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Part 1

Editorial








Why Aren’t I Reading My Paper Books Any
More? Stephen Theaker


Welcome back to TQF — it’s been a long time since the last
issue! Now, a week or two ago I was thinking about buying the new
collection of short stories by Johnny Mains, With Deepest
Sympathy, from Obverse Books. It looked interesting, and I
liked the last book I read from that publisher. Although I’ve since
bought an epub version that was released a little later, at that
time this book wasn’t out on Kindle and I was considering buying
the print version, which made me think: am I ever going to read
this? When was the last time I bought and read a book in print? I
couldn’t actually remember. So I went to look at my list of books
read on Goodreads. (Which is of course how all my best editorials
begin.)

Leaving aside the Penguin 60s I used to read when collecting the
children from school, I found that during 2009 and 2010 I read just
one novel or short story collection that I bought in print format.
It was Mass Effect: Revelations, by Drew Karpyshyn, back
in January of this year, when I was in the full throes of a Mass
Effect obsession. The one before that was all the way back in
December 2008, when I read Derai, a fine book in E.C.
Tubb’s Dumarest series, and then October 2008, for Deb Olin
Unferth’s interesting novel from McSweeney’s,
Vacation.

I read books in print when they’re submitted for review, of
course, and I have bought the odd book in print this year, most
recently The Seventh Black Book of Horror — I was keen to
read the infamous “Bernard Bought the Farm”!

But buying print books — and filling up my house with them —
starts to seem a bit pointless if I’m only going to read one or two
of them a year — or none at all in 2009. In fact, when I do fancy
reading one of the paper books I own, especially the hardbacks, my
first thought is to look it up in the Kindle store. I’d rather pay
a few extra quid and read it on there… So why aren’t I reading my
print books any more?

Getting lots of books for review is clearly a big factor.
Nowhere near as many as Book Chick City, say, who get fifty or
sixty every month, but more than enough to keep me ticking over.
The novelty of a brand new book makes it more attractive, while the
deadline for a review gives the reading a bit of urgency. And
reading new books for review obviously leaves less time for digging
into my collection.

But looking at my list of books read over the last couple of
years, when I have had a break from reviewing, I haven’t gone to my
print books. I’ve bought books for the Kindle (Best Served
Cold, Bauchelain and Korbal Broach, The Third
Man, UR), and before that the Sony Reader (The
Eyre Affair, Elder Scrolls: The Infernal City) or
grabbed them for free from Feedbooks (The Pirates of Zan),
Project Gutenberg (Stand by for Mars!) or the Baen Library
(The Sea Hag).

So this can’t be the only factor.

I think a chain effect plays a part too. If I finish reading a
book on the Kindle, chances are I just open up the next book I
fancy on the Kindle and start reading that. My tolerance for
hunting through my bookcases for particular books has withered away
to nothing, for one thing! But also, when I finish a book I’m
rarely sitting in my study surrounded by my print books. I’m
usually lying in bed. Sometimes I’m on a bus or a train, or at the
in-laws, or at a friend’s house. If print books aren’t handy during
that crucial handover from one book to another, they’re locked out
until the next time I finish a book; my ebooks are always close to
hand.

Another factor is that the way I buy books has changed. In the
past, I would see a secondhand book I wanted and buy it right away,
because it would probably be gone the next day. Even now, with
Amazon, new books can go out of print very quickly. With ebooks
it’s a bit different. The publisher may eventually withdraw the
book from sale, but they’re not going to run out of copies, or
dither over whether to reprint. I don’t need to hoard books any
more. So instead of buying everything I see, I download a Kindle
preview, and once I’ve actually started reading the book — and if I
like it — I buy it.

My bookshelves, on the other hand, are full of stuff that I
thought I might want to read at some point. Graham Greene, Carl
Hiaasen, James Ellroy, Marion Zimmer Bradley, C.J. Cherryh, Emile
Zola, William Shatner. Great writers all, and I’ve read a novel or
two by each of them. But I’ve anything up to a dozen more by each
on my shelves, and I’m not desperate to read any of them right
now.

Then there are the anthologies, the Best New Horrors,
the Best New SFs, Year’s Best Fantasy and Horror,
the Black Books of Horror, the Humdrumming Books of
Horror, the Derleth, Haining and Greenberg anthologies —
nothing wrong with any of them, but they’ve been sitting on my
shelves for years waiting for me to feel like reading them, and as
Shatner himself sang, it hasn’t happened yet.

Now, I tend to only buy books on the day I’m going to read them.
All those books on the shelves? I still might read them — someday —
but probably not many of them. If I was that excited about them,
I’d have started reading them the day I bought them.

However, the biggest factor I think is that reading is just
nicer on the Kindle (or the Sony Reader, given that I’ve only had a
Kindle for the last two or three months). Paper books just aren’t
as much fun to read.

I’m not a booksniffer. Booksniffers are those people who, at the
mention of ebooks, say things like “Ah, but you can’t beat a real
book”, and accompany those words by opening out their hands as if
they were the pages of a book, and for bonus points lift up the
imaginary book to their noses for a sniff. They often close their
eyes while doing this, which is an odd way to approach reading.

The strange thing is that, too often, they don’t just express
this idea as a personal preference, but hold it to be a universal
truth, and are frequently shocked — and even angry — to hear people
disagree. They honestly believe that people who buy ebooks do it
under protest, or through aesthetic weakness, or in the dazzle of
novel technology (pun intended). Some will even say that people
using ebooks are deluding themselves.

But nope, for me, reading books on a Kindle is genuinely a much
better experience than reading in print.

Of course, I accept that some people will always prefer print
books. Maybe they really couldn’t live without the smell of book
mould. Many seem to expect an imminent apocalypse, given how
worried they are about not being able to recharge a Kindle every
three weeks. Most haven’t even seen a Kindle, but know for certain
that it’s just like reading on a computer screen. They shouldn’t
worry: there will always be publishers and booksellers to cater to
their preference for paper.

What rather bugs me are the people who elevate that preference
into a fetish, the people who hold that a book has no artistic
value unless it’s been printed out. And for some it is a fetish.
From the Penguin Concise English Dictionary, a couple of
relevant definitions. Fetish: “an object of irrational reverence or
obsessive devotion” — check! And fetishism? “The displacement of
erotic interest and satisfaction to a fetish.” Exactly: the object
of a reader’s interest should in theory be the text of a novel, not
the paper it is printed on. Displacing the interest from the novel
to the printing is fetishism.

Not that I have anything against fetishes. By all means, dress
up as teddy bears at bedtime. But if I choose to wear a diving suit
instead don’t tell me I’m doing it wrong!

I’m still reading a few paper books every month for review, and
my goodness they’re annoying. Not in any big ways, but in lots of
little ways that add up to an inferior experience overall.

Here are a few of the ways paper books annoy me:


	You have to transcribe any passages you want to quote — you
can’t just copy them across.

	You have to choose between using a bookmark to keep your place,
or folding back the book’s corners.

	The only way to search the text for a phrase is by re-reading
the book.

	You can’t put them in a food bag and read them in the
rain.

	Lots of them are heavy — e.g. A Discovery of Witches:
838g (Kindle: 222g).

	And bulky — e.g. A Discovery of Witches:
1,529,808mm3 (Kindle: 115,900mm3).

	Reading them in bed on your side is a nightmare.

	The text often disappears into the spine.

	Reading the book damages it.

	You can’t change the size of the font when your eyes get tired,
or when you get older and short sighted. If you need to read a
print book in large print you have to hope someone publishes a
large print edition.

	You need to buy — and build! — bookcases to store them on. They
take up most of your house, if you let them. (And boy have I let
them!)

	All those books are a huge fire risk.

	And once you’ve got them on those shelves, the only way to put
them in order is to do it manually, one book at a time.

	And if you sort them by author, but then say want to see them
sorted by publisher, date bought, date read, title or genre, it
takes more than just a single click. They need to be re-sorted one
by one, a process that could take days if you have as many printed
books as I do. In practice, you will probably never sort your books
in this way, but it would be useful if you could.

	When you buy a bunch of new books? You have to shuffle all the
books on all the shelves along to make room. And probably buy a new
bookcase. And build it. Or throw some books away.

	They are incredibly wasteful. Do you know how many books Oxfam
pulps every year? How many are destroyed by bookshops who rip off
the front covers to claim returns?

	No built-in dictionary. You need an extra book for that.

	No built-in encyclopedia either. Again, you need an extra book
for that.

	No built-in highlighter. You can highlight with a pen, but it
permanently defaces the book.

	If you do make notes in your print book, or highlights, you
can’t just export them to your computer. You have to type them all
up.

	If you want to buy a new book, you have to either wait a few
days for it to be delivered, or go and collect it from a shop.

	People look at you funny if you stand in a shop and read the
first thirty pages of a book before buying it. Even funnier if you
don’t buy it, and then read the first thirty pages of another
book.

	If you leave the house with a new book and it turns out to be a
lemon, you’re stuck with it. You can’t just switch to one of your
other books.

	Paper books don’t read themselves to you while you’re
cooking!

	If you go on holiday or travel for more than a day there’s a
limit on how many paper books you can take with you, and on how
many you can bring back with you (I brought a suitcase full of
books back from my honeymoon in Paris, and wished I could have
carried twice as many.)

	If you buy a new paper book, only one person in the family can
read it at once. You can snuggle up with the spouse and read
together, but that only works as long as you’re on the same
page.

	When you’ve read a book, you can either keep it forever, in
which case it’ll take up space in your house until the day you die,
or you can sell it or give it away to charity, in which case it
will be gone.

	You can’t carry all your books with you wherever you go. If a
paper book makes an allusion to another book you’ve read, you can’t
check it till you get home. When reading Tony Blair’s A
Journey (perhaps unsurprisingly the only Kindle purchase so
far that I didn’t manage to finish!) there was a reference to the
rewriting of clause 4. Did it agree with Mandelson’s account in
The Third Man? I wasn’t sure, so I switched to that book,
searched for clause 4, and re-read Mandelson’s version.



A militant booksniffer will have a counter-argument for all of
these. They don’t read in bed, so it doesn’t matter if books are
hard to read lying on your side. Their shelves are all in perfect
order. Their eyes never get tired. Or they have a magnifying glass.
They don’t need bookmarks, because they remember what page they
were on. Wanting to copy quotes instead of transcribing is
lazy.

A lot of anti-ebook arguments come down to laziness. Yes, they
seem to say, paper books are a bit inconvenient, but if you weren’t
so lazy, you’d put up with it. The implicit argument is that print
books are worth making the effort, that we’re not working hard
enough to keep them alive. But why should we? I care about novels
being published, but I couldn’t care less whether they’re printed
on paper or not. I spend hours every day reading, and so I want to
make that time as pleasant as possible. For me, reading print books
is like putting my TV on its side: I could still watch all the
programs, if I made a bit of an effort and tipped my head, but why
put myself to that trouble?

For some readers, each and every one of those counter-arguments
will hold true, and the Kindle really would be no benefit at all to
them. For example, when parts of this article first appeared on our
blog, author Quentin S. Crisp pulled a few examples out from the
above list with the intention of showing that none of them are
particularly significant, but that’s kind of the point. They’re all
very small things, but small things add up. The result, for me, has
been that when I’ve come to choose what book to read next, the
paper books have been at a disadvantage. The reading experience on
the Kindle is a little bit better in every way, which in sum makes
it quite a bit better overall.

It’s like Hobnobs: I love the originals, but I very rarely buy
them any more, because Chocolate Hobnobs are just that little bit
tastier!

So I think those are the reasons I’m not reading my collection
of print books any more. No big revelation, no great insight:
they’re just getting squeezed out by books for review, by books on
the Kindle, by their own general awkwardness and inaccessibility.
When I read a paper book now I find myself having to develop
workarounds to do the things a Kindle would let me do without any
trouble!

That’s not to say I don’t still love the paper books I own, or
that if I lost my Kindle or Sony Reader I wouldn’t go back to them,
but they’re second best now. Not by much — maybe just by a fraction
— but by just enough that I never seem to pick them up any more,
and I think the rate at which they are being shipped off to charity
shops is only going to increase. I’ll still buy them from time to
time, when there’s no other way to read the material and it’s
something I’m dying to read — I’ve just resubscribed to
McSweeney’s, for example — but my days of buying a dozen
paperbacks at a time at The Works are well and truly over.










Contributors


Kevin R. Bridges lives in the Pacific
Northwest. (I would expand on Kevin’s bio to explain that the
Pacific Northwest is part of the United States of America — but
according to Feedbooks’ analytics the vast majority of our readers
are actually American…)

Steve Cotterill lives and works in Birmingham.
He’s just starting out as a writer but his work has also appeared
on the Horrorbound website and he is starting to plan his first
novel.

Jacob Edwards is currently indentured to
Australia’s speculative fiction flagship Andromeda
Spaceways, as Jack of all Necessities (Deckchairs and Bendy
Straws). To this issue he contributes a book review.

John Greenwood is the co-editor of
Theaker’s Quarterly Fiction, as well as its most frequent
contributor. His blog on rare and unusual books can be found at
http://oxfambooksandmusicmoseley.blogspot.com.

Ross Gresham lives in Colorado. His
contribution to this issue is “Name the Planet”. He previously
contributed the excellent “Beyond the Fifth Sky” to Dark
Horizons #54.

Rafe McGregor is is a crime fiction author who
spends far too much of his time rereading the work of H.P.
Lovecraft and M.R. James. He lives with his wife in a village near
York.

Douglas Ogurek’s Roman Catholic faith and love
of animals strongly influence his work. He lives in Gurnee,
Illinois with his wife and their pets. To this issue he contributes
a pair of movie reviews. To TQF33 he contributed the astonishing
“NON”.

Mike Phillips grew up on a small farm in West
Michigan, where every summer he would tend sheep, mend fences,
garden, build furniture, chop wood, and goof off. The time
remaining he spent reading.

David Tallerman is the author of around a
hundred short stories, numerous poems, reviews, comic scripts, and
at least one novel. Publication highlights so far include
appearances in Chiaroscuro, Space and Time,
Flash Fiction Online, and John Joseph Adams’s zombie
best-of anthology The Living Dead. For more see
http://davidtallerman.net and
http://davidtallerman.blogspot.com.

Stephen Theaker is the eponymous editor of
Theaker’s Quarterly Fiction. He wrote many but not all of
this issue’s reviews, as well as the News & Notes and
Contributors sections.

Jon Vagg mainly writes educational and
coffee-table books. He is socially isolated, works late into the
night and suffers from a highly deviant imagination. His stories
have appeared, among other places, in Theaker’s Quarterly
Fiction #30, Ignavia 3.2 and Ballista
issue 7.

Howard Watts is an artist from Brighton. He has
previously supplied covers for Pantechnicon, Dark
Horizons and TQF.










Part 2

News & Notes








The Sun Sets on Dark Horizons


Or at least my version of it!

I didn’t know it at the time, but number 57 was my final issue
of Dark Horizons for the British Fantasy Society — and the
final issue of Dark Horizons in its current format, at
least for now. A new hardback journal is planned to replace all the
current BFS publications, effective immediately, and although I was
offered a contributory role in that, editing a Dark Horizons
section, it wouldn’t have been the same.

It’s been a nice little run, though, and I was planning to hang
up my boots at the end of the season, so I can’t complain.

So thanks to all the contributors who made issue 57 such a good
one to bow out on. If I’d known it was my last issue I’d have said
goodbye in the editorial, but otherwise I wouldn’t have changed a
thing. Thanks also to everyone who contributed to previous issues,
and for that matter to every single person who submitted a story.
I’m sorry I had to reject any of them!

I had a brilliant time as Dark Horizons editor. I made
lots of new friends, gained lots of experience, and gained a bit of
confidence. Thanks to Marie O’Regan and the 2007—8 committee for
giving me the post, to Peter Coleborn (one of the preceding
editors) for getting me off on the right foot with a very useful
handover email, and to everyone since then who has offered advice
and support. Ian Hunter gets my thanks both for his expertise as
poetry editor and for his excellent contributions.

I must also thank frequent contributors like Jim Steel, Douglas
Thompson, Rafe McGregor and Andrew Knighton for some of my
favourite stories; Mike Barrett for a series of fascinating
articles; wonderful, generous artists like John Shanks, Inna
Hansen, Martin Hanford, David Bezzina, and Alf Klosterman, to name
just a few; and Jan Edwards, Louise Morgan and Jenny Barber for
some excellent interviews. Finally, thanks to Bob Loader and his
team at Good News Digital Printing for delivering all five issues
in good time and well under budget. Thanks to everyone!

The benefit of course is that I can now give Theaker’s Quarterly
and our books the attention they deserve. I really have neglected
you guys!










Withdrawing TQF from the British Fantasy
Awards


We were delighted to be on the shortlist of the British Fantasy
Award for Best Magazine/Periodical this year, and although we
didn’t win I’m impossibly grateful to every one of the silly,
lovely people who voted for the magazine in the first and second
rounds of voting.

But as the administrator of those awards I only left it in
because (a) I assumed it wouldn’t get any votes and (b) a
constitutional glitch meant that I couldn’t ignore the votes that
did come in. That glitch was all sorted out at the AGM of the
British Fantasy Society — and now BFS members know why I wanted to
fix it!

The winner of the award for best magazine was Murky
Depths.

The BFS is now taking recommendations for next year’s awards,
and I’ve decided to withdraw Theaker’s Quarterly Fiction
from the Best Magazine/Periodical award for as long as I’m the
awards administrator, or as long as I’m the editor of the magazine
— whichever tenure comes to an end first. (Individual contributions
will still be eligible, in the same way that stories from BFS
publications are.)

That’s partly because I’d have been profoundly embarrassed to
win the award over a shortlist that included for example Black
Static and Interzone, magazines to whom, for all our
good qualities, we can’t hold a candle. But also because a win for
us in that category would have cast not just my integrity into
doubt, but the integrity of the entire awards.

Of course, now I can sit back every year and say, we’d have won
that. So in a sense, by withdrawing, I get to win every
year… ;-)










The Space Horrors of Glynn Barrass and
Friends!


Glynn Barrass, who contributed “Nu-Topia: Before the Fall” to
TQF31, has a story appearing in Space Horrors, a new
anthology. Edited by David Lee Summers, it’s the fourth in a series
of Full Throttle Space Tales anthologies fromFlying Pen Press.

We have a copy for review, so we’ll let you know what we think
in due course!










The Arthur Conan Doyle Weirdnight


The Conan Doyle Weirdnight, organised to launch our next book,
The Arthur Conan Doyle Weirdbook, edited by Rafe McGregor,
was tremendously entertaining.

Though initial attendance was not huge, by the end many pubgoers
had been tempted in by the sight of men in fancy suits!

There were three readings.

First, Joshua Roberts read from “The Captain of the Pole
Star”.

Then Martin Pursey read from “A Pastoral Horror”.

And finally Robin Bailey read from “The Terror of Blue John
Gap”.

For the first month or two we were selling this book exclusively
through Oxfam Books & Music Mosely, who set up the launch event
as part of the Oxfam Bookfest, but the final version of the book
will be on sale from all good booksellers very soon!










Lulu Introduces Discounts


Interesting news from our friends at Lulu: publishers may now
set a discount on books sold there.

It seems like a small thing, but it goes to the heart of a
long-standing problem.

For books distributed via Lulu to other booksellers, such as
Amazon, you would have to set a price sufficient for the book to
not lose money after Amazon took its cut. The price needed to make
a profit via Lulu, however, was much lower.

Once upon a time, users were able to set one price for Lulu, and
another for distribution, but under pressure from other booksellers
Lulu removed that feature.

The result was that books on Lulu ended up being more expensive
than they needed to be, just so that they wouldn’t make a loss on
Amazon.

To put figures on it, a 160pp paperback would only need to be
about £4 to make a profit on Lulu (like TQF), but would need to be
closer to £6 or £7 if being sold on Amazon as well (like our
books).

Some people got around this by creating two editions of their
books, one for Lulu and one for distribution, but this is much
better and should make people really happy.










Free Warhammer from the Black
Library!


To launch their line of ebooks, the Black Library is offering
free ebooks every Friday for five weeks. They’re available in mobi
and epub format (Kindle and Sony compatible, respectively, though
obviously lots of other devices can read those formats).

The first book available is First and Only by Dan
Abnett, from the well-regarded Gaunt’s Ghosts series.

The Black Library isn’t planning to sell its books via the
Kindle Store on Amazon, so don’t look for them there. They’ll be
sold direct from the Black Library website.
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Horror








The Chapel on the Headland, by Rafe
McGregor


Later it developed that he was none other than Lord Northam,
of whose ancient hereditary castle on the Yorkshire coast so many
odd things were told; but when Williams tried to talk of the
castle, and of its reputed Roman origin, he refused to admit that
there was anything unusual about it. He even tittered shrilly when
the subject of the supposed under crypts, hewn out of the solid
crag that frowns on the North Sea, was brought up.

The Descendant, H.P. Lovecraft, 1927

Angelene did not know anyone when she arrived in Scarborough,
and she was still a stranger nine months later, when she
departed.

The staff at Springwood Convalescent Home assumed she suffered
from an addiction, like their other patients, though they never
discovered whether it was drugs, alcohol, men, or work. As spring
turned to summer Angelene realised that the cost exceeded the
benefits, and moved into a “licensed private hotel” in Rutland
Terrace, on Castle Hill. The next day she paid her first visit to
the fortress, set atop the town on the promontory that dominated
the coastline. The headland had apparently been occupied for three
thousand years, but she was only interested in the last hundred
when she bought her ticket at the gift shop in the barbican.
    Angelene had chosen the seaside resort for two
reasons: it was remote from Canary Wharf, and her grandfather had
been stationed there during the First World War. Stanley Cunningham
had been a trooper in the Yorkshire Hussars when Scarborough was
shelled by two German battleships on the 16th December 1914.

She walked up the steep path to the keep, surprised by the sense
of power emanating from the stones. To her left she could see the
North Bay, between the castle and the next headland, which jutted
out even further into the dark blue sea. To her right the keep
loomed, exposed and ruined from an artillery bombardment during the
English Civil War. Beyond, the great curtain wall, and below that —
out of sight — the town, harbour, and beach hugging the South Bay.
As Angelene reached the top of the bluff, a field surrounded by the
sea on three sides, a crisp breeze tugged at her long hair.

She ignored the Master Gunner’s House and walked around the
inner bailey, looking for the remains of the Old Barracks. The
German attack had killed nineteen people and destroyed the
lighthouse. Private Cunningham had defended it with a machine gun
before being posted to guard what was left of the barracks. He
survived the shelling to be gassed and twice wounded on the Western
Front. By the time he was demobbed, he’d served in three different
regiments in the army and as an ambulance driver in the Royal
Flying Corps — all before he was twenty-one. Angelene wished she’d
been old enough to remember him, and wished she’d inherited his
resilience.

She was disappointed with the barracks, which were no more than
a few great stones piled against the curtain wall, all heavily
corroded by the wind and sea salt. She continued to the sally port,
leading down to the South Steel Battery commanding the lighthouse
and harbour. The iron gate was locked as the battery was unstable.
She’d hoped for a view of the new lighthouse, but there was nothing
to be seen through the bars other than decayed masonry and abundant
vegetation. Angelene walked around the diamond-shaped field until
she reached what had once been the Roman signal station, identified
only by a ditch and the foundations of an enclosure wall and tower.
As she walked into the wind, she saw a partially-buried
construction which, according to the guide book, was St Mary’s
Chapel. She shuddered at the thought of an underground place of
worship, and made for the fence that marked the eastern boundary of
the castle.

The Romans had established a chain of coastal watchtowers to
warn of seaborne invasion by the Jutes. Archaeologists believed
they were constructed as lighthouses, from fifty to a hundred feet
high, with at least five floors and a beacon at the top. Around
this was a square wall, then a berm, and finally a ditch. Angelene
could see the outlines of it all, the stones overgrown by grass as
the centuries had passed. She reached the fence and stared down at
a sheer drop of well over two hundred feet to Marine Drive. The
road had its own defences, great blocks of concrete piled up in the
sea to protect it from being reclaimed. As she watched, a wave
lapped lazily against the wall — the contact shot it high into the
air — the water crashed down onto the promenade, spray whipped by
the wind.

Angelene felt unpleasantly exposed to the elements. She decided
to go to the exhibition in the Master Gunner’s House, but paused at
the chapel. It was horrible: a single step descended to a small
portcullis, the stones built into the side of a mound like an
ancient burial barrow. She wanted to look through the bars into the
darkness, but her nerve failed her, and she read the plaque
instead. St Mary’s Chapel had first been built in 1000, when
Scarborough was a Viking settlement, then rebuilt twice after. She
hurried away to the Master Gunner’s House.

She wandered through the exhibition, finding a reference to the
chapel in the section on the Vikings. The town was believed to have
been founded by Thorgils Scardi, Thorgils the Hare-Lipped, in 966.
There were very few artefacts from this period, the most
significant being a book mount and a pair of jet crosses. One of
the crosses was in a glass case. Angelene examined it closely. It
was a black Maltese cross, with another cross engraved on it. This
cross had a semi-circle at each end. Once again, she trembled. She
wasn’t sure why, but the little black cross with its four sickle
shapes was repulsive. The chapel and the cross, there was something
offensive about both.

She had a cup of tea and a pastry in the café before braving the
fresh air again. The wind blew gently when she emerged and she
walked up the steel steps to the keep, marvelling at the bizarre
patterns on the eroded stones. It was as if they were calcified or
hosted parasites like barnacles or molluscs… or something else from
the sea. Then she crossed the bailey, passed the well, and walked
up another safety staircase to the viewing platform on the curtain
wall. She could see several headlands miles away to the south,
before the furthest stretched into the sea like a giant pier. To
the north, her view was impeded by the very next headland — which
was when she had her first epiphany. The geography was wrong: the
promontory at Scarborough didn’t extend far enough into the sea to
make a signal station worthwhile.

She left the castle for the nearest bookshop, where she bought a
set of Ordnance Survey maps covering the Roman province of
Holderness. She returned to her hotel room, moved her bed, and
spread them out on the floor. She had a vague recollection of how
to interpret the contour lines and marked the signal stations with
a red pen. The total distance from Flamborough to Huntliffe was
about fifty miles. Even if the watchtowers were only fifty feet
high, the burning beacon would be visible for at least a dozen
miles. The coastline could easily have been covered by four
stations — five at most — but there were six, all built at the end
of the fourth century: Flamborough Head, Filey, Scarborough,
Ravenscar, Goldsborough, and Huntcliffe. The most unlikely place
for a tower was quite obviously Scarborough, as the fire from
Ravenscar to the north would be seen as far south as Filey, if not
Flamborough.

Angelene looked out the window to the North Bay and decided that
researching the history of the castle was exactly what she needed.
She would begin with the German attack in 1914, follow her original
plan to discover more about her grandfather, and then work her way
back in time until she had solved the mystery of the signal
station. It would exercise her mind, and provide a focus where the
massages and saunas and holistic therapies had failed.

***

Angelene quickly established a morning routine which became a
meditation. After breakfast she would walk down the meandering path
to Royal Albert Drive in North Bay; follow Marine Drive around
Castle Hill, past the lighthouse and harbour onto Foreshore Road to
the south; then she’d cut up through the Old Town, back to her
hotel. On her return, she’d draw a bath, change her clothes, and
walk back into town to begin her researches. She started at the
library, moved on to the Rotunda Museum a few days later, and then
the Creative Industries Centre a few weeks after that.

At the Centre she met Chloe, a freckled brunette with a
childlike mouth, sparkling eyes, and a penchant for Celtic
jewellery. Chloe instructed her in methodical study and lent her a
book called The Day the East Coast Bled. Angelene was
thrilled to find her grandfather mentioned by name, but her real
interest now lay a millennium and a half prior to his small part in
the castle’s history. As week succeeded week, she ploughed back
century by century, ever vigilant for references to the Roman
occupation. Weeks became months and she spent less time in the
Centre and more scouring the dozen rare and secondhand book dealers
in town. She came to know all of them by name, and two in
particular benefited from her armchair detection.

At great cost Angelene acquired a modern English translation of
Robert Mannyng of Brunne’s Story of Inglande, completed in
1338. The author claimed to quote from lost Icelandic sagas written
about Thorgils and his family founding towns along the Yorkshire
coast in the tenth century. There was a reference to a settlement
on the headland — as opposed to in the bay — which had been burnt
to the ground by Harald Hardrada during his invasion of 1066. It
seemed strange that Harald had destroyed whatever was on Castle
Hill; commonsense suggested he would have found allies there. A
week later Angelene read a scholarly work on the chronicler William
of Newburgh, a monk whose writings on Scarborough were dated to the
end of the twelfth century. He referred to an Anglo-Saxon monastery
on the headland, which William Le Gros had destroyed before
beginning to build the castle in the 1130s. It was the second time
the structure on the headland had been purposely destroyed in less
than a century.

There was a gap of nearly six hundred years before the next
evidence of a settlement, for which Angelene was grateful. It
allowed her to reach the Roman period more quickly without
sacrificing the rigour of her studies. One of the first volumes she
consulted appeared to solve one mystery, but create another. The
author postulated that the purpose of the Scarborough signal
station was to alert people inland, rather than on the coast.
Angelene was pleased to see he’d used the same geographical
evidence she had. She was not, however, convinced. Referring to her
maps again, she confirmed that all the Roman settlements inland
would’ve been alerted by the beacon at Filey, which was much better
situated.

The new mystery was the archaeological evidence that the
watchtower had been occupied for a single year only. Its
construction was dated to 383, probably on the orders of Magnus
Maximus, the military ruler of Britain. Shortly after, Maximus was
proclaimed emperor by his soldiers and left for Gaul. He fought a
bloody civil war until his defeat five years later. Fourteen years
after his execution, the Romans began their withdrawal from Britain
in the face of increasingly bold Anglo-Saxon incursions. The last
decade of the fourth century and first decade of the fifth would
therefore have been the years when the signal station was most
needed.

Angelene read widely on Roman Britain, trying to find as much as
she could about the military occupation of Yorkshire. It had begun
when the Legio IX Hispana crossed the Humber in 71,
invading the territory of a Celtic tribe called the Brigantes. She
wasn’t interested in the headland before the Romans arrived, but
she wanted to increase her understanding of their culture. The more
she read, however, the further she strayed from her goal. She took
to visiting the castle regularly, in order to maintain her focus,
but always kept away from the entrance to the chapel. Eventually,
she felt her research had stalled entirely. The feeling of
well-being which had accompanied her newfound purpose faltered, and
she feared the accompanying mental clarity was in danger of being
undone. One autumn morning she returned to the Centre and sought
out Chloe, and was pleased when she agreed to meet for lunch at a
restaurant in the high street.

***

Angelene was nervous. Her self-induced solitude had made her
uncomfortable with people. As soon as they’d ordered their food,
she blurted out what was on her mind: “You’ll probably think I’m
crazy — and maybe I am — but I’m trying to get to the bottom of the
Roman signal station, and I thought you might be able to help.”

Chloe’s mouth dropped open and she touched her chest
reflexively. Or perhaps it was the Celtic torc around her neck.
“I’m not sure what you mean.”

Angelene noticed her tongue dart between her small teeth, pearly
white, and felt self-conscious because of the coarseness of her own
features. “I don’t think the signal station in Scarborough Castle
is part of the coastal chain. I think it was constructed for
another reason, but I can’t work out why. You seem to have an
encyclopaedic knowledge of Scarborough’s history…” She trailed
off.

Chloe looked relieved. “I see. Well, there are two theories.
First, that the signal station was part of the chain built by
Flavius Theodosius in 368, when the Romans restored control of
Britain following their losses in the Great Conspiracy. Second,
that they were built later, by Magnus Maximus in 383, when he tried
to take the Empire for himself. Their purpose would’ve been to
alert the forts inland of an invasion. The Yorkshire Wolds were
heavily fortified, because the Brigantes were forever revolting
against their Roman overlords.” She touched her torc again.

“Which do you think is right?”

“There’s no more historical evidence for either, but I prefer
the latter.”

Angelene leaned forward, lowering her voice as if she was
betraying a secret. “What about the evidence that it was only
occupied for a year?”

Chloe cleared her throat delicately. “That’s one of the points
in favour of Maximus constructing it. As soon as his armies
proclaimed him emperor he left for Gaul to fight for control of the
Empire. One of the beautiful things about ancient history is that
it’s more art than science, and open to different
interpretations.”

“But what about the Viking attack in 1066? Why did they burn
everything on the headland? And what about William of Newburgh? He
wrote that William Le Gros destroyed an Anglo-Saxon monastery on
the headland before he started building the castle seventy years
later! I think… I’m not sure what to think…” She felt her
confidence disappear.

Chloe reached over and placed her dainty hand on Angelene’s
forearm. Her touch was light and cool. “I’ve got something you
might be interested in reading. Come back to the Centre with me
after lunch and I’ll give you a copy. Read it, then you can tell me
what you think.”

Angelene tried to smile. “What is it?”

“My doctoral thesis. It has a dreadfully long title, but it’s
basically about Caesar’s invasion of Britain, viewed from the
Britons’ perspective, and it draws on Geoffrey of Monmouth’s
Historia Regnum Brittania, The Matter of Britain,
and Nennius’s Historia Brittonum. It deals with the period
four hundred years before the signal station was built, but you may
find it… relevant. No more questions until you’ve read it,
yes?”

Angelene agreed, wondering what the signal station could
possibly have to do with Caesar’s invasion when the Romans hadn’t
reached Yorkshire until long after the famous emperor’s death.

***

She was still wondering in the early hours of the next morning
when she was about a third of the way through the five hundred page
manuscript. A large part of the thesis was about the druids, their
slaughter at Anglesey, and the belief that the Romans had called
upon malign powers to defeat the magic of the British. There were
theories concerning the importance of Stonehenge, Glastonbury,
Cerne Abbas, Wilmington, Uffington, and various other ancient
places she’d heard of. When she could no longer keep her eyes open,
she dropped the manuscript on the floor next to her — probably
waking the whole household — and closed her eyes.

Angelene forced herself to rise when the alarm went off a few
hours later, had breakfast, and took her morning exercise. After
her bath, she removed Chloe’s dissertation downstairs to the
residents’ lounge, and picked up where she’d left off. There was
more about druids and bards, and their beliefs, traditions, and
practices. These included the significance of torcs, skulls,
standing stones, and the oghma script, as well as notes on the gods
they worshipped, including Belenus, patron of the druids, and the
goddess Brigantia, from whom she assumed the Brigantes tribe had
taken their name. There was only a brief mention of the
acknowledged gods of the Romans, with more detail about the sea
demons they were supposed to have summoned.

Chloe had used “sea demons” as a descriptive term for these
creatures, called the Cth by the Romans, Fomorians by the Parisii,
and Old Ones by the Brigantes. They were a powerful, ancient race
of immortals that lived under the waves and were summoned by human
sacrifice. They were said to feed on the fear of humans and steal
the souls of the dead and living alike. The presence of the sea
demons explained why the druidic stronghold in Anglesey had been
defeated so easily: it was an island, completely surrounded by the
water from which the creatures came. With the help of the Cth, the
Romans had taken the island and completely obliterated the druidic
religion. Angelene wondered if Chloe had actually been awarded her
PhD. She never used the title “doctor” and Angelene couldn’t recall
seeing it mentioned at the Centre. Her thesis had probably been
rejected.

Nonetheless Angelene applied herself to it all through the day
and long into the evening, breaking only for supper. She finished
around midnight, her eyes aching and her mind racing, full of
Chloe’s wild ideas and fanciful speculations. As she prepared for
bed, Angelene made a conscious effort to try and understand why
Chloe felt the thesis was relevant to the signal station. She
agreed with Chloe that it had been built by Maximus in 383, but
what purpose had it served him? Angelene didn’t believe the beacon
was meant to communicate with the Wolds to the west. It didn’t feel
right. Nor was it meant to be seen by the other coastal stations to
the north and south. If not west, north, or south…

Angelene had her second epiphany the moment she switched off the
light.

Maximus had been preparing to usurp the emperor and steal the
crown of the mightiest empire the world had ever known. He’d
believed in the sea demons. He’d built the station as a temple to
them and tried to summon their assistance in his bid for the
Empire. That was it. It explained everything. It had only been
occupied for a short time because Maximus had left Britain soon
after. She knew she was right and planned to find out more about
Maximus’ final years in Gaul. She was filled with optimism that her
peace of mind had finally been restored, and slept more soundly
than she had in years.

***

At six o’clock the next evening, Angelene knocked on a mahogany
door decorated with a carving of the Green Man.

Chloe opened it a few moments later. “Oh, hello, I wasn’t
expecting you. But come in, please.”

Angelene stepped into a sylvan sanctuary. The cottage was small
and cosy, a sacred space with hardwood floors and timber in the
walls and ceiling. There was wood of all types and colours almost
everywhere in furniture, ornaments, and frames. Leafy pot plants
commanded the hall, the lounge, and the kitchen beyond, and there
was a sprig of mistletoe above the door. She felt as if she were
inside a magic womb. “I read your thesis. I thought I’d return it
in person. I hope you don’t mind?”

Chloe led her into the lounge. “No, of course not. Make yourself
comfortable.” She indicated a settee. “Would you like a cup of
tea?”

“Yes, please.”

While she waited, Angelene walked around the room. Between the
plants and Celtic symbols on the walls there were landscape photos
of various places in Britain. Stone circles, groves, forests, and
chalk figures.

“Did you take these yourself?” she asked when Chloe
returned.

“Some of them. There you are.” She handed Angelene a cup and
saucer, placed a teapot on a low oak table, and sat in a wicker
chair. “I suppose you didn’t find my thesis very useful. I’m sorry
if it’s been a waste of time.”

“Not at all. I’ll admit that half the time I was reading I
wondered why on earth you’d given it to me, but when I reached the
end, I realised.”

“You finished it!” Chloe’s surprise, like all her other
expressions, was refined.

“Yes. It was only when I finished that the answer came to me. I
know everything!”

