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Introduction
by Karl Rademacher
It is hard to believe we will be entering our third year soon.
But the proof is there. Our eighth quarterly issue is “in the
can” and number 9 looms on the horizon. Nearly 100 stories
and poems have graced our virtual pages since 2008. We
even have a first year anthology in PDF form that we’ve got on Google eBooks.
What’s next? Silver Blade Magazine may have a print edition released on Amazon, beginning
with Issue 9. Plus, we have a druidic-themed writing contest coming soon, with cash prizes. The
reading period for entries will start on Samhain (Holloween) and end on Yule (Christmas). More
details will be posted in our Serials section by mid-October.
Ok, so what’s up with this issue? Well, for starters, the stories are pretty gritty:








an unrelenting look at a very ugly and sad future
a demon that “feasts upon the flesh of its own kind”
an evil force that viciously kills anyone who touches the woman he loves
mixing diplomacy and cannibalism
an ancient sorcerer/priest who wants to bring a great Pharaoh back to life to be the
master of America
a man in love with and enslaved by a shapeshifting Watcher provides her humans to
feed on
a desperate man who plots revenge on a all-encompassing bank that has ruined his life

Our new poetry editor, John C. Manonne, has really hit it hard, and the results are nothing short
of awesome. Please take a moment to peruse the craft work in our expanded poetry section.
And remember, Silver Blade is an all-volunteer effort. It is a publication of Silver Pen, a 501(c)3
charity dedicated to helping creative writers perfect their craft and become successful. We are
an organization of writers working for writers. If you are interested in contributing actively,
whether through time or funding, please take a moment to look at www.silverpen.org.
Writers of all experience levels are invited to join our forum as well. We welcome your
involvement and delight in your readership.
Best Regards,
Karl D. Rademacher
President and Trustee, Silver Pen Inc.

A Note from Our new Poetry Editor
by John C. Mannone

In this issue, I am proud to present the varied and excellent
work of six poets. The invitational piece by the editor of
Auroa Wolf, Linda Manning (Faery Rain) has that magical
quality that makes us want to take a walk into a lovely forest
and dream. Indiana poet, Bryland R. Sutton, treats us with a
“humorous” traditional ballad, but cleverly constructed and
with all of the quatrains (eight of them) strung together (The
Scarecrow). Paula Ray of North Carolina brings us a surreal
and imagery-rich poem that is pensive and sobering
(Devoured by Darkness). Ontario, Canada writer, Elizabeth
Creith, shares a cleverly written poem about cats and
characters with a subtle rhyme scheme (Feline and
Demiurge). The prolific Georgia writer, Sherry Allyn Norman,
delights us with one of her fantasy poems (Faery Craft).
Finally, the incomparable New Jersey writer, Kyle Hemmings,
who also has a surreal flare to his work, presents a very
interesting piece (In the Heart of Mass Production) with bursts of humor punctuating the poem.
Thank you all for an eclectic contribution.
We seek well-crafted poetry in all forms consistent with our aesthetic. We favor free verse with
effective line breaks, traditional forms with unforced rhyme and prose poems that transcend
prose. The successful poem will often be rich in imagery and have excellent rhythm. Please see
my blog, http://jcmannone.wordpress.com, for more details on what this editor thinks about
the art and craft of poetry.

In the Heart of Mass Production
I say to the girl with Botox cheeks
& burning marshmallow implants
that maybe after we punch our clocks,
ones that were made in Hong Kong
but shipped over to Eastern Standard,
maybe we can have a dance, spin a dime on it,
a dime a dance a chance to make the night last,
without impervious metal manic Hulks
getting their rocks off by controlling us
in their peephole gaze and telepathic neuron
tumble and spins, I just want to
I just wanna, I just want to, you know?
But then it hits me so hard bursts through
my plastic Kelvin heat-resistant heart
(my brain is under a 9-year Apple warranty)
that the girl I am talking to [trying to] talk in twos
has cable controlled arms and time-clock clicking
brain manufactured by soft-hearted capitalists
who have no use for hands. Her blue pluterperfect
eyes blink in eccentrically even timed intervals
that could make the old Group of Five break down
and cry for occidental lovers. No, she says,
I am only the sum total of my phantom parts
with meta-coded functions and love

or what could lead up to it
is not one of them.
My tin-girl Annie collapses from lack of touch.
I watch the boys from section 6 take her apart
piece by piece, placing her parts in boxes
grouped by anatomical sections. They send her
on the conveyor belt, down a chute, to
be re-built and re-programmed for tomorrow’s
new assignment. At home, in my dinky apartment
decorated with seven varieties of Russian dolls,
I smoke a cigarette down to its primordial stub,
hoping that something short of love will kill me
without an intractable bleed. I blow perfect smoke
rings with the efficiency of a zombie-eyed factory girl
equipped with a Swiss timepiece of a quartz heart.

-- Kyle Hemmings

Kyle Hemmings lives and works in New Jersey. He has upcoming work in Decomp and in Lonesome Fowl.
He is the featured artist in the new issue of The Stray Branch, Issue 6, vol. 3.

Faery Craft
Feet braced wide she rides a vessel
of lavenders and whimsical blues.
Scrollwork curls and spindles spiral
into railings of green and rose filigree.
Trailing vines, pastel flowers
spray their blooming lengths
stem to stern, port to starboard
along rolling decks of cherry wood.
Snapping sails of blue and white,
one strong tug against wooden moorings,
her faery craft leaps into flight.
And she knows…
She’ll ride the living waters beneath her
face to the wind.
Looking into skies awash with sunset hues,
she’ll lift her chin,
close her eyes,
inhale air brine laden and
wild with adventure calling.
She’ll let the pace at which it runs
take her on a ride much like dolphin dancing
Arms spread wide,
she calls to the heavens
to send her a man of love everlasting.
Strong and sure,
fair and brave,
eyes that shine a thousand miles
and when it rains, two thousand more.
No fair weather friend, this one,
but one whose words mean what they say
and deeds mean clearly more.

A man whose kiss will melt the ice
about her cold, cold heart
and heal soul wounds to the core.
A leap to the skies and
she takes flight to ride Zephyr winds,
her hunting grounds, the Milky Way.
Soaring and singing an ancient song,
gathering stars by the handful
to scatter about wooden
decks and rolling waves.
She sings a chant
and weaves a spell so
clever craft, dipping and lifting,
skimming wave tops and watery valleys,
will take her to a land where she will
ride a’dolphin back,
strong arms wrapped about her,
a man’s sweet voice caressing her ears
speaking words in a language she’s never heard.
-- Sherry Allyn Norman

Sherry Allyn Norman lives in Southeast Georgia as far South and East as you can go and still be in
Georgia rather than Florida, and on land rather than in water. She shares her home and office in the
woodlands of a small town of milk and honey called Woodbine with two paperweights that greatly
resemble cats. Neither of which hesitate to give their opinion on anything in particular.
She has several completed short stories and two completed fantasy novels with two sequels in progress,
as well as a collection of fantasy folk tales in the works.
Her collection of Catling stories written for her daughter, Kara, and her daughter’s daughter, Brianna, is
soon to become a Catling Comic Book Series produced by Masterpiece Comics.

Feline and Demiurge
Weary fire is banked against the night.
My worried cat across the study floor
stalks wandering paper. This ballooning book
I labour on grows daily more and more
consuming. Here within my shimmering house,
a sanctuary, girt by ornery trees
against the world, my characters have all
pulled free of me, and lead me where they please.
From pliant pagebound figments they become
sarcastic puppets, finally to emerge
into the world, where they assume free will.
And I am a forgotten demiurge
imprisoned here, where water lilies float
above the ancient fish that swim the moat.
-- Elizabeth Creith

Elizabeth Creith draws on her familiarity with history, myth and folklore to write her fiction and poetry.
Her poetry has appeared or is forthcoming in Dog Oil Press, Goblin Fruit and Death Rattle. Her poem
cycle “The Wheel of the Year” took second place in the Northwestern Ontario Writers’ Workshop 2010
writing contest. Elizabeth lives, writes and commits art in Wharncliffe, Northern Ontario, distracted
occasionally by her husband, dog and two cats.

Devoured by Darkness
Shadows: crows eating light,
invade the crematorium of sunset.
The canopy of night is an umbrella with hooked handle
clutched in talons. The world withers
beneath wings.
Somewhere, a voice
sings a hymn and the murder migrates,
dives after the music,
catches the melody in their beaks,
and swallows the notes whole.
In that moment,
black feathers shed like snakeskin.
Naked souls shine as stars,
holding nightly vigil for a dying planet.

-- Paula Ray

Paula Ray is a musician from Wilmington, North Carolina. Her Pushcart Nominated work has appeared
in Necrotic Tissue, Bards and Sages, and elimae, as well as many other literary zines. For more
information about Paula, visit her blog: musicalpencil.blogspot.com

The Scarecrow

One twilight eve I wandered off,
down by the old cornfield.
I came across the gruesome scene,
an autumn moon revealed.
The rustling corn had come to life
and formed a vicious pack.
Their eyes were red and faces pale,
their teeth were dull and black.
They swarmed around their guiding light,
a Scarecrow tall and stark.
The sound he made was short and cruel,
a deep and brutal bark.
The Scarecrow grinned with jagged teeth,
his eyes were glowing bright.
His clothes were ripped and torn to shreds,
he was a ghastly sight.
His wretched hand raised from his side
and pointed straight at me.
The corn-men slowly parted wide,
so all could clearly see.

I screamed aloud and tried to run,
but it was much too late.
I closed my eyes as they drew near,
resigning to my fate.
Now I’m just a Scarecrow here,
a guardian in the dark.
Stuffed full with mounds of yellow straw,
I’m lonesome, tall and stark.
So if you’re walking late at night,
with nothing else to do,
Why don’t you come and see my friends,
we’d love to see you, too.

-- Bryland R. Sutton

Bryland R. Sutton enjoyed reading poetry as a child (Shel Silverstein being one favorite) and has written
stories and poetry since elementary school. He grew up on a farm in Indiana with his sister, parents and
lots of animals. Bryland now lives in Indianapolis, IN.

Faery Rain
Stand in the rain,
and listen to her lyrics
riding joyous on the wind.
Leave your footprints
in the snow.
I found myself in this place
where laughter spills
from knotted pines,
and squirrels chirr
with crickets.
My name floated past,
but not from tree or bear.
It was the forest speaking,
her heart in the eyes
of wild daisies,
her breath, the dew of morn.
I walked into her conversation,
a melody of faery thoughts,
and songs trilled from the throats
of winged creatures.
Tulip trees bloomed
out of season, and manna fell
from canopies dripping invocation.
Earth’s molasses spice
cast flavors of tranquility.
I lay to slumber
on mossy carpets strewn
between violet patches
and the message of a stream.
Away now, into dreams.
-- Linda Manning
Linda Manning inhabits bookstores and farmer’s markets in the American Midwest. Most of her poetry
and fiction centers around love, fantasy and suspense. She enjoys hiking, cooking, amateur photography
and playing classical music on the flute. You can find more of her work by visiting Notes from Linda.

Withered Souls
By Jason E. Rolfe

The breeze smelled sickly sweet, an unpleasant mixture
of thyme and decay that tickled Tool’s nose. A body
was wrapped in dried herbs and animal skins and bound
to the upper branches of an old oak tree. A woman knelt
beside the river. Latticework cuts scarred her bronze
skin: self-inflicted, physical manifestations of her
anguished soul. She was Stonewight, a member of the
Crowfoot clan.
Her people roamed the endless plains west of the Great River as they followed expansive herds
of Buffalo and Elk, distancing themselves from mankind. Experience had taught them well.
Trust, though initially given freely, had been lost amidst the cruelty and selfishness of Old World
traders and Trugod missionaries. Everything Tool knew about the Crowfoot had been gleaned
from bards and carrytales in stories meant to evoke feelings of fear and loathing in the hearts of
men.
Tool undid two toggles and reached inside his winter coat. The cigarette case had been a gift, the
man who gave it to him the closest thing to a father he had ever known. Savoring the subtle hints
of opium that lingered in the familiar woodiness of Fafnir Savage’s Special Blend, he ran a hand
across his head. His hair remained closely cropped despite the distance he had put between
himself and Seven Churches. Even short it showed flecks of premature gray. Not yet thirty, Tool
was still a young man, but life and madness had murdered his youth years ago. He led his horse
down to the river’s edge. The gelding lowered its head and lapped at the cold water as Tool
found a fallen branch and sat down. His eyes wandered deep currents while his mind sought
solace in his cigarette. He’d left the City of the Seven Churches without a destination. The past
few weeks brought him northwest, to a river the Crowfoots called the Father of Waters, and the
Town of the Large Canoes. Woodsmen living here called the small trading post by another name:
Misery.
This entire world west of the Father of Waters felt miserable to him. Vast grasslands lay before
him, muted by autumn, and the clouds above were bloated harbingers of inevitable winter. He
shivered and shrank within his wool toggle coat. “I don’t know how you can stand it.”
The Stonewight continued her anguished cries as if he didn’t exist.
“The cold,” he said. “The miserable flatness of this godsforsaken land, the lack of sunlight, the
blandness of it all; it’s simply miserable.” He pulled the cigarette from his mouth, rubbed his
eyes, and sighed. “Ignore me all you want, sweetheart. I haven’t spoken a word in weeks, so I’ll
talk your bloody ears off anyway.”
“She is not ignoring you.” Tool jumped at the sound of the voice. He dropped his cigarette, drew
his sword, and turned to face the figure further up the steep riverbank. His pale, almost

