 
Tracy shook her head hard, her face still screwed in pain. She sucked in a breath and forced her 
eyes open. 
‘I don’t fucken know!’ 
Boyle’s hand moved again and she shrieked as her ring finger popped in his grip. 
She screamed again, long and piercing. Archer felt sick to his stomach and he couldn’t take his eyes 
off the Irish terrorist. The man’s expression had barely changed. There was neither pleasure nor 
distaste; it was merely a task that needed to be completed. 
Archer’s bellows of rage were muffled by the gag and he knew there was nothing he could do to 
stop this brutality. He slumped back in his chair and tried to catch his breath. The bindings were 
tight around his wrists and waist; he had barely an inch of slack in which to move. It didn’t seem 
likely that he would be able to break free of them any time soon. He had no weapons to hand and 
nothing with which to cut the ropes. 
As hopeless situations went, this was pretty up there as far as he could see. 
Archer felt his heart rate slowing and forced himself to focus. Nothing was ever hopeless; he just 
had to find his way out. 
Boyle slapped Tracy on the leg to get her attention. She slowly turned her head to look at him. 
Blood trickled from her mouth and tears stained her cheeks. Her eyes were still defiant. 
‘Ye’ve got some spunk, girl, I’ll give ye that.’ He nodded with admiration. ‘But it won’t do no good. 
Everybody talks.’ 
He leaned closer to her, looking directly into her eyes. ‘Everybody.’ 
Archer ignored the talking and scanned the room, looking for anything he could possibly use, given 
the chance. He rolled his shoulders as he did so, testing the grip of the two thugs. There was a bit of 
slack there as they were distracted by watching the main event. He flexed his fingers again to test 
the bindings for the hundredth time, and as he did so, his fingernail tapped against something 
hard. Something slightly protruding from the seat of the chair; a nail? 
He felt for it again. Maybe not a nail, but whatever it was it was something, and it gave him hope. 
Boyle stood and went to the pot-belly stove. He took a steel poker from the kindling bucket beside 
it and jabbed it into the heart of the fire. He returned to his seat and drummed his fingers on the 
table, fixing Tracy with his gaze again. 
‘Come on Tracy,’ he urged, ‘cut to the chase eh? Spill and it’ll all be over.’ 
‘You,’ she grated, ‘can go to hell.’ 
‘Aye,’ he acknowledged, ‘I probably will. But I’m not the only one.’ 
He returned to the fire and came back with the poker. The tip of it glowed red hot now. Every eye 
in the room was on him as he sat back down and held the poker up in front of his captive. 
‘Feel like talking?’ he asked. 
Tracy snarled at him again, and in one quick movement, Boyle leaned past her and stabbed the 
poker into Archer’s chest. 
Archer bucked in agony as the heat seared through his shirt and pierced the skin, feeling like it 
drove straight through the core of him. The stench of burning flesh and hair filled his nostrils and 
he gagged involuntarily. The pain was so intense he wanted to pass out to make it end. 
Boyle withdrew the steel and appraised him. 
‘He’s a tough cookie, yer boy,’ he conceded to Tracy. ‘I wonder how long he’ll last before I break 
him?’ He smiled mirthlessly. ‘Or before I break you?’ 
Blinding pain seared through Archer’s soul and he wanted to die. He squeezed his eyes tightly and 
tried to ignore the pain. He forced himself to focus on the task at hand, catching the wrist bindings 
on the head of the nail and pulling at it. 
Boyle returned the poker to the fire and sat again. He picked up the pliers and showed them to his 
captive. 
‘I’ll give ye ten seconds to tell me the truth,’ he told her, ‘otherwise I’ll start me dental work. Ten.’ 
Tracy tried to stay calm, but he could see the fear in her eyes. 
‘Five.’ 
Archer tried to catch her eye but she stubbornly avoided him. 
‘One.’ 
Boyle stood and reached for her. The tall man took hold of her jaw in one giant paw and arched her 
head back. Boyle seized hold of her throat and throttled her until she gasped and opened her 
mouth. He reached in with the pliers and gripped a molar at the back of her jaw. Tracy’s scream 
was muffled by the tool. 
‘Last chance,’ Boyle told her. ‘No?’ 
He gripped hard and wrenched the tooth from the gum. Tracy wailed like a newborn and strained 
against the hands holding her. 
Boyle held the bloodied tooth up to her face and waited for her to stop screaming. Gradually her 
cries slowed to chest-heaving sobs. Blood flowed down her chin onto the front of her shirt. 
‘Who was it?’ He leaned down into her face, staring intently into her eyes. ‘And who killed her?’ 
Archer willed her to keep her mouth shut. He could feel the strands of the rope giving way slowly 
as he worked it against the nail head, but he needed more time. 
Tracy’s voice was barely audible. Boyle leaned closer to listen. 
‘Speak up, Ms Spencer,’ he told her. ‘I need the name.’ 
She lifted her head and looked at him through her tears. ‘Livingstone,’ she rasped. ‘I took her over 
from him.’ 
Boyle nodded slowly, his face finally showing a flicker of excitement. He stood and rubbed his 
hands together. ‘The famous Mr Matthew Livingstone. Now that weren’t so hard now were it?’ He 
tossed his head to the tall man holding her. ‘She’s all yours, big man.’ 
He checked his watch and glanced at Yassar. ‘We’ve got a plane to catch. God, I hate London in the 
winter.’ 
‘What about him, boss?’ 
The tall man indicated towards Archer, who appeared to have gone into a dazed state. 
Boyle shrugged dismissively. ‘Whatever. Kill him.’ 
The Irishman turned and headed to the door, where Yassar was waiting. He paused there and 
glanced back to Tracy. 
‘All the best, spy lady. It’s been a hel of a ride.’ He grinned coldly. ‘Oh, one more thing.’ He drew a 
compact Seecamp .32 auto from beneath his shirt and hefted it in his palm. ‘Lovely weapon,’ he 
commented. 
He turned again and pointed the weapon at Yassar. The Saudi’s eyes bulged and he started to raise his hands. 
‘Sorry pal, business is business.’ Boyle triggered a double tap and blew Yassar’s brains across the 
wall behind him. The body dropped with a thud and Boyle gave it another double tap to be sure. 
Gun smoke hung in the still air. 
‘Whoever said blood was thicker than water obviously never met the Saudis,’ he noted. With that 
he was gone, and a few seconds later the engine started up again and moved away. 


