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The Editor’s Page
Welcome to the premier issue of Stories in the Ether!

This is a new publication from Nevermet Press that aims to publish the best short fi ction 
on the Internet. Within these pages you’ll fi nd thirteen wonderful stories from bright new 
authors looking to push your imagination into their worlds of fantasy, steampunk, and 
science fi ction. It’s wild ride that take you through war-torn fantasy worlds, to witness 
man-eating moths, and vengeful art-witches fi ghting off a would-be rapist. Along the 
way you’ll meet some steampunk Russian scientists and learn why fi xing washing 
machines can be therapeutic even for the most traumatised war heroes. And whatever 
you do - don’t read scrolls handed to you by evil demon goddesses from the beyond...

To keep you reading, we’ve kept the genres loose. Each story stands out and 
we’ll keep you guessing what on tap next. We hope you enjoy them.

But don’t go just yet...

Stories in the Ether is something new for Nevermet Press and we value, above all else, 
your feedback. Each of these stories have been published on our blog and we invite you to 
stop by to leave a comment for the authors and artists that created them. Alternatively, I’d 
love to hear from you personally as well. Nevermet 
Press is a labor of love for me, and Stories in the 
Ether is no exception. Feedback about this fi rst 
issue, what you loved and, perhaps, what may 
be missing, is invaluable for helping improve the 
next issue! So - drop me a line and I’ll publish 
your question and answer in the next issue.

Cheers, 

Jonathan Jacobs
Editor in Chief
Nevermet Press

editor@nevermetpress.com

Become our fan on Facebook
facebook.com/nevermetpress

Follow us on Twitter
twitter.com/nevermetpress

Subscribe to our blog
nevermetpress.com/blog

Stories in the Ether
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Dark Days in 
Bright City

by Matt Delman

R
aindrops explode on ground in front of me 
while cold wind blowsz through my oilcloth 
trenchcoat. “Sukkin sin.” I clap hand over 

mouth and pray no one hears me. This would not be 
good thing. I huddle in alleyway across from well-
lit bar, coat buttoned tight while I spy on entrance to 
building.

I flick switch on goggles taken from shop. Tiny gears 
click into place. Front door of bar focuses through rain-
storm; door flies open. Singing spills out. I change at-
tention to several men clumped outside bar. Even with 
better focus on door, men are still unclear through rain. 
I flick second switch and am able to see men clearly.

Every man is sailor on shore leave. Or ruffians 
dressed in pea coats common to sailors. Either one 
is possible in this section of Callarion. One turns to-
ward me as I see flash of flame at mouth. Must be 
match lighting cigarette. My mouth dries at thought 
of smooth tobacco. I lick my lips and clench my fists 
to hold still. Nyet. I stopped smoking because Sonya 
asked. It would be wrong of me to start again, though 
she lay dead these past three years.

Bar door opens and sea shanty spills out. Tune 
sounds familiar, but wind obscures clear hearing. Bells 
of Saint Michael’s church toll the hour seconds later. 
Those I can hear fine. I pull fobwatch from pocket. Ca-
leb said last night that Butcher was to meet associate 
outside this bar one hour ago. Perhaps Caleb’s informa-
tion was wrong.  But these are dark days in Bright City. 
I cannot afford to abandon post on hunch.

I hear sea shanty again and wish I could join sailors 
in bar, forget about mission. But I did not come here for 
singing — I came to stop Butcher from creating more 
mechanical creatures for Premier. Lack of mechanical 
army will make Butcher’s master that much easier to 
topple.

Thoughts of Butcher’s creations remind me of day I 
saw Sonya’s face on mechanical monster. I curse Butch-
er every day for turning my wife into machine. This 
is why I sit here now, huddled in dark, despite high 
chance of death at hands of men loyal to Premier.

Possibility of capture is why I have rubber cap-
sule embedded in front tooth. I caress poison pill with 
tongue; rough edge is comforting despite purpose. Its 
presence makes me brave, and will allow me to do what 
I must. I rub hands together. Fingerless gloves good for 
detail work but not for sitting in cold alleyway. Men 

in alleyway draw attention again. Would Butcher be 
meeting one of them? Caleb had no information other 
than time Butcher would arrive.

It is another hour before skinny figure wearing top 
hat and black longcoat slick with rain strides toward 
bar. I click button on goggles. Zoom lenses snap into 
place as lightning flashes overhead. Hooked nose and 
scar along cheek could only mean Butcher. Sudden an-
ger burns in me, spurring motion, but I hold back. Plan 
requires Butcher to first meet with contact. Burly man 
walks out of bar as skinny man approaches. Perhaps he 
is man Butcher is to meet.

k

“Ah, Herr Doctor!” Burly man’s voice booms, but 
thunder covers rest of voice. I quickly unfold Collaps-
ible Listening Cone and press to ear.

“… enter this fine establishment?” Butcher’s nasal 
voice grates on ears. “It is far too cold out here for any 
lengthy discourse.”

“Ja, of course. Fair warning the beer is piss here.” 
Big man leads Butcher into bar. I stuff cone back in 
pocket, and stride across street. Men outside bar stare 
at me, and I touch throat in unconscious salute. Men 
repeat gesture, and I know they were once Navy. 
Thought of former comrades here warms me. Perhaps I 
will have allies tonight.

I enter bar and push goggles onto head. Loss of 
sight from fogging glass is not something I can afford. 
Air inside bar hangs heavy with smoke and smell of 
stale beer. Is stark change from outside, and I do not see 
Butcher or companion at first. Sailors and dockworkers 
fill bar with singing and loud talking, while fat bar-
tender serves pints from long oak bar at back.

I scan room, and see half dozen men in black long-
coats in corner nearest door. They give appearance of 
being uninterested in surroundings, but one’s eyes 
flick to me every few seconds. Could be soldiers watch-
ing for trouble; could also be brigands. Either way I am 
on guard.

I pick my way through press of tables and people 
toward bar. Though I feel eyes of men on me while I 
move, I do not turn. Let them wonder if I see them or 
not. Stairway and twin doors at rear of room offer es-
cape if needed.

I catch sight of Butcher when I pass group of dock-
workers at fireplace. Butcher and his friend sit with 
heads close together in booth near kitchen door. I flex 
my fingers to stop reaching for gun. Stick to plan. Kill-
ing Butcher in room full of witnesses is not good idea. 
Follow him, kidnap him, put fear into his heart. Is bet-
ter use of talent.

I sit on barstool in corner opposite from Butcher. 
This allows keeping of watch without appearing to 
do so. I glance at mirror behind bar, where light from 
lamps and fire reflect in orangey glow. Men in long-
coats near door try to study me without notice. Gloopi-



6 • Stories in the Ether 1

ye obyez’yani. Never did I see such poorly trained 
spies. Capture even by bad spies would be inadvisable. 
If they guard Butcher, they will attempt to take me to 
dungeons.

Bartender waddles over. Bulge under apron is 
wrong shape to be bellyfat of man, and tucked strange-
ly into belt. I glimpse shape of gun barrel when he 
turns. Da, of course. Bartender is smart to carry iron in 
unsavory place.

“What’ll it be, sir?”
“Bottle of Fantovan semi-dark please, barmyen.” I 

wave him close, and bartender leans in. “Tuck iron in 
trouser pocket, not apron. Easier draw and less dan-
ger.”

k

“Y-yes sir.” Hands of bartender shake when he 
serves me bottle. I try for disarming smile, but he scur-
ries away quicker than greased clock gears. He prob-
ably thought he hid gun better. It will be if he follows 
advice. I stare at Butcher while I sip beer. If intelligence 
correct, Butcher and associate should leave soon. As-
sociate is unimportant. If he resists I kill. If he runs I let 
free. Butcher is only one I care about.

Hand claps onto shoulder as smell of cigarette 
smoke fills air. I slowly turn on stool, and look into face 
of man in black coat. He takes two puffs from cigarette 
before removing from mouth.

“Are you Dmitry Radimov?” man says. I sip from 
beer instead of replying. Inside I curse lack of foresight. 
Of course government would know my face; high-level 
clearance for ten years meant Premier had record of my 
appearance.

“Who asks?”
“Come with us, Commander.” Man brushes coat 

aside to reveal long-barreled pistol on hip. I grin. If 
man read file, he would know threat is big mistake.

“Nyet.”
“Then I am forced to arrest you by command of His 

Excellency the Lord Premier.” Man turns to comrades. 
“Take him.”

“I think not.” I slam bottle into man’s face. He 
stumbles into other soldier. I jump off stool and punch 
another man. He crashes onto table of dockworkers. 
Burly men leap to feet and throw man aside. I bound 
onto table of sailors in mid-song. Sailors reach for me, 
but I jump to next table in line. Men in longcoats follow 
as I stir up bar. By time I reach door angry shouts of 
sailors and dockworkers fill room.

I land at door and look back. Men in longcoats are 
behind crowd. One tries to explain he wants through, 
but line of sailors lunges. Burly sailor lifts nearest sol-
dier by collar. Someone fires gun and bar patrons scat-
ter. Bartender stands at back with repeating rifle point-
ed to ceiling. I tip hat to man, and step outside.

Fight got my blood flowing; cold night does not 
feel as bad anymore. I curse at loss of Butcher. Plan 
was so close to happening. Sinov’ya shlyooh soldiers 
had to interfere. I stride across street to alley. Butcher 
still prowls city without fear. This should not be so; not 
while Sonya exists as mechanical monster.

I creep through moonlit night. Rain still pours 
from sky, while thunder rolls overhead. Nearest sewer 
entrance is two streets over. From there I return to shop 
and await next chance at capture of Butcher. Chug of 
carriage engine on next street gives pause.

Steam flows from beneath high-mounted vehicle. 
Rubber wheels bounce slow along cobbles as carriage 
drives near. Is smart driver; streets not good in this 
section of city for many years. Black-lacquered body 
of vehicle gleams ebony in moonlight, while brass 
decorations burn gold under lightning. Clean lines and 
sleek body impress craftsman sensibility. Machine is 
gorgeous example of proper design.

Callarion eagle is emblazoned on carriage nose. I 
step back into deeper shadows. Eagle means govern-
ment employee, which means trouble if I am seen. Car-
riage passes, and I glimpse Butcher’s face through win-
dow. I stare after carriage.

k

“Gloopoye dyer’mo.” I run down street. If I can 
catch carriage, then plan could still work. Carriage 
turns corner ahead. Rain-slick road makes it hard to 
run well, but I reach carriage when it slows through 
puddle. I grab hold of bar on back and jump to roof. 
Carriage halts. I nearly fall off, but hold tight.

Man’s face appears. “What in the —?” Swift kick 
knocks him to ground.

“Davidson!” Butcher says. Door opens and closes. 
I jump down. In clock’s tick I have Butcher pinned 
against carriage and revolver shoved in face.

“Into seat of driver,” I growl. Butcher’s eyes cross 
at gun. I shove him toward front of carriage. He scram-
bles into seat of driver, and I climb into back. Levers 
and gears click when engine engages. We trundle to-
ward three-story building on corner.

“Turn left at next road.”
Butcher turns. I keep pistol aimed. Is good to make 

clear I control events.
“I can give you anything you want,” Butcher says 

after right turn at second street. “Money. Power. Wom-
en. I have the ear of the Lord Premier.”

“Bribe attempt is unappreciated.” I click hammer 
of gun. First click removes safety. Second primes bul-
let. Knuckles turn white on wheel of steering. “I will 
shoot if offer repeated.”

Three more turns. I order halt.
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“Out of carriage.” I gesture with barrel of gun. 
Butcher runs when door opens. I leap from carriage. 
Capture is easy; I tackle Butcher before one block. I jerk 
him to feet and shove toward building. “Inside,” I say. 
“Now, before I shoot.”

“In there?” Butcher frowns. Warehouse looks ready 
to fall down. Windows near roofline are bereft of glass. 
Graffiti decorates lower portion of structure. Butcher 
hesitates. I fire shot at feet. He jumps away like legs on 
spring.

“Inside warehouse. Road will not be next target.”
Butcher walks to building. He pushes door beside 

huge gate of iron slats. Door creaks open and he enters 
half-step ahead. I direct past rat droppings and leav-
ings of homeless men to metal chair in center of ware-
house. He starts turn. I slam butt of pistol into head. 
Butcher crumples to floor. I holster gun, and lift under 
arms. He is heavier than I expect, but still I prop up in 
chair.

I chain him to arms and step back. Now he is se-
cure, and will not rise until I release. Good. Is time 
for working. Vial of smelling salts cracked under nose 
shocks Butcher awake. Chains rattle when he tries 
movement.

“What are you doing?” Fear fills voice. Slap across 
face echoes through room.

“I will ask questions, Butcher.”
“What did you call me?”
“Name is Henri Desmarais, Butcher of Kirvan 

Mountains, yes?”
“I am a doctor.”
“Nyet.” I slap again. “Doctor heals people. You turn 

into mechanical abominations.”
“Please do not hurt me.” He pleads now. Perhaps 

he sees in eyes anger that heats blood. Perhaps he fears 
chains. Is unimportant which one. “I will give you any-
thing,” he says. “Anything at all.”

I draw gun, and lean in until we are eye to eye. He 
gulps at pressure of pistol on his temple. “I want my 
wife back.” 

k

Swallow of Butcher is loud in room. Fear shines 
in eyes when I step back. Gun hammer clicks twice. 
Cacophony of gunshot vibrates air; smoke fills space 
between. I wave smoke away. Butcher is slumped in 
chair, bullet hole in forehead leaking blood. I step close 
to inspect wound. Brain matter decorates floor in spray 
pattern from force of shot. I lift head of Butcher and 
look in dead eyes.

“May soul burn in Appolyon’s mouth.” I spit in face 
of dead man. Eyes open and staring in shock forever. 
Butcher did not expect arrival of death. Now I dispose 
of body. Is not good to leave evidence of vengeance.

Warehouse door explodes inward. I roll away from 
body and come to feet running. Shouts of Gendarmes 
carry from front of building, but I do not stop. Only 
stupid man engages superior numbers when no advan-
tage is had. I slam through back door into alley.

Footsteps clatter against cobblestones. Engines 
roar to life somewhere nearby. I run three blocks before 
turn. Second door down alleyway is open, precisely as 
I left. I slam door shut on moonlit night. Place is hidden 
well from Gendarmes. Now I wait for cease of pursuit.

Warmth blooms in me at memory of fear in dead 
eyes of Butcher. Plea in his voice was symphony. Face 
of Sonya rises in memory, and sadness grows in heart. 
Death of Butcher important, but does not bring back 
love of life. No more will I hear laugh, or name called in 
lilting voice. Darkness sits over grief; satisfaction is not 
forthcoming like I expect. I caress rough edge of poison 
pill with tongue again. Perhaps I will see Sonya again if 
I bite. Idea has merit. I cannot say how much.	 ]

« Matthew DelMan is a writer, editor, and independent 
steampunk academic based in Eastern Massachusetts. 
He is the Chief Editor of Doctor Fantastique’s Show of 
Wonders; founding blogger of Free the Princess, a practi-
cal literary guide to steampunk; and the Managing Editor 
of Steampunk & Company, an imprint of Flying Pen Press. 
Matthew also writes travel articles for HelloMetro.com, fo-
cusing on destinations in the New England region.
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the reConDite 
riDDle of the 
rose rogue

by Dawn Vogel

C
hrysanthemum was the first to notice, as she 
often was. Some might have accused her of be-
ing a busybody, but she preferred to think of 

herself as observant. As the youngest daughter, at age 
eight, her job was to make minor repairs on the flowers, 
and to mark any flowers in need of major repairs for 
Mother to take care of later. So Chrysanthemum had 
become familiar with most of the flowers, and spent a 
considerable part of her day walking down paths, look-
ing for anything that needed to be fixed.

As she passed through the rose garden at the heart 
of the greenhouse, she marveled that she had not seen 
any of Father’s clockwork bees buzzing past her, head-
ing for the prize of the collection, the jeweled roses. 
Dripping with gemstones that glittered like dewdrops, 
these exquisite flowers fetched an enormous price at 
the market. They were also very rare. The first five jew-
eled roses that Chrysanthemum’s maternal grandfa-
ther, Leopold Brecht, had lovingly crafted and named 
after his five daughters, produced but a few new 
blooms each year. The “baby” roses could be sold, but 
the “mothers” remained protected in the mechanical 
garden.

The first rose had been crafted from scrap iron and 
yellow sapphires, the edges of the metal ground until 
they lost their jagged edges, and then the whole piece 
polished until it shone. It was the largest of the five, 
the prototype design from which Brecht had been able 
to gradually make the roses smaller and more refined. 
The second rose was all steel and rubies, the third rose 
of caesium with emeralds, the fourth rose made from 
bronze and garnets, and the fifth and most delicate 
rose of copper and amber.

But now, Chrysanthemum saw only four of the 
large jeweled roses. Counting again, she identified the 
missing rose, the smallest of the “mothers.” Immedi-
ately, she reached for her notebook and pocket watch. 
“9:37 a.m. Jeweled rose Leona is not in the rose garden,” 
she wrote in a flowing cursive. She tucked away her 
notebook and brought her pinky fingers to her mouth, 
preparing to whistle for her older sister, Marigold (who 

was twelve and was nearly as clever as Chrysanthe-
mum, or so the younger girl believed), when suddenly 
she gasped.

Near the edge of one the paths away from the cen-
ter of the greenhouse, a bit of loose soil marred the tidy 
walkway. All of the family members who tended the 
garden were fastidious about keeping the paths pris-
tine. This confirmed her suspicion immediately.

Breaking into a run toward the cottage, she shout-
ed, “Mother, Father, Leona has been stolen!”

k

 “Ah-ah-choo!” Constable Lawrence sneezed again, 
before blowing his nose loudly into his handkerchief. 
“Apologies, ma’am. I’m afraid that I’m dreadfully aller-
gic to flowers.”

“More accurately, you’re allergic to the pollen,” 
Marigold corrected him. She had begun studying the 
intricacies of the workings of the garden, and consid-
ered herself an expert on the subject. “If you were al-
lergic to the flowers, the ones we have here wouldn’t 
bother you, because they’re made of metal. But the pol-
len in them is just like that of natural flowers.”