translucent skin seemed flawless, save where it had been scarred by the tattoos that revealed, and
reveled in, his Woodwight heritage. The red-ink vines and unfamiliar symbols etched in his face
seemed to move when he spoke, like blood-engorged veins against the pale backdrop of an
otherwise flawless face. “She has no tongue. The man in the tree removed it when she dared
challenge his infidelity.”
“Yet she mourns him?”
The Woodwight shrugged. “She was his wife. It is her duty to mourn him.”
“That’s a pretty stupid reason,” Tool said. He sheathed his sword, picked up his cigarette,
brushed the mud off the mouthpiece and tucked it back between his lips. “Who the hell are you,
anyway?”
“My name is Withershins.”
“You’re a long way from home, Woodwight.”
“I no longer have a home,” Withershins replied. “It was taken from me.”
Tool knew the Woodwight clans had not been seen along the southern edge of the Winterlands
that season. Furs the Winter Fox and White Bear clans normally brought in abundance went
sorely missed by Seven Kingdom merchants eager to barter common metallurgical goods for
small fortunes in fur.
“What do you mean?”
“Are you familiar with the Nornë?”
“The spirit of a lost hunter who feasts upon the flesh of his own kind,” Tool replied. “It’s a
legend, Wither, a piece of Woodwight folklore. It’s a story meant to frighten young children.”
The Woodwight’s eyes darkened. “It’s more than mere legend, Outlander. The Nornë is a
demon, a dark and terrible demon. I know because I’ve seen it. I’ve seen everything it is capable
of, and have followed it here because I intend to kill it.”
Tool remained skeptical. It wasn’t that he disbelieved in demons. On the contrary, he knew more
about demons than Withershins could possibly imagine, but knowledge rarely dampened his
cynical nature. “Really? And how do you intend to kill it?”
The Woodwight pulled an obsidian knife from his belt. “It is said this stone can slay the gods
themselves. To be sure, I will dip the blade in a poison made from mistletoe.”
“Woodwight witchery,” Tool replied. “Good luck with that, Wither.”
“You have not told me your name.”

“That’s right.”
“Many cultures consider that rude.”
Tool shrugged. “So I’m a multicultural ass. Piss off.”
Withershins pulled a small leather water skin from his pack and knelt beside the river. He
removed a wooden cap and began filling the bag.
“Yeah, my horse pissed in there,” Tool said.
The Woodwight shrugged. “It will add a little flavor.”
Tool laughed. “Do you smoke?”
“Is the devil an Outlander?”
Tool pulled two fresh cigarettes from his case. He lit them both and gave one to the pale-skinned
Wight. “He probably is.”
Withershins tucked the cigarette between his dry lips and smiled. He breathed it in, savored it,
exhaled and nodded. “Very nice, where did you get the tobacco?”
“An old friend of mine; it’s his own blend.”
“Very nice, the opium is subtle but effective.”
“There are days when it’s a bit too subtle, if you know what I mean.”
Withershins smiled and nodded.
The two men fell silent for several minutes. The Stonewight woman cast a furtive glance in their
direction. Tool smiled and winked at her. Her eyes darkened and she turned away. “Tool,” he
said. “My name’s Tool.”
“You came from Seven Churches?”
Tool nodded.
“You’re a long way from home, Tool.”
“I no longer have a home.”
Withershins smiled through a cloud of gray-brown smoke and said, “It seems we have something
in common.”

“More than you know,” Tool said. “You know her?”
Withershins glanced at the dark-skinned woman and
shrugged. “Well enough, I suppose. I have been with
her clan for several months now.”
“How did her husband die?”
“The Nornë took his soul. I took his life.”
“You killed her husband?”
“He was no longer Solitaire’s husband,” Withershins
replied.
“Solitaire and Withershins; you use the Seven Kingdom names the traders and merchants gave
you?”
“Those of your kind who understand magic would use our names against us,” the Woodwight
replied. “The man’s soul had been swallowed by the Nornë. He would have fed on all of us had I
not killed him.”
“Do the Crowfoots believe that?”
“They are-,” he glanced around, “skeptical. The Stonewight clans have never encountered a
Nornë before. Nornë’s appear in far more desolate climes than this, and they feast upon fear and
isolation, stealing strength and hope from those they stalk.”
“So the Crowfoots think you murdered her husband.”
“Some do, yes.”
“What does she think?”
The Woodwight sighed. “It is as you said. The woman mourns because tradition tells her she
must, but her heart was not broken by his death. He was a cruel creature, made far more
malicious by the Nornë within his soul.”
“If the demon was in her husband’s soul when you killed him, where is it now?”
“I do not know,” Withershins replied. “Solitaire is out here, alone and with his body. The demon
preys upon the isolated, so I watch her and I wait.”

Tool tossed the stub of his cigarette aside and remounted his horse. “I wish you luck, Wither.”

“Where are you headed?”
“The Island of the Seven Cities,” Tool said.
“You’re chasing a myth then,” Withershins replied.
“That makes two of us.” Tool spurred his horse forward, through the shallow water and up the
western banks of the Father of Waters as he glanced back at Solitaire. Her dark eyes were on
him, pleading and desperate. He pulled his gloves back on and urged his horse into a cantor. It
should have felt easy; not caring, but the look in the young girl’s eyes stripped him of his
ambivalence.
“Bloody hell,” he whispered. Wither was right. He was chasing a myth. It wasn’t a city at the
western edge of Hionia; it was liberation from consequence, freedom from the responsibilities of
honor and morality. He thought about Azar, and love, and the life he had become so desperate to
leave behind. His life, the life he longed for, had been lost amongst the ashes of Nághordum. No,
not lost, taken. It had been stolen from him by a magus and a madman. He thought he could run
rather than face the truth about his past.
The Awakened called him Entropy. Fafnir had labeled him a poor bastard. The elder Savage was
little more than a cantankerous old raconteur, but he understood the inner works of the human
soul better than anyone else Tool had ever met. Given that, Tool found it possible to disregard
the Awakened, if only for a few brief moments each and every day. But then reality would reach
out, grab him by the throat and strangle the little hope that remained within his soul.
He pulled back on the reins and slowly turned his horse around. He trotted back toward the river.
“You think the demon will come for her?”
“I do not know for sure where it will strike next,” Withershins replied. “Perhaps here, perhaps an
isolated hunting party, perhaps it will leave the Crowfoot clan forever.”
Tool nodded.
Solitaire stood. She raised a thin, delicate and damaged arm and pointed west, past Tool.
“The village,” Withershins cried. He scrambled through the shallow rapids, pulling himself
ashore near Tool’s horse.
Tool turned and saw plumes of dark smoke drifting southeast across the windswept plains. “Stay
with the girl.”
He urged his horse forward, certain the smoke hadn’t been there earlier. Whatever the cause,
whatever the source, he knew he would find it either in or near the Crowfoot village.
He could smell the smoke, both foreign and painfully familiar. He lowered his eyes, briefly, and
saw a city in flames. “Nághordum,” he breathed. His pain had been born there. Everything Tool

sought to forget had begun in the temple beneath Nághordum, the strange room Azar had
referred to as a memory theatre.
He opened his eyes and he saw the village. The stone
houses, once covered by thatched grass roofs, were
ablaze. The bodies had been piled at the heart of the
village. The smoke they surrendered seemed darker and
far more disturbing than the broad, billowing clouds
that spilled from the buildings.
The men and women stood outside the village wall.
They held weapons and torches, screaming and
laughing and clapping one another on the back.
Tool drew his sword. He came at them fast, swept his sword through the first of the torches
before anyone realized he was there. The laughter stopped. Tool slowed his horse to a cantor,
wheeled and trotted toward the familiar faces. They were the traders and trappers, the merchants
and hunters, the men and women of Misery. “What have you done here?” he demanded.
“That’s none of your business, Outlander.”
Tool turned toward the source of the voice, a woman who had clearly seen better days. Her face
had been twisted by bitterness, scared by life on the frontier, a life she had likely never chosen.
“I just made it my business, sweetheart. Maybe the next time you commit a massacre you’ll be a
bit more discreet about it.”
“It weren’t a massacre,” a young man replied. “They weren’t human, they were demons. They
got what they had coming.”
“They weren’t humans, they were Wights you idiot.” Tool slid from his saddle and stepped
toward the young man. “They definitely were not demons.”
“What do you know about demons?” the man snapped back.
Tool smiled. Someone stepped toward him. He punched the tip of his sword into the first man’s
forehead, drew it back and swept it through the second man’s lower jaw. The posse backed off as
he moved with a swiftness that stunned them. “Oh, I know a lot about demons, mate. Trust me;
I’ve plenty of my own to learn from.”
Wither raised his arms and drew the earth up around the remaining members of the war party.
There were bones hidden in the soil, the ghostly remnants of a long-forgotten barrow. The
bounds found shape and substance in the bone caster’s sorcery, screaming their rage and pain in
the whirling mass of earth.
“Wait! Oh gods, please wait!”

Tool heard the woman screaming. He waved Wither off and watched her fall. The earth and
brittle bones had battered her. She bled from a dozen different wounds, and while she wept she
struggled to find breath enough to speak. “There was a demon,” she said. “It came from the
Stonewights. It killed and, dear gods it killed and ate our children.”
Tool glanced apprehensively at Withershins. Had he reacted too rashly? Had his reprisal been
any more impulsive than theirs? He wiped the blood from his sword and sheathed it. “You
massacred the Crowfoot,” he whispered. “You killed them all.”
“They were demons,” the woman sobbed.
So am I, Tool thought.
Wither knelt beside the injured woman. “What manner of demon?”
“I don’t understand.”
“You say they were demons, well, what kind of demons were they?”
The woman shook her head.
“Answer the question,” Tool said. He knelt beside her, but the woman pulled away from him, a
mixture of fear and loathing etched in her emerald eyes.
“She is in shock,” Withershins said. “If demons terrified her before she met you, imagine how
she must feel now.”
“What are you talking about?”
“I am a Woodwight, Tool. Wights are Children of Light. But you, you bleed darkness. I came
here looking for a demon. I suspect I have found one.”
“I’m a bartender, Wither. Sometimes I’m a thief, but I’m not a demon.”
Wither studied him for a moment, his pale eyes lost in thought. Then he smiled and shrugged.
“No, there is still something human about you.” He looked past Tool and into the heart of the
smoldering village and sighed. “But that is cold consolation, is it not?”
It is at that, Tool thought. He felt an overwhelming urge to climb back on his horse and ride east,
back across the Father of Waters, through the mountains and toward the coast. The few friends
he had made he had also left behind and while he would never admit it to any one of them, he
suddenly missed their company. But his mind refused to stop at the Doom Lounge, or in the
labyrinthine streets and alleys of Seven Churches. Memory, as it so often did, dragged him back
across the ocean, to the red ochre sands of Arman, through the Valley of the Ten Kings to the
Hollow of the Hand and the ruined city of Nághordum where, in the grasp of Darkness, he had
witnessed Azar’s death and the birth of something terrible.

“What is your name?” Wither asked the girl.
The sound of his voice brought Tool back. He sighed, grateful.
“Ash,” she whispered.
“How appropriate,” Tool said.
The girl cringed. She closed her eyes and looked away. “He didn’t look like no demon, least not
at first. But then, neither did you.”
“What did he look like?”
Ash shrugged. “Like a Stonewight, of course, all black-skinned and what not. But his face got all
twisted, his eyes looked like wolves eyes, and when he ate our children he looked half mad.”
“You watched him eat your children?” Tool asked.
“They were out playing, near them caves. We heard them screaming. We ran, hard, but we got
there too late. He’d killed the last, my little sister, before we could stop him.” She screamed her
anguish into Wither’s face. “He butchered my little sister. He had to pay for that.”
“And did he?” Wither gently asked.
Ash nodded. “My father and my brother, they killed him. We knew he came from this village.
We’ve traded with them at least twice a season since we settled at Misery.”
“What happened when he died?”
Ash shook her head, clearly confused by his question. “I don’t know what you mean. He bled to
death, Woodwight.”
“My name is Withershins.”
“I don’t care what your name is,” she snapped. “You’re a Wight, same as him.”
“There are worse things,” Tool warned her. She refused to meet his dark gaze. He could hardly
blame her. She was right to be scared. He was a monster after all, far worse than anything
Hieronymus had hoped he would be. The Seven Kingdom magus had fled Arman following the
bloodshed he had unleashed at Ten Kings. Those who knew him well swore he had set sail for
the Island of the Seven Cities. They had died certain their brother, father, lover, ally had found
the mythical Lost Colony, its island a lush paradise asleep at the very edge of the world.
Tool’s search for Hieronymus had brought him to Seven Churches and the seedy comforts of
Fafnir’s Doom Lounge. When he left Seven Churches, Fafnir gave him a map, one of unknown

provenance that depicted an island off the western shores of Hionia, an island legend assured
them contained seven lost cities and the man Tool blamed for Azar’s death.
“I believe I have found the demon I came looking for,” Wither said.
“That makes one of us,” Tool whispered. “So where is he now?”
The Woodwight ignored him. Instead he looked back at the nervous traders and trappers, those
spared during Tool’s murderous assault. “Tell me something, Ash. Who among these men and
women witnessed the death of that demon?”
“We all did; every one of us.”
“Then one among you has been taken by the Nornë.”
Tool turned and glared at Misery’s men and women, ten in
all, each one afraid to meet his gaze. “Maybe I should just
finish what I started.”
“You would murder all of us?” Ash cried.
Tool laughed. The sound echoed with bitterness. “That is
how you dealt with the Crowfoots, isn’t it?”
“They were demons.”
“All of them?”
“They murdered our children, ate our children.”
“One of them,” Tool snapped. “One Stonewight possessed by a demon, yet you condemned them
all to die. And now,”he raised his voice, “when I contemplate administering that same sorry
justice unto your ignorant asses you balk.”
“Wait,” Wither whispered. “The demon preys upon the weak and weary, those isolated from
larger groups.”
Tool scowled. “What’s your point?”
“She said they all witnessed the death of the possessed Crowfoot. They were together, in a large
group. The demon would not, could not, find a foothold in any one of their souls.”
“Where is it then? Where did it go?”
“Solitaire,” Wither replied. “Her husband was amongst those sent to find their missing kin.”