Chloe upset her teacup, spilling some on her blouse. Angelene
could’ve sworn she’d touched the torc again. “How stupid of me.”
Chloe glided into the kitchen and returned with a tea towel,
dabbing the chair and her top. She left her cup and saucer on the
table when she sat down again. “What do you know?” There was a hard
edge to her voice Angelene hadn’t heard before.

“About the signal station!” She hesitated, suddenly wondering if
she’d finally gone mad. But she couldn’t be mad, she felt too calm
and satisfied. “I’m convinced that Magnus Maximus had the signal
station built because he was another believer in the sea demons you
mentioned. He built it as a kind of temple to summon their aid. He
believed that they’d helped Caesar conquer Britannia, and he wanted
their help in his conquest of the Empire. He built it to summon
them, then — when it didn’t work — he abandoned it and took his men
to Gaul to fight. It explains all the discrepancies. I’m right,
aren’t I?”

Chloe sighed, and laughed nervously. “Yes, that’s exactly what I
think. Well done you!” She smiled, revealing her tiny teeth
again.

“I went up to the castle this morning after my walk, and spent
an hour at the signal station. I wasn’t sure my idea would make any
sense in the cold light of day, but when I stood there, looking out
to sea and thinking about those sea demons, I knew I was right.
Poor old Maximus, he should’ve put his time to better use!”

“You’re quite right. It didn’t help him at all.”

“I came here to convalesce and… I feel wonderful. It’s taken me
long enough, but immersing myself in something so distant from my
life has been the most therapeutic thing ever. I’m ready to go back
to London now. I’m leaving on Friday. I can’t thank you enough for
all your help, Chloe, you’ve been wonderful.”

Chloe’s tension evaporated in an instant. “I’m sorry you’re
leaving, but I’m glad you found the peace you were looking for. I
hope you don’t mind, but I’ve bought you something. Perhaps you’ll
wear it as a memento of your time here.” Chloe picked up a small
cardboard box from the sideboard, and withdrew a thick bronze
bangle. It was in the shape of a torc, exactly like the one around
her neck, but smaller. “Here…”

Angelene took it from her and studied the plain circle of metal.
“Thank you, it’s lovely. Are you sure you want me to have it?”

“Yes, of course. Perhaps you’ll try it on now.”

Angelene slipped it onto her right wrist. “Oh, a perfect fit.
Thank you.”

Later that night Angelene walked out the bathroom and raised her
hand to switch off the light. She saw the bracelet and stopped her
arm in mid-air. She touched the cool metal with her fingertips and
was about to slide it off when she had her third epiphany. It was
more consummate than the others. It was also calamitous and
frightening, and she left both light and torc alone as she sat on
the bed. She must be going mad, but she still felt poised
and collected. Some time passed before she switched the light off
and went to her window. She looked out at the dark, deep sea and
knew she had to find out for herself.

***

The castle closed at five o’clock. Angelene watched the visitors
shuffle off to the entrance as a member of staff did his rounds.
Then the women in the Master Gunner’s House locked up and left. As
the young man closing the castle climbed the steps to the keep, she
withdrew into one of the stone alcoves, concealing herself in a
corner. She heard his footsteps on the wooden platform before he
trotted back down the steel stairway. She waited for another hour
before she risked leaving her hiding place. Shenever done anything
like this before, so she could only hope she’d prepared adequately.
Her hair was tied back in a tight ponytail, Chloe’s gift was snug
on her wrist, and she wore her walking boots. In her backpack, she
carried a flask of tea, a powerful flashlight, and a small
bolt-cutter.

The wind howled and the clouds moved briskly across the sickle
moon as the sun began to set. Angelene could see the mound of St
Mary’s chapel clearly despite the failing light. It was uncanny,
because sixteen hundred years ago there’d been a huge tower here,
perhaps as tall as the keep behind her, and no chapel. Now, there
was only the chapel, the foundation stones from the station all but
invisible. She stopped a few feet from the mound, removed the
flashlight from her pack, and switched it on.

The beam illuminated the small portcullis gate and beige stone
in the blackness beyond. Angelene held the torch in her left hand
and the backpack in her right. She took a deep breath and a single
step. She swallowed, dropped the backpack on the grass, and glanced
at the sliding bolt.

She almost screamed: the padlock was gone.

It had been there ten hours ago; she’d seen it with her own
eyes. She reached out her hand and gave the iron a gentle push.

It shrieked as it swung back an inch.

Angelene’s heart beat a frenzied tattoo. She felt a lump in her
throat. She tried to swallow, failed, and was nearly sick. She
gasped for breath.

She could see into the subterranean chapel. It was small, a
rough square with each stone wall about twenty feet in length and
seven in height. There was a square enclosure in the centre, with
low walls four feet long. She couldn’t see what was inside, but
thought it might be another well.

She fought to bring her breathing under control, then pushed the
gate open, and ducked in.

She trod slowly and carefully down the two steps to the uneven
floor.

Angelene was in a tomb — or a temple — anything but a
chapel.

She held the light ahead of her protectively and advanced
towards the centre square. She was scared, but it seemed to draw
her with an ominous inevitability. As she approached she could see
a shadow within the four walls. She turned the beam —

“Angelene.”

She slapped her right hand over her mouth to stop herself
screaming and spun towards the voice.

Chloe stood in the corner, one hand clutching the torc around
her throat.

Angelene grunted, choked — only when she was sure she wouldn’t
scream did she take her hand away from her mouth.

“I was afraid you’d come,” said Chloe.

“You — you — scared me to death. What the hell are you doing
here?” Her fear was replaced by sudden, vicious anger.

“I’m here to stop you…” Chloe pointed past Angelene to the
middle of the vault “…seeing.”

Angelene turned her light on the enclosure and moved
forward.

“It’s a stairway to the prison — where the Romans kept the human
sacrifices before they killed them. You know the secret now, so
let’s leave together.”

Angelene shone the torch over the wall and saw narrow stone
stairs winding down, curling in a tight circle. “I’m not going
anywhere with you. You tried to scare me last night with this
bangle and now you’ve done it again. I’m going to have a look at
this dungeon, satisfy myself that I’m right, and then get back to
my life. I’ve had enough of you and your crackpot thesis. You’re as
bad as those murderous, power-crazed, Romans.” She swung her leg
over the wall.

“No!”

“Don’t try to stop me!” She shone the light at Chloe, but she
hadn’t moved.

“If you won’t heed my warning, take this.” Chloe shook the torc,
which she was still clutching. “Your circlet isn’t enough —
please take my torc as well.”

Angelene waved her right wrist. “I don’t even know why I’m still
wearing this ugly thing.”

“Please — Angelene — if you value your sanity, please wear my
torc.”

Angelene scowled, swung her other leg over the wall, and began
her descent. Chloe started chanting in a language that sounded like
German. Angelene swore. She wasn’t scared by this absurd
hocus-pocus, and she ignored the mantra and concentrated on her
feet. The smooth stone steps were steep, and they spiralled to the
left. It was just like any other medieval staircase and there was
nothing unusual or unsettling about the journey. Angelene estimated
that she descended roughly a foot with each step, and that Marine
Drive was about two and fifty feet below at the most. She probably
wouldn’t even get close to sea level, but she counted as she went
anyway.

After a hundred and fifty steps the staircase widened, the steps
ceased to spiral as tightly, and the limestone lining was replaced
by the natural, blue-tinted Oxford Clay. She had the impression she
was approaching another vault or a chamber, but there was nothing
of the sort. The air grew stale and the rock damp. Angelene felt
the sweat of the walls as she brushed against them.

At two hundred and fifty feet she reached the flaxen bedrock,
and the stairs took a more meandering course, no longer winding,
but still descending. She could hear the crash of the waves,
echoing from all directions in the enclosed space of the tunnel.
The smell of salt was strong, mixed with a whiff of mildew, and
something stronger that reminded her of decaying flesh. Water
dripped down the walls and Angelene had to slow her pace as the
steps became slippery. She could no longer gauge the rate of her
descent but continued to count each footfall.

By three hundred steps the smell was like a charnel house. The
walls were heavily pitted, similar to the stone of the castle
above, and there was a steady trickle of water flowing down the
stairs.

As she counted her four hundredth step, Angelene saw the end of
the stairway far below, terminating at the entrance to a cave. She
was tempted to speed up, but remembered the water underfoot. The
last few stairs were completely submerged.

At four hundred and eighty four paces, she reached the bottom,
standing in seawater midway up her shins. The rotten smell was even
stronger, as if there were a carcass of something large nearby.

She waded cautiously forward, shining the light into the narrow
tunnel ahead. Angelene was wary of the water level, but it appeared
unchanged, and she could feel a gentle current pulling ahead. The
adit was wide and high enough for her to pass easily, and the water
didn’t creep any further up her legs. She walked a few more paces
as the tunnel curved, and then saw it open into a vault. She pushed
forward with renewed energy, ignoring the rising water, and paused
at the entrance to an immense cavern which extended beyond the
illumination of her torch. The water reached her knees and the
stench would have been unbearable were it not for the sharp tang of
salt. She couldn’t see an end to either the sandstone walls or the
still, dark water and knew she couldn’t go much further. She was
disappointed to find the prison flooded.

Angelene heard a soft splash — felt a slight eddy in the
water.

She peered ahead, but still couldn’t see anything.

She heard another splash, fainter and further away.

She waded forward — saw something in the mere about fifty feet
ahead. She pressed on until the water was midway up her thighs.
Then she stopped, held the flashlight at arm’s length, and strained
to discern the details of the pale grey mound now thirty feet away.
It appeared to be a lump of clay about twenty feet across and ten
or so high, curiously crisscrossed with thick, black lines that
reminded her of a small railway track. The front of the mound was
shaped like a polyp, behind which was a single, luminous ellipse,
yellowy in colour.

Angelene saw the lines were in fact links in a massive metal
chain, rusted with age. She wondered why they’d been left on an
island in the middle of the lake.

The chains creaked as the clay twitched.

The ellipse disappeared and reappeared.

It blinked.

She stared at that eye in the huge, formless creature, and
screamed and screamed and screamed.

***

The next morning Angelene left the hotel for her morning ritual.
She was mentally and physically exhausted, but she weaved her way
down to Royal Albert Drive, too afraid to look at the headland.
Only when she reached the road, did she realise she was on the very
edge of the sea. She didn’t know which was worse, what lay beneath
the castle or what lay beneath the ocean. She shivered and
hesitated.

She remembered Chloe’s words from a few hours before. The thing
was a prisoner, because neither the Pagans nor the Christians had
the power to kill it. It was alive, but it couldn’t escape.

Angelene continued until the promenade began to curve around
Castle Hill. She stopped again, and reached for her right wrist.
Why had she taken off the bangle when she’d dressed? It — and
Chloe’s chanting — had prevented her from losing her mind. She
faltered. She lacked the courage to walk in between that… thing…
and the dark, swirling sea. Angelene turned to go back, then caught
a glimpse of a teenager on a bicycle. He was pedalling towards her,
crossing the very path she feared to tread. She was being stupid,
paranoid.

She took a deep breath, smiled at the boy as he passed, and
resumed her circuit.

The cyclist was the only witness to the freak wave that crashed
against the sea wall, picked Angelene up from Marine Drive, and
lifted her over the cast-iron railings and the blocks of quartz. He
was the first of hundreds to look for her body, but it was never
found.










The Needs of the Dead, by Jon Vagg


Motorway service station, 2.36 am, homeward bound from the
annual DeadSoulsCon. It was the first time either of them had seen
a zombie in the flesh.

Martyn and Karen knew about zombies. They knew in principle,
anyway, that zombies existed. The whole issue had been huge, a year
previously. A combination of viral and biochemical treatments that
could reanimate bodies. Enough brain function to perform simple
tasks. Well-rehearsed PR about how bodies would only be used with
the consent of next of kin, where they could be located. Political
debates about health and safety, about whether they retained enough
independent mental capacity to be legally considered human. And, of
far more interest to the politicos, the basis for creating a new
regulatory authority and ways of taxing the “manufacturers” and
“end users”.

There had been protests from religious groups and unions. Big
corporate money bought them off, or crushed them. Within months,
there were news reports that the first zombies were “in service”,
in high-risk jobs considered hazardous for the living.

Reality had caught up with gothic horror. But seeing their first
one was still disquieting.

But for the three-two-one marker signs before the turnoff,
Martyn would have missed the service station. How could there be
driving rain and fog at the same time? He’d slowed to
forty, peering into the dark, becoming aware of pins and needles in
his hands and the ache in his lower back. Beyond the black expanse
of the car park, the service station, concrete and steel arches
under a swooping gull-wing roof, was brightly lit and
welcoming.

“See,” Karen exclaimed excitedly. “No other cars here. Told you
it would be spooky.”

Martyn laughed. “We watch way too many horror movies. Most
people are too sensible to be driving in this weather.”

A short dash to the building’s entrance canopy was enough to
soak Martyn’s feet, shoulders, and head. Karen was similarly
dishevelled, shivering despite her heavy coat. They pushed at wide
glass doors, encountered a blast of artificial, air-conditioned
winter.

The brightly-lit interior appeared at first glance to be empty.
The shop on the right was illuminated but closed, magazines and
sweets displayed behind a chain-link shutter. The amusement arcade
on the left bleeped forlornly to itself, and the fast-food
concessions straight ahead were in semi-darkness. Momentarily
disorientated, Martyn looked back at Karen; in her long dark coat
and with shoulder-length blonde hair sparking with raindrops, she
looked every inch an ice queen. She pointed with her chin.

“The main restaurant is up the stairs.” Watery light sloshed
down a wide curving staircase between the shop and the fast-food
court, and music spilled down from the space above. An odd choice,
Martyn thought, something like R&B but played on a church
organ.

The food counter displayed bright and welcoming pictures of meal
deals accompanied by ludicrously high prices. The photos bore
little relationship to the desiccated offerings on the food
counter. What was billed as “meat loaf” could easily have been
mashed brains. The drinks counter machines offered a dozen
different types of coffee, tea, hot chocolate and, for all they
knew, body-temperature blood. They rejected five cups from the
stack by the coffee machine before finding a couple that were
clean. The only indication of strangeness: a small sign posted by
the counter. Notice: between 10pm and 6am service may be
provided exclusively by our EA team members. But it wasn’t any
different to service provided by humans.

Acronyms. The solution of choice for corporates and governments
wanting to slide over difficult thought processes. In this case, it
stood for Enhanced Animation. Which in real English meant
zombies.

The two boys behind the food counter seemed inanimate. The girl
on the cash till looked like she hadn’t slept for a week and was
using makeup to hide the fact. Her eyes were dull and she seemed to
have trouble focusing on the register. Her fingers clawed at its
keys as if trying to play some half-remembered piece of music on a
broken accordion. The electronic point-of-sale gadget, fortunately,
had taken Martyn’s card and went through its motions without a
hitch.

Beyond the counter, spindly plastic chairs in hi-viz colours
clustered about a couple of dozen badly-wiped tables. Karen sipped
her cappuccino. “You wouldn’t be able to tell, would you? Unless
you knew? They’ve done a good job on the skin tone. And they don’t
act any different to anyone who’s done a week’s worth of nights and
double shifts.”

Martyn stretched, yawned, shrugged in a complicated gesture that
was meant to convey his doubts about Karen’s demand to travel back
from the Con at that time of night. “It only said service ‘may’ be
zombified. Maybe they’re real people and they really have pulled a
week of double shifts.” Pause. Reflection. Why would the service
station bother to use real people if zombies were available?
Another train of thought: “They look quite young. Makes you wonder
how they died.”

Karen winced. Martyn had been doing DeadSoulsCon, signing books
and being on one of the panels. She’d opted out of the sessions and
refused to do the convention ball — “Grown men wandering round in
mummy bandages and graveyard makeup, it’ll be too freaky.” Instead
she’d spent her time shopping for clothes that, as it turned out,
would have fitted right into the sleazy ambience of the con.

“You haven’t asked me how my panel went.”

She blinked slowly. “True. I’m still a bit freaked by coming
away from the Con, and walking straight into a real life George
Romero scene… So, how was it?”

Martyn chuckled. “A lot of arguing but no actual fist fights.
There were a few bruised egos, though. On the panel I did, Adey was
saying vampires had run their course and no one was interested any
more, especially with the advent of zombies. I kind of blurted out
I’d had two vampire stories published in the last year and the
novel being launched at the Con itself. It went from bad to worse
after that because Ossie had to get his point in about how everyone
from the Nazis to the CIA had tried to create vampires. You know
his thing about if we can imagine something, governments will try
to develop it as a weapon? He reckons that’s behind the
introduction of zombies as well. And then someone from the floor
said the most important thing about zombies isn’t how they’ve
changed things for the living, it’s how they’ve changed things for
the dead. They have needs too, he said. People thought that was
interesting but obscure.”

“You do realise,” Karen observed, “that right now we’re
outnumbered? The girl on the till and two guys behind the food
counter? Three against two.”

“They’re hardly going to attack us. It looks like they’re having
a hard time even staying on their feet.”

Karen glanced over at the zombies. One seemed to be cleaning the
counter. The others looked like they were in suspended animation.
She sipped her coffee reflectively.

“You know the thing you say about vampires? How they’re a
metaphor? Greedy bankers, exploitative media, scheming governments,
New World Order; nothing is the way it looks on the surface, and
they’re all out to bleed people?” Martyn nodded. “Well, it’s here,
isn’t it? That’s what’s happening. Just not with vampires. With the
zombies.”

The girl from the till came out and started cleaning the tables,
mechanically wiping a rag across each surface in turn. Karen and
Martyn fell silent as she reached them. She seemed not to register
their presence, and Martyn had to lift his mug away from the table
to avoid it being swept away.

When she was done, they exchanged alarmed and questioning
expressions. The girl had used the damp cloth to spell out a
word.

HELP.

Movement in the background. A small guy, stocky and balding, had
walked in. His white polo shirt had the word “Bokor” printed across
the back, and an ID tag hung round his neck. On one shoulder he
carried a small bag. Rather than buy a drink and sit down, though,
he slipped between the food counters to make his way into the back
of the service area.

They finished their coffees, headed foot-draggingly towards the
exit. Another hour to drive. Noises from behind the service area
made them pause. Screeching, wailing. Some kind of industrial
accident?

Martyn realised he could see both the male zombies, but not the
girl.

It felt like an icy hand cupping his testicles. Those noises
meant something bad. It was like the time he’d been in the town
centre and heard the screech of car brakes followed by a wet smack.
You didn’t want to turn round to see what had happened, but knew
you had to.

He sprinted between the counters, zipped past the two vacuous
zombie males and bounced off a metal worktop. To his right was a
gap between storage units that seemed to lead to the kitchen.
Another zombie was in there, pointlessly and repetitively
deep-frying chips for non-existent customers. And an open door off
the kitchen revealed a tiny, windowless office.

The girl zombie was bent over the desk, clothing in a state of
some disarray. She was the one screeching inarticulately. The Bokor
manager held her down by her hair. He was beating her with
something that looked like a short metal pipe. Every time it
connected with her skin, sparks flew and she went momentarily into
spasm. The rest of the room was trashed — there had clearly been
some kind of struggle.

Martyn had the twin advantages of surprise and momentum. He
slammed bodily into the guy from Bokor, who spun across the cramped
space to smash gracelessly into a filing cabinet. Blood spurted
from his mouth and nose. Martyn rebounded from the impact, falling
heavily against the desk and the girl. His hand, as he tried to
steady himself, found the girl’s skin. It was frigid. Such an
obvious thing, but the moment of contact surprised him. He’d
touched a zombie.

Bokor man was yelling. “Stupid fuck! What are you doing?” With
his mouth mashed, he sprayed more blood over himself with every
word.

“Why the hell are you attacking her?”

The guy was flailing his arms, trying to grip something, pull
himself upright. “She resisted the datura injection. They always
do. The only way is to use the shock-baton. And the nerves don’t
all fire, so it has to be severe.” Blood stained the front of his
polo shirt, obliterating the company logo. He looked down, realised
how much spatter there was. “Shit. They smell this, we won’t be
able to stop them.”

Martyn wasn’t listening. His attention had gone to the girl. He
found it difficult to see her as anything but human. She was in a
foetal ball on the floor, wailing inarticulately. He reached out to
her, a gesture intended to reassure, but she snarled and snapped
like a wounded dog. And caught the scent of blood.

The idea that zombies move slowly, Martyn discovered, was a
myth. The girl’s blood-hunger was aroused, and she moved as fast as
any human. Something in Martyn’s mind made a connection: Russo, not
Romero. Then the figure of the short-order chef blocked the
doorway, a basket of freshly cooked chips in one hand. He hadn’t
seen what had happened, but evidently smelled it. Lips pulling back
into a snarl, he threw himself at the Bokor man.

Martyn was no hero. He had no idea what would stop the zombies,
and by the time his brain kicked his body into action it was too
late anyway. As he turned, his feet hit something on the floor. The
shock-baton. He scooped it up without even thinking.

Karen was poised between the service counters and the kitchen
door. With more presence of mind than Martyn had been able to
muster, she’d grabbed a fire extinguisher and foamed up one of the
serving zombies. He — it? — was standing in front of her, confused
at the sudden loss of vision. She battered it over the head with
the canister as the other zombie there, which had been standing
placidly at the counter, turned to Martyn with a feral smile. It
sprang into motion, straight at him. The thought flashed into his
mind that the thing had detected the smell of the feeding behind
him. He dodged sideways. As it came level with him, it half-turned.
Was the smell on him as well?

Martyn put his hands out instinctively as if to grapple with the
thing, and it recoiled. He was only then he registered the baton in
his hand. The zombie’s reaction gave him enough time to put the
service counter between him and the creature.

Karen dropped the emptied extinguisher, kicked it towards the
zombies. One moved towards her and fell headlong. “Time to be
going?” she enquired coolly.

Four miles out, with the engine screaming and the speedo
somewhere past ninety, Martyn stopped hyperventilating.

“What was happening back there?” Karen’s voice seemed to come
from far away.

“The guy who turned up was some kind of zombie maintenance man.
He was beating the girl who was on the till, really hard. I stopped
him and he said he had to do it because it’s how they make them
take the datura injection. And then—”

“Datura? The toxin the old voodoo witches were supposed
to use to turn people into zombies? The one that shuts down higher
brain functions?”

Martyn was silent. Trying to work it out. Two miles later, he
reached a conclusion. “Two options. One, they are actually living
human beings who’ve been kidnapped and drugged. The reanimation
thing is a blind. Two, they really are dead. But if the company
needs to use datura, the reanimation process means the zombies have
retained consciousness, feelings, whatever, even after death. The
drug is to suppress all that.” He exhaled, tried to ease the
tension in his neck and shoulders. “Either way, something nasty is
being covered up.”

Karen didn’t speak. Her silence meant: what are we going to
do about it?

They left the motorway, joined a dual carriageway. A mile from
home, a black van pulled out of a junction ahead of them. Martyn
overhauled it quickly, indicated, pulled out to overtake. And
everything seemed to happen in dreamy slow-mo, though Martyn wasn’t
clear about how it happened. Their car bucked sideways,
skidded, hit the central barrier, bounced back across the road and
then the world started to turn upside down. The airbag blocked any
further view, and the seatbelt pulled painfully at his chest and
shoulder.

Sound of an engine. Footsteps. Door opening, hands pulling him
clear, laying him on the ground. Not paramedics: they wore black
evening dress and top hats, smelled of cheap cigars. One pulled at
his clothing, found his wallet.

Voices.

—Is he the right one?

—The card in his wallet tallies with the till record. The
car is the one we caught on CCTV.

—Are they alive?

—At the moment. But we can fix that.

Sighs. Sideband hisses and crackles, typical radio-speak.
Jolly roger that; over and RIP.

—The cleanup team’s still at the service station… You know,
this is the part of the job I hate most. Dealing with them when
they’re still warm.

Martyn felt hands pulling him roughly, positioning him face-up.
His head smacked hard against the tarmac.

—Treat him easy. Each one of these costs about three times
our annual salary to fix up properly. That’s why they plan on
keeping the poor bastards in service forever.

With a huge force of will, Martyn opened his eyes. He was
looking at the barrel of a hypodermic.

—Hold him down for me while I do this.

Sharp pain in his chest. His heartbeat was suddenly absent,
lungs paralysed, senses closing down. In the instant before panic
set in, words from the DeadSoulsCon panel flitted through his mind:
“The important thing about zombies isn’t how they’ve changed things
for the living, it’s how they’ve changed things for the dead. They
have needs too.” Martyn understood with painful immediacy that the
Bokor people were getting away with murder. But once they did, his
most important need, as a newly-deceased corpse, was to be left
that way.
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The city of Miridene slumps like a beggar with all the wind
kicked out of him, down in the fetid swamps of southern Pfenixia,
where the flies are more like small birds and mosquitoes rise to
sup on blood throughout the year. Stone and brick buildings the
colour of dried honey sit on tiny islands scavenged from the mire,
connected by fragile bridges and overgrown by vines; all of them
already half reclaimed by nature. The roads, such as they are, run
slick with mud and water; in the height of summer the entire city
is overrun by the frogs invading from the marshes. Here and there
rusting hulks of machinery rise from the canals, rookeries of long
forgotten magi-technology rendered obsolete long ago when the sky
fell.

It is a city of artists and dreamers, where heresies and
dangerous ideas blossom as readily as the corpse flowers that
decorate the streets. Miridene is only tolerated because it sits in
the heart of a Gods-forsaken swamp and most of its shifty, slack
jawed inhabitants know it. If it was not so Parragal or Sarrakin,
the great powers of the Pfenixian peninsula, would have sent their
soldiers to raze the city to the ground.

None of this bothered Markov though, he skulked in an inn,
nursing a tankard of the city’s foul ale and waiting. The heat
did bother him, it made his skin prickle and sweat made
the leather jerkin he wore uncomfortable. He was unsuited to this
southern heat; the air was too heavy, too still; it felt barely
breathable to him. His own land, to the north, was more used to
wind and rain than this sluggish warmth and everything about it
felt wrong. His hair lay too heavily on his shoulders and back, its
long beaded braids plastered to his skin in places, a skin which,
bronzed by everything but sun, felt like the hides of the horn
beasts from Veshpul that merchants and other liars talked
about.

The inn was down near the city’s bustling docks, and bore the
stamp of neglect and depravity. Sailors and mercenaries lounged
about drinking their copper pieces away, whilst the city’s
residents offered other wares; narcotic and carnal. Truly the tales
of the depths that Pfenixians would stoop to in search of pleasure
seemed a little understated now that Markov had experienced their
cities first hand. He swore blind that if it was possible to rut
with or become intoxicated by something the Pfenixians probably
already did and could tell you where to find it and the season that
suited it best. In comparison to his rough grassland kin they were
decadent and full of trifling concerns. Only a few would he call
friend.

Where the hell was Reyson? He was meant to have arrived hours
ago. He was probably up to his eyeballs with some frog, licking the
yellow stripe on its back; he seemed the type at times.

In truth the two men barely knew each other, Markov was too
fresh to the city to know many people, and Reyson; well he seemed
like the type who was everyone’s acquaintance but no one’s friend.
A thief by trade, he kept the world at arm’s length as best he
could. They had met by chance soon after Markov had arrived in the
city. He had needed money and somewhere to sleep. Providence, in
the form of Reyson, had delivered.

A shadow fell across the table and the familiar scent of perfume
and sweat filled the air. Markov glanced up and grinned savagely,
“Finally! By the Horse God’s balls where have you been?”

“Getting your payment, my friend,” Reyson replied with a sly
grin. “I think I may have got you a good deal too.” He was two
hands shorter than the northerner and fat enough to have a bullfrog
like chin. His lack of hair did little to dispel the notion that he
had crawled up from the swamps. Long robes hid so much of his body
that only his head and hands were visible. His hand twitched, a
small bag appeared from somewhere in his wide sleeve and he threw
it onto the table with a practised flick of his wrist. The bag made
a low thump as it landed by Markov’s mug.

The bag was heavy; through the sackcloth Markov could feel fat
round discs. Could it be gold? He licked his lips in anticipation
as he worked the drawstrings loose and tipped the coins out into
his palm.

A handful of fat coins slid out, but their sheen was as far from
gold as could be. Dull lead stared up at him, each dark disc
stamped with the face of a different one of the old Pfenixian gods,
their names lost to history when the sky fell. He felt himself go
pale; a death pouch, given to the dead so that they could bribe
their way into the lands of the Gods. To be buried without one was
a sentence to wander the world as a restless shade or be forced to
take up residence in the uneasy flesh as an abomination. Amongst
Pfeninxian criminals it had a different meaning: one that Markov
was all too aware of. It was a death sentence, a warning that you
were living on borrowed time.

His eyes flicked up to Reyson, just in time to see the swift
gesture repeated and a thick ugly knife appear in the fat man’s
hand. It swept down, faster than it had any right to, the blade
shining dully in the muted light. Markov leapt away pushing aside
the bench he had sat on as he stumbled backwards. His own sword,
thin and curved, was in his hand now, drawn on pure instinct born
from clan wars on the grasslands where treachery was second nature.
Clans would turn coat during battles suddenly attacking warriors
who moments before had been hearth-kin and more. Even marriage was
no protection from such a thing. He swung up and the two blades met
with a loud clang as he knocked Reyson’s to the side.

“So you’d sell me out for a handful of coins would you Reyson?”
he snarled as he hefted the mug and threw it at the other man’s
head.

“It’s nothing personal Markov but you’ve become inconvenient to
the Council. It’s just business.” Reyson ducked, too fast for a man
of his bulk surely, and the mug shattered on the wall behind him. A
thin veil of sweat had already broken out across his face.
Doubtless he’d hoped to find the warrior deep in his cups, unable
to fight back. He shoved the table towards Markov, sending him
skittering backwards in an effort to avoid it.

“What? Why would the Council give a fart about what happens to
me?” Markov caught the table, shoved it back with his left hand;
sweeping his sword with the other to fend off the other man’s
blade. He’d had no dealing with the so called Council of Shadows,
the rulers of the city’s underworld. There was surely no reason for
them to want him dead.

Other people, men and women both, were starting up from their
seats now, their own blades drawn. The lead coins were a signal
that Markov could be killed without consequence. Indeed his death
would only make his killer rich. Reyson spat a curse and stabbed
again, scoring a cut in Markov’s arm. Blood welled up and the other
cutthroats, like sharks, surged forwards. Most were Pfenixians
clutching crude dirks and short swords, but as he leapt up onto a
table and kicked one would-be assassin in the face, hard enough to
make her spit teeth and blood, Markov saw the bleached dreadlocks
and woad tattoos of a Brinna warrior woman. There were other
foreign faces too; a man from Torea across the Sea of Ruin who held
a man catcher in his hands and wore jagged spears on his back, and
a pair of near naked men, fighting through the crowd as close as
lovers. Judging from their branded arms and chests they were
brother husbands from the Seven Sisters. Markov idly wondered where
their wife was; if both men were here she could not be far away,
and he had to fight to stay focussed on the situation in hand.

Blades stabbed upwards and Markov danced around them, swinging
his notched sword left and right; kicking out at attackers where he
was able. There were a couple of satisfying crunches as he stamped
hard on the hands of men who tried to haul themselves onto the
table and he kicked blades spinning from hands whenever he got the
chance. The assassins he had tumbled, he swiftly cut down with
practised slashes of his sabre, slitting their throats and sending
them stumbling to the floor to die.

One of the uninjured men managed to haul himself onto the table:
the Torean with a spear in each hand and a knife clutched in
between his teeth. The spears were short enough to wield one handed
and the easterner swung them acrobatically. The people below
stepped back, ducking away from the spear heads as they passed too
close for comfort. The easterner twirled the spears theatrically,
clashing them together furiously and jabbed at the air with gusto.
When he completed his display, dropped to his haunches; spears
angled up in the direction of Markov’s throat.

At the other end of the table, Markov simply watched him. If
they had been on the Grasslands he might have made his own show of
bravado but here it seemed like a waste of effort. Instead he
crouched slightly making an impatient noise in his throat, waiting
for the other man to make the first move.

There was a pause as the two men stared at each other, seeking
out a weakness in each other’s posture, something that would grant
an advantage and allow an opening to an easy kill. Suddenly the
Torean launched himself forwards, scissoring the spears in a fell
swoop. Markov ducked down and with an upward stroke knocked one of
the spears away, punching out under the other with his fist and
catching his opponent in the ribs, knocking him backwards.

The Torean swung again and again, the spears sweeping in a
pincer high and low, angling to catch and cut. Markov was forced to
duck and dodge to avoid their savage heads, the only work for his
sword to knock the spears off target. The men around him jeered but
held their own blades in check. Even amongst the scum of a city
like this there was some honour in a duel and Markov had proved
that he was hardly easy prey. He winced as cuts opened on his arms
where the jagged spearheads caught his flesh, and spat curses when
in a deft move the Torean reversed his spear and knocked its butt
into his stomach, sending him reeling backwards almost to the very
edge of the table.

“Not so full of bravado now are you, you barbarian scum?” Reyson
shouted from the floor. “I thought you Brinna dogs had more mettle
than this. Ha! I thought you could fight.” He smiled evilly up at
the fight, plainly enjoying the spectacle.

As if in answer to the fat man’s taunts, Markov chose that
moment to act. The easterner lunged again and as he did so, Markov
ducked under both of the spears, lashing out with his blade with a
savage sweep that caught his foe across the stomach and opened a
thin wound. To follow he reached up seizing the Torean’s retreating
right hand and with a demonic look twisted with all his might.
There was a sickening snap; a spear clattered to the table and was
kicked away in to the crowd as the easterner’s wrist hung at an
unnatural angle.

He jabbed at Markov with his other spear but his thrust went
wild. The horseman’s head butted forward and sent him reeling
backwards blinking and seeing stars. His remaining spear thrust in
wild staccato stabs that Markov deftly avoided, knocking them aside
with the sabre. Finally the knife was plucked from his lips and the
blade deftly drawn across his throat. Markov caught him, and the
last thing the Torean heard was a muttered prayer to a nameless god
before his body was flung down at the rest of the assassins.

“So who’s next?” Markov demanded, swinging his blade to rid it
of gore, kicking a lupine looking Pfenixian in the face hard enough
to send him reeling with blood jetting from his nose.

A sudden pain stabbed in his leg and he glanced down to see
blood leaking from a ragged cut in his thigh and a long rent in his
kilt. Reyson’s chubby fist was withdrawing, the dull knife’s blade
red with blood now. “You whoreson,” Markov snarled stabbing
downwards, snaring the other man, ripping his tunic. Reyson buckled
slightly, blood blossomed across his chest. Markov cursed inwardly;
there was no time to fully take his revenge; that would have to
wait until later. If he dallied here the rest of the mob would have
his head.

With a spiteful grimace he leapt over the men’s heads to another
table, muttering a curse at the pain that stabbed up his leg,
nearly making him buckle as he landed. Without waiting for the
crowd to react he jumped down and ran to the back of the tavern,
ducking and weaving away from any blows that came his way and
stumbled out through the back door into the alley that ran
there.

Outside the city was cluttered with shadows and Markov ran
through them as best he could, limping slightly all the while. He
prayed that he was not leaving a trail but could not bear to look
back and check. He hurried through the streets and markets where
shifty eyed merchants hawked their wares and white clad Pfenixian
women, without an inch of flesh on show, bore baskets on their
heads and in their hands. They were fragile dolls compared to the
women Markov was used to. Here and there he saw exceptions, women
clad in scarlet, carrying blades at their hips. They were disciples
of the Goddess Krella, one of the new gods. The women claimed that
she spoke to them as the old gods spoke to their followers before
the sky fell.

Husky half naked youths lounged at fountains and corners
glancing lustily at each other from the corners of their eyes,
unsure of what to do. The sun beat down over the city, and it was
only the long shadows that made it bearable to be outside. The
stench of the swamps hung thick and heavy in the air, filling
Markov’s mouth and nostrils with every breath. He supposed that
this was why the local cuisine was so over spiced, to give the
mouth a chance to taste it over the swamp’s fetid flavour.

He hurried on heading towards the city’s heart as swiftly as he
could. There would be fewer toughs there, less chance of running
into someone who was just desperate enough to risk a fight to make
their name. For some reason he supposed that there might be more
warriors with some kind of honour and that he’d be less likely to
get a knife in the back than he was with Reyson’s more immediate
associates. It was not much of a hope, and even less of a plan, but
it was all he had at present and it might allow him to survive long
enough to think of something more substantial.

He ducked from shadow to shadow, holding his head low and his
hands near his sword hilt. This was no place to be caught unawares;
it would be easy to fall into an ambush in the narrow streets and
squares. It was hard to hurry through without looking like hunted
prey. He was quite certain that by now the word was out and other
hunters would be looking for him.

Reyson had spoken of the Council of Shadows, the mysterious
rulers of the city’s underside who were said to see everything that
happened in Miridene. Their eyes and ears were everywhere, from the
beggars by the wharfs to the merchant princes’ concubines ensconced
in their plump, perfumed boudoirs. The Council controlled crime in
the city, and traded the toxins extracted from the local frogs’
yellow stripes all across Pfenixia and in the Great Grasslands.
Ships even took it south across the sea to Veshpul. Some people
even claimed, normally with jabbing fingers and wild eyes, that the
Council was the city’s true ruler and the merchant princes were
just puppets, dancing on invisible strings.

Markov wondered what they wanted with an outsider like him. He
was surely no threat to them, a simple sell sword with a slightly
coloured past was hardly in a position to topple a conclave of arch
manipulators like them. He was a fly to their spider, trapped in a
web that he could not even see.