Constable Lawrence regarded the girl coolly. “You 
don’t say.”

“Come along, girls,” Mother said as she turned to 
walk away from the rose garden. “Let’s leave the con-
stables to their business and get back to our own.”

Marigold and Chrysanthemum shared a quiet 
look, then began to follow their mother. Within min-
utes, both had split off from the main path and looped 
around to meet up behind a large bush with gently 
clinking leaves. The bush was a perfect place for them 
to hide and watch the constables at work.

“I don’t think they’re going to find anything, Mari-
gold,” Chrysanthemum confided.

“You showed them the dirt, and they didn’t even 
look at it twice,” Marigold replied sadly.

From the other side of the bush, the female con-
stable’s voice resounded. “Wild place they’ve got here, 
don’t ya think?” Constable Jefferson asked, smiling at 
her partner.

“Downright unnatural,” Constable Lawrence re-
plied. “How d’ya suppose it all works?” He peered 
intently at one of the large jeweled roses, which had 
closed itself up as though it were nighttime. Although 
the roses were not meant to be sensitive to such things, 
they often exhibited defense mechanisms, like hiding 
their brilliance in dangerous times.

Marigold leaned in closer to her sister’s ear. “The 
roses are hiding. Do you think one of the constables 
could be the thief?”

“No,” Chrysanthemum whispered a bit crossly. 
“I’ve read enough detective stories, and I’m fairly sure 
that anyone as inefficient as these two could not be the 
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culprit. I’m a little chagrinned that they are the only in-
vestigators that the precinct bothered to send. They’re 
going to need our help, I think.”

Marigold nodded. “You go look for tracks while 
you check on the fl owers. I’ll oil the pansies and stay 
near the rose garden. Give a call if you need any help.”

Chrysanthemum whistled softly, mimicking the 
sound made by a yellow-bellied warbler.

“And they got mechanical birds, too!” Constable 
Jefferson exclaimed, fl abbergasted.

k

Chrysanthemum walked slowly along the paths of 
the garden. She moved as quietly as she could, fear-
ing that perhaps the thief had not yet left the premises. 
While she was certain that she knew enough to fi nd 
evidence of how the thief had entered the greenhouse, 
she was not certain that she could escape if she found 
the brigand still lurking within the building. The me-
chanical garden was also a large enough place that 
if she called for help, her family might not be able to 
reach her quickly enough.

For nearly half an hour, she tiptoed around to vari-
ous patches of fl owers, looking both for damaged fl ow-
ers and any sign of an incautious intruder. Not surpris-
ingly, she found both in the same place. In the midst of 
the heliotropes, a large crushed patch showed evidence 
of having had a boot planted in the middle of it.

“Poor little things,” she murmured, as she looked 
closer at the ruined plant. The footprint was large, and 
the crumpled bits of the metallic plant were now em-
bedded in the soil beneath it.

Scanning the area, Chrysanthemum felt like some-
thing was out of place, but could not place it at fi rst. She 
carefully enumerated the fl owers located in this part 
of the garden. “Heliotropes, balloon fl owers, nastur-
tiums, and clematis.”

Then she paused, as she noticed the broken edges 
of a vine of clematis, and in it, saw the thief’s means 
of entry and escape–one of the window panels in the 
greenhouse had been removed. With a sigh, she whis-
tled for Marigold.

k

Illustration by Rob Torno
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Marigold watched the two constables with rapt at-
tention, going through the motions of continuing to oil 
the flowers. Her chores were so regular that she barely 
needed to look at what she was doing, and still did not 
spill a drop of oil. However, the longer she watched 
the constables looking at the flowers instead of looking 
for clues, the more her brow wrinkled and her mouth 
dropped into a frown.

“Pardon me,” she finally said, pointing to a slight 
indentation at the edge of one of the paths. “I believe 
the thief may have gone this way. I think this is a shoe 
print.”

Constable Jefferson looked in Marigold’s direction 
and shook her head dismissively. “Don’t be silly, girl. 
We have a good lead on where the thief would have 
gone.”

“But don’t you want to learn how he got into the 
greenhouse?”

“Not necessary,” replied Constable Lawrence, 
speaking through his crumpled handkerchief. “All we 
need is to find your grandfather’s creation and return 
it. And we have all of the evidence we need to do that. 
Please bid your mother good day.”

A piercing whistle broke the calm of the green-
house. Marigold forced her face into a tight smile be-
fore curtseying and turning her back. As soon as she 
was no longer facing the constables, she rolled her eyes. 
It was certainly a good thing that she and Chrysanthe-
mum were on the case!

k

“What did you find?” Marigold asked as she 
reached Chrysanthemum’s side, breathless.

“The thief destroyed this patch of heliotropes, and 
ripped down some of the clematis, probably when he 
jumped through that panel,” Chrysanthemum pointed 
glumly at the missing window. “Really, I’m a better 
detective than those two fools the precinct sent down, 
and I’m only eight years old.”

Marigold patted her sister’s arm gently. “That’s 
right, Chrysie, you are.”

“Now I’ve got to remove the crushed flowers and 
get Father to cut a new pane for the window,” Chrysan-
themum sighed. “At least those clematis are the new 
self-healing variety. Once we get the window pane 
back in place, they’ll grow back in no time.”

“Before Father repairs the crime scene, let’s think 
about what we know,” Marigold suggested.

“Oh yes, what we know,” Chrysanthemum beamed 
for a moment. “The thief is a man, or a woman with 
very large feet. This crushed patch is nearly 10 inches 
long. I think it’s a man who weighs a bit more than Fa-
ther, because of how compressed the heliotropes are…”

“But he jumped through the window,” Marigold 
interrupted.

“I’ve taken that into consideration. I still maintain 
that he is a heavier man.”

“Good, go on then.”
Chrysanthemum thought for a moment. “He knew 

what he was looking for. At night, with all of the flow-
ers closed and all of the paths dark, he knew to go to 
the center of the garden and take one of the mother 
roses. That means he’s been here before.”

“Yes, that seems likely. But we have so many visi-
tors to the garden every Saturday, that it would be hard 
to say which of them might have decided to steal a 
rose.”

“He would also need to have some sort of good 
connections, I would think,” Chrysanthemum mused. 
“Everyone in Dover knows of Grandfather’s creations. 
The constables apparently think that they’ll find the 
missing rose at the flower market. But he wouldn’t be 
able to sell it there. He would need to smuggle it out of 
the city to a place where no one would know who the 
real owner was.”

“Do you think perhaps a rival inventor hired some-
one to steal the rose? Someone who wanted to take it 
apart and learn Grandfather’s secrets?”

“That could be it! We can look in the guest register 
tonight to see if anyone suspicious has been to the gar-
den recently.”

“I’ll hurry back to the cottage and tell Father about 
the missing pane,” Marigold said as she moved toward 
the path. “And then I’ll bring you a transplant pot for 
the heliotropes. Perhaps Mother can fix them.”

k

“Cyril von Winter?” Marigold read.
“I think he works for the Mayor,” Chrysanthemum 

mused.
“Severin Corvidus?”
“No, he was arrested two days after he visited.”
“Adolphus Cromwell?”
“What are you girls playing at?” Father had put 

down his newspaper, and regarded his two daughters.
“We’re trying to find someone who has been to the 

garden recently that might work for one of Grandfa-
ther’s rivals.”

Father laughed and raised his newspaper again. 
“Ah, my little detectives. Mother says the constables 
who visited today were not half as clever as the two 
of you.”

Marigold and Chrysanthemum shared a puzzled 
glance.

“Do you think he believed us?” Marigold mouthed 
silently. Chrysanthemum shook her head.

“Adolphus Cromwell only looks suspicious. He’s a 
very nice man. Who’s next?” Chrysanthemum asked.

“Lucretia Wynter.”
“Lucky Lucy! Sure, she’s big enough that she could 

have made that footprint!”



 Stories in the Ether 1 • 11

Father chimed in, reading from the paper. “‘Lucky 
Lucy Behind Bars.’ Sorry girls, I think she’s off your 
suspect list. By the way, what’s this about a footprint?” 
Only his arched eyebrows and creased forehead were 
visible over the top of the paper.

“Whoever came in through that open pane left a 
10 inch long footprint in the heliotropes that crushed 
the blooms all the way to the soil,” Chrysanthemum 
mumbled.

“Hmmm,” Father replied.
“What, Father?” Marigold inquired, scrambling to 

his side.
“That sounds like a plain sneak thief, not an in-

ventor’s assistant. And I only know one inventor who 
would hire someone like that. Doctor Dieter Nyx.”

“But if he hired a sneak thief, it could be anyone in 
the register,” Chrysanthemum wailed. “We need some-
thing more if we’re going to track down the culprit.”

“I have just the thing,” Father said with a smile.

k

Father, Marigold, and Chrysanthemum clustered 
around the jeweled roses. Marigold held the oil can, 
while Chrysanthemum held a small jar filled with pol-
len and a paintbrush, and looked skeptically at Father. 
“You’re sure this will work?”

“It’s worth a shot, I think.” He shrugged slightly. 
“Marigold does such a good job with oiling these beau-
ties that they’re difficult to get a good grasp on while 
wearing gloves. Anyway, if it doesn’t reveal any finger-
prints, it will at least be a new experiment to see if we 
can cross-pollinate the jeweled ladies and create some-
thing a bit more hearty.”

Gingerly, Marigold inserted the tip of the oil can 
into one of the tightly closed jeweled roses. The petals 
clinked softly and separated far enough to accept the 
oil that dribbled out. Chrysanthemum quickly brushed 
a pollen-laden stroke across the expanded petals and 
gasped as the whorls of fingerprints became visible 
against the dark exterior of the jeweled rose.

Father leaned in carefully with a piece of adhe-
sive cellophane and pressed it to the side of the rose. 
Then he put the cellophane onto a dark sheet of paper. 
“There we are. We’ll take that to the precinct tomorrow 
and give it to one of the men I know there. And then 
I’ll give him a piece of my mind about those lousy con-
stables that came by earlier today. Shall we see what the 
rest of them reveal?”

k

The next morning, Marigold and Chrysanthemum 
were up early, both girls dressed in their Sunday best. 
When they arrived at the breakfast table, they found a 
note from their father between their places.

Dearest flowers,

I’ve been called to the city early today. Take the 
fingerprints and call on Inspector Gaspard Greymoor 
at the precinct. Give him my calling card and tell him 
what you know. You are both so clever and charming 
that I’m certain he will help you.

All of my love,
Father
“We’re on our own,” Marigold announced.
“Oh dear,” Chrysanthemum moaned.
“We’ll be fine, Chrysie. The precinct isn’t too much 

farther than the church. I know the way.”
“But do you think the inspector will really help 

us?”
“If Father says he will, then I’m sure he will. Come 

along, it will be an adventure!”

k

The precinct house was much larger than Marigold 
remembered, but she did know exactly where it was. 
The girls stood on the front steps, holding hands. In 
their free hands, Marigold clutched their father’s call-
ing card, while Chrysanthemum clutched the sheets of 
fingerprints that they had recovered from two of the 
jeweled roses. After a few moments, a window to the 
right of the stairs opened, and a ginger-haired young 
man stuck his head out. “Well come on in, girls! Can’t 
have you standing on the steps all day!”

The Marsh sisters looked at each other and scur-
ried up the stairs, heading to the right as soon as they 
located a hallway. The ginger-haired man leaned 
against a doorframe, arms crossed.

“So what are you here for? Murder, arson, rob-
bery?”

“Robbery,” Marigold responded.
The young man blinked, then grinned slyly. “Turn-

ing yourselves in, are you?”
“No! We’re investigating a robbery. That is, we 

need help investigating a robbery. We need Inspector 
Gaspard Greymoor.”

“Well then, you’ve come to the right place.” The 
young man bowed deeply, then eyed the girls carefully. 
“You’re Doctor Marsh’s daughters?”

Chrysanthemum’s eyes widened. “Yes, I’m Chry-
santhemum Marsh, and this is my sister Marigold 
Marsh. But how did you know?”

“Your sister’s carrying his card,” Inspector Grey-
moor said, stepping into his office.

Again the sisters shared a long glance, but followed 
the young inspector into his office. He was already 
seated behind the desk, legs outstretched across one 
corner. Pulling a small notepad from his breast pocket, 
he regarded the girls with a serious expression. “What 
do you have for me?”

Chrysanthemum spoke up immediately. “We 
found a pane of glass taken out of the greenhouse wall. 
Father said it was done with precision tools. We found a 



12 • Stories in the Ether 1

footprint in the garden, about 10 inches long, and made 
by a man a bit heavier than you or Father. And Father 
helped us lift these sets of fi ngerprints from the roses.”

“How do you know the fi ngerprints didn’t come 
from one of your family?”

“It’s my job to keep the jeweled roses shining,” 
Marigold stated proudly. “I’m sure that I polished them 
on Tuesday, before Leona was stolen.”

“Well, we can at least hope that the constables kept 
their hands off of the fl owers,” he muttered. “May I see 
the prints?”

Chrysanthemum presented him with the sheets of 
paper, and Inspector Greymoor examined them qui-
etly for several long minutes.

“Well that doesn’t seem 
right,” he fi nally said. “I know 
these prints. Know ‘em almost 
as well as I know my own. 
See that little ridge there?” He 
tapped one of the sheets in 
front of him.

Rising from his desk, 
he moved to a cabinet near 
the wall. As he rummaged 
through the drawers, he con-
tinued explaining. “Couple 
years back, we had a case 
where we had to go through 
every inch of a mansion, tak-
ing prints from everything. 
So we ended up with a lot of 
the prints of the master of the 
house.”

Withdrawing another 
sheet of paper from the cabi-
net, he set it on his desk along-
side the prints that the girls 
had brought, and regarded 
them seriously. “Those fi n-
gerprints belong to Sir Percy 
Wilde, Viscount of Caerden.”

Both girls gasped in uni-
son, looking at the offi cial set 
of fi ngerprints that Inspector 
Greymoor had located along-
side the amateur version that Father had taken.

“But why would a Viscount steal from us?” Chry-
santhemum asked.

“Now hold on, Miss Chrysanthemum,” Inspector 
Greymoor replied. “You can’t simply accuse someone 
like Mr. Wilde of a crime like this.”

“But if his fi ngerprints are on the rose, then he’s a 
suspect,” Marigold insisted. “Even if he had visited the 
garden this past Saturday, which he most certainly did 
not, I’ve cleaned the roses three times since then. Sure-
ly you can’t think that I’m so careless in my chores to 
have neglected the prize of our collection for so long.”

Inspector Greymoor looked at the two girls sol-
emnly. “I know your father well, and I’m sure that he 
didn’t raise dishonest daughters. I do believe you, Miss 
Marigold, but my hands are tied at the moment. Un-
less your father or grandfather is willing to bring for-
mal charges against Mr. Wilde, we would have great 
diffi culty in investigating this case. And to bring for-
mal charges against a Viscount? Well, that could bode 
poorly for your family if the accusations turn out to 
be unfounded. And truly, I cannot fathom any reason 
why he would steal something of this sort. His wealth 
is great enough that he could offer your family quite a 
handsome price for this trinket.”

“Grandfather would never sell it to him,” Marigold 
said.

“You’re right, he 
wouldn’t,” Chrysanthemum 
began, and then gasped. “He 
even told Mr. Wilde that he 
would not part with a single 
one of the jeweled roses at any 
price!”

“Did he now?” asked In-
spector Greymoor.

“Yes,” Chrysanthemum 
insisted. “I remember hear-
ing Grandfather talking to 
Mother late one evening. The 
one that Mr. Wilde wanted to 
purchase was Louise–that’s 
our mother’s namesake rose. 
And Grandfather said that he 
would never part with a single 
one of the roses, but especially 
not his eldest girl.”

Inspector Greymoor con-
sidered Chrysanthemum 
carefully, then turned back 
to the fi ngerprints. Marigold 
hesitated, beginning to speak 
a few times before fi nally tak-
ing a deep breath and speak-
ing. “Father said that the 
clumsy landing could mean 
that it was just a common 

sneak thief who entered the greenhouse. Is it possible 
that someone could have simulated Mr. Wilde’s fi nger-
prints in order to shift the blame?”

Inspector Greymoor pursed his lips in thought. 
“We’ve not seen anything of the sort yet, but it’s cer-
tainly possible. So many things are possible with the 
right application of technology. And shifting the blame 
to someone so prominent is sure to muck up any inves-
tigation–the thief may have realized that.”

“I’ve heard of a few doctors working on that sort 
of technology,” Chrysanthemum mused, trying to re-
member more details. “They say that they will be able 

Illustration by Rob Torno
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to replace the skin on burn victims, but it does seem as 
though such things would have other applications as 
well.”

“Very good,” Inspector Greymoor applauded. “You 
are quite the little mind, Chrysanthemum. Could you 
make me a list of doctors?”

“I couldn’t without my notebook,” she admitted 
shyly. “I left it at home today.”

“Then let’s return to your house,” Inspector Grey-
moor said brightly, tucking all of the fingerprints into 
a satchel and rising from his desk to don his coat and 
hat. “I’d like to have a word with your Grandfather, and 
then I’ll take your list and start questioning some of the 
doctors.”

The girls followed Inspector Greymoor from his 
office into the hallway, where they passed the two con-
stables who had been at the greenhouse the previous 
day.

“Ah, just the constables I was looking for,” the 
young inspector exclaimed. “Constables, you investi-
gated at Marsh Gardens yesterday, did you not?”

“Indeed,” Constable Lawrence replied glumly. 
“And I have a head cold today to show for it.”

“Well then grab an extra handkerchief, my man,” 
Inspector Greymoor chortled. “We have need to go 
back to the garden to speak with the elder Doctor 
Marsh, and I need the two of you to continue your in-
vestigation.”

Marigold and Chrysanthemum rolled their eyes at 
one another, but the rules of decorum said that they 
had best not contradict the inspector’s orders.

k

The next day, Inspector Greymoor called again at 
the Marsh cottage to retrieve the two girls. Marigold 
answered the door, and Chrysanthemum hurried to 
join her, a list of names clutched in one hand, while she 
pulled on her coat with the other hand.