“You told me you killed Solitaire’s husband.”
“I did,” Wither replied. “He was possessed.”
Tool looked east, back toward the river. “She was in mourning, isolated.”
Wither nodded. “The Stonewights mourn their dead alone. It is their way, the burden they carry.”
“Another Crowfoot lives,” Ash screamed. Tool lashed out. His fist found her left cheek. He felt
bone break, blood and breath escape her ruined mouth even as she fell. He drew his sword and
turned to face the settlers. “The next step you take will be your last.”
Behind him, Wither was already running. Tool pulled himself back into the saddle, turned his
horse and dug his heels into the creature’s flank. “Get on,” he shouted.
He reached down, grabbed the Woodwight by the arm and pulled him into the saddle behind
him. The settlers screamed in their wake, anger unchecked by Tool’s sudden departure. He knew
they would follow, driven by righteous indignation, ignorance and fear. He would deal with them
later. He could hear the demon within, its hungry laughter biting at his tortured soul.
Tool spurred his horse forward. It leapt rocks and gullies, fallen branches and ice-laden pools of
water. He pulled back on the reigns when they reached the river’s edge. Solitaire sat beside the
river, small streams of blood running down her arms. “A mourning ritual,” Tool whispered. It
seemed odd that she would maintain that ritual, possessed as she was by the Woodwight demon.
“Wait a minute,” he said.
He felt Wither’s breath against the back of his neck, his teeth break the skin, his tongue taste the
blood that gushed from the open wound. He threw his head back, striking Wither above the left
eye. When the Woodwight fell his teeth tore flesh from Tool’s neck.
“Bastard,” Tool screamed. He drew his sword, slid from his horse and turned on the Woodwight.
“It was you the whole bloody time.”
Wither laughed, his teeth stained scarlet by Tool’s
blood. “You have a long journey ahead of you, Tool, a
long and lonely journey.” He whispered then, soft and
subtle words that chilled the air around them.
Somewhere behind him, Tool heard Solitaire scream.
The bones of the dead, weathered white fetishes
dangling from a dozen different trees along the river,
began dancing to the rhythm of the bone caster’s will.
“Not enough,” Tool said, “not nearly enough.”

He swept his sword through the air, a broad, sweeping arc that should have severed Wither’s
head. The Woodwight fell back, away from the blade, but the move shattered his concentration.
The fetishes fell suddenly silent.
Wither scrambled back, away from Tool. He began whispering again. The soft sound, caught on
the wind, crossed the river and kissed the old bones.
Tool ran forward, sword held high above his head. He felt the first quarrel hit his broad chest
followed quickly by a second, and then a third. It was the fourth that staggered him. He stepped
back, eyes wide with anger. The settlers had arrived.
The darkness felt cold, damp against his skin. When he opened his eyes he saw the world
beyond, a thousand shades of grey battered and buffeted by the strange sorcery at work around
him. The quarrels in his chest throbbed even as his heart beat a chaotic, fading rhythm.
He saw Wither stand, saw the quarrels strike the Woodwight’s back. His knees buckled. He fell
forward, whispering another incantation before he struck the ground. The bones awoke again,
leaping across the Father of Waters like bleached white birds of prey. They struck the
approaching settlers at a ferocious speed, bruising and breaking, bludgeoning and battering the
men and women until blood spilled from their wounds, filled their eyes and shattered their will.
Those who survived turned and fled.
The darkness dissipated. Tool fell beside Wither. He rolled onto his back and looked up at the
sun. Any warmth it held died within the ruthless winter wind. He coughed, tasted blood, and
laughed. “All your work, Hieronymus, ruined by a group of backwoods bigots.”
He closed his eyes, heard soft footsteps in the grass, and felt the healing warmth of the woman’s
touch.

Victory Banquet
By Daniel Holbrow

Thali looked up, and glimpsed the night sky through
the fringe of blue leaves waving high overhead. The
banquet hall was large and oblong, and its walls, like
all those of the Ushom stronghold, were a tangle of
living trunks and limbs, woven and twisted together in
a dizzying confusion of patterns. From beyond these
walls came the sound of musicians playing flutes and
zithers. The intertwined melodies pulled Thali in all
directions, so she didn’t know whether to dance or to
cry.
She and Uor and Gath reclined on soft pokka hides with notables of the Ushom people, sampling
delicacies flavored with strange spices that set Thali’s jaw tingling or burned at her tongue and
throat with a sweet, painful heat. Every few minutes, laughing old men and solemn-faced
children brought more food in wooden bowls and on trays, and laid it among the banqueters.
Even Uor and Gath seemed to be enjoying themselves, though they hardly spoke to the Ushom.
Uor regarded the Ushom women with appraising eyes and muttered approvingly, while Gath
stuffed one tasty morsel after another into his mouth, stopping occasionally to laugh through his
mouthful of half-chewed food.
In the midst of the fine food and strange music, Thali tried to relax, but found she could not.
Again and again the same questions circled in her mind, like carrion-birds over a corpse. Why
was Dindamandu so hostile? Would Idushu help create an alliance? Could Uor ever bring
himself to befriend ifti, or even the allies of ifti? What about the rest of her people, who saw ifti
only as animals or devils?
Dindamandu stretched out beside Thali and looked at the musicians. Her lips formed a curve too
slight to be called a smile.
“Are you enjoying the banquet?” she asked.
“Yes. I hope you will excuse Uor. He is hot-tempered, and–”
“Not now. We should enjoy ourselves. There will be more than enough time to battle or befriend
or betray each other, don’t you think?” Her tone was cloying, with an affected sweetness that set
Thali’s teeth on edge.
A murmur swept through the room, and all eyes turned toward the entry. A small, dark form
hunched there. Thali looked closer, and saw smooth, shining skin, four gleaming eyes, a tuft of
gray hair on the forehead. An ifti. And behind it, stranger still, was a squat, lumbering creature–

pale, with two rows of dark swollen patches embedded in the skin of its belly. Idushu was with
them, and led them into the room.
Thali scrambled to her feet, and Dindamandu rose gracefully a moment later. Idushu led the ifti
and the other creature toward them, the ifti helping the other creature, which seemed to move
only with difficulty.
“Thali,” Idushu said, “this is Ki Aukhe, ruler of the Indayi–the ifti of the lowlands.” He gestured
toward the larger creature, who bowed slightly. Thali returned the courtesy with a nod, keeping
her eyes fixed on the creature. Its two pairs of eyes and tuft of forehead hair showed it to be an
ifti; yet it was like no other ifti Thali had seen or heard of. She was at once repelled and curious.
“We look forward to learning about your people,” Ki Aukhe said in a rough whisper.
“As we look forward to learning about yours,” Thali replied.
Ki Aukhe blinked her upper two, then her lower two eyes. She patted Thali’s arm with a cool,
dry hand, then slowly turned and shuffled toward a group of Ushom warriors, whom Idushu
hurried to introduce.
Thali turned, and found Gath standing at her side. He clicked his tongue.
“A strange allegiance indeed,” he said.
“Is it?” Dindamandu asked. “Why shouldn’t we be allies? Ifti cannot eat the grains and fruit and
meat that we eat, and we cannot eat the pokka or the skeek or the other creatures that they hunt.
There is no need for them to raid us, or for us to raid them.” She flashed a hungry smile. “What
we must worry about are not ifti, but other human beings.”
“Then why fight the hill ifti?” Thali asked.
“They were enemies of the Indayi. The enemy of my ally is my enemy. But now I wonder… why
would you fight the hill ifti? They couldn’t have had anything you wanted.”
“They encroached on our boundaries,” Gath said. “They came armed into our land, so we
attacked them. Then they made war on us.”
Dindamandu shook her head. “It was foolish of you to attack them. They would only have killed
pokka beasts, leaving more graze for your own herds.”
“Maybe,” replied Gath, “and maybe not.”
Thali sighed. “Anyway, the war is over. Besides, as you yourself reminded me not five minutes
ago, Aya Dindamandu, this is a time for enjoyment, not for debate.”
Dindamandu smiled. “Of course.”

They sat on the hide-covered floor once more, and nibbled at the inexhaustible supply of dainties
in uneasy silence. Gath slid back to where Uor sat to resume their murmured conversation. Thali
cast awkward sidelong glances toward Dindamandu, tried desperately to think of some trite
pleasantries to exchange, but thought of nothing. Dindamandu seemed oblivious.
Idushu rose and waved his hands for silence. The musicians complied, their melodies trailing
reluctantly to nothing, and all conversation ceased.
“In honor of our victory over the ifti of the hills, Ki Aukhe has asked us to prepare for her a
special meal. It’s an unusual recipe, and has presented a challenge to our cooks, but I trust we
have prepared it to her satisfaction.”
He turned toward the entry, where two middle-aged men were carrying a huge tray between
them. On it was a roasted animal Thali couldn’t identify. It was too small to be a pokka, and too
large to be a skeek. Thali wasn’t sure what else ifti could eat. She looked more closely, saw four
shriveled eye sockets and a charred tuft of hair.
It was an ifti.
Uor had seen it too. “Cannibals,” he hissed–too quietly, Thali hoped, for Ki Aukhe to hear. She
glanced around the room. If the Indayi guests had heard Uor, they gave no indication.
Dindamandu, however, smiled in a way that made Thali’s skin crawl.
“Does the mighty ifti-slayer cringe at the sight of a dead
Indayi?” she asked.
“Never,” Uor said, “but I am sick at the sight of a
creature that devours its own kind.”
Thali silently mouthed a curse on Uor. How many times
must she compensate for his lack of control?
“And yet,” Thali said, “it is apt. What more fitting
victory symbol than to feed on a dead foe?”
Dindamandu turned toward Thali. “This is no hill ifti.
Ki Aukhe feeds on her own war-chief.”
Uor barked a bitter laugh. “Watch yourself, Idushu, or
next your ifti-loving Aya will be devouring you.”
“You misunderstand, Uor.” Idushu sighed. “Among the
Indayi–”
“Among the Indayi.” Uor spat on the floor, and then sprang to his feet. “I will spend no more
time among the Indayi.”

With that, he strode from the banquet hall. Gath trailed a few steps behind, pausing at the door
with a shrug and a rueful smile before he disappeared after Uor.
Thali’s head was swimming. She rose, and then stood with her trembling hands open in front of
her.
“Since I–”
Her voice squeaked and broke. She swallowed and began again, more firmly this time. “Since I
arrived here, it seems I have done little but apologize for Uor’s offensive behavior. I do so again.
Please accept my apology, and my affirmation: The Huto want peace, and I will do all I can to
secure it.”
Dindamandu scoffed. “Uor’s repeated insults make it plain that–”
A gesture from Ki Aukhe silenced her. Dindamandu bowed her head in deference to the ifti
matriarch, and then waited. A thick, oppressive stillness filled the hall. Ki Aukhe blinked,
inhaled a long, hissing breath, and spoke.
“I do not doubt your peaceful intent, young Huto.” Her voice was slow and deliberate. “But it
seems that not all your people share it. Can you persuade a Huto warrior that we are not
monsters? If not, how can we live in peace, let alone be allies? Speak with Uor. The matter rests
on him.”
Idushu took Thali by the arm and led her from the hall.
“Go now,” he whispered. “I’ll see you after the feast. We’ve got a lot to discuss.”
***
Thali did not speak with Uor. She wanted to; she went to see him, determined to persuade him, if
not to make peace, then at least to control his temper. But when she paused outside his room to
collect her thoughts only to overhear Uor and Gath muttering curses against the “demon ifti,” she
was overcome with rage and returned to her own chamber.
Though it felt like an age to Thali, not more than an hour passed before Idushu crept from the
dim passage outside into the flickering firelight of her room. He bobbed his head and muttered
an apology for the intrusion as he sat on the floor, then he leaned back against the rough bark of
the wall and sighed.
“It’s a difficult situation,” he said. “Ki Aukhe is uncertain, and Dindamandu wants to keep the
Indayi all to herself.”
“And Uor is impossible,” Thali said. “He only thinks of fighting. I don’t think he’ll ever agree to
peace. Worse, we don’t even understand your customs, let alone those of the Indayi.”