39 
The three Samoans looked at each other and an understanding passed between them. 
Afa dragged Tracy backwards on her chair to the other wall, facing Archer again. He looked at the 
white guy and figured he was out of the game. Bloodied and battered and staring dazedly at the 
floor. 
He gave the shorter man, Hosea, a flick of the head and turned back to Tracy. Solomon, the middle 
sized man, stayed beside the slumped form of Archer. He fingered the diving knife on his belt and 
waited impatiently for his turn. 
Afa slapped Tracy’s cheek, hard enough to shock her into focus, and she stared at him with 
terrified eyes. 
‘So you don’ like boys, huh miss?’ His teeth gleamed white in the flickering light. ‘We see ‘bout dat, 
huh?’ 
He started to undo his pants, and Hosea chuckled as he watched. 
‘Heh heh heh, do it boy, do dat!’ 
Tracy spat at him and saw the gob slide down Afa’s chest. He cocked his fist and smashed it into 
her face, snapping her head sideways. Her left eyebrow split and blood cascaded over the eye and 
down her cheek. 
Just as Afa began to drop his pants, Archer made his move. The last strand of binding round his 
wrists broke and he shrugged his arms free of the rope round them. Solomon felt the movement 
and looked down, a second too late to stop Archer from snatching the knife from his belt. 
Solomon grabbed for him as Archer leaped to his feet and thrust the diving knife up in a short jab. 
The blade pierced the thug’s side below the ribs and drove upwards before Archer yanked it free 
and shoved him aside. Hosea reacted quickly and came for him, hands out defensively, body 
position low and wide like a wrestler. He obviously fancied himself with his hands, and thankfully 
focussed on that rather than drawing his gun. If he’d been smarter, the fight would have ended a 
lot sooner. 
Archer shifted the knife into a better grip and moved to gain space. The chair was still hanging off 
his waist by the rope and hitting the back of his legs as he moved. He ignored it and concentrated 
on the threats around him. 
Afa scrabbled at his pants and tried to turn. As he did so, Tracy drove up and crashed into his side 
with her shoulder, making him stagger off balance. He threw a fist at her but missed, and Tracy 
continued to drive with her legs, shoving him across the room and into the wall where Archer had 
sat just moments before. 
Archer dodged around them and Hosea made his move, rushing forward and going for a 
combination of jabs at Archer’s face. 
The stocky Samoan was more agile than he looked, and he managed to land a glancing blow to 
Archer’s jaw before the knife swiped across his forearm and opened it up. He pulled back and 
clasped a hand to the wound, snarling like a dog. 
Afa slapped at the woman pushing against him, turning and trying to grab her. Tracy’s skull came 
up and cracked him under the jaw, snapping his mouth shut and causing his teeth to chomp into 
his tongue hard enough to draw blood. 
Archer feinted with a right stab and gave Hosea a left cross to the jaw, not a vintage shot but it 
kept him at bay. 
Afa’s knees buckled beneath him and he went down. Tracy’s knee smashed into his nose as he 
slumped to his knees and a fan of blood sprayed out. He fel backwards against the wall and she 
drove a heel into his face, then again. 
Archer hacked through the twine and dropped the chair, but as he stepped away from it Hosea 
rushed him again. Archer twisted and slashed at him, managing to grab his shirt as they both went 
down. 
Tracy screamed and slammed her heel into Afa’s face again, hearing bone crunch beneath her 
foot. 
Archer wrestled with Hosea as they rolled on the floor, snapping his head forward in repeated 
attempts to butt him, and scrabbling at his face with his free hand. He got his fingers into Hosea’s 
right eye and dug in, gouging and scratching. The thug screeched and butted him in the forehead 
with a head as hard as concrete. 
Lights exploded in Archer’s eyes and the back of his head slammed into the floor with a thud. Hosea 
took advantage of the moment to back off and wind up his fist. 
Afa flopped sideways to the floor, unconscious. Blood flowed freely from his smashed nose and lips. 
Tracy drew her foot back and toe-hacked him directly to the Adam’s apple. 
Archer saw the fist coming and half-rolled to the side, letting Hosea’s punch sail past and hit the 
floor. He shoved and got his knees up far enough to heave the thug off him. Hosea caught his 
balance on his haunches and came again, throwing himself forward in an attempt to pin Archer 
beneath him. 
Archer rol ed again, kicking free of the ropes and the chair before scrambling to his feet. He spun 
and delivered a punt to Hosea’s face. The thug fell back, clutching at his bloodied face. His knees 
were splayed and Archer gave him a second kick, this time to the testicles. 
Tracy cocked her foot and drove it down into Afa’s throat again. A murderous rage had descended 
over her and she was functioning on auto-pilot. 
Hosea folded at the waist and pulled his knees up. He rolled onto his side and vomited on the floor. 
Archer stood over him and sucked in measured breaths through his nose. It looked like the thug 
wasn’t getting up in a hurry. 
As he started to turn to check on Tracy he caught movement from the corner of his eye and 
snapped back around, instinctively moving to the side. Hosea had his shirtfront pulled up to 
expose the handgrip of his revolver, and the fingers of his right hand were on it as he started to 
pull it clear. 
Archer dived forward with the knife outstretched, slamming his bodyweight into Hosea and 
slapping his gun hand away, ramming the knife into the man’s neck with his other hand. The 
stocky thug jerked beneath him and a jet of blood spurted across the room from his severed 
carotid artery. 
He left the knife in place and rolled aside, grabbing the revolver from Hosea’s grasp. Archer fired 
two rounds at point blank range into Hosea’s face, pushed up and turned towards Tracy. Afa was 
on his side, clearly dead. Tracy kicked him again and his head rolled loosely from a broken neck. 
There was no sign of Solomon. 
Archer saw the door swinging open and darted to it. The middle sized thug was limping towards 
the ute, one hand clapped to his side, the other holding his machete. He heard Archer coming and 
looked desperately over his shoulder. 
‘No!’ he cried, nearly at the ute now. 
Archer raised the Smith and shot him square in the back. Solomon fel forward against the side of 
the ute and turned, blood frothing at his lips. Archer came closer and shot him again, this time in 
the chest. Red speckled the white paintwork. 
Looking down at the bleeding thug, he could see the terror in his eyes. 
‘I warned you,’ Archer told him coldly. He thumbed the hammer back and squeezed, firing a third 
shot to the heart. 
Solomon was dead before he hit the ground, and Archer returned to the shack. 
Tracy was sitting again, still tied to the chair. She was facing the lifeless form of the tall man, Afa. 
Her face was expressionless and bloodied. Her left eye was almost fully closed and horribly swollen. 
Her mouth was covered in blood. 
Hosea lay still on the floor, the knife in his hand and a fast-expanding pool of blood around him. 
‘Is he dead?’ Tracy whispered thickly. 
Archer walked to her side and raised the Smith. He pointed it at Afa’s torso and squeezed the 
trigger. The hammer fel on an empty chamber. Hosea had carried it with only five rounds in the 
cylinder. 
Archer shrugged. ‘I don’t think it matters,’ he said quietly. 
He recovered the knife from Hosea’s dead fingers and cut Tracy free. She slowly covered herself but otherwise didn’t move. Archer searched the two bodies, found nothing of use, then wiped the 
Smith and Wesson clean and placed it in Hosea’s hand, wrapping his fingers round the slick 
wooden butt. 
He wiped the handle of the knife clean too, and placed it near the other outstretched hand. It was a 
basic attempt to confuse the crime scene, but it should buy them some time. 
He quickly gathered the discarded pieces of rope and shoved them in his pocket, along with the 
long nosed pliers, the extracted tooth and their passports, before helping Tracy up. She moved 
slowly and painfully as they went outside to the thugs’ ute. 
Archer helped her into the passenger’s seat, took the keys from Solomon’s pocket, and checked 
the vehicle. Their guns and phones were on the floor, and Archer took possession of them. He 
checked the load in his Beretta and re-holstered it. He also found a water bottle on the floor and 
offered it to Tracy. She washed her mouth out and spat bloodied water out the window before 
drinking half of the water and handing the bottle back. 
He ripped a piece off his shirt and wet it before gingerly dabbing at the burn on his chest. It stung 
and throbbed, and he wondered how bad it was. He left the compress on it and held it in place with 
the seat belt, then drained the bottle and started the ute, manoeuvring round onto the bumpy 
track and out to the main road. 
They needed to get to safety, fast. 
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Half an hour later they entered Apia and dropped the ute in a side street. 
The streets were deserted at this hour and the night porter was asleep in the back office, allowing 
them to slip past quietly and get to their room undisturbed. 
Archer locked the door behind them and drew the blinds, turned on plenty of lights and then the TV 
to cover any noise they made. 
Tracy seemed to have withdrawn into herself, so Archer took the lead and organised her. He sat 
her at the table and fetched the small first aid kit from his suitcase. Kneeling in front of her, he 
gently took her right hand and placed it on her thigh. 
‘I’m sorry, this is going to hurt,’ he told her, ‘but it needs to be done. Bite on this.’ 
He handed her toothbrush to her and she placed it between her front teeth. 
‘Breathe in,’ he told her, ‘be strong and it won’t-‘ 
He popped her little finger back into place and her face screwed up in pain as she bit down hard. 
She was still sucking in her first breath when his fingers moved to the next dislocation and swiftly 
popped it back into place as well. 
A muted scream burst forth from her bloodied lips and tears flowed. Archer shushed her softly 
and touched her head tenderly, drawing it to his shoulder and letting her cry. 
Once she had calmed down, he filled a tea towel with ice cubes from the freezer tray and had her 
hold it to her left eye. He gave her a glass of water to wash down some strong painkillers, then 
fetched a flannel from the bathroom and filled a bowl with warm water. He gently dabbed at her 
face and cleaned her as best he could without causing any more pain. She sat quietly and let him 
work, whimpering occasionally when he hit a sore spot. 
Finally, Archer stood up and brought her a glass of antiseptic mouthwash that he diluted with 
warm water. He watched as she rinsed her mouth and spat into the sink, cleaning the dried blood 
from the tooth injury as she did so. 
He took her to the bathroom and turned the shower on. Tracy raised her head and looked at him, 
questions in her eyes. 
‘Don’t be embarrassed,’ he said gently, ‘you need help and I’m going to help you. It’s nothing more 
than that.’ He nodded affirmatively. ‘You can trust me, Trace.’ 
She nodded and cradled her injured hand as he carefully undressed her. Once she was naked he 
appraised her body, looking for other injuries. She was dirty and blood-stained and covered in 
bumps and bruises and scratches. 
‘Here.’ 
He helped her into the shower and adjusted the heat. He stripped off and put his filthy clothes in a 
pile with hers, then joined her in the shower. She flinched as he brushed against her and he moved 
back, giving her space. 
He spoke softly and soothingly as he ran his hands through her hair to wet it properly, comforting 
her through a process he knew she wouldn’t be comfortable with but that was necessary 
nonetheless. He washed her hair first and rinsed it out ful y, then took the soap and a flannel and 
washed her back. 
Turning her around, Archer held her by the shoulders and waited for her to look at him. Her eyes 
were wet and dark, the left one still swollen and painful looking. 
‘It’s okay now,’ he told her quietly, ‘you’re safe with me.’ 
Tracy nodded slightly and rested her head forward on his chest. She was warm and soft and 
womanly in his arms. 
‘I know.’ Her voice was barely audible over the running water. ‘Thank you.’ 
Archer finished washing her as quickly and unobtrusively as he could, feeling horribly self-
conscious. Once she was clean Archer helped her dress and strapped her fingers, then left her to 
blow dry her hair while he showered himself. 
His own body ached all over and he found new injuries as he washed. He soaped himself 
thoroughly and scrubbed dried blood off with the flannel, which was now badly stained. The burn 
was red and yellow and nasty looking, and he made sure he cleaned it out properly, using a small 
bottle of antiseptic which made his eyes water when it touched the raw wound. 
Stepping out and grabbing a towel, he peeked into the bedroom and saw Tracy on the bed, dead to 
the world, ful y dressed. He dressed his wound and rubbed anti-inflammatory cream into his 
bumps and bruises. He carefully dried himself and dressed in clean cargo pants, a T shirt and 
boots. He checked his Beretta again and then Tracy’s, put the spare ammo in his pocket and then 
checked the door and windows again. 
Satisfied it was all secure, he made himself a strong sweet coffee and took some painkillers before 
sitting at the table and getting out his cell phone. He badly wanted a real drink, but the coffee 
would have to do for now. He needed to keep his wits about him. 
It was time to make a call. 
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Jonty had sounded croaky when he answered the phone at 3am, but after a minute’s talking from 
Archer he had become wide awake and switched on to what was needed. 
Archer gave him precise instructions, told him to hurry, then disconnected and waited. He sat on 
the sofa with his Beretta ready, Tracy’s pistol tucked into his waistband, and the cel phone in his 
other hand. He had an armchair pulled across the door and felt as ready as he could be. He let sleep 
take him and awoke with a start to the phone ringing in his hand. 
‘I’ll pick you up in five minutes,’ Jonty told him by way of greeting, ‘there’s a plane waiting.’ 
He was so keyed in that he seemed like a different man, even dropping his habitual ‘y’know.’ 
Archer woke Tracy, gathered their luggage and led the way out to the front of the hotel. The night 
porter was still sound asleep in the back of the Reception. 
They were just descending the front steps when Jonty pul ed up in a red Mercedes SUV. He helped 
Archer sling the luggage in the back, doing a noticeable double-take when he saw Tracy’s injuries, 
then leaped back in and hit the gas. 
As they raced towards the airport, Jonty explained that he had called a local contact and hired him 
and his plane to make an emergency dash to Auckland. A military medical team would meet them 
at Whenuapai air base and take them immediately for treatment. 
‘Re-organise that,’ Archer told him, ‘I need to get back to London immediately.’ 
Jonty looked at him in the rear view mirror. After a moment’s pause, he nodded his understanding. 
‘No problem, y’know.’ 
Jonty did the forty minute trip in twenty five minutes and flew past the terminal to a side gate. As 
soon as he pulled up the gate swung open and they drove through. The gate clanged shut behind 
them and a man climbed into the passenger’s seat. He was a weathered looking man in his sixties 
with a white beard. 
‘Gidday mate,’ he greeted Jonty, in a broad Aussie accent. He turned and nodded to the two back 
seat passengers. ‘Alright?’ 
Archer nodded briefly in response. 
‘Don’t worry mate,’ the pilot said cheerfully, ‘we’ve been doin’ this for years; you’re in safe hands.’ 
‘We?’ Archer inquired. 
‘I’ve got a doc with me. He’ll patch you up a bit before we get there.’ 
Jonty saw Archer’s look and nodded reassuringly. ‘It’s okay, these guys are solid.’ 
Ten minutes later they were airborne in a Piper that had seen better days. Jonty had cleansed them-taking all evidence of weapons or equipment used in the assault-and they now just had to 
wait to land before they could get on with it. 
The doctor was an equally old man who Archer picked as the pilot’s brother. He was also equally 
quiet, going about his business efficiently without asking unnecessary questions. He re-dressed 
Archer’s burn before spending more time with Tracy, repeating most of what Archer had already 
done but doing it better and with superior materials. 
The plane was surprisingly well stocked and Archer laid claim to a pre-mixed bottle of bourbon 
and cola. He would’ve preferred the alcohol straight but wasn’t complaining. The doctor produced 
some American-issue MREs and prepared one for him. Without being entirely sure what he was 
eating Archer wolfed it in less than a minute and sat back, nursing his drink and mentally 
evaluating his injuries. 
He wasn’t in great shape and he was certain the burn would require some kind of surgery, he was 
exhausted, and his partner was in worse shape than him. But his mind wouldn’t stop buzzing. A 
million thoughts ran through it, pestering him like mozzies in the jungle. 
He felt out of his depth. Self doubt plagued him. This job was like trying to grab smoke What the 

fuck am I doing here? This isn’t my game. I’m a soldier, not a bloody spook. 
He smiled wryly. What was it that Moore had told him? 