“Let’s see here,” the inspector said, reviewing the 
list of names. “Ah, just three names?”

“Yes,” Chrysanthemum nodded sagely. “There are 
a few others who have dabbled in such things, but they 
haven’t had any appreciable results yet. At least no ap-
preciable results that have been reported by the news-
papers or scientific journals.”

“You read the scientific journals?”
Marigold rolled her eyes. “She reads everything 

she can get her hands on!”
“Well I’d say that’s a habit she should keep on 

with,” Inspector Greymoor laughed aloud. “We’ve 
got three leads because of it! We’ll start with Doctor 
Hellmer, he’s the closest. Then Doctor Jones and Doctor 
Carter, and I’ll have you home in time for tea!”

k

Marigold and Chrysanthemum trudged along a 
few paces behind Inspector Greymoor, who whistled 
as he walked along the sidewalk, tipping his hat gra-
ciously to every person he passed.

“The one reason why I want to grow up before I 
become a detective is so that I’ll have longer legs, and 
won’t get so tired from walking everywhere,” Chry-
santhemum gasped.

“That seems like a good idea,” Marigold agreed. 
“But my legs are at least five inches longer than yours, 
and it’s not helping any.”

“Almost there, girls,” the inspector called out as he 
regarded them. “And then we’ll be done for the day. 
Perhaps we can even take a cabriolet back to the gar-
den. Of course, if we have to take any suspects in, we’ll 
have to take the wagon to the station and then a cab 
home.”

Both girls quickened their pace, excited by the 
thought of getting to take a fancy cabriolet, or even to 
ride on the police wagon. They caught up to Inspector 
Greymoor in no time, as he approached the door of a 
handsomely appointed house.

The maid who opened the door resembled a mouse, 
only peeking her nose and eyes out from behind the 
door. Her eyes darted back and forth between the in-
spector and the girls. “Can I help ya?”

“We’re looking for the master of the house, please. 
Doctor Carter,” the inspector said smoothly.

“Come in, then. He’ll be down in a moment.”
Marigold and Chrysanthemum followed the in-

spector into the house, both with eyes as wide as 
saucers as they took in all of the taxidermy animals 
mounted on the walls.

“Do you think he could take real skin from peo-
ple and remold the fingerprints?” Marigold asked in 
hushed tones.

“Hardly, my dear,” an elderly man replied. The 
girls spun to see Doctor Carter, who had walked up 
behind them as they gaped at the décor. “I am skilled 
in the arts of taxidermy, true, but I only practice such 
arts on lesser creatures. Inspector, what can I do for 
you and your … assistants?”

“Doctor Carter, thank you. We’re investigating the 
possibility of gloves that so resemble a human hand 
that they even have fingerprints. Is such a thing within 
your capacity?”

“Yes, I just finished the prototype last week. I’m 
rather surprised you didn’t know, Inspector. The con-
stables who picked it up said they would take it straight 
to you.”

Inspector Greymoor furrowed his brow and 
pinched the top of his nose. “Constables? What were 
their names?”

“Ah, I don’t recall, I’m afraid. Both middle aged, 
one a man and the other a woman.”
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“There’s only one woman constable on the force 
right now,” the inspector replied glumly. Turning to 
the girls, he apologized. “I’m sorry that I sent the worst 
of the constables to your greenhouse. Even worse, I’m 
sorry that I sent the thieves back to the scene of the 
crime. It’s no wonder that both of them were ill today. 
Said it was the flowers, but I think they’re bluffing. Can 
the two of you stand a bit more legwork today?”

Marigold nodded slowly, but Chrysanthemum was 
reinvigorated. As they turned to leave, the younger girl 
rushed to Doctor Carter’s side to shake his hand. “It’s 
a pleasure, sir. I’m a real admirer of your articles in 
World of Anatomy.”

The doctor smiled and shook Chrysanthemum’s 
hand vigorously. “Well, dearie, I’m glad that I could 
help.”

k

Half an hour later, Marigold and Chrysanthemum 
browsed the flower market. While both girls seemed to 
have their entire attention focused on the wares in the 
stalls, they took turns casting glances around the rest 
of the square, on the lookout for Constables Jefferson 
and Lawrence.

Finally, Chrysanthemum spotted a woman who 
looked like Constable Jefferson. Her hair was styled 
differently, and she cut a new figure in a gown rather 
than her police uniform, but the girl was certain that 
she had spotted the villainess. She nudged Marigold 
gently and inclined her head in Constable Jefferson’s 
direction before returning to browsing the nearest stall.

Marigold hazarded a quick glance in the direc-
tion that her younger sister had indicated, and tried to 
conceal her surprise. The woman constable carried a 
basket covered with a plain cloth, but Marigold could 
very nearly make out the shape of the rose beneath the 
cloth. She shot a quick glance toward the window that 
Inspector Greymoor said he would be watching from, 
and was rewarded with a quick glint of light off the in-
spector’s badge. The officers were all in place, and their 
net was nearly ready to drop.

Marigold squeezed her sister’s hand for luck, and 
then scurried toward the center of the square, head 
tucked low. She brushed past Constable Jefferson a 
bit more forcefully than necessary, and as she did, she 
tugged the cloth on the basket, revealing the gleaming 
copper and amber rose, Leona.

Constable Jefferson gasped loudly and looked 
down at Marigold. “You?” she exclaimed, looking 
around frantically. All around the square, Inspector 
Greymoor’s loyal officers moved to block every exit. 
The inspector himself swung down from his high 
perch, looking every bit the picture of a gallant swash-
buckler.

“Polly, really. Did you think you could sell the rose 
here?”

“You’d be surprised how many people are willing 
to buy such a hot commodity.”

“Not really,” the inspector replied. “Chrysanthe-
mum and Marigold have given me a list of everyone 
who has ever approached their grandfather asking to 
buy one of his roses. We’ll keep a close eye on each 
of them, not that this will be any concern of yours or 
Henry’s, not where you’re going.” Waving a hand, he 
turned and walked away.

As one of the other officers placed handcuffs on 
Polly Jefferson’s wrists, she called out. “Don’t think that 
those lovely roses will be safe, even after you take me 
in and return this one.”

“Oh, I’m not too worried about that,” Inspector 
Greymoor laughed and winked at the girls. “After all, 
I’ve got the two best junior detectives in all of Dover 
living just a stone’s throw from that part of the me-
chanical garden.”	 ]
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 MottephoBia
by Gary B. Phillips

I 
stretched my legs on the steps of the porch 
and caught my breath. My shins were red 
with fresh wounds from running through the 

thicket of woods. Only a sliver of orange light remained 
on the horizon as the black sky crept in from the east.

I planted both feet fi rmly on the wooden porch and 
froze. A thin screen door, and the hundred or so moths 
on it, stood between myself and respite from the Ten-
nessee heat.

My biology teacher had said that a collection of 
butterfl ies was called a fl utter. How precious. Moths 
were anything but. They didn’t fl utter. They carved a 
pale and erratic path through the night. And I hated 
them.

“Mottephobia,” the doctor had called it. “An irra-
tional fear,” he told my mother. He suggested a treat-
ment of systematic desensitization. I suggested that he 
was a quack. My mother was not amused.

Toby shuffl ed his feet on the other side of the door 
and smirked, revealing a mouth full of metal on his 
pockmarked face. Uglier than usual. Why his parents 
were blowing a few thousand dollars on braces for him 
I could only guess.

“Looking terrible today,” I said. “As usual.”
He stuck his tongue out and sneered. “Come on in, 

it’s great in here,” he said.
I didn’t move.
“What’re you so afraid of? These little guys?” He 

pointed to the legion of moths.
“Godzilla was just a little guy once too,” I told him.
He laughed and slammed his fi st against the screen 

door, sending the moths snaking toward me.
My heart hammered in my chest and I fell off the 

porch. I struggled to my feet and ran to the back of the 
house and into the mouth of the woods. It was dark 
here. Safe.

The tent we had pitched earlier in the week was 
here and would do for now. A Ball jar with a single fi re-
fl y in it pr̀ ovided an intermittent light source inside 
the tent.

“Hello,” I said to the fi refl y.
He glowed happily.
Other bugs didn’t bother me. I had spent the previ-

ous evening catching fi refl ies with Shannon, the cousin 
I actually liked. We caught them mid-fl ight, put them 
in jars, and set the jars along the path from the back-
door to the tent.

I unscrewed the lid and pulled a fresh knot of 
grass and leaf from my pocket and placed it inside the 
jar. The lightning bug crawled on my fi nger and lit up 
approvingly before I placed him on the new leaf and 
screwed the lid back on.

I rested my head on the hard ground and began 
plotting my revenge against Toby. A concoction of 
sneezing powder mixed into his soda would be simple 
and effective. These happy thoughts pulled my heavy 
eyes shut.

A rustling sound woke me.
“Toby?” I asked in the darkness.
The sound grew louder and I realized that it 

was not rustling but the beating of a thousand tiny 
wings. Moths. I heard a laugh from outside and then 
something smacked the tent and sent the moths into a 
frenzy. I screamed until no air remained in my lungs.

The fuzzy legs of a moth touched down on my 
tongue. I tried to pull him out but they quickly over-
whelmed me. I shut my mouth and winced as the moth 
danced from my tongue to my teeth. I fl ailed my arms 
at the moths that landed on my face. Those that I didn’t 
swat away crawled into my nostrils. I gagged and 
coughed as they twitched and worked their way down 
my throat. Their wings echoed inside my head like the 
beating drums of an army marching to war. I gasped 
for air and felt them fi ll my stomach. I blacked out.

When I awoke, the dim rays of the morning sun 
illuminated the tent. My eyes could not focus. I tried 
shifting my weight but was unable to move. Sharp 
rocks dug into my fl esh and I struggled against my 
own dead weight. I tried to move again, felt my mus-
cles contract and the thick skin around my shoulders 
ripped open and my arms fell to the ground.

My legs broke off next in a searing bolt of white 
hot pain. I cried out but the sound was muffl ed in my 
own head. Inch by inch my skin sloughed off in great 
white sheets.

Illustration by Matt L ichtenwalner
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My mother found me first and let out a scream that 
brought the rest of the family to the backyard. She told 
me that it would be okay and she tried to come into the 
tent, but the the family kept her restrained.

I couldn’t make out the detail in her face, only 
sagging gray skin and dark hollows for her eyes and 
mouth. They spoke in low tones and none of them 
dared get close to me. My vision was fading but I heard 
enough to know their plan.

“What’s happening to him?” my mother asked 
through the sobs.

I could barely make out my brother’s voice. “We 
must let him be.”

My mother protested, but they hushed her.
“This is the way it’s been. We shouldn’t question 

it.”
“It’s God’s will,” another said.
After leading my mother away, they tore down the 

tent and wrapped the polyester fabric around my bro-
ken body.

I was left there for days, without food or water, but 
I did not hunger or thirst. Where my skin had previ-
ously folded with fat it now cracked and hardened. My 
body absorbed the threads of the tent and created a 
safe place for me to wait.

In time I will discard this body. New blood will 
pump through me and I will grow wings to envelop 
the sun. I will find the light of this world and wait on 
its door, biding my time until it opens.	 ]
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the Bronze 
horse’s ear

by KA Masters

F
or four days the captured mermaid hung in 
Heroes’ Square, dangling in a net hanging 
from the sword of a giant equestrian statue. 

As the fishermen put her on display, the townsfolk col-
lected the silver blood that trickled from her wounds to 
use in miracle cures. Now she had ceased to bleed, but 
the fact that she produced no stench and that no car-
rion birds picked at her flesh were the only indications 
that she was still alive. The town’s stray dogs would 
look up at her and whine sympathetically, but no one 
seemed to notice.

When Simon saw her, he wept. Like his master, he 
had been drawn by the commotion and had run to the 
Square for a chance to see a real mermaid. But, as he 
looked upon the tattered mass of misery, he felt nau-
seous and overwhelmed. Kneeling by the pool of her 
blood, his tears mingled with hers.

“It’s not fair,” Simon muttered with the indignation 
that only a twelve year old can muster. “She’s so pretty, 
and she’s being treated so wretchedly.”

“Well, young apprentice, life is rough.” his master 
Alain countered. Alain was a local blacksmith. “Re-
member when our neighbor Jon was hanged a few 
months ago? Do you really think it’s fair for him to 
die because he stole a few coins from the church alms’ 
plate? And he’s actually a person. That mermaid, how-
ever, is not” he paused “a person.”

“But it’s not fair...” the boy began, then stopped as 
he remembered he should not contradict him.

“Think on your own lot in life. Was it fair that a 
bullet missed your father in battle, but illness carried 
him off a week later? Or that your sick mother had to 
sell you into my care so she could die in peace, know-
ing you’d be safe as my apprentice?”

“I just wish I could do something.” Simon stared at 
the ground, pouting.

“What can you do, little one? If you try to rescue 
her, you’ll be strung up as well! Besides, even if you get 
her down, where are you going to take her?”

“The sea is not far, I would take her to the docks.”
“And the barracks are right by the harbor!” the 

blacksmith laughed. “What will you tell the Watch as 
you saunter past them weighed down with a half-dead 
mermaid?”

“There is a bridge along the road to the forest, I 
could...” the boy continued.
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“Ah, now you’re thinking, lad. But how will you 
slip her past the town gates? They’re closed at night. 
And we have no permit from the King to leave the city.”

“I...” 
“See, lad? This isn’t some fairytale, of knights res-

cuing damsels in distress. This situation is real — and 
there are real obstacles and real consequences for such 
foolishness. Feel bad for the pretty thing — ay, you 
may grieve for her in your heart — but you don’t have 
the means to give her aught but your pity.”

k

That night Simon snuck outside, determined to 
free the mermaid. With a dagger blank in his hand, he 
skulked through the shadows and alleyways, hoping 
to avoid patrolling guards.

As he approached Heroes’ Square, he heard 
screams tearing through the night behind him. Sounds 
of chaos erupted with flames and smoke somewhere in 
the city.

“You’ve broken curfew, lad,” a voice spoke, causing 
him to jump. “And you’ve disobeyed my orders.”

“I’m sorry, master,” Simon began, recognizing 
Alain, “But I have to try.”

“And how are you going to rescue her, little one?”
“I’m going to cut her down with this,” Simon ex-

plained as he showed him the dull blade that he had 
pilfered from the workshop earlier that evening.

Alain looked at the height of the equestrian statue 
and its podium and said, “You might need a boost, lad.”

“Will you help me, master?” Hope lit the boy’s face.
“Aye,” Alain said, “I suppose I should follow you to 

the end of this farce. Cut her down and I’ll catch her.” 
He watched as the boy scrambled up the bronze statue, 
using its adornments and reins as footholds to get to 
his goal. Clutching the horse’s head, he struggled to cut 
the mermaid’s bonds.

“Oof,” Simon cried out, his hand slipping.
“What’s wrong?” Alain called, concerned.
“I broke the horse’s ear off,” Simon replied sheep-

ishly, “and it scraped my hand.”
“You alright?”
“It hurt,” the boy admitted, “But its edge is jagged. 

It will be a better tool than the blade.”
“You need to hurry. Any minute now, we’ll be spot-

ted.” Alain said anxiously.
“All the king’s guards will be busy tending the fire. 

We will have an easy task getting her to safety,” Simon 
said and with a final grunt, the rope snapped.

The mermaid tumbled into the blacksmith’s arms 
and he shuffled her weight to get a better grip. As 
he pulled the net off of her form, he marveled at the 
wretched creature. Like holding a boll of wet cotton, 
she sagged against his chest limply.

The mermaid made no sign of recognition of her 
rescue, but she gave a little gasp as they moved her 
limbs. Alain marveled at her form as he cradled her in 
his arms.

“See?” Simon said, awkwardly placing one of his 
mother’s frocks over her form, covering her fins. “She 
can be our cousin Brigit. We can say that she had too 
much to drink, and we’re seeing her home.”

Alain gently placed her on the ground to help cov-
er her in the dress. “Clever of you to think of clothes for 
the lass, Simon,” the blacksmith smiled. “But why call 
her Brigit?”

“I always liked that name,” the youth admitted 
sheepishly, then offered, “I can carry her.”

“I think she’s a bit too heavy for you, lad,” Alain 
chuckled. “Now come.”

As they wandered the streets, the blacksmith not-
ed, “There are no soldiers, no guards.”

“They’re busy fighting the fire, master,” the boy re-
plied.

“Wait.” He grew quiet, suspicious. “Simon, did you 
know there would be a fire? Did you start the fire?”

“No, master,” his apprentice replied blankly, leav-
ing Alain’s mind in doubt.

“How will we get out of the city? Past the guards?” 
Alain prompted.

“The servants’ gate,” the youth pointed.
“There is a servants’ gate?”
“Of course. Haven’t you ever...” he stopped short. 

“Oh, master, of course you don’t know of it! You’re not 
a servant!”

“Then lead the way, little servant.” Alain chuckled.
Through city walls, through forest paths they 

trekked towards clear running water. As they pro-
gressed, the blacksmith’s heart softened with every 
step. Both child and adult alike whispered soothing 
words of encouragement to the ailing mermaid.

“Almost there,” they smiled as they approached 
the bridge.

“The stream! We’re here!”
“No,” the blacksmith corrected the youth, “We 

should continue away from the road. Let’s follow the 
river upstream. Look–there’s a copse right there, out of 
view.”

At the bend of the stream, they pulled the dress off 
and placed the mermaid gently in the water. She took 
in another gasp, her eyelids fluttered–but her form re-
mained clenched, taut in distress.

“What now, lad?” the blacksmith asked sadly. 
“Now that we’ve rescued the damsel in distress?”

“I’m not sure.” said Simon “Do you think she’ll be 
alright?”

Alain gave a sigh and answered, “No. She’s been 
out of the water for so long, and she’s lost a lot of blood. 
I think you did a good thing bringing her back to na-
ture, but I think she won’t be suffering for much lon-
ger.”
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“But there has to be some way we can help her!” 
the youth whimpered.