It was not at all like the Grasslands, Markov reflected sourly;
a stab of longing shot through him suddenly for the simpler life
the Brinna led. They were a nomadic people crisscrossing the plains
in the wake of their herds and living off the land and animals.
They drank animal blood, the beasts were too valuable to slay for
mere meat, and eating the season’s fruits and vegetables. Only a
few tribes chose to settle down, and where they did it was always
for a specific purpose, not to create these scab cities that the
Pfenixians favoured, where more than half was sick and infested
whilst the elite lived in marble palaces. The only permanent
settlement Markov had heard of amongst the Brinna was a warrior’s
camp in the eastern mountains, where Scathach, a veteran of many
wars and raiding parties, trained men and women to be stronger
soldiers. The others lasted a few years at most and then would
gradually die away as families took to the plains again.

He turned a corner and three men cannoned into his side, driving
him into a narrow alleyway. They slashed with curved knives, more
like sickles than daggers, and their eyes had a bright and fevered
look. He lashed out, kicking one in the side and the youth tumbled
to the ground. Markov freed his blade and parried upwards, to knock
aside the other blades that jabbed at him. It was rough fighting;
his leg had held up well but it was beginning to feel stiff and
sore. The alley was narrow and the sabre ill suited for fighting in
such tight spaces. He deflected their blows, but got little time to
respond in kind, having to content himself to punches and kicks,
that sometimes caught, but more often flew wild.

He got a lucky swing in, twisting his shoulders to dodge a
blade, the sabre flicking across one man’s belly, making blood and
guts rush out. He had seen men scream in pain from such a wound,
drop to their knees and howl like dogs, but the man scarcely seemed
to notice the wound and swung his blade again, catching Markov in
the shoulder and ripping his leather jerkin. The barbarian spat a
curse and backed up the alley, loath to show his back but desperate
to put some space between him and the youths. His leg and shoulder
stung and as he parried blow after blow he stared hard at his
attackers looking for a weakness.

Suddenly, as his back met the hard knotted wood of a door, he
noticed a thin line of foam that crusted their lips. He took in
again the look in their eyes and a terrible thought came to him.
They were drugged, high on some vile concoction that dulled their
senses letting them feel no pain. The one he had kicked must have
either fallen asleep or Markov had killed him somehow when he had
knocked him to the floor. Markov could find no pity in his heart
for the man and hoped that he was dead; two of these assassins were
proving enough of a challenge.

He ducked as one of the men struck, gasping as a shot of pain
ran through his thigh and his leg buckled. Blood flowed down his
leg and he knew that he could not last long. He would fall and
probably die in the alleyway. Damn Reyson and all the people of
Miridene.

He thrust out a hand to steady himself against the alley wall
and as the other men closed on him, he thrust the sabre straight
through one, letting his blade rip into the man’s unprotected
stomach and emerge from his back. He felt the sword scrape against
bone and shuddered slightly. Bracing against the door, snarling
with the effort he heaved so that the man collided with his
companion and they slammed against the wall with a loud thump. The
sabre slipped out of the man’s body with a liquid sound and as the
men pulled themselves up again Markov stepped in and decapitated
them with short economic slashes. Then, with a slow weary groan, he
collapsed against the door and let darkness cover him.
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It was dusk when he woke to find a woman standing over him with
a frown on her face. She was not pretty, her face was too fierce
for that, but her clear eyes held no malice. She was not dressed in
the Pfenixian style, her clothes revealed too much, and she was
certainly not one of Krella’s sword maids. Long serpent tattoos
wound up her arms, their crimson heads resting on the palms of her
hands. They stood out against the paleness of her skin and the
darkness of her hair. Her hands brushed against the wounds on his
arms and she frowned.

She stooped and hauled Markov up, “You’d best come in.” He
stumbled after her and stepped into the highly scented house with
only a slight glance at the alley behind him to check that nobody
saw him. She let him pass her and muttered something under her
breath in a guttural, alien tongue that made the nape of his neck
prickle.

Inside the room was cluttered with bric-a-brac and gewgaws. The
heads of strange creatures hung from the walls and a crocodile’s
skull took up most of a long table that dominated the centre of the
room. Charms of fur and feathers, of glass, of stones and polished
wood hung from the ceiling twisting slightly in a breeze that
Markov could not feel. Some of them tinkled gently as they moved.
Scrolls crowded the wall and there were even books, bound into hide
straightjackets with heavy chains and locks dangling off the front.
Beakers filled with strange potions and pots of herbs filled the
shelves. On impulse Markov peeked inside one and saw fat yellow
scorpion tails and claws, whilst another held salt and a third what
looked like clippings of human hair. As he reached for a fourth,
the woman caught his hand sharply and pulled it away.

“Sit down Markov of the grasslands and let me look at your
wounds.” She pushed him onto a bench and pulled his jerkin off
before she began to fuss at his shoulder and arms, scrubbing them
with wine. He swore as the alcohol stung his flesh, biting his fist
as she probed at the flesh first with her fingers and then with a
thin piece of bronze. Eventually she nodded and stepped back.
“You’ll live I think. I’ll make you a poultice for them, in case
the blades were infected. Now slip off your kilt and hop up on the
table so that I can see your leg properly,” she instructed as she
removed scrolls and quills and other things onto the floor.

“You want me to strip?” he asked, “Can’t you just push it up?” A
sudden shyness seized him, something about her manner made him
bashful. She reminded him of the older women in his tribe, who had
taken delight in taking some of the young warriors, the boys who
had successfully passed into adulthood, under their wings and
“teaching them to be men”.

“It will just get in my way”, she told him levelly and then,
with a sly twinkle in her eye that made his face flush a deep
scarlet, “Do you need some help?” She advanced a step and Markov’s
hands swiftly found his belt buckle and he let the kilt fall. He
wobbled as it tumbled to the ground, the wound in his leg suddenly
biting at him and the woman was by his side, catching him, keeping
him on his feet.

“That’s settled then,” she said as she helped him up onto the
table and laid him down on his stomach. He crossed his arms under
his head and bit his fist again, as she began to prod at the gouge.
“This is nasty,” she observed in a conversational tone. “Not fatal,
but you’ll need to let it rest for a little while before you use it
properly.”

He half rose, “I don’t have time for that, there are men hunting
for me.”

“If you want to collapse in the street and be killed then I
won’t stop you.” She took her hands off his leg and looked him in
the eye. “But you needn’t worry, they won’t find you here.”

“What do you mean?” he asked, and let out a sharp metallic gasp
as she washed the wound with a wine soaked rag, “Gods that hurts.”
She did not look at him; she was too busy attending to his wound.
In the half light her face seemed gentler, long coils of hair had
fallen down across her shoulders, escaping from the severe pins
that held it up. “What’s your name?”

“Hmm? Oh, it’s Maura,” she answered distractedly. She strode to
one of the sets of shelves, digging around until she found some
blue ceramic pots. She crossed to the hearth and began to prepare
something. Markov saw that the serpent tattoos stretched over her
shoulders, merging in a large knot in the middle of her back. She
threw handfuls of herbs into the pot and let it bubble and spit.
When the concoction was ready she smeared it on to his wounds,
chiding him for his protestations.

“Why are you helping me?” he asked as he grimaced. “Aren’t you
worried about the Council of Shadows?”

“No,” she replied flatly. By now she was wrapping bandages
around his arms. “They’ll not find me, no matter how hard they
look.” She pulled tight and began to tie a knot. “And I can’t have
you dying on my doorstep now, can I? I’d not want that hanging over
my home, causing mischief and strife.” She spat onto the floor and
rubbed her foot across it, her hand making gestures to ward off
dark spirits. Markov echoed her.

“You should sleep now; to preserve your strength.” Maura helped
him move to a small bed of blankets and furs in front of the fire.
Sweet herbal smoke spread out across that part of the chamber. He
found it hard to think, his muscles ached and the smoke spread a
pleasant fog across his mind. Maura’s hands stroked his face and
she began to sing softly, a song he had not heard for many years.
As he drifted towards the shores of sleep he wondered who she was
and how she had known his name.

He slept deeply and if he dreamt then the dreams slipped away
when he woke leaving only nagging images cluttering his memory.
Maura lay curled up next to him, her hand resting on his chest. Her
head was tipped back, a throaty snore rumbled in her chest. He
reached out and brushed a hand across her cheek, she nuzzled it
opening and closing her mouth as she did so. His wounds itched
under their bandages but he was filled with energy and he saw the
world with fresher eyes.

She insisted that he rest and he obliged, if only because his
brief show of defiance convinced him that his leg was loath to
carry his weight. Days passed in thankfully dreamless slumber and
each night she would join him, curling up in the blankets. He grew
painfully aware of the contours of her body and the sweetness of
her scent. As his strength grew he paced like a wolf in a cage,
letting his leg grow used to his weight again and once he was sure
he would not tumble to the ground he took the sabre and began to
practise in the little room that Maura had at the back of her
chamber. She would watch sometimes, leaning against the door frame
with her arms folded. Whilst she said nothing he felt a certain
disapproval coming from her that he did his best to ignore.

On the last night he stayed with her, she slipped onto the
blankets beside him and suddenly out of the darkness said, “You’re
not sleeping.” It was true, sleep had eluded him and he had spent
hours staring at something he could not identify that dangled over
his head. “Are you thinking about the man who betrayed you?” Her
voice was soft but there was a sharp undertone to it.

“Truly, I can say I am not.” He shifted his weight and turned
towards her voice, freeing a hand from the blankets. His fingers
brushed her flesh; he tracked goose bumps along her arm. Her scent
engulfed him, his desire grew as he drew her close, “I was thinking
of you.”

The air was cold on his face as he slipped from Maura’s home the
next evening. He was garbed in his kilt and jerkin, his sword sat
on his hip. It felt as natural as one of his limbs. At the mouth of
the alleyway his neck prickled. It felt as if he was being watched
but when he glanced back the alley was empty.

Maura, wrapped in shadows, watched him leave. She stroked a hand
across her belly. “We’ll meet again Markov, my dear. Not for many
moons, but one day.”
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The streets of Miridene were cooler by night but no less busy.
Traders and priestesses had given way to revellers and brigands.
Colourful groups spread through the streets, drinking wine with
gusto, clad in garish costumes in all the colours of the rainbow.
Markov skirted around the edge of the group, thankful that he at
least blended in a little; that the revellers paid him no mind. He
slipped off the main streets and into the back alleys, avoiding
lovers rutting in doorways and ignoring the siren calls of the
whores who loitered just far enough away from the main streets to
weed out the drunk and the hopeless. He steered well clear of them
and padded on.

His footsteps led back slowly, inexorably, to the wharfs; where
the vice was more obvious, more replete. Few watchmen came down as
far as this. Even a hint of their lanterns could act as the spark
for a wave of violence that could engulf the city: it was an open
secret the wharfs belonged to the Council.

As soon as Markov stepped onto the dock front he knew he was
being watched. His hand moved to the hilt of his blade. He kept
walking, his eyes fixed firmly ahead of him ready to draw at a
moment’s notice. He let his other senses do the work, sensing the
shadows which followed him, catching the sound of their feet and
breath. He felt their eyes on the back of his neck. In an hour or
less his presence would be common knowledge and there would be
trouble so he would have to act fast.

His target, a seedy looking inn called the Sailor’s Ruin came
into view and he resisted the urge to walk faster, to get off the
street. He almost glanced behind him to check who was following but
just managed to hold the impulse in check.

A hand fell on his shoulder and he froze. He glanced about; a
large man with ragged eyes loomed over him. A bandolier studded
with knives hung across his torso. Markov’s hand gripped the hilt
of the sabre, his other reached for the dirk he kept on his other
side.

“You’re the Grass Lander aren’t you?” The man’s voice belied his
stony looks. One of his hands moved forward and gripped Markov’s
wrist as the warrior’s hand closed about the dirk’s hilt.

“What of it?” Markov asked, trying to sound unconcerned. His
eyes wandered; apart from the cutthroats who had shadowed him along
the docks there was nobody around, he was easy meat. Out in the
swamp something huge and feral roared into the night. Idly Markov
wondered what manner of creature it could be, a swamp jaguar
perhaps? He forced himself to concentrate; this was no time for
games.

“Heard you were dead,” the man plucked Markov’s hand from the
blade. “Killed a fair few cutters and then got run through out in
the east of the city.”

“Is that right?” Markov asked. He was aware that the men who had
followed him were holding back a little way off, lurking in the
dark. “It sounds like I did pretty well.” The big man didn’t even
glance at them, just eased Markov’s hand off his sabre’s hilt with
hands like bear paws.

“Damnedest thing, too Grass Lander, it seems that you’ve been
killed in at least five different places by about ten different
people. And here you are without even a scratch on you.” A low
chuckle rumbled in the big man’s gut. Then, louder, “Keep your
blades sheathed boy and go inside. A dead man like you needs a
drink to ward off the chill, I’ll wager.” He laughed loudly making
filthy gestures at the men clustered on the docks.

Inside the inn was as seedy and broken down as it was outside.
Years of neglect piled up inside; the feeling of age was palpable.
Fat candles guttered in sconces littered along the walls and a fire
sputtered in a stone pit in the centre of the room. Wisps of smoke
filled the place and men sat around on benches sipping from mugs.
The sound of dice rattling on some of the tables was just audible
over the mutters of conversation. The men here were older and
arguably more dangerous than those on the dock front. Markov did
not doubt that they would kill him if it came to blows. The inn was
neutral ground though and the merest hint of violence was enough to
bring the wrath of the barkeep and his staff.

He picked his way slowly and quietly through the tables, pausing
once to pet the cat that Gerro kept to keep the mice down. She
studied him indifferently and he passed on, nodding slightly to
some of the men who glanced up from their talk and their games.
Most nodded back, not a single one reached for his weapon and as he
walked away Markov caught the odd mutter of “still breathing then”
and “Reyson must be losing his touch”. He nodded to Gerro and
bought a mug of ale before leaving the drinkers behind, heading for
the back room.

The back room was noticeably cooler and damper. It was dark save
for the glow of a few candles that struggled to stay lit. Markov
took one, lit it and began to descend into the room. The floor was
slick underfoot and the room’s stink engulfed him as he crossed the
floor.

The room’s centre was dominated by a stone fountain filled with
frogs. They were big with fat chins and bellies. The dark green of
their skins contrasted sharply with the acid yellow stripe that ran
all the way down their backs. A man was fishing one of them out the
pool and, cradling it in his hands, he licked along the yellow
stripe. With a long sigh he set it back down in the water before
limply feeling his way to one of the long couches that crowded
against the walls.

Markov peered at the couches, picking out the features of their
occupants until he found what he was looking for in one of the
corners of the room; a woman curled up on her side, a frog clutched
in both hands. He sat next to her, watching as she lifted the beast
tentatively to her lips, dabbing her tongue down the stripe almost
shyly. Her breath came in little gasps, reminding him of Maura and
he flushed a little.

Once she had been beautiful, a priestess of an old God whose
dominion was youth and beauty, love and pleasure and whose cult
held legendary bacchanals. Now her face and form were raddled with
age and with all the scars of over indulgence. Her cult was
scattered, the victim of one of Pfenixia’s occasional fits of
prudishness. They had been driven out of cities across the
peninsula, often with the utmost force. Miridene was the only place
that had accepted them but even here the pleasure worshippers were
viewed with a certain amount of distaste. Her hands shook as she
handled the frog, licking at it with a childish intensity.

“Priestess,” Markov began quietly; her name was Cassa but the
remnants of her vanity clung to her like cobwebs and few people
used it. She had become something of a legend, an oracle for the
desperate sell swords who flocked to the city. Her eyes snapped
into focus regarding him haughtily. “Priestess, I seek your
aid.”

She lowered the frog a touch, “What do you want?”

“I seek a man that you know. His name is Reyson.” He leant
forwards, “Can you tell me where I can find him?”

She hooted a laugh, waving a shaking hand, “Reyson is it? You’d
be better off running blindly into the swamps and taking your
chances with the small folk. You want no part of him, stranger.
He’ll plant fly eggs in your stomach for the frogs before you can
get near him.” She licked the frog’s back. “He is chosen, chosen by
the Gods.”

Markov snorted, it seemed like everybody was finding Gods these
days. “Even so Priestess I must find him, he and I have a debt to
settle.” He drew out his purse and rattled its last few coins. “I’m
willing to pay for any information you can give me.”

“Fetch me another one,” she demanded, letting the frog slip
through her fingers and onto the floor. Markov obliged, catching
one and feeling its clammy skin against his hands as he tried not
to drop it. It sat docilely in his hand, did not move at all as he
walked back. She took it from him and greedily raised it to her
lips. “What manner of debt stands between you?”

“He tried to have me killed,” Markov replied. “Such a thing
cannot be permitted to stand between us.”

“Madness,” Cassa snorted. “You will fall before him.” Markov
said nothing, just waited. “Ah, keep your gold young fool. If you
would throw away your life who am I to stop you?” She paused and
closed her eyes, her hands stopped shaking and her face grew pale.
For long moments the woman was silent and still; Markov began to
think that she was dead and he started to reach over to check for a
pulse when she sat bolt upright and began to intone in a voice that
was timeless and which hung in the air.

“Go to the place where the waters cross, past the wall of skulls
deep in the swamp. That is where the Chosen gather, that is where
you will find your vengeance and your doom.” With that she slumped
back onto her couch and lay still.

Markov checked her pulse and, despite himself, was glad to feel
it beat. “Thank you Priestess” he whispered and began to rise.

“Out in the swamps huh?” A voice came out of the darkness;
Markov whirled to face the speaker, reaching for his sabre. In the
dim candle light he could just about make out three figures, two
men who he had seen before and a large woman dressed in the styles
of the Seven Sisters.

“What do you want? Come to collect your cursed bounty?” he
demanded. The two men had mimicked his motion, their swords half
drawn. They eyed him unfavourably whilst the woman looked him over
appraisingly.

“We have no interest in any bounty,” she declared. “We have no
use for the filthy coins of Pfenixia and if we did, we can trade
quite honestly.” She gestured and the two men slid their blades
back into their scabbards, their faces unhappy.

That was a unique way of looking things, Markov supposed. The
Sisters folk were famous for one thing: piracy. It was the
tradition amongst them that women married twice, once for the land
and again for the sea. Whilst the land husband tended crops and
raised what livestock he could the sea husband went out to pirate
and raid, bringing spices, jewels and gold back to the isles. To
judge from the woman in front of him whichever of these men went to
sea had an eye for quality and was ruthless; thick chains of gold
clung about her neck, waist and wrists. Rubies dripped from her
ears and throat.

“What then? Or do you just enjoy lurking in dark places
eavesdropping on other people’s conversations?”

“This is a poor place to discuss such things,” one of the men
put in, glancing sidelong at his wife.

She nodded, “Agreed, I’ll wager that you’re thirsty too.” With a
wave of her hand she gestured up the stairs. “Will you have another
ale, warrior?”

“I must find Reyson,” he began but she cut him off with another
gesture.

“And how do you mean to find him? You have no ship. Come and
drink with us and we will discuss the matter.” With that she turned
on her heel and began to ascend the stairs.

In the tap room there was a fourth member of their party waiting
with tankards of ale. He was one of the small folk who introduced
himself as Soric. He was as tall as a child and as he sipped from a
mug of ale, Markov could not help but stare at him slightly. There
were stories of such people of course but he had never seen such a
man, not even in the Black Woods where the people were more than
passing strange.

“What are you looking at?” he rasped as Markov continued to
stare and the warrior forced himself to look away. The little man
was bald but for a topknot and his teeth were filed into vicious
points. His mouth was too broad for his face. A long knife hung
across his back, deep in a weather beaten scabbard. The hilt poked
up over his shoulder. Whip scars ran long and pale across his upper
body.

“You must forgive him; he was a slave until Pieter freed him
last year.” The woman, Yulina, indicated the more weather-beaten of
her husbands. “He was serving on a Pfenixian merchant ship and
Pieter spared him because he volunteered to kill the captain.”She
laughed and Soric joined in, his high voice curiously coarse.
Markov stared at them and then at the men, who looked away
dolefully.

“What do you want with Reyson?” he asked roughly. He was growing
tired of riddles and games; the desire to bury his blade in the fat
man’s guts and make him watch them spill out over the floor was
growing. “Has he wronged you too?”

One of the men, Darcus, snorted angrily, “Wronged us? I would
say so.”

Markov glanced in askance at Yulina and she nodded. “We had a
son who went wandering, just as you have. Last we heard he had
fetched up here and made acquaintance of a man named Reyson. Soon
after that he vanished, out into the swamps, never to be seen
again.”

“The Sea Dragon took him from us; I know it in my bones.” Darcus
murmured into his ale. Yulina reached across to squeeze his
hand.

Grudgingly Markov related what the priestess had said and a
silence fell across the little group. They looked at him soberly
and the men sipped their ale.

“The Wall of Skulls is it?” Soric asked finally.

“You know it then?” Markov asked. The small man’s sour attitude
did nothing to encourage him.

He nodded, spat onto the floor. “Aye, I’ve no desire to travel
that way but if we must, we must.”

“You don’t have to come with us, Soric,” Pieter told him. “You
owe no debt to me.”

The little man snorted derisively. “You saved me. Where you go I
go and I kill who you tell me to. That is the law.”
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The ship, the Albatross, creaked as it made its way
through the narrow lanes of the marshes. She was a narrow craft,
built for speed and stealth and even Markov, who knew almost
nothing of ships, could see that with the right wind she could
easily outpace a merchantman loaded with goods. They had set out
soon after they had finished their ale and with just a skeleton
crew sailed had down the wide canals that led to the sea. Once the
city had fallen out of sight, Pieter had hauled on the tiller,
directing the ship into the swamp proper, brushing through the
undergrowth until there was not a trace that they had passed.

Soric perched up in the bow, raising a lantern to direct the
ship’s path whilst Pieter steered. Yulina and Darcus had gone below
leaving Markov to watch the swamps slide by. The night reduced the
marshes to a cacophony of shadows, shapes and uncanny lights.
Golden eyes would suddenly appear in the night to stare at the
passing ship, there would be a splash as a crocodile was disturbed
from its nocturnal swim and strange sounds would echo through the
marshes for an instant and then fall silent. At least twice birds
erupted from a nearby tree flying wildly about, circling the mast
before settling down again, content that the ship was no threat to
them.

Still, something was in the air; a strange tension that seeped
into every part of the ship as if the swamp was watching and noting
its passing with great interest. Markov and Soric exchanged a
glance, they both felt it; something was amiss.

There was a sudden cry of “Get down” and Soric tumbled across
the deck, the lantern vanishing into the water with a heavy splash.
Where he had stood was peppered with a rain of what looked in the
darkness to be short spears. Whoops and hollers erupted from both
sides of the ship and out of the darkness small figures swung down
from the trees clutching creepers or ropes. Their eyes were alight,
shining fiercely in the night as if they were animals. They were
pygmy men, like Soric, but in the torch light it was obvious that
they were far more savage, clad in tiny loincloths; smeared with
mud and yellow ochre. Their only adornments were pieces of bone
jewellery that rattled obscenely as they moved.

Markov swept his blade from its sheath and took the throat of
the first invader, sending him reeling back against the side. The
others swarmed and mobbed about him, waving long knives and short
spears. It looked as if there was something unpleasant smeared onto
the spear heads, and Markov parried their thrusts trying to stay
out of their way. He used his height as an advantage as best he
could, skewering the savages with the tip of his blade.

Elsewhere the others fought as best they could. Pieter swung a
thick ended club, staving in skulls and Soric darted this way and
that, slicing open anyone who came into range of his knife. The
little man’s eyes shone madly and profanities tumbled from his lips
in an inveterate stream, cursing the invaders in language so foul
that Markov was glad of the night. A pile of corpses lay about his
feet, the deck stained with blood.

More came, dropping from the canopy with shrill whooping cries.
Pieter went sprawling as one of them swung hard against him,
kicking him with jagged toes. The pack swarmed: little figures
covering the man, obscuring him from view, biting and ripping,
stabbing and tearing at him with cruel teeth, hands and knives.
Soric began to run towards him, beating away other pygmies with
jabs of his knife, calling out for aid as he went. A long scream
erupted from under the pile and the cabin door slammed open
revealing Yulina and Darcus, both bearing swords and garbed in
leather armour. They set to work, striking out at the little men as
they too rushed to Pieter’s side. With practised blows they slowly
freed him, ripping throats and cutting bodies before casting them
overboard where, from the sounds of it, predators attracted by the
battle made short work of the unexpected feast. Finally they fully
uncovered Pieter, and their faces fell.

Blood dripped from open wounds all along his body; his chest,
lap and legs were swathed with torn flesh. In places he had been
chewed all the way to the bone. His breath came in short laboured
gasps.

“I’m sorry. I couldn’t hold them off,” he croaked and Yulina was
suddenly on her knees, stroking his face, tears starting in her
eyes.

“Soric, fetch bandages and clean water,” she directed and the
little man ran below deck. Darcus knelt opposite Yulina and began
to cut away the remnants of Pieter’s clothing. They were little
more than rags now, useless for anything and he cast them over the
side.

“Too late for that my wife, my friend,” Pieter whispered, voice
quavering. “The Sea Dragon, I hear its call.”

“No, no you must stay with us,” Yulina told him. “There is a
place for you, and this ship needs a captain.” She bent down to
him, desperate to hold him in her arms, but terrified of moving
him. “I need you my corsair, my sea prince.”

Soric burst out onto the deck, overburdened with medical
supplies and rushed up the steps to the poop deck. It was too late,
as he reached the three Pieter gave a long sigh and the life
drained out of him. Yulina’s wail split the night and she collapsed
over the corpse crying out in a tongue that Markov did not
know.

Whilst she mourned the men prepared the ship as best they could;
casting the corpses overboard and pulling up buckets of water to
throw over the decks in an effort to wash the blood away. Darcus
took the tiller and they began to inch their way through the night
once more.

After a little while the sides of the channel began to rise, the
mud had been banked up on each side to create a pair of long, high
walls. As the vessel moved forwards it became clear that hundreds
of alcoves had been dug out of the earth, from the water line right
to the very top. Every alcove was occupied, a single skull staring
out sightlessly across the water.

“The Wall of Skulls,” Soric muttered, cleaning his blade on a
ragged piece of cloth before reaching for a whetstone. “They
slaughtered so many people, both of my kind and yours, that they
ran out of space and had to begin anew. This is but the first
now.”

“What’s it for?” Darcus asked quietly. His brother husband’s
death had shaken him greatly, weariness showed in his voice.

“It’s a message,” Soric told him. “It means ‘stay out or you’re
dead’.”










5


It was approaching dawn when Soric spotted the place the
priestess had spoken of and Darcus dropped anchor. He and Yulina
were too drawn, too broken to continue, he just gazed at the
horizon and she still knelt over Pieter’s body weeping and
clutching it close. The armour she wore was red with his blood.

Markov left them to their grief and slipped over the side into
the shallows. He was no use to them now, or they to him. He let the
vegetation swallow him and ducking under branches, steering clear
of baleful, sleepy crocodiles, he made his way through the swamp
until he saw something rising up out of the swamps and knew it,
almost instantly, as a ruin from the old world.

It was a remarkable building, built of a steel coloured
substance that showed little sign of wear and though ruined was
obviously still strong. It stood taller and more delicately than
any other building Markov had seen. The swamp had claimed it all
the same; vegetation grew along the walls and over the roof, a tree
burst out from one side where a wall had fallen away. In places
where the walls were pitted, worn by time and nature, animals had
moved in and nests sat in alcoves where once there had been
statues. Delicate crenulations decorated it, too fine for artisans
to even mimic now, the craft had been lost centuries ago.

He ducked under a fall of creepers, brushing them aside and
stepping into the gloom of the ruin. Inside it was bare, all signs
of human habitation long ago obliterated by the tracks of beasts
and the trespass of plants. Beautiful ornaments on walls and
pillars had been defaced by something and the entirety of one wall
had been reduced to rubble. Markov sniffed; there was the powerful
stench of stagnant water and beasts in the air. He wrinkled his
nose and spat.

Slowly he made his way through the ruin, ducking into doorways
and glancing into rooms left abandoned by time. It was like a maze,
filled with dead ends and corridors blocked by fallen rubble. Here
and there scattered fragments of the old world shone through the
muck of nature, strange crystals and broken pieces of technology
that jarred the eye and sickened the stomach. In some of the ruined
rooms there were pools of dank water and Markov could make out tiny
black shapes swimming through them.

A sound somewhere in the complex made him pause; it was time to
move. He began to make his way through the maze of corridors and
rooms again, moving warily and letting his eyes track every inch of
the floor and walls. There were stories of old structures like
this: they were often filled with traps and ancient sorceries that
had been left to guard against intruders. Occasionally Markov would
pause and poke at something gingerly, expecting a pit to open, or
spears to thrust out from the walls. Thankfully, he found nothing
and he made his slow, cautious way forward.

There was a sudden burst of conversation and Markov ducked
against a wall letting the hanging vegetation veil him. When no one
appeared he made his cautious way forward to the very entrance of
the chamber and stared in disbelief at what he saw.

There were five men in the chamber, each of them naked and
revolting. They were human, that much was plain, but each of them
bore the stamp of an ancient and unholy power. Their skins were
corpulent and hairless; each covered with a thin sheen of slime and
tinged with a bilious green that was in no way human. One of them,
Markov judged him to be the eldest, had webbed fingers and toes on
his hideously oversized hands and feet, whilst the others showed
similar signs of degeneracy. A fly buzzed nearby and with a casual
gesture one of the men flipped out his tongue and snared it,
dragging it back to his mouth with a look of relish. As he
swallowed Markov snatched his dirk from its sheath and threw. The
blade flipped through the air, burying itself in the fly eater’s
gizzard. He tumbled to the ground in a flail of limbs, thick blood
oozing from the wound and from his mouth; the fly buzzed free.

The others started and in an uproar one of them bounded across
on monstrous frog-like legs to the corridor where Markov lurked. He
leapt past the doorway and as he did so Markov’s sabre stabbed
ruthlessly up and into his soft unprotected body, ripping and
twisting to do as much damage as possible. The barbarian dragged
him down to the ground and slit his throat leaving him to bleed out
on the floor.

“Reyson,” he said, gazing into the great room, where the other
three stared at him. “It’s good to see you again.” He advanced into
the room, walking in a duellist’s stoop, holding his blade out and
ready.

“Markov, I expected you days ago. What kept you?” Reyson asked
airily. “I was starting to think that you’d actually died, or fled
like a dog in the night.”

Markov spat, “And leave this business unfinished? That wouldn’t
be right.” He stepped closer, taking in more of the room. The walls
to the left and right were all but gone; vegetation and large pools
of stagnant water lay all around. Insects buzzed merrily, alighting
on what Markov suddenly realised were the corpses of other men and
women that lay half buried in the rich mud. At least one clutched a
bag in its mangled claw, and dull coins glinted through thin
hessian. How many more had come here, seeking vengeance?

“Of course, your primitive honour got in the way. Rather than do
the smart thing you needed to massage your ego. How predictable you
are, fit only to feed our master.” Reyson chuckled malevolently.
“You fool, we are the Chosen of Chasinharo the Lord of the Swamps;
we are the Council of Shadows. You cannot defeat us.”

“What are you gibbering about you filthy degenerate?” Markov
asked sharply. “I’ve no time for your fantasies.”

One of the frogmen leapt at him forcing him to duck as its long
tongue lashed out and sent him staggering backwards. The other
leapt past him at the same time, and the two turned and stared
coldly at him, with Reyson forming a triangle that effectively
trapped him in the chamber.

“It’s no fantasy, my friend,” the fat man told him, smiling
sinisterly. “We have been chosen by an ancient power; we pull the
city’s strings even from this midden and make her dance to our
tune. There is nowhere in Miridene that is safe from our grasp.” He
sniffed, obviously less than pleased at the building that the cabal
called home but proud at the same time of the power they
wielded.

“Then why?” Markov demanded, his face flushing with rage, his
eyes narrowing into dangerous slits. “Why did you give me the
pouch?”

“Are you really that stupid? You can’t work it out?” asked one
of the other cabal members incredulously. “We wanted to bring you
here of your own volition.”

“Aye, to come seeking blood and revenge,” added the third.

“Bring me here? Why, so I can become a thing like you?” The
warrior’s blade swung towards the speaker; he crouched to retrieve
his dirk, wishing that he had taken some extra weapons from the
Albatross. The dagger was slick with blood and he wiped it
on some moss before flipping it over in his hand, pointing it
towards one of the other cabal members.

“Look around you, fool.” Reyson’s arms gestured to the fly
garden of corpses. “We have no desire to make you like us; you
serve a much grander purpose. Like all of these, you are for the
god.” He took a step closer, fat rippling. “You will feed him, give
him strength and perhaps even wake him from his torpor, and bring
him back into this world!” The other two frogmen croaked in joy at
the thought, their voices booming in the ruin.

“You’re mad, the sun has addled your wits,” Markov snapped. “Why
choose me for this?”

Reyson stared at him for a long moment and chuckled, “Why
not?”

At that Markov leapt forward, swinging the sabre hard towards
the fat man. His blade met empty air as Reyson bounded away and
landed on all fours. He was changing before Markov’s eyes, a long
yellow streak forming along his spine, the green of his skin
darkening. He flexed his jaw and that thick chin that Markov had
privately despised ever since they had met inflated. A long frog
like call erupted from Reyson’s throat echoing into the surrounding
swamp.

Markov swung again, and again Reyson leapt away. The other men
followed suit, one with a look of panic in his suddenly yellow
eyes. Markov advanced swinging and missing as he went, almost
running to catch up and then skidded to a halt. He waved flies out
of his face and looked out, into the heart of a deep pit that lay
at the back of the building. The ground tumbled away in a steep
slope of rocks and mud; at the bottom he could see thick churning
mud spreading out, littered with corpses.

Reyson’s voice boomed again, like an immense horn, and this time
there came an answer, the high shrieks of the pygmy men. They burst
from the bushes in a clump of two dozen or so, clutching myriad
weapons in their hands and teeth. In the daylight they looked
eerily similar to one another, and to Soric. In fact they looked a
little as if they had been knocked out of a cast. As a band they
shifted quickly through the mud as soon as their eyes alighted on
Markov, spreading out into a thin semi-circular wall that bristled
with sharp points.

“Don’t kill him!” Reyson instructed, his voice thick and meaty.
“He is for the God; that is why we brought him here.”

“Yes, for the God. Cast him down to where the God dwells,”
another of the disgusting men instructed.

As one the pygmies lunged forwards, shrieking out battle cries
and dancing about Markov. Their spears stabbed at his legs, making
him dance and twist to avoid them. He swung his sabre, killing one,
two, three of them and forcing the rest back for a moment. They
surged again, attacking ferociously. One of them leapt up suddenly,
catching arms about Markov’s shoulders and scrambling up to cling
about his neck. The horseman tried to dislodge it, swinging about
wildly, and tried to ignore the sharp fingernails that dug into his
throat. Images of Pieter’s corpse filtered into his head and he
knew that what ever he did he must not fall. Finally a great knot
of the pygmies barrelled into him and sent him, and his unwanted
passenger, flying down the slope, bouncing off pieces of rock that
jutted out at odd angles.

He landed in the soupy mud that covered the ground and slowly
hauled himself out spitting filth from his mouth, shaking it from
his ears. He spat curses as he did so using choice phrases learnt
on the grasslands, and some of the words he had heard Soric use.
His hands, once wiped on his kilt, brushed the muck from his eyes
and he gingerly looked around. Almost at once he noticed the pygmy
who sat at the very edge of the pit, his face a picture of stark
terror. The small man’s hand shook and his eyes were wide as they
stared across to a point behind Markov, making him turn to see what
was so horrifying.

It was a frog, an immense frog at least the size of a Grasslands
horse, with slick, shiny skin. It squatted in the shadow of a
moss-enveloped rocky outcrop that thrust up from the mud. Markov
could dully make out that on its back was the telltale yellow
stripe. Was this thing Reyson’s god?

The creature moved in slow, sure motions as it moved forwards,
sending the mud lapping about Markov in waves and threatening to
topple him back into the muck. He reached with his hands to find
something to brace upon and found a piece of dislodged wall that
had half buried itself in the ooze at some point.

“I hunger,” it said suddenly. “Feed me or become my feast.” Its
voice was deep and rippled slightly as it spoke. There was a
splashing and the great bulk of the frog’s body shifted; Markov saw
its muscles tense and with a grimace moved his hand to the hilt of
the sabre. It seemed pitiful compared to the huge creature’s bulk,
but it was the only defence he had.

“I have nothing for you,” his voice seemed lost, pathetic in the
vastness of the midden. “I bear no food.”

Regardless it leapt at him, its tongue lashed out and Markov
flung himself to one side, just barely avoiding the thick sticky
organ. He slashed down with his sword but the blade barely bit into
the frog’s tongue. He swung again, connected with one of its legs
and drew a tiny cut across it. The thing barely noticed and flicked
out its tongue again. Markov dodged to the side, and flung himself
backwards, to try and get some distance. The frog followed, hopping
across the mire in powerful bounds, its eyes intent on every move
the barbarian made. Markov ducked behind a piece of masonry and the
beast leapt clear over it and turned to face him with menace in its
eyes.

Markov ran again, hurling himself behind another jutting piece
of rock. Whilst he waited for the beast to catch up he scanned the
mire. The rocks that jutted from the mud formed a wide circle and
at the back there was what looked like an alcove that had been
crudely cut into the stone. Inside there was an immense statue of a
frog, an ornate crown upon its head. Blindly it stared out over
what was left of its temple; its eyes must have been rich gemstones
once, but they were long since gone. Markov crossed quickly to it,
as the gigantic frog landed behind him with such force that he
almost fell. He ignored it as best he could and sprinted, ducking
behind the statue.

“Come out morsel,” the monster called. “Do you fear me so much
that you must hide behind my father?” It came no closer, lurking in
the centre of the circle watching every move that Markov made.
“They will send the little men for you, you merely delay the
inevitable. Come out and face your death with honour.” It smacked
its lips at the thought.

Markov made no attempt to respond, though he was sure that the
beast knew only hunger. Instead he began to inch his way up the
statue, scrambling up its back, using the detritus of centuries for
handholds until finally he squatted in the god’s crown and stared
down. Below, the immense frog stared balefully up at him and lashed
its tongue out at him. Markov ducked and let it slide past him. A
plan was beginning to form but to work he would need a distraction
of some sort.