It’s all smoke and mirrors, mate. 

He had that bloody right. He felt like he’d been chasing his tail since the start, always behind the 
eight ball. Just when he thought he was on top of it the rug got pulled and he was playing catch up 
again. The enemy were experienced and hard and ruthless, and they always seemed to be half a 
step ahead. 
This was a whole new playing field for Archer, and he felt like he didn’t know the rules and was 
trying to play a traditional game against a team of innovators. 
And how the hell did the enemy manage to stay ahead like they did? There was the debacle in 
Auckland that left a team of cops dead, Boyle’s escape after the Cornwall ambush, and now their 
own capture and torture in Samoa. And who killed Ruth and why? Ability and planning went a long 
way on the battlefield, cunning and innovation were crucial. But information was the lifeblood of 
any operation. Intelligence led to planning. Planning led to success. But where did the intel come 
from? How did the enemy get it? 
Was there a leak somewhere? Archer thought back to his discussion with the Director after the 
Auckland incident, what seemed an age ago. He’d challenged the man directly then, told him there 
was a leak, but it had really been an accusation based on anger, not fact. 
But now he had something to work with. They’d had their legs taken out again and although he 
had nothing to base his suspicions on, Archer believed he knew where the leak was coming from. 
The hard bit was going to be trying to prove it. 
Maybe it was time to change, enforce his own rules on the game. Mix it up. Speed, Aggression, 

Surprise; the real SAS. 
Archer relaxed back in his seat and let his breath out. He ached all over and was mentally 
exhausted. He slipped easily into sleep and the next thing he knew they were landing at 
Whenuapai. 
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An ambulance met them on the tarmac and Tracy was escorted to it, despite her protestations that 
she was fine. Archer walked her to the back doors and they paused there, neither wanting to take 
the initiative. 
Finally, Archer awkwardly pulled her close and hugged her. 
‘You’re a good girl, Trace,’ he whispered in her ear. ‘You did wel .’ 
She squeezed him round the neck then kissed him firmly on the cheek and pulled away. Her eyes 
were wet and tinged with sadness as she looked at him. 
‘I thought it was all over,’ she rasped. 
‘But it wasn’t. You did what you needed to do.’ He smiled reassuringly. ‘You’l be right as rain before 
you know it.’ 
‘I gave Matthew up. You need to warn him.’ 
Archer smiled thinly. ‘Don’t worry, I’ll take care of it.’ 
She nodded awkwardly, then suddenly grabbed him by the neck and kissed him hard on the lips. 
Archer blinked with surprise, and then she was gone, turning away and climbing in the back of the 
ambulance without further ado. 
Archer had the distinct feeling he would never see her again. As he watched the ambulance pul 
away, he felt a twinge of sadness, maybe even regret. He shook his head abruptly and turned his 
mind back to the job at hand. Subconsciously he was already planning the next move. 
He knew exactly where he was going to start. 
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Pimlico was an area favoured by intelligence operatives because of its close proximity to both 
Vauxhall Bridge and Thames House. 
For that very reason Rob Moore had stayed only a month in the flat the firm had organised for him 
when he moved to London before getting the hell out and finding a nice one bedroom upstairs flat 
in Camden. He’d thought himself smart, getting away from the prying eyes and constant paranoia 
of Pimlico, and it had taken him a further two months to realise the old lady downstairs was the 
widow of a Special Branch officer. 
Not only was she an associate of the intelligence community but he knew for a fact she had 
allowed operatives from both 5 and Special Branch to search his flat while he was out. They both 
knew the other knew but he liked the flat, liked Camden and even liked the old bird, so they 
continued their little dance of pleasantries and innocuous conversation. 
At 7pm he unlocked the front door to his flat and pushed the door open with his foot, swinging his 
daypack in ahead of him in one hand, the other laden with a couple of Tesco’s bags. 
He was halfway through the door when he realised the alarm panel in front of him in the vestibule 
wasn’t beeping. He dropped the daypack and started to reach for the door before he felt a presence 
above him on the stairs. 
Archer had a suppressed Sig pointing down at his head. His face was flat and emotionless. 
‘Come inside, shut the door.’ 
Moore slowly put the grocery bags down and shut the door behind him. He raised his hands, 
fighting the urge to look at his daypack. He was unarmed but the bag contained a can of CS spray, 
and he wondered if he could get his hands on it. It seemed unlikely; Archer had him trapped in the 
vestibule and would drop him before he’d taken a step. 
‘Not exactly my normal welcome home,’ Moore remarked calmly. His senses were in overdrive but 
he couldn’t tell if Archer was alone. 
The barrel of the suppresser didn’t move. Archer’s gaze remained flat and unforgiving. 
‘What’d you expect, roses and a nice bottle of red?’ 
‘Wel you’re acting like a prick and it looks like there’ll be claret spilled, so you’re not too far 
wrong,’ Moore retorted. ‘What the fuck is this about, Arch? You dropped your nuts already?’ 
‘You know what this is about. I’ve been chasing Will o’ the fucken Wisp here since the start and I 
want to know why. I’m tired of the games, Rob. Tell me what the fuck’s going on before I jump to 
the wrong conclusion.’ 
Moore shook his head. ‘I should’ve known this would bite me in the arse.’ 
Archer cocked his head inquisitively. 
‘Not like that, you idiot. You.  I should’ve known you were the wrong man for the job. The Director 
asked my opinion before you were recruited. I recommended you, but it looks like it might the last 
mistake I make.’ He held Archer’s gaze. ‘For an officer you’re not that fucken smart, Craig.’ 
‘Really.’ The word dripped sarcasm. ‘Why don’t you educate me then.’ 
Moore sighed. ‘Can I at least put my hands down? I’ve just done arms and shoulders and I’m seizing 
up.’ 
Archer gestured with the gun for him to sit, and Moore slid to the floor against the wall, the door 
beside him on one side, a shoe rack on the other. A size eleven Cat made a decent weapon, but it 
wasn’t as fast as a 115 grain 9mm Parabellum. 
Archer moved half way down the stairs and sat facing him, the Sig held casually. Moore was at a 
distinct disadvantage here and they both knew it. 
‘You’re sick of chasing ghosts,’ Moore said. ‘You’re grabbing at smoke and always a step behind.’ He 
smiled thinly. ‘Welcome to the world of espionage, friend. This is what it’s like. Remember what I 
told you when you first got here?’ 
‘Smoke and mirrors.’ 
‘Exactly. Believe nothing. Trust no one. And always watch your back.’ 
Archer inclined his head slightly. ‘Kinda why I’m here.’ 
‘In the Army it’s usually easy to know who you’re fighting; they’re the ones shooting at you or 
trying to blow your balls off with an IED. In this world the enemy are usually the least of your 
worries. It’s your friends in the other agencies you’ve gotta worry about.’ Moore shrugged. ‘You 
can’t just react to what’s happening in front of you, you gotta be thinking five steps ahead. 
Everyone has their own agenda.’ 
‘So what’s yours?’ 
‘The same as it’s always been. Protecting New Zealand’s interests, working for my government.’ 
‘Who else’re you working for?’ 
‘Don’t be so naive, mate. I’m one of the good guys, remember? Have you ever questioned my 
integrity before?’ 
Archer didn’t reply, but he was starting to feel foolish. 
‘Blades don’t go to the bad side mate, so don’t even go down that track.’ Moore let out his breath and 
shook his head. ‘I’m going to try and open your eyes a bit here, because if you don’t sharpen up 
fast, it’ll be game over for you before you even get started.’ He gave Archer a hard look. ‘And once 
this is over, you and I are going to clear the air properly. Right?’ 
Archer gave a brief nod, giving nothing away. ‘Crack on.’ 
Moore cleared his throat and gathered his thoughts before speaking. 
‘Take this whole thing back to basics; what’s it all about?’ He ticked points off his fingers. ‘It’s not 
idealism. There’s no political agenda here. It could be lust, envy, revenge.. it could be greed. Thirty 
two million quid is a lot of dough in anyone’s book.’ 
‘It’s a drop in the ocean for the Saudis,’ Archer pointed out. 
‘But Yassar’s dead, remember? Who benefits from that?’ 
‘He stepped outta line in the family business. He was an embarrassment to them. He had to go.’ 
‘So the Saudis paid Boyle to pop him?’ 
‘Could be.’ Even as he said it though, Archer knew he was wrong. 
‘Possible but unlikely. Boyle’s been in it with him, but he’s a heavy hitter among these guys. He 
doesn’t need some spineless, snivelling rapist as his running mate. He benefits from Yassar being 
taken out.’ 
‘Thirty two mill buys a lot of potatoes. But he’s not on the inside.’ 
‘Finally.’ Moore smiled slightly. ‘So look at Boyle. How did he escape? How did he know you were in 
Samoa?’ 
The cogs started turning in Archer’s head. Moore pressed on. 
‘Remember he had all night with you guys in Samoa. He could’ve bled you both dry for hours. Even 
you would’ve broken, but Tracy would’ve given up the Crown Jewels before too much longer.’ 
‘He wanted to know who’d killed the CHIS.’ 
Moore shook his head. ‘No, he wanted you to think that. He asked a question he already knew the 
answer to.’ 
Archer stared at him. ‘Smoke.’ 
‘Exactly. If this is a game of chess, he doesn’t realise he’s just a pawn like Yassar. He has a handler.’ 
‘And the handler’s on the inside,’ Archer realised. 
‘Mirror mirror, on the wall,’ Moore said softly, ‘who’s the dirtiest of them all?’ 
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Many banks around the world were happy to do business with no questions asked, providing 
financial and other services for the criminals, terrorists and paranoid. One such bank was located 
in a narrow walkway in the City. 
A long standing customer, Michael Levre, made his way through the security screening at 11am. He 
was quickly shown to a private windowless room with just a plain table and two chairs for 
decoration. The bank officer, a slightly built, effeminate Pakistani man, left him with a safety 
deposit box and closed the door behind him. 
Livingstone punched his PIN into the keypad and lifted the lid. Inside was a large plain brown 
envelope. He ripped it open and dumped the contents on the table. 
A Canadian passport and drivers license for Bryan Lawrence, a 45 year old IT consultant from 
Vancouver. A Visa card in the same name. Two wads of cash-greenbacks and sterling. 
He tucked them into the inside pocket of his charcoal suit jacket, re-secured the box and left it 
where it was. The attendant opened the door as he reached it, which made Livingstone wonder 
about the presence of hidden cameras. He paused and scanned the room again but still couldn’t 
spot one. Maybe it was just good timing. Maybe he was just paranoid. 