“We did, little lad. And we can stay for a while, and 
bury her when she passes. But it’s her time.”

“What about the elves deeper in the forest? They 
can heal her with their magic!” the youth said, desper-
ate.

“You can try calling them, but they won’t come. 
Not to a human’s call.”

The youth slid into the stream to cradle the mer-
maid’s head in his lap.

“You did a brave thing, lad. But remember, life isn’t 
fair.”

He snuffled back a sob, and Alain leaned back 
against a nearby tree to give the boy some privacy.

Behind him a rustle of leaves stirred, and a tiny 
kobold appeared. Although dwarfed by the size of the 
humans, the scars upon its flesh and the wild look on 
its face made him look fiercely dangerous. It approach 
cautiously, never taking its eyes from the Alain. The 
boy and the master froze as the kobold carefully knelt 
into the water beside the mermaid.

“What have you done to her?” it snapped.
“The lad was determined to rescue her. If you can 

help her, please do...” Alain spoke, determined to use 
deference to gain the kobold’s trust.

“Can you save her?” the boy pleaded.
The kobold took the mermaid in his arms and 

rocked her gently. He spoke some words of comfort in 
their elfin tongue and she responded in turn.

Her eyes lifted to meet his, and a look of recogni-
tion hit them briefly. ”Friend,” she smiled, placing her 
hand in his and releasing the treasure she had clutched 
in her palm. She handed him a tiny pearl and with one 
last breath her form dissolved into the waves.

“No!” Simon breathed, and wept in loss; his master 
gently gathered him close, carefully out of the elemen-
tal’s reach.

The kobold stood still for many moments, staring 
at the pearl in its hand. At last, whispering her name 
in sorrowful awe, “Little Silver,” it kissed the pearl and 
tucked it into the pouch fixed to its belt. It then turned 
to the blacksmith, “The blood of this innocent mermaid 
will be on human hands.”

“But I...”
“The whole forest will want vengeance for this. 

They will blame you. If you stay, you will be caught 
and killed.”

“I...” Alain clutched the boy protectively.
“I smell Cold Iron on you, in your flesh. You are a 

metal worker?”
He nodded. “I’m a blacksmith.”
“I cannot touch you without harming myself,” he 

said, revealing the wounds on his flesh where he had 
been burned by Cold Iron, “But those who entered the 
City to look for Little Silver aren’t like me. They’re im-
mune. If they find you in this forest, they will kill you.”

“The fire starters!” Alain squeezed his apprentice’s 
shoulder, “So you weren’t an arsonist after all!” Then 
he sobered and said, “They set the City on fire to find 
her?”

He nodded. “But too late, I fear. They will not be 
kind to you if you stay.”

The youth pulled the bronze horse’s ear out of his 
pocket for protection.

“That is the strangest weapon I have ever seen,” the 
kobold shook his head, bewildered. “But it will not save 
you from them. You must go now. Go back to the city, 
where you will be safe from their wrath.”

He spat upon his fingers and smeared the glowing 
substance on their brows, declaring, “This is my bless-
ing. If they catch you, they will know that you have 
come in peace. If they ask, tell them that Furnace the 
kobold has Little Silver’s remains. But you must never, 
ever enter this wood again. Do you understand?”

They nodded.
“Keep your weapons brandished until you are in-

side the city gates. Go.”
The kobold disappeared into the trees as the hu-

mans looked on, stupefied. Finally, the sense of urgen-
cy pressed them forward and they hastened home.

“Well,” Alain said sadly, “You’ve done a good 
thing, regardless of how it ended.”

“I can’t believe it was all for nothing,” Simon de-
clared.

“No, she died among friends. That’s worth some-
thing.”

“I suppose,” the boy muttered under his breath.
“I’ll bet in the confusion of the fire, we can slip back 

unnoticed,” Alain said hopefully.
“You’re not worried about the forge?”
“No, my tools won’t be disturbed by a fire.”
The youth grew quiet, then looked down at the 

piece of bronze in his hand and asked, “What do we do 
with the ear? Can it be reattached?”

“Of course,” Alain replied, “But by returning it, we 
admit guilt in freeing the mermaid. We should leave it 
in the forest.”

They approached the bridge, returning to the forest 
path. As Alain turned towards the city, Simon paused.

“Simon?” Alain prompted, turning to face him.
“In a minute,” the boy offered. As quickly as he 

could, he crossed the footbridge and dropped the 
bronze horse’s ear into the rushing stream. After a brief 
prayer, he returned dutifully to his master.

“Now it’s with her,” he said, “A memorial for the 
mermaid’s remains.”

Alain smiled sadly and the pair continued home.	]

« K.a. Masters is a Latin teacher and fantasy writer 
living in New Jersey. She attributes her love of fantastic 
creatures to her alma mater, Dickinson College, whose Old 
West mermaid inspired her almost as much as the Classi-
cal myths she studied there.
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tool
by Jason Rolfe

T
he city smelled of gods and devils, of life and 
death and the sweat of a hundred thousand 
people. It smelled of temples and shrines, of 

churches and chapels and the blood-metal of its strange 
machinations. It was a city of magic and menace, of 
wickedness and wonder in which wealth and wisdom 
were worshipped in equal portion.

It was a city besieged.
Azar still slept beside him, her breath soft against 

his chest. The latticework sunlight warmed her body. 
His finger traced the scarlet glyphs that scarred her 
midnight skin. The siege engines thundered in the 
distance. Flecks of dust danced in the pillars of light 
speckling the room around them. He lit a cigarette and 
wondered what would happen when the city inevitably 
fell. Hints of massacre in Copan had reached Nághor-
dum months ago, long before the first Seven Kingdoms 
regiments poured into the Kaf Valley and the zealous 
Shâwal Adherents fled to the saline caves that lined the 
Kapal Mountains. He inhaled sharply, felt the subtle 
kiss of opium, and sighed.

“Trouble sleeping?” Azar asked.
He found her voice intoxicating, smooth and sultry 

with slight hints of huskiness. He prized silence, but he 
loved Azar’s voice. “I thought I’d worn you out.”

“Perhaps you’d like to try again.”
“Later, I promise. I’ve a busy day ahead of me.”
“You are the bastard son of a Seven Kingdoms no-

bleman,” Azar replied. “How busy can your day be?”
He laughed and threw a pillow over the young 

woman’s face. “You’re a little cheeky this morning, a 
good night last night?”

Azar wrapped her legs around his waist and 
sighed. “Always, with you, Tool. What a silly name. 
When will you tell me your real name, the name you 
were given at birth?”

Wisps of grey-brown smoke meandered upward. 
For men like Hieronymus and Kâ’ndak, names were 
weapons. Once they knew your name they owned your 
soul. He had never given it away before, and the few 
who knew it had long since died.

“Never mind,” Azar said. “I might not know your 
name, Tool, but I do know your heart and your body. 
Must you leave? Can you not stay a little while longer?”

He heard the sound of footsteps on the stairs and 
sighed. Very few people knew where to find him. So 
few, in fact, that he slipped a pearl handled dagger 
from beneath the mattress and stepped naked from his 
bed. “Stay behind me,” he whispered. There were ru-
mors circulating concerning enemy agents, spies lurk-

ing in the shadowed corners of Nághordum, watching 
and waiting for the right moment to move. They would 
poison the water supply, burn the food stores, weaken 
the walls with magic, or worse, simply open the gates 
to the seemingly inevitable flood of Seven Kingdoms 
soldiery waiting in the valley beyond. Tool found the 
rumors amusing. He had spread as many as he had 
heard. Hieronymus once told him that disinforma-
tion bred discord amongst the besieged. Tool had been 
given a specific task, but Hieronymus had suggested 
anything done to help break the city’s spirit would be 
well rewarded in the end.

The door at the far end of the room swept open, 
disturbing dust and the dying brown clouds of opium 
smoke still lingering in the early morning air. The 
woman in the doorframe smiled and shook her head. 
“Nice dagger.”

Tool blushed when he realized she was not looking 
at the knife in his hand. He reached back and pulled 
the sheet from Azar’s body. He wrapped it around his 
own waist and shrugged.

“I hate to intrude on what appears to be a pleasant 
morning, Tool, but I’ve learned something you might 
find interesting.”

He glanced back at Azar. Her skin, black and beau-
tiful, shone beneath a layer of sweat. She looked back at 
him, love and lust alive in her ebony eyes. “It better be 
very interesting,” he said.

“Atenkhanu crossed the border this morning. He 
hopes to break the siege on Nághordum by drawing us 
into battle at Ten Kings.”

“What does Hieronymus think?”
“Our mutual friend is unconcerned,” the wom-

an replied. When she stepped forward her pale eyes 
caught the speckled sunlight. She smiled and kissed 
his cheek. “I’ve missed you.”

“What, did you think you’d never see me again?”
The woman shook her head. “My sister said I 

would. Then again, the future is her domain, not mine. 
I live in the present, and until now it’s been far too long 
between visits.”

“What do you want?” Azar asked.
Tool thought he saw fear in the young woman’s 

eyes, fear and something more; recognition perhaps? 
He smiled and touched her cheek. “Her name is Pa-
tience,” he said. “She is a very old friend.”

“She is just a friend?”
“Just a friend.”
Azar refused to return the woman’s steady gaze. 

Patience smiled indifferently and looked back at Tool. 
“Hieronymus wants confirmation that you received his 
message.”

Tool nodded. “Can you fetch us some water, Azar?” 
The revelation that Hieronymus wanted affirmation 
alarmed him. He knew the book meant something to 
the young magus, but its importance had been under-
stated during Tool’s briefing. If anything, Hieronymus 
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had made it seem almost frivolous, an ‘if you have 
the time’ request. After Azar left the room, he looked 
closely at Patience. “Did he say anything else about the 
book?”

“He called it the Fable of the White Hare, but you 
already know that. He said the information it con-
tained could prove invaluable during their impending 
battle with the Khashani Emperor.”

“Their?”
“You’ve been here a while,” Patience said. “Perhaps 

you haven’t heard. The Seven Kingdoms sent a Cabal 
with the Dwarf when the stonewights left Vesil Valdor 
last spring; the seven most powerful sorcerers in the 
Kingdoms. Hieronymus is but one of the weapons ar-
rayed against Atenkhanu. Your primary goal is still the 
etching of the runes in the temple beneath the city, but 
should the opportunity arise, find and steal the book.”

“And if the opportunity doesn’t arise?”
“Make the opportunity.”
Tool chuckled. “That sounds like Hieronymus, al-

right.” He sat back down on the bed and reached for 
his cigarettes. “Smoke? Khashani opium is quite nice.”

“You appear to have thoroughly embraced life here 
in Nághordum.”

“I live in the present, Patsy. Maybe that’s why we 
get along so well.” He lit the cigarette and slipped it 
between his lips. He savored the taste and sighed. “I’ll 
bring you the book before I hit the hidden temple with 
Hieronymus’ magic. I trust you’ll find a way through 
the city’s defenders?”

“That will not be a problem,” Patience replied. 
“Bring me the book and I will leave you to your ap-
pointed task. I trust Azar will not be a problem?”

“Are you kidding? Women are always a problem. 
Tell Hieronymus not to worry. He will get his book, 
and his spells will be cast. Trust me. I do remember my 
loyalties.”

“I’m sure that will put the Adjutant General’s mind 
at ease.”

Tool could not tell whether she was being straight-
forward or simply insincere so he smiled and blew her 
a kiss. “Good, then get lost.”

Patience leaned forward and kissed him again. Her 
lips felt warm and moist against his unshaven cheek. 
After she left the room he stood and stepped onto the 
balcony. From there he could watch the river wander 
down from the mountains into the Kaf Valley, the re-
gion aboriginals called the Hollow of the Hand. On 
clear days Tool could see the shadows of the skiffs and 
fisher boats rippling on the river bottom. During high 
tide barges laden with salt were sent upriver to distant 
ports like Copan and Rid. During low tide the kites and 
gulls filled the mud flats, feasting on the unfamiliar flo-
ra and fauna surrendered by the ancient river.

“Has she left?”

Tool turned and looked at Azar. Her dark skin 
swallowed the late morning sun, but her smile reflected 
its warmth. He pulled her into his arms and laughed. 
“You were jealous.”

“I was not.”
“Yes, you were jealous. You, a goddess, were jeal-

ous of my old friend Patience.”
“You find it funny?”
“I find it impossible to believe,” he replied. He 

kissed her.
“I am not a goddess,” she whispered. “I simply 

serve one.”
Tool looked west across the battered rooftops. He 

saw the countless regiments of the Seven Kingdoms 
rolling like waves across the valley floor. He watched 
the stonewight trebuchets launch leprous corpses into 
the war-weary city, flailing streaks of flesh and bone 
that showered the ancient streets and courtyards of the 
Old Quarter. The city would never survive a sustained 
siege. If Patience was right and Atenkhanu had crossed 
the border in order to break the siege, open war would 
exist between the Khashani-Oru and the Seven King-
doms. The world would inevitably be drawn into any 
conflict between its two greatest empires. The din of 
war would be deafening.

“I need to go. Patience wants me to find a book.”
“She wants you to find a book?”
“It’s a gift for a mutual friend. Can you tell me 

where the Prime Minister keeps his library?”
“In the Citadel,” Azar said. “His library is on the 

top floor, in the apartments occupied by Kâ’ndak.”
Tool frowned. Kâ’ndak was the Prime Minister’s 

magus. A renowned astrologer, he had also been 
known to dabble in alchemy and metallurgy. There 
were rumors circulating that suggested darker, more 
necromantic arts, but little evidence had been found 
to support such brazen claims. Regardless, something 
about the magus terrified Tool. The complicated witch-
ery practiced by men like Kâ’ndak and Hieronymus 
troubled him on a completely different level. “Then I 
need to get inside the Citadel.”

Azar sought and found his hand. “I think I can 
help. Kâ’ndak is a Shâwal Adherent. He has supported 
the Temple of Aluzd for years. In return he asks for, 
and receives, the ardent thanks of Aluzd’s acolytes.”

“Are you telling me the Temple prostitutes its aco-
lytes to the magus in exchange for his support?”

“There are countless gods and goddesses in the 
Shâwal pantheon,” Azar replied. “Temples have been 
built and burned at the whim of Nághordum’s nobil-
ity. Patrons can help strengthen our mystery school. 
Kâ’ndak has given us strength. He helped the Temple 
establish a strong foothold in Nághordum.”

“But at what cost? Have you slept with him, Azar?”
Azar smiled. “Now who is the jealous one?”

k
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The Citadel stood at the centre of Nághordum, at 
the very heart of the Kaf Valley. It was both the lowest 
and the highest point in the broad basin and gave the 
Prime Minister and his small parliament a panoramic 
view of the surrounding countryside. The view had 
deteriorated considerably in recent weeks, and Tool 
doubted parliament looked upon the Kaf Valley with 
the same self-serving joy they felt before the Seven 
Kingdoms arrived. When word of the siege at Copan 
reached them, the parliamentarians assured the people 
of Nághordum that the armies of the Seven Kingdoms 
would never enter the Kaf. They were either stupid or 
naïve, or perhaps a bit of both, because the Seven King-
doms had long viewed Nághordum as the jewel in Ar-
man’s crown.

Tool stood beneath the portcullis, staring up at 
the Citadel expectantly. Azar had been inside for less 
than an hour when the lights in the distant library 
darkened. She would entertain the old magus. Once 
he fell asleep she would re-light the oil lamp in the 
library window. Tool would then slip inside the Cita-
del and past the guards. He would climb the countless 
steps to Kâ’ndak’s apartment, enter the library, find the 
Fable of the White Hare and, together with Azar, slip 
silently away. It was a good plan, but the risk to Azar 
was far greater than the value of the book he had been 
asked to steal. Tool did not care how much it helped 
Hieronymus at Ten Kings. If the book cost Azar her 
life he would forgo the Cabal’s plan, burn the book and 
avenge her death by taking Kâ’ndak’s head.

He had originally balked at Azar’s plan, but the 
acolyte convinced him it would work. Kâ’ndak loathed 
waking with anyone beside him. Once he fell asleep, 
Aluzd’s acolytes always left the Citadel. He would not 
be surprised when she was gone the following morn-
ing. She assured him the most difficult part of their 
plan would be his. He would need to slip past the 
guards, both outside and inside the monstrous tower. 
He had not told Azar how he would do it, but Tool had 
been given the proper tools by Hieronymus.

When the light reappeared in the library window, 
he pulled the small totem and the rolled parchment 
from his shoulder pack and knelt down in the dirt. The 
runes he sketched had been drawn on the parchment 
by Hieronymus himself, embossed with a witchery the 
young magus wielded with unquestioned authority. 
Tool drew a circle in the dirt using the strange totem, 
a bone wrapped in tightly woven thread. The thread, 
stained scarlet by blood, felt alive with the energy it 
contained and he wondered again at the magic men 
like Hieronymus employed. It was old magic, foreign 
to the Seven Kingdoms. If one believed the legends, the 
magic Hieronymus used had come from Oru. Not the 
kingdom but the Shi’Nisstrian Daemon who fell from 
the heavens and founded the first great earth-born em-
pire.

He whispered the words Hieronymus had taught 
him. The words were a key. Once spoken, they un-
locked a gateway, a portal through which he could 
travel unfettered by the physical world. Hieronymus 
called them warrens, rifts in the fabric of space-time. 
Tool mistrusted them, but knew he would never get 
inside the citadel, our outside the city walls, without 
them. The energy sizzled in the air around him. He felt 
a weary darkness surround him. When it swallowed 
him the world blurred. He stepped out from under the 
portcullis and walked toward the tower. He saw the 
guards, distorted by the magic he employed. “They 
cannot see me,” he whispered. Hieronymus had called 
it a Dreaming Warren, a pathway through Slumber fed 
by the energy of Kâ’ndak’s dreams.

The Citadel looked more like a prison than a pal-
ace. When the door slammed shut behind him he 
had the sense that he had been entombed. The wind-
ing central staircase led, not to vast apartments and a 
grand library, but to a scaffold from which dangled the 
skeletal bodies of the city’s previous magi. Hieronymus 
had warned him that once he entered the Dreaming 
Warren he would see the world, not as he knew it, but 
as the dreamer perceived it.