There was a series of splashes and, as if providence was playing
a cruel joke, Reyson appeared from the higher ground. Whatever the
pact he had with Chasinharo was it had gone ill for him. There was
nothing human left in him and it was only when he spoke that Markov
realised that it was him.

“What is happening, where is the sacrifice?”

The frog turned in slow hops, “He is cheating Chosen; he has
hidden on my father’s head.” Its voice was peevish, like a child
who has been denied a treat.

“What? Markov, cease your sacrilege of the god immediately!”
Reyson’s voice boomed; his eyes squinted up at the crown. There was
a look in his eyes that was suddenly quite insane.

Markov stood, “Very well, Reyson, as you asked so nicely!” And
he leapt. The world passed in a whir as he plummeted down and
landed hard upon the giant frog’s back. Instinctively he gripped
hard with his knees, clinging onto the slick skin with all the
might his legs could muster. With one of his hands he reached
forwards and grasped as hard as he could at the top of the beast’s
head whilst with the other he hefted the sabre and plunged it deep
into the frog’s eye. There was a scream and the creature thrashed
underneath him. It leapt across the profane temple time and again
attempting to dislodge its unexpected passenger. Markov just barely
managed to cling onto to it, gritting his teeth and digging his
legs deep against the frog’s flanks. More than once he almost fell
and was glad that Reyson cowered in fear at the panic the frog
felt. As it landed, exhausted, he drew the blade out and then
plunged it in again, pushing it deeper into the beast’s skull. It
screamed again, speech deserting it as in fear and confusion it
leapt blindly until finally, it collided with an outcrop of stone
and with a sickening thud dashed out its brains into the soup.

Markov was thrown clear and landed heavily in the mud. He rose
unsteadily and glanced about for a weapon. His sabre was still
embedded in the frog’s skull, more than likely useless now. Finally
he seized a branch just thick enough to make a cudgel and hefted
it, grimacing as his muscles protested. It had been too long since
he’d ridden a horse, his legs shrieked as he took a step
forward.

“It’s just you and me now Reyson, come out and end this!” His
words echoed around the circle. There came no answer. “Come on out
you fat degenerate.” He added several choice curses, calling
Reyson’s parentage into question and declaring that he preferred
the company of goats to that of humans. Still there was no answer.
The swamp seemed duller somehow, the statue of Chasinharo more
pitted and ruinous. His hand brushed against a stone slab and dust
crumbled away on his fingers. Plants wilted, the mud greyed under
his feet, the beasts of the swamp fell silent. A feeling of age
sagged over the place, heavy and suffocating.

Suddenly he spotted a figure against one of the rocks, huddled
and bent. It was quite naked; skin greyish pink, black clumps on
its hands and across its head. Cautiously he crossed towards it.
Where had the frog Reyson gone?

“Is that you?” he asked, reaching out a hand. He could suddenly
see a fading yellow stripe running down the man’s back, growing
fainter with every second.

“Ah!” The man screeched suddenly, lunging out with a hand at
Markov’s face, fingers gouging towards the barbarian’s eyes. “Look
what you’ve done you fool!” His face was cut with wrinkles, chins
sagged like empty wineskins. In his hollow eyes there was nothing
but fear and hopelessness. His hands shook as he strove to catch
Markov first on the face and then on the neck. “You have destroyed
me, destroyed all of us. We are forsaken!” All his body fat was
gone; the thing that grappled with Markov now was more like a
living skeleton dressed in skin several times too large.

Markov stepped back, brought the club up to knock away Reyson’s
skeletal fingers and watched in horror as they were knocked clear
of the man’s hand to dash into dust against a rock. More
frighteningly Reyson made no sound; he did not even seem to notice
that the digits had gone. Markov swung out again, caught the other
man’s side and felt, rather than saw, it cave in. Reyson took a
step towards him and his legs buckled. He fell down into the
shallow water, arms disintegrating as he tried to catch himself.
His face looked hundreds of years old and Markov, with a wrench of
what might have been pity, raised the club high and brought it
crashing down on the top of Reyson’s skull hard. It shattered,
spraying bone fragments everywhere.

Markov dropped the club and limped to the edge of the pit.
Slowly he clambered up the slope and rested at the top. Every part
of him ached, a slow dull pain suffused his limbs and his arms and
legs were a mass of cuts and bruises. He would have fresh scars in
the next few days, he knew. The other members of the Chosen lay
dead on the floor, each looking as ancient as Reyson had, leaving
behind nothing but bones and dust. Of the pygmies there was no
sign, Markov supposed that they had fled when the Chosen had died
and was merely glad that he did not have to face them again.

It was not long before Soric found him, creeping into the
chamber as if he expected it to be rent asunder any moment. The
little man was drenched in blood; there were fresh wounds on chest
and face and his long blade was pitted from battle. Evidently the
pygmy men had found other things to occupy them.

He surveyed the room, “You did alright, I suppose,” he admitted
grudgingly as he helped Markov stand.

“So glad you approve,” Markov answered and began to limp away,
back through the ruins of the fallen age towards the corsair’s
ship, leaving the temple and the slumbering frog god to their
ancient, implacable dreams.










The Free Dynamos and the Lone Island in
the Sky, by Mike Phillips


As Patrick Donegal sat amidst the popple trees, down in a little
grove on the far side of the mountain, he had no idea that he was
being watched. Though his abilities were exceptional, even somewhat
famous, he did not possess the power of clairvoyance, and was not
at all skilled in woodcraft beyond being able to converse with many
of the animals and a few of the plants that inhabited the forest.
And so, as he sat, the danger grew closer and closer.

The night sky had been clear and cold, bringing a killer frost.
But it was coming on late fall and such things were to be expected,
if even desired, for with the frost came the radiance of autumn
colour that was the last gift of nature before the winter winds
blew. Now the day was dawning, glorious and bright, and Patrick was
soon to be rewarded for his vigil.

A popple grove is an especially beautiful place when the colours
are at their peak. Popple trees are of a peculiar sort, prone to
have weak trunks and so likely to break even in moderate storms.
Seldom do these trees grow more than fifty years and reach the
stately size of an oak or maple, and never do they tower above the
land like a red pine.

So in the popple grove life is ever taking new shape. The old
trees grow high and then die, giving way for the following
generations. From the good soil to the heights of the forest
canopy, the popples now revealed their true artistry, with golden
yellow leaves bathing the world in a brilliant light.

Patrick was concentrating on seeing the forest for the trees,
knowing how rare the sight he now beheld was, but this was not the
only reason he had come to this place. He had brought with him a
curious sort of silver spyglass with a rainbow coloured lens, which
he had mounted on a tripod next to him. There were many other
strange instruments of fine make, of an origin as fantastic and
mysterious as his choice in optics.

Upon the forest floor nearby was arranged a bed, a finely carved
wardrobe, and a stately old grandfather clock, quietly ticking
away. Spending the night in the forest didn’t mean having to give
up a few well deserved luxuries. Looking up as the old grandfather
clock rung eight, Patrick brought a notebook from the inside pocket
of his jacket and began writing.

Patrick Donegal was one of the faerie folk. He was tall for his
kind, but not very strong, given to intellectual pursuits such as
those he was now engaged in rather than brutish sport, though he
could manage himself well enough in a fight. His hair was dark
brown and starlight shined in his hazel eyes. He wore a fine suit a
shade of green so dark that it seemed black on all but the
brightest summer days. Long ago in another place he had suffered an
accident and lost his wings, but had made up for the loss by
developing his other talents.

He had a special interest in astronomy and that was the real
reason why he had come to this place, to study a most curious
event. Looking up into the cloudless sky, he saw the first sign of
the bizarre phenomena he had come to observe. Dark shapes that were
not clouds began appearing on the verge of sight, dotting the
horizon. These were the cloud islands, massive rocks suspended in
the sky, floating with the currents of the wind.

Though his people had settled in this place some thousand years
ago, to have the cloud islands pass over their humble valley was
rare indeed, and Patrick had never before had the opportunity of
making a detailed and scientific account of the occurrence.
Focusing the spyglass upon the first of the islands, Patrick began
taking notes, writing furiously and sketching rough diagrams. But
as he intently gathered his data, those who watched him with as
much interest drew closer.

Through the forest quieter than mice came another of the faerie
folk along with two big gnomes. The faerie was dressed in a
shrivelled green pear with orange and black striped hose on his
arms and legs, carrying a long spear with its tip painted an angry
red. He fluttered just above the ground and was leading the gnomes,
which were as giants to those of a faerie’s size. As they came
within the final steps of their victim, one of the gnomes hefted a
large club from his shoulder while another readied a collar and
chains.

Preoccupied with the work at hand, Patrick took no notice of
those who had evil intentions against him. On one of the cloud
islands he had spied something remarkable, something he had hardly
heard any tales tell of and had never laid eyes upon himself, even
as well travelled as he was. They were the free dynamos, different
coloured balls of light, playing about in the moss covered
rocks.

Free dynamos were said to have incredible strength, lifting
great loads and travelling at speeds that defied even the keen
sight of the faerie folk. It was said they could affect machinery
like some super engine. One of the few stories Patrick had heard
about the dynamos told how a miller had once kept a young dynamo
from harm in some way, something about a saving gemstone. In
gratitude, the light went into the gears of his machinery, grinding
the entire stock of grain from the fall harvest in a single
day.

Something blocked Patrick’s view as he watched. Looking up from
the spyglass, he saw a group of faeries flying in the air, carrying
a long rope that was twice as thick as they were. Dumbfounded by
what they could possibly be doing, Patrick could only watch, mouth
gaping, as the faeries tied the rope around the cloud island he had
only just been observing. The rope grew taut, stretched, and held,
bringing a halt to the cloud island’s skyward trek.

Just as he was about to swing the spyglass around on its tripod
to get a better look, Patrick was taken roughly by the arms. He
struggled, finding the strong grip of his attacker irresistible. He
could not escape. A metal collar was closed around his neck from
behind, a lock quickly fastened to the hasp.

“That will keep you from making any trouble,” said a faerie.
“That collar is made of iron. Your powers are now useless.”

“Hedrick Schmidt,” said Patrick bitterly, giving up what little
struggle he could manage against the strength of the gnome. In
momentary acceptance of the situation, he held out his hands. The
second gnome fit the shackles to his wrists, then bent and locked
the remaining to his ankles. There were no cuffs for the wings,
Patrick noted. The restraints had been made especially for him.
“Working for that rotten Finkbiener again, I suppose. Don’t you
ever get tired of doing his dirty work?”

“That is none of your concern. You are now my prisoner.” Hedrick
chuckled mildly. “I have been waiting for this a long time. Someone
needed to teach you a lesson. I was only too glad to be the one to
do it.”

Patrick smiled. “Then why don’t you forget the iron and we’ll
have it out like men. You could even bring your girlfriends here.
I’d like to see how smug they’d look in a nice shade of toad.”

“That is enough talk. The Baron will deal you now.” Hedrick
motioned to the gnome, who struck his captive on the head with a
club. Patrick’s world went black.

***

When Patrick awoke, he saw only reflections of himself. They had
put him in a mirrored box. The faerie folk could hardly ever manage
to escape from glass boxes or even lanterns, no less a mirrored box
like this one. Baron Finkbiener and his cronies knew their business
well. They had done a fine job of capturing him, making doubly sure
that he could not use his unique abilities to escape.

Resigned to his fate, Patrick returned to his work. Though he
had lost his notebook in the attack, he had an extra pencil in a
jacket pocket. Taking a white, lace handkerchief from another
pocket, he began writing down all he could remember of the cloud
islands, pausing only occasionally to wonder what the Baron was up
to, if the free dynamos were somehow involved or had only gotten in
the way.

As the light of day began to fade, Patrick heard an odd bit of
tapping on the outside of the box. “Who’s there?” he said in a
harsh whisper.

“Hush-a-thee,” came a quick retort, but Patrick knew that
voice.

Packing his things, Patrick stood, smiling, and rubbed the
stiffness out of his arms and legs. In the next moment there was
the sound of metal being struck by a hammer, probably a chisel
knowing Danny Gorman as Patrick did, and the result was a
satisfactory crack in the mirrored wall. After another two hits,
the mirror shattered and in stepped Danny himself.

“Hallo Danny, good of you to come,” said Patrick. As Danny came
to have a closer look at the shackles, his fat stomach bulging over
a too tight belt, his tool bag ringing dully like cowbells, Patrick
noticed that his friend was carrying a weapon. Of all things, it
was a shillelagh. Frowning, Patrick said, “What are you doing with
that?”

“Why I’m rescuing you, of course,” Danny said incredulously.
“Haven’t you noticed?”

“Took you long enough.”

“I came as soon as I heard.”

“But not before you had an ale or two down at the
Cornflower.”

“Noticed that did you?” said Danny guiltily. “Well, as you’re a
man who can take care of himself most often, I didn’t see the harm
in getting a little something to quench my thirst before setting
out.”

“And a little something to eat also?”

“You didn’t expect me to follow you on some fool adventure
without having a decent supper first, did you?” By then, Danny had
given the chains a thorough look. He lifted the lock that held the
iron collar in place, studying it intently and saying, “You know if
you spent half the time learning a little something about the world
instead of gazing at the stars, you might do a bit of this work for
yourself. A man needs to have some practical knowledge too, you
know.”

“But I have you for that.” Patrick held up his hands, showing
the spreader bar and oversized cuffs that held his hands at a
distance. “And see? I couldn’t have reached back there if I
tried.”

“Sure, that’s all well and good, but I can’t follow you around
wherever it is you take a fancy to go. I’ve got work to do. I’ve
got a business to run. A man has to make a livin’ and I just don’t
have the time to be, no matter how noble the cause, running around
with the likes of you, chasin’ after folks as what should have
better sense than to get into trouble in the first place. Why, just
today I got a big job to carve a fine bit of grape onto all the
windowsills of that big house that the B…” Danny stopped his story
short. He flushed, suddenly looking for something in his tool
bag.

“Whose house Danny?” Patrick said angrily. “You’re not working
for that Baron Finkbiener, are you?”

Biting his lip, his earthy face turning shades of red, Danny
said, “Well, ah, it was a big job, Patrick. All the windows in that
fine house, I couldn’t say no to that. That job will keep me busy
for a month at the least.”

“That Finkbiener is as crooked as a hickory switch. Goodness
Danny, he’s the one who did this to me.”

“Come on now, Patrick, don’t start that again. He pays well, and
he’s not as bad as you make him out to be.”

“He collared me in iron and locked me in a mirrored box. I could
have died.”

“You’re overreacting. He had one of his men out here to keep an
eye on you, that Hat-trick or Hen-drink fellow. You remember him,
don’t you? His ma goes to church with us, and she’s one of the
nicest ladies you could ever wish to meet.”

“Hedrick Schmidt was the one who gave me this,” Patrick said
through clenched teeth, showing a rather large lump on the back of
his head.

“Oh, well then you’ll be happy to know I gave him a bit of a
thump on the noggin so that he wouldn’t be a bother to us,” Danny
said smugly. “I suppose that’s paid him back for being such a
sneak.”

“It’s a good start anyway. Now, can’t you do anything about
these chains?”

“Ah, yes, I think so.” Danny rummaged around in his tool bag for
a long moment before producing a small chisel meant for detail
work. With a wink and a nod, Danny said, “I think I can jimmy the
lock with this.”

“That’s a sort of key, then? It’s one of those practical things
you were going on about?”

“You just relax, hot shot. Rome wasn’t built in a day.” Fiddling
with the lock, Danny went on, “I can’t understand why your back’s
up this time, Patrick. I mean, really, the Baron’s only up to a bit
of mining, that’s all. It’s no trouble or harm to anyone. When he’s
done he’ll cut the odd rock free and things will be back to
normal.”

There was a click. “There,” Danny said triumphantly, “that’s got
it.” He carefully removed the collar.

Rubbing his sore neck, Patrick said, “People live on that cloud
island, Danny. I don’t know what’s going on, not yet, but I intend
to find out.” Feeling more himself now that the collar was gone,
Patrick touched each of the cuffs with a finger, the locks opened,
and the chains fell to the ground with a clank. He was free. “Put
that in your bag, will you Danny? I might have some use for them
later.”

“Oh no, now that you’re free, I’ll be on my way. This is none of
my affair. If you want to play games with the Baron and his men
you’ll have to do it on your own.”

“But Danny, I’ll need someone to watch my backside, to make sure
it’s a fair fight. You wouldn’t deny me that, would you?”

“If you’re dumb enough to go lookin’ for trouble, then you get
what you deserve.”

“I didn’t even do anything this time. I was just out in the
forest, trying to study the movement of the cloud islands when they
jumped me from behind. Listen, if all the Baron is up to is a
little mining, then far be it from me to interfere. I just don’t
want any innocent people getting hurt.”

“What kind of innocent people?”

“Free dynamos,” said Patrick steadily.

Danny laughed, “Dynamos is it? Come on, that’s just an old
mother’s tale. You’re going to have to come up with something
better than that.”

“They’re real Danny, as incredible as it may seem. I saw them
with my own eyes and I have a funny feeling the Baron didn’t choose
that particular island by chance.”

“No, sorry Patrick, not this time. I’ll fly you to them but
that’s where I have to draw the line.”

Frowning, Patrick said, “Fine. I respect your feelings. Take me
to them and I’ll ask no more of you. You have, after all, freed me
from my prison, at great personal risk, and I owe you my
gratitude.”

***

With hardly a word passing between them as they went, Danny took
Patrick by the shoulders and flew him to the spot where the rope
was anchored. As coincidence would have it, the Baron’s camp was
hidden in a spot up the mountainside from the popple grove where
Patrick had spent the night. The camp was now deserted. Though
there were all sorts of empty crates and wagons, all the folk were
apparently away at the island.

Taking the chance to look down, Patrick could see his bed,
wardrobe, and the old grandfather clock sitting there on the
ground. They looked intact, but he wondered at the fate of his
spyglass, knowing that such a prize wouldn’t be passed by. Clapping
his hands, he made his things disappear. He would have to sort it
all out later.

“There you are,” said Danny as he set Patrick gently upon the
ground, “if I can’t convince you to change your mind.”

“No,” Patrick said, making an assessment of the rope and its
anchor. He touched the great iron loop that was set into the bare
rock, feeling within the small signs of enchantment. Going on, he
inspected the rope, finding it of the ordinary sort that humans
used in lifting loads.

“I’ll be going then,” Danny said uncomfortably.

“If I may,” Patrick said, “I’d like to borrow your tinder
box.”

Taking an interest, Danny said, “You think it’ll burn,
then?”

“To be sure, it’s a man thing. You wouldn’t mind collecting a
bit of wood before you go?”

“Oh, well, yes, I’ll give you a hand in that, knowing how
unaccustomed you are to work.” Taking a small axe from his tool bag
and contemplating the edge, Danny said, “Why don’t you just cut it?
It won’t take half as long and there’ll be no stopping the job by
the time anyone can get here.”

“No, I plan to burn it. I don’t want the Baron getting any
ideas. Destroy the rope and there’s an end to it.”

“Not an end, to be sure.”

“We’ll just have to see about that when the time comes.”

***

“Would you look at this?” Danny said, bringing back his first
armload of wood. He dropped the broken twigs and blades of dried
grass in a pile under the iron ring where the rope was closest to
the ground, holding up a pretty white sack.

“Where did you find that?”

Breathless from the effort of carrying the wood, Danny said,
“Near one of the carts, caught my eye it did, but it looked like
someone had forgotten it, nearly covered up in dirt as it was.”

Seeing the magical symbols upon the sack, Patrick took it from
Danny and gave it a close examination, saying, “Nice work, the
Baron has really outdone himself this time. Silver thread with silk
in as fine a weave as I’ve ever seen. And these symbols, there’s
powerful magic there. I’m glad they didn’t put me in a bag like
this or else you’d never have gotten me out.”

Tentatively, Danny said, “You don’t suppose that was made to
hold those free dynamos of yours, do you?”

“This whole situation is beginning to stink. Do we have enough
wood to get the fire started?”

Danny looked over the pile of grass and twigs, assessing what he
had brought, the balance of what Patrick had collected. Dubious, he
said, “Why don’t you get the spark going and I’ll grab another load
or two, how’d that be?”

Smiling, Patrick said, “Sure, it’ll give me a chance to have a
second look at this sack too.”

“Don’t strain yourself, now. You’ll need to save your strength
for the Baron.”

“Funny, but that’s as likely as may be.”

When a sufficient quantity of combustibles had been gathered,
Danny set the pile ablaze. Much to his chagrin, Patrick was unable
to manage the flint and steel into the barest of smouldering
embers, used to employing matches to the task as he was. Still,
Danny chuckled some but didn’t tease about it, unsure of his
friend’s mood, perhaps feeling guilty about his earlier decision
not to help Patrick after finding the sack. The silence between
them was beginning to strain. Neither had the will to begin the
conversation again, desperate as they each were to do so.

“Is there nothing I can say to convince you to come with me,
even in a non-combatant role?” said Patrick at last. “I had hoped
you’d reconsider.”

“Ah, no, Patrick, you know how it is,” Danny maintained, the
heat in his cheeks and ears growing bright.

Scornfully, Patrick said, “Worried about your payday?”

“Now, don’t be that way.”

“Fine,” Patrick said quickly, the starlight shining
mischievously in his eyes. “If I may have the cuffs and collar,
then?”

“Sure,” said Danny, rifling through his tool bag. Shortly he
produced the requested articles and handed them over.

“No wait,” Patrick said, “can you separate them for me? They’d
be more useful that way.”

“Sure,” Danny agreed. He quickly removed the collar and handed
it to Patrick, which the latter put into his jacket pocket without
a word. Removing the wrist cuffs from the rest of the assembly took
some doing, but in the end Danny managed it, handing them over as
he tried to make the shackles more serviceable. Finally, that job
too was complete. Handing the last over, he said, “Here you
are.”

But as Danny did so, Patrick took a firm grip on Danny’s upper
arm, pulling him off balance. As the clumsy faerie, top heavy as he
was, stumbled forward, Patrick clamped one of the cuffs to Danny’s
wrist while securing the other to his own. With a bit of faerie
magic, the small blaze under the rope exploded into a raging
inferno. Pulling Danny with him, Patrick leaped to the rope and
raced toward the top, just ahead of the rapidly ascending
flame.

“What are you doing?” shouted a dismayed Danny, huffing and
puffing as he ran, hardly able to keep up, pulled along by the arm
as he was.

“Providing you with an opportunity to change your mind.”

Upward they raced, the burning rope disintegrating into dust in
their wake, ever only a few steps away from disaster. All the while
Patrick knew that he must keep up his speed and not give Danny the
chance to take wing and fly them both away. Through the sky they
ran, until at last, the cloud island came under foot. They leaped
as the flames lashed at their feet, and came crashing to the ground
just as the rope burned to completion.

Springing the lock on the cuff with the small chisel, Danny
stood, indignant. “Why, of all the low-down, dirty tricks. I’ve
never thought that you, of all people…”

Smiling broadly, Patrick said, “Come on now, you know it’s the
right thing to do. You can’t let them suffer. That’s not the Danny
I know. I can tell the thought of it is eating away at you even
now. You won’t sleep a wink tonight if I know you.”

Flustered, Danny admitted, “Yes, I guess you’re right. A month
of wages hardly means a thing when a friend’s bound and determined
to have his head smashed in. Can’t let you go it alone, no matter
how foolish a thing it is.”

“There’s a good fellow. You just needed a push.” Pointing toward
his good friend’s smoking feet, Patrick said, “But you might want
to do a little something about that before we go.”

***

After Danny stamped out his burning shoes, luckily avoiding any
serious damage to his toes, Patrick announced, “We’d best be off.
Now, I want you to remember that it’ll be other faeries that we’ll
be fighting, not some dimwitted troll or lazy giant. This could get
a bit messy before it’s all over.” Thinking about it a moment, he
added, “Still, they might surrender. Either way, now that things
are moving again, it’s going to be too windy up here for my dust to
be of much help.”

“Yeah, we’re moving at a pretty good clip now. You think it’s
trying to catch up with the others? The island, I mean. It can’t
all be the wind, can it?”

“I don’t understand much about the phenomenon, but I think it
more likely that this will forever now be a lone island in the
sky.”

Scratching his head thoughtfully as he looked around, Danny
said, “About that, you know the Baron and his folk have probably
noticed that we’re moving again.”

“To be sure,” said Patrick, “and that’s why we should be on our
way.”

Haltingly, Danny ventured, “It seems a better plan to me, though
I don’t know so much about this kind of thing as you, but won’t the
Baron send a few of his lads out here to check things out?”

“Yes,” said Patrick impatiently, motioning that they should be
on their way, still not understanding what Danny was getting
at.

“As they’re all expecting trouble anyway, then it’s as like as
not that they’ll be ready for us when we get there. So, if we just
stay where we are, maybe hide behind that bush over there; well
then, we might just have a chance to take a few of them out first.
You know, divide and conquer.”

“Goodness! Now that’s an idea.”

“You think so?” said Danny bashfully.

“I should have thought of it myself, well done. You are a handy
fellow to have around in a pinch.”

Using their faerie gift of invisibility would be useless against
their own kind if they were looked for, as they certainly would be,
so they decided not to waste the effort, taking a position behind a
stunted bush, stooping low to put themselves where the leaves were
the thickest. In the end, they didn’t have long to wait. Soon
voices were carried to them upon the wind, and three faeries
appeared in the sky above the great proboscis of rock where the
loop of rope had once been secured.

The faeries were young, all dressed in pine cones, which Patrick
thought must be decidedly uncomfortable. He understood that the
clothing the faeries of the Baron’s sort wore had some meaning, but
what the difference in social status was between a nut and a fruit,
he had not the faintest idea.

“Hallo, lads,” Patrick said, emerging from cover as the faeries
landed. “It’s time to go home now. Fun’s over.”

Pointing at Patrick and Danny, the eldest of the faeries raised
his hands into fists and loosed luminous balls of blue fire. With a
wave of his hand, Patrick wrested control of one fireball and then
the next, pushing the blasts of magic into the each of the faeries
that followed. Unable to get out of the way fast enough, the two
young men were encased in blocks of ice, rendering them
immobile.

Shouting curses and working himself into an awful temper, the
eldest faerie sprinted toward Patrick, arms outstretched, the light
in his hands beginning to grow fiercely. Unperturbed, Patrick stood
his ground, waiting for the battle to be joined once again. With
promises of death and vengeance, the elder faerie attacked, loosing
his icy flame. But again Patrick dealt with the attack steadily,
repelling the sorcery, sending it back to lock its creator in ice
as if a trifle.

“Some folk never learn,” said Danny in disgust, walking over to
the eldest faerie and tapping on the ice. The faerie grunted at him
menacingly, surprising Danny and making him flinch. “Didn’t that
boss of yours warn you who you’d be up against? You’d have been
better off with a club. At least that way it would have been a fair
fight. You poor fools, it’s like lambs to the slaughter, it
is.”

“Come on Danny, leave the kid alone. He’ll have plenty of time
to ponder his mistakes as he thaws.”

“And this time of year that aught to be a week or two,” Danny
said, giving the ice a delighted poke once again. “Still, you
should know better than to attack a faerie with faerie magic. I
hope you learned something. The next one you try something like
that with will probably not be as forgiving as my friend here.”

“If I had matched your spell, then it would have redoubled upon
you since you were the one to first use your power against one of
your own,” Patrick explained. “That’s why we don’t fight each other
with magic. It’s ancient lore. There’s a trick to it, so a young
person such as yourself wouldn’t necessarily know a thing like
that, not if the Baron or your Spell Master had some reason not to
tell you.” He let the comment hang in the air for a moment, then
added, “Really, you should have known better, but there you have
it. When it’s all over we’ll come back for you, have no fear. I
won’t make you wait until you thaw. Danny was only teasing.”

***

The landscape of the cloud island was bleak. In some areas there
had collected enough soil for grass or underdeveloped shrubbery to
grow, but mostly there was only moss covered rock, with broken
crags of stone poking out of the surrounding greenery. Patrick and
Danny had decided to walk, thinking that they were less apt to
discovery, but there were no animal paths to follow, so the going
was long and difficult. After a lengthy search, they came upon a
deep ravine, cut by countless rains into the rock.

There were nearly two dozen faeries encamped at the bottom of
the ravine, all hearty men in their prime, finishing the evening
meal round a roaring fire. They looked tired. Most of them were
concentrating on their supper, and none sang or jested as is the
custom of the faerie folk.

The majority of the faeries wore the natural costumes favoured
by the Baron’s people, but there were some of Patrick and Danny’s
sort, opting to wear tailored garments of cloth and leather. The
faeries had weapons of every kind and make, mostly spears and
clubs, but there were those that carried swords. A number of the
faeries had with them nets very much like those humans used to
capture butterflies.

In a place protected by guards was a large pile of the
silken-silver sacks like the kind Danny had found below. These were
obviously full as they undulated wildly like the surface of a
bubbling cauldron. The Baron himself was overlooking the men as
they guarded the sacks, and Patrick thought he had guessed rightly
the Baron’s intent.

The free dynamos were the true object of this venture and had
been all along. There was some connection between the dynamos and
their gems, Patrick guessed by the stories he had heard, and he saw
now that stored amidst the sacks was a wooden chest bound with
iron. The two could only be connected.

Wishing he still possessed the silver spyglass that offered
guidance through magical foresight, Patrick watched the scene
below, planning his attack. Coming to his feet from a crouch at the
ravine’s edge, he tried to get a better look, using a bunch of wild
grass as cover. Struck from behind, Patrick found himself rolling
down the slope of the ravine, grappling desperately with some
unknown assailant.

The stones were sharp and as they rolled, Patrick tried
desperately to dislodge his attacker by crushing him upon the
rocks. Still, it did him no good. The other was the stronger of the
two by far and his efforts were to no avail. No matter how hard he
fought, Patrick could not loosen the grip of the man who clutched
him, taking them both down the steep embankment and into the camp
of his dreaded enemy. With the terrible thump of Patrick’s chest
upon what was fortunately a flat stone, they came at last to a
stop.

Hearing a laugh, Patrick pulled his face out of a clump of thick
moss to find Baron Finkbiener looming over him. The Baron was all
decked out in the honoraries of his station, dressed in his family
apple, his flabby arms and legs clad in gold and purple striped
hose. With a crown upon his head that looked much like the hat
jesters wear at human court, complete with jingling, silver bells,
he seemed more like a reject from a juggling contest at a county
fair than one of the noble born. Patrick would have thought him a
fine, absurd fellow if he didn’t know him half as well as he
did.

“Isn’t it about time you get that thing you’re wearing pressed
into cider?” said Patrick haughtily. “You’re about to go rotten if
I’m any judge.” His amusement turned to a groan as his assailant
pushed his face back into the rock.

The Baron’s laughter turned to a snort of indignation as he
said, “Let him stand. He is in no position to make trouble for us,
are you Mister Donegal?”

As the pressure on his back eased, Patrick rose. His assailant
had been an exceptionally large and burly faerie named Manfred. The
big man was another one of the Baron’s people. He was dressed in a
pear, a sign of honour Patrick guessed.

Brushing the dust from his trousers and smoothing the wrinkles
from his jacket, Patrick stepped lightly over to the fire. The
blaze was tall and warm, granting some much appreciated relief from
the day’s labours. Seeing a great pot half full with a wonderful
smelling lamb stew, Patrick inclined his head to the Baron. With a
nod of assent, Patrick picked up a wooden bowl and spoon and began
helping himself. Pausing for a moment at the fire’s edge, Patrick
took note of the dancing flames and how well this place in the
ravine was protected from the howling winds above. He began
devising a plan.

Taking a bite of the stew, Patrick turned to look up to the top
of the ravine, careful not to give anything away if he could help
it. Danny was standing upon the brink of the rocky ledge. His foot
was squarely planted on the chest of one faerie, pinning him down,
while he held another in a headlock. “Are you okay, Danny?” Patrick
shouted.

“Oh aye, to be sure,” Danny replied, punching the faerie under
his arm in the eye to keep him from struggling. “I could use a bite
myself if there’s more.”

“I’ll inquire with our host,” said Patrick, awkwardly, turning
again to face the Baron. “I believe you have in your possession
something that belongs to me?”

His pale face turning the colour of his clothing, the Baron
reached inside his apple, saying, “Yes, one of my men did mention
that he found a certain article in a clearing in the forest.
Thinking that you owned a similar article, I took charge of the
situation. Provided that you can describe the said article in
sufficient detail to verify ownership, I will return it to
you.”

“It’s a silver spyglass with a rainbow coloured lens, my former
master helped me construct it, a quite unique object if I say so
myself.”

“Yes, yes, so you say, but there must be hundreds of such
articles in existence. How would I know for certain that this one
belongs to you?”

“There’s one way to find out.”

“Yes?” the Baron said expectantly.

“That spyglass is cursed,” Patrick said with a grin. “If someone
uses it without my permission, he’ll go blind. Not in a day, but
it’ll happen.”

Stunned, deciding that this was indeed the requested article,
the Baron hastily produced the spyglass from some secret pocket and
handed it over to its rightful owner. “Thank you,” Patrick said
levelly, setting his bowl of stew on a flat piece of ground at his
feet. He put the spyglass safely into the breast pocket of his
jacket, his lingering fingers tracing the outline of the collar of
iron. After all that had happened, he was anxious to return it to
its rightful owner, one good turn deserving another.

With a soft sigh for what would surely come to be the loss of an
excellent meal, Patrick said, “Oh Baron, forgive me but I almost
forgot. I think I have something of yours as well.”

“Oh?” the Baron replied, confused. “And what, might I ask, may
that be?”

Opening the collar as he drew it from his pocket, Patrick gave a
sharp flick of the wrist that sent the iron ring flying. The collar
snapped shut around the Baron’s neck. Realising only too late what
was happening, the Baron Finkbiener stood with his mouth agape, his
thick jowls rippling with a mixture of rage and fear, the ring of
iron binding his magic powers from use. Patrick clapped his hands.
Hot sparks burst from the collar as the clasp was welded shut.

“That should keep you busy for a while. They’ll have to cut it
loose. I hope you choke first.”

“Way to go Patrick!” shouted Danny from the top of the ravine.
“That’s showing him.” Swallowing as the Baron, his employer, shot
him an angry look, Danny added, “I mean, can’t you two just work
this out peaceful-like?”

Not bothering to acknowledge the argument, Patrick gave the
Baron a solid push on the chest, toppling him over backward and
sending him sprawling like a turtle on the wrong side of its shell.
“Sorry, but I must be off now. Your lesson is only half
taught.”

Struggling to right himself, unable even to roll to one side or
the other to employ his arms or legs in the task due to the
roundness of his apple, the Baron shouted, “Don’t just stand there
you idiots. Get him!”

Taking the opportunity afforded him by the Baron’s stunned
associates, Patrick ran toward the pile of silver-silk sacks. He
passed by two faeries that were tending the fire and another with
an armload of dry grass to burn. Stunned by the sudden violence and
the shouts of their master, the three men did little more than
watch as Patrick raced past them.

The guarded place where the sacks lay was at the bottom of a
little hollow, a place where water would swirl and writhe when the
rains came. But it was dry now, if the moss was yet a little
slippery to run upon. Finding that he was losing his footing,
Patrick nearly went head over heels as he came within the last few
strides of the hollow. He had only just righted himself when he was
slammed into from behind.

It was then Manfred caught up to him; the big faerie shouldered
Patrick hard, knocking him to the ground. Manfred spat. “Get up and
fight my little dandy-man,” he challenged. “Come on, show me what
you’ve got.”

Patrick stood, coolly smoothing the wrinkles from his trousers
and jacket, using a fine handkerchief to wipe the soil from his
hands. Frowning at the white lace when his hands were somewhat
presentable, he carefully folded the handkerchief and returned it
to his breast pocket. Mildly clearing his throat, he said, “Are you
certain that is the wisest course of action? When the dynamos are
liberated, they won’t be as forgiving as I. You can take your
people and be away before that happens.”

“Oh is that right?” said Manfred, laughing stupidly. “What would
you say if I told you those little lights aren’t going anywhere but
the master’s new lumber mill? They’ll be cutting boards by the
sunrise.”

Fixing the big faerie in his gaze, Patrick replied, “I’ve made
my position clear, haven’t I? After all, I’ve escaped prison, set
the island free, bound your master’s enchantments, and stand not
two paces from my goal.”

“Oh, trying to be a smart guy, are you? Well, I always liked to
show little worms like you how smart they really are.”

“So, you will be on your way then?” Patrick said with a wink and
a smile.

In response, Manfred tilted his head from side to side, the
bones of his neck cracking loudly, and limbered up his arms and
legs. Putting up his fists, he jerked his chin, indicating to
Patrick that the time for talking had come to an end. Sighing
heavily, Patrick raised his clenched hands in front of him. Manfred
laughed wickedly, seeing that his opponent used the protective
stance of the inexperienced.

In no mood to suffer Manfred’s jeers, Patrick said, “Well, come
along then.”

Taking a step forward, Manfred landed a solid left to Patrick’s
midsection, doubling him over, and then followed with a right to
Patrick’s open middle before stepping back to safety. Patrick was
in no condition to fight back. The blows had knocked the wind out
of him, and he clutched his stomach, trying to hold his gorge. At
last he vomited, spilling all that good stew upon the ground. When
the fit was over, Patrick spat, clearing his mouth, hoping that a
collar of iron wouldn’t be ready before he had possession of
himself once again.

“That’s just a taste of what’s to come, my dandy-fool,” said
Manfred, his wings twitching anxiously as he waited for Patrick to
recover, savouring his moment of victory. “Come on, I’m not
nowhere’s near being done with you yet.”

A crowd had gathered. The faeries were in a half circle around
their leader, some fluttering up into the air to get a better look.
The evening’s entertainment thus arranged, they were cheering
Manfred on, placing bets, and shouting insults.