Idushu nodded.
“We don’t understand you well, either,” he said. “I intended no insult when I mentioned our god
Khishka, for instance. But once I’d said it–well, I don’t know if any explanation would have
satisfied Uor.”
For a moment, Thali watched the orange light play across Idushu’s long nose and forehead. She
had not noticed how lined and careworn his face was.
“Why do you worship an ifti god?” she asked.
“We exchange gods to seal an alliance. Don’t you?”
Thali shook her head. Idushu shrugged.
“The Indayi agreed to it,” he continued. “Now they worship Ki Aya Ushom, mother-goddess of
my people, alongside their own gods, and we follow the ifti god Khishka as one of our ancestors.
If we have the same ancestors, we are the same people.”
“But Khishka isn’t really your ancestor.”
Idushu laughed.
“What’s the difference?” he said. “For all I know, Ki Aya Ushom isn’t our ancestor either. The
precise gods aren’t important; what matters is that they make us act like one people, like family.”
“I understand,” said Thali, “though some of my people put Ki Aya Huto before all other gods,
and make enemies of all others. But I don’t understand how the ifti can kill and eat one another,
if they are thinking, feeling creatures. If they’ll kill and eat their own people, how might they
treat their allies? How can you trust them?”
Idushu smiled. “That was hard for us to understand too, at first. There’s still a lot about the
Indayi that we don’t know, and some things that they don’t like to discuss. Still, I’ve seen
enough to make a guess. Ifti war-chiefs aren’t chosen from among the warriors, like ours.
They’re born different.”
Thali nodded. “We’ve noticed. They’re bigger, stronger, and faster. And their hair is black, not
gray.”
“You might also have noticed that they give off a sharp odor. Most ifti are normally passive and
good-natured, but around their war-chiefs, they become aggressive. I can’t be sure, but I think
that the scent of the war-chiefs turns them into fighters–makes them angry and reckless, like
strong drink does for some of our warriors. If I’m right, then they have to kill the war-chiefs in
peacetime, or they’d fight amongst themselves.”
Thali sat thoughtfully for a moment, and then shook her head.

“But why do they eat them?” she asked. “I still don’t understand.”
Idushu shrugged. “Maybe it helps them reproduce, like when a pokka-mother eats her mate.
Maybe it’s a way of keeping the spirits of their dead within the clan, as when we bury our dead
among the roots of our strongholds. Who knows? All I know is that it’s important to them, and
that means it’s important to us, too.”
“Just like that?”
“Just like that. Sometimes, for the sake of friendship, we just have to accept their customs,
whether we understand them or not. Besides, how many of even our own people do we really
understand?”
For a long moment, Thali watched the dying flames flicker over hot coals in the fire-pit. She
turned back toward Idushu and smiled.
“I see,” she said, “and I hope Uor will see, too. Maybe we’ll never understand each other, but I
want to learn what I can.”
Idushu flashed a sad smile, and then nodded. He took Thali’s hand and squeezed it, then slowly
got to his feet.
“So do I,” he said. Without another word, he turned and walked from the room, leaving Thali
alone before the fading fire.
***
A crushing weight on Thali’s back jarred her awake. She tried to gasp, but a strong, thick hand
was pressed over her mouth. She struggled, but could do little more than writhe: her arms were
pinned tight at her sides. It was hopeless; she was trapped. Her body went limp.
“Good,” Uor hissed in her ear. “I don’t want to kill you. I am no filthy ifti. Besides, when I’m
war-chief, I want someone like you as matriarch–someone weak and soft, someone who’ll do
what I tell her.”
Thali gave a sudden heave, tried to push Uor away, but he was too heavy. He pressed her face to
the floor.
“I don’t want to kill you,” his voice rasped, “but if I have to, I will. Our people would never
know the truth. They’d think the Ushom killed you, and all talk of peace would end. If that’s
what you want, then by all means, struggle. If not–” he ground her face hard into the dirt “–then
do what I say, quick and quiet.”
Uor pulled Thali to her feet, his hand never faltering in its firm grip on her mouth. His other arm
snaked around her neck, almost cutting off her air. She breathed through her nose in ragged,
wheezing gasps as he half-led, half-dragged her from the darkened chamber.

He led her through a maze of winding passages. They were moving fast, but Uor’s hold never
slipped; she could neither escape nor cry out. On they went, through darker corridors now, across
unswept floors and through rooms that smelt damp and stale from disuse.
They reached a dead end at a small chamber with a single narrow window in the back wall. Uor
collapsed against a wall, dragging Thali to the floor, his hand still clapped tight over her mouth.
“Now then,” he said, “are you going to behave?”
She nodded as well as she could. Uor removed his hand, but kept his other arm tight about her
throat. Thali coughed, then sucked breath after breath of cool air.
“What are you doing?” she choked.
“Patience,” Uor said. “Save your strength. Gath’ll be with us soon, and then we’ll get out of here,
with the Ushom warriors on our heels behind us.”
“Ushom warriors? Where is Gath?” Thali’s voice
quavered, and a weak, sick feeling crept into her
stomach. She squeezed her eyes shut in a vain effort to
hold back tears, and took a slow, shaky breath.
Uor chuckled. “Repaying certain insults against me,” he
said, “as honor demands. And he’s making sure that
we’ll never ally with demon ifti or their filthy friends.”
Thali’s mind churned as she tried to seize on some way
out, something she could say or do to change the course
of things, but nothing came. Frustration welled up in
her.
“You’re using Gath to do your dirty work. Where’s the
honor in that? The least you could do was take your own
revenge. Are you a coward?”
Uor’s arm squeezed tighter around her throat, until her
temples throbbed with each beat of her pulse and her
face felt thick and swollen.
“I considered it,” he whispered, “but we had to take you
with us or kill you, and he could never have held you on his own. But maybe you are right.
Maybe I should have killed you outright.” He tightened his grip still more, until Thali’s air was
cut off completely. “Maybe I should kill you now.”
A clatter sounded in the passage outside the room, and Uor jumped to his feet. As three battlescarred Ushom warriors sprang into view, Uor scrambled toward the far wall and its narrow

window, only to be seized by strong hands, thrown to the floor, and pinned there. He cursed, and
one of the warriors shouted for help.
In seconds, the room swarmed with fierce Ushom fighters. Two dragged Uor roughly to his feet
and held a jagged blade of volcanic glass at his neck. Thali was also hauled upright by a burly
guardswoman, and felt the cold tickle of a blade against the skin of her own bruised throat.
Idushu stepped through the doorway. His right hand was pressed against his left arm, just below
the shoulder. A thin stream of blood leaked between his fingers and ran down the wounded arm.
He looked long at his prisoners, first at Uor, then Thali. His eyes gleamed wetly, and his jaw
shook.
“Where’s Gath?” cried Uor.
Idushu turned back toward Uor. For a moment he wore a blank stare, as though he didn’t
understand the question. Then his face tightened.
“Dead,” he said through clenched teeth, “and so is Dindamandu.”
***
The cell was a hole in the hard earth, hollowed out amid the
roots of a huge tree. On one side roots formed a cage-like
barrier that was utterly impenetrable–at least, to unarmed
prisoners like Thali and Uor–and was broken only by a solidlooking grate of hard wood. The other walls of the cell were of
more entwined roots, mingled with stones and hard-packed
earth.
Thali stood quietly near the door-grate while Uor sulked in a
shadowy corner.
“We’re going to die,” he grumbled. “They’ll kill us both. Damn
them! My only comfort is that you have lost: after this, there
will be no chance of peace–no chance of an unclean alliance
between us and the filthy ifti.”
“Nothing is decided yet,” came a voice from outside the door-grate.
Thali raised her head, and saw Idushu watching her and Uor with his arms folded. His wound
had been covered with a piece of bark, tied in place with strips of hide.
“Ki Aukhe will decide your fate,” Idushu continued. A sharp laugh burst from Uor. Idushu
beckoned to Thali, and she moved closer until her hands and forearms pressed against the cage
of roots that stood between them.

“I don’t understand,” she whispered.
“This must be resolved here,” he said. “Ki Aukhe is uncertain, and the war has killed many of
her people, and left many others weak or injured. Ours too. We can’t afford another war. If there
is any doubt about your people’s intentions, we have to attack, now–and we have to be
merciless.”
Thali choked. “You’re talking about my village–my family. You’d kill us all?”
“I would, if that were the only way to ensure the safety of my village and my family.” He
paused, and his green eyes looked directly into hers. “But, as I said, nothing is decided yet.”
She shook her head. “I still don’t understand.”
Idushu shifted so that Thali’s body hid him almost completely from Uor’s view. He pushed a
small stone knife between the bars into her hand, and her fingers closed around it. Then he
leaned toward her until his lips were inches from her ear.
“You don’t have to understand,” he said. “You have to choose.”
Thali watched as Idushu withdrew up the ramp that led back up into the Ushom fortress, then
looked over her shoulder at Uor. He sat with his side against the wall and his head in his hands.
Thali looked down at the shining edge of the knife Idushu had given her. She silently prayed to
her foremothers to give her strength, steeled herself, and then turned to face Uor.
***
In the morning, Ki Aukhe, leaning on Idushu’s
shoulder, descended the ramp and peered through the
web of roots and into the dark cell. At first, she could
see nothing. From the shadows beyond the cage of
roots came a sound, something between a sob and a
cough. Ki Aukhe’s eyes adjusted to the dim light, until
she could see the prisoners. Thali was kneeling over
Uor’s bleeding body with a knife in one hand and a
small piece of flesh in the other. Ki Aukhe watched
silently as Thali lifted her hand to her mouth,
shuddered, and began to chew. Thali raised her face toward the ifti matriarch, her jaw slowly
working, tears and dirt streaking her face, her lips and chin stained with red.
Ki Aukhe nodded slowly.
“Call off the attack,” she said.

Ushabti
By Jonathan Moeller

Today, Annika realized, she would kill her
master. She would make him pay for all the
pain he had inflicted upon her, all that he had
taken from her.
Or she would die herself. If she was lucky.
He could do far worse than kill her.
She took a few breaths to calm herself. She
dared not show any sign of her intentions. Her
master had not survived for four thousand
years by ignoring hints of danger. After a few
moments her face smoothed into a serene
mask, hands motionless behind her back.
Then the elevator doors slid open, and the
ushabti saw her.
Four of them stood in the lobby, silent and unmoving. Each one looked like a handsome, goldenskinned man clad in a kilt of white linen, limbs and chests corded with muscle. Save for the eyes,
they were identical.
Their faces were calm, and they did not move. Or blink. Or breathe.
“In the names of Ptah and Re, I am summoned,” said Annika in the ancient tongue. “You will
take me to the high priest at once.”
As one the ushabti turned and began walking, their bare feet silent against thick carpet. Annika
followed them, air-conditioning cold on her face. Her gaze strayed to the nearest ushabti, the
only one with blue eyes.
Familiar eyes. Her hand twitched towards a golden-skinned arm…
No. No sign of weakness. She forced herself calm, and the ushabti escorted her into the high
priest’s chamber.