He stepped up the narrow staircase. He ignored 
the countless doors he passed, uncertain whether 
the men and women he saw were real or simply fig-
ments of Kâ’ndak’s tumultuous imagination. When he 
reached the last door he turned the handle, whispered 
the words Hieronymus had taught him, and stepped 
from the Dreaming Warren into a large hall lined with 
elaborate tapestries and ornate marble statues.

Azar met him at the far end, waving him down the 
dark corridor behind her. She wore a sheer dress that 
fuelled the fevered fires of his jealousy. “I have to find 
the book,” he whispered, more to himself than to her. 
If, during the process he accidentally killed the filthy 
old bastard, so be it.

“He is asleep,” Azar told him.
“I know.” He followed her into the library. The 

smell of leather and dry paper almost overwhelmed 
him. He had seen Hieronymus’ study in Barin Ginor. 
The five thousand leather-bound tomes, rolled parch-
ments, maps and weathered grimoires made the Barin 
sorcerer’s library the largest in the Seven Kingdoms. 
This one dwarfed it. The four walls were lined with 
books. Their gilded spines glistened in the gaslight, re-
vealing names and languages both foreign and famil-
iar. He wondered where in the maze of printed works 
the Fable of the White Hare would be. “If Kâ’ndak 
considered the book as important as Hieronymus, he 
would keep it in a safe place,” he mused. His eyes wan-
dered the room, roaming the stacks and shelves for 
clues. “I don’t even know where to begin.”

“Eliminate the obvious first,” Azar suggested. “You 
take the left wall while I look along the right. We can 
meet back in the middle and go from there.”
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“That’s what I like about you, Azar. You’re always 
thinking.”

“That is not what you told me last night.”
“I was too wrapped up in my own thoughts to give 

yours their due. Let me know if you find anything.” He 
watched her cross the room, his eyes lost in the rhythm 
of her hips. She left him breathless. She always had. 
He felt guilty using her to find Hieronymus’ book. She 
had volunteered, but he could have said no. Perhaps 
he should have. By dragging her into his plans he had 
made her complicit. He shook his head. Azar was any-
thing but foolish. Surely she knew he was conspiring 
against Nághordum’s defenders. If they captured him, 
they would torture him, and if they tortured him they 
would very likely learn her name. Azar would die a 
traitor’s death simply because she had fallen for him. 
No, he thought. I love her more than anything. I would 
never betray her.

He ran his fingers along the leather spines and 
gilded letters lining the outer wall. The titles teased 
and titillated. He saw books on alchemy and astrology, 
divination and daemonology, and works on the ascen-
sion of the immortal soul. Tool was a common foot sol-
dier, a man with a knack for subtlety and an unbridled 
enthusiasm for absinthe, opium and women. He rarely 
felt the same proclivity for books. Old tomes and rolled 
parchments were the playgrounds of men like Hiero-
nymus. He preferred softer, curvier playgrounds.

When he reached the far wall he turned and looked 
back along the shelves he had just searched. Nothing 
leapt out at him. There could be hollowed books or 
false bindings, hidden cupboards or cryptic clues al-
most anywhere. “This is hopeless.”

Azar’s response was an elated little yelp. “I have 
found something.” He followed the sound of shuffling 
books to its source and found her standing on a small 
library ladder, a hefty tome tucked beneath her arm. 
“Take it before it falls,” she said.

Tool took the aging volume from her and brought 
it to a nearby table. There were no words inscribed on 
either cover or spine, but a single white hare had been 
embossed on the frontispiece. He read the title and 
frowned. “This is a treatise on daemons and other sub-
versive spirits. The white hare aside, what makes you 
think this is the book we’re looking for?”

“The book has been rebound,” Azar explained. She 
ran a finger along the front hinge. “Can you see the dif-
ference? The leather spine is less worn; the covers are 
ragged while the binding is relatively fresh and firm.” 
She turned the book on its side. “The middle pages are 
much older, more crudely cut than either the front or 
back pages.”

“Someone took an older book and bound it be-
tween the pages of a newer book,” Tool said. He looked 
up at her with obvious admiration.

She smiled and looked away. “I am the assistant 
librarian at the Temple of Tomorrow.”

“Remarkable,” Tool replied. He flipped through 
the pages of the book until he found the older text. The 
title page had not been kept when the book had been 
rebound. Given the archaic language, the missing page 
would not have helped him identify the book. “I don’t 
understand the language,” he said. “Do you recognize 
it?”

Azar studied the sepia letters more closely and 
frowned. “It appears to be the language of the Sleeping 
Gods.”

Tool’s eyes widened. “You can read the language of 
the Sleeping Gods?”

“I serve the Awakened, remember? The Goddess of 
Tomorrow is my mistress. As her acolyte I am required 
to read and speak many languages.”

“And here I thought you were just another pretty 
face. What does it say, what’s it about?”

“I only read the first verse. In it, the hare is slain by 
a stonewight magus named Forge. Her body is found 
by a young woman named Ash. When Ash touches the 
White Hare she has a mystic vision. In this vision the 
God of All Things tells her to take the White Hare to 
the Hollow of the Hand. At the very heart of the Hol-
low there grows a tree referred to in the book as the 
Tree of Knowledge.”

“That seems pretty straightforward to me,” Tool 
said.

“You know as well as I do that the Kaf Valley is 
also called the Hollow of the Hand. And Nághordum 
stands at the very heart of the Kaf Valley.”

“Are you suggesting this Tree of Knowledge is 
somewhere in the city?”

“I believe the verse is more allegorical than that.”
“What, like Nághordum is the Tree of Knowledge?”
“Perhaps,” Azar said. “I do not know. The only 

thing I know about the Fable is that it is a cipher. These 
woodcuts are purported to contain the true names of 
the Sleeping Gods. The accompanying text is appar-
ently the key to unlocking each hidden message. I wish 
we had more time. I would love to read the book from 
start to finish, if only for the beauty of the language.”

Tool closed the book and slipped it inside his shoul-
der pack. “We should leave.”

The sound the door made when it opened startled 
them. Tool turned toward it and saw Kâ’ndak silhou-
etted by the gas-lit corridor beyond. “You will both die, 
of course,” the magus said. He drew a talisman from 
the folds of his robe and whispered an incantation that 
chased the two thieves deeper into the library. “I am 
very disappointed in you, Azar. After all I have done 
for you. After everything I have done to you. I expected 
better.”

“As did I,” Azar said.
“I have a great idea,” Tool whispered. “Let’s not an-

tagonize the city’s most powerful magus. Is there an-
other way out?”

“The window.”
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“We’re at the top of the tallest tower in Nághor-
dum. We could leave the library via the window, but 
the first step would likely kill us.”

“Would you rather we stay here? I got us both in-
side the Citadel. You were supposed to get us out.”

“The magus was supposed to be asleep,” Tool 
snapped. He closed his eyes and tried to picture the 
Citadel from the outside. Were there any leverage 
points, lips or ridges that would support their weight? 
How far up were they? The sound startled him from 
his thoughts. “What is that?”

“Kâ’ndak’s incantation,” Azar replied. She point-
ed toward the shelves at the center of the room and 
screamed.

The rats swarmed around the shelving. Count-
less hundreds scurried across the marble floor toward 
them. Their red eyes burned in the dim light while 
jagged, yellow teeth formed malicious grins framed 
by rabid foam and hints of old blood. Tool opened the 
window. He looked down, swore, and then looked up. 
The roof was within reach. He grabbed Azar by the 
arm and pulled her toward the window. “The roof,” he 
hissed. He helped her through the small opening and 
watched her clamber onto the Citadel’s steeply sloped 
roof.

He felt the rats around his ankles, knew they were 
nibbling at the leather of his boots, and swore when 
he felt them crawling up his legs. He pulled himself 
through the window, kicked the rats free and scram-
bled onto the roof beside Azar. He waited there, breath-
less, while the rats screeched and screamed below. 
When they fell silent he knew Kâ’ndak had reached the 
window. He peered over the edge of the roof, arms out-
stretched, and waited. When the magus stuck his head 
out the window, Tool grabbed it and twisted sharply. 
The snap was much louder than he’d expected. He felt 
the old man twitch once before going limp. Tool re-
leased his grip on the man’s head and let his body slip 
back inside the Citadel.

“You just killed the Grand Magus of Nághordum,” 
Azar whispered.

They sat there, struggling to find their breath and 
steady their hearts. The rats began tearing at the dead 
man’s flesh. It was a sound Tool knew he would never 
forget. He tried to block it out. He tried to focus on find-
ing a way back down that did not involve the library, 
but the sound tore through his mind, filling his head 
with images that would forever fuel his nightmares. 
The sound of tooth on bone shocked and sickened him 
and when he looked at Azar he saw that she was cry-
ing. “We have to go back in there,” he whispered.

She laughed. It was a sound born not of mirth but 
of fear. “After you.”

Tool smiled. He reached into his pocket and pulled 
out a cigarette. He tucked it between his dry lips, struck 
a Lucifer against the slate roof and lit the tightly bound 
tobacco. He inhaled, savored the sickly sweet moment, 

and then he sighed. “Once you’re inside just run. Don’t 
look down, don’t stop, just run. I can’t do much about 
the rats, but I can deal with any guards that get in our 
way.”

Azar nodded. He reached back and squeezed her 
knee before slipping over the edge of the roof and 
through the open window. The rats were thick around 
the corpse, so thick in fact that his feet did not touch 
the ground when he landed. Their brittle bones broke 
beneath his weight and they squealed their rage in his 
wake.

He met the first two guards at the library door. He 
never gave them time to draw their swords. They died 
with startled looks on their young faces. He watched 
Azar slip through the window. She stifled a scream 
when her feet touched the rats carpeting the marble 
floor. She ran without looking down. When she reached 
him she shoved him through the door and slammed it 
shut behind them.

“That was disgusting,” she said. She looked down 
at the dead men and sighed. “They were so young.”

“They would have killed us,” Tool said. He turned 
toward the stairwell. He pulled a dagger from his belt 
and gave it to her. “Take this and stay behind me.”

Azar took the knife. The reluctance in her eyes 
touched the scraps of human warmth Tool had failed 
to bury. “They will kill us if they catch us,” he said.

“Who are you trying to convince?”
“I’m Seven Kingdoms stock, Az. If I am caught, I’ll 

be taken and tortured, but I will die in the end.”
“What will they do to me?”
Tool looked away. “Stay behind me.”
They were descending the stairs when two guards 

appeared in the foyer below. They looked startled but 
steady. Tool threw himself at them. His momentum 
tore the breath from their lungs while his sword took 
their lives. He wiped it clean on their silk-cotton robes 
and glanced back up at Azar. Her eyes shone black 
with fear and he knew then their love had been tainted 
by the blood he had drawn.

The Citadel was surrounded by a private court-
yard. The courtyard was enclosed within a circular 
stone wall broken only by the portcullis Tool had used 
earlier that night. The gate had been open then, but 
when he peered through the darkness now he could 
tell that it was closed. He saw the shadowed shapes 
of men beneath the darkened arch, the subtle glint of 
moonlit arrowheads on the wall above the gate and 
he knew they were trapped. He closed the door and 
locked it. “Is there another way out?”

“Why?”
“We won’t last a moment in that courtyard. There 

must be another way out.”
Azar bit her lip. It was a nervous habit Tool gener-

ally found endearing. Now it simply bothered him. He 
looked past her, into the dark corridor beyond. He saw 
the shadows and shoved her aside. She screamed when 
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she struck the ground. Tool felt the first bolt bite his 
shoulder. The second struck the wooden door behind 
him.

“The basement,” Azar whispered. She crawled 
back toward the stairwell. Tool wasted little time. He 
grabbed her by the arm and pulled her to her feet. 
They ran down the stairs, the spiral design both diz-
zying and dangerous. They stumbled more than once 
but when they reached the bottom they were more 
concerned by the absence of light than the presence of 
fresh cuts and bruises.

“Now where do we go?”
“We must find Kâ’ndak’s wine cellar,” Azar re-

plied. “The Citadel stands at the center of the valley. It 
was built on holy ground by the Shâwali Priesthood. 
They considered it holy because it once housed a tem-
ple used by those who worshipped the Sleeping Gods.”

“The Awakened,” Tool whispered. Before stum-
bling into godhood, the men and women worshipped 
by the Shâwali Adherents had been flesh and blood 
creatures, priests who worshipped and ultimately 
usurped the Sleeping Gods.

He heard footsteps on the stairs. He took Azar and 
shoved her back against the far wall. “Wait here and be 
still.” He returned to the foot of the stairs. They were 
narrow. The guards would have to descend in single 
file. The strategic advantage was his, and he seized it. 
He buried his sword in the first man’s chest, his dag-
ger in the second man’s throat. He shattered the third 
man’s nose with his fist before slitting his throat.

“This way,” Azar whispered. Tool retrieved his 
weapons and followed her voice deeper into the bow-
els of the aging tower. She led him through a maze of 
corridors and cramped rooms that ended with a dank-
ness smelling of fermented fruit and damp oak. “The 
wine cellar,” she explained. “Kâ’ndak loathes the Seven 
Kingdoms, but he loves their wine. More than a few of 
these bottles have reached the century mark.”

“A waste of a good drink,” Tool said.
“Some wines improve with age.”
“Kâ’ndak will never know that for sure, now will 

he? If the wine’s good, drink it. Live in the present, re-
member?”

“I serve the Goddess of Tomorrow.”
“You keep telling yourself that.”
Azar laughed. “There, between those two barrels.”
Tool followed her gaze. Despite the absence of light 

he saw the door. “How many people know about this?”
“Not many,” Azar replied. “I only know about it 

because I have read about the Citadel’s history. I doubt 
Kâ’ndak advertised its existence.”

“Then it’s likely unguarded. Good.”
Azar turned the wrought iron handle to no avail. 

“The door is locked.”

Tool examined the lock. “I was a thief before I was 
a soldier,” he said. He pulled a small pick and simple 
tension wrench from his shoulder bag and shrugged. 
“I’d hate to need them and not have them.”

“I have learned a great deal more about you in the 
last hour than I ever imagined possible.”

“And yet you’re still with me?”
“Given the alternative, staying with you seems the 

most prudent course of action.”
“Smart and beautiful; that’s what I like about you.”
“I thought it was because I was always thinking.”
He heard an audible click. He turned the handle 

and pushed. The door uttered an oxidized groan. “Just 
when I thought it couldn’t get any darker,” he muttered. 
“What did your books tell you about these tunnels?”

“They were used by the original Shâwali Priests,” 
Azar replied, “the ones who eventually became the 
Awakened. According to Galan they lead to a temple.”

“What kind of temple?”
Azar shrugged. “I have read about Dream Houses. 

Galan mentions them in his book. The Adherents were 
mystics long before they became martyrs.”

“They aren’t martyrs, Azar. They’re madmen, fa-
natics.”

“They are men and women willing to die for their 
beliefs. They adhere to their faith with a fervent zeal 
rarely seen in the Seven Kingdoms. There are always 
two sides to a story, Tool.”

“I have seen firsthand what the Adherents are will-
ing to do for their faith. I’ve seen the torture, the rape, 
the beheadings and mass executions.”

“And did we not both witness the Seven Kingdoms 
army, your army, catapulting Copan’s diseased dead 
into the Old Quarter? Were the lepers dead when they 
were placed in your siege engines and shot into Nág-
hordum? How many lives were lost in Copan? How 
many do you honestly think survived the massacre 
there?”

Tool fell silent. Azar filled the silence with a vehe-
mence that shamed and startled the Seven Kingdoms 
spy. “And you, Tool. Have you come here to spread 
good will? Have you come to warn us, to give us an 
opportunity to negotiate our surrender? Or have you 
come to poison our water, to gather intelligence on our 
strengths and weaknesses, to open the outer gate or 
worse, to poison our chances with those bastardized 
totems and incantations your magi call magic?”

“Why are you here? If you’re so opposed to my 
goals, why have you been helping me achieve them?”

Azar looked away. Tool thought he knew the an-
swer. He thought he understood the depths of her love. 
He stepped through the doorway. Azar followed him.

The two chose not to speak for several minutes. 
When the narrow corridor opened onto a vast cham-
ber, Tool stopped and looked around. The torches were 
lit. He drew his sword and looked nervously at Azar. 
“I’m guessing this is the temple?”
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“It looks more like a theatre.”
Their voices overlapped when they echoed, mak-

ing it difficult for them to understand one another. 
“Did you say theatre?” Tool asked.

Azar nodded.
“But there aren’t any seats, just words and pictures 

painted on the floor.”
“There are seven gangways,” Azar whispered. “On 

each gangway there stands a gate.”
Tool followed her gaze. The gates were decorated 

with countless images, glyphs and runes that looked 
both odd and oddly familiar.

“Of course there are no seats,” she said. “There 
would not be an audience sitting and watching a play 
on the stage. The function of the theatre is reversed. 
There would only be one spectator, standing here, 
where we are, looking towards the auditorium, gazing 
at the images on the seven gates and the seven rising 
grades.”

“I don’t follow you.”
“This is not a temple at all. It is a Memory Theatre.”
“It’s a what?”
“A Memory Theatre, a mnemonic device. Look, 

the seven gates are memory placeholders, stocked 
with words and images. Of course,” she gasped. “The 
myths and legends were true. This,” she waved her 
hands across the vast theatre and smiled, “is the Tree 
of Knowledge.”

“You mean we’re standing at the center of the city?”
“We are standing at the center of the Kaf Valley, the 

heart of the Hollow of the Hand. We are standing at the 
very cradle of civilization.”

Tool nodded. His own appreciation for the past 
was tempered by the Adjutant General’s orders. Hiero-
nymus had been adamant about one thing. The runic 
symbols he had given him were to be drawn at the cen-
ter of the city. He knelt in the dirt and pulled the bone 
talisman from his breast pocket.

“This is where the Shâwali Adepts came to learn 
their craft. They became priests here, magi. These 
glyphs contain the knowledge of the Sleeping Gods. 
This theatre contains the lost secrets of their magic, 
of ascendancy. This is where the Shâwali priests first 
awoke!”