As Patrick looked them over, he could see no sign of the Baron
or his most favoured lackeys. Wondering where the Baron had gone
but unable to delay the confrontation any longer, Patrick raised
his fists. This time, he would be the first to strike, and with any
luck, he would get an opportunity to put his plan into action.

Stepping forward, Patrick aimed a jab at Manfred’s crooked nose,
which had no doubt been broken in a number of earlier contests of
the same sort. The blow was swept easily aside, throwing Patrick
off balance and giving the big faerie the chance he was looking
for. With a strong uppercut, Manfred caught Patrick under the chin
as he faltered, sending him back into the little hollow where the
silken sacks were piled.

Expecting rock and a nasty knock on the head as he hit the
ground, Patrick was surprised to find that his weight was carried
by what felt like a hundred velvet fingers. Coming to his senses,
realising where he was, Patrick smiled wryly back at Manfred and
blew his magic dust upon the bags. The writing began to glow with a
green light, the light growing into a fire that spread to the very
materials the letters and symbols were written upon.

The silk and silver cloth began to change. Its lustre grew faint
and its weave coarse. When the transformation was complete, what
had once been beautiful and perilous enchanted objects were changed
into common burlap sacks, not at all magical, good for little more
than storing grain or carrying feed to hungry livestock.

A single light, red with fury and shining as brightly as the
midday sun, broke free from a transformed sack and circled high
into the air above. Leaning on an elbow, Patrick gestured toward
the chest, the locks clicking open and the lid rising as he lifted
an open hand. Inside, rough gems of every shape and hue were
collected, now seeming to glow from inside with anger equal to that
evident in the light above.

The red light shot down into the chest, searching amongst the
gems for but a moment before emerging once again. At some
unknowable signal, the other dynamos broke free from their prisons,
each taking a turn at the chest as others circled protectively. The
faeries under the Baron’s employ stood or fluttered dumbfounded,
watching the pretty lights dance before their eyes, only beginning
to understand that they might be in danger’s way as the last stone
was collected by its dazzling owner.

Leading its people to safety, the red light flew in a wide arc
above the rim of the ravine. Some of the free dynamos rushed off,
disappearing into the growing night, but others orbited the first
like electrons around an atom.

Turning abruptly as the others of its kind, perhaps the young,
disappeared from sight, the red light became fixed upon revenge,
heading straight for Manfred. The leader of the dynamos hit
Patrick’s assailant right in the chest, bursting the pear the big
faerie wore like a grape, carrying him away as his wings beat
uselessly against the relentless force of his enemy.

In the ravine, chaos grew as the dynamos attacked. Faeries were
trying to fly off or to hide in the rocks, but none could get away.
The lights were too fast and too strong, dragging their would-be
captors off into quiet corners to deal punishing blows or to strip
them bare and tie them up with their heads in the burlap sacks.

Danny flew down to sit with Patrick, watching in amazement,
unmolested by the dynamos as they dealt their reprisals. Soon all
was quiet. The Baron’s faeries were collected into a groaning,
miserable bunch, but they were mostly unhurt, except maybe for
their pride. Each dynamo taking charge of its favourite victim, the
faeries were lifted into the air and flown away from the cloud
island, back toward the river valley where their settlement
lay.

***

What was left of the stew was still hot, and tasted wonderful as
the darkness fell and a chill took the air. Danny had the luck to
find a bottle of wine and a jug of some dubious spirit. The friends
made use of both, toasting their benefactor as their stomachs were
filled and the stars came out.

Warmed by the fire, with full stomachs, Patrick and Danny
relaxed, talking over the events of the day. They knew that they
had a long night ahead of them, but they were in no particular
hurry to get started on the journey. It was a peaceful night. It
was a night to savour victory.

At an hour past sunset they saw a faint light in the distance,
glowing red as it came nearer. The pair sat up expectantly, making
themselves presentable as if for visiting dignitaries. The leader
of the free dynamos arrived carrying one of the carts from the
Baron’s ground camp. By signs, the faeries came to understand that
they were to be carried home, so they collected their things, put
out the fire, and made themselves ready to be underway.

Before they departed, the red light made a gift to each of them.
It was a small red gem, a ruby marked with symbols that even
Patrick had never seen before. By signs and the flashing of its
brilliant light, the leader of the dynamos made it known that this
was a mark of friendship and thanks between them.

The tokens were received with reverence, and as was the custom
of their people, offers of hospitality and service were made by
Patrick and Danny. And with that they set off, into the night and
away from the lone island in the sky.
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Of Kith and Kin, by Howard Watts


My sister-in-law, Delphine, didn’t want to visit her son,
Michael. She said the journey was too much for her at her age, too
hazardous, hot and bleak. I’d argued that the hazards were nominal;
a sand slide from the mountains maybe, but they only occurred
following a mild winter, and last season’s had been decidedly
warm.

So, she’d left the journey to me. Personally I didn’t mind the
heat — as chief archivist I’d worked amid the peppery dunes of
Zedra One-Five most of my adult life. And as for the landscape
being bleak? Well, I guess it’s what you’re used to. Delphine had
spent her entire adult life living in the settlement we still call
Annexe A, and could count on the fingers of one hand the times
she’d ventured into the sands.

Michael’s request for a next of kin visit was at first an excuse
for me to escape the confined commotion of Annexe A’s narrow
thoroughfares, following my department’s closure. Over the past
eighty years our population had grown considerably, despite the
authorities’ demands to keep the birth rate down. After all, it
wasn’t our planet, and we only had a few square clicks of sand left
to build upon before we reached the huge Kith wall that encircled
Annexe A.

Most of the residents will tell you they only want to live as
families and conduct an ordinary life, but as our population grew
and our ability to maintain a level of self sufficiency dwindled,
we found ourselves looked upon as an irritation to the authorities
back home, rather than the pioneering settlers of the first
habitable planet discovered, following the Mars terraforming
programme some two hundred years before. We were now nothing more
than a growing tax burden the Administration didn’t want to
shoulder, as more and more supplies were shipped in year after
year. Back home they’re not concerned with the Kith — they’re old
news. In fact, I would imagine the majority of our population have
forgotten we’re only tenants on a short-term lease while we wait
for the Kith to make a decision concerning our request to live here
permanently. For the minority that do remember our plight we’re
laughed at, seen by them as caged animals, enclosed in nothing more
than a Kith zoo. As for Delphine? She complained she couldn’t
adjust to life here, she still cried out for old Earth and its
soothing green and blue intimacy. But the recorded images of our
ancient garden-world she once hung on to were mere suggestions of
an obsolete planet, childhood memories of an elapsed kingdom that
had now withered from old age and maltreatment, now entering its
final century as a supporting base for mankind.

To be honest with you, I knew the real reason she wouldn’t visit
Michael. It was all to do with the fact he’d chosen to live amongst
the Kith as a representative of humanity. He was our cultural
attaché, the sole individual whose behaviour would be closely
monitored and ultimately judged as a representation of all mankind.
His decision was one Delphine had never come to terms with.

As I hurried through the streets towards her cube, I could hear
the distant evening cries from the Kith sentries patrolling the
wall. Their high frequencies rose above the muted music from the
street bars and background conversational throb, reminding me of
the difficult job ahead. I pushed through a crowded doorway and
thumbed the button to call the lift. At floor 532 the doors jerked
apart revealing the rush hour crowds. I joined the flow of bodies
and fought my way along the corridor, then hit the buzzer set into
her door and waited. The door opened slowly. She looked sickly. Her
hair was a long, grey, wiry jumble of half a style, and a shawl of
thick synthetic hung around her shoulders, disguising the fact her
clothes could no longer cling to her figure as they once had. Her
eyes, yellowed by years of remorse, caught mine and I smiled, to
which she looked away and waved me inside. The door closed behind
me and she spoke.

“How is he?”

“Fine, just fine Delphine,” I answered as I followed her into
the cube’s tiny lounge area.

“Make yourself comfortable, Ben,” she said, waiting for me to
sit down. I chose a lone single seat near the small circular window
that afforded the only view of our five square-mile metropolis.
Delphine watched me sit then adjusted her shawl before shuffling
into the kitchenette.

“Drink?” she called.

“Water, please.”

She returned with a cup and handed it to me. I took a polite sip
rather than drink it all in one go, despite the heat. I knew
rations had been decreased just a month ago, so I clasped my hands
around the cup and waited for her to sit down.

“Now, what was so important to my son that he wanted his frail
old mother to make the journey out into the Kith Protectorate to
visit him?”

She couldn’t hide her anger, didn’t want to waste time with
false platitudes. She sat upright, her body contrasting with the
leisurely reclining curves of her couch, proud and unapologetic for
the sharpness of her tone and brevity of statement.

I took another sip and placed the cup upon the floor in front of
me. “Before I tell you what he said, I’ve been instructed by him to
listen to your story —”

“My story, my story?” she said quickly. Her mouth
remained open until she found the words she was looking for amid
the confusion caused by my statement.

“What use is there in telling that story?” she said
looking away. “Besides, you’ve heard it before, surely?”

I shook my head. “No, never, and I must say I have no idea what
Michael’s talking about. He simply said the details of your story
would help us both understand what is happening to him — and put
everything into the proper perspective. Do you know what he
means?”

She sat back and her gaze fell to the window above me, frowning
as she nodded, her thoughts adrift in a sea of recollection.
Finally she took a sip of water and spoke, her eyes remaining upon
the window and the rapidly fading daylight that caused sharp
horizontal shafts to skewer the dusty air.

“The incident Michael’s referring to happened on my first day
here on Zeta-Reticuli 15. I was just ten years old. All I wanted to
do that day was be reunited with my parents and explore this new
world with them. You see, I’d developed a stomach upset during the
journey from Earth, it was probably nervous excitement, but you
know how careful they are. The doctor told me I had Lepidopteritus
— butterflies in my stomach — but he was obliged by law to monitor
my condition at Midway Station until I was deemed fully fit. I
remember my parents weren’t happy leaving me at Midway, but they
had no choice as they had work commitments here. I didn’t mind that
much at first, as I spent most of my time in the simulation room,
enjoying the lower gravitational force my body would be blessed
with once I arrived here. Plus, there were many other children
aboard Midway to talk to.” She managed a half smile. “I remember
the view from the medical wing was superb, and I used to stare down
at this planet, imagining I could see my parents in the sand,
supervising the setting up of their instruments with the survey
team.

“I was deemed fit after a few days and spoke to my mother. She
was very excited about this world, and of course excited I was to
join them. They met me at Downstation, and I remember everyone
aboard the ferry during the drop were so impatient to step foot on
this world.” She sat forward slightly. “They all came out with the
usual noble statements, you know, comparing themselves to the
pioneers of the old west, and how they’d build their towns and
cities, their bridges and monuments. Fools. If only they were alive
today to see what has become of the paradise they were so eager to
create, and how their children have spoilt their dreams.”

She shook her head and took another sip of water. “In those days
Downstation buzzed with activity. There was an overwhelming sense
of purpose in the air, exhilaration I had never felt on Earth,
except in the company of other children. I suppose as a child
you’re more adept at sensing those feelings, innocent expectancy
you’d call it I guess, and I found it strange to sense this in
adults.” She looked over to me. “Were these the same grey-faced,
luckless individuals I had seen during the journey from Earth? Of
course they were.

“Anyway, mother told me father was working with his Geo-Survey
team in the deep desert — an area we now know to be far inside the
Kith Protectorate — and we were going out there to meet him. She
practically had to drag me away from the brightly lit streets to a
hired dune-trawler, telling me the team were busy at the foot of an
extinct volcano, drilling, taking core samples and seismic
recordings, trying her best to instil interest in me, but I
wouldn’t have any of it. So, mother drove out to the site straight
from Downstation. I begged her to let me see our cube before
leaving, but she argued it was a long journey and that they’d set
up a mobile habitat with a room especially for me at the site.” She
shrugged and clasped her hands together, “We all thought we had
plenty of time to explore town together, and as the trawler crawled
out into the sand I looked back to town and watched as its lights
diminished to tiny points. The view reminded me of the one from
Midway Station up in orbit, and I remember it struck me then the
town was nothing more than a distant objective I’d explore on my
own.” She finished her water and walked into the kitchenette to
refill her cup.

I began to wonder. Could I bring myself to tell her Michael’s
news? How could I approach such a delicate matter without
shattering this woman’s memories, her only company throughout her
final years? Perhaps he was right; perhaps her reliving those
events of seventy years ago might soften the blow. But I couldn’t
help worrying that at her age Delphine couldn’t understand, or more
likely wouldn’t.

She sat and continued.

“When we eventually reached the site, it was just a sectioned
off acre or two, peppered with clumps of huge glass-like crystals,
protruding from the sand. The team’s work didn’t mean much to me,
and after I’d spent an hour or so with my father getting in the
way, I went off to play. Perhaps another hour passed, I don’t know,
but it was then the ground began to tremble; gently at first — then
the tremor grew into a quake. I tried to stand and run back to my
parents but was thrown face down into the sand. I watched as they
struggled to make their way over to me, but they too were forced to
the ground. Then the first tiny rocks and stones began to shower
them. I looked up to the summit and there was the advancing rock
storm. It was so strange — all those rocks and boulders falling in
a kind of slow motion. Even so, everyone knew the storm was deadly,
and I hoped my parents would have time to find shelter, but the
habitat some distance away had already been reduced to a crumpled
mass. I watched their panic stricken attempts to reach me as behind
them their team were buried alive.

“For some reason I looked up, maybe I caught a shape in my
peripheral vision — I don’t know. I watched them, the Kith, three
of them — jump from the summit like high divers. They seemed to
fall forever, and again I wanted to scream, confused by their
presence, transfixed by their grace and torn between their fall and
my parent’s predicament. Then their wings unfolded and they
accelerated towards the rear edge of the storm. Suddenly they
brought their legs forwards, frantically beating their wings, and I
knew they couldn’t reach my parents in time. They hovered just
above the dust cloud pointing and chattering. I couldn’t keep my
eyes off them as I laid there squinting as the dust slowly
cleared.”

She shuffled uncomfortably in her chair and pulled her shawl
tightly across her chest, rocking almost imperceptibly backwards
and forwards.

“The sand had soaked up a lot of the blood. My mother was alive,
screaming in agony, reaching out and crying for help. Her legs were
pinned beneath a boulder, and just a few feet away was my father,
or rather what was left of him. The Kith landed, one upon the
boulder pinning my mother to the ground and the other two several
feet away. Strangely I remember thinking they looked exactly as I’d
always imagined angels would, except their wings were leathery and
not feathered. For a time I thought they’d come to take my parents
to heaven, and I felt relieved to at last know there was an
afterlife, a place where all the good people were taken when they
died.

“The Kith upon the boulder crouched down and watched my mother,
while the other two walked over to the wrecked habitat. One folded
its wings and squeezed in through the buckled doorframe. I could
hear him rummaging around in there, and I thought he was looking
for something to help my mother, a tool perhaps. But he came out
empty handed, and as I watched his mouth opened. I felt pain shoot
through my head, and the other two turned and hurried over to him.
Again that high-pitched squeal they call speech filled the air for
a few moments, then the smallest of the three flew over to my
mother. It knelt beside her; it seemed to smile, bobbing its head
like a curious puppy, placing its hand upon her cheek, gently
stroking her as she whimpered in pain. Then it snatched up a nearby
rock and smashed it into my mother’s head, again and again, and I
screamed, but the thing just continued until her body was finally
still and silent. The other two walked over to me and I was so
angry, so damned scared, I could feel my urine dampening the sand.
Then the other came over to me clutching that bloodied rock. It
simply sniffed me, turned, walked back to my mother’s body and
dropped the rock beside her. I screamed at them, yelled until my
lungs felt they would burst, but the Kith just took to the air. I
struggled to my feet, picked up stones and tried to pelt them, but
within moments they were gone. The next thing I remember is waking
up in hospital. I told the authorities my story, but they were
unconvinced. They visited the site, investigated, retrieved the
bodies, but found no evidence of my angels of death. It was seven
months later when the Kith presented themselves to us, and
following this, my mother’s murder was classified as ‘Justifiable
punishment for unlawful infringement into the Kith Holy
Protectorate.’ She looked over to me. “That’s it.”

It was all clear to me now, and in light of what Michael had
told me, my doubts concerning her ability to come to terms with his
message for her evaporated. She was a strong woman indeed, she had
ignored the offer of relocation back to Mars all those years ago,
choosing to stay and help build the lifestyle her parents had
dedicated themselves to, despite her dislike of this world. As a
child, she had been shuffled from one family to the next, affording
her an overview of our slowly emerging society. Her adoption papers
were passports into different lives, families and circles of
friends. When she had reached womanhood, her self-confidence had
provided her with a family of her own, partially filling the great
void created by the death of her parents. All through her life the
Kith had given her an object to hate right on her doorstep. They
were spectres adorning the shadowy recesses of her mind where she
kept her hatred and need for revenge locked away. “Patience is a
remedy for every grief,” someone once said.

“Thank you Delphine,” I whispered.

She nodded once and turned her gaze to the window once again.
“Well, has my story helped you understand what Michael told you?
Helped you rationalise his decision to live amongst those
creatures?”

Old hate never wearies. I stood and walked over to her.
“Definitely,” I said, crouching down. “You’ll have a greater
understanding of Michael and the Kith once you’ve heard his
message.”

The corner of her mouth creased with disapproval as I began.

“Michael’s relationship with the Kith reached a crisis point
three years ago when he took one of them for his wife.”

She was strangely unmoved by my statement, save for a slight
quiver to the muscle beneath her right eye. She blinked the nervous
twitch away to maintain her haughty glare.

“For my part, I learnt a great deal during the short time I
spent with him. Did you know the Kith are untroubled by time? They
have no way to measure it, they’re not governed by the twenty-four
hours to the day rule we seem unable to discard. Therefore, what
seems to be a lengthy wait on our part for their decision to allow
us a home here is just a moment’s consideration for them. There is
only one instance in Kith dogma where time is respected and swift
action taken, and that instance is kinship.”

She blinked slowly and when she opened her eyes they were
focused on me. “Kinship? What are you trying to tell me?”

“The Kith have the greatest respect for their blood relations.
When Michael took a wife he understood their beliefs, and how
immutable they are. The Kith made sure of that — his wife
especially.”

She leant closer to me. “What of this creature he married — you
said ‘took’ a wife, not ‘has’ a wife, why?”

I really shouldn’t have been surprised at her sharpness —
perhaps saying what I did was a subconscious decision to give her a
clue, and help soften the impact of what I had to tell her. I
glanced at my watch. “By Michael’s estimate, his wife has now died
of natural causes.” I stood and walked to the window. “Her death
has left him with an unnatural responsibility, Delphine. You see
the Kith believe the soul of a deceased individual lingers in the
vicinity of its host body, but only for a very short space of time
— perhaps an hour by our measurements — they measure the time by
breaths. Their religious beliefs speak of the soul waiting for
others to join it on the long journey to the afterlife, or the ‘Far
Provinces’ as they call it. Death is the beginning of this journey,
a journey which lasts until the end of the universe.” I turned from
the window. “At this time Kith souls are remade into other bodies,
to live a mortal life once more. They believe there are many
different paths to choose along the route to the Far Provinces,
many adventures to experience. You see Delphine, once a soul’s
waiting time has elapsed the soul must travel on its way, with or
without another for companionship. They believe there’s no
guarantee Kith individuals will be together once their souls are
remade, and on some occasions entire families have been known to
commit suicide following the death of a loved one — the only way
they can ensure they’re together for the journey to eternity. I’m
sorry, but Michael has chosen to honour that belief.”

She nodded slowly, and as she bowed her head I just caught the
realisation in her eyes. She spoke after a few moments. “That’s why
they killed my mother, so her soul could join my father’s, isn’t
it?”

“So it would seem.” I said, placing my hands upon hers.

“They were ensuring they would be together.”

I gently squeezed her hands.

“But why didn’t they kill me?”

“You told me your mother was trapped, she couldn’t take her own
life. She might have laid there in agony for days before she died,
whereas in their eyes you were able to make your own choice.” I
turned toward the door, but she held my arm.

“So is my son dead?”

I nodded slowly. “I’m so very sorry to have to bring you this
very sad news.”

“But are we expected to adopt their beliefs if they allow us to
stay and our races intermarry, how could we be expected to?”

“That’s not up to us, that’s up to the politicians. Listen, I’m
sorry but I must leave, I —”

“No, please stay,” she urged, griping my arm tightly. “I’d like
to talk some more, besides, the streets are dangerous at night —
you’d be better taking the journey home in the morning
Benjamin.”

I agreed and sat back down. I told her how I had met two Kith
escorts on our side of the wall, told her of my blindfolded flight
from there into the Protectorate, and how I had met Michael deep
underground at the Kith’s white ocean shore. She listened intently
as I told her of our journey by canoe to his island home, and how
he told me he had not walked the surface of ZR15 since living with
the Kith. I explained to her how he had escorted me through the
Kith’s labyrinthine subterranean domain, shown me the beauty of
their simple lifestyle, their habitats of colossal terraced
stalactites which hung above the ocean, the huge crystalline
formations that channelled light from the surface, to emerge in
their caverns. Michael had learnt so much not only about the Kith,
but also about himself, and in return had told them of the former
beauty of our homeworld, showing them the recorded images of Earth
she had passed onto him. Delphine and I talked for an hour or so,
then she excused herself and retired to her bedroom.

Kith cries woke me at daybreak, and in my half-conscious state
they seemed different, somehow frenzied. I stretched, stood up from
the couch and walked slowly to the window. Their voices were now
clear in my head and their uncharacteristic hysterics concerned me.
My immediate thought that Michael, despite all he had said had gone
back on his promise to them. Then their cries grew, altering in
pitch — not as hostile or discordant as before, but uniting into a
constant harmonious chord. As I reached the window the view took my
breath. The Kith wall had disappeared, and beyond stretched a green
vale of trees and grassland, intersected by a winding river
reaching into the haze. The Kith stood beside the water facing our
settlement — hundreds of thousands of them, their voices heralding
the beginning of a new age for humanity — a welcoming acceptance
anthem to which the people in the streets below slowly marched.

I hurried out of the room to wake Delphine.










Barney Wilson, by Kevin Bridges


“The scientists are still trying to cure it. Well, they’re not
getting my support. Honestly, I’m going to be kind of pissed if
they cure it.”

Barney Wilson, in the space of two weeks, had become the most
famous comedian in the world. He didn’t have an agent, he didn’t
have a catch phrase that people would repeat to each other over
lunch, and he didn’t get any money for his performances. By the
time they were translating his routine into Spanish, German,
French, and Chinese, he was dead.

“I mean, if they cure it, then they are paying these
credit card bills.” This receives wild applause from the audience.
“Seriously. The first time I picked up the newspaper and saw the
report, I didn’t call my mom, or watch a sunset or something. I got
online and signed up for every major credit card I could find. If
you go into my house, there’s two plasma TVs, a big-ass stereo, a
supercomputer. It looks like the bat cave. I even got bats. I love
bats.”

Barney wasn’t necessarily edgy, but in a way his whole routine
was the edgiest thing out there. He was amazed that the stand-up
comedy heavy-hitters had chosen to follow the “too soon” rule
regarding The Itch. “You hear that you don’t have six months to
live, but choose not to mention it for a year, right?”

Barney is lit by floodlights that had been designed for
night-time football games, and he’s squinting against the glare.
“Another thing I like — and tell me if I’m wrong — I love
end-of-the-world sex.” This receives thunderous applause. Wilson
isn’t a seasoned comedian, and he waits, awkward, for another
chance to speak. “You call up some girl, ‘Hey, Sheila! Yeah, this
is Barney. Yeah, we went to the same high school? Well, do you
remember… Oh! You’re already here. And… you’re straddling
me. That’s amazing. One sec, let me hang up my phone.’”

He wasn’t the funniest comedian. He didn’t have his timing
perfect and he stuttered words now and then. He was obviously
nervous to be in front of crowds. People watched him, though, and
they loved him. His “Okay, Panic” tour never took him to a venue
more extravagant than the college football stadium where it was
videotaped, but the low-quality recording circulated through the
Internet like The Itch itself, and ended up getting frequent play
on HBO, and the five-dollar DVD of it was available anywhere
anything was sold. People for a Dignified End were handing it out
free in the streets.

“So, if they cure this thing,” he itches his arm, and flashes
his eyebrows at the audience, “what have I got? I’ve got herpes.
I’ve probably got AIDS. AIDS is not really as threatening any more.
Have you noticed that? I think I have Chlamydia, which is a really
pretty word. Chlamydia. I have genital warts, which is not
as bad as it sounds. I wish I had some time to enjoy that one. My
punch card’s full. If any of you need one of these… Hell, I even
have tennis elbow. I don’t know who I got that one from.”

Barney Wilson’s attitude was somehow perfect. The Internet was a
soup of rumours, unreliable reports, and false hope. The news
channels had enough fuel to keep their gloom and doom factories
running up until the End. Every other piece of media, though, acted
like nothing had happened, and nothing was going to. Most shows
were filmed months in advance, and only showed that old ignorant
world that had no idea it was drifting toward a waterfall. Reruns
of Friends, reruns of Seinfeld, old funny drama on The Office.
People’s worlds were changing, but their little electric windows
into the world weren’t, and it was eerie. Families were gathering
in hometowns, twenty or thirty people in a house, not knowing what
to do, being told by their televisions that everything was okay.
Barney Wilson helped make things concrete.

“You know that Tim McGraw song? That, Live Like You Were Dyin’
song? Yeah, that one got really popular really quick, didn’t it? Go
figure. Well, I finally sat down, and downloaded this song, right?
And it’s great. It moved me. And I decided, ‘I’m
going to go mountain climbing! I’m going to live like I’m
dyin’.”

“Well, mountain climbing is hard! There was this cliff,
and I started climbing, and in five minutes I’m sore, I’m sweating,
and I’m cussing. Then it started raining. But I was twenty-five
feet off of the ground! So, I don’t know how I’m going to get down
without breaking my legs, and there’s rain falling on me, and I’m
wearing a white t-shirt, so everyone can see my nipples.”

He had worked at Office Depot, as a cashier, and that was, as
urban legend had it, where he had died. As the story went, he’d
slumped over the counter, knocking a stack of binders onto the
floor.

“I wonder who the last person’s going to be. I bet it’s going to
be a politician.”

Nearing the End, Barney Wilson was a household name. The man
who’d heard the news and didn’t plug his ears. The man who took his
old amp and speakers and said what he had to say for whoever would
hear him. Someone who was afraid of death, and afraid of the End,
but who was at least courageous enough to face it, eye to eye, and
say, “Yes, I know you’re there.”

People wanted to believe that the human race could end with
dignity, and with steady hands, and Barney Wilson wasn’t only an
example of that, he was a symbol of it. As the face of Che Guevera
had once become the symbol of revolution, the face of Barney
Wilson, the entry-level Office Depot cashier, became a symbol of
courage in the face of death.

“Do you ever watch the news any more? They give you a hundred
stories, but it’s really the one story. And we already know it.
Don’t make any plans for next spring, folks. That’s all I have to
say.”

Barney looks into the sky over the open stadium, and the people
who are there, live, think that his set is over, and their applause
comes on like an avalanche. But, people sitting in their parents’
or grandparents’ dens, watching the video or broadcast for the
dozenth time, know better. It’s at this point that they’re shushing
the kids, closing the door to the laundry room, and the volume bars
on the TV screen creep a few inches to the right.

“When you watch the news now,” he says, voice distant, still
looking at the sky, oblivious to the applause, “they’ve got the
rolling obituaries, up the left side of the screen. Shit, it’s not
just the news. I was watching a rerun of Croc Hunter — I’m glad
Steve missed all this. I love that guy — and there were the rolling
obits, scrolling right up from the bottom of the screen. Whose idea
was that?” He looks at the audience, like maybe it was their idea.
He smiles. “I didn’t get it at first. Is this how we remember
people? But I finally got it.” He bites his lower lip, and pauses
for as long as he had before, but nobody thinks, this time, that
the act is over.

“It’s not obituaries. It’s the credits, folks. It’s the
ending credits. They’re saying, ‘Thanks for attending life. We hope
you enjoyed it. And these… are the people that made it possible.”
Immediately, his face creases, and he sobs once, into the
microphone. He squats and cries there, on the stage, his hair
clamped in his two fists, face red and running with tears. The
stadium is so quiet that you can hear him clearly without the
microphone. For about thirty seconds, Wilson expresses not only his
own sorrow, but the sorrow of all of his viewers. In the stadium
that night, and eventually in living rooms, dens and theatres,
people watch him, and feel the release of his mourning.

Eventually, he shakes his head, wipes his face on his shirt, and
stands up, taking two deep breaths that are sharply visible in the
cold stadium. When he turns back toward the microphone, one can
pick out the frame they used, blown-up, for the cover of the DVD,
and eventually on shirts, posters and spray painted on buildings
and sidewalks. Barney Wilson, an average looking middle-aged man,
eyes puffy from tears, hair up in two clumps on the front of his
head, but — so subtle it was hard to prove that it was there — the
shadow of a smile.

He opens his mouth again, as if to say something, but it’s a
mystery what. The cell phone or digital camera that has been
recording his performance has run out of batteries, or memory, or
the wrong button has been hit. A frame with Wilson’s mouth open,
ready to speak, is followed only by a black screen.

Whether or not his set is complete, whether or not he is ready
to finish, the video has run out, and the show is over.










Glass Houses, by David Tallerman


Except where the torch beam fell in jagged stripes the corridor
was pitch dark. The Professor could have navigated without the
flashlight if he’d had to; they’d kept him down here for so many
years that every corner, every nook was programmed indelibly into
his brain. Still, he was glad of it. He was anxious enough without
having to find his way through subterranean blackness.

Not that there was anything harmful here, not that there was
anything to fear in the darkness. Not yet. But soon enough there
would be. The General would be on his way, if he wasn’t outside
already. And there was something else, too, something far more
fearsome: the future, rushing with awful locomotion into the
uncertain present. Even if it was his future, imagined and dreamed
of for so long, he knew well enough to fear it.

Something too large to be a sound assailed his ears. The
explosion was deafening. By the time he realised what it was it had
subsided to a declining rumble that brought plaster showering from
the ceiling. The Professor cupped his arms over his head but didn’t
stop. It must have been the outer doors. They’d been magnetically
sealed, locked tight without internal power. The lack of subtlety
could be forgiven.

So the General was inside. Now it was only a matter of time.

He kept moving towards the core, heading roughly east at an
exhausted jog. His ribs ached and his throat was sore with the
stress of hard breathing. Pausing as he passed through the double
doors joining Alpha and Theta wings, he sucked air for a few short
moments, then slammed and locked the doors behind him as he had the
last five sets. Not much of a delay, but every second would count
when it came to it.

If only everyone responded the same way. If only they could have
tested outside the lab environment. There were too many variables,
and without his charts, without the meteorological mapping systems,
he was left with imagination. The cloud would be far south by now,
reproducing faster than it could disperse. Where there was rain it
would enter the water supply. After that it would be unstoppable,
unarguable, “the trilling wire in the blood”, spreading a thousand
times faster than any natural plague. Even if the General and his
lackeys hadn’t been infected outside, the laboratory was flooded.
The high concentrations would act more quickly, lowering the
infection and activation time to a matter of minutes. Yet, even
then…

There were too many variables, too few facts.

The next explosion was more of a bang, smaller but closer. They
were using grenades on the inner doors. Now that was unnecessary,
the Professor thought, a fire axe would have done just as well. Did
it mean they were panicking? The General’s handpicked squad were
trained to the point where they were only nominally human. They
were barely capable of panic. Their brutal haste might be a good
sign, or it might simply mean the General was enjoying himself.

If the Professor had made a mistake it had been to underestimate
his colleagues’ paranoia. Now that he knew they’d unleashed the
General on him almost immediately he couldn’t imagine them doing
anything else. Of course they would let their guard dog off its
chain at the first sign of trouble.

The meeting had been scheduled for fourteen hundred hours, one
hour after the dispersal; by fourteen thirty, when he still hadn’t
arrived, he’d have expected them to be suspicious. The Banker would
have been grumbling, meaningless rumbles of disapprobation, and the
Poet would have been whining about the inconvenience of it all. He
and the Propagandist had never supported Panopticon; what use could
there be for art or any subtlety of manipulation in the world to
come? But the rest of them — though distrustful, always distrustful
— he had expected to hold off until at least thirteen hundred.

Could they have known?

Bang, Bang — closer, louder than before. Despite his
obstructions they were gaining fast. Arriving at another set of
doors the Professor shut and locked them anyway, grateful at least
for another opportunity to pause and draw breath.

He was within range of the others now, and far back in his mind
the nanomachines were beginning to sing of fear. He had to struggle
to keep a grip on his thoughts. Not all of the panic he felt could
be attributed to the foreign signals being reproduced deep in his
hindbrain, though. After all, he understood the stakes better than
his colleagues possibly could. You could betray a government, a
church, a nation; those things had been done in the past. But to
turn against the Twelve, those who stood in secret behind
governments, churches, nations… that was unimaginable.

By fourteen thirty, the possibility of treason must have been
voiced. It would have been the Cardinal, the most mistrustful of
them all. They would have discovered by then that the phones, the
cameras, the bugs and taps were all dead. They would have called
for satellite pictures, seen the sea of black where there should
have been burning yellow-white. That led to only two explanations,
disaster or treachery — and by their natures they would always
favour treachery.

By fourteen forty five they must have dispatched the General. He
would have travelled by helicopter. Would altitude affect the
infection rate? If yes, would it be favourably or adversely?

Turning a last corner, stumbling through a final door, the
Professor entered the core, the hub of living quarters that the
rest of the labs spoked out from. A dozen pallid faces glanced up,
showing the fear he had already been picking up for the last five
minutes. These were the few he’d dared to trust, a small minority
of the facility’s fifty-strong staff.

Hands on knees, struggling for breath, he appraised his forces.
They were terrified. That was good, it was necessary, their fear
might be their last line of defence, but it made it hard to
concentrate. His deputy Gray stared back at him and said, “How
soon?”

“Soon.” He didn’t want to reassure them. Let them have their
fear.

Still, Gray was trying to make a show of bravery. He wasn’t
truly used to Panopticon yet, didn’t understand how futile
subterfuge was now. “We could fight back.”

“You know that’s impossible.”

Gray started nervously. “Impossible?”

“Well, we have to hope so.”

“So — what do we do?”

“We do nothing. We wait.”

The Professor moved to crouch with them behind their makeshift
barricade.

They wouldn’t have to wait long.

Bang, Bang, BANG. The others cowered behind their wall of
overturned desks; even without Panopticon their panic would have
been palpable. The barrier couldn’t help, but he stayed with them
anyway. At least there might be time for an exchange of words
before the killing started, if that was how this must end.

He realised he could hear footsteps, heavy boots tapping on
concrete in perfect unison. It had a musical quality, a thunderous
bass rhythm, and he started when the noise broke off. The others
were crouched low to the ground, heads tucked beneath arms. The
Professor chose to look instead, and so he saw the doors move even
before he heard the sound of their destruction, watched with
fascination as they buckled, warped, and tumbled inward.

At first there was nothing but dust and smoke, cloying and
impenetrable; then, finally, a silhouette, which he recognised from
its shape alone. Nobody on earth moved like the General. He wore
violence the way over men did aftershave, stank of it the way
others might of sweat.

Yet, there was something in that walk, even silhouetted, that
wasn’t quite right.

The General stopped towards the middle of the room, and his men
— robotic in their fatigues and glimmering night-vision masks —
fanned out around him. Normally they had the discipline of ants.
Now they could barely point their guns straight. And as for the
General…

The Professor stood up, stepped forward, and said, “You don’t
look so well, General. You’re not yourself today.”

Sweat was pouring in sheets across the General’s broad features,
glittering on his sheet-steel hair. “Haaah — psychotropics in the
air conditioning — is that it, Professor? Don’t scare me — you
can’t scare me.”

Yet he obviously was afraid. It was a wondrous sight, even when
he pulled an automatic pistol from his belt and pointed it at the
Professor’s head. Watching the muzzle bob and weave like a fly
struggling against glass, he said, “Psychotropics? Nothing so
vulgar.” He pushed the barrel away, and was only faintly surprised
when it didn’t go off. “But I’ll tell you, General, you live in a
glass house now.” He pointed a long finger at the General’s
forehead. “You should be careful what stones you throw.”

Suddenly, as if by magic, they had passed the invisible line.
This was the future, the world he had imagined, longed for and
feared he would never see. He walked to the refrigerator in the
corner, grateful to find that the imploding doors had left it
intact, took out the bottle and glasses he’d stashed there and
said, “I’d like to go outside, see the sky. I’ve been locked up in
this place for far too long. Will you join me? You can leave your
men here. They won’t come to any harm, and they certainly won’t be
causing any.”

He stepped out through the elongated doorway without waiting for
an answer. A moment later, he heard the General’s footsteps fall in
behind his own.

Champagne and glasses in one hand, torch in the other, the
Professor followed the seared trail of destruction that would lead
outside. The laboratory was unrecognisable; the General had
excelled himself.

Well, he could be allowed that. This would be his last great
work, after all.

After a while, in the tone he would normally use for discussing
a change in weather, the Professor observed, “The Twelve wanted
viral mind-control. A world of drones, everyone acting out the
little plays you fed into their brains. That was your vision for
the Panopticon project, wasn’t it?”

The General, walking beside him now, was evidently still having
difficulty. It showed in his face and, when he spoke, in the crack
of his voice. “That was — that’s what it is. That’s what you’ve
been doing here.”

“I’m afraid it isn’t.”

“You betrayed us.” The General actually managed to sound
offended.

“‘Betrayed’ is a strong word. I have a different blueprint for
the future, so I made a few modifications. Panopticon could still
be used for your little mind-control games, though I doubt the idea
will appeal much now.”

Turning the next corner he saw sunlight, so bright that it stung
his eyes, solidly white like a sheet hung over the distant
entrance. The Professor allowed himself a smile, and walked towards
the light.