Maybe not. 
Livingstone nodded to the man and made his way back through the sterile foyer of the bank and 
out to the grey stone walls of the walkway. A young Polish woman pushing a buggy squeezed past 
and Livingstone followed her towards the street. The walkway always reminded him of a setting 
for an old Sherlock Holmes movie, all swirling capes and thick fog and Basil Rathbone looking 
intense. He let his mind wander for a moment and immediately regretted it. 
A heavy wooden door opened on his left as he past it and Archer stepped out. Livingstone caught a 
fleeting glance of him and had just enough time to open his mouth before a needle slipped 
effortlessly into his left thigh. His momentum carried him another step forward before his leg 
buckled and he began to fall. 
Archer caught him under the arms and lifted him like a rag doll. Livingstone was aware of it 
happening but had lost all control of his limbs and his tongue had stopped working. He felt himself 
dragged backwards through the doorway, the door swung shut and then he was moving down a 
flight of steps into a dank, cold cellar. Another door shut somewhere above them and heavy feet 
sounded on the steps. A lone light bulb clicked on above his head. Archer sat him on a chair and 
moved away into the shadows. 
Feeling started to come back to Livingstone’s core first and he worked his jaw, rolling his tongue and swallowing. His extremities still felt numb and his thigh ached where that prick had jabbed 
him. 
He waited patiently, knowing that time was both his friend and enemy right now. Rush it and he 
was done for. Take too long and he was done for. Either way, it was clear he was walking a fine line. 
Any wrong move would be his last. Livingstone gathered himself mentally, preparing for a final 
push. This was it. Do or die. 
Archer’s shadow fell across him as he opened his eyes. The lone bulb cast a weak cone of light in 
the cold cellar. It had the musty smell of old hops. 
‘Time to start talking, Livingstone,’ Archer said quietly. ‘I already know what you’ve done.’ 
Livingstone didn’t even bother trying to bluster his way out of it. He was a pro and knew when the 
game was up. Instead he gave the Kiwi a pompous sneer. 
‘You may think you know, pal, but you know nothing.’ He smirked. ‘Besides, there’s knowing and 
there’s proving.’ 
Archer gave a half smile. ‘That’s true. But we know. We know you had the American contractors on 
your private payroll; a cell phone number that called them was traced to a shop in Islington. The 
shop attendant remembered you. Funnily enough, apparently because they wondered why a 
ponce like you was buying a cheap pre-paid phone. Lesson for the future, I guess.’ 
Livingstone swallowed but said nothing. 
‘We know that the 32 mill hidden away by Boyle has disappeared.’ He tilted his head and looked at 
Livingstone. ‘Don’t s’pose you want to tell me where that went?’ 
Livingstone felt a lift inside. At least that was a start. He sneered up at the Kiwi. ‘If you know so 
much, why do I need to talk?’ 
Archer studied him coldly. ‘I just don’t know why. What was it, Livingstone? Tired of serving your 
country? Passed over for promotion once too often?’ 
Livingstone’s expression became condescending now, and it occurred to Archer that the man was 
actually proud of himself. 
‘Oh no Archer, nothing as fanciful as all that.’ He shook his head. ‘No no no.’ 
Archer waited. A soft chuckle escaped Livingstone’s throat and he raised his head, looking Archer 
in the eye and laughing properly now. 
‘It was much more pure than that, you fool.’ Livingstone sighed and his laugh eased. ‘Pure, old 
fashioned greed. Nothing more, nothing less.’ 
‘You caused a lot of aggravation for a lot of people,’ Archer said softly. ‘Caused a lot of hurt. People 
got killed because of you.’ He gave a small nod. ‘By you.’ 
Livingstone gave a dismissive snort. ‘So I have blood on my hands, so what? Who cares? How 
many men have you killed, Archer? You’re like all these gung ho soldier types, all guns and bombs 
and killing, kill ‘em all and let God sort ‘em out!’ He sneered again, angry now. ‘And you accuse me! 
You accuse me? What a joke.’ 
He turned away and snorted, lolling back in the chair, relaxed. 
‘Do what you’re going to do, Archer, whatever it is. But I can guarantee you one thing-I’ll not spend 
a single night in a prison cell.’ He sat up now and jabbed a finger at the man before him. ‘The 
British Government cannot allow it to happen. A hero of the security services, a diligent spy who 
gave his all for his country, fighting terrorism for more than two decades, splashed across the front 
pages of all the scandal rags. Sent undercover and hung out to dry for the Provos, tortured and 
suffering Post Traumatic Stress Disorder, an alcohol problem the firm knew about and did nothing 
to help, death threats from dissident groups that had him living in fear.’ 
Livingstone’s expression was more than confident now. He actually believed what he was saying. 
He had the arrogance of a man who knew to his very core that he would be facing the firing squad 
and walking away, maybe not unscathed, but certainly alive. 
‘You may walk away, but you’ll walk away with nothing,’ Archer told him. 
Livingstone made a scoffing sound. ‘So I lose my pension and my shitty flat in Harrow. Woop-de-
doo!’ He met Archer’s flat gaze. ‘Take it. It’s the least I can do.’ 
He stood and faced Archer. Arrogance oozed from his pores as he studied the younger man. 
‘You’re a boy in a man’s game, son. You’l learn.’ He sneered again. ‘One day.’ 
Archer’s instinct was to flatten his nose across his pompous, well fed face, but he held himself in 
check. Instead he gave a sniff and stepped aside slowly. The invitation was clear. Livingstone made 
to step past him but was stopped by a hand on his arm. 
He stopped, keeping his eyes straight ahead. He felt Archer’s breath on his cheek, his voice barely a 
whisper. 
‘Count yourself lucky mate. If this was my country, and my rules, there’s only one way you’d be 
leaving this room.’ 
Livingstone couldn’t help himself. ‘Yes, well, we’re a bit more civilised around here old boy. There’s 
a certain way of doing things.’ 
He tugged his arm free and walked to the steps, his head high. Archer’s voice stopped him again. 
‘Oh by the way. .that bank in Geneva? They had a slight glitch in their system about five minutes 
ago.’ 
Livingstone froze with a foot on the bottom step. He didn’t dare turn around. 
‘Nothing major, just a technical thing, but it appears their firewalls weren’t as good as they liked to 
make out. A certain account is a lot less healthy than it started the day.’ 
Livingstone could feel Archer’s eyes on his back. His heart was racing and he felt faint. 
‘Not entirely wiped out, but close enough. What’s left roughly equates to what your pension fund 
would be worth.’ He gave a small chuckle and Livingstone felt his cheeks flush with humiliation. 
‘Nothing more, nothing less.’ 
Livingstone put a shaky foot forward to the next step, unable to breathe properly, and focussed on 
trying to just keep moving up the steps. 
‘Best wishes for your retirement.’ 
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It had taken three days to get to Thailand, and when he arrived Matthew Livingstone was 
exhausted. 
The stress had taken its toll, the frustration of losing his 32 million-his money-and the discomfort 
of travelling incognito in cattle class all the way just exacerbated an already deplorable situation. 
Still, he reasoned, he was lucky to be alive and lucky to have got away. Good planning over the 
years had enabled him to have various legends set up that were unknown to his employers. The 
standard identity set of a passport-preferably Australian, New Zealand or Canadian-a driver’s 
licence and a credit card had been created for him under three different names, and secured in a 
safe drop box in Essex. 
So it was that Andrew Clarke, a 47 year old engineer from the Gold Coast, had arrived in Bangkok 
with newly-purchased luggage and a wad of cash that got him from the airport to a downtown 
hotel. He checked in for two nights, immediately ordered a meal and slipped the concierge a crisp 
$20 greenback to find him a girl for the night. 
‘Clean,’ he told him, ‘and young but not too young.’ 
Nine hours later, Livingstone was woken by insistent knocking at the door. He fumbled in the dark, 
feeling for the hooker in the bed but realising she’d gone. 
‘Bitch,’ he muttered, assuming he’d been ripped off. She’d been good but not great, but still. 
He turned on the side light and rubbed his eyes, hearing more knocking at the door. 
‘Hold on,’ he called out. 
He was trying to pull his trousers on when the door was opened with a key and four men strode in. 
They were all uniformed members of the police, and two had their guns drawn. Behind them 
came a fifth man, a white man aged about fifty, dressed in a suit and open-necked shirt. 
One of the younger officers moved immediately to Livingstone’s luggage on the spare single bed, 
while two more approached him and snapped instructions in Thai. 
He knew better than to resist so put his hands in the air and tried to look non-threatening. His 
mind raced and he locked eyes with the white man. The white man said nothing, just held him 
with a cool gaze. 
The senior officer stepped up to face him, while his colleagues handcuffed Livingstone’s hands 
behind his back. 
‘You are under arrest, Mr Lawrence,’ he said firmly, and Livingstone felt his heart skip a beat. 
At least they don’t know who I am. 
 In the next second, his hopes were crushed. 
‘Or should I say, Mr Livingstone.’ The senior officer was a small man with hard eyes and a flat nose. 
‘You will come with us.’ 
‘What am I under arrest for?’ Livingstone tried to bluster, and the senior officer gave a small, cold 
smile. 
Without even turning his head, he pointed towards his younger colleague who was opening 
Livinstone’s suitcase. ‘For that,’ he said simply. 
Livingstone looked over and saw the younger officer holding up a plastic zip-loc bag of white 
powder. By the looks of it, it was probably close to a kilo of cocaine or methamphetamine. 
Livingstone had never seen it before in his life. 
He felt his shoulders slump and he looked back towards where the white man had stood a moment 
ago. He was gone. 
The senior officer lost his smile and gave a curt nod. 
‘Welcome to Bangkok Hilton,’ he said. 
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Clifden, County Galway 
One month later