Tool drew a circle in the dirt. “Can you understand 
any of it?”

“If I had time I am certain I could translate the 
glyphs,” she replied. “They are much older than mine, 
most likely the mother of the Oruphe tongue. Given 
time and the proper resources I am sure I could trans-
late this theatre.”

“Time would be nice,” Tool said. He began etch-
ing runes inside the circle he had drawn. “Sadly it’s in 
short supply.”

Azar turned and looked at him. “What are you do-
ing?”

“My job,” he replied. “Hieronymus ordered me to 
draw this spell at the center of the city. According to 
you we’re at the center of the city now, hence the spell.”

“You cannot do that, Tool. The Seven Kingdoms 
will destroy Nághordum. They will not understand 
this theatre, what it means. They will burn this city and 
butcher its people. We will lose everything.”

“I have my orders. We aren’t bad people, Azar. We 
didn’t come here to conquer, we came here to liberate. 
The Shâwali Adherents have committed acts of intoler-
ance and terror against the Shi Freemen, your ances-
tors. That’s why I’m etching this spell in the dirt, that’s 
why you’ve been helping me, and that’s why we must 
succeed. The cost of victory is far less than the price we 
would pay for defeat.”

“You cannot possibly be that naïve. The Seven 
Kingdoms have been pushing their borders south for 
decades. They do not want to help the Freemen, they 
want to help themselves to the knowledge and the re-
sources found throughout Arman.”

“I’m not naïve, I’m pragmatic. Once I’m done here 
we need to leave. We cannot be here once the sorcery 
begins.”

“I will not let you finish your spell.”
“It isn’t mine,” Tool replied. He tried to bury the 

burgeoning guilt he felt burning in his gut. She was 
right. The Seven Kingdoms would destroy Nághor-
dum. The soldiers would rape and pillage, feast and 
burn and in the end the Hollow of the Hand would be 
little more than a pit of ash and charred bone. “I have 
to finish it, Azar.”

“You do not,” she said. “You will not finish it. I will 
not let you.”

Tool smiled sadly and looked up at her. “And how 
do you intend to stop me?”

She drew the knife Tool had given her. She held it 
between them, the tip an accusing finger she levelled at 
his chest. “I do not want to hurt you, but I will not let 
you turn this city over to them.”

He stopped etching runes in the dirt. He lowered 
the totem and sighed. “I love you, Azar. I loved you the 
moment I met you. But I have to do this. I can’t turn 
my back on the Seven Kingdoms. I cannot commit trea-
son.”

“What are you asking me to do?”
Tool lowered his gaze. He smelled the other wom-

an’s perfume before he saw her face. “Patience,” he 
whispered.

“Finish your spell,” she replied. She turned and 
looked at Azar, and then whispered, “It is my wish.”

Tool did not understand what she meant, but Azar 
must have. She fell silent and simply watched him 
work.

He could not read the characters he drew. Hiero-
nymus had simply written them on rolled parchment 
and ordered him to re-draw them, exactly as they were, 
at the heart of Nághordum. Hieronymus said the spell 
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would weaken the ancient city’s defences. Although 
he did not understand them, Tool drew the runes and 
glyphic pictures perfectly. When he was done he knelt 
back and studied his work. He should have felt the 
same smug satisfaction he always felt when his mis-
sions proved successful. When he looked up at Azar 
however, he felt like a failure. “I’m sorry,” he said.

“How sweet,” Patience said. “You did a wonderful 
job, Tool. And you, dear Azar, were perfect.”

Tool looked from Patience back to Azar. He 
frowned, certain he had missed something. “What do 
you mean?”

“I am the one who should be sorry,” Azar replied. 
“I could not betray my mistress any more than you 
could betray your kingdoms.”

“What are you talking about?”
Patience offered him an indifferent smile. “I am 

her Goddess, Tool. The Shâwali call me the Goddess of 
Tomorrow.”

Tool shook his head, confused by the odd revela-
tion. He looked at Azar, but she managed to avoid his 
gaze by staring down at the spell he had drawn in the 
dirt.

“No,” she screamed. She looked up at Patience, hor-
ror stricken. “What have you done?”

Tool looked down at the etching, uncertain what 
she had seen there. He thought he saw movement, 
subtle shadows shifting in the sand, but the marriage 
of blackness and candlelight played tricks on his eyes. 
Patience laughed.  “The spell was not mine,” she said. 
“I was told to bring you both here. I did not understand 
his intent until I saw the runes Tool so elegantly tran-
scribed.”

“What are you talking about?”
Tool growled, certain the shadows were pooling in 

the circle he had drawn. “What is it, Azar? What does 
it say?”

“It is an invocation, Tool, a summons. Your magus 
used you to awaken something.”

Patience struck the young acolyte with the back 
of her hand. “Not another word.” She stepped back 
when the shadows screamed. Obsidian wisps rippled 
up from the circle Tool had drawn, wrapping around 
his legs and waist like the tendrils of an unseen ser-
pent. He felt the darkness pierce his flesh, felt it feast 
on muscle before finding a home in the very marrow 
of his bones. He tried to pull away, to turn and run but 
the darkness pulled him back toward the circle, back 
toward the spell he had drawn. The spell had betrayed 
him. Hieronymus had betrayed him and when he 
looked into Azar’s eyes he finally understood that she 
had betrayed him too.

“You led me here!” he screamed. “You helped me 
get inside the Citadel. You found the book and the door 
that brought us here.”

“I followed her will,” Azar cried. “The spell, what 
you’ve done must be undone. You must stop it.”

Patience grabbed Azar’s neck and squeezed, crush-
ing her throat in a moment so sudden the young girl 
never had time to scream. Tool drew his sword and 
severed the woman’s head. It struck the floor and si-
lence swallowed its echoed thud.

Tool crawled across the sandstone floor and knelt 
beside Azar’s lifeless body. He pulled her into his arms 
and tried to forget what she had done. He still loved 
her. He would always love her. “It wasn’t your fault,” 
he whispered.

The scuffling of hands and feet on sand startled 
him. He turned toward the circle and swore. Eyes born 
somewhere in the depths of darkness now shone like 
twin moons. The soft light they shed gave her face 
both shape and substance. She was beautiful, silk and 
gossamer, a strange mixture of innocence and dread. 
When their eyes met, Tool felt the inevitability of death 
pounding in his chest like the baleful drums of fate.

Her moonlight eyes never left him. Her long, slen-
der, arms slipped through the circle’s dark embrace. 
Thin, delicate fingers crept across the sandstone floor, 
pulling her from the shadowed confines of the etched 
invocation. Her hair, a wild, white, and wandering 
mane, fell across her porcelain face, momentarily mask-
ing the monstrous splendour that glistened in her eyes.

When she spoke he felt the chains ensnare his soul. 
Her words, barely a breath against his cheek, tore all 
hope from his heart.

“I know your name.” she whispered.	 ]
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Moth & rust
by Tim Kane

U
ncle Peter died six weeks ago on Tuesday. But 
Aunt Julia kept on him—about the state of the 
garage where the daddy long legs tossed up 

cobwebs overnight; about the tassels on the rugs (which 
had to be aligned just so, even though every time we 
walked by they tangled up again); about the bird poop 
on the front porch (last summer I helped him glue tacks 
long the edges of the windows, but those birds still 
pooped there); and about me and the constant mess I 
made around the house. So Uncle Peter kept flexing 
his used-up hands, and creaking knees, and worn-out 
back. All so the house could look presentable.

Dinner was the one time Uncle Peter could sit and 
relax because Aunt Julia did all the cooking. Setting the 
table and dishing out the food was my job. Aunt Julia 
didn’t trust me with the Pepsi, even though I would 
never spill it. She took the bottle from the bottom shelf 
of the refrigerator and poured the glasses.

This night featured macaroni and cheese, and 
Aunt Julia skimped on the cheese, leaving mostly 
warm, wet macaroni. I powered through my bowl and 
even scooped up seconds while Uncle Peter contin-
ued to chew his first bite. I watched him. Each time he 
brought his teeth together, there was a tiny squish from 
the moist pasta.

Cleaning the table also fell on my shoulders. I 
bussed Aunt Julia’s and my dishes. Uncle Peter had 
managed only a few bites, so I wasn’t sure if he was 
done. When I reached for the plate, he swallowed with 
a gulp and set the fork down. That was a sure sign.

“Want to play backgammon?” I asked, grabbing 
his plate.

He didn’t answer. Uncle Peter hardly talked any-
more. He was tired.

“We could set up the board in the living room,” I 
said as I lugged the dishes to the sink.

It felt weird scraping all his food back into the pot, 
kind of like I was scraping away his life. You need food 
to live, but then, I guess, Uncle Peter didn’t anymore.

I rinsed the forks and put them in the rack to dry. 
Uncle Peter’s fork had these sooty smudges where he’d 
held it. This had been going on for a while, so now al-
most all the silverware was spattered with those dark 
splotches. Aunt Julia’s knives had wooden handles and 
the one Uncle Peter used turned pistachio green. When 
I ran it under hot water, some of the handle flaked 
into the sink. The wood was squashy, like grabbing a 
mound full of dirt.

Once the dishes were in the drying rack, I sprang 
away from the sink. Uncle Peter was already in the liv-
ing room, reclining on the sofa. I snatched the back-
gammon game from its shelf and carried it to the coffee 
table. My foot kicked some of the tassels on the area 
rug. Shoot. I set the game down and bent over to fix 
them. They had to look just right or Aunt Julia would 
flip out.

All this time, Uncle Peter sat perfectly still. He was 
worn out from his chores, and his breathing was less 
than a whisper.

“I’ll set up the board,” I said.
Backgammon was a game that was part luck and 

part skill. I needed the luck because Uncle Peter had 
years of skill on his side. I used to catch him making 
dumb moves just so I could capture his pieces and even 
out the game.

“A lopsided game was no fun to play,” he’d told me 
once.

I took out the pieces. They were plastic, so they 
didn’t rust or anything when he used them. As I ar-
ranged the white and black discs around the board, I 
looked up at Uncle Peter. The area around his cheeks 
sagged like the wilted weeds in the front yard. Skin 
peeled around his neck and fingers. The flesh under-
neath looked sticky—like fruit after the rind had been 
peeled away.

He leaned forward to grasp the dice cup. Fuzzy 
wings fluttered along his body, and then tiny moths 
scattered from his sweater and pants where they had 
blended in only moments before. The moths flapped 
away to some dark corner of the room, but they always 
seemed to return the next time Uncle Peter sat on the 
sofa.

This game went the way most had lately. Uncle 
Peter didn’t pay attention to his moves. I won the first 
game too easily. After that, I even made some dumb 
moves, but that wasn’t enough. He wasn’t even trying. 
He only shuffled the pieces around on the board.

Our game had become lopsided.

k

The next night, when I was cleaning up after din-
ner, I discovered a tooth on Uncle Peter’s plate, nestled 
in the green beans. At first I thought it might be a bone 
that had snuck into Aunt Julia’s meatloaf. I glanced up 
at Uncle Peter, expecting to see a gap in his smile like 
on the cartoons. But he kept his mouth shut and pushed 
away from the table.

I slipped the tooth into my pocket and worked up 
a thick lather of bubbles in the sink. More wood crum-
bled away when I dunked Uncle Peter’s knife in the 
water. The handle of his fork looked almost black, like 
a polished stone. I rinsed off the soap and tossed it in 
the drying rack.
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When I dashed into the living room, Uncle Peter 
wasn’t at the sofa. He had one foot planted on the stairs. 
Then I heard Aunt Julia.

“We have to keep the house presentable.” She called 
down, probably paging through her latest thriller.

Uncle Peter trembled as he lifted the other leg up 
to the first step. I couldn’t see his face, but I thought it 
was scrunched in pain. He concentrated hard on mak-
ing his legs move, hoisting his whole body to that first 
step. His hand clutched the banister. The white skin 
along his knuckles looked like the bird droppings on 
the porch. After he conquered the step, his hand slid up 
and clenched a new spot on the banister.

Uncle Peter didn’t deserve this. It needed to end.

k

Sometime that night, when I was supposed to be 
asleep, I came up with the idea of the wrench.

I slipped out of bed, put on some socks, and tip-
toed to my door. The hallway creaked if you walked 
along the center, so I hugged the wall. Even so, the floor 
groaned halfway down. I froze. Aunt Julia’s snoring 
covered the sound. As I passed by their bedroom door, 
I thought I saw Uncle Peter staring at the ceiling. With 
the lights off, I could only make out the outline of his 
face. I didn’t hear him breathing, but then I probably 
wouldn’t over Aunt Julia’s snoring.

Down in the garage I groped along the wall for the 
light switch. My fingers brushed something that felt for 
a moment like touching cotton candy. A shiver rushed 
through me. I found the switch and flicked on the light. 
One of those daddy long legs scurried away. Ew. Thin 
strands of webbing clung to my fingers and I wiped 
them on my pajamas.

The wrench hung above the workbench where Un-
cle Peter had hooked it two summers ago. He’d used it 
to tighten the bolt on the front wheel of my bike. Even 
then, when he’d been in good health, he’d had to stop 
twice, setting the tool on the cement floor. He’d rubbed 
his wrist and told me he had to rest for a moment. If 
it was too heavy for him to hold, how was I going to 
manage it?

I gripped the wrench with both hands and un-
hooked it from the peg. It felt like two bricks tied to met-
al stick. It clunked to the table and I glanced up, wor-
ried the sound might wake Aunt Julia. When I heard 
nothing, I pulled off my pajama top and wrapped the 
wrench inside. Then I lugged the thing up to my room.

k

The next morning, Aunt Julia sent Uncle Peter out 
front to rake up the leaves. She was supposed to be 
cleaning up after breakfast, but instead she’d pulled 
out one of her mystery novels.

I smuggled the wrench downstairs and out into the 
side yard where the dinky lemon tree grew. The shriv-
eled fruit had black dots stippling the sides. In fact the 
whole tree looked sick with the flu. I never drank the 
lemonade Aunt Julia made.

I picked up one of the lemons that had fallen into 
the grass and put it on a wooden chair. It seemed to be 
the right height. I lifted the wrench above my head. It 
wobbled, wanting to fall backward. I swung it down 
and watched the metal end thunk on the wood. A to-
tal miss. That was pitiful. I needed to hit hard the first 
time. I tried again, hauling the wrench high up over 
my head. My arms felt weak, and the wrench tilted to 
one side. I flung it down as hard as I could, squashing 
the lemon. A jet of juice sprayed my shirt. The liquid 
was gooey and tart. I didn’t think about what would 
happen when it wasn’t a lemon.

I raised the wrench again. This time, my arms gave 
out first. The wrench teetered backward and I lost my 
balance. The tool slapped the ground behind me, while 
my arm banged against the cement patio. I clutched my 
skinned elbow. That’s when I saw Uncle Peter.

I sat up, one hand cupped over my elbow. Lemon 
juice oozed down my shirt. He stood by the gate, star-
ing at me. Or was he looking at the wrench? I couldn’t 
tell. A pair of moths fluttered around his shoulders. 
They circled as if marking off Uncle Peter as their ter-
ritory. I pushed myself up. My elbow really hurt, but I 
didn’t cry. I reached in my pocket, found the tooth he 
had lost, and gripped it. This was the right thing to do.

I picked up the wrench, and wrapped it in the paja-
ma shirt. When I passed Uncle Peter, I heard a strange 
sucking sound as if he were struggling to take a deep 
breath. Maybe he wanted to say something. I paused to 
listen, but when he opened his mouth, it smelled like 
rotten milk. It made me think that his insides were rot-
ting away.

k

Uncle Peter stayed outside until dinnertime. When 
he finally came in to the table, he had something 
clutched in his hand. The skin along his knuckles flaked 
off and bits of it littered the tablecloth like spilled salt. 
He loosened his grip and I saw that he held the crushed 
lemon. Uncle Peter knew what I was going to do.

I’d stowed the wrench under the table, hidden by 
the tablecloth and my pajama shirt. As I laid out the 
silverware, I made sure Uncle Peter had his blackened 
fork and worn knife—now only strips of wood clung 
to the metal core that ran down the center. The moths 
scuttled around on his sweater. There were too many to 
count. Normally they blended in so well I could hardly 
see them, but tonight they were excited.

Back in the kitchen Aunt Julia turned to collect 
the glasses from the cupboard. I ducked down and 
scooped up the wrench. The shirt stuck to the metal 
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where it had hit the lemon. I yanked it loose and small 
bits of fuzz clung to the top. Uncle Peter gripped the 
lemon. Juice leaked from between his fingers.

I had to do this. He knew it.
When Aunt Julia bent down to take the bottle of 

Pepsi from the bottom shelf of the refrigerator, I lift-
ed the wrench above my head. It teetered, wanting to 
make me fall over. My elbow still ached, but I kept the 
wrench as steady as I could. Her head was the same 
height as the lemon on the chair. I swung hard. It was a 
solid blow and she fell to the floor.

Aunt Julia stayed down.
I set the wrench on the counter and returned to the 

table. Uncle Peter let go of the lemon. He didn’t smile 
exactly, but I could see it in his eyes. They seemed a 
little more alive.

“After dinner,” I said, “we’ll play backgammon.” 
This time I knew the game wasn’t going to be lopsid-
ed.	 ]

« tiM Kane grew up watching monster movies—vam-
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You can read more about me at www.timkanebooks.com

harD Work
by David Perlmutter

W
hy do you look so shocked? It’s not like there 
hasn’t been a 12-year old private investigator 
before! Especially when it comes to science 

fiction and paranormal stuff – we can deal with that 
stuff a lot more easily than you adults can because we 
actually believe it’s for real. In this town, we need some 
sort of investigator to sort out the truth from the lies, 
regardless of how old she may be. Yeah, I know boys 
could do it too, but most of them haven’t got the gray 
matter for it, if you know what I mean.

k

It started a few weeks ago, when my younger 
brother Tim, who is like me only with shorter hair and 
less brains, entered the house with a thick sheet of oil 
on his face. I had to look closely to make sure it actually 
was him.

“What have you done to yourself?” I asked suspi-
ciously.