Outside was a tarmac forecourt, watery and shimmering in the
early-afternoon heat. Two helicopters squatted there, shiny and
black as stag beetles. He kept walking. Beyond the tarmac was a low
fence, below the fence a slope of grass idling down toward the
walls that demarcated the compound. The Professor stepped lightly
over the fence, spread out his lab coat like a picnic blanket and
sat down, beckoning for the General to join him.

“It’s a beautiful day,” he observed, “beautiful. The first of
many, I should hope.”

After a moment’s thought, the General propped himself against
the top slat of the fence. The expression on his rough square face
had changed. He said, “I feel — happy.”

“No,” the Professor corrected, “I feel happy. You’re angry and
afraid. It will take a day or two for your own emotions to regain
the ascendancy, and until then you’ll just have to live with
everyone else’s, I’m afraid. It should be revelatory, I’d think, to
say the least.”

Peevishly, sounding like a child deprived of a favourite toy,
the General said, “I should kill you. That’s what I came to
do.”

The Professor smiled back, feeling suddenly parental. “Yet you
can’t, can you? No, there’ll be no more of that.” He poured a glass
of champagne, pressed it into the General’s hand, poured another
for himself and chinked the two together. “So let’s have a drink
instead, shall we?” He took a long sip from his own glass. “Here’s
to the ultimate discipline, General. Not mind control, not
propaganda, not war or religion…”

The Professor looked towards the sun which, fallen just past the
meridian of a cloudless azure sky, hung nakedly white like a seal
burned on the air.

“Here’s to empathy,” he finished, draining the remainder of the
champagne, “to empathy, and to the future.”

 










Name the Planet, by Ross Gresham


We were due 96 hours of shore leave on Sterling, a migrating
colony, 96 hours from gear down to gear up. Right there in the
airlock someone grabbed my scruff and knocked skulls with me and it
was my bro Marmite. I was still reeling and he put it like this,
“Hundred hour party, man, and you’re already four hours behind.”
Until that moment I had no idea Marmite was on station, so it was
pure luck because he was one of my brothers from the 7th Cav.

That’s right, the Seventh Cavalry, Custer’s unit. I know it. You
know it. Now what do we make of it? Just at the starter level: good
or bad? Good or bad being Custer’s unit? Can’t say, can you? I can
tell you there was confusion about it even among the 7th, and
Marmite and I had plenty of time to consider the subject from all
sides. But he was out now, like me, civilian, did his six years,
and basically ran a club where he slept with all the dancers.
Unbelievable.

So that was my 96 hours and the girl I got to know best, she put
her sequin in under my eye. I must have been passed out. Didn’t
feel a thing. She marked me! I loved it but I
knew there was going to be trouble with Daphne and I would have
taken the sequin out and I even sort of scratched at it with a
razor blade to see how deep but seeing my own blood queased me.

Daphne and me had no formal ties or anything and Marmite was
basically like my brother. You’ve got 96 hours and how else are you
going to spend it? Horse and carriage round and round the park? The
finest restaurant meal, brought by some castrato waiter who also
wants to serenade? You have to understand what shore leave is for.
You learn that in the military, it’s primarily for health purposes.
You’re dangerous if you don’t blow off steam.

Daphne — I wasn’t going to start all that. I stumbled aboard a
minute before launch, straight to my rack and wham, out. Four days
fast-travel and I spent it face down. Our three man crew was going
out to certify the work on some cloud planet.

I didn’t have one word to say on how I spent my leave. Dead
topic as far as I was concerned and Daphne wasn’t going to get
anywhere with it. She knew we weren’t married and if she thought we
were then she should inform me so I could get the divorce
proceedings started. That’s pure Marmite. He put a saying like that
on one of these tee shirts he sold, because his life was basically
the same. If Daphne said one word that’s what I’d tell her but she
kept to her own cabin so I didn’t see her until the fourth day even
when I knocked a few times.

All this time the third member of our crew was moping around for
company. We had a new third found in a jiffy because during our 96
hours Steltenpol somehow managed to break his leg. Who knows how. I
didn’t even want to know how. Steltenpol. Any of a hundred ways.
Trying to put on his pants on too fast. No, not that. Walking too
briskly through the museum. They put too many porkers up top on his
double-decker tourist bus so it overbalanced and rolled. Fill in
the blanks.

The new guy spent his time with yoga stretches and washing his
uniforms over and over. That was all I could tell. I’d puked a few
times in the sink, and after a while he just left it, and that was
all he got of rookie initiation. If Daphne wasn’t going to play I
wasn’t going to initiate him myself.

The first time we exchanged three words was in the tube and he
wouldn’t get out of my way, kept rubbing under his eye. He meant to
point out that I had a something on my cheek, figured it was a spot
of spaghetti sauce. I told him to suck it, rookie, and keep his
music down. He played Steltenpol’s radio to himself constantly. I
don’t know if he had time to bring his own things aboard. He
fiddled with his huge college ring, 200 grams of pewter, twisted it
like a newlywed. Maybe just graduated last week. Joe College.

“A chick put it there,” I said.

“My name is Irving,” he said, “But I go by I.T.”

“You do, do you?”

I let him look at the sequin. Truth was, if I just caught a
glance in the mirror, I’d still slap it like a bug. He had all
kinds of questions about it. Only place they did this was Sterling,
maybe. The trend hadn’t made it back to the white-collar worlds. I
didn’t have any answers for him. I didn’t know if the sequin would
grow out eventually like a sliver or if it was in forever like a
tattoo.

Also the real question, how badass was it? I’d done my 96 hours
on Sterling, you remember, and this was 96 hours in the saddle. I
wasn’t taking naps, playing three-hand whist at the Home for
Distressed Mariners. All that time and I didn’t remember seeing
sequins except what the girls wore before they did their show.
Marmite didn’t have a sequin or anything like that. With all his
girls, if he collected sequins his face would be scaled like a
snake. This was maybe first-time unique, I get marked as the #1
buck.

“Hey hey, here’s weepy,” I said. Because Daphne finally came
out. The job was starting. It was 0600 and 01 seconds, back on the
clock. Daphne’s face was dough because the acceleration and then
suddenly slowing down always messed with her hormones. It was hot
flashes and pregnancy and PMS all at once. Wasn’t their fault, and
best not to say too much about it, but made every chick into a moon
cow. “This is Irving,” I said to her. I gave her a smile, but it
was her call how to play it, and she was going with a look that
said, “who are you? have I met you?” Fine, her call.

We took care of preliminaries, and the boat got us down close,
and we started to talk to the buoys.

***

One of Marmite’s tee shirts says The Government Gets Its
Bite! It’s got a dog or a badger or something on there. It’s
not that good but anyway that’s sort of what we do. Every stage of
terraforming you had to get a permit. We’d do our inspection and
sign off and then they could go up one level. Say you had your
ferns and soil worms but you wanted pollinator insects. All right,
we’ll take a look, that’s a C3 to a C4.

Good pension job if you didn’t want your ass growing into a
chair. My six years in the service got me in with veteran’s points.
Daphne had a magic uncle up somewhere important. Irving lucked out
when Steltenpol tripped over a curb or whatever, caught his
trousers in his bicycle chain, because if he racked up ten thousand
temp hours the union would start to look at him.

We were in orbit. I didn’t know if they’d bid out a name for the
place yet, but this was one grade-A healthy planet. Rated to E for
vegetarian beasts. Green rug, green goo, about half land and half
liquid. Real thick wet atmosphere. This was prime as anything we
had seen and I said so to Daphne. She asked why I was still there,
because the roster board had come up and she and Irving were first
shift. There was already a buoy talking, and she had the checklist.
She and Irving went down it. Signed off and confirmed. I went to
heat some chow.

***

We used to play a game, name the planet. These things were
gorgeous, often, and we were the first ones to really get a look.
Live with them for weeks, and it was ours and we’d name it. This
planet I’d maybe name the Hulk. From the comic book. It was huge
and green. So no complications, but by the time we’d spun it up and
down, we had been on station almost a month, and we were owed not
just local leave but total R&R and reassignment. I asked Daphne
what her plans would be, if she was going anywhere. I mean, I was
wide open. I had no plans. She gave me about the answer I
expected.

She had the paperwork and she wanted to push it forward right
then. Signed, sealed, delivered, go our separate ways. All I had to
do was put my thumbprint on the console. I set it aside. I said,
“Let’s ride the orbit a few days. Talk things over.”

Her face jumped way ahead. She read my mind and tried to think
of a way to stop me. I said, “Oh come on, lighten up.”

“You can’t do this.”

“Who’s commander? Commander salamander?

“I can’t answer that question. No one can answer that
question.”

“So then you and Irving got plans?”

“What?”

“I mean ‘IT’ — you and ‘it’ booked one of these Niagara Falls
package trips? Maid of the Mist.”

“Shut up, Milo.”

“What, that’s how he signs himself. I’m signing my name, he
signs himself ‘it’.” Her face did its little earthquake, which was
so cute. You first see Daphne and you think, “Eh, mousy, if you
like that” but then you see her bod and then at some point you
learn she’s a killer. I asked, “Are you staying on in the region?
You know, we’ve been a good team.”

“I can tell you, with a high degree of assurance, that I will
never be on a ship with you again.”

“But with ‘IT’, okay. That’s real imaginative of you, hitting on
the new guy. There are three of us, and you’re pissed at me, and
you chose to rub yourself around on him, and not, like, the life
jackets or the microwave oven. They don’t get to see you go
flashing around in a towel.”

“Why do I have to talk to you?”

I tossed the pad down. “I’m not signing.”

“Suit yourself.”

“Too bad Steltenpol called in sick. If there’s ever a man who
could have used some easy leg.”

Daphne flamed up. “Are you crazy? Steltenpol almost died! He was
brutally attacked! They didn’t even take his card. Violence without
reason. I bet you didn’t even know what happened.”

She stormed out. “I knew,” I mumbled.

What to do? I couldn’t follow her. I played it out. I called
Smokes, our boss, to say we had to stay around. I had my suspicions
about the planet.

Smokes’ head filled the screen. His head is a wrecking ball,
twice as big as anyone else’s, and he won’t accept that he’s bald
so crazy pillow fuzz shoots out every which way. This was
especially true when he just woke up, like now. He stared at me.
Rubbed his eyes. Stared again. He said, “What’s that injury? That
pink wound?”

“Oh that? It’s red.”

“You had some kind of facial surgery?”

“I’m just saying it’s red. It’s a red sequin, a little memento
from a fine lady.”

“Eeey.” He shook his head. He was retired Scottish artillery.
Way square. Twenty years out of the army and he still wore kilts
and garters. “I’ve a notice here from Daphne,” he said. He read it.
He said, “What’s this? Put the lass on.”

“I don’t know where she is,” I said. “You can see on the watch
board she’s supposed to be here, but… Look, I won’t go there, but
her professionalism isn’t… she’s not 100 percent this voyage.”

“Uh.” He shook his head and reread her note, baffled as though
suddenly everyone expected him to understand French. “You say
there’s something odd about this certification?”

“Just my gut, really,” I said, wilting a little under the eye of
Jehovah. He expected a bit more, did Smokes. As I was holding the
certification module, I consulted it. “We haven’t launched the car
one time,” I said, reading. “Not one… Every buoy is waiting there
for us, shouting loud and clear.”

“Milo, if you’re joking with me…”

I clicked ahead. “It’s really more this application paperwork,”
I said. “These contractors. They’re somewhere out of
California…”

“California, Milo?” My words were hurting him, actual pain.

“Yeah, I mean, we don’t see many of them, do we? You think
California, you don’t think terraformers, you think, you know, fine
wine… Or soccer.”

“Soccer? I don’t know why you think that. California, you’d
think weak field sense and bribing league officials. The picture
that comes to mind is that your striker deflects the ball into the
net with his bloody elbow. Deflecting a goal in full view of 20
million spectators, then that is ruled legitimate. Protest
disallowed without a formal hearing.”

“Yeah,” I said, “I’m just not feeling it.”

“Bloody fucking cheaters, is how they’re known. Californians. I
don’t know why you’d think they play good football, because you
don’t know anything about football, Milo. You were a bloody tech
sergeant in a jeep unit, and don’t you forget that.”

“Yes sir.”

“If there’s anything Californians are into, you get your ass
down there and check the seals with your own bloody eyes.”

“Right.”

“If it takes a week. Check and double check. That’s your job.
That’s what you’re paid for.”

“So probably another week.”

Smokes read Daphne’s note again. Doubt creased his face. “At
least you’re obliged to sniff.” He leaned close to the unit. “You
say that thing on your face — not some sign of sickness, is
it?”

“No sir.”

“Remember, paying the referee doesn’t make you a football
powerhouse. Lift a buoy or two. Out.”

***

Daphne basically declared mutiny. She totally refused to go with
me in the car down to the surface.

Irving was waiting like he hadn’t heard a thing. I threw him the
helmet. “Okay hero, strap in.” Right away he lost all his colour.
He found his way to the hatch all right, but the restraints gave
him some endless trouble. He smiled over at me bravely. “Why are we
riding down with plastic flowers?”

I’d decorated the cockpit some. “Eh? I don’t know who used the
car last. Just throw them in back.”

As usual he worked his ring, looking at me with great
seriousness. “Regulations require that I remove my ring when we
fly.”

“That’s only if you’re near the controls,” I said. “I’m
flying.”

“The instructions say to wear it around your neck, for luck.”
Indeed he worked to fasten a necklace chain, like it was a saint’s
charm. “Why do you want to risk descending through the
atmosphere?”

“We’re supposed to spot check,” I said, without much heart. I’d
just had the fight with Daphne. She was capable of fairly blunt
exchange. “Just heave up a bucket or two.”

“But you understand that there’s been no problem with any of the
seals.”

“Are you wearing perfume? No fucking way.”

He cleared his throat. “A little pomade,” he said.

“There’s one cubic meter of air in here.”

Irving gave me a college-boy look and I blew up. “Have you done
a single hour of work in your life? How the hell did you get a
certificate? Pomade. When we get back, you flush it. Flush it all.
If I smell it again, I swear to god I’m going to piss in the
bottle.”

We swooped in under the clouds, over a warm green sea. The
oxygen steamed off of it and lifted the ship like the palm of a
hand. No one had ever been here when it was like this, and no one
would be again.

I took us over a shoreline buoy. The weed here wasn’t the
healthiest. Some kind of blight had burnt it out in swaths. Wide
straight paths, like a kid gone crazy with a lawn-mower. You’d see
all kinds of nutty stuff with UV light and cloud patterns.

We were hovering 300 meters up, our pod making sure of its
balance, when one of the brown spots moved. This was a different
brown, the back of a creature. It was an enormous manatee.
Something like that. Big as a whale.

“They went with manatees,” I said. “Or dugongs, or whatever you
call them. Some terraformer scripts have you bypass the
cold-blooded stuff.” Maybe our shadow touched it because suddenly
kaboom! tail down, it took off like some fatso hearing the
dinner bell. Kaboom! 10 meter splash. These things lie
around all day getting sunburned. You think all they can do is
basically float, but one touch of shadow and this sucker shot off
like a clumsy trout. “‘Fraidy cat.”

“There’s the buoy,” Irving said, helpfully. He was barely
breathing, getting asthma from his own pomade.

“Request the canister. The code panel. Over there. I’ll do
it.”

It popped, perfect like everything else on this trip. Balloons
out. Rose on its tether. We hovered and caught it. I sat there,
legs dangling, breathing the air in the hatch.

“Looks pretty clean,” Irving said. “So you want to go retrieve a
few others?”

“I’ll send it back.” He’d fucked the screw-top on the canister
so I undid it to start over. Jesus. “Yeah, it’s clean. What is
this, a hospital?” I couldn’t believe what I was seeing. This trip,
I’d had my issues, but that didn’t mean I’d gone nuts. “This filter
went in yesterday,” I said. “Look, it’s not even damp. What the…”
Irving didn’t want to touch it. Shaking his head to this and to the
whole world. He looked airsick from a little twenty minute drop.
“See the tether?” I said. “Shell. Someone knew we were coming but
was too stupid to clean the string. Listen.” There were some tiny
hollow pods on the tether line. I popped one between thumb and
finger.

“I’m telling you I don’t know what you mean by that.” Irving
knew but he wanted the complication to go away. He joined for a
government cheque and a pension, not hassle. There’s a tee shirt
for Marmite: “oh oh! in the fraternity no one told me it would be
like this!”

I sighed. “Skeleton key. It’s skeleton key pollen. Don’t worry.
It’s ancient. Not going to make you grow tits. We’ll pull the buoy
with the winch.”

“Skeleton key. That’s bad?” he managed.

“Not for us. But they can’t be using it, especially on an E
world. Come back in three years have some mutant gophers shooting
down your craft.”

Irving’s condition didn’t improve on the ride up. He looked so
grey that right away Daphne whisked him into her cabin. Sure, they
were spending a lot of private time in there. Not my business.

***

Skeleton key pollen. Universal pollen. Really it was
forced-mutation pollen. Frankenstein’s dream poppy. Rather than try
to engineer new forms for each world, you’d lay this stuff down and
force a billion mutations. Let the organisms find their own way.
Fine for bacteria, you say. Fine for grasses. Instead of
engineering alfalfa for a world in perpetual cloud, let it learn.
Great, until you drop it on mammals and wipe them all out.

Twenty-three minutes for Irving and Daphne to finish their
business. He certainly seemed bucked up. His colour was back.
Smiles all around. I had the stinking buoy on the flight deck. The
algae hair flopped and rotted.

Daphne was in the midst of explaining it all. “For every
positive move, there are a million deaths. Only a tiny number of
mutations survive at all. For the rest it’s a death sentence, and
the Court ruled it excessively grisly. Specimens had bad spines and
multiple heads.”

“But it was legal,” Irving said, trying to catch up.
“For a time? And effective.”

“Hey college boy, did they teach you to read this?” I pushed
aside the algae. The buoy was covered with writing.

He smiled gamely. “I’m afraid that I can’t.”

Daphne’s voice was a whisper. “What is it?”

“I don’t know. Writing. Pictures.”

Irving whistled. “I think it’s Cyrillic. I bet the terraformers
wrote it on, like bombardiers write on their bombs. With chalk or
shoe polish. Maybe it’s a joke.”

“You’re the joke. Shoe polish? Does each college class teach you
to be stupider?”

“No,” he answered, with simple innocence.

Daphne knew not to touch. “A child’s drawings. They’re
scratched. My goodness.”

They were disturbing pictograms. The buoy was covered with them.
These shapes weren’t happy shapes. There were circles with a
million arms, but these weren’t the sinister part. These were the
good guys. The bad guys had sharp angles. They were above. Good
guys were getting hurt, losing some of their arm pieces.

Daphne said, “They’re afraid of the sun.”

“It’s not the sun.” I sighed. “I think it’s a Sky Light. These
round guys down here are scared of the Sky Light. The Sky Light’s
got that big humpbacked generator. That’s all those things are, an
enormous generator. And the kill lens, you know.”

“That’s a military weapon?”

I shook my head. “Useless against soldiers. It’s outdated. We’d
make fun of it, ‘flash photography’. A terraformer might use them.
For a mistake, to clean rats off a continent.”

“Clean off…? Oh my god. A child drew this.”

“Yep,” I said.

“I’m calling Mr Marlborough.”

“Sure, call him up.”

Irving tapped on the hull to get our attention.

I kept my tone moderate. “Did you just knock your college ring
to get my attention?” I asked. “Because if you did that I will hold
you down and shit in your mouth.”

“Milo,” said Daphne.

I said, “I heard metal on metal. Let me tell you about a ring
knocker in the Seventh Cavalry, a lieutenant proud of his West
Point ring, and this lieutenant’s adventures when he was away from
his unit. Because he lost his love that night… Let me tell you.
They were reunited two days later, when below him he heard the
sound of metal on porcelain.”

“Milo, this is upsetting to everyone.”

Irving finally got to have his say. “I’m sorry. I am. I just
wanted to suggest, what if we’re wrong? I’m just going to throw
that out there. Let’s be sure. Before we phone Mr Marlborough. This
could be anything. Let’s go down, take a look around, pull up a few
more buoys, just be certain.”

I shrugged and pushed the algae back over the drawings. They
weren’t something you’d hang in your living room. “Fine with
me.”

Irving said, “Yes, just one hundred and ten percent certain.
Daphne, honey, I think the three of us. This is something that we
need to find consensus on. Three voices as one.”

***

Honey he called her.

Daphne rode below with the air tanks, wearing a full suit.
Irving survived the drop better this time, maybe because I made him
pilot. I thought he’d screw up. He wasn’t terrible, though we
bounced a little until he got the right angle to the atmosphere. He
said, “This is going to be such a write-up.”

“Write-up? What, these scum fucks will get a parking
ticket?”

We came in to the site of a second water buoy. There were the
marks of a Sky Light. It was obvious, now, that it was some moron
drone burning the sea grass. Irving banked over the buoy. The
gyroscopes starting testing the balance, we unstrapped, and Irving
ventured another comment. “This whole situation sure gets me
angry.”

“You are one dickweed.”

“Pardon?”

“I’ve seen shit for brains, but I’ve never seen the like of
you.”

I figured I’d need to repeat myself one more time. Call him one
more name. Because I wasn’t really putting my heart into it, and my
tone was mild. But our general trajectory was clear. I’d insult him
and he’d throw it in my face that he was screwing Daphne. That’s
how it would go. If this were the Seventh Cavalry, he would stick
his finger under my nose, tell me to sniff it.

He’d throw it in my face because I loved her. For me, just the
sound of her voice on the intercom was like a handful of pills. I
loved her. No one could miss that. He’d throw it in my face, and
we’d see what kind of punch he had with his sweatband
isometrics.

Irving looked me in the face and said, “You sure were out front
on this one. Wow. There’s no substitute for a man with
experience.”

“Come again?” No one said things like that to me, except
ironically. No one ever had. Marmite would say that if I’d spilled
a whole tray of beers.

Irving nodded with feeling. Then it struck me: One, it was true,
I’d never seen such shit for brains. And, as you recall, I rode
with the cavalry. No offense to my mates, but, all right, Custer
kind of set the pattern. Also, two, old I.T. was selling me. Why?
Unless Daphne had lost her touch, he wasn’t looking to me for a
handjob.

He was crooked. And I was falling into a green ocean. So was
Daphne. Got to hand it to Irving, his face was in the hatch,
getting smaller and smaller, and his expression was overdone
surprise and concern. I read his lips, he was actually saying this
aloud: “Sorry, sorry, I’ll be right back.”

Daphne had a chute. She did everything perfectly — caught me,
slowed us, threw me aside before the splash. I chose to go in
cannonball.

Then we were dazed and alone in an algae ocean. The pod was
already gone.

“Which way is the buoy?” Daphne asked, paddling up to me.

“I got turned around.” I shook my head. “You know your fiancé is
a bit of a cocksucker.”

Daphne punched me. I went under and I guess she rescued me. I
sure wasn’t concentrating on my swim stroke. Next thing I knew I
was lying on the buoy, my face totally broke open. Daphne was on
the other side of the buoy, dangling her legs in the water. She had
the suit off and was examining the knuckles. Maybe she forgot that
the gloves on those things were basically chain mail.

I patted at my face a little, then settled back. There wasn’t
much sun, but the air was the best I’d ever breathed. I’d tasted it
once before, remember, but that was with jets burning. The pod
wasn’t coming back to spoil this. After a while, I said, “Healways
been so stupid around me. Is he smart enough to cover the holes in
the story?”

Daphne didn’t turn. She shook her head, but not in answer to my
question.

“I think he’d need a connection above Smokes. Does he
— ?”

“Milo, if you call upon my expertise on that fucker again, I’ll
break your head with a weapon.”

“Okay. Hey, you know I’m sorry.”

“Right. That’s great. You’re sorry. Great timing.”

“I don’t think we’re going to die, Daphne. Swim to land. Live on
salad.”

“What about those airplanes? Those sunlight monsters in the
drawing?”

“Bfft. They’re drones. They’re retarded. I told you. I rode with
the Seventh Cavalry, I’m not going to get fried by a Sky
Light.”

Here I was talking out my ass a bit, but Daphne’s state was
fragile. And I couldn’t imagine some dipshit terraformers
re-programming a drone so that it could register humans as a
target. Sounded like a recipe for a lot of dead terraformers.

Daphne asked, “How far are we from shore?”

“Well, a kid got out here.”

“More of those. Oh my goodness.” The buoy was covered with
drawings. They were more of the same, but still fresh and terrible.
Some of the good guys were happy, but only when they were away from
the Sky Lights. I don’t know how such simple drawing could mean
anything, but there it was, it made you as sick as anything by
Leonardo.

Daphne said, “Milo, something is on my foot.”

I looked in the sea. “Shit. It’s big.”

“It’s giving me a hug.”

I said, “It’s like a manatee. With hands.”

***

In the end, the manatees got the whole place. Planet Daphne.
They had fingernails enough to scratch their story onto the buoys,
and that was it, case closed for the Galactic Court. We couldn’t
lose. We had a couple of four-ton permit buoys basically filling
the jury box.

The terraformers lost big. They had gotten too fancy, used
skeleton key pollen, evolved manatees with language skills. Then
tried to cover this fact while they killed them off with Sky
Lights. Supposedly they had some sharks tanked up for introduction.
Anyway, the manatees were too smart to die out, though to be fair,
they were no geniuses. Their culture, such as it was, consisted of
holding hands in large groups. Still they managed to hang on and
get awarded their own world to live and evolve in, endless
millennia of eating grass and kindness.

Getting my face stitched up I had the surgeon take out the
sequin, though he proved to be no genius himself, for he kept the
item and tried to return it to me at one of these award ceremonies.
Daphne right there and our doctor trying to hand me a specimen
vial. “Put it away, Doc,” I said, all smiles.

“What should I do with it?”

I shook his hand close. “Stick it up your ass pipe.”

Planet Daphne — that’s just our name for it. Not the map name.
For a while it seemed possible we’d get to name it officially. But
we’re government employees, we’d done our heroism on government
time, and sanity prevailed. Though I named our company Planet
Daphne. We went in with Marmite and put manatee art on tee shirts.
We branched out into baby blankets and whatnot. The manatee
pictograms. You understand, just the sweeter things. The money has
been beaucoup.
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Mr Theaker’s Quarterly Fiction Goes to
FantasyCon, by Stephen Theaker


I spent the weekend of September 17—19 with my very dear friend
Mrs Theaker’s Quarterly Fiction at my third FantasyCon, and it was
generally fab. We were both on the organising committee, but with
volunteers like Jenny Barber, Pat Barber and Debbie Bennett doing
the things we might have done, we had very little to do at times
except enjoy ourselves. Our most onerous duty over the weekend was
to arrange the name badges in alphabetical order.

On the Friday night we took part in the FantasyCon quiz, and
while an attachment containing the answers may have swished through
my inbox at one point, I promise it was never opened. Since I don’t
think I contributed a single correct answer, it’s an easy claim to
believe!

I was however inordinately proud of being able to half-answer
the question, “What is the name of the main character in William
Shatner’s TekWar?” From the depths I dredged up the name Jake, but
couldn’t quite remember the surname. With the help of a clue, I
guessed at Jake Trousers, but it was in fact Jake Cardigan. And I
was wearing a cardigan, so I was really kicking myself over that
one…

I can’t remember what we did next, but it probably involved
either food or drink, and then we returned to the main hall to see
Joel Lane, Simon Bestwick, Simon Kurt Unsworth, Lisa Tuttle,
Stephen Volk and Allen Ashley discussing how their fiction
approaches or engages real world issues.

On Saturday morning I think we spent some time on the
registration desk, which turns out to be the perfect place to talk
to new people. They have a reason to come up and chat, but also the
perfect excuse to leave when it’s time to move on: no one wants to
spend the whole convention talking to the convention staff!

At some point in the day I met Douglas Thompson, a frequent
contributor to BFS magazines and TQF, and I also had an interesting
chat with Allen Ashley, another Eibonvale author.

Saturday evening was the banquet, and as a committee member I
was fortunate enough to share a table with Garry Kilworth, Lisa
Tuttle and Bryan Talbot, who were charming company, and not at all
put out to be seated with the help. I very much enjoyed the food
this year, and going to collect it from a buffet in such celebrated
company was great fun.

The banquet was followed by the awards, and I did a much better
job announcing the winner of the BFS Short Story Competition this
year, though I did apologise to Robin for failing to sell his
jokes! Lesson learned: next time (if there is one, after this
shoddy performance): learn the lines and look at the audience.
Plus: wear paper bag over head! And drink less wine!

I was also the administrator of the British Fantasy Awards
themselves this year (although Guy Adams organised the brilliant
ceremony), and so watching them be announced was a weirdly
emotional experience. In a silly, wine-filled way, it felt as if
the awards were my personal gift, bestowed upon these lovely
writers, artists, publishers and film-makers at my personal lordly
whim. To be even more silly about it, it felt as if I had in some
way been the conduit through which all the love in that room had
travelled on its way to the award recipents.

But I wasn’t the only one with a tear or two. The British
Fantasy Awards mean a great deal to the recipients, and David Howe
of Telos, who has been a long-term friend of the British Fantasy
Society and FantasyCon, was utterly overwhelmed to receive the Best
Small Press Award.

Another rather lovely moment for me was watching Robert Shearman
joke about keeping the award for Doctor Who, but knowing that he
would later get an award of his own.

Here’s a full list of the winners:


	Best Novel: the August Derleth Fantasy Award: ONE, Conrad
Williams (Virgin Horror)

	Best Novella: THE LANGUAGE OF DYING, Sarah Pinborough (PS
Publishing)

	Best Short Fiction: WHAT HAPPENS WHEN YOU WAKE UP IN THE NIGHT,
Michael Marshall Smith (Nightjar)

	Best Anthology: THE MAMMOTH BOOK OF BEST NEW HORROR 20, edited
by Stephen Jones (Constable and Robinson)

	Best Collection: LOVE SONGS FOR THE SHY AND CYNICAL, Robert
Shearman (Big Finish)

	The PS Publishing Best Small Press Award: TELOS PUBLISHING,
David Howe

	Best Comic/Graphic Novel: WHATEVER HAPPENED TO THE CAPED
CRUSADER?, Neil Gaiman and Andy Kubert (DC Comics/Titan Books)

	Best Artist: VINCENT CHONG, for work including covers for
The Witnesses Are Gone (PS Publishing) and The Mammoth
Book of Best New Horror 20 (Constable & Robinson)

	Best Non-Fiction: ANSIBLE, David Langford

	Best Magazine/Periodical: MURKY DEPTHS, edited and published by
Terry Martin

	Best Television: DOCTOR WHO, head writer: Russell T Davies (BBC
Wales)

	Best Film: LET THE RIGHT ONE IN, directed by Tomas Alfredson
(EFTI)

	Best Newcomer — the Sydney J. Bounds Award: KARI SPERRING for
LIVING WITH GHOSTS (DAW)

	The British Fantasy Society Special Award: the Karl Edward
Wagner Award: ROBERT HOLDSTOCK



The awards over, and successfully concealing my disappointment
at not winning the award for Best Magazine, I decided for some
reason to get stupidly drunk, and I’m sure I failed to impress
people I met that night with any of my usual wit. Among those
suffering my ridiculousness were Steve Upham of Screaming Dreams,
David Tallerman, and Johnny Mains, who probably didn’t appreciate
me celebrating the late start to his Pan Book of Horror Stories
event with a high five for being angry. Did I really do that? I
choose to believe not.

On Sunday morning I suffered a remarkably polite little hangover
that left me ready to face breakfast and my third Annual General
Meeting of the British Fantasy Society.

In 2008, as the newbie on the committee, I had sat quietly and
listened to people row — really row — about the mysterious and
mischievous type who had put exactly the same proposal to the AGM
two years running but wouldn’t own up to it. It turned out to have
been a mistake — the proposal had been accidentally copied across
from the previous year’s agenda…

In 2009 I had run out of water too soon and found myself unable
to speak with any confidence, so this time I was well prepared with
multiple drinks.

I expected this year’s AGM to be more stressful, as for the
first (and probably only) time I was running it as chair. But I had
prepared fairly well, with nice paragraphs prepared on each of my
duties, and we had an overstuffed agenda that left little time for
anything but moving on to the next item. It helped also to know
that whatever happened, I was stepping down and it would be the new
chair’s job to fix it! On my way to the lift I actually found
myself whistling!

It all went very well, and even a controversial proposal I
expected to fail — to allow the BFS to offer ebook only memberships
at a reduced rate, should the committee decide it was ready to
offer them — went through, possibly because everyone knew that in a
matter of minutes I would no longer be in a position to put such
mad schemes into practice. And so the burden of leadership was
lifted from my head, and transferred to that of the aforementioned
Mr David Howe.

The last event we attended in full was the FantasyCon raffle,
raising money (£390, in the end) for the Never Again
charities. No longer the unwanted stepchild, hosted by debonair
FantasyCon chair Guy Adams with his usual wit and showmanship, the
raffle this year brought everyone back together to close out the
convention in an astonishing shower of prizes, and some of them
fell on me, to the discontent of those who had earlier heard me say
at the AGM that I was unlikely to buy many more paper books…

Here are the freebies I brought home this year:


	The Best of Best New Horror, ed. Stephen Jones,
picking out the best from the long-running and BFA-hoovering
anthology

	Yellow Blue Tibia, Adam Roberts

	Zombie Apocalypse, created by Stephen Jones, a World
War Z type book by many hands that’s sure to be a huge hit.

	The Japanese Devil Fish Girl and Other Unnatural
Attractions, by Robert Rankin

	The Gabble and Other Stories, by Neal Asher

	New Writings in the Fantastic, edited by John
Grant

	The Poison Throne, Celine Kiernan

	The Judging Eye, R. Scott Bakker

	Bartimaeus: The Amulet of Samarkand, Jonathan
Stroud

	Shenanigans, Noel K. Hannan

	Blind Swimmer: an Anthology of Eibonvale Press Writers
(raffle prize)

	Nightmare Touch, Lafcadio Hearn (raffle prize)

	The Dragons of Ordinary Farm, Tad Williams and Deborah
Beale

	Best New Horror 21, edited by Stephen Jones



My work on Dark Horizons gets a mention on pp. 52—53 of
that last book, one article being described as “fascinating”, so
that was nice.

I also won House of Canted Steps by Gary Fry in the
raffle, but one of my fellow committee members looked at it with
such covetousness that I just had to hand it over. He’d earned it
ten times over — luckily another copy came through for review.

Believe it or not, I even bought two old-fashioned paper books,
though one was with someone else’s money:


	Never Again, edited by Allyson Bird and Joel Lane.
Because I want to trick people into thinking I’m a good
person.

	Selected Stories, by Fritz Leiber. The lovely Caroline
Callaghan of Pantechnicon insisted upon buying me a treat
for helping to get their last issue out, and to be honest I didn’t
resist much because I love treats.



And after a glass of wine with the committee to celebrate the
successful end of the event it was time to return home, and we
caught our train on time, and we got home on time, and overall it
felt like the entire weekend had been a very lucky one. Everything
that could have gone wrong, didn’t. And of course part of the
reason for that is the hard work of the hotel staff. In particular
I’d like to thank Mary Morris of the Britannia Hotel, who put up
with some very poor paperwork from me at first as we found our feet
on registrations.

The best part of the event? Reading the blogs, forum posts and
tweets where people said what a good time they had.

The 2011 convention will be in Brighton: www.fantasycon2011.org.
Happily for this magazine, my involvement in organising next year’s
event is limited to providing the sealed envelopes for the
awards!
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Audio


Doctor Who, The Daleks’ Master Plan, Part
II: The Mutation of Time


John Peel, read by Peter Purves
and Jean Marsh with dalek voices by Nicholas Briggs

BBC Audio, 5xCD, 5hrs50

Jean Marsh and Peter Purves take it in turns to read chapters of
this, the second of John Peel’s novelisations of The Daleks’ Master
Plan, a twelve-part serial from the later period of William
Hartnell’s time as the Doctor. With space spy Sara Kingdom and
space pilot Steven Taylor he absent-mindedly battles the daleks and
their allies across time and space, from ancient Egypt to the year
4000, with flying visits to a police station, a cricket match and a
Hollywood film set.

The Chase, the previous dalek story, had been rather long and
silly, and it seems at times as if the goal with this one was to
make it even longer and sillier. If a modern-day dalek story took a
detour into a cream-pie fight, I imagine many fans would simply
explode at their keyboards! Jean Marsh gives her reading a gravitas
that the bulk of the story doesn’t quite deserve — though how do
you approach a reading that begins with your character asking
questions about the dangers of fish and chips and ends with her
tragic death? — while Peter Purves’ reading is perhaps a bit too
neutral at times, reminding me of the linking narrations he
provides on the Doctor Who radio collection CDs.

Silly isn’t necessarily bad: I had great fun listening to this
set, and it had an epic scope few Doctor Who stories share. These
five CDs will often find their way back into my stereo. John Peel’s
novelisation adds much to our limited understanding of Kingdom’s
character and motivation, and in the dalek scenes you get a real
sense of how frustrating and baffling it is for them to be
repeatedly defeated by this strange old wanderer. This story is 45
years old, but the Doctor’s the same man we see on television
today, throwing himself into ridiculously dangerous situations with
little more than wits and luck to get him through, and giving the
bad guys every possible chance to do the right thing.
6 — Stephen Theaker












Doctor Who and the Terror of the
Autons


Terrance Dicks, read by Geoffrey
Beevers

BBC Audio, 4xCD, 3hrs50

This is an adaptation by Terrance Dicks of one of Robert Holmes’
many fine contributions to the series. It takes us back to the very
first appearance of the Master, who has used his hypnotic powers to
take control of a plastics factory. He’s collaborating with the
Nestene Consciousness to create Autons and assorted deadly items
for a new invasion… The Master’s first story is here read
beautifully by Geoffrey Beevers, who played this regeneration of
the character (or so we tend to assume) much later in The Keeper of
Traken. This is how we all fancy we sound when reading out loud.
The inlay reprints Alan Willow’s illustrations from the original
Target book, together with the usual excellent notes from new BFS
overlord David Howe.