Fahey’s did a good dinner of a Sunday, and Patrick Boyle had spent many long afternoons there 
supping pints and enjoying the craic. 
He was well known in the area and at Fahey’s he was treated as a minor celebrity. The Republican 
cause was still strong in Connemara and Fahey’s had been a focal point of this back in the day. 
On this Sunday Boyle had been to Mass in the morning, chatted with Father Gerry for a while 
afterwards, and slipped the priest a fifty Euro note ‘for the funds.’ Father Gerry took it without 
question and tucked it away beneath his flowing robes. 
Boyle walked from the church to Fahey’s, taking the time as he did so to make a couple of phone 
calls. Despite the recent dramas he still had clients waiting for orders and his clients did not like to 
be kept waiting. He promised them both delivery within a week, agreed to a 10% discount for one 
due to the delay, and made it to Fahey’s bang on midday for lunch. 
The barman Sean gave him his first pint on the house, giving a wink as he did so and a ‘Good on 
ya, pal.’ 
Boyle accepted the drink with a nod and a knowing smile. He raised the glass to his lips and took a 
long, considered sup. It tasted like nectar, and it was good to be back. He wiped the back of his 
hand across his mouth and caught the eye of Maura, the waitress. 
‘The usual, Pat?’ she called out in that flirty tone she always used with him, and he nodded and 
smiled again. 
A group of lads were in his usual corner booth, where he could see the doors, and quickly stood 
when they saw him coming over. 
‘Alright, lads,’ he said, and the lads all nodded and muttered greetings as they shuffled off, vacating 
the booth for him. 
He took his seat and drank while he waited for his dinner. When it came he took his time eating, 
savouring the tender roast lamb, the perfectly cooked potatoes and the minted peas. The gravy 
was thick and piping hot and he went heavy on the salt. 
Punters came and went, many stopping to say hello or give a wave across the room to him. Boyle 
replied in kind but today didn’t stop to make conversation with anyone. He was in a contemplative 
mood, and was worried about closing the deals he’d made. Since losing his last shipment, he had 
nothing on hand right now to fill the orders. 
The last month had been spent travelling-London to Bangkok without luck, and home via Malaysia and Singapore. That bastard Livingstone had slipped from his grasp somehow, but Patrick Boyle 
was determined if nothing else. He would finish the job and avenge both Ruthie’s death and the 
misfortune that had come to him. 
Another Guinness chased the meal down and eventually Boyle sat back and wiped his mouth on 
his napkin, full and satisfied. 
He left cash on the table to cover the bill, gave a wave to Maura and a nod to Sean, and walked out 
of the pub, heading for home. 
Five minutes later he wheeled the blue Pajero into the yard of his farmhouse and parked beside 
the shed. The chooks were running loose and sheep grazed in the paddocks beyond the white-
washed house. The farm had been in the family for generations now and still had the original 
stone walls. It was peaceful out here and his closest neighbours were four hundred yards away. 
They were reclusive artists-she painted, he wrote poetry-and they gave him no bother. 
Boyle crossed to the front door, whistling for the dog. He was probably off chasing rabbits, Boyle 
thought, reaching for the door handle. 
His right arm suddenly jerked and he felt a thump and heard a tiny phhtt at the same time. He 
grabbed at his forearm, feeling blood already coming through the sleeve of his jacket, and knew 
he’d been shot. 
He spun on his heel to go for the Pajero, letting go of the wounded arm and scrabbling under his 
jacket with his left hand. His Browning was holstered under his left arm and it was awkward to get 
to with that hand. 
As he moved, he knew it was already too late, but Patrick Boyle never went down without a fight. 
His fingers closed around the butt of the Browning, and he saw the Kiwi step from behind the 
shed twenty metres away. He was clad in DPMs with a floppy bush hat, and had an M4 slung across 
his back. A suppressed Sig was in his grip, pointing towards Boyle. 
Despite the situation they were in, Boyle couldn’t help but appreciate it had been a hell of a shot 
with a suppressor from that distance. 
‘Leave it,’ Archer ordered him, advancing across the yard. 
Boyle glowered at him and continued trying to tug the pistol free. 
Archer squeezed the trigger again and put a round through Boyle’s left shoulder, blasting straight 
through the joint and ripping it apart. The impact spun him half around and caused him to 
stagger. His left hand dropped uselessly to his side and he cursed. 
Archer moved closer, barely four metres away now, the Sig still raised. ‘You had your chance,’ he 
said quietly. 
Boyle scowled at him. ‘Go to hell,’ he growled. ‘Are ye here to talk?’ 
Archer considered him for a moment. 
‘No,’ he said softly, and fired a double tap into Boyle’s mouth. 
The body crumpled and fell in a heap on the ground. Blood began to leak from beneath the head 
and lifeless eyes stared into the distance. 
Archer stepped forward over the body, and looked down at it. 
He felt neither regret nor guilt. It was just a lump of meat and fabric now. A bird twittered 
somewhere in the sky above him. 
He raised the Sig and put a third round into the side of the head. The body twitched with the 
impact then lay still. 
Archer bent and picked up his spent brass, pocketed it, and walked away. 

Job done. 
END 
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Call to Arms

Chapter One

Jack Travis saw the visitor well before he got to his front door and pushed himself up from the 
dining table, putting down his pen and picking up his coffee mug. 
The blue Hyundai Sonata bumped down the gravel farm driveway from the road, approaching the 
weatherboard bungalow slowly and pulling up near the open detached garage. A forest green 
Holden Colorado double cab ute was parked inside, splashed with mud. 
A Honda quad bike stood nearby. A border collie barked and ran from the porch, wagging his tail 
excitedly and watching as the visitor alighted from the vehicle. 
He was a medium sized man with sandy hair and an unremarkable face, dressed casually in chinos 
and a black Kathmandu jacket. When he walked he had a slight but noticeable limp, and he carried 
himself stiffly. 
Jed Ingoe-known as Jedi- had been the Regimental Sergeant Major of 1NZSAS Group until he lost 
part of his leg in an IED incident in Afghanistan. Invalided from the Army, he had traded being one 
of the hardest men to ever wear the sand beret to being the Operations Officer for Division 5 of 
the Security Intelligence Service. 
Known as The Division, it was the most covert unit of the security service. The former Special 
Forces operators it employed carried out the dirty work of the Government, the blackest of the 
black operations. The stuff that needed to be done to keep the playing fields level-within reason-
between the good guys and those that sought to disrupt peace. 
Ingoe never did anything without reason, and so it was today that he came cold calling on Jack 
Travis. He turned his gaze from the rolling farmland to the paddocks closer to the house. A couple 
contained heifer calves and chooks pecked around another near a coop. He saw that the ground 
dropped away from the other side of the house to a pond where a few ducks swam lazily. A small creek ran through the property and fed the pond. 
Beside the house was a large vegetable garden behind a trellis fence, a smaller herb garden adjacent 
to it. Citrus and other fruit trees grew on the other side of the house and a grape vine had spread 
itself along a fence. The house was on tank water and he could see a couple of solar panels on the 
roof. 
Ingoe turned back to the house itself, which was in need of a fresh coat of paint. A pair of muddy 
gumboots stood by the door, which was open. An oilskin coat hung on a hook above the boots. 
A man stood in the doorway. He was six foot and strongly built, a few years younger than Ingoe. 
Receding dark hair going to grey and clipped very short, unshaven and with an outdoorsman’s 
complexion. He wore faded jeans and his checked flannel shirt was hanging out. A steaming cup of 
coffee was in one hand, the other tucked in his pocket. He was watching Ingoe. 
Ingoe’s stoic expression creased into a smile and he moved forward, hand extended. 
‘Good to see you, Jack.’ 
‘You too.’ Travis gave his hand a short, hard pump. He smiled and moved inside. ‘Come in, I’ve just 
made a pot.’ 
Ingoe followed him in through an open living area into a large farm-style kitchen. Classic rock was 
coming from a stereo in the lounge. Ingoe wasn’t too up with the play with the genre-if it wasn’t 
about cowboys and lost love and life on the range, he didn’t want to know. Travis took another 
mug from a cupboard and filled it from the machine on the bench. He gave it to Ingoe and gestured 
for him to take a seat at the breakfast bar. 
Ingoe did so and took a sip. It was black and strong. French doors opened from the dining area 
onto a wide deck that overlooked the rolling green farmland. Ingoe admired the view for a 
moment. ‘Machine coffee,’ he commented. ‘You going all Ponsonby on us, Jack?’ 
Travis smiled again. ‘Just like good coffee.’ He flicked a nod towards his visitor’s leg. ‘How’s the leg?’ 
Ingoe shrugged. ‘It is what it is. I get by.’ He took another sip and put his mug down. ‘Living off the 
grid yet?’ 
‘Working on it.’ Travis used a remote to turn down the stereo. ‘It’s everybody’s dream isn’t it?’ 
Ingoe changed tack. ‘Been back long?’ Travis gave him a sharp look and Ingoe grinned. 
‘A month. I had six months in Iraq and two in Syria.’ 
‘Residential?’ He was referring to residential security, a common role in trouble spots for former 
operators on the Circuit. 
‘Some, plus escorting some news crews.’ Travis gave a small grin. ‘Interesting times.’ 
Ingoe nodded, warming his hands on the mug. ‘Seen the news?’ 
‘Yep.’ Travis gestured towards the morning’s paper spread out on the dining table. A laptop stood 
open beside it, with a notepad and pen. The pad had brief notes jotted down. 
Ingoe nodded. ‘Big news.’ 
‘Bad news. Sounds organised.’ 
‘Very.’ 
‘How many dead?’ 
Ingoe paused, considering his response. ‘More than what the media say.’ 
‘They’ve said a security guard, three cops and two civilians dead, plus one baddie. And five cops 
and four more civvies wounded.’ Travis watched him, assessing his reply. 
‘That’s true. Probably two more casualties for the bad guys though, we think one dead if not both.’ 
Travis let out a low whistle. ‘That’s some serious fire fight. And in downtown Wellington too.’ 
‘And about twenty million bucks worth of gold bullion taken.’ 
Travis whistled again. ‘They had a machine gun and grenades and an RPG?’ 
‘Yep.’ 
Travis sipped his own coffee before crossing to the pantry and taking out a biscuit barrel. Ingoe 
took one and examined it with a wry grin. 
‘Anzac biscuits?’ 
‘Made with my own hand.’ Travis took a bite of one and they both chewed in silence for a minute. 
‘So this isn’t a social call then.’ 
Ingoe put his biscuit on the benchtop. ‘No,’ he said carefully. ‘All that ordnance came from 
somewhere, and the bullion is going somewhere too.’ 
‘Sounds like a job for the cops, not our…your outfit.’ 
Ingoe tilted his head slightly. ‘In theory. There’s an international angle to it though.’ 
‘And? You don’t need me. The Boss made it pretty clear I wouldn’t be coming back.’ 
Ingoe met his gaze. ‘The cops involved. They were STG.’ 
Travis paused. Ingoe continued. 
‘One of them took out three of the bad guys.’ Ingoe met his gaze calmly. ‘Your nephew.’ 
Travis felt a kick in his chest and put his mug down. ‘Brad.’ 
Ingoe’s Hyundai was disappearing out onto the winding road to make his way from Onewhero 
back across the river towards Tuakau. Travis stood on the deck and watched it go, emptying his 
mug, his brow furrowed. 
He turned back inside and glanced at the notes he’d been making when his former boss had 
arrived. The robbery and subsequent shootout was headline news worldwide and he had followed 
it closely over the last several hours. Experience had told him it was more than a bunch of hoods 
robbing a cash-in-transit van, as had been told to the media. 
Experience. From joining the Army as a boy to eighteen years in the Group, ending up as a 
Squadron Sergeant Major-Warrant Officer Class 2, and next in line for the RSM position after 
Ingoe’s tragedy. Next in line, that was, until his run in with an obnoxious Air Force pilot. The pilot 
had objected to being taken to task over his recklessness and Travis had objected to a twenty six 
year old officer trying to put him in his place. 
The result was a broken nose for the pilot and a pending court martial for Travis. It could have 
been dealt with had the pilot not been the son of a senior Cabinet Minister. His exit without 
charges had been arranged quickly and Travis found himself out in the cold, thrown into work on 
the Circuit with former comrades from all arms of the forces round the world. 
The last year had been a journey of intense self-discovery for the tough former SSM, and he had 
planned on taking some time out to get his property operating how he wanted it to be. His remark 
to Ingoe about living off the grid wasn’t too far from the truth; the attraction was strong, although 
he was realistic enough to know that to be completely self-sufficient was a big ask and very time consuming. 
He had heifers and chickens, sufficient fruit and vegetables all year round, and a good trade 
arrangement with neighbours who ran sheep and pigs. Seasonal hunting helped keep the freezers 
full. 
But as he watched the Hyundai disappear from sight down the winding country road, Travis knew 
without a doubt that he was about to step back into the fold. 
He’d let his nephew down before; he wouldn’t do it again. 
Chase Investigations#1 
Old Friends 
Chapter One 
The depot was quiet and still at 1am on a Monday, a light breeze flicking the odd leaf or piece of 
rubbish across the forecourt where the trucks came in and turned round to be loaded. 
A row of semis lined one side of the compound, big and dark and empty, all emblazoned with 
Marcus Haulage markings. A security light flickered weakly and cast only a slight glow through the 
darkness. The chain link fence rattled and the gate squeaked as it was pushed open. 
The man at the gate checked his watch nervously for the fourth time in as many minutes. He 
shivered even though it wasn’t cold. 
An engine could be heard and a second later bright headlights swept round the corner into the 
street and approached the end of the cul-de-sac where the man waited on the footpath by the open 
gate. It was an industrial area populated by trade centres and auto businesses and nobody was 
around at this time of night. 
The lights blinded him as the truck swung easily through the gate and entered the depot, 
making a wide half circle before smoothly backing up to the loading bay. This wasn’t a semi-truck 
like the ones parked up in a row at the side of the depot, but a smaller delivery truck with no 
markings. The man shut the gates and looped the chain through without locking it. He hurried 
over to the truck and met the driver and his passenger as they jumped down. 
‘Good work,’ the driver told him with a smirk, ‘let’s get to it.’ 
He was a burly man with greasy hair showing under his cap. He had the strong forearms built 
from years of guiding 18-wheelers down the highways and the red nose of a hardened drinker. His 
companion was of a similar build but taller, with tattoos discolouring his own forearms. He also had 
a spider’s web tattooed on the left side of his neck and several tear drops inked into the skin by his 
right eye. He was harder looking than the driver and didn’t speak. 
‘Hurry,’ the man who’d opened the gate said, checking his watch again, and the driver sneered 
at him with contempt. 
‘Just open up, fella,’ he replied, hitching his jeans up, ‘let us do our job.’ 
The first man unlocked the door beside the loading bay then lifted the roller door. He stood and 
watched as the other two men entered the warehouse, turned a couple of lights on and got to 
work. Within twenty minutes they had loaded the back of the truck with several pallets of boxes, 
replaced the forklift, turned out the lights and locked up again. It was a smooth, efficient operation, 
done with minimal fuss. 
The driver and his companion climbed back into the truck and the nervous man went to the 
gate to let them out. The truck paused in the gateway and the driver wound down the window, 
leaning casually out. 
‘Cheers buddy,’ he smirked, ‘see ya next time. We’ll be in touch, aye?’ 
The passenger stared at the nervous man with a blank expression, and the nervous man 
nodded glumly. 
‘Okay, okay,’ he replied, ‘just go. Just go.’ 
The driver laughed and the truck moved away up the road. The nervous man wiped his brow 
on the sleeve of his jacket, locked the gate again and hurried away into the darkness. 
Silence returned to the depot. 