“I was just working, Rob.” he said innocently, smil-
ing at me.

It is a well-known fact among my circle of girl-
friends that boys of all ages don’t tend to work unless 
they can get some money out of it. In other words, they 
don’t play if there’s no pay. We girls are more likely to 
help people out who have no cash, which is how I’ve 
gotten most of my opportunities for P.I. work. That’s 
neither here nor there, at least not now.

Anyhow, I was a bit surprised at the idea of my lazy 
brother actually doing some honest labor, so I pressed 
him.

“What kind of work are you doing?” I asked. “Who 
for? How much are you getting?”

“One thing at a time, please!” he said, holding his 
hand up. “I get 25 cents an hour from Vicky Glasnost 
for doing stuff for her.”

“Stuff?” I asked with some concern. “What kind of 
stuff?”

“Errands. Chores. You know, duties and things.”
“I know what chores are, Tim, but why are you 

working for a high school girl like Vicky? I mean, she 
must be capable of doing her own chores, isn’t she?”

“She’s not incapable, if that’s what you mean. She’s 
more like the boss. She stands around telling us what 
to do.”

“Us?”
“Yeah. It’s not just me she’s paying to do her work. 

She’s got kids all over town working. Then she just 
kicks back. Only time she got up when she was with 
me was when she paid me the 25 cents!”
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While listening to Tim, my brain sprung a leak. By 
today’s standards, 25 cents is not much of a wage for 
an hour’s work. Hell, minimum wage zoomed past that 
a long time ago! So who did this Vicky girl think she 
was, getting my brother and a few other kids in the 
neighborhood to do work that she, in all probability, 
had promised she would do herself.

When Tim finished, I shaped my face into its world-
famous pout and looked at him intensely.

“Why are you getting mad at me, Rob?” Tim asked. 
“I didn’t….”

“I’m not mad at you – not this time anyway. It’s your 
boss who needs to be lectured here. She needs to learn 
that when you hire yourself out as a foreman, your 
workers need to be paid fairly. Especially if she’s going 
to misuse the unusual abilities of some of the kids in 
town.” I prepared to take off in search of Vicky, putting 
my jacket on over my yellow shirt and blue pants, when 
Tim blocked my path.

“Rob, don’t do this to me!” he said, panicking. 
“You’ll get me in Dutch with Vicky! Besides…” he add-
ed, making a failed attempt at projecting himself as the 
new Casanova, “I think she likes me.”

“Get a hold of yourself dumbbell!” I said, pushing 
him aside. “I’m your older sister, and it’s my job to keep 
you out of trouble. I’m just going to talk to Vicky and 
see if I can’t bump up the rates for you. That means 
I’ll get her to pay you more money, in case you don’t 
understand! And, by the way, you’re ten and she’s like 
seventeen or something, so it ain’t gonna happen! Stick 
to the kids your own age if you want to play out those 
romantic fantasies, okay?”

And so, with mixed feelings in my heart, I set off 
on my mission.

k

Sure enough, it was only a few minutes later that I 
found Vicky. Not surprisingly, she was ‘working’.

Vicky Glasnost isn’t hard to pick out among us kids 
in the neighborhood – her age and size give her a one-
up on the rest of us. First of all, she’s quite tall, even for 
somebody who’s a junior in high school and she’s the 
only other red-head in school.

I found her a few blocks away from my house, 
barking orders in her tinny voice at a kid on the roof 
of a house who was in the process of securing a satel-
lite dish. This was no ordinary kid. This was Johnny 
Xylpdf from The Moon, albino-skinned and super-cute 
by middle school girl standards. Of course, my extreme 
modesty prevented me from telling this to him myself, 
even though some of the other girls at school had been 
repeatedly propositioning him for dates. Anyhow, 
just as I walked up the street, Johnny levitated him-
self down from the roof, which all Lunar people are 
capable of doing, and approached Vicky for the money 
she owed him. She placed 50 cents in his hand, which 
he regarded skeptically.

“That’s it?” he said.
“It’s all you’re getting out of me, alien boy!” she said 

with undisguised contempt, placing her large hand on 
his shoulder and pushing him back from her.

“That’s not fair!” Johnny protested. “I should be 
getting more than this. I did all the work…”

“What the hell did you expect, huh? A friggin’ 
mint?”

“No, but I just…”
“But you ‘just’ nothing! Get the hell out of here be-

fore I plant your Martian ass in the ground!”
“I’m from The Moon, and…”
“I said get lost!”
Johnny saw that it was pointless to argue with her 

and left. He turned on his heel and walked away with 
military precision. I approached Vicky and tapped her 
on the shoulder.

“Well,” she greeted me with all the sarcasm I ex-
pected from her. “You want in on this too, Dorker?”

“I’d rather not, Spazznost. Besides, you’ve already 
hooked my brother into your illegal child labor ring! 
One Decker is more than enough for the likes of you!”

“Better not accuse me of stuff I didn’t do, Girl Scout! 
Sure I got kids working for me. I ask for the jobs and get 
them to do it. Saves me wear and tear and keeps me 
prepared for my dates. But it ain’t illegal- I pay them! 25 
cents is a great wage, ain’t it?”

“Sure – for two hundred years ago!”
“Since when is my business any of your business, 

brat?”
“Since you conscripted my brother and Johnny and 

God knows how many other kids into doing work you 
should be doing with your own two hands like you 
promised your clients!”

“I didn’t tell them I’d be doing the work, moron! 
The Glasnost Employment Agency ain’t a one-girl busi-
ness.”

“Obviously. But your ‘employees’ surely deserve 
more than a couple of quarters for sweating themselves 
silly in the summer sun! Especially since a great major-
ity of them are likely…”

“Whoa! Don’t you play the alien card with me, sis-
ter! They came to me wanting work, and I helped them 
find it. It’s hard for alien humans to get work around 
here, let alone the kids! I’m doing my bit to pump up 
the economy, if you know what I mean. Now, if you 
don’t mind, I have to see how some of my employees 
are doing across town!”

“But you don’t understand about the concept of…”
Before I could say anything, she had wrapped her 

meaty arms around my chest, and began the process of 
cracking my ribs while I winced in pain.

“No,” she shouted defiantly in my face. “you don’t 
understand! This is my business, and you’ve got no 
business interfering with it! If I catch you anywhere 
near me for the rest of the summer I’ll stretch your pre-
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teen boobies down to your toes!” She threw me down 
on the ground then she stomped back to the relative 
safety of her car parked at her house a few blocks away.

I writhed in pain for a minute or so, during which 
I briefly reconsidered trying to help out the kids “em-
ployed” by Vicky. But no, I had to help them. And Tim. 
So I straightened myself out and ran off in the direc-
tion of Vicky’s house, intending to tail her whether she 
liked it or not.

k

Just as I arrived at the house, Vicky was leaving, 
grumbling as she got in and started up her car. I wanted 
to tail her and had to think fast so I quickly pulled off 
my belt and wrapped it around the trailer hitch just as 
she was pulling out. I hung on with all my strength as 
it zipped down the street,. After a few blocks, the roller 
wheels on my sneakers started burning up but I held 
on and crouched under the trunk so Vicky wouldn’t 
catch on.

The care came to a stop. For a few minutes, I over-
heard Vicky talking to Pat Weinbaum, a girl I knew 
who had recently returned to Earth with her family 
after living several years on Venus.

“Look!” Vicky shouted. “When I pay these kids to 
wash windows for me, I don’t appreciate them messing 
it up!”

“You didn’t give me a ladder,” Pat countered, “and 
it’s pretty hard to reach the upper levels without…”

“I’m not paying you ‘cause ya did a second-rate 
job on those windows.” interrupted Vicky. “I doubt I’ll 
even get paid for them at this rate.”

“But I spent two hours climbing on the roof! And 
even then, it took another hour to…”

“Ah, just zip it! I haven’t got time for your excuses!”
“Why, you cold-hearted….”
I heard the sound of a scuffle just after that. I would 

have gotten out from behind the car to back Pat up, but 
it was over too fast. From my aural vantage point, it 
seemed Pat had taken a chance by flinging her middle 
school body against Vicky’s high school one, with pre-
dictable results. In less than a moment, I heard hair rip-
ping, a scream, and the vicious sound of a boot hitting 
a body repeatedly.

Without missing a beat, I got out from under the 
car bumper without turning around, and ran all the 
way back home.

k

I always stay in shape for a girl my age, so it wasn’t 
too long before I got home. Tim was there, and, of 
course, he wanted to know what exactly I thought I was 
doing by ‘helping’ him.

“Do you realize what Vicky does to people who 
cross her?” he said. “If you got her mad at me and you, 
we better run away!”

“We are not going out like cowards, brother.” I 
countered. “Yes, I crossed her, and yes, she did beat 
me up. But I’m made of stronger stuff than that and I’ll 
make sure you and the rest of her ‘staff’ learn how to 
confront her and get what you deserve.”

“How are you going to do that?”
“Just watch me.”

k

That night, I called Pat telling her how I had over-
heard everything by sneaking under Vicky’s car. I told 
her that I had a strong desire to help her, Tim and the 
others to even the score with Vicky, even at the cost of 
some of us getting hurt in the process. After she bawled 
me out for risking my life crouching on and under the 
car, she agreed to my little proposition and agreed to 
round up the others so we could talk.

k

It was on the following day that the group of us 
convened – Tim, Pat, Johnny and I, as well as the others 
‘employed’ by Vicky: Julius Igbo, a small, volatile fellow 
from Mercury (naturally, he was mostly liquid); Harry 
Fanshawe from Mars, who was, as would be expected, 
entirely red in clothes and skin; Jenny Ellington from 
Venus, with green skin and fingers dipped in native 
electrical currents; Jack Stallworth of Jupiter, heavy but 
tough; and Rings Lardner of Saturn, who, also predict-
ably, had plenty of rings on her body, her hands, and 
her legs, some for decoration, others for weaponry, if 
you get my drift. All of them, like Johnny, Pat and Tim, 
had been recruited by Vicky for what they thought 
would be high-paying work doing demanding labor. 
Little did they realize otherwise until it was too late. 
And it would now be my job to help them get properly 
reimbursed for their work.

I called the meeting to order, “Okay gang, we all 
know what we want, so let’s figure out how to get it.”

“Why don’t we just find her and kill her?” said Ju-
lius.

“Because that’s not good enough for her!” I re-
sponded. “Somebody like Vicky has to be made aware 
of the fact that her actions have consequences. That 
when you contract somebody to work for you, you have 
to figure out first, what you’re going to get paid, and, 
second of all, how much of that money is to be fairly 
given to your employees!”

“So, you’re saying she wasn’t paying us fairly?” 
said Harry. Pat and I looked at each other, sighed, and 
then I continued.

“This is going to be a fairly elaborate set-up.” I told 
them all. “I’ve planned everything up to the last detail, 
so as long as nothing gets screwed up (here I glanced 
sharply at the boys), things will work out fine. Gather 
‘round and I’ll let you know about it.”

k
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Afterwards we exited our hiding place and headed 
out for the shadows, waiting for Vicky to show up. All 
except for me, I had lost the straw draw we held, so 
once again I would be forced to confront Vicky and at 
least attempt to get her within the location of our plans 
for revenge.

I walked to her house, knocked and waited for her 
to make an appearance. Evidently, she already seemed 
to know of our plans, unlikely as that seemed to be. 
Finally, after several minutes pounding on the door on 
my part, she opened it.

“What the hell do you want now, Decker?” she 
asked cordially. “Didn’t I tell you stay out of my busi-
ness?”

“When you abuse people psychologically and 
physically, Vicky, it becomes my business!” I respond-
ed. “I did some reconnaissance on you, and I have 
enough evidence now to turn you in if I want. And all 
of your ‘employees’ know about your little double-deal-
ing games now too. I told them everything I saw.”

“When the hell were you doing reco…reca….reci…
when were you peepin’ on me?” she demanded.

“Yesterday,” I said. “You didn’t happen to notice 
that red-haired bumper sticker on your fender, did 
you?”

“You were tailing me? In my car?”
“Yes,” I said firmly. “I was!”
Vicky’s eyes began twitching, and she knew as 

well as I did that I had her over a barrel. Once me and 
the gang went public with what we had learned, there 
was no possible way that Vicky could once again as-
semble the public dignity and trust to formulate an-
other seemingly benevolent but actually malevolent 
enterprise. I could see it all as it formed in her head, 
the gears rapidly turning as she struggled to come up 
with some fairly passable excuses for the small army of 
questions she’d undoubtedly be peppered with about 
her lack of ethics and concern for other people. At last, 
she spoke again, and I could taste the blood rising up 
her neck as she did.

“How dare you!” she stormed, “You’re gonna 
wreck the cushiest gig I ever had! I got a lot of money 
in this thing, and I’ll be damned if a little runt like you 
comes in and takes it from me!”

“A small price to pay for justice!” I said, objectively.
“God damn it Decker!” Vicky exploded. “That 

is the last bit of sass I’m taking from you! You are so 
dead!”

Knowing full well my number would be up un-
less I left the premises immediately, I began running. 
Hard. And fast. I ran as quickly as my stumpy little legs 
would allow me to go. Down streets and alleys, over 
hedges and fences. And always, always, Vicky was be-
hind me, ready to knock my head off with both of her 
fists. In other words, exactly where we wanted her.

Soon I had reached the park, and the others, in 
their positions, prepared to take care of her.

“Do it, guys!” I called as I entered the park. Vicky 
entered right after me, and the process of exacting re-
venge upon her began.

My associates surrounded Vicky on all sides, in a 
firmly constructed circular ring. With nowhere to go, 
she stopped short, not because she was getting her 
breath or anything, but because she couldn’t go any-
where else. Getting in the ring, I faced down Vicky 
once again.

“Decker!” Vicky screamed. “I’ll kill you!”
Before she could do that, Rings Lardner took off 

one of the metal rings around her chest and threw it 
over Vicky. It contracted on contact with her and tight-
ened around her waist and arms, preventing her from 
moving. Jenny Ellington and Julius Igbo each grabbed 
a leg and emitted flame from their hands that set 
Vicky’s pants on fire while burning up her legs. For 
the finale, Harry Fanshawe grabbed Vicky’s neck and 
held her tight with his Martian strength while Jack 
Stallworth ran his heavy Jovian body into hers. Vicky’s 
body collapsed on the ground, face down, into the dirt. 
I grabbed her by the arm and flipped her over.

“Listen, Glasnost!” I warned her. “You are the 
dumbest, most unethical human being in existence! 
The kind of things you’ve done to us are unforgiveable; 
where some of us come from, they would’ve found 
you out a long time ago and killed you! You’re lucky 
my friends have refrained from doing that now, out of 
charity, or else you actually would be dead! Now, you 
have a choice here. Either you can start up again legit 
and pay everyone the money you owe them, or else-“

“Or else what?” a defiant Vicky snarled.
“We tell your parents!” I shot back.
“No!” Vicky screamed. “Anything but that!”
“Then you know what you have to do!” I answered.

k

A few days later, Vicky Glasnost was suspended 
above the street on the top floor of my house, washing 
the windows. Below her were me, Tim and the alien 
kids, including Johnny Xylbdf, who was even then el-
evating me up to the top floor to confer with Vicky. Be-
low, the others were counting and dividing a small pile 
of cash that Vicky had reluctantly parted with at our 
insistence.

Vicky saw me as she stood on the ledge. My very 
appearance drove her to rage.

“Hey, Vicky!” I said as I came into view. “You 
missed a spot!”

“Damn you, Decker!” she screamed. She threw a 
heavy wet sponge at me as I stepped to the ledge, but, 
instead, it hit Johnny.

“Oh, that’s mature!” he said with some contempt.
I just laughed.	 ]
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lorD shashensa
by Therese Arkenberg

T
reseda Nudoath tried not to look out her win-
dow. It faced the fields the damned Dhoth 
had burned, which her people relied on to see 

them through the year. She remembered the raid, sick 
fear that turned to cold dread as her summer-green 
fields blossomed in orange flame, and a hundred ques-
tions rose in her mind, chief among them—what next?

So she avoided looking at the fields, if she could.
Unfortunately, that was hard to do when they lay 

outside her bedroom window.
She could just change rooms, she reflected as she 

stumbled down the halls of Poncenet estate, rubbing 
sleep from her eyes. But that would be like an admis-
sion of defeat in her own mind.

“Your Grace.” She looked up at the speaker, a tall 
man with slick black hair and eyes like chips of green 
glass, and smiled.

“Good morning, Jahennes.”
Her steward returned the smile brilliantly, but his 

bow was apologetic. “I hate to disturb you so early, 
but…Faraden caught someone sneaking around the 
grounds last night.”

Her heart skipped. “Dhoth?”
“No,” he said quickly. “Rather, an escaped slave, 

Your Grace. We kept him in the loft over the stables, 
not wanting to disturb your sleep.”

“Thank you. I’ll see him over breakfast.”
Breakfast, served in the dayroom by a sad-faced 

Heria, was modest: a bowl of porridge made of grains 
from last year’s harvest and a small yellow fruit from 
Treseda’s garden in the courtyard. The Dhoth had 
burned the orchards.

Jahennes and Faraden, the stable master, arrived 
as she was finishing her meal. The slave boy was with 
them: slight, black-haired, dark skinned, with large 
pale eyes. Obviously foreign, but not Dhoth. He looked 
at Treseda’s feet without defiance.

“Let me see his tag,” she said.
Jahennes gently tipped the boy’s chin up and read 

from the bronze slave tag around his neck. “I am the 
property of Lord Shashensa. Nothing else.”

No directions for return. Shashensa was a foreign 
name if Treseda had ever heard one.

“What’s your name?” she asked the boy.
“Caiyo, Your Grace.”
She exchanged a glance with Jahennes. Whoever 

this Shashensa was, he might offer a reward for the re-
turn of a slave. With the fields and orchards burned, 
and war-taxes coming, it would be welcome. But some-
thing about the boy, a dull distance in his words, trou-
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bled her. It was as if he wasn’t truly speaking, any more 
than a speaking-trumpet did when it echoed words 
called into it. What could have made him that way?