In most ways, the room could have belonged to any Manhattan plutocrat. The high windows had
a gorgeous view of the city and the river, both gleaming in the dawn light. The hardwood floors
shone mirror-bright, and the furniture cost more than Annika could make in a dozen lifetimes.
Of course, not every Manhattan plutocrat had such an extensive collection of ancient Egyptian
antiquities. The row of small clay ushabti figurines on the window sill, for instance, or the vast
piles of papyrus scrolls spread around the tables.
Or the wooden mummy case lying atop an altar.
“My child,” said her master in a language two thousand years dead. “Come closer.”
Ptahmin slumped in one of the black chairs, wrapped in
a heavy robe. With his thin lips and hooked nose, he
looked Arabic, or perhaps Greek, but he was neither.
And Annika had yet to see another man with such cold,
cruel eyes.
A normal lifespan was not long enough to acquire such
cruelty.
Ptahmin held a newly made clay ushabti figurine,
turning it over and over.
“A new servant, master?” said Annika.
“Yes,” said Ptahmin. He rose, setting the figurine upon the table. “I fear that the people of your
nation are insolent and lazy. Yet they still make worthy servants. Properly trained, of course.”
“Yes,” agreed Annika, gazing at the figurine. Long practice kept the nausea from her face.
Modern archaeologists thought that the ushabti figurines only represented servants. They never
thought, for instance, that the figurines might serve as a prison for a man’s soul, that the magical
spells written upon them might transform his body into a mindless slave.
“It is well that you agree,” said Ptahmin. He
walked to the windows, gazing at the vast maze
of Manhattan. “Your nation of America is rotten,
my child, filled with people who worship only
pleasure, who lack a strong hand to unify and
guide them. Never have I seen so strong a nation
in such need of a strong master.” He crossed the
room and laid a hand upon the ancient wood of
the mummy case. “Your people are yearning for
conquest. Once they are brought to the worship
of the divine Pharaoh, once the great name of
Khufu is poised upon every tongue and written

upon every heart, then they shall know true greatness.”
“Of course,” said Annika. “The great name of Khufu.” According to the historians, Khufu’s
mummy had been stolen from his Great Pyramid long ago, his infamous mortuary cult
exterminated during the Persian conquest. They would never have believed that the cult’s high
priest had endured for four thousand years, moving his master’s mummy from place to place,
sustaining his life from the spells laid upon the old tyrant’s corpse.
Yet another thing the Egyptologists had gotten wrong.
“Think of the monuments we shall build, once the people have been brought to proper heel,” said
Ptahmin, turning again to the window. “A pyramid a mile high, sheathed in gold, a suitable
house for the divine Pharaoh after so many years in exile.”
“Of course, master,” said Annika. “A glorious future.”
“One you shall see,” said Ptahmin. He looked at her, his eyes like onyx disks, cold and hard.
“Once we resolve one final question.”
“Master?” said Annika, taking a step back. “Have I displeased you?”
“Not in the least,” said Ptahmin. “You have served me well. For seven years you have done
everything I asked of you, and more. You have grown wise in the arcane secrets of the priests.
You are as able of a student as I have ever seen, even in the days when Khufu’s heirs yet sat
upon the throne of the Nile.”
“I thank you for the honor,” said Annika.
“And yet,” said Ptahmin, “you sought me out.”
“I do not understand, master,” said Annika, taking another step back.
“In ancient times, students gathered before the temple, and I selected the most worthy,” said
Ptahmin. He stepped around the mummy case. “Even in these days of exile, I have observed
likely candidates from afar, and chosen those who pleased me. Yet you sought me out. You
presented yourself to me, pledged yourself to the service of the divine Pharaoh.” He stopped,
outlined in the window. “Why?”
Annika blinked. “Have I not proven my loyalty to you?”
“You do not answer the question,” said Ptahmin. “Ah…I see. You desire my death. What is the
reason, hmm? Do you wish to usurp my power for yourself? Do you desire to remain forever
young and beautiful? Or perhaps you are a servant of these tiresome new gods, the gods of Paul
or Muhammad, and you are zealous to destroy an idol? Child. I was already old when these new
gods were young.”

“No,” said Annika. “None of those reasons.”
“Then why?” Ptahmin flexed his hands, and Annika felt the cold chill as his power gathered. The
morning light pouring through the windows seemed to dim and shrivel.
The confrontation had come at last.
She lifted her chin and glared at him. “No reasons a creature like you could never understand.”
“Ah,” said Ptahmin. “Farewell, child.”
He thrust out his hands and began to chant, ancient words swirling around the room.
“Gods of the dead, lords of the underworld, hear my cry! Let her eyes be shut, that darkness may
swallow her! Let her ears be stopped, than silence may consume her! In the name of Osiris, let
her mouth be closed, that her ka may never fly free, and be imprisoned forever!”
Something like a flowing shadow leapt from Ptahmin’s
hands and raced towards Annika. In ancient times, the
priests had used the Opening of the Mouth to awaken
mummies to the afterlife. This was its opposite, the
Closing, design to forever sever the soul from the body.
But Annika too had read the ancient scrolls, and like
Ptahmin, the dark power of Khufu’s spirit was at her
command.
“Gods of the dead, lords of the underworld, hear my
plea,” she chanted as a crackling tingle went through the
air. The flowing shadow shivered and vanished.
Ptahmin blinked and took a step back, surprise
flickering across his impassive face.
Annika stared at the man who had caused her so much
pain. She had no weapons. A knife or a gun would have
only amused Ptahmin. He was a creature of ancient sorcery– sorcery drawn from the corroded
spirit of the old tyrant lying in the mummy case. Ptahmin was invulnerable, but the box was not.
Annika gathered her thoughts and focused upon Khufu’s coffin, chanting louder.
Ptahmin was faster as he shouted his chant, “Rise up, oh winds of flame, and devour my foe!”
A harsh red light shone around Ptahmin’s fingers as he spoke intricate phrases in the ancient
tongue. The light grew brighter and hotter.
Annika wrenched her thoughts away from her chant and began another one to drown the flames.

Terrible heat washed over her, like a blast from a smelting furnace, and for an awful moment
Annika thought her clothes had burst into flame.
Blue light shone from her hands, cool and soothing, and the crushing heat faded away. Annika
took a deep breath, sweat pouring down her face. She shook aside the pain, focusing again upon
the coffin…
“Amazing,” murmured Ptahmin, shaking his head. “What gives you the strength to oppose me,
my child?” He pointed at her and began chanting anew, calling on his gods to rip down the walls
of my Annika’s mind.
Annika shrieked. It felt as if iron hooks plunged into her head. She staggered, but kept the
necessary focus and she continued to chant to the coffin.
For an instant the pain doubled, and Annika felt she had failed. As her agony vanished, she
gasped and grabbed at the wall for support. Ptahmin rocked back on his heels, but he looked
more amused than strained.
“Your defiance does you credit,” said Ptahmin. “But, tell me. Why do you oppose me so?”
Annika glared at him and drew her thoughts together for another spell.
Ptahmin chuckled. “So be it.” Again he pointed at her. “Mighty Re, lord of the sun, I call to you!
Turn the fire of your gaze against my enemies!”
Behind Ptahmin the sun seemed to glow brighter, and
brighter, until the massive windows had transformed into
walls of light. Annika squinted, even as she again felt
dreadful heat press against her skin. The windows, she
realized. They acted as a lens, focusing the sunlight into a
single ray that would burn her alive.
She smelled something burning. Probably her jacket. She
raised her voice “Lord of darkness, send your shadow
forth, and cloak me in concealing darkness!”
The room grew colder. Annika opened her eyesas the
light dimmed. Shadows in the room deepened, and the
terrible light and heat vanished. She straightened up,
shivering and aching, and faced Ptahmin.
“Well done,” murmured Ptahmin. “Some of those spells killed men who had practiced the arts
for centuries. Truly, you were a worthy student.” He shook his head in reproof. “And yet you
have turned against me!”
Annika said nothing.

“Sooner or later I will batter down your defenses,” said Ptahmin. “But great days are coming,
and I will not waste my strength crushing a rebellious child.” He looked at the ushabti. “Kill
her.”
The ushabti stirred, expressions still serene, and started towards Annika. They moved slowly, yet
each of them had superhuman strength, and any one of them could crush her skull with little
effort. And there were too many of them for her to run to the door.
The time had come at last.
Annika circled towards the corner, putting the blue-eyed ushabti between her and the others. The
blue-eyed one reached her first, expression calm as its hand closed about her throat like an iron
collar.
“Now,” said Ptahmin. “Crush her throat.”
The ushabti’s grip began to tighten … and then stopped.
A tremor went through the serene face, a flicker of pain and doubt. Anguish filled the blue eyes.
The arm twitched, jerking back and forth. Conflict raged through the ushabti’s trembling
face…and yet the grip did not close.
Annika felt a surge of elation.
“What is this?” said Ptahmin. “You disobey me, slave? Kill her. Kill her now!” He stepped
closer, his rage focused upon the ushabti. “I am your master and I command you. Kill her!”
The ushabti’s trembling worsened.
But Ptahmin’s attention was no longer focused upon Annika.
She twisted her head around, focused upon Khufu’s coffin.
“Gods of the dead! Let his eyes be shut, that darkness may swallow him! Let his ears be stopped,
than silence may consume him! In the name of Osiris, let his mouth be closed, that his ka may
never fly free, and be imprisoned forever!”
Ptahmin flinched, looking at her astonishment. Then he laughed. “Stupid girl, did you think such
a spell could harm me …”
Khufu’s coffin cracked, the lid splintering open. The mummy within sat up, an ancient skeleton
draped in rags of skin and linen, eyes ablaze with uncanny fire. It reached for Ptahmin, clawed
hands curled in rage. Then the mummy fell apart, bones and dust raining upon the floor. Annika
heard a distant scream of rage and terror echoing in her mind…and then the power drained from
her.

That had been her final spell.
And also Ptahmin’s.
Her former master fell to his knees with a shriek of anguish, hands
flying to his temples. Blood poured from his nostrils and ears.
“How could you?” he wailed. “My power … my power and yours
…”
The ushabti went limp, sagging in place. Annika gently pried the
fingers from her throat and stepped around them. Her eyes fell upon
the row of clay ushabti figurines standing upon the windowsill, and
she reached them, stepping over Khufu’s crumbling bones.
“Wait.”
Ptahmin glared up at her. He looked hundreds of years old, his face shrunken, his skin mottled
and spotted with age. The power of his spells had kept age at bay, but now his power was gone.
“Why?” rasped Ptahmin. “You could have lived forever, you could have been the satrap of
America, you could have had…anything…why…why…”
“Anything,” Annika said. “Except what I really wanted.”
Ptahmin shrieked his rage and reached for her. But it was too late. Even as he moved, his body
crumbled, as Khufu’s had crumbled, his dust and bones joining those of the dead Pharaoh.
Annika stepped past the bones and looked upon the figurines.
She swept them from windowsill and smashed them beneath her boot.
A flash of green light filled the room. When it faded the ushabti were gone.
In their placed stood confused men.

A young man in the kilt and headdress of an Egyptian scribe. A Persian official in flowing robes.
A Roman soldier in armor and centurion’s helmet, cloak the color of blood. A man with blue
eyes in the uniform of an NYPD officer.
Or, at least, the style of uniform that had been in use seven years ago.
The officer looked around in confusion, blinking. His eyes settled on her, and she felt her heart
leap. “Annika? But…what happened? How did we get here?” His eyes widened, his hand
twitching towards his gun. “You’re crying…what’s happened?”

“I’ll explain everything.” She crossed the room, took her husband’s hands, and kissed him hard
on the lips.
Ptahmin would have never understood.
end

The Petals of the Rose
by Lawrence Buentello

Abriella turned away from the mirror in which she’d been studying her eyes. The small
apartment reeked; cooking eggette was the only way to give it any kind of taste, but, afterward, it
always left an unpleasant odor in the air. There was a time when people ate actual eggs for
breakfast, but now those were an extravagance, though she was certain they smelled wonderful
while cooking—her mother told her so, and of so many other things from her childhood.
She glanced at herself in the mirror again, seeing no difference in her eyes, but knowing there
must be some difference.
Her small apartment looked the same; torn curtains shielded the floor from dingy sunlight; the
kitchen littered with antiquated appliances, some of which ceased functioning years ago; the
floorboards were uneven, and moaned pitifully whenever anyone tread their length; the old, worn
sofa stood like a stiff patchwork quilt sewn new over and over again.
She would like to see these things differently; she had so little time on the lease, only enough for
her visit with her mother. So she shook her head and smiled sadly.
“No, I’ll wait,” she thought. “It cost so much, and I don’t think I’ll ever be able to save enough
money again.”
Abriella walked out the door.
She couldn’t afford the bus fare, so she walked to the hospital. It was a long way, though, and
cold, and the sky was filled with depressing gray clouds pressing on the horizon darkly.
Tenement buildings guarded the street solemnly and cold weather encouraged people to remain
indoors, so few loitered on the sidewalk where she passed. Some did, of course, those who lived
on the streets. These people gazed at her occasionally from the stoops on which they sat, or out
from the shadows of the alleys in which they slept at night. They were typically bundled in
multiple layers of clothing, discarded shirts and coats, and so appeared to be their own species,
ragged, multicolored creatures wandering the refuse-strewn streets.
The controller in her pocket weighed on her mind and she wondered how these ragged people
might appear through different eyes. She could turn on the device for only a moment, just to
see—but then she thought she might be so taken by what she observed she might waste precious
minutes observing them at length. No, it was better to wait.
She soon tired and walked to the small municipal park that lay surrounded by towering buildings
with broken glass eyes. These eyes stared down on a pale, brown patch of earth with thin, sere
trees and rusting metal benches. The benches were occupied by people sleeping in blankets, but
today she found one unoccupied. She sat on the cold metal and watched the few pigeons that
pinioned overhead. Occasionally, the sun glowed through the clouds, but mostly remained

hidden. She gazed at the sere trees and the broken buildings and wondered how they might
appear once resurrected through the lenses. By her feet, near some papers, a few weeds decorated
the dirt with suffering green hues. How might her new eyes rescue them from their commonplace
reality?
Turning her head from one side of the park to the other to make certain no one was watching, she
reached into her pocket and held the small controller on her lap; a simple white box, it contained
two buttons—the first to activate the mechanism in her eyes, and the second to disengage it. She
only had an hour’s worth of service—it had been all she could afford. But would one minute
from the sixty be too great a sacrifice of time?
Besides, she reasoned to herself, she’d yet to test the device to see that it actually functioned
properly. It would be terrible if it failed to activate at the hospital.
Her thumb lay over the smooth, white button for just a moment longer before she pressed it—
It was as if she blinked her eyes and the old world vanished, replaced by a new world, a bright,
colorful, beautiful one. The first change she noticed was in the buildings before her; the ugly,
broken tenements transformed into wonderful alabaster palaces adorned with glimmering,
faceted window boxes. The streets and sidewalks were clean and perfect, unbroken expanses of
concrete and asphalt that appeared newly constructed. When she turned her head she saw that the
sere trees had been replaced by tall, willowy ones with brilliant white and blue blossoms, their
branches thick with lustrous green leaves in which prettily hued birds perched like living jewels.
And the people that passed on the immaculate sidewalks were all healthy, smiling, and dressed in
elegant clothes.
She realized her mouth had opened in wonder; she closed it and
swallowed against her surprise. She leaned over the bench and
stared at the weeds. They had disappeared; lovely roses now
grew at her feet. Their deep red petals seemed so real, so soft
and supple that she had to resist the urge to reach down to
touch them; she knew she wouldn’t be touching rose petals, but
the withered weeds broken through the pale dirt.
It was wonderful, though, as wonderful as the shop clerk
convinced her it would be, and a rare smile came to her lips.
She shook her head. She was using her time foolishly, and she
forced her thumb over the second button on the controller.
When she pressed the button the beautiful world vanished. The broken buildings, cracked
sidewalks, sere trees and sad, ugly people returned. Her smile faded, and when she bent to search
for the color of the roses she saw only ordinary weeds at her feet. Her smile vanished.
Abriella rose from the rusty metal bench and resumed her journey to the hospital.