Chapter Two 
The lady sitting on the red fabric sofa in the corner of the office was well dressed and smelt of 
expensive perfume. She appeared uncomfortable, as if she were waiting for the dentist or a 
mammogram. She was middle aged and had perfectly styled hair and flawless make up. 
The man sitting on the matching chair at right angles to her was twenty years younger, with 
broad shoulders and a confident air about him. He had dark eyes and dark hair with a hint of grey 
at the temples, a full moustache, and was dressed in casual chinos and an open necked shirt. 
He looked up from the notes he’d made on the pad on his knee and smiled at her. It was a calm 
reassuring smile, and it eased her discomfort a degree or two. He had a direct gaze and intelligent 
eyes, the sort of face that was more interesting than handsome. A faint scar showed at his chin, a 
patch where no stubble could grow. 
‘Okay Mrs MacNamara,’ he said, ‘is there anything else you can tell me that may help? Any 
particular routine that your husband follows that may help me narrow it down a bit?’ 
She thought for a moment. 
‘He plays squash every Monday and Thursday night right after work. He always starts work by 
seven and usually gets home about six.’ She frowned. ‘That’s it I’m afraid. I can’t think of anything 
else.’ 
‘No problem.’ He jotted it down, got the name of the squash club from her, and smiled again. 
‘That’s it, Mrs MacNamara. We’ll get onto it right away, and give you an update as soon as we 
know anything, okay?’ 
‘How long will it take?’ she asked, and for the first time her voice quavered. She paused to re-
gather herself before continuing. ‘I mean, will I hear from you this week?’ 
‘It really depends on what your husband does and what we find, Mrs MacNamara.’ 
He stood and she followed suit, allowing herself to be ushered over to the desk by the door. 
‘We’l be in touch as soon as we can, hopefully in the next few days.’ 
She nodded and he gave her that reassuring smile again. 
‘If you can give your deposit to Molly I’ll quickly print off a contract for you.’ 
He moved to the second desk in the office, which faced the first one across the floor space. Mrs 
MacNamara turned to the woman at the first desk-Molly-and passed her a gold Visa. 
Molly took it and used it to take an electronic deposit of ten hours work. She was a striking 
woman of classical beauty, with wavy dark hair and sparkling, friendly green eyes. She had full red 
lips and wore little make up-mainly because she didn’t need to. She had the sort of look that defied pigeonholing. She could pass for a European or a country girl, depending on what she wore. Today 
she wore a simple black skirt and silver blouse, elegant and understated. 
Mrs MacNamara cast a furtive look at the man as he printed out a contract for her. He seemed 
like a nice person but she sensed he was not the sort to mess with. She glanced back at Molly, who 
was smiling at her and holding her card and receipt out for her. Her eyes smiled as well as her 
mouth, and Mrs MacNamara felt herself smile in return. 
The man came over and gave her a copy of the contract and had her sign his copy. She folded it 
and put it in her bag with her card and receipt. Then he handed her a business card and smiled 
again. Mol y smiled again too, and Mrs MacNamara felt a little better. She thanked them and 
allowed him to hold the door for her. 
‘We’ll be in touch,’ he told her, and closed the door behind her. 
Mrs MacNamara walked towards the stairs down to the street. She could hear the motorway 
behind her on the other side of the building, and the main street of Ellerslie village was in front of 
her. She looked at the card in her hand. 
Chase Investigations, it said. Dan Crowley, Director. It was a plain white card with blue lettering, 
the company’s name in italicised lettering across the top as if it really was chasing something, his 
name and title below it in smaller letters. Address and contact details at the bottom. 
She tucked it into her bag with the rest of the stuff, and checked her watch. It was 930am. 
Nearly time for her manicure. 
Dan Crowley passed the notes and contract to his wife and went to the kitchenette off the 
office. 
‘What do you think?’ he asked as he poured a coffee for himself and a green tea for her. ‘If we 
could get a few more Mrs MacNamaras in here with their Remuera cheque books, I’d be happy.’ 
‘If we get a few more Mrs MacNamaras in here, ‘Molly replied, ‘there won’t be room to move. 
You’ve got a full week already, honey, and now this as well.’ 
‘I’ll give it to old Neil,’ he told her, handing her a tea cup and perching on the corner of her desk. 
‘He’s already got a full week as well.’ She clicked open the weekly planner on her desktop and 
opened up the tab for Neil. ‘He’s in court for the Shelby theft case today, he’s got the Parker and 
Philips fraud, four accident reports due in and he’s got five processes.’ She took a sip of tea and 
gave him a plaintive look. ‘What, no biscuits this morning?’ 
Dan went to the kitchenette and brought back the cookie jar. 
‘How about you, could you squeeze it in?’ He bit into a ginger crunch and showered crumbs 
down his front. He didn’t seem to notice. 
‘I’ll have to, won’t I?’ Molly sighed and frowned at him. He didn’t seem to notice that either. 
 ‘We need to take someone else on though, honey. Neil’s as slow as a wet week.’ 
‘He is officially retired.’ 
‘So he should retire properly then. I’m supposed to be part time but I’m practically full time 
and you did sixty hours last week.’ She pouted at him. ‘You need to get someone in.’ 
He sipped his coffee and nodded. 
‘You’re right.’ He smiled at her and patted her cheek affectionately. ‘No worries gorgeous, I’ll 
sort it out. I’ll talk to Buck and see if he knows of anyone wanting to get out.’ 
The door opened and an elderly man with grey hair and a beer pot entered, a battered 
briefcase in one hand and a copy of the Racing Times in the other. 
‘Morning all,’ he said cordially, kicking the door closed behind him, ‘how are we?’ 
‘We be fine,’ Dan replied with an amused smile. ‘How are ye?’ 
‘Ye be good,’ Neil replied, taking a seat at the third desk, the one in the corner with the empty 
file tray. He opened his briefcase and removed a thick manila folder. He carried it over to Molly’s 
desk and put it down with a flourish. 
‘Here you go, my dear lady,’ he said grandly, shooting the cuffs of his dark suit and smoothing 
his tie. ‘All my files, up to date and complete.’ 
He looked across at Dan, who was coming from the kitchenette with a coffee for him. 
‘I’m retiring,’ he announced, drinking in their surprised looks. ‘Yep, I thought it was about time. 
I don’t need to work; I’ve got my pension and not long left to spend it. June’s found a place in 
Tauranga and put an offer in, it got accepted over the weekend and we move this week.’ 
‘That soon?’ Molly looked stunned. 
‘That soon,’ he said. ‘I’m sorry to drop it on you like this, but we got the word on Friday night. I 
cleaned up my files over the weekend, all the documents are served, the crash reports are done and 
photos on the disk, and I’ve done the preliminary work on the Parker and Philips job.’ He glanced 
back to Dan. ‘You’ll just need to finish it off, Daniel.’ 
‘Uh-huh.’ Dan nodded and went to his desk. ‘You’re still in court today, I take it?’ 
‘Indeed, indeed. The last time I’ll be giving evidence, I should imagine.’ He nodded solemnly. ‘No 
more running round playing private eye for old Neil, it’s time for fishing and golf.’ 
‘And spending quality time with June,’ Molly reminded him. 
‘Yeah, that too,’ he conceded. 
There was an awkward silence for a moment. Nobody seemed to know what to say. Mol y 
looked to her husband, but he remained silent. She felt her cheeks flush. 
‘Anyway, I better get to court,’ Neil said eventually, ‘justice waits for no man.’ 
‘I think you mean time,’ Dan told him. 
‘Don’t I know it.’ 
Neil grabbed his briefcase, took a quick slurp of coffee and was gone, banging the door behind 
him again as he left. 
Dan and Molly looked across the office at each other. 
‘Be careful what you wish for,’ he said. 
‘D’you think he heard me?’ she frowned. 
‘Probably.’ He groaned and rubbed his face. ‘Now we really need someone. Better book dinner 
for four at Luigi’s, I guess.’ 
‘Ooh, are you taking your wife out for dinner?’ she cooed, making eyes at him across the room. 
‘Hmm, something like that.’ He grinned. ‘In company, of course, so you don’t get any fancy 
ideas.’ 
‘Typical. Where’s the romance gone?’ 
‘He could’ve given us more notice than a day,’ Dan grumbled. He leaned back in his chair and 
put his feet up on the edge of the desk. 
‘That’s what you get for taking on a contractor,’ she told him, ‘all care, no responsibility. I think 
we should take on a permanent employee this time.’ 
‘Then I’d have to pay them holidays and sick and whatever else they can think of.’ He shook his 
head in despair. ‘Just can’t get the staff.’ 
‘You’ve gotta try first. What about Buck?’ 
‘What, Buck himself? Na, he’s got it too cushy where he is, why would he give that up?’ 
‘Being the Ellerslie community cop can hardly be stimulating,’ Molly opined. 
‘Not too taxing either, though. He hasn’t got himself in trouble since…well…’ 
‘Since he stopped working with you?’ 
‘Exactly.’ 
His mobile bleeped on the desk with an incoming message. He smiled as he checked it. 
‘Mike,’ he said, ‘wants to meet for a coffee urgently.’ 
‘Wonder who he’s in love with now?’ Molly speculated. 
‘You’re such a cynic.’ 
‘You know it’s true. Ten to one it’s a drama about some woman.’ She gave him a challenging 
look. ‘Go on, bet against me.’ 
Dan shook his head and got up. 
‘That’s a sucker’s bet.’ He bent over her desk and kissed her softly on the cheek. ‘And I’m no 
sucker.’ 
‘No, you’re a hot shot private eye.’ Her eyes twinkled at him. ‘But you know what it’ll be.’ 
‘Maybe.’ He kissed her firmly on the mouth now. ‘I’ll shoot down and see Buck first, then go see 
him then head off and do the Parker and Philips case.’ 
‘Hey.’ Molly caught him by the sleeve. ‘Maybe Mike wants a job?’ 
‘You think?’ He considered it for a second then shook his head. ‘Na, can you really see him as a 
PI? Doubt it. We don’t do debt collection.’ 
‘You used to,’ she reminded him, and he shrugged. 
‘Yeah, but now we’re chasing better money than that. Any port in a storm I guess, but I’d 
rather Mrs MacNamara brought her friends to see us. At least you know you won’t get your head 
stoved in investigating a cheating husband or corporate fraud.’ 
He leaned down and kissed her again. 
‘I’ll call you later.’ 
He left the office, wondering what it was that Mike had got himself into now. 
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BOOK ONE: GENESIS 
“That which is knowable is known; that which is not 
will soon be. 
Thus is it written; thus it will be!” 
-- from the book of Genesis, the Great Truth 