“Why did you run from your master?” she asked.
Caiyo shrugged.
Heria’s hands shook as she poured Treseda’s tea. 

Her daughter had been captured by the Dhoth, Trese-
da remembered, in the summer raid. Who knew where 
the girl was now?

But if she had somehow escaped, and made her 
way to a stranger’s estate, Heria could only hope that 
the thought of a reward was not worth the girl’s free-
dom.

If Shashensa had wanted his slave back so badly, he 
should have made tags with directions for his return.

“Let him stay here,” she said. When Jahennes 
looked at her oddly, she added, “Well, we have no idea 
how to return him, do we? The tag tells us nothing–it’s 
in the common alphabet of the Three Hundred King-
doms, and as to what language Shashensa even be-
longs to…”

“We could let a magistrate handle it,” Jahennes 
pointed out.

“We have Dhoth to deal with before then.”
Heria set down the teapot with a gentle sigh.
“If he wants to go, let him leave,” Treseda said. Cai-

yo shook his head. “Very well. Go and find something 
useful for him to do–only because we can’t spare idle 
hands now. I’ll have him considered a free man.” She 
rose, and on her way out, thought to add, “and take off 
that tag.”

k

“There’s a messenger here to see you, Your Grace.”
“Is he from Lord Shashensa?” She had said the 

words playfully, but Jahennes didn’t smile.
“No. He’s from Anderum. He’s waiting in the sa-

lon.”
The messenger from the capital, a short, dark-

haired man caked with sweat-cemented dust, didn’t 
waste any time on pleasantries after she entered. “Your 
Grace, several days ago, the King’s Protectors intercept-
ed and translated a Dhoth message. Their army is on 
the move. Your estate is directly in their path.”

She cursed, but her anger was only bravado. What 
more did they want? What more damage could they 
cause?

The messenger tactfully chose not to hear her. “The 
fortress of General Galadsten is five days’ journey to 
the north. On behalf of the Protectors, I advise you to 
go there, and to start your journey soon.”

Galadsten. Wasn’t he supposed to send bread, after 
their fields had been burned? She hadn’t received news 
from him since the beginning of the war. What good 
was he? But…

Begging the gods, why did the Dhoth have to come 
across her lands again? Hadn’t she suffered enough?

“I and my people will leave tomorrow,” she said. 
“I…thank you.”

He bowed and left the room.
When she was alone, Treseda knew she could safe-

ly cry, but did not.

k

Treseda tried very hard not to look out her window 
that night.

After she gave up tossing and turning, the dream 
began with the pounding of surf on the shore–a sound 
she had heard often as a child, visiting paternal rela-
tives in the seaside kingdom of Adbara. And then she 
was standing in Adbara, on a wide stretch of white 
sand cupping a sapphire bay, fading inland into a lush 
green forest.

Adbara had fallen to the Dhoth, Treseda remem-
bered through her dream. As she remembered it, she 
saw a black line far in the distance, moving down the 
beach towards her. A Dhoth army. She took a bronze 
sword from the scabbard at her waist, a sword that rest-
ed in her hand as if familiar to her, and went out with 
the surf lapping at her ankles to meet them.

The Dhoth warriors fell before her, and she fought 
as if she were an entire army, all the defender Adbara 
would ever need. As she sliced and struck, she knew 
Poncenet was safe, because no nation could ever recov-
er from the blow she was dealing the Dhoth, not ever…

k

The sword hung in an ornate case above her study 
door, Treseda discovered. It was her grandfather’s 
sword, mirrored from the dream down to the last de-
tail, though she didn’t take it down to test its heft.

Her study was strangely clean this morning–furni-
ture glossy with wax, scrolls rolled and placed in their 
cupboards or spread smoothly on her desk, inkwell 
filled and the quills new-trimmed. The mystery went 
unanswered until Jahennes came around midmorn-
ing, bearing the breakfast that she had forgotten. “The 
new boy’s been cleaning up the house.”

“Caiyo?” she asked, shoving aside a scroll that list-
ed the provisions needed for a five-day journey taken 
by a group the size of Poncenent’s population.

“You told me to put him to something useful.”
“So I did,” she said between sips of black tea. “He’s 

kept with his decision to stay, then?”
“He must have.” Jahennes peered at the scroll on 

her desk and frowned. She couldn’t think of anything 
to say to comfort him.

“When do we leave?” he asked.
“As soon as we can.”
Someone knocked on the doorframe. Looking up, 

Treseda saw it was Caiyo, leading a man in messen-
ger’s robes. It took her another moment to realize that 
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he was the same messenger who had spoken to her 
the night before. Whatever had happened since then 
hadn’t treated him kindly.

Treseda rose and pulled out a chair for him as 
Jahennes poured a second cup of tea. The messenger 
sank down, half-helped by Caiyo.

“Thank you. I planned to travel to General Galad-
sten,” the man said, almost inaudibly. “I couldn’t get 
through…There is another Dhoth army, pushing south 
towards Galadsten’s fort.”

“Where did they come from?” Treseda sputtered.
“Does it matter?” Jahennes asked. To Treseda’s sur-

prise, she felt his hand on hers, and gave it a heartening 
squeeze.

“We will do what we can,” she whispered.
“That’s little enough,” the messenger said. “I hear 

the king himself is reduced to praying to the Valad-
herat.”

“The what?” Treseda and Jahennes said together.
“His wife’s gods, foreign gods. I thought you’d 

know, your boy here’s Valadhen. The dark skin shows 
it. They’re religious people. May I…” Caiyo caught the 
messenger by the arm as he sagged, nearly falling to 
the floor.

Treseda and Jahennes rounded the desk to him, 
but he waved away their concern. “I’m just a bit shaken. 
I had a close call, nearly riding into a Dhoth camp.”

“And now you’re trapped here with the rest of us.” 
Treseda turned away restlessly, and almost regretted 
it when Jahennes dropped her hand. “With Dhoth on 
both sides…”

“Poncenet will have to prepare for a siege,” the 
messenger murmured.

“I’m not sure we can withstand one,” she said.
“I’m not sure we have a choice.”

k

Treseda sent out riders bearing the message to all 
of her scattered fiefs to gather in the walls of Poncenet. 
Her servants and tenants set to work fortifying those 
same walls–built for privacy, not defense. Heria, helped 
by Caiyo–the boy followed her like a shadow–prepared 
rooms and spare corners to receive the new arrivals.

The plans for siege were left to her.
Assuming the walls could hold–which she did, 

lacking the heart to do otherwise–the next thing Pon-
cenet needed was food. With the fields and orchards 
burned, their only source of supplies was Treseda’s 
garden, mostly ornamental, and whatever the inhabit-
ants of the fiefdoms brought with them. The king had 
offered generous recompense to any whose property 
or estates were harmed by the Dhoth, but that would 
have to wait until the war was over. Assuming they 
won it. In the meantime, it was up to Treseda to see that 
what they had would stretch.

At least her dreams were pleasant.

She wouldn’t have thought so only a few days ago–
with her dream-self engulfed in a bloody rage that the 
waking Treseda could barely recognize–but it felt good, 
very good, to harry the Dhoth from Adbara. From Sel-
ita. From Anderum, from Poncenet. Even if she must 
awake every morning to know that they weren’t really 
gone, but approaching from every side.

She gazed out the window and immediately wished 
she hadn’t–it looked onto her burnt fields. Most of the 
charred grain stalks had crumbled now, and gray ash 
mixed with the sandy soil. She had heard that burned 
fields were rich when replanted, if they only could be.

“Your Grace.” Jahennes stood at the door. With a 
brilliant smile–brought by memories of another dream 
that, even if it did not involve driving Dhoth into hell, 
was strangely pleasant–she waved him in.

He did not smile back. ”Your Grace…there’s a prob-
lem.”

Sergeant Banfelh, the messenger from Anderum, 
stood behind him, accompanied by Caiyo. The dark 
former slave boy had seemed to be everywhere lately, 
but he was a helpful presence and Treseda didn’t mind.

“Which problem are you referring to?” she asked, 
unsure if she sounded weary or bitterly amused.

“The area cut off by the Dhoth armies is larger than 
we first realized,” Banfelh said, “with many more in-
habitants. None of them have training in arms.”

“So we have that many more mouths to feed, and 
not a single hand more that can protect us.” Treseda 
sighed and sank back in her chair. It was only one more 
complication, and not the largest one by far. “Is there 
anything more?”

“Isn’t it enough?” Jahennes said.
“Can they bring food, at least?”
“Do you think your fields were the only ones 

burned?” Banfelh said.
“Every field, every orchard, every garden,” Ja-

hennes said. “Tenants have been reduced to gathering 
from the forest. We have some winter stores… We had 
depended on the harvest coming in.”

“Do you think I didn’t know that?” Treseda 
snapped. “More to feed, less food, no defense.” Well, 
what else did she expect? Unable to stop herself, she 
spoke her thoughts aloud. “We didn’t really think we 
could win this, did we?”

“Your Grace?” Jahennes’s green eyes widened.
“We can’t.” She looked out the window with a glare 

that seemed fit to burn the fields again. “There’s no 
way. We’re surrounded by two legions of Dhoth, holed 
up in a farming estate, not a fortress. And look at what 
happened the last time we faced them!” She was shak-
ing, almost angry, beyond fear.

Jahennes and the messenger said nothing. With a 
sinking heart, she realized they agreed with her.
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“Go,” she said. They went. Caiyo gave her a strange 
look before following them out. He was always under-
foot, she thought, knowing she wasn’t being fair. He 
was trying to help.

“You’d have been better off with Lord Shashensa,” 
she said to him. He turned back for a moment, but said 
nothing.

When she thought he was gone, she spoke again, 
just to hear the words aloud and imagine. “If only they 
hadn’t burned the fields…”

k

She went to bed on a stomach growling and sore 
from hunger pangs. Sleeping hungry wasn’t sleeping 
well, but she didn’t care. She was tired, and as she fell 
asleep she knew she never wanted to wake up.

Treseda opened her eyes at the sound of wind. 
High, soft wind whispering to something that bowed 
at its passage. She rose and looked out her window.

Golden in daylight, it bent silver-white in the shine 
of the moon. Seedheads heavy, stalks long, sprouting 
from earth so rich and black that it seemed she could 
see it even in the darkness: grain in her fields. She 
peered farther out and could see the tall trees of the 
orchard, bent with fruit. Her fields and orchards, her 
livelihood, the lifeblood of Poncenet, were returned.

For a moment, Treseda Nudoath could feel perfect-
ly happy.

k

What had caused this? Why must one of her final 
nights be wasted on comforting delusion? Was it her 
own mind betraying her? Her own weakness? Or–who?

Treseda’s eyes burned as she walked the halls 
with blind steps. The dreams of killing Dhoth, of lov-
ing Jahennes, and now this…all her desires played out 
delightfully. Fruitlessly. She awoke to find nothing 
changed, her heart aching from knowing what might 
have been.

There must be someone to blame. For dreams this 
magnificent, there must be someone responsible.

Treseda realized that her feet were leading her 
somewhere. And, reflecting, she found that it all made 
perfect sense.

He was always there, could see what she wanted, 
knew the things she saw in her dreams. Her grandfa-
ther’s sword in her study. The way Jahennes clasped 
her hand. He had followed her gaze out the window…
did he even hear her whisper, when she thought they 
had all left her?

She raised her hand to the door of Caiyo’s room.
It swung open at her touch. The inside was dimly 

lit; an oil lamp rested beside a pallet on the floor where 
Caiyo sat, legs crossed, staring into nothing. He looked 
up as she entered.

“You’re causing the dreams,” she whispered.
“I am.” His voice was calm, foil to her own fury.

“Why?”
“To thank you for letting me in. For letting me 

stay.”
“This is your thanks?” she spat. “Can’t you see that 

it only hurts more–to have hope, and have it snatched 
away in the morning?”

“It hurts less than nightmares,” he said.
“How can you know?” Her voice broke. She must 

relax. This fury wouldn’t help her, wouldn’t help any-
one–it was as useless as the dreams. Caiyo sat impas-
sively. Something glinted at his neck–the slave tag 
marking him as Lord Shashensa’s. It had not been tak-
en off as she ordered.

“Get out,” she said at last. “Now. I don’t want you to 
spend another night under this roof.”

He rose and left silently, without pleading, weep-
ing, or stopping to gather anything. He had nothing 
to take.

She knew she should go and order the gates 
opened, spare him the shame of enacting his own exile. 
But she was so tired. And then came shame, black and 
sharp as a Dhoth’s whip.

Will he die out there? she wondered. And realized 
that she cared about his fate, far too much, the way she 
cared for all of Poncenet: she cared so deeply that she 
was worn out from it, as if she didn’t care at all. So she 
could prophesy its doom, and send him out to his own, 
with no feeling inside her at all. Except for something 
akin to rage.

She succumbed to her anger and began weeping.

k

Treseda sent out scouts the next day. Perhaps oth-
ers would want to watch their death approaching, and 
perhaps spying on the Dhoth let them feel useful. They 
reported the north army advancing steadily–they were 
past Galadsten’s fort; no knowing what had happened 
there–and the south remained, waiting.

She spent the night with Jahennes.
They didn’t speak much, but there was a sense of 

familiarity between them, as if they had come together 
before. She remembered the dreams–but pushed the 
memory aside.

Afterward, she paced across his room. He sat in the 
bed, watching her, saying nothing. She studied the fur-
nishings, the small clay sculptures and long quill pens, 
learning him by his possessions. Thinking of him, in-
stead of everything else.

She stopped at his desk, covered by the sprawl of an 
unrolled map with arrows marking the Dhoth advanc-
es. Closer, around the black square of Poncenent estate, 
fields were outlined in charcoal gray–the burned ones.

Treseda pulled another scroll over the map, this 
one covered in cramped cursive script, composing a 
hymn cycle to–

“The Valadherat?” she asked.
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Jahennes chuckled, but he sounded embarrassed 
when he said, “I’ve been praying…to whoever might 
hear. Sergeatn Banfelh mentioned the queen’s gods, 
and I was curious.”

She wondered if he remembered what the mes-
senger had said of Caiyo’s origins, but didn’t ask. The 
scroll was a translation, stilted and hard to understand 
in places. She whispered the words aloud, reading 
titles of hymns. “For the Bringing of Rain…Defense 
Against Plague…For Fruitful Sleep.” Treseda laughed 
humorlessly; she could use some of that.

“Read it,” Jahennes said. “I haven’t looked at that 
one before.”

She did, quickly and with an air of self-conscious-
ness. Struggling with the awkward translation, she 
stumbled over several words and came to a halt when 
she found the name of the god petitioned.

“What is it?” he asked.
“Shashensa.”
“That is a tongue-twister, but–”
“Doesn’t it sound familiar?”
“No. What is it?”
“’Property of Lord Shashensa,’” she quoted from 

memory. “We didn’t return it.”
“Oh.” He chuckled. “I suppose the Valadhen name 

their children after gods.”
“Yes. I suppose so.” Banfelh had said they were re-

ligious.
“I found these in the library. Your father’s old stew-

ard had an interest in foreign religions. I think they 
were his.”

She scanned the scroll, not admitting what she was 
looking for, but knowing when she didn’t find it. “Are 
there more of these?”

“I’ll look.” He frowned and rubbed the back of his 
neck. In a low voice, he said, “Why did you send him 
away?”

Because he caused the dreams. 
Property of Lord Shashensa.
“I don’t want to talk about it,” she said. “I’m sorry.”

k

She stood in her char-blackened fields, her grand-
father’s sword in hand. And at the edge of the road in 
bronze armor was the Dhoth minor general, the raider, 
the one who had ordered her fields burned.

She charged him with her sword thrust before her, 
cut into his face and limbs until he fell at her feet. But 
when he was dead there were others, more Dhoth to 
avenge him. She cut them down. They would not win–
this was her land! She would defend it, and she would 
be victorious!

Her fields would never grow again, not even in 
dreams. But she would water them with blood, plow 
their earth with the thrashing of dying bodies, and she 
would have her own revenge.

Treseda smiled in her dream, and awoke with her 
teeth bared in a feral grin.

k

Over the next days, she found herself frequently 
napping. She could get no rest at night and her days 
were exhausting. It was from one of those naps, which 
she had dropped into over garrison reports in her 
study, that Sergeant Banfelh awoke her.

“The Dhoth are retreating,” he said.
She raised her head, blinking. “What?”
“Speak to the scouts yourself.” He stood aside, re-

vealing two men worn to shadows of themselves.
One bobbed his head. “The Dhoth were breaking 

camp, Your Grace. We watched them go–this was the 
north army, you understand, and should be heading 
south. But they went north, Your Grace.”

“When was this?”
“They were packing yesterday evening, Your 

Grace. They pulled down the tents this morning and 
turned north.”

“You watched them all night?”
“Yes.”
“How did they sleep?”
He swallowed, paling. “Not well, Your Grace.”
“They had nightmares,” his companion whispered. 

“Screaming, some of them.”
“Some stayed up all night. There was a light in the 

general’s tent–we could see him pacing.”
Treseda sat back, smiling thinly. “So their sleep is 

troubled. Good. Mine is, too.”

k

She sent more scouts to the southern army, where 
they found the Dhoth sleeping in fitful snatches during 
the day, and still having nightmares.

In her dreams she saw Jahennes in the fields. And 
others–Banfelh, Heria the cook, the two young scouts 
who followed the north army. All carried weapons: 
swords, pikes, even fanciful blades with curving edges 
and hilts studded with gems. All were deadly.

They fought in a twisting landscape, sometimes 
the fields of Poncenet, sometimes the shores of Ad-
bara, sometimes forests or foothills or the streets of a 
city she somehow knew was Anderum. In the eaves of 
the trees, on the crests of hills, or in the shadows of al-
leys she sometimes saw the dark face of a young man 
watching them.

Like her, Jahennes had little rest at night, and slept 
fitfully during his spare daylight hours. She spoke with 
him once, but he was too tired for a mere social visit. 
She asked, but he had not had the chance to read more 
of the Valadhen scrolls.

She remembered the prayer for fruitful sleep, and 
wondered if there was a petition for the restful kind.

k
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She sent out more scouts, and they