It’s interesting to compare the Master, who arrives here fully
formed (although of course Dicks wrote the novel in 1975, so he had
the full range of Delgado stories to draw on in his
characterisation), and the Nestenes, who, even all these years
later, remain very mysterious. All we really know about them is
what they do: download their consciousness into specially prepared
plastic. Or should that be “its” consciousness? It’s not entirely
clear: in other stories the Nestene seems to be a single being, but
here we hear Autons talking about a High Command, and there is an
Auton leader. Perhaps it’s just that, as we saw in recent
television episodes, the Nestene can choose to give its Autons a
temporary consciousness of individuality.

Some of the language and storytelling reflects that this is a
book from different times. The Master’s “dark”, “foreign” look is
repeatedly, and embarrassingly (for a modern reader) stressed,
while the infamous doll that threatens a factory owner is “one of
the most evil-looking dolls he had ever seen in his life”. Why?
Because of its “slant-eyed Oriental face”. Such elements are
particularly striking in a story that reflects contemporary
concerns about Japanese-led modernisation and foreign ownership of
British factories. Jo Grant, here making her first appearance for
the second time, is brave, endearing and lovely, but she’s a child
rather than a woman, completely out of her depth and getting into
terrible trouble, and that she fitted the format of the programme
so much better than the intelligent, capable Liz reflects somewhat
poorly on the programme and, perhaps, this Doctor.

Oddly for one of the most horrifying of Doctor Who stories, the
novelisation is quite childish, but of course the novels were
squarely aimed at very young children when it was written. I must
have read the original novel a half dozen times at least as a
child, and at the age of ten I’d have fought anyone who denied its
place in the pantheon of literary greats. Most readers will already
know if they’ll enjoy this or not, but adult fans may find it more
an indulgence than a whole-hearted pleasure. There are many nice
touches to the writing, though, such as “a horsebox of a different
colour”, and the story is quite an epic, the Master and the
Nestenes causing a national emergency with their schemes, and the
humans responding with soldiers and jets — and unlike the epics of
previous seasons, it doesn’t drag on for three episodes too many.
It’s full of frightening ideas, and its influence on Steven
Moffat’s Who — its interest in making the ordinary seem
extraordinary and terrifying — probably can’t be overstated.
7 — Stephen Theaker










Doctor Who 133: City of Spires


Simon Bovey

Big Finish, 2xCD

The Doctor is reunited with a much older Jamie McCrimmon, who
has forgotten all their previous adventures together — which is
strange, since he should at least remember the events of The
Highlanders — and is fighting against the Highland clearances in
the guise of Black Donald. But English soldiers are not the only
dangers to the Scots. History is being changed. The sparking iron
boots of the mythical Redcap terrorise the land. The Overlord has
turned Grangemouth into a City of Spires, and he’s sucking the very
lifeblood of Scotland from its earth — but to what purpose?

There’s plenty here for the Doctor to be outraged about, and
Colin Baker’s Doctor does outrage very well. The new-old
relationship between the Doctor and Jamie is the story’s main
attraction, of course, and doesn’t disappoint, although there’s an
irony in that if anything Frazer Hines sounds too young for the
part. Each episode ends with a good cliffhanger, and if overall
this adventure didn’t surpass the best the series has to offer, it
did entertain, for example with well-judged call-backs to stories
like The Moonbase, and one very nice moment when Major Heywood
pulls the Doctor up on one of his frequent — and usually ignored —
allusions to being a time traveller. 7 — Stephen
Theaker










Books


Blind Swimmer: an Eibonvale Press
Anthology


David Rix (ed.)

Eibonvale Press, hb/pb, 358pp

Offered the theme “creativity in isolation”, it is perhaps not
surprising that many of the authors in this anthology have imagined
solitary beachfront or wilderness retreats for their writer
protagonists to escape to. One of the most interesting stories
here, Nina Allan’s “Bellony”, tells the story of an aspiring
writer’s growing obsession with the work of a children’s author.
Allis Bennett had escaped Nazi Poland as a child, and then spent
her life in seclusion in a dowdy seaside town, producing a series
of peculiar books before disappearing without trace. Fond of these
books from childhood, the young woman moves into the missing
writer’s empty house to discover that Bennett’s official biography
is riddled with omissions and deceptions.

It’s the sort of literary and metaphysical detective story that
reminded me of Paul Auster. It doesn’t operate on the same level as
a book like Oracle Nights: for one thing there is a
tendency for minor characters to provide their life stories replete
with the next piece in the story’s puzzle, and the author is a bit
too keen on interpreting the story for us, rather than simply
telling it. However, she gets the ramshackle, sun-bleached
atmosphere of her seaside town just right, and the unravelling of
the mystery is genuinely gripping. I did begin to think of Allis
Bennett as a real author, and could almost visualise the faded
paperback covers of her strange children’s novels.

Douglas Thompson also conjures a beachfront retreat, but his
writer protagonist is already an enfant terrible whose first novel
caused such ructions in society, and made him so much money, that
he decides to live as a recluse for the next thirty years, to write
more of his scabrous masterpieces and avoid the polluting touch of
the book business and the fawning world of fans and critics. It’s a
premise that raises interesting questions and gets to the heart of
the book’s question: how far can any artist remove herself from the
rest of the world and continue to produce relevant art? Is it
necessarily the case that the further one withdraws into a shell of
work and solitary reflection, the more navel-gazing the output?
What kind of crazy stories would really get written (if any) by a
novelist who spent thirty years without communicating with the rest
of humanity, and would there be any point in reading them?

Coincidentally, on September 26 on Radio 4’s Americana, the
crime writer James Ellroy claimed:


“I don’t read books. I fear stimulation:
going to motion pictures … I ignore the world as it is today. I do
not follow politics contemporaneously at all. I have no opinions. I
am not on the internet. I do not watch television, have a cell
phone or read newspapers. I feel no social obligation to keep up
with the world today.”



But is there a point when retreating from distractions means
cutting oneself off from any source of real subject matter, or are
the contents of a genius’s head enough to keep him going for a
lifetime of masterpieces?

Frustratingly, having stated the question in the premise of “The
Flowers of Uncertainty”, and set the thought experiment in motion,
Douglas Thompson doesn’t seem too interested in answering it.
Instead we have a clever recursive series of nested narratives, a
range of alternate universes that the author might have found on
his return to society.

Starting in a languid, poised style, the story becomes steadily
more bombastic at each layer of the story, until the characters are
waving guns and throwing silly Hollywood action-movie put-downs
around. It’s an entertaining ride as the carpet is repeatedly
pulled out from under the reader’s feet, but it feels like an
opportunity wasted.

Somewhere further down the coast, in “The Book of Tides”, David
Rix’s writer is using his beachcombing finds as inspiration for his
magnum opus, a linked series of stories based on his “readings” of
the tides. Like Derek Jarman’s garden, his beach hut is surrounded
by driftwood sculptures that protect him from the world. He makes
tentative connections between his found objects, like a tarot
reader hoping that the vaguer his interpretation, the more likely
it will contain some grain of truth. The arrival of a more
unfathomable bit of jetsam in the shape of a fugitive girl
complicates his meditative existence.

There is something tentative about the tone of the whole story
that I found frustrating. A particular lump of driftwood is
described as “Barkless and cracked, it seemed to reach out, though
he wasn’t sure whether it was in agony or exultation. Maybe both”.
There’s a reluctance to assert anything definite, to engage with
the world, to make a simple decision. When the two characters find
five human corpses washed up on the beach, there is no mention of
alerting the authorities, or even of burying the dead. The writer
is so caught up in his creative monologue that his response is to
assemble another piece of sculpture on the beach.

There are problems with the pace of the dialogue: it lurches
from stammering sentence fragments into unexpected outbursts of
emotional anguish. Here and there the conversations had a lumpy
quality that reminded me of soap operas where people invariably
show their anger or distress by straightforward shouting. But the
awkward, disjointed relationship between the two lonely characters
is sensitively portrayed, and the whole story is attentive to the
small, subtle clues in the way two strangers might relate to one
another. It’s a serious piece of work, perhaps taking itself just a
little too seriously.

Thankfully Rhys Hughes is on hand to provide a welcome slice of
levity in “The Talkative Star”, a flurry of terse microfictions
about the sun and his oblique conversations with various characters
including the author himself. This is, I fancy, the same sun who
appears in Aesop’s fable, although he is more eccentric and
whimsical here, a less gormless cousin to the Mighty Boosh’s
moon.

Like Nina Allan’s writer, Gerard Houarner’s Vietnam Vet in “The
Flea Market” finds redemption by rummaging through crates of other
people’s stuff, in this case, a stack of pretend, cardboard records
drawn by school children which have the power to induce
hallucinations and visions of his dead family. It’s a unique
conceit, and the story undoubtedly creates a heavy, drugged
atmosphere. But there are some bits of stylistic trickery that
grated on my nerves, in as much as Houarner tries to wedge large
chunks of backstory into a single metaphor:


“The sense of dislocation was as bad as
coming home from war nursing a wound, a habit, and the title
“baby-killer” from a rich kid in poor drag at the airport.”



Andrew Coulthard’s “Lussi Natt” is an overlong supernatural
horror in which the by now familiar solitary writer (this time in
the Swedish wilderness) is alternately seduced and terrorised by a
trio of birch-tree sprites among other evil presences. I think I
could see what the author was aiming at here, and all the necessary
ingredients to make a genuinely frightening story were in the mix.
The author tries repeatedly to escape his predicament, but
apparently mundane circumstances frustrate him over and again.
There’s always the possibility that his weird experiences are
merely the side-effect of forgetting to medicate for his bipolar
disorder. One could imagine this as an effective and subtle
psychological horror movie, but there is no snap to the
storytelling. Every phone call home is laboriously played out in
full, and rather than building to a crescendo of unease, the plot
meanders back and forth between apparently unrelated encounters
with the evil spirits of the woods.

Underworld clichés abound again in Terry Grimwood’s “The Higgins
Technique”, this time about the porn industry, and a desperate
writer who tries to resurrect her flagging career by immersing
herself in the dark world of rape fantasy porn, in order to write
about it. The director is a sweaty, booze and cigarette soaked
has-been, the male porn star is a vacuous puppet, and the money men
are Eastern European and sinister. Of course the writer has her
epiphany, where the hastily sketched backstory of her baby’s
cot-death can be brought to closure. The story is almost saved by a
disturbingly ambiguous ending — I wasn’t sure whether the
protagonist was really going to survive to write her
confession.

The story is told from several viewpoints, including that of the
lonely, masturbating porn consumer, and I could see what slant
Grimwood has taken on the “creativity in isolation” theme. All the
characters are isolated from one another by an abusive industry,
and all are struggling to create something: the director is still
dreaming of being a real film-maker, the actress is trying to find
a unmarketed niche to write herself into, even the porn addict is
using his imagination. But the characters are for the most part so
two-dimensional, and their motivations and hang-ups so off-the-peg
that this potentially interesting take on the given theme doesn’t
catch fire.

Then there is Alexander Zelenyj’s amusingly dreadful tale of
sexual obsession that shouldn’t have been allowed to share the same
binding as stories like Nina Allan’s “Bellony”. “Far Beneath
Incomplete Constellations” is the grandiloquent tale of a
university lecturer’s controlling, abusive sexual relationship with
one of his female Japanese students. It’s a story that never uses
one word when half a dozen will do, preferably Latinate and
eldritch ones. Whenever the main character realises anything, he
has “an epiphany”. There are absurdities such as “it had birthed
anger in him” when something makes the protagonist angry.

The central motif, that of the protagonist riding his lover, who
has transformed into a crimson (not red!) winged beast, as a
metaphor for sex, reminded me of the animated sex scene in the
movie “Anchorman”, when Ron Burgundy and his lover ride pink winged
unicorns, and I found that reading the story was a lot less onerous
when I imagined the protagonist’s dialogue read out in Burgundy’s
voice. Later on my hunch was confirmed when I learned that
lecturer’s office smelled of “rich mahogany”, which is of course,
one of Burgundy’s least successful chat-up lines (“I have many
leather-bound books and my apartment smells of rich mahogany”).

Besides being at times laughable, the protagonist’s insane
notion that his Japanese lover is inhuman, a lust-making shell
designed to entrance him, is not seriously questioned anywhere in
the story. The Japanese student is herself made too timid, pliable
and inarticulate to effectively counter this violent dehumanising
idea. The story ends with the man riding an asteroid accompanied by
one last injudicious metaphor: he fishes a drowned bluebird from a
pond full of semen.

Despite editorial oversights such as “Far Beneath Incomplete
Constellations”, a lot of care has gone into putting Blind
Swimmer together. There’s a thought-provoking foreword by Joel
Lane, who discusses withdrawal and engagement as two equally
necessary modes for any writer, even one who professes to reject
“the mainstream” (whatever that is). “How can this loneliness be
shared and learned from without falsifying it?” he asks, concisely
summing up the problem that seems to haunt many of the
writer-protagonists in this collection.

“Radical and counter-cultural writers in the UK are branded
irrelevant” he writes, and “any writer who does not buy into the
‘affirmative culture’ of forced optimism and competitive
individualism is isolated by the indifference of the ‘market’ (a
prescriptive myth shared by commercial publishers and
booksellers).” I take issue with this: I don’t believe that there
is a dominant “affirmative culture” operating in the literary
mainstream, and I can think of few recent successful novels that
have celebrated competitive individualism or any kind of simplistic
optimism. There is a danger of small-press and “genre” writers
creating an insular victim culture: uncritically reading one
another’s books and believing themselves an oppressed minority. To
compare the small press market to “shanty towns … crowded with
literary refugees” buys into this myth.

Lane wisely warns writers not to “withdraw into a narcissistic
inner world of perpetual wound-licking”, but I can’t help wondering
whether the term “weird fiction” panders to that very same
adolescent instinct (“we’re different and special and nobody
understands us”). Writers might fool themselves that they’re not
getting published because they’re just too “out there” for the
mainstream publishers, but it’s hardly a recipe for constructive
self-criticism. “Nobody likes my writing but that’s just because
they can’t handle it!” Possibly, but the more likely explanation is
that it’s not good enough. And one doesn’t have to explore the
mainstream canon of literature very far to discover that it has
always been packed to the rafters with outcasts and misfits who
never saw themselves as part of a separate, parallel tradition of
“weird” literature. Joel Lane mentions Jean Genet, and there are of
course dozens more canonized Great Authors who did not write
“horror”, “fantasy” or “speculative” fiction, but who expressed
horrifying, fantastical and speculative ideas that could invigorate
and widen the scope of so-called “genre” fiction. — John
Greenwood












Blood Oath


Christopher Farnsworth

Hodder & Stoughton, pb,
400pp

Nathaniel Cade is a vampire, bound by voodoo since 1867 to serve
the President and his officers, to “support and defend the nation
and its citizens against all enemies, foreign and domestic”. A lost
extract from the Nixon tapes establishes that the curse leaves Cade
to decide for himself who are the enemies of the United States —
good news for Woodward and Bernstein! And if the President himself
was an enemy of the United States? We may find out in future
novels. In this one Cade faces both types of enemy: while
terrorists steal body parts from soldiers’ corpses and send them to
the US for purposes unknown, shadowy conspirators take the
opportunity to strike at Cade and his colleagues.

In this kitchen-sink cosmos almost everything fantastical is
real, especially the stuff from the movies — vampires, werewolves,
Frankenstein monsters, zombies, etc — though there’s a scientific
basis to it all, we’re told. Early chapters are highly reminiscent
of the first Hellboy film, even down to the callow POV agent. Zach
Barrows, a self-described “useless douche-nozzle”, thinks his new
assignment’s a punishment for naughtiness with the President’s
daughter, but by the end he’s earned his place in the book — and by
Cade’s side.

The narrative takes the over-traditional Highlander approach —
passages in the present, intercut occasionally with relevant
episodes from the past — but with 70 chapters that average under
six pages it can’t help being punchy. The opening left me expecting
a Clancy or McNab style military thriller, but the bulk is much
more like 24, with crooked agents, conspiracies, power struggles,
big shocks and chains of responsibility that lead all the way to
the top. It’s a lot of nonsense, but it’s often very exciting.
Farnsworth takes a canny approach to his finale, gambling upon a
small number of very tough enemies where many writers would have
gone for a horde, making for an tense, tactical battle that really
tests his heroes. 6 — Stephen Theaker










The Collected Connoisseur


Mark Valentine, John Howard

Tartarus Press, pb, 308pp

In his introduction Mark Valentine describes the inspiration for
these 23 stories as those of Prince Zaleski, Mr Dyson and Carnacki.
I’ve only met the last of those gentlemen, but these stories are
not at all shamed to be mentioned in the same breath. Yet where
Carnacki is immensely practical, an almost scientific investigator
of the paranormal, The Connoisseur rather experiences events, or
provides an understanding of them. The clue’s in the name: he is a
connoisseur of the weird, as well as the lovely. Occasionally he
gives events a nudge towards a conclusion, but more often he’s
there simply to witness the moments of sadness or glory or terror
offered by his mysterious world.

One other thing that sets these stories apart from Carnacki, and
gives the book a territory wholly its own (at least in my limited
experience of the genre) is their focus on the arts; literature,
sculpture, architecture, poetry, music, woodcarving and metalwork
all give rise to fascinating mysteries. The stories are generally
very short, leaving the reader with a chocolate box dilemma — wolf
them all down, or force oneself to save some for later? I’d
recommend wolfing them down, since unlike chocolates you can return
to a book a second time, and the flawless writing here deserves a
second, careful reading, free from the consideration of
what-happens-next. Very much recommended. 9 —
Stephen Theaker










Crack’d Pot Trail


Steven Erikson

PS Publishing, hb, 180pp

Bauchelain and Korbal Broach, the Nehemoth, “quarry of ten
thousand stone-eyed hunters”, travel the Crack’d Pot Trail across
the Great Dry to the city of Farrog, but we travel instead with a
motley group in hot pursuit: hunters of the Nehemoth, pilgrims to
the Shrine of the Indifferent God, and poets heading for the
Festival of Flowers and Sunny Days, in hope of being crowned The
Century’s Greatest Artist (an annual event). On the twenty-third
day of a twenty-two day journey the more muscular members of the
party decide to start eating the artists in the party, forcing them
into a competitive Scheherazade.

The book begins bravely, testing the reader’s patience with
twenty-two pages of italics, introducing a huge cast of characters
in deliberately overblown language, and it never stops being brave.
If Erikson’s huge commercial novels are as peculiar as this I look
forward to reading them. Crack’d Pot Trail is clever,
playful, subtle and gruesomely funny, and a defiant rumination on
the relationship between reader and writer. “What if my audience is
composed of nothing but idiots?” asks the narrator. “Raving
lunatics! What if their tastes are so bad not even a starving
vulture would pluck loose a single rolling eyeball?” Erikson puts
his poets and storytellers in a situation where their lives depend
upon their ability to sway such an audience.

When the reader is asked, “Am I slave to your expectations, sir?
Does not a teller of tales serve oneself first and last?” it’s hard
not to be reminded of songs like the Stereophonics’ Mr Writer or
Nirvana’s In Bloom, where bands rounded on the critics (“snarky
homunculi”, per this book) and fans who didn’t understand them, and
at times you may wonder if Erikson is taking his Amazon reviews a
little too seriously. Yet he offers good advice: “To be a living
artist is to be driven again and again to explain oneself, to
justify every creative decision, yet to bite down hard on the bit
is the only honourable recourse, to my mind at least. Explain
nothing, justify even less.”

Thematically and philosophically rich, exquisitely written, and
extraordinarily tense: this was my favourite sword and sorcery book
in years. 9 — Stephen Theaker










The First Collected Tales of Bauchelain
and Korbal Broach


Steven Erikson

Bantam, Kindle, 5192ll

This is a collection of three novellas concerning two supporting
characters from Steven Erikson’s set of fantasy bricks, The Malazan
Book of the Fallen. Having enjoyed Crack’d Pot Trail so
much, I preordered this collection the moment I saw it was coming
out on Kindle. Originally published by PS Publishing, this edition
goes so far as to include the introductions from the individual
hardbacks. (Note that this book is listed in some places under
alternative titles such as The Tales of Bauchelain and Korbal
Broach, Vol. 1, and Bauchelain and Korbal Broach: Three
Short Novels of the Malazan Empire.)

The first novella, “Blood Follows”, is set in Lamentable Moll
and introduces our terrible heroes to their faithful manservant,
Emancipor Reese, amid a plague of nightly murders. “The Lees of
Laughter’s End” takes place upon a ship in transit, the
Suncurl. A crew made nervous by the presence of Bauchelain
and Korbal Broach finds that the two sorcerers are only barely the
most unpleasant beings aboard. “The Healthy Dead” travels to the
city of Quaint, where the king has forbidden all unhealthy
behaviour. The Well Knights enforce his edicts by the sword, and
demonic sins in the back alleys await a return to power. Bauchelain
is tempted by the challenge — and the opportunity — this
presents.

Although for me the third dropped off ever so slightly, straying
from the bitterly ironic tone of the first two into outright
humour, all three novellas were excellent. All were thoroughly
unpleasant, the prose beautifully composed, the characters
many-layered and ripe with mystery. As James Barclay notes in his
introduction to “The Lees of Laughter’s End”, these novellas show
that fantasy can work in shorter forms — and work brilliantly.
8 — Stephen Theaker


Note: With this issue we’ve begun to review the Kindle
editions of books, having finally got hold of a Kindle (and lovely
it is too). Rather than pages, the length of a Kindle book is
measured in locations, which we have abbreviated in our reviews to
ll.












The Cult of Osiris


Andy McDermott

Headline, pb, 512pp

Nina Wilde, all-action archaeologist, has put away her pony-tail
following the pyrrhic conclusion of a previous adventure and
languishes in professional disgrace. Her ex-SAS husband Eddie
Chase, a balding Yorkshireman with a weak line in post-kill puns,
makes ends meet as a bodyguard to the stars. Things are slow, but
soon they’ll run into Macy Sharif, “a broomstick with two
watermelons taped to it”. She knows the secret of the Sphinx and
the evil international cult of Osiris is after her.

What to say about a book that features a thirty-page car chase
through central New York? If that doesn’t sound good, this isn’t
the book for you! This is an action movie in paper form, more
National Treasure than The Da Vinci Code, and it delivers on its
promise. McDermott’s very good at keeping things moving while
keeping them clear, always a tough balance to strike in describing
action sequences. The fantasy elements are minor, so in that sense
it may not be of huge interest to genre fans, and it’s not
challenging, or deep, or original, but unlike its vicious but
incompetent bad guys it hits nearly all its targets.

The banter is rather clunky and centres too often on Macy’s
breasts, but the book is fast-moving, hopping from New York to Giza
in the turn of a page, tremendously exciting, and satisfyingly
brutal to its villains. It wears its influences on its sleeves,
with Bond, Lara Croft and Indiana Jones all getting namechecks, and
is in general rather sweet-natured: the leads are very much in
love, and, just like in The A-Team, innocents usually get time to
crawl to safety before anything explodes. And lots of things
explode: McDermott uses every dollar of a book’s unlimited budget
for pyrotechnics.

The book ends with a thirty-page preview of the next in the
series, which promises more of the same. 6 —
Stephen Theaker










Dinosaur Park


Hayford Peirce

Wildside Press, epub, 198pp

Like Kirth Gersen, hero of Jack Vance’s Demon Princes quintet,
Kerryl Ryson loses his family in tragic circumstances and swears
vengeance on all those responsible. As a boy he lives on the rural
world of Stohlson’s Redemption, where domesticated dinosaurs fill
every role from elephant to shire horse to cow, but a prologue
tells us he will end up in the power of “the twelve Palatines who
comprised the Colloquy of the Duze Majestrals”, trapped in the
central fastness of their Crystal Tower, “hemmed in on all sides by
determined and ferocious leperons, totally immobilized by neuronic
grapples”. How did he get there, and why are they so afraid of
him?

Dinosaur Park begins as a pastiche of Jack Vance, but
Vance’s natural mode is to view his characters and the worlds they
visit with such arch irony that the parodic aspect of this book is
quickly subsumed into pure emulation of Vance’s style. On its
initial publication (as The Thirteenth Majestral) it
attracted praise from Vance himself, and I can hardly disagree. The
conclusion here is perhaps not as violently satisfying as those of
its inspirations, but Peirce maintains an enjoyable detachment from
his protagonist, leaving the reader to consider that his cause —
and his actions — aren’t always as justified as he thinks. The
worst thing I can find to say about this quirky, elegant and highly
diverting novel is that it left me looking in vain for another new
book in my collection so finely attuned to my particular tastes.
8 — Stephen Theaker










Doctor Lerne, Subgod: the Scientific
Marvel Fiction of Maurice Renard, Vol. 1


Maurice Renard

Black Coat Press, pb, 328pp

This volume, the first of five planned to collect the complete
scientific marvel fiction of Maurice Renard, includes a story,
“Monsieur Dupont’s Vacation”, a novel which shares the book’s
title, and an essay, “Scientific Marvel Fiction and its Effect on
the Consciousness of Progress”.

Monsieur Dupont, a maker of sewing machines and bicycles,
receives an invitation from his friend Professor Gambertin to
holiday in Les Ormes for a season. Gambertin is an amateur
palaeontologist, and caught up in his enthusiasm Dupont spends his
holiday digging for dinosaur bones. But what’s been nibbling at the
bushes? Are all the dinosaurs really dead?

Doctor Lerne is a Moreauvian figure working to graft parts from
one species to another, from animals to plants, from humans to
animals. When a nephew comes to visit it interferes with his plans
both scientific and romantic, and the outcome can only be
tragic.

Renard writes extremely well, and there’s a sly wit in evidence
throughout. There’s Flaubertian mockery of the scientific mindset,
and Moliere’s delight in flim-flam and doubletalk. But for all that
he can be surprisingly brutal to his characters.

It’s a very enjoyable book, and as with Brian Stableford’s other
translations for Black Coat Press there’s a great amount of
exceptionally useful apparatus. 7 — Stephen
Theaker










The Empathy Effect


Bob Lock

Screaming Dreams, pb, 144pp

Time was, novelists would invoke the threat of bank robberies,
assassination or treason, and this would be sufficient for the
reader to prick up their ears and steam with indignation that such
crimes should be endured. Surely something should be done… at which
stage, enter the protagonist. Nowadays most fictional criminals
attract more adulation than opprobrium, which is why, when casting
about for a suitably unpleasant villain, so many writers plump for
the universally reviled paedophile. With a child molester, you
can’t really fail to invoke a churning sense of unease and
revulsion in your reader.

Bob Lock attempts a similar move in this light-hearted and
vaguely supernatural crime thriller, giving his hit-man Simon not
only a fondness for dishing out pain, but also for underage
schoolgirls. Unfortunately for Lock, like so many others before
him, once he’s wrested that big sack of emotional distress into his
shopping trolley, he really doesn’t know what to do with it. He’s
certainly not interested in dealing with the psychology of child
abusers in a considered way. It’s only a thriller after all, and
the chained up schoolgirl is merely what’s at stake: unless the
protagonist gets his act together, then the evil Simon will have
his depraved way with seven year-old Kim Siong.

As a reader I’m uncomfortable with this easy use of paedophilia
to punch-up the emotional tension. I got the feeling that the
author was a little shaky about it too: we see very little of the
kidnapped girl beyond a few downcast looks from the depths of her
warehouse prison. Sympathy for the potential victim is rather
muted, and quickly overshadowed by loud expressions of indignation
about some vicious dog-fighting enthusiasts who appear around the
middle of the novel. One can feel the author’s relief that he can
now express some uncomplicated pity and outrage about these abused
innocents. And perhaps in animal cruelty the book has stumbled upon
one of the few other remaining unforgivable crimes of fiction.
Nobody, to my knowledge, has yet tried to write a book about a gang
of cool dog-fighting enthusiasts. Clooney and Pitt will never
appear on screen as a pair of glamorous donkey neglecters. The
British can be relied upon to hate the perpetrators of animal
cruelty almost as predictably as we foam at the mouth at the
suggestion of child abuse.

It’s an animal-human relationship that receives probably more
attention than anything else in the story. Relentlessly chipper
alcoholic Welsh traffic warden Cooper Jones has the ability to feel
the emotional states of others without the usual sensory clues the
rest of us rely on. After he becomes subject to a mysterious
vendetta, he eventually teams up with Alby, a Jack Russell who’s a
“bit of a character”, and like a Welsh Turner and Hooch they team
up to track down the villains.

There’s a couple of technical problems: we begin the story with
Cooper strapped to the end of a pier with industrial cling-film. He
describes his predicament in the present tense, and proceeds to
explain just how he got himself into this mess. But then, on page
83, while waiting for a taxi, he switches back to the present tense
as though he is telling the whole story from this point in time.
The same thing happens a couple of times on page 99.

Details aside, my main gripe with The Empathy Effect
was with Jones’s endless wisecracking and humorous asides. At one
point he feels compelled to tell the reader that he has big feet —
cue a gag about how ducks are jealous of him. Whatever situation he
finds himself in, whether he is being tortured by psychopaths,
running away from the police, finding a severed finger in his bag
of chips, Cooper Jones can always be relied upon to attempt some
light-hearted banter. I was relieved when the narrative left him
behind for a few chapters to concentrate on the baddies, who
cracked less lame jokes, even if they were rather too fond of
ramming home their depravity with Dr Evil-style arch comments and
raised eyebrows. Cooper reminded me at times of an adolescent
blogger at pains to convince his putative readership that every
incident in their humdrum lives is actually fraught with absurd
humour and noteworthy weirdness. But there are some things that,
however many leaden quips one attempts, remain resolutely unfunny,
and I’m afraid I have to count this book among them. — John
Greenwood










Flirt


Laurell K. Hamilton

Headline, pb, 180pp

Anita Blake is a lady with a lot of barnacles. She’s accumulated
many powers in her previous seventeen books, and to a new reader
their page-by-page introduction in this one seemed almost
ludicrous. Vampire hunter, necromancer, werewolf (sort of) (and
were-lots of other things), vampire, another vampire’s human
servant (and girlfriend), and succubus, she keeps a pet
were-leopard and werewolf, and she’s a US Marshal.

But imagine reading your first Superman comic: okay, this guy
can fly. Oh, and he’s super-strong, invulnerable, and shoots lasers
out of his eyes. Plus, he has super-hearing, and he’s a
super-ventriloquist, and even a super-kisser! We’re so used to
Superman that we hardly question it. What matters is how all the
powers coalesce into a character. What’s interesting about Anita’s
powers is that none are free: with each comes new dangers, new
feelings, and new responsibilities. She’s in constant danger of
being overwhelmed by them.

With great power also comes great difficulty in plotting: how to
challenge the hero who has everything? In Flirt we see
Superman’s worst nightmare: friends targeted by supervillains. Mr
Bennington wants his wife back from the dead, and doesn’t care who
dies to make it happen. With snipers stalking her lovers Anita lets
herself be kidnapped by a pair of mercenary were-lions. A were-lion
witch cuts her psychic connection with her chums, and things are
looking grim. But the bad guys have reckoned without Anita’s
greatest power of all: her ravenous sexual energy!

A few chapters in and this was well on the way to being one of
the worst books I’d read in years. The second chapter is dreadful,
the banter excruciating as Anita and her gaggle of boyfriends flirt
with a waiter and each other in a restaurant. The tone felt
familiar — jaunty, forced, creepy — and it took a while to place
it: late period Heinlein. Discovering in the afterword that the
scene was based on real events made it even worse. What these
characters call “playing”, other people might well call sexual
harassment.

But once Anita’s love cult is sidelined the book got much, much
better. It develops into an interesting sexual thriller, Anita’s
respectful kidnappers fighting their own desire to mate with her,
and pack dynamics playing out in human form as she plays them off
against each other. With a little trimming this could have been a
crisp, pointed novel, and if I could forget that indulgent second
chapter I’d be happy to read another in the series, preferably one
in which Anita is once again separated from her gormless gang of
group-huggers. 4 — Stephen Theaker










Futile Flame


Sam Stone

House of Murky Depths, pb, 240pp

Gabriele Caccini, “Italian by birth and vampire by nature”, is
on the road with great-many times over-granddaughter and lover
Lilly. Pursued by a mysterious being with the ability to sap their
strength from a distance, they search out another of their kind,
Lucrezia Borgia, whose death in 1519 is revealed to have been the
moment her brother, Caesare Borgia, turned her into a vampire. Most
of the book is then given over to an account of Lucrezia’s
seduction and rape by Caesare, and the consequences of his actions.
For the most part this is quite literally a bodice-ripper, with
more rape than a Richard Laymon novel, though the last quarter
takes a detour into wholly unexpected territory.

Stone’s vampires are very tough. They are described as eternal,
and, while not invulnerable, regenerate quickly enough to survive
immolation. They are pained by sunlight, but not destroyed, and
have chameleon powers. Visible in mirrors, they use their lungs to
breathe air and blood flows through their bodies. Their bites tend
to produce instant orgasms in their victims, and though they feel
slightly bad about eating people they don’t let it stop them. Three
quarters of the way into the book it’s revealed that Gabriele and
Lilly can fly, though I’m guessing this wouldn’t have surprised me
had I read Killing Kiss, the previous novel in the series.
Their advantages over other literary vampires are balanced by their
reproductive difficulties, with, it seems, only those humans
possessing a certain gene being able to survive the
transformation.

That, and the notion of Lucrezia using her fangs to rape others
as she has been raped, are the only slivers of originality in the
book, though admittedly that wouldn’t matter so much if this was
the kind of thing I really enjoy reading. There’s nothing here that
you won’t have seen a hundred times before. Even the final part of
Lucrezia’s story, though surprising in this context, offers little
that’s new when considered in isolation. Unfortunately the clichés
extend from the plot to the prose: skin is generally olive (apart
from one man who is “arrogant and shifty and of mixed race, though
I can’t tell what mix”), tears are salty fluid, waves crash gently,
bodies ache with desire, breasts are full and pert, and the
frequent sex is all “soft folds”, “pulsing warmth”, “female
moisture” and gushing orgasms.

Written in the first person present tense (aside from the
flashbacks, which are in first person past tense), the book takes
itself very seriously, and like its central figure is completely
humourless. There’s also a tendency to overdescribe everything. For
example one typical passage reads:


“Here there is another television at the
bottom of the bed on a rich mahogany unit with a DVD player and
stereo: all the media conveniences any visitor could want. The bed
is plush, covered in rich brown and cream cloth, with cushions
resting on the brown velvet-covered headboard. Either side of the
bed are two mahogany side tables. To my left is another mahogany
unit, bigger than the one holding the television. I open it to find
a fridge and safe. As I close it I spot two more doors, one leading
to a full sized bathroom, again in black and white, which contains
a bath as well as separate double shower cubicle.”



The layout of these rooms never becomes an issue in the story.
Later we learn that Gabriele “has OCD”, which is the “curse of the
vampire brain”, something that’s been suggested in other vampire
stories. Though this curse isn’t apparent from his actions, perhaps
the over-description is a deliberate reflection of his character,
as in Bret Easton Ellis’s American Psycho. If so, it never
goes on quite long enough to become funny, as it does in that book,
but does go on long enough to make this book a bit of a plod at
times.

On the other hand, some things could perhaps have been described
better; I reached p. 43 before realising with a shock that Gabriele
was male, which had the unfortunate consequence of making an
interesting relationship (between two female vampires, one
brooding, one giggly) much more conventional (brooding bloke,
giggly girl).

For a small press book the number of errors isn’t unusual, but
there are more than you’d expect in a book that credits three
editors: may for might, laid for lay, complimentary for
complementary, incongrous, obsurd, too lapse in my duties, chaise
lounges, wreck havoc and so on. But they wouldn’t have affected my
enjoyment of the book, had I been enjoying it. If you were
disappointed when Anne Rice decided to “write only for the Lord”,
this may fill the gap. If Anne Rice bored you to tears, best stay
clear. 4 — Stephen Theaker










Hell’s Belles!


Paul Magrs

Headline Review, hb, 440pp

Brenda is on her honeymoon — she is now the Bride of
Frankenstein (or at least his monster) in fact as well as name —
and in her absence dark things begin to stir around the Whitby
hellmouth. A cursed film, one whose every copy has supposedly been
destroyed, is to be remade with its original star, the
devastatingly attractive scream queen, Karla Sorenson. In Brenda’s
absence best friend Effryggia tries to hold the fort, but Robert is
being kept up all night by a mysterious gentleman and new girl
Penny is thrown into a temporary coma after finding a DVD of the
original film in a charity shop.

After the brainspasms brought on by Magrs’ brilliant Doctor Who
novels like The Scarlet Empress, The Blue Angel
and Mad Dogs and Englishmen, this was disappointingly
lightweight and conventional, but not a bad book for all that. The
short chapters made for an easy, unchallenging read, and it’s
clearly written as a commercial piece; from the cover one aimed
squarely at the chick lit market. Its many revelations and reunions
would have more impact on readers of the first three books; new to
the series, I was left largely unmoved. It left me wanting to watch
the Universal horror movies again, but ambivalent about reading
another in this series. 6 — Stephen Theaker










The House of Canted Steps


Gary Fry

PS Publishing, hb, 228pp

Mark Cookson is an estate agent with an odd, instant connection
to a house he’s been asked to sell, one whose stairs are not
straight, one that “looks as if it’s got something to hide”. When
his pregnant ex-wife Gayle and son Lewis move in with her new
husband, a handsome fellow who doesn’t even need to check with the
bank before signing the contract, Mark becomes obsessed and angry.
But is it him, or is it the house? Can he work out what’s going on
inside the house, and what’s going on inside his own head, before
it’s too late?