Chapter One 
Darkness and light. 
Light and darkness. 
Bands of thrusting, piercing, intertwined strands of 
energy pulsed and grabbed, grabbed and pulsed, pulling 
and pushing, twisting and turning. 
Space turned about the turning strands, the strands 
of time that were being born, aging and passing as they 
thrust forward, ever forward while at the same time 
leaving a kind of contrail tail behind that could be 
fol owed if necessary. 
It was. 
Time stopped. 
Light burst into being. 
Darkness shredded like water exploding outwards 
from a crashing surf on the sea’s shores. 
He tumbled out of the miasma of contradictions, a 
contradiction himself. 
He surveyed his surroundings. 
An alley. 
Dark with light fading from it as the time stream 
normalized. 
Chapter Two 
He felt exhausted as always. It took a lot out of him, 
but he was able to sustain the energy loss by eating a 
substantial meal soon after. 
Which triggered his digestion to squall at him in 
whining, groaning sounds and movements as his body 
once more insisted on food. Any food! Because he 
needed to eat something. 
Now! 
He looked around. 
What was there to eat? 
His whole purpose was to discover Meat. There had 
to be some. Early drones had indicated there was 
enough meat to feed two of his planets and still not 
exhaust its resources. 
The structures about him looked familiar, but they 
couldn’t be Homeworld, he hadn’t gone that far ahead 
into the future or the past. Had he? 
What had happened? 
He tuned his senses to the new world about him. 
As his senses honed in on the new world about him 
he learned, felt how huge a difference existed in this 
new time shift. 
The Contraction, which created the time shift for 
him and fellow travelers, had been rougher than usual 
and he thought it was only because he was pushing it to 
the limits to find new food. As a scout, it was important 
for him to take more chances than fellow agents. 
If he succeeded, which he usually did, there would 
be more food for himself and his people. Now he wasn’t 
so sure if it had been the Contraction or something else. 
Though at that moment he couldn’t divine what that 

other might have been. 
He felt this time worse than ever before. Like his 
very soul itself had been torn apart and put back 
together during the savage rush and torrent of the time 
stream he rode here. 
He allowed himself to settle down. Safe in the 
darkness of the alley, he gathered together what he 
knew and what must be done. 
As he did so everything began to come more and 
more into focus, until he saw as clear as glass, where he 
was. 
There had been no failure in the mission’s landing 
site. If there were any failure at all, it had to be 
something else entirely different. That would become 
apparent with some time. 
He smiled. Time was one thing he had for certain in 
his control. 
All Time Shifters did. That’s what made them so 
powerful, so formidable and unrelenting of purpose. 
They only took orders from Homeworld and the Nest. 
Everything else was irrelevant to any mission they were 
launched upon. 
He smiled. 
As he stood in the shadows of the odd structures 
towering to his left and right, noting the lumiscense 
coming from them, and the street where a wide variety 
of vehicles shot past, some quiety. Some not. As he 
stood there gathering information for his next move, he 
also noted the flood of people passing by on walkways. 
Not just a couple here and there, but dozens! 
He would have plenty to feed upon. 
Which meant so would Homeworld. 
It was going to be a good day to begin an invasion: 
To sample the delights of this new Meatworld. 
He smiled. 
Tonight was going to be a good night. A good, good 
night. 
Chapter Three 
March ran like his life depended on it. 
It did. 
But it didn’t look good for him. 
Dubai’s highest building had too many floors. The 
elevators didn’t work and the building was burning 
downward at an accelerating rate. 
He couldn’t even see how far down he was. The 
crowd ahead of him were moving rapidly enough, but 
some were starting to flag in strength and slowing 
down. That meant everyone behind them had to slow 
down. 
He heard screams behind him and glanced over his 
shoulder as he leaped to the next level of stairs. An 
eruption of flames, almost as bright as the noonday sun 
on the Sahara, exploded towards him. 
He could feel the heat of it as it neared. 
He felt his face begin to burn and blister, his skin 
peel away, his eyes cook, his hair explode into 
smoldering flames, his body become a living torch. 
He screamed! 
Chapter Four 
Gasp! 
He threw his hands over his face to somehow annul 
the fire that was boiling his flesh, then gasped with 
relief as he sat up on his bed, feeling only a thick layer of 
sweat and damp hair. He fell back against the 747 
business section seat, Seat 303. He always liked to sit in 
the middle. Bathroom close. Hatchway close. 
One for relief, the other for a quick exit. 
He sighed with relief. 
“Sir?” 
He turned to the aisle. A bright and perky looking 
stewardess was giving him a worried look. She stood 
about five five, was amply built and had very lovely 
fingers and arms that swept gracefully into a curved 
bodice that barely managed to hide her abundant 
bosom. 
She smiled slightly at his wandering eyes, but said 
nothing. 
He suddenly realized he’d been a cad and said, “I’m 
sorry. Thanks! I’m all right. Just a bad dream. I must 
have had too many of those peanut snacks as we 
crossed the Atlantic.” 
She smiled and passed on, but not without looking 
back and giving him a quick onceover, making sure he 
noticed as she did. 
He did. Very much so. But something about her 
seemed familiar. He just couldn’t place what that was. 
He shrugged. Maybe this trip wouldn’t be a total 
waste after all. Dubai had been a horrible experience. 
Not the one of his dream, but in other ways. Ways that a 
man like him got paid to investigate, but rarely left a 
good taste in one’s mouth. 
He worked for G1 and G1 was the top, top secret 
agency of Britain, with central headquarters in London, 
but offices around the planet, thanks to numerous 
treaties and quid quo pro swaps. This had been one of 
them. 
And it had nearly cost his life. 
He sighed again and looked out his window. 
London should be coming into view soon and then 
Heathrow. An hour disembarking and going through 
customs, then, hopefully, a quick taxi ride back home 
and a long, hot shower, then a real night’s sleep. 
But for some reason a hunger had been awakened 
within him. Maybe the memories of the nightmare he 
had just had; realizing yet again the mortality of his life. 
A life dedicated to service. To helping protect. 
Also remember all the years he had been in denial 
after the… 
He felt a shudder and a jolt in his heart. He had to 
quickly shut it down. He didn’t want to go there. Even 
after all these years the pain was unbearable. And yet, 
just now, he had actually flirted with a beautiful woman. 
A desirable woman. 
He hadn’t felt like that since… 
He couldn’t remember since. 
He glanced at his window and his reflection looked 
back at him. Nearing mid-forties he had gray in his hair 
already. Nicely placed, but gray nonetheless. And so 
many years gone by without companionship of any 
meaningful sort. Sometimes, especially at times like this, 
he felt like he had a mistake walling off his heart; 
sealing it from further romantic interest. That he was 
doing more of a disservice to her memory, than a true 
contribution to his own future. 
Man was not meant to live alone, separated from 
fellow human beings. Which probably explained why 
after all that had happened, he finally chose London, 
one of the busiest cities on the planet to settle down, 
when on his income and with his status, he could just as 
easily have worked from Hawaii or even the beaches of 
California. 
He laughed silently, his eyes noting the approaching 
coastline and the string of tankers, merchant ships and 
military vessels below preparing to land on the 
continent, their huge prows shoving their ways through 
the stormy currents of the Atlantic. 
Then his mind flew back momentarily to his 
working partner, but that was strictly business. He 
wasn’t going to let anyone get that close to him again. 
And Higgins was the only one to get past that barrier, 
one which he must be careful not to open too wide. He 
wouldn’t be able to live with himself if… 
He shuddered inside his heart once more, his whole 
body trembling violently a moment. 
He felt attention on him and saw the Stewardess 
was watching him near the cockpit entrance. Their eyes 
met. 
Electricity. 
He almost gasped from the power of it. 
He hadn’t felt anything like that in… 
He just hadn’t… 
Before he could analyze those new feelings further, 
the Captain of the jet came on the overhead speakers, 
“Good morning everyone, this is your Captain, Harrison 
Jones, speaking. I hope you have all had a nice flight 
across the Atlantic. While the weather was a bit spotty 
in places, overall it’s been a smooth ride. I want you to 
know it’s been a pleasure serving you on Flight 1234 
Trans Atlantic One. 
“We are now approaching the Heathrow landing 
corridor. Please fasten your seatbelts and prepare for 
landing. The winds are coming in at about 39 nauts, so it 
could be a bit rough as we land. Thank you for flying 
with TransAtlantic One.” 
Soon as the Captain was off the Stewardess picked 
up her own mike and spoke into it. “Good evening 
everyone. Her eyes never left his as she spoke. “Just a 
reminder to not get up after we’ve landed until the 
Captain releases you. I will now check to make sure 
everyone is secure and safe.” 
She hung up her mike, then made her way along the 
aisle, checking for seatbelts and loose baggage, eats and 
drinks. 
And him. 
“Tighten it, sir. We’re landing in five minutes,” she 
told an older man with a fringe of pure white hair. 
She stopped where a child and mother sat and 
offered a stuffed doll from her apron. Tiny, but effective. 
The child who had begun to cry fearfully as the jet 
began to shake a bit, gave her a smile, hugged the doll 
and stopped crying. 
“Thank you,” the mother told the stewardess, who 
nodded and continued to the next seat on the aisle, but 
not once as she moved closer to March, did she not look 
at him and smile, even if briefly. 
Her eyes kept latching onto his and he couldn’t look 
away. 
Time was flying quickly past. 
Soon he would be disembarking. 
She would be history. 
It was almost as if he had to soak up, eat, drink 
every bit of her into his memory so he would have 
something to keep him through the hard days ahead. 
They were always hard days. 
He loved his work, but there was always a bit of 
sadness underpinning it, that made it harder than it 
should have been. 
Finally, she reached him. 
He finally looked more closely at her bosom. Her 
flight badge was pinned above her right breast. “Penny 
Monigham.” 
She reached him and smiled. “Better?” 
He nodded. “In for a Penny, in for a pound, as they 
say.” 
She tightened his seatbelt, also pressing her hands 
across his legs with one hand as she did so, and he was 
sure she was rubbing it gently as she did. 
“You must be James Bond,” she said with a laugh. 
“And call me Trixie, all my friends do,” she said and then 
reached into her apron, took out a notepad and hastily 
scribbled her name and phone number on it. 
She slapped the note into the middle of his lap, 
holding it there for a long moment, pressing so hard she 
had to have felt the arousal it made in him. She sensed it 
and smiled like a tiger eager to leap upon its prey. 
Then she went on to help more passengers. She 
didn’t look back once, but as he watched her, he felt one 
hundred percent certain she was watching him eyes on 
the back of her head. 
He suddenly realized he had a note he hadn’t read. 
He glanced at it: “Call me!” It said on the back. 
He smiled. 
Chapter Five