City Charity occupied an entire block. She tried not to
stare at its rising face of spider-webbed glass; too many
times she’d seen faces in its windows, sad, sickly faces
peering down from crowded rooms. She passed a
couple of patients sitting on the concrete steps,
catatonically gazing on her shadow as it moved past
them. Several workers in dirty scrubs watched as she
entered. A toneless music reached her ears: voices
whispering, moans issuing from half-closed doorways,
laughter and complaints of nurses, doctors and hospital
workers. Pungent smells, awful, medicinal odors, and
antiseptics, mingled with festering wounds and unclean
flesh.
Abriella ignored her surroundings as she addressed the
woman at the front desk.
“I’ve come to be with my mother,” she said, though
haltingly. “Her name is Jean DeCourta.”
The woman, dressed in a yellowing white uniform that may have been as old as Abriella, sifted
through her records and then stared up at her. The woman’s hair was a patchy nest of black and
silver threads, her hands knotted with arthritic welts.
“Yes,” the woman said calmly, “today is her last day with us. And you’ve come to be with her
during her discharge?”
“Yes,” Abriella said, angered by the irony of the term. But what could she do? There was
nothing to be done.
“She’s already signed the final documents. The doctor will be sending the discharge team up to
her room soon. I assume you wish to speak to her before they arrive?”
“For a few minutes, if it’s possible.”
The woman, neither smiling nor frowning, nodded slightly.
Abriella closed her eyes and held her breath while rising in the elevator, her finger hovering over
the first button of the controller in her pocket. When she stepped from the car she was greeted by
the moans of a dozen patients, people in terrible agony from their conditions. At least they had
some place to be, she thought, while they endured their own personal suffering.
She turned down the corridor and passed through shadows populated by men and women in
wheelchairs, or lying on makeshift beds along the walls, or wandering aimlessly from one side of
the building to the other in search of some distraction. She resisted the urge to cover her mouth
with the collar of her coat. I must hurry, she thought, I must have enough time.

She stopped in the corridor before she entered her mother’s room. The door was half-closed, and
disheartening sounds emanated from within.
She felt as if she would cry, but she didn’t.
Instead, she pulled the controller from her pocket and pressed the first button.
The familiar room was gone; in its place was a brilliant white room, pristinely white, bathed in
the light from gently glowing fixtures above the beds. Though the number of beds remained the
same, they were shining chrome works of art, dressed in clean linen. The walls were a pleasant
cream color, and delicate pictures hung over their open spaces, pastoral fields, or flowers in
gleaming vases. As she stepped further into the room the faces of the women in the beds
regarded her with warm smiles. Their hair was elegantly styled and their eyes shone brightly;
they all seemed perfectly healthy, and happy.
She inhaled deeply when she turned toward her mother’s bed.
Her mother sat with a beautiful smile, her arms extended in greeting. Abriella embraced her
mother gently, and kissed her cheek. A chair felt wobbly under her weight, but appeared
perfectly solid. She would have to be careful about such things.
“I’m so glad you came,” her mother said, and though her voice was tired and strained, her smile
never faltered. She seemed so beautiful, so healthy, that it was almost impossible to
contemplate—
“I couldn’t let you leave alone,” Abriella said, patting her mother’s hand. A long, plastic line
extended from her right arm into a plastic bag of fluid hung on a tall chrome stand. This line, and
the needle that connected it to her mother’s vein, was the only indication of any reason for her to
be lying in a hospital bed.
“I don’t feel well,” her mother said. “I know it would only be a matter of time, anyway.”
“You look absolutely beautiful,” Abriella said. “As beautiful as I’ve always remembered.”
“You’re kind to say that, Abriella. You always were such a sweet, kind girl.”
“I love you, mother. You know I’ll always be there for you.”
They spoke for a long time, as the minutes on the lenses ticked away and footsteps in the hall
grew louder. Her mother’s fading voice belied the healthy color of her skin, the light of her eyes;
they reminisced about the old days, of better days before Abriella’s father died, of cherished
foods, places visited, of lovely works of art admired and remembered. Her mother spoke of
Abriella as a child, and of all the songs she used to sing. She always had such a beautiful singing
voice—why didn’t she sing anymore?

Abriella, heartened by her mother’s smile, sang a little song to her in the crowded room, though
the sound of it was joined by inexplicable moans echoing from the other beautiful, smiling
woman.
Footsteps paused outside the door and the discharge team walked into the room. Two tall men in
clean white scrubsbore beatific expressions of compassion and held their accoutrements as if
carrying the relics of an ancient religion. When they finally stood next to her mother’s bed they
nodded to Abriella and began adjusting the bag of fluid.
One of the men said, with a wonderfully sympathetic
expression, “It’s time. Do you wish to stay?”
His voice seemed rough and discordant, but his face bore the
silent grace of an angel.
“Of course I wish to stay,” Abriella said, comforted by the
men’s obvious empathy for her feelings.
“As you wish,” he said. “It won’t be long.”
The man regarded her mother fondly. “Are you ready, now?”
Abriella’s mother held her hand tightly.
“Yes,” she said, “if there is no other way.”
“You know there’s no other way,” he said.
Abriella squeezed her mother’s hand in return.
“Don’t let go of my hand, Abriella,” her mother said with a tearful voice; yet her eyes were free
of tears, her smile radiant.
Abriella watched, hoping enough time remained on her lenses to see this through. The men
removed a hypodermic needle from a case one of them carried and injected its amber-colored
contents into the plastic line connected to her mother’s arm. They were such fine, handsome men
that Abriella thought they might very well be angels. Then they collected their equipment and
moved away from the bed.
“I’m sorry,” one of the men said, and then they were gone.
Abriella stared into her mother’s eyes, expecting some distress, but her mother’s eyes were only
filled with love.
“I’m afraid,” her mother said weakly.

“You don’t seem fearful to me,” she said. “You’re so
beautiful, so perfectly beautiful.”
“I’m tired, I’m very tired.”
Her mother closed her eyes, and then stopped breathing.
Abriella released her hand now, and sat watching her
mother; so peaceful, so beautifully peaceful in death. It
was almost an event to celebrate—
How much time had passed? She looked at the clock
and knew she had to leave.
She offered her mother’s still cheek one more kiss before rising from the wobbly chair and
rushing from the room.
She walked down perfectly clean and orderly corridors, past smiling, clean, healthy people in
ornate chairs and bedding, descended in a shining gold elevator surrounded by cheerful patients
and doctors, and finally stood before the front desk again; though now the desk was constructed
of antique woods and marble, and the woman who sat behind the immaculate counter was
dressed in clean white scrubs, her hair glistening black, her hands as fine and slender as a
musician’s. Only her voice remained the same.
“Has your mother been discharged?” she asked.
“Yes,” Abriella said to the beautiful woman, glancing at the clock above her head. “A few
minutes ago.”
“I’m sorry,” the woman said, though her voice seemed disaffected. “Her remains will be
disposed of properly.”
“Thank you,” Abriella said, because she could think of nothing else to say.
She gave the clock one last look, scurried through the pristine entryway of the hospital and
pushed through the flawless, crystalline doors—
And the old world met her again, brought to her by the passing of the hour.
She turned briefly to glance at the hospital again, but then thought better of it and simply kept
walking.

The tears she lost along the long walk home weren’t for her mother; they were for all the
homeless people she passed, and the tenement buildings, and the ugly little park with sere trees
and rusting benches.
She stepped into the apartment and closed the door behind her, Abriella sat at the kitchen table
for a long time remembering the peaceful expression on her mother’s face. Tomorrow she would
return her new eyes to the shop. She knew she would
never be able to save enough money to use them again.
She felt hungry, but when she rose from the table she
found there was nothing to eat. So she sat at the table
again, her head resting on her hand, and remembered
her mother, so beautiful in her hospital bed, the angelic
attendants, the alabaster palaces, the immaculate
streets; and the magnificent petals of the roses in the
park.

The End

Losing Interest
by R. S. Pyne

Peter Ellis was a broken man and, ever since the First Ares New World Bank took his left
kidney, not in the best of health.
That was sixteen years ago, just seven months before they repossessed his wife and unborn child
to clear an unpaid overdraft. Bailiffs came in the middle of the night with a signed warrant to
take her away. The accusing, forgiving look in her eyes still haunted him but he never saw her
again; sold into slavery because of his debt.
A nose bleed; the trickle dripped onto marble tiles that were as cold as the manager’s smile,
shockingly bright on such a dull day. His pulsed raced as a young cleaner in shapeless coveralls
slip between customers, invisible, never once making eye contact. For the customers’ part, they
never notice the young man and it had always been that way. Ellis noticed, though, as his own
blood disappear in a swirl of warm water and detergent.
“All better now, Sir,” the cashier said with bright crystalline disinterest. “What can First Ares do
for you this morning?”
“Just a deposit.” He forced himself to stay calm, to slide the pink acetate slip across the counter
as retinal and facial recognition scans verified his identity. The red eyes of security camera set
into each wall scanned for any sign of malicious intent. Going into any branch with the wrong
type of thoughts triggered lasers set to kill, for the management had a shoot first and don’t bother
with questions later policy.
“Thank you, Sir.” The cashier was efficient, impersonal, only doing her job as she cancelled the
enforcement order that would have sent two large male nurses to his house to collect the other
kidney. One more payment and he would get to keep his remaining organs until the next time he
fell behind. There would be a next time; easier if the bank had taken his heart and put an end to
their particular brand of debt management. Ares was still an outer frontier world and FANWB
owned most of it, rewriting financial law and ethics in its own image.
The girl behind the triple enforced security screens gave another smile, polite only because it was
written in her job description. She talked to him in a tone that suggested he had just crawled out
from under a stone and needed stepping on. Her fingers danced across the air screens, calling up
account details, recent amendments to the file and a direct instruction from the manager.”We
have an opportunity tomorrow – 08:00 to 20.31. One day’s work to clear a little more of what
you owe. No excuses accepted. No alternative dates available.”
“Right,” Ellis said, hoping he sounded enthusiastic. “I will be there.”
The air outside was scrubbed of all impurities; triple filtered but still scented with faint, barely
there top notes as riot gas wafted over from the next sector. Three days had already left two

hundred and fifty dead, and another hundred would face the firing squad because of it. The bank
financed the firing squad — relatives of those executed made to pay for every bullet.
He walked back to his one room rented icebox through
a neighborhood that died years ago, all life sucked out
of it so that First Ares New World Bank could pay its
senior staff bonuses. Sleep did not come until early
morning; a few hours snatched before the alarm
summoned him to a twelve and a half hour shift. His
only time off in the nine day week, but he had no
options, except a final revenge.
He rubbed his arm. Injected emotional suppressants
would cheat the security lasers long enough to get close
to the senior manager’s office. Even as he walked through streets no better by day than by night,
domed shields, badly in need of a cleaning, kept Ares from killing everyone on its surface. In the
early years after settlement, the skies had been blue and full of promise but color filters cost
money. Now the simulated sky was a muddy gray, reflecting his mood as he walked up the
marble steps. Imposing columns on each side of the entrance could have been from a temple to
the ancient God of War; massive polished ironwood door bore the legend ‘We only exist to serve
our customers.’ He paused by the blatant lie and forced all negative thought out of his mind so
they did not betray him.
One of the clerks tapped in some details; the balance dropping to more manageable levels. It
floated over his head for a moment in large bold type, given both form and substance by myriad
nannobots circulated by the air conditioning system.
“We are making some progress, Sir,” she said as the cleaner appeared out of a cupboard with
dark blue coveralls; three sizes too large, as shapeless and badly made as his own.
The clerk looked down her nose, treating Ellis with the same disdain by proxy. The bank treated
everyone like that anyway, as if it was one of their mission statements. He breathed deeply,
counting down from ten to one until he felt calmer and the desk mounted sensor faded from a
threatening blood red to its normal color. His stomach growled, bitter acid bubbling in his throat
until he swallowed hard, battling nausea. Must have been something I ate, stomach flu or tainted
concentrate – he insisted and almost believed his own argument. He was already sick of his new
job, unable to imagine doing it again the next day and the day after that. One shift was bad
enough.
“How do you stand this place?” he whispered, well away from the listening spy-ears. “They treat
you like dirt.”
The other man shrugged. He had never known any other life, never had a family to lose. It was
all taken away before he had been born and he knew better than to answer the question.