This short novel is very carefully written, but would perhaps
have benefitted from a little more roughness. The sentences are too
often circumlocutory, buried under unnecessary words, too anxious
to avoid any possible misunderstandings. It felt at times more like
a piece of literary criticism about a novel than the novel itself.
We are not just told what happens and what is said, but also
exactly what to make of it, and what part it plays in the big
picture.

Sometimes, of course, a bit of circumlocution and rumination can
be a wonderful way for a writer to create an atmosphere, but here
it works too often against the attempts to create tension. For
example, a potentially terrifying scene, which sees Mark trapped by
the social embarrassment of being somewhere he shouldn’t while the
Blood Boy creeps up on him, is squandered by having him listen in
on a lengthy, banal conversation which reveals nothing at all to
the reader.

The novel echoes Thieving Fear by Ramsey Campbell (to
whom the novel is dedicated) in that the evil at the heart of the
novel plays with perception, but it’s in a much less subtle way.
Campbell’s characters talk awkwardly at cross purposes, while Mark
simply misses the blatantly obvious point of conversations; it’s
frustrating rather than frightening. And the result is that while
there are mysteries for Mark, there are none for the reader — other
than that of why he’s being so obtuse.

A typical passage, from the beginning of chapter 19, illustrates
the main problems with the novel:


“The fact that something about this whole
explanation simply didn’t ring true, proved to be insufficient to
prevent Mark’s brain from turning back at once to the central
preoccupation in his life at the moment.”



His ignorance is unconvincing, the prose awkward.

Still, this is a novel written with serious intent, and it has
interesting, insightful things to say about stepfamily
relationships, on how difficult it can be to accept the new
arrangements as the proper arrangements, even when everyone
involved is clearly much happier. The characters are rounded and
believable, and certain images — particularly those of children in
danger — were unpleasantly memorable. The idea of the canted stairs
creating a threshold between the apparent safety of downstairs and
the nightmare of upstairs is well used, and by gum I would not like
to live in that house. 5 — Stephen Theaker










Johannes Cabal the Detective


Jonathan L. Howard

Headline, hb, 384pp

Count Marechal would see the Mirkarvian empire restored, but the
emperor died three hours ago — before a crucial speech could be
given. Thus Johannes Cabal escapes execution for necromancy (and
related book theft), but the episode ends badly, and Cabal escapes
on an aeroship — the Princess Hortense, on her maiden
cruise — in the guise of Herr Gerhard Meissner, docket clerk first
class, Department of Administrative Coordination. There are
murders; Cabal investigates.

This was very enjoyable. Both narrator and character are quietly
funny, and there’s a touch of the Stainless Steel Rat about
Johannes, both in his humour and his disdain for the law (and at
one point it is said of him that you should “set a monster to catch
a monster”), though he does not share his science fictional
counterpart’s regard for human life — having defeated an enemy, he
thinks it best to kill them while they are “handy and
vulnerable”.

Nor does he share the Rat’s interest in women. Indeed, he
“usually carried a faint scent of formaldehyde around with him,
which had the effect of depressing any amorous intent of any woman
with a working nose”, so the attention he attracts from femmes
fatales during the voyage (enforced absence from his laboratory
having done much for his odour) comes as a surprise and a
challenge.

There are also echoes of Keith Laumer’s Retief tales: Cabal is a
capable man on a world of militaristic idiots, sadists and
popinjays, a world with one foot stuck in the 19th century. Unlike
Retief, Cabal has a capable, intelligent woman to deal with: Leonie
Barrow, a criminologist from his past with the uncanny, infuriating
ability to awaken his “feelings” and “conscience”. Their uneasy
unfriendship provides many of the novel’s best moments.

Special mention must go to the wonderful cover, a striking piece
of art and design by Michael Windsor. The back cover reproduces the
first three paragraphs of the novel, showing a classy and I think
justified confidence in the author’s writing, which is sparky,
amusing and dramatic.

The last thirty pages of the book offer a bonus feature: “The
Tomb of Umtak Ktharl”, an entertaining novella which succeeds the
events of the novel. 7 — Stephen Theaker










The Library of Forgotten Books


Rjurik Davidson

PS Publishing, hb, 160pp

The first two stories in this collection stand alone, in setting
if not theme. In “The Cinema of Coming Attractions” the leader of a
street gang in a sun-baked coastal town near Marseilles falls for a
young film star who’s conscious she won’t be young for much longer.
She takes him to the cinema of the title. It’s a cool, calm tale
which reminded in a good way of Basil Copper’s recently
re-published stories. An Australia enriched by an inland sea and
facing war with China is the setting for “Int. Morgue. Night.”, a
hard-boiled spy thriller.

These are followed by four tales of Caeli-Amur, a renaissance
city of feuds and assassins perched on a white cliff, where botany,
magic and technology have converged in a way that would have
thrilled Doctor Lerne. House Arbor and House Technis are locked in
a never-ending battle, minotaurs live to the north, and a marble
city off the coast is patrolled by a gigantic sea-serpent. The
fourth and perhaps best of these stories, “Lost in the Library of
Forgotten Books”, takes place in a city or town to the north of
Caeli-Amur, where Alisa files away forbidden books, protected only
by an amulet from the library’s twisting, hungry guardians.

If the book has a theme, I think it’s doomed or impossible love.
The first three stories concern lovers who are prisoners of their
situations, the fourth a widow in love with the public image of her
dead partner, the fifth an assassin in love with her target, and
the sixth a librarian intrigued by the writers whose books she
buries in the stacks. In but one of the stories is escape from the
trap truly possible, and even then it’s thanks only to the
protagonist’s newly discovered thaumaturgical powers. But though
Rjurik Davidson’s world can be bleak, it’s full of beauty and
imagination and ideas, where even the grossest distortions of the
human body are described with careful eloquence — and in trapping
its characters, or forcing them apart, it reminds us of our own
freedom. 8 — Stephen Theaker










Ms Wildthyme and Friends Investigate


Stuart Douglas, Cody Schell,
James Smith, Nick Wallace

Obverse Books, hb, 192pp

Iris Wildthyme is a brassy time-traveller and adventurer — a
cross between Mrs Cornelius and Una Persson — who originated in the
novels of Paul Magrs before achieving a certain notoriety in his
Doctor Who books. This book of four novellas is largely devoted to
her friends.

“The Found World”, by Jim Smith, features Professor Challenger,
Dracula, Sherlock Holmes, Doctor Watson, submarines and secret
Scottish bases, and while it was good and pushed each and every one
of my buttons, I fear I’m in danger of exploding if I read another
Victorian crossover too soon.

In Nick Wallace’s “The Irredeemable Love” the time-lost
inhabitants of the Manleigh Holt Police Station investigate a
terrible house in the woods. This relatively serious and
surprisingly frightening story, told from a series of overlapping
viewpoints, was for me the highlight of the book.

“Elementary, My Dear Sheila” by Cody Schell couldn’t have been
more different. This tale of a Mexican wrestler, Senor 105, and his
friends — including Sheila, a balloon with a Parisian accent —
convening for a book club was surreal and deliberately silly.
Welcome qualities in any story! But this one would perhaps have
been more enjoyable had the characters treated the silliness with a
little more seriousness.

The punctuation goes a bit haywire in “The Shape of Things” by
Stuart Douglas, but the story’s good fun, plucking a McGuffin from
the previous story and running with it through time. Iris, her
panda and her bus take centre stage and of all the stories this
felt most reminiscent of Iris’s earlier adventures.

Unfortunately the book is poorly proofed, and if you haven’t
read previous volumes it may seem rather randomly assembled, but
there is plenty to enjoy regardless: it’s entertaining,
good-natured and undemanding; a good collection of very varied
novellas. 6 — Stephen Theaker










The Occult Files of Albert Taylor


Derek Muk

Impact Books, pb, 208pp

Professor Albert Taylor leads an informal team of paranormal
investigators. “Granted,” he says, “there’s been a lot of hoaxes,
but then there are the cases that just can’t be explained by
science and mediums. That are just too bizarre.” And that’s where
Albert, a professor of anthropology and the paranormal in his early
fifties with “narrow, slanted Asian-like eyes”, steps in. This book
contains eleven of his investigations, taking in ghosts, aliens,
vampires, psychics, cults and much, much more.

Taylor is a funny kind of hero, motivated less by the desire for
truth than in hope of making a solid discovery that will “put him
in the limelight regarding ghost research”. During one moment of
reverie, “He imagined himself being interviewed by countless talk
shows … I could be rich! he thought.” He runs a magazine (The
Occult Files) and thinks nothing of whisking his team off to
Hawaii to look for vampires. He has little interest in his
students, and seemingly no understanding of the scientific
method.

This isn’t a good book, though it’s clear the author has made an
effort with it. Reading it wasn’t unbearable — it had at least been
proofread — but it wasn’t very exciting. The stories are generally
dull and uninspired, with the worst, a stupefying plod through the
mountains following a bigfoot, being dull, uninspired and also
twenty pages too long. The stories work their way through a
checklist of bog standard creatures, the denouements uniformly
anticlimactic.

Part of the problem is that there are very few surprises, since
Taylor and everyone he encounters has the Sherlockian ability to
guess exactly what’s going on from the barest of clues. A guy
thinks his girlfriend has been killed by Jack the Ripper? Mum
thinks her daughter summoned a demon from another dimension with a
ouija board? A UFO cult waits for their alien gods to visit? No
spoilers, but Taylor very rarely discovers that anyone is wrong in
their beliefs, however outlandish.

The other big problem is a complete lack of atmosphere. There’s
no real tension here, supernatural occurrences being too often
followed by bathetic utterances such as “That was freaky!” or
“Whew! I’ve never had so many goose bumps in my life”, or
(hilariously) “I don’t swallow … everything that’s shoved into my
face.” The dialogue is dominated by half-hearted banter and
chitchat.

When members of the team die in what would surely appear to the
police to be suspicious circumstances, there seems to be little
consequence. The conclusions of “Dear Boss” and “The Sun Disc”
would have had profound effects on American society, but again, no
consequences are explored. And despite Taylor’s dreams of fame and
fortune, he doesn’t hesitate to utterly destroy any supernatural
beings he encounters.

It’s a book that’s inordinately respectful of other people’s
beliefs, which was rather sweet, and I liked the way that each
story ended with a Case Closed stamp, although the final twists
often had the effect of making those stamps rather ironic. I
thought of Taylor as a Will Ferrell character, declaring “Case
Closed, Case Closed!” even as ghosts jeered at him from the
shadows. Overall, not a book I’d really recommend, but it did have
a kind of goofy charm, and I enjoyed it a bit more than I expected.
2 — Stephen Theaker










Quartet & Triptych


Matthew Hughes

PS Publishing, hb, 96pp

“Long, long ago, near the very beginning of the present Aeon, it
was a custom of Old Earth’s elite to preserve the animating
essences of its members as they approached the inevitable end of
existence.” On special occasions the essences would be “placed into
a device that projected a simulacrum of the deceased”. This superb
novella records the consequences of one such device, that
containing the remnant of socialite Waltraut Voillute, falling into
the hands of Luff Imbry, gentleman thief. With her reluctant
assistance he attempts to recover the treasures concealed by her
cruel father Lord Syce in a mutable maze under the Summer Pavillion
on the estate of Grand Minthereyon.

The only thing I’ve read by Matthew Hughes before this was
“Grolion of Almery”, his wonderful contribution to Songs of the
Dying Earth, and though this novella (not a collection of
seven stories, despite the title) is not an outright tribute, Jack
Vance’s influence looms just as large, in its delicious language,
dry humour, casual cruelty and elegant flourishes. But it’s much
more than a pastiche, and if you were to suggest that it surpasses
Vance I would struggle to find counter-arguments. I loved every
word of it, and if this is typical of Hughes’ work I expect I’ll
read every novel he ever writes. It’s brimming with lovely ideas
and spirited language, and never settles for the obvious when it
can offer the superb. Marvellous. 9 — Stephen
Theaker










Rare Unsigned Copy


Simon Petrie

Peggy Bright Books, pb, 280pp

Rocket man, burning his l’gumes in pan-seared chrome.
Over the past half-decade Simon Petrie has sipped deep from the
beaker of creativity, emerging with some panache through the
laboratory door marked, ACHTUNG! HAZARDOUS
CHEMICLES, or rather, scribbled next to it, AUSTRALIA’S
BEST NEW TALENT. (OK, he’s a Kiwi, but we’ve claimed him, like
Russell Crowe and the Brothers Finn, so he must be making it big.)
Petrie’s first collection of short fiction brings together some 42
pieces across 275 pages. It’s a hefty tome that can be waved
emphatically from atop a soapbox or, at a pinch, cradled sincerely
to add pathos to an impromptu sermon. You can also read
it.

Given that Rare Unsigned Copy is subtitled Tales of
Rocketry, Ineptitude, and Giant Mutant Vegetables, it is
perhaps of little surprise to find that Petrie is a humorist, his
stories assaulting with deadly puns and peppering the reader with
black comedy. From bizarre scenarios played straight (such as “Hare
Redux”, where the much-fabled Hare seeks to redeem himself against
Tortoise) to murder mysteries bent right out of shape (the Gordon
Mamon trilogy), this collection carries with it a distinctly
understated, at times self-deprecating humour. Yes, Petrie can
juggle science with one arm tied behind his back, but on the other
elbow (just above the ulnar nerve) he bears the mark of being
effortlessly, almost compulsively funny.

Which is a shame.

OK, well obviously not. It’s a good thing, and what you’d expect
when you buy a book that comes wrapped in its own product warning.
But— Lurking beneath the ever-present wit there seems also
to be a straight speculative fiction writer champing at the bit;
grinding his teeth at each heckle and jibe. For those who crave
serious writing, Rare Unsigned Copy is like a shooting
star. It glows faintly at first (“Talking with Taniwha”;
“Surrogacy”) and shines most brightly towards the end, where a
batch of previously unpublished stories evince Petrie’s thitherto
largely unshown (no, not “unshorn”) aptitude for depicting the
macabre (“Running Lizard”), or a beautifully wrought eeriness
(“Haystacks, Needles, Large Extinct Marine Reptiles”) or even,
while Yorick turns in his impecunious grave, an unremitting
grimness (“Trajectory”). Laugh you might, but the author of such
dark gems would not only survive but in all likelihood thrive in a
humourless vacuum.

Petrie is a man who elsewhere has hoisted the odd stein to Meat
Loaf. With that in mind, the one criticism that can be levelled at
Rare Unsigned Copy is here presented in the form of
analogy: like Bat out of Hell II (as compared to the
original) Rare Unsigned Copy is overlong and would
ultimately have benefited from the ruthless culling of “lesser”
tracks. (By no means an easy task, because most of these so-called
“lesser” stories are by normal standards very strong; but that’s
what makes it ruthless, damn it!) Rare Unsigned
Copy is, in present form, great value for money; but had it
been trimmed by half (no hedging) then it may well have been,
simply, great.

And so to the burning question: flapdragon or flapdoodle;
should I buy this book? Well, unless you’re sufficiently
interesting to have won a copy through self-googling, then the
answer is, Yes. Petrie is a thoughtful, imaginative,
clever writer who offers plenty here for most readers:
Cordon Bleu alien invaders (“M.R.E.”); telepathic avengers
from the décrustacean menu (“Scuttle”); tres bon!
But if the author should subsequently toque in and bake a second
loaf — slimmer, more in keeping with Bat out of Hell I —
then the answer will be, Definitely.

Disclaimer: At time of writing both Simon Petrie and
Jacob Edwards were indentured to Australia’s speculative fiction
flagship Andromeda Spaceways, the former as Inflight
Waste Reconstitution Officer and the latter as Jack of all
Necessities (Deckchairs and Bendy Straws). Although every effort
has been made to keep the preceding critique free of both
backrubbing and backstabbing, readers nevertheless are encouraged
to seek independent review before spending any of their hard-earned
frequent flyer points on the work in question. — Jacob Edwards










The Terror and the Tortoiseshell


John Travis

Atomic Fez, Kindle, 4094ll

During the Terror, animals became human-sized and gained the
power of speech — not to mention the intelligence to make that
power useful. Having seen his gumshoe owner set upon by lions,
Benji Spriteman (the tortoiseshell cat of the title) inherits his
office, apartment and patter. There are few humans left, and Benji
is dragged into the case of a serial killer preying on them,
teaming up with scruffy Lieutenant Dingus, a tenacious basset hound
who always has just one more question…

Though the Terror doesn’t seem to make a great deal of
scientific sense, the world it’s created is an interesting one,
providing a very colourful backdrop for a detective novel. And as a
detective novel, this works well. The murder mystery is a good one.
There are plenty of clues, suspects, snitches and motives, and a
series of intriguing plot developments. Benji rarely moves beyond a
default private eye characterisation, and celebrity animal cameos —
though entertaining — break the mood a bit, but the novel grips
throughout.

The premise sounds cuddly (serial killer aside), but the Terror
of the title is aptly named, leading to scenes of human abuse that,
while provoking reflection upon the way humans treat animals, are
often painful to read. For example, at the zoo Benji sees “a big
striped Cat with a chair in one paw and a whip in the other”
snarling “at something small in the corner of a filth-filled cage”.
These sequences, and those where Benji encounters animals unchanged
by the Terror, show the novel at its most powerful and
affecting.

Ironically in a book that has a lot of fun with the poor
spelling of the rats who run the city’s newspaper, The Terror
and the Tortoiseshell is marred by shocking errors, including
a wide selection of grocer’s apostrophes. It’s one thing to not
know how to spell (lobster) thermidor or (chicken) coop, another to
not know that the sentence “The diner’s applauded” does not require
an apostrophe. As an author I’d be embarrassed to have this
published under my name; as a publisher I’d be begging the author’s
forgiveness for letting it slip through.

As an ebook, also, it’s flawed, with the chapters not set up
properly. But if a corrected edition is released, and you enjoy
crime novels, it’s worth a look. The end leaves the greater mystery
of the Terror itself unanswered, and I’ll certainly be looking out
for future books in the series. 6 — Stephen
Theaker

The publisher has advised that a corrected Kindle edition
will indeed be forthcoming, and that the current Kindle edition
contains errors that do not appear in the printed
editions.










Twisthorn Bellow


Rhys Hughes

Atomic Fez, epub, 210pp

As its subtitle explains, Twisthorn Bellow concerns
itself with “the unusual escapades of a self-exploding golem with a
twisted horn and attitude somewhere on the astral plane and also on
foot right here”. Hopefully that’s clear! He’s a powerful golem
created to protect England and annihilate evil. The book’s
dedicated in part to the memory of Philip José Farmer, and though
there aren’t many stylistic echoes here of his work, it’s easy to
see why Farmer would attract Hughes’ admiration. Both writers
delight in high concepts, intertextuality, puns, and following
nutty ideas right through to the end.

In this book the idea is a Doom Patrol or B.P.R.D. devoted to
the promotion of British interests, assembled by Shylock
Cherlomsky, a madman with an obsessive hatred of the French. It’s
at its best when the monster squad gets out and about — early
episodes take place largely within the base, giving the book a more
claustrophobic feel than is usual for Rhys Hughes’ work. The action
scenes, though sketched with a raised eyebrow, are vivid and
dynamic, Twisthorn’s kpinga and its “madly sprouting
blades” being put to devastating use on all manner of
ne’er-do-wells, including “ghouls, banshees, centaurs, abominable
snowmen, warlocks, mandrakes, perytons, lamias, musicians, elves,
harpies, robots, moths and sundry French things”.

It’s not quite as commercial as I expected — it’s not at all a
book where Hughes has reined himself in or tried to conform to the
expectations of a wider readership — and I’m not entirely sure why
that disappointed me, since I enjoyed the book all the same. It’s
good monster fun, with some surprising cameos, including Philip
José Farmer himself and a big red fellow who has no time for
Twisthorn’s nonsense. I read this at about the same time as Maurice
Renard’s Doctor Lerne, Subgod — the first book I’ve read
that was narrated by a table! — and how funny then to find this
book narrated by… well, I won’t spoil it. Though I have stood on
it. 7 — Stephen Theaker










Unpleasant Tales


Brendan Connell

Eibonvale Press, pb, 324pp

Unpleasant Tales collects twenty-two short stories from
Brendan Connell, who contributed “The Putrimaniac” (included here)
to Dark Horizons 54 (which I edited) last year. Anyone who
enjoyed that story will find much more to their taste here. For
those who didn’t have the pleasure, titles like “A Dish of Spouse”,
“The Skin Collector”, “Mesh of Veins” and “The Cruelties of Him”
give a good indication of what to expect, although every so often
there’s something like “The Nasty Truth About Dentists” to lighten
the mood. On the whole, these stories live up to the book’s title
extremely well. “For an artist, all experiences are exquisite”,
claims the protagonist of “The Tongue”, and this collection pushes
that idea to its limit. The artists here are experimental to the
fullest horrific extent of the word, though I hesitate to give
examples; best discover them yourself for the complete effect. The
selfishness of the artistic impulse, its lack of regard both for
others and for one’s own best interests, is here shown at its very
worst.

There’s not a story in here that wouldn’t have been accepted for
Dark Horizons in an instant, and taken alone each is
rather brilliant. Reviewing the collection as a whole, a formula
reveals itself: a character, usually male, is introduced, and then
we discover his obsession — music, odour, body piercings, food,
plants, tattoos, and so on — and learn about it in some detail, and
by the end that obsession has overwhelmed him, usually with deadly
consequences. Some stories break away from the formula, but I would
recommend taking this collection a story at a time, rather than
reading it all at once, to avoid that sense of repetition setting
in. It’s very well written, full of interesting words, and
evidently well-researched throughout, given the level of detail.
However, in a very literary book, typos can unfortunately be quite
harmful to the overall effect, and there are quite a few here — and
as in some other Eibonvale books they grow more frequent as the
book draws on. Bobble for bauble and course for coarse stand out,
as does “He fed her on a strict diet of deserts”. In the end,
though, far better to have been able to read this book, typos and
all, than not to have read it at all. 7 — Stephen
Theaker










Comics


Magic Mirror: A Compendium of Comics
1983–1998


Ed Pinsent

Eibonvale Press, pb, 354pp

Eibonvale Press here take a very successful first step into
comics publishing. The artwork, most of it originally appearing in
fanzine-type publications in the eighties and nineties, looks
fantastic, Pinsent’s bold black lines reproducing with perfect
clarity — though if you flick through without reading you might
imagine it formless nonsense, such is the variety of strange,
apparently random imagery it presents. Once you begin to read, the
coherence of each individual story becomes clear. Useful notes from
the author help clarify his intentions, but leave room for the
reader’s personal response. Among my favourites were the two-part
tale of “The Last Eskimo”, who awakes from a ten-thousand year
freeze to hunt down the wandering moon, and “The Lion Sleeps
Tonite”, about a stationery thief confronted by his own
criminality.

After a series of equally varied and interesting shorts —
divided into humorous tales, fables, family tales, Astorial
anecdotes, poems and dark tales — the book takes a slight dip with
the first three Windy Wilberforce stories. Predating many of the
other strips, they are a little dull and over-long (not to mention
that their tale of stupidity caused by “nigrification” is open to a
very unsympathetic reading), but important parts of the collection
in that they establish Windy as an essentially decent human being.
With the next story things are back to the usual high quality — but
Windy himself is at his worst, becoming a paper dictator and
earning himself the wrath of the world’s trees! After an odd pair
of shorts, the last ninety pages are devoted to a hallucinatory,
prophetic Wilberforce epic, “The Saga of the Scroll”, which is
breathtaking, ambitious, experimental and not a little baffling, in
the best possible way.

Well worth the attention of anyone interested in indie comics,
or indeed anyone who has enjoyed other Eibonvale books, among which
it sits very comfortably. 7 — Stephen Theaker












Games


Perfect Dark


Rare

Xbox 360

The Nintendo classic has been remade for XBLA, with hi-res
textures and none of the slowdown that reportedly plagued the
ambitious original. Joanna Dark is a near future secret agent with
a cut-glass English accent whose missions take her into the depths
of a conspiracy involving global corporations, warring aliens and
artificial intelligences.

For those who haven’t played the original, the shooting system
takes a little getting used to — the trick is to let the
intelligent sights find targets on their own — but once you have
the hang of it the game becomes a smooth, sleek experience, one
that’s full of unexpected detail and rich with possibility.

On top of the single player levels, which grow in complexity and
size as the skill level rises, there are game-changing cheats like
slow motion or monkey mode, extra weapons, challenge levels,
four-player split screen, online play, co-operative play and
counter-operative play. For £6.80, this is ridiculously good value.
8 — Stephen Theaker












Movies


The Dinner Party


Scott Murden (dir/wri)

Kaleidoscope, DVD, 88mins

This semi-sequel to real-life events begins with a group of
Australian students being cautioned and interviewed about the
evening of 12 September 2007, when Angela King, a beautiful, insane
drama addict (played by Heartbreak High vet Lara Cox), threw a
farewell dinner party. A farewell to life, that is: she and
boyfriend Joel planned to kill themselves after dessert. Anything
to avoid charades! Their insufferable student friends came to
spectate and cheer them on. But Joel knew nothing about the suicide
plan, and no one thought to tell him.

This is a decent stab at making a high concept film on a very
low budget, but it wasn’t terribly exciting to watch. Fifty minutes
of story are padded out with lots of moody montages, while police
interviews and flashbacks to Joel and Angela’s first meeting add
little to the film. Issues of complicity and moral courage are
raised in a perfunctory way, and there’s a curious lack of weight
to it all. Knowing from the beginning that most of them survive
kills much of the tension. The only question left is whether things
will play out as you are led to believe, or if there will be a
twist. But I wasn’t made to care — the speculation felt
academic.

By far my favourite part of this film was the appearance of the
paramedics at the end: they felt crushingly real, people getting on
with their jobs, following well-worn routines in the most ghastly
of circumstances. Perhaps they were real: the emergency services
are thanked in the credits. Credit also to the music, by Fire on
the Hill and The Andi & George Band, a melancholy atonal noise
with swings towards Tangerine Dream cosmic rock. 5
— Stephen Theaker












Hunter Prey


Sandy Collora (dir.)

Kaleidoscope, DVD, 88mins

A spaceship crashes, leaving just a few survivors to hunt a
dangerous quarry — whose world their race has destroyed — across a
desert. Though it’s hard to understand what they are saying through
their helmet intercoms, it soon becomes clear that this is
essentially the Star Trek episode Arena (or the Fredric Brown story
it adapted) drawn out over ninety minutes, with a chunk of Enemy
Mine padding things out. My impression was that, like Rodriguez
making Mariachi, the film-makers did their sums, figured out the
bare minimum they needed to make a movie, and managed to do it —
for which they have my great admiration. But having worked out that
they could make it, I wonder if they asked themselves
whether they should, whether this film was really worth
the effort. A low budget film needs to offer something you can’t
get elsewhere: a good idea, a good script, a strong story, a great
performance — something! — and this film doesn’t have that.

It’s all very flat, with none of the flair that marked Rodriguez
as a director to watch, even when working without money, and aside
from some decent alien make-up, a couple of nice spaceship shots,
and a good performance by Damion Poitier as the lead alien, there’s
not much to commend it. The mid-way twist might surprise viewers
new to science fiction. The music tries hard, but is hopelessly
overblown for lengthy scenes of desert wandering. The casting of
Clark Bartram as lead human is perhaps the biggest mistake. Best
known for his role in Batman: Dead End, the excellent fan film that
was Collara’s calling card, he seems out of his depth as the lead
in a feature. There’s little sense of what the character has been
through, or the gravity of what he’s planning to do, and if his
beard harks back to Dallas, MacReady and other hirsute heroes of
science fiction past, the comparison does him no favours.
3 — Stephen Theaker










Ju-on: White Ghost / Ju-on: Black
Ghost


Ryûta Miyake, Mari Asato
(dirs)

Japan, DVD, 2x60mins

The two latest instalments in the Grudge saga, which already
includes a dizzying array of films, TV movies and remakes, arrive
now on a single DVD. White Ghost gets off to a cracking start with
a pizza delivery guy getting the fright of his life (as did we —
the children wondered what we had been shouting about!), but falls
off quite sharply. Black Ghost is made up of longer segments, and
has a more coherent narrative, but isn’t quite up to the same
standard. The ghosts of the first film are exceedingly creepy,
though dulled a bit by repetition, while the apparently latex-clad
black ghost is much less effective.

In both, the jumps back and forth in time usual to a Grudge film
mean the mystery is not always whodunnit, but what’s the
connection, where did it all begin? The only rule is that the
victim must have had contact with another person affected by the
curse. As a result the films can be rather disjointed and
distractingly baffling, but it frees them from the need for a
semi-indestructible protagonist — anyone can die, at any time, and
that’s key to the popularity of the series.

These films don’t have to play fair. In a new Halloween, you
know roughly what kind of scare is coming, and from where on the
screen it’s likely to come. Here anything can happen anywhere, with
sudden, shocking unfairness. If the scares sometimes feel cheap,
the terror they inspire is often priceless. That said, the scares
are not the only thing here that’s cheap: the effects and acting
are not always at the level you’d expect from a film. They seem to
be shot on video, and I’d guess that these hour-long films were
made for TV or released direct to DVD. But if you liked the
previous Grudge films, there’s much to enjoy here too.
5 — Stephen Theaker










Iron Man 2


Jon Favreau (dir.)

US, Marvel, 124mins

The Iron Man saga picks up after Tony Stark reveals to the
masses that he is the man inside the metal suit whose gold and fire
engine red colour scheme reflect his charmingly narcissistic
personality. In full superhero regalia, Stark descends on the expo
that bears his name, then, on a stage replete with cheerleaders and
audio-visual effects, he enchants his audience with talk of world
peace.

Alas, forces align to rust our fast-talking, womanising hero’s
plans. First is Justin Hammer, the equally conceited, yet
infinitely more annoying competing weapons manufacturer whose
ultimate objective is to “make Iron Man look like an antique”. Then
there is Ivan Vanko, the brilliant Russian physicist, who likely
says as much in one week as Stark and Hammer do in one minute.
Vanko is bent on destroying Iron Man because he believes Stark’s
father is responsible for his own father’s financial ruin and exile
to Siberia. Finally, there is the arc reactor implanted in Stark’s
chest; the same device that is keeping him alive is also slowly
killing him by poisoning his blood.

Nearly everything about this film made it a pleasure to
experience. Robert Downey Jr.’s portrayal of the protagonist flies
in the face of the typical self-effacing superhero. And that’s a
good thing. Whether he’s amusing the courtroom at his own trial,
engaging in a verbal ping-pong match with his prissy assistant
Virginia “Pepper” Potts, or casually getting into a racecar at the
Monaco Grand Prix, Stark constantly leaves the viewer wondering
what’s next.

Mickey Rourke’s Vanko has given us the most nuanced villain
since Heath Ledger’s Joker. With his tattooed skin, grungy hair,
sloppy clothes, curt speech, and disregard for fame and fortune,
Vanko makes the perfect counterpoint to Stark. Each of Rourke’s
physical flourishes — watch for his mouth movements and his
peculiar strut — add to his character’s appeal.

Perhaps the only drawback to this film is that compared to
Stark, Vanko, and Hammer, most of the other characters (e.g. the
Black Widow, Nick Fury, and especially Lt. Colonel James Rhodes)
seem so — if you’ll pardon the material reference — wooden. And
there were a couple scenes, such as Iron Man, Nick Fury, and the
Black Widow meeting in full costume at a doughnut shop, that added
a little unnecessary fat.

Some believe that a big budget and lots of special effects are a
formula for disaster. Others are convinced that a sequel can never
live up to the original. Iron Man 2 proves them all wrong, and it
does so while making Batman look so boring! — Douglas J. Ogurek










A Nightmare on Elm Street (2010)


Samuel Bayer (dir.)

US, New Line, 95mins

A more refined, though not necessarily more entertaining, Freddy
slices his way through the remake of the storied 1984 film that
spawned two decades of finger blades, one-dimensional characters,
and bad puns. Too far into the film, the protagonists, two
unexceptional teens — but aren’t most teens unexceptional? — begin
to unravel their connection to the severely burned man who is
trying to slice them apart in their dreams. The
trying-too-hard-to-be-a-reclusive-artist Nancy and the Robert
Pattinson wannabe Quentin strive to keep themselves awake to avoid
being impaled by the man in the frayed sweater striped in red and…
what is that other colour? Taupe? Quentin, an ADD sufferer who pops
pills and injects adrenaline to shun sleep, must also contend with
gigantic eyebrows, which must weigh down his eyelids. Nevertheless,
Kyle Gallner, the actor who plays Quentin, gives one hope that
someday, the characters in these movies will have some motivation
beyond staying awake. Someday.

Nevertheless, one doesn’t watch a Freddy movie to see
Oscar-winning performances. One watches for the monster popping
out, the people getting killed in unique ways, and the telling of
bad jokes. And there’s plenty of that.

Jackie Earle Haley’s take on the B movie horror icon is
admirable. His resonant voice is a bit more frightening than Robert
Englund’s, and his movements are much more economic than the
spastic gyrations of his predecessor. Certain nuances, such as the
scritching sound he creates while rapidly rubbing his claws
together and the “hmmmm” as he confronts the protagonist in her
bedroom, are endearing.

Still, there was something about that old Freddy — call it a
maniacal panache — that seemed to be missing. For instance, one
gets the feeling that the contemporary Freddy would have snubbed
his forerunner’s methods of slicing off his fingertips, or slashing
open his maggot-infested chest, then laughing. Other missing gems
were the hilariously ungainly Freddy run, and the cartoon-like
series of booby traps that Nancy sets for her pursuer.

Watching the new film, much like watching all the Freddy films,
is a lot like eating a doughnut. You get your dough, your frosting,
and your sprinkles. Everything you expected. And when you’re done,
you think, “I shouldn’t have eaten that.” But this you have to
admit: you did enjoy it. — Douglas Ogurek










Pandora and the Flying Dutchman


Albert Lewin (dir/wri)

Park Circus, DVD/BluRay, 118mins

A story of fate, passion, jealousy, suicide, bullfighting and
translation from 1950, Pandora and the Flying Dutchman takes place
twenty years earlier in Esperanza, on the coast of Spain, but its
story begins centuries before that. On trial for an appalling
crime, Hendrick van der Zee blasphemes most dreadfully and is
cursed by God to wander the seas of the earth until judgment day.
There’s a way out: every seven years he gets to spend half a year
among men, to find a woman who could redeem him, a woman willing to
give up her life for him.

Pandora Reynolds understands unreasonable demands, since she
makes them of others: she tells one suitor that she will not
consider his advances unless he pushes his car off a cliff, but
considers their deal broken when he recovers it from the ocean.
Shea drama queen, a vicarious thrill seeker who, unfulfilled by her
life, chooses “fury and destruction”, as the Dutchman says.
Meeting, they are overwhelmed by their mutual need, though knowing
what must result he resists as long as he is able.

For a restored print, it’s a bit scratchy, and the colour is
very variable — traces perhaps of why it required restoration in
the first place. Despite that, the beauty of the film shines
through: each shot resembles a carefully composed oil painting,
often with symbolic intent — when Pandora and Hendrick kiss for the
first time, and in other crucial scenes, his ship is visible in the
distance, hanging over them, predicting their doom. The narration
is sometimes rather on the nose, with the actors appearing to act
comically in response to the narration, but the performances are
otherwise excellent, James Mason and Ava Gardner in particular
being quite wonderful as the Dutchman and Pandora.

Though Pandora’s depiction in the film is unflattering, a
feminist reading is possible, by which she is frustrated by the
limitations of her times, and forced to live through the men in her
life. “Happiness lies in the simple things,” says Stephen Cameron,
her rather aged suitor, but given his determination to break the
land speed record it’s clear the maxim is for wives rather than
husbands. Given the opportunity, Pandora might have found
fulfilment and drama behind the wheel of her own racing car, rather
than in the arms of a tragic ghost.

It’s a remarkable film, and one whose re-release is well-timed
to appeal to fans of modern films of supernatural romance — though
given its tragic conclusion, and the way that conclusion is
presented as heroic, beautiful and inevitable, it’s perhaps the
last thing maudlin, love-struck teenagers should be watching!
7 — Stephen Theaker










The Storm Warriors


Pang Brothers (dir/wri)

Cine Asia, DVD, 106 mins

Through poisonous treachery Lord Godless has captured the
Emperor of China. Unable to defeat the invincible atheist, the
great generals of China incinerated, Wind and Cloud retreat to
gather their strength. Wind walks Lord Wicked’s path of evil, the
dangers of which are shown by Wicked’s decision to cut off his own
arms, to limit his own evil-doing. Cloud takes on the powers of
master Nameless, creating twenty-three new sword styles of “divine
superiority” along the way, collectively known as “Ba!” Time for a
rematch!

The special effects in this film are often fantastic: it’s a
video game come to life. Aaron Kwok and Ekin Cheng return to the
roles they originated in Andy Lau’s 1998 film The Storm Riders
(which I found a little underwhelming), and Wind and Cloud look
like they’ve stepped out of a Squaresoft cut-scene. As in The Eye
trilogy, and even their otherwise slightly disappointing American
film The Messengers, the Pang Brothers make brilliant and often
subtle use of digital effects. Much like 300, 95% of the film is
computer generated, estimates Oxide Pang in the special
features.

It’s not a perfect film: its adoration of 300 is not restricted
to technical issues, certain shots and costumes feeling more like
cheap imitations than homages. The female characters have little to
do but look serious and pretty (and in many cases die) and the two
heroes are a bit soppy and stiff. But in a film where the main draw
is the fighting those flaws can be overlooked.

At worst reminiscent of clunky, melodramatic Indian telefantasy,
at best quite fantastic, this is one of the better movies of its
type I’ve seen since Zu Warriors of the Mystic Mountain. If it had
featured a character with extensible eyebrows, or even a scene
where the heroes took on a decently-sized army or two, it might
have beaten even Zu. I didn’t always understand what was going on,
but when it happened I was enthralled.

The DVD includes a commentary by Bey Logan and 80 minutes of
interviews and special features. 6 — Stephen
Theaker
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