“Oh God!” She yelled as she neared her orgasm, 
jerking harder and harder against him, even as he 
plunged harder and harder into her, trying to punch 
through to the very core of her being, his eyes shut 
tightly and explosions of light beginning to flare brightly 
within his brain. 
He wanted this for her with all his being, which at 
that moment felt like it was coiling like a snake, about to 
explode into a thousand splinters of light and pleasure. 
The joy of the union was so overpowering he was 
grunting himself now. Animalistic, but he didn’t care. It 
just pushed her harder onto him, and him into her, 
driving both closer to the final outcome. Union and 
bonding of two souls into one. 
She gave out a huge grunt and another cry of 
pleasure, then jammed herself so hard against his 
middle he thought he would break, clenching her legs 
tighter about his waist as she did so. 
Finally, he joined her in her release, no longer able 
to hold back himself. 
He was sweating profusely, but he felt a great sense 
of relief and let go of her back and then rolled over 
with her on their side. 
He began gently kissing her neck, then her cheek 
and her lips. He remained hard, but didn’t care. Her skin 
was so soft and fragrant and it had been a long time 
since he had allowed himself the closeness of such 
intimacy. 
She responded by stroking his back, and rubbing 
lightly against his midsection, making him even harder. 
She smiled, her eyes dancing with mirth. 
“That was wonderful,” she said, swiping at the 
sweat on her own forehead. 
He smiled. 
Then she reached for him again. 
“When do you go back to work?” She asked as she 
squeezed him gently and stroked his manhood, urging it 
to greater hardness. 
“Tomorrow.” 
“Good,” she said, her impish smile transforming into 
that of a hungry tiger. 
Without warning and with more strength than he 
would have thought possible for such a slender woman, 
she rolled him on to his back again and slid him back 
inside of her again. 
“Wake me up when this is over,” she told him. 
He grinned into her smiling face. 
“That would be hard to do.” 
“I know,” she said, then began pushing him harder 
into her and grining harder and harder. 
“But…” she gasped as her own hormones began to 
rage harder and excitement grow, “…I fully expect to be 
quite tired by morning when it comes.” 
“But it’s already here,” he replied, noting the blazing 
sunlight pouring through the clasped curtains of their 
hotel room. 
“Not the next one,” she replied. 
And then he knew he wasn’t going to work anytime 
soon. 
Chapter Six 
He felt exhausted as always. It took a lot out of him, 
but he was able to sustain the energy loss by eating a 
substantial meal soon after. 
Which triggered his digestion to squall at him in 
whining, groaning sounds and movements as his body 
once more insisted on food. Any food! 
He looked around. 
What was there to eat? 
The structures about him looked familiar, but they 
couldn’t be Homeworld, he hadn’t gone that far ahead 
into the future or the past. Had he? 
What had happened? 
He tuned his senses to the new world about him. 
As his senses honed in on the new world about him 
he learned, felt how huge a difference existed in this 
new time shift. 
The Contraction had been rougher than usual and 
he thought it was only because he was pushing it to the 
limits to find new food. More food for himself and his 
people. Now he wasn’t so sure if it had been that or 
something else. Though at that moment he couldn’t 
divine what that might have been. 
As he learned more and more, his personal 
communicator feeding him sensory information and 
subsensory info, everything began to come more and 
more into focus, until he saw as clear as glass, where he 
was. 
He smiled. 
He would have plenty to feed upon. 
Which meant so would Homeworld. 
It was going to be a good day to begin an invasion. 
As a matter of fact he thought as he prepared for a 
good Meat dinner, why not now? 
He rushed from the alley. 


Chapter Seven 
“Damn traffic!” Scott whined as he wove in and out 
of it on his bike. He felt humiliated by the constant 
intimidation of large vehicles that forced him from his 
lane into the gutter, where dirty water sloshed his clean 
pants, or even up onto the sidewalk, almost tumbling 
onto his head, barely catching himself. 
He stopped from his latest ditch of his bike and 
looked at it, where it had fallen against the postoffice 
box. Its front wheel was crumpled, the aluminum and 
steel spokes broken away from the hub that kept them 
aligned to the wheel rim. 
“Drats!” He cursed. 
He kicked the back wheel, crumpling that as well. 
He instantly regretted his burst of anger, but too 
late now. 
He grabbed the bike seat and hefted the whole thing 
onto his shoulder, and continued making his way 
towards Lees and Brandon. A tiny shop awaited his 
resume and he was determined to get that job. 
“Excuse, excuse, excuse,” he muttered as he worked 
his way through the thick early evening crowd on the 
walkway. 
He reached the curb the same time as a huge lorrie 
did and was rewarded for his brisk pace by a shallow 
wave of gutter water splashing on him, all the way up to 
his waist. He stood there a moment, a victim of anger 
and distress. 
Several citizens stopped. 
“You okay? You okay?” They asked. 
“Do I look okay?” He asked, turning about so they 
could see his drenched front. 
“So sorry, old chap,” said a man. 
“Bloody disgusting,” uttered another and continued 
onwards as if nothing had really happened out of the 
ordinary. 
At that moment Scott was closer to tears than he 
had ever been in his unfortunate life. 
He set the broken bike down, and sat on the curb At 
that point he didn’t care even if he got run over by one 
of the many cars hugging the turn he was next to. 
He didn’t know how long he sat there, depressed 
and angry, but finally, he managed to force himself to 
his feet dragging his bike along with one hand. No 
longer even pretending that it mattered if it was further 
battered or not. 
He got to the edge of a near alleyway and suddenly 
he felt this kind of heat coming from it. 
He turned to look, his eyes, sharp as they were, saw 
nothing quite out of the ordinary, but then something 
seemed to waver before him, like the air had been 
superheated by something. 
“Hello?” He asked, thinking perhaps someone was 
there and his eyes were playing tricks on him. 
Then the wavering moved closer. Much closer. And 
fast! 
Several pedestrians coming from both directions 
saw Scott walk several steps towards the alley, then 
suddenly he was lifted up into the air, by some kind of 
invisible force. He screamed over and over, as huge 
gobbets of his flesh and blood were ripped away from 
his body, spurting blood for yards in both directions. 
The pedestrians didn’t scream. They didn’t run to 
help either. They ran. Ran for their lives. 
But behind them Scott had grown quiet. His bike lay 
on the alley pavement, crooked wheels bent even more, 
splotches of flesh and blood smearing it. 
Then what remained of Scott was dropped on top of 
it. Not a pretty sight. 
Not at all. 
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