They finished mopping the floors just as the first
customer marched in with muddy boots. Ellis
did not move quickly enough but the young
cleaner was used to dealing with people who
just wanted to vent their bad mood. The fat man
with a red face and impressive handle bar
mustache was no exception. He lashed out with
his cane to make the point, used a sense of his
own importance as a weapon. “Get out of my
way”
You don’t speak to customers unless they speak
first. The cashier had been specific. Keep what
you say to a minimum, four word or less, and
never raise your voice; if they want to hit you –
let them. Anything goes except permanent
damage and then they have to pay.
“Apologies, Sir.” The cleaner did not flinch
when the stick cracked down across his
shoulder. One more bruise added to the
collection and this one taken for a stranger who asked too many questions but did not know how
to be invisible. Mr. Mustache pushed back into the queue and forgot about them as he found out
how much money he had made that morning.
Ellis felt sick again, a nervous flutter in his belly as his carefully horded capsules he’d swallowed
earlier dissolved, warning him he did not have much time. Waves of nausea passed as the
morning dragged by, hard, repetitive work that went unnoticed; unvalued as the trash bins they
emptied together. He was tired already, tired of customers who rarely noticed him and the bank
staff treating him like crap scraped off a shoe. As he watched the younger man without even a
name of his own, he sent a silent prayer out to his own lost child.
The chief cashier, a stern faced, power crazy martinet who scared even the manager, called Ellis
into her office in the early afternoon just after he had snatched a break. Ten minutes between
unblocking the staff toilets and scraping vomit and feces from the floor of the final warning
office had not helped.
“How are you enjoying your time with us?” she made a false attempt to sound friendly and
interested.

He managed a rictus grin even as acid bubbled up in his throat and his stomach reset itself on
spin; kept the expression as a lie detector in the pot plant beeped accusingly.
“Fine,” he said.

She did not bother to acknowledge the obvious exaggeration. “I have been instructed to offer you
another day next week – an easy way to clear another hundred off your balance.” Her finger
hovered over the button that would call security for an instant revocation of rights to his
remaining kidney. Having just helped to scrub down the in-house operating theatre after a
complete organ harvest and disposed of the corpse afterwards; Ellis had every reason to avoid a
return visit. He answered the loaded question, forcing himself to sound grateful.
“Of course; I will be there.” The lie detector did not make a sound as he picked up his bucket and
left, the doors closing silently behind him.
Aware of how late he had left it, he went in search of his unwilling mentor and found him down
in the bowels of the building. In the safe deposit room, a cavernous space lined with thick laser
cutter proof steel and lead, the listening devices and spy-eyes had only limited efficiency.
Hundreds of boxes lined each wall; the contents of just one would clear any outstanding debt if
they could be opened without the owner’s retinal scan.
Not that it mattered anymore.
Discomfort started and he clutched his belly, unable to bite back the groan of pain. A thin
crimson rivulet trickled down his chin; internal bleeding was only the start of a carefully planned
revenge.
“Stay here; I will finish off upstairs.”
Somehow, the young cleaner sensed that Peter Ellis had no intention of completing his shift. He
nodded goodbye and watched a dying man walk up the stairs with a strange, almost envious look
in his eyes.
Ellis had been stockpiling personal micro-explosives for months; buying them singly from a
supplier who smuggled them from Earth and did not ask what he wanted them for. Triple layered
gelatin capsules made them easy to swallow with half bottle of true spirits, the best he could
afford. Soon the conspiring action of stomach acid would dissolve one final layer, timed to the
bank’s quietest period. Some innocents would still die. He had wrestled with his conscience and
fought it to a no-holds draw, trying not to think about the people who did not deserve to die.
Ten capsules offered massive explosive potential but only limited range, easy then to take out the
bank and everyone in it leaving the rest of the street untouched.
First Ares New World Bank had taken everything he had ever loved.
It was time for it to repay that debt with interest.
END

Captain of Captains
By David Castlewitz

I met the Captain of Captains fifty years ago.
As I approached his famed underground castle
I trembled with anticipation. He bristled and
drew his sword, his thick neck bulging.
“I am Darrow Fitzhugh,” I announced. “King
Harol’s Man.” I stared at the bearded soldier
before me, the epitome of a mercenary.
He returned his sword to its scabbard. The
woman at his side glared at me with green and
mystic eyes. She was so covered with filth
and matted hair that it took me a moment to
realize she was naked. A leash ran from her
neck to the Captain’s hand.
I spoke again. “You are Van der Kahn?”
Gold-flecked eyes lingered on me. “How old are you? You don’t look old enough to be
educated.”
“I bring a commission from King Harol,” I said, ignoring the insult. At seventeen, I was as
educated as many twice my age.
Van der Kahn whispered to the woman and when he unhooked the leash she scampered into a
nearby pit, disappearing beneath a roof of woven thatch.
He turned his scarred face towards me, the points of his thick moustache twitching. “And who
educated you, young man?” he asked.
“The king,” I replied. “My father is the seventh son of the old First Minister.”
“Seventh? Ha! So, all that was left when your father asked for his boon was something for you.”
It was true. My uncles had received lands and horses. My father, with no hope of tangible
wealth, had thought of me. Though I was only nine at the time, I was sent to school and trained
to be of service. Now I was a courier.
“Show me the commission,” the Captain said.

I gave him the leather cylinder I carried. Kahn removed its roll of yellow paper and his thick lips
moved as he read King Harol’s words.
“I have never killed a priest,” Kahn said. He looked at me. “Surprised that I can read?”
“No, Captain. I am surprised that you have never killed a priest.”
He gestured and I followed him into the pit. Would he offer me food and drink? I had come far
and had had scant rations, being unwilling to take what my mother had pressed to my chest when
I left King Harol’s Town.
The naked woman sat on a mat in a corner of the underground room. Her pointed chin and sharp
cheeks conspired with her elbows and knees to give her a skeletal look
“The Priest of the Wooded Temple deserves to die,” I said, and prepared to recite the litany I had
been taught. His followers, the Forest People, ravaged our towns. They were cannibals and he
sanctified their feasts.
“My weight in gold,” Kahn muttered, “That’s the usual price.”
“Yes. Yes. It is all stated in the commission,” I said. “If you leave now, you’ll reach the Temple
the day after tomorrow.”
Kahn snorted. “I will think this over. You will stay the night.” He opened a vented cavity in the
earthen walls, unleashing a faint red glow. He lit a clay lamp, which smoked momentarily before
casting his wide shadow on the wall.
A door in the floor provided egress to a stone staircase, which I descended with Kahn leading the
way, the woman prowling behind me.
When we reached the bottom, Kahn lit a wall sconce and scores of lamps suddenly blazed to life,
fed oil by channels chiseled into the rock. Using a burning wick at the end of a long pole, Kahn
lit the colorful glass bulbs in the overhead chandelier.
Thick carpets and ornamental weapons decorated the walls, but my gaze went to the figures
lining both sides of the banquet table. Their desiccated hands held empty goblets, forks and
knives. Some had long white hair. Some had large teeth that smiled at me. Worms and insects
crawled from eye sockets and gaping jaws.
“My vanquished,” Kahn explained.
I counted twenty on either side. “You saved their bodies?”
“Just their heads and hands.” Kahn poked one in the chest. Beetles erupted from the sleeves and
scampered over the dead fingers.

Only the best of his foes, Kahn related, earned a place at this table, and he told me of his
favorites. There was Jordan the Bane, a giant from the North Country. And Amelianna the
Sorceress who refused to die until he kissed her and bit off her tongue. There were also the
famous Kinnon Brothers, conjoined twins who fought as one, sharing a set of arms and legs.
Bandits, they had roamed when my father was a boy. Now they shared a wide chair at Kahn’s
table.
“You will sleep there.” He pointed at a black curtain. I parted it to uncover a deep recess with a
thick mattress on a wooden frame, a table, and a trench where I could relieve myself.
“May I beg some dinner before retiring?” I asked.
Kahn glared at me. “The woman will bring you what I can spare,” he said.
I sat on the bed. It was alive with vermin. Hugging myself, my eyes drifted to the straw bodies at
the banquet table. They reminded me of my childhood companion, Tomasi, a doll my mother had
given me. Someday, she told me, a witch would come and make my doll a living person, a
companion for life, either a boy or a girl, depending on my preference.
***
I awoke with mice scurrying across my chest. But they quickly dissolved into the dream whence
they came. Scratching outside the curtain drew my attention and I parted the drape so I could
peer beyond my narrow quarters.
A massive dog stood at the stone stairway. Its green eyes turned in my direction and its tail rose
above its wide rump like a whip poised to lash a miscreant. Its long red tongue licked its thick
nose and my imagination conjured two rows of pointed fangs.
Without a weapon, I was helpless. “Kahn!” I shouted. “Kahn!”
The dog ran off, its claws clacking against the stone paving. I listened for the creature’s return. I
listened for Kahn’s footsteps. I listened intently and grew sleepy and lay on the bed.
To dream.
Of a woman in a white dress who stood in the sunshine, beckoning with a crooked finger. Her
long blonde hair shimmered in the bright light. I stood in the open field with her, suddenly
startled because only a moment ago she had been atop a mountain and the sky and the sea lay
behind her.
I neither kissed her nor held her. I did no more than look into her gold-specked green eyes.
“You can free me,” she said. She sang her words “How?” I asked in a whisper that sounded like
a roar.

She laughed. She screamed. Tears gushed from
her eyes and splashed over me. I tasted salt
water on my tongue.
***
Kahn stood over me with a pitcher. “Nothing
like a dose of piss to get you up in the
morning,” he said. “Come. We will hunt for our
breakfast.”
My shirt sleeve stank of urine. I fought an
impulse to vomit and followed Kahn out of his
underground home. He moved like a bear,
hunched over, arms grabbing at the stone steps.
He pushed on the trap door and heaved himself
up.
“I saw a dog last night,” I said.
“You saw my Night Watcher.”
“Is that its name?” I asked.
“I gave it no name,” he growled. “Come. We’ll find our breakfast.”
The woman sat at a small fire and stirred a pot of water. I followed Kahn into the woods. He
caught a bird and found a nest with two red eggs. Satisfied, he gave these to the woman and she
prepared our breakfast.
“We leave now,” Kahn announced after breakfast.
“Then you have accepted the commission?”
“We leave,” he said. “And you will accompany me.”
I said nothing in the face of Kahn’s determination.
The woman brought him his dagger and his sword and his crossbow, which he draped by its strap
across his shoulders so it hung down his wide back.
From somewhere, she produced a cart, but instead of a horse the woman herself went into the
traces. Kahn climbed aboard, grabbed the reins and snapped the air.
“Come on,” he said to me. “She can pull the two of us.”

“I will walk,” I said, but the look he gave me shattered my resolve and I climbed up to sit beside
him.
***
We reached the wayfarer’s shelter at sunset. This was the same cabin where I had stayed the final
night of my journey to the Captain. The refuse I had left had been removed. Clean blankets and
straw mats, an urn of water, and a sealed clay jar of dried fruit had also been provided. As
before, I found a leather bucket of tallow and a ball of braided cotton. Eagerly, I fashioned two
small candles and soon the dark room glowed.
The woman prepared a fire outside while Kahn and I hunted for supper. Darkness fell quickly, so
our evening repast was a mushy bean soup made from our stores and some of the fruit left for us
in the cabin.
“Do we mount a watch?” I asked when we retired to the shelter to sleep.
“My Night Watcher will be on guard.” Kahn pulled the cabin door partway closed and settled
onto a mat. He had the middle of the room to himself. I was in a corner, happily granting him the
honor of the larger space.
Though my feet ached, I kept my boots on. The Captain’s woman remained outside by the fire. I
wondered what crime she had committed to be condemned to such a life. Perhaps she was the
widow of an enemy and the Captain punished the man’s soul. Perhaps she herself was once an
adversary and Kahn had tamed and enslaved her.
Soon, I slept. In my dream I danced with a beautiful woman in a flowing white gown that
dissolved when I spun her in my arms, leaving her naked beside me, her skin soft and warm, her
face glowing, her eyes pale and absorbing.
I gasped and awoke. In the doorway stood the dog. It lashed the air with its tail. Its green eyes
sparked and I wondered what light they reflected because no candles were lit and the cabin’s roof
obscured the moon.
I extended my hand. The dog stepped slowly into the cabin. It crept towards me and was only a
short leap away when Kahn roared, grabbed me by the wrist and flung me aside.
“Never touch the Watcher,” Kahn screamed. “Never give it your hand. Do you understand me,
boy? Do you understand?”
I nodded.
“Speak up!” Kahn hissed. “Say the words!”
“I understand.”

Kahn returned to his mat. The Night Watcher stood at the cabin’s open door, its wide rump
towards me. Shivering, I begged for sleep to come. When it did, I again saw the girl in the white
gown. She placed her hand on my shoulder and whispered, “Kill the demon and I will be free.”
***
Where the road led into the forest, Kahn pushed the cart to the side and nailed a small banner
with his clan’s symbols emblazoned across a blue and white field. It was enough, I assumed, to
give any thief pause.
“I’ll educate you for your king,” he told me.
“Then I am not a hostage to guarantee payment?” I asked.
Kahn laughed and presented me with a balanced, double-edged sword. I assumed a dueling
stance, my right hand tight on the grooved grip, the sword’s curved guard protecting my
knuckles.
“You were trained?” Kahn asked.
I slipped the sword into its scabbard and adjusted my belt to place the weapon at my left. My
dagger was on my right. The hammer my father had given me when I left home days earlier was
secured high on my back. As a child, whenever I played Warrior, I always used the hammer. I
crushed melons — the skulls of my enemies — and often broke the wooden shields of my
childhood opponents.
“Does your woman accompany us?” I asked.
Kahn snorted. “She is my Watcher, pup.”
I was taken aback. I pictured the massive dog that guarded the cabin last night. A Night
Watcher? His woman? Did this Captain of Captain and Legend of Legends keep a monster as a
pet?
The Watcher scampered into the forest; we followed in watchful silence.
“There!” Kahn shouted, and drew his sword. The attackers, their bodies streaked with red and
yellow paint, emerged from behind trees. They pounded their wooden clubs against the ground,
thumped their nail-studded vests. Some waved steel blades salvaged from past battles.
I drew my sword. Kahn grabbed me by the collar and dragged me backwards into the bushes,
then turned and leveled his crossbow at the enemy. He released a dart, cranked back the bow,
reloaded and fired again. Both shots brought down an attacker. I wanted to do my part, so I
stepped up to ward off any threatened assault when Kahn had to reload. The woman lay on the
road.

“The Watcher!” I shouted, and began to move toward her. Kahn stopped me. Leaving a halfdozen dead behind, the attackers scampered into the dense woods.
The Watcher was gone.
“They took her,” I said to Kahn. “Your Watcher. They took her.”
Kahn checked the bodies and killed a man who stirred. Up close, I saw that these forest people
were puny creatures.
“What about the Watcher?” I asked.
“We wait for the night.”
***
We made no fire. A handful of dried fruit and a slice of cured beef was our supper, with a single
ration of water to drink.
Now and then I heard a distant scream. Or was it a howl? Dozing, I ran alongside a stream and
someone sang, “Kill for me, for me, for me.”
Awake, I sniffed the air. Fire.
“Come!” Kahn gathered up his accoutrements, rolled up his blanket and started down the road. I
hurried to catch up to him.
A massive dog walked amid a ruined village
of small round huts reduced to smoking
clumps of sticks and straw. The bodies of
Forest People lay strewn about. A frothy
pink foamed at the beast’s mouth. Growling,
she attacked a body and buried her snout in
the entrails.
I vomited.
I sank to one knee and gazed at the ruined
village. Now I understood why Kahn had
allowed the Watcher to be taken.
Children were piled atop one another. Women sprawled across the thresholds of their homes.
Men armed with clubs and spears were scattered everywhere. The Watcher darted into huts, tore
through walls.
***

“Murderer,” I said.
The woman laughed, her nose a slit that pulsed and bled. “Free me and I have no need to
murder,” she replied, her rubbery lips stretching over two rows of tiny teeth. Then she glowed;
her beauty returned. She looked like a king’s concubine, her lips red and her cheeks pink, her
eyebrows pale and her skin powdered and smooth, no hint of any flaw that I could see.
“Kill the demon,” she whispered. “Set me free.” Her breath was hot, and sweet like ripe berries.
I opened my eyes, awake now. The woman, old and wrinkled, sat on her haunches at the edge of
the clearing. She licked blood from her thighs. Kahn kicked her and she groaned.
“We have a long way to go today,” he said, and then directed me to take some porridge from the
pot by the fire. “There’ll be no trouble from them now,” Kahn continued. “She left a few alive to
spread the tale.”
“How do you know?”
“It’s her way. I learned that when she and I were both much younger.”
“How did you find her?”
Kahn snorted. “You do not find a Watcher. She finds you.” He kicked the woman in the rump
and made her fall. “She finds you,” he roared. The old woman whimpered. Her chin trembled.
Ugly blue veins lined her legs. Her back bore long red cracks where her skin was creased.
We marched all day and when we camped that night Kahn allowed a fire. Having fashioned a
snare with a length of braided string, he quickly caught a small rabbit.
The old woman prepared the meat, keeping the entrails for herself. Kahn impaled the rabbit’s
head on a stick and thrust it into the ground as a warning to any night creatures. I did not think
such totems had any effect on Forest People.
I dozed with my back to a tree. When I awoke, a tall, blonde-haired woman with soft green eyes
and smooth pale skin stood nearby. She wore a garment of white cloth draped over her breasts
and crisscrossed between her legs. When she came close, I noticed a thin blue vein where the
curve of her nose blended into her face.
“Who are you?” I asked, and thought of the girl who plagued my dreams. “Who is she?” I asked
the Captain.
“You know nothing about Night Watchers,” Kahn said, and slapped the woman’s back. Yelping,
she scampered ahead as we resumed our march.
Towards midday, we stopped to rest and drink our water ration, and I questioned Kahn about this
woman.

“She feasted on human flesh,” he explained. “It restored her.” He snorted and threw a pebble at
the woman. It struck her upper arm and left a mark. “But she’s still our Watcher,” he roared, and
threw another stone.
The Watcher flexed her knees. Her eyes fell on me, absorbed me, bore into me. I yearned to
touch her.
I breathed deeply, feeling depleted and needing air to rejuvenate myself. I looked around. I was
alone. Kahn and the Watcher had walked away. Quickly, I joined them.
And saw the Temple’s distant spire towering over the trees.
We hid in the foliage. The Watcher glared at the source of any nearby movement or sound. I
marveled at her abilities. I envied the Captain because he controlled this creature. He abused her,
but she did his bidding, helping him, protecting him, killing for him. Without her, what would
this Captain of Captains be?
***
Night came.
The Watcher beast crept ahead of us. Every few minutes it stopped, its ears standing up and its
tail stroking the air. I held my sword at my side and tread carefully. Soon I heard drums and then
a rhythmic chant comprised of howls and guttural barks.
The Captain cocked his crossbow. Ahead, the road poured into a clearing where scores of
blazing torches shot sparks into the air. Did they burn human fat? I wondered, recalling the
stories I had heard about these worshippers of the woodland gods.
The torches rose and fell in a pulsating circle of fire around an eight sided building, the Forest
People’s temple. Four short towers dominated every other corner, surrounding a central spire.
The worshippers paraded in fine garments most likely stolen from wayfarers, and helmeted men
with spears stood on guard, like fierce statues.
I looked for dead captives hanging from drying racks or caged prisoners who would soon be
eaten. I looked for vats of boiling entrails. I looked for the pots where fat was rendered to make
tallow for candles. I looked for the sons they dipped in blood in their rituals of manhood. I
looked for the daughters to whom they fed the living hearts of our soldiers. I looked for the
symbols I had been taught to hate, the symbols of the enemy. And saw none.
A horned giant emerged from the temple. Nails sprouted from his breast. His long snout bore a
mouth riddled with pointed teeth. As the giant spun around, the chanting grew louder. The
ground vibrated and the drumming made my ears ache.
Suddenly, the giant pulled off his mask, flung off his vest and ripped off his gloves. He was tall,
much taller than any forest dweller, but underneath his disguise he was no monster.

The Watcher growled.
“They are purging the forest,” Kahn whispered to me. “That giant is their priest.”
The drumming resumed and the worshippers marched once more around the temple before filing
into the dark forest, their torches flickering.
“Do you feel the breath of their gods?” Kahn asked me. I gave him a confused look. He
explained. “They have asked their gods to blow us away.”
“You understand them?”
“Not word for word. But enough. Just as your priests call for strength, so does the Priest of the
Wooded Temple appeal to his gods for aid.”
“But we are not cannibals,” I said.
Kahn looked at the Watcher, who stood ready to fight.
“No,” Kahn said. “We’re not cannibals. But we hang our criminals. We flay traitors. We banish
and enslave.”
I did not argue. “You have your commission. Kill him.”
“Yes,” Kahn said. He strode forward. The Watcher loped ahead. The temple guards jabbered
wildly to one another. The Watcher sprang into the air.
Kahn fired a bolt from his crossbow and brought down one of the guards. The others readied
their spears, which were tipped with fire-hardened points.
I screamed and held my sword above my head as I ran towards the temple. The Watcher ripped
into several guards at once. Blood spurted into the air. The enemy, so tiny that they seemed like
children, gave way. I stabbed with my sword, then drew my hammer to smash one man in the
face. Kahn slashed and thrust and threw himself into the enemy.
After we killed the guards, we entered the temple. I had been cut in the legs. Blood oozed down
my calves and pooled inside my boots. My head ached where I had been hit by a wooden staff.
The Watcher, her muzzle covered with blood, lowered herself to the floor and crawled into the
temple sanctuary.
Kahn took a torch from the wall. Looking for trap doors and hidden passageways, we discovered
a narrow opening between two panels of wood. Kahn forced the panels apart so we could pass
into the adjacent chamber, where we found a bed with soft cushions and velvet covers. The
horned helmet, the gloves and the giant’s other garments lay on the floor. The Watcher prowled
the edges of the room, scratching at the floor.

I heard a snarl, turned and saw the priest in the opening between the sanctuary and this room. He
touched his torch to a velvet drape and in an instant the room was ablaze. Heat stifled my
screams. I backed away from the fire and struggled to reach the opening to the next room.
The panels had shut tight behind the priest. Kahn pounded on them. He tried to part them with
his sword. Smoke billowed around us; the walls smoldered.
The Watcher rushed into the wall, tearing at the wood and plaster with its teeth and nails. When
an opening appeared, it smashed its head against the hole to widen it. Kahn kicked at the wall,
while I used my hammer. The dog charged again, its head lowered, and broke through. Kahn
crashed out through the hole as I staggered and fell. My throat ached from smoke. My eyes
burned.
Something pulled on me, tugging me away from the heat. I crawled on my belly, and then
managed to get to my knees. I gulped the night air. Opening my eyes, I saw the Watcher looking
at me with hard green eyes, her pointed ears upright and twitching. Behind her, the Temple
burned.
“The priest,” I croaked, coughing. “Kill the priest.”
A figure loomed outside the temple. The dog pounced
on the giant.
My hands were black with soot. The sweat and ash on
my face stung where I was singed. My boots were
blistered. I had lost my sword and my hammer, but I
still had my dagger. Its metal hilt burned my side.
The Watcher growled when Kahn pulled her away from
the priest, who lay with his throat ripped open and his
blood pouring into the ground. The Captain raised his
sword and cut off the giant’s hands and head. He
stuffed these trophies into his sack. The dog glared at
Kahn with hungry eyes.
“Kill the demon and I will be free,” the beautiful woman had said in my dream. Faintly, I heard
the same words now, but the voice was deep and coarse, not sweet and enticing.
“You’re a King’s Man now!” Kahn shouted, and pulled me to my feet.
Kahn had the trophies he wanted and released the dog with a wave of his hand. It ran to the giant
and gorged itself. I closed my eyes to this horror. And pictured Kahn and his Watcher looking at
me, welcoming me into their fold with smiles and silent entreaties.
“Do you know about my dreams?” I asked.

“Kill the demon and I’ll be free?”
I nodded.
“That is my dream,” Kahn said, and glanced at the Watcher. “Kill her and I’ll be free.”
He met my eyes and a new vision formed in my mind. I saw a boy with soft hands and blonde
hair who sang while a green-eyed woman helped him reach the proper notes. They stood in a
great hall with yellow banners hanging from the rafters, each banner emblazoned with the
symbols of the boy’s clan.
Their bodies touched. The woman smiled up at the boy and pressed against him, gripped his
hand and held it to her chest. He sang with his eyes on her face, his mouth and darting tongue
forming melodic words that tumbled like flower pedals onto her moist pink lips.
“If you love a Night Watcher,” Kahn said, his voice making my vision dissolve. “This is what
you become.” He tapped his chest. He tapped his sword. He tapped his crossbow.
The Watcher sat beside Kahn and licked blood from its paws. Now I knew the truth, which
unveiled itself so relentlessly that I couldn’t deny it. There was no beautiful woman imprisoned
by a killer, but rather a youth who had grown old enslaved to a monster.
I wanted to ask why, but the question sounded childish. What magic did the woman wield? It had
to be more than mere infatuation that kept the Captain from freeing himself by killing this fiend?
Had she become so much a part of him? Like the belligerent wife a husband refuses to abandon.
Like the abusing spouse a wife seeks only to please.
The Watcher made her demands and Kahn fulfilled
them. He gave her victims and she gave him
unabashed love and adoration. And in the process he
enjoyed fame and respect.
“Why?” I asked, unable to keep from uttering the
question I knew I should not ask.
Kahn snorted. “Don’t seek answers from me.” He
touched the dog’s head. Her flanks shivered and she
wiped her mouth with her tongue.
The dog bounded away and the Captain followed. I
trailed behind them. The commission was fulfilled.
The priest was dead. Kahn would be paid. And I
knew never to love a Watcher.
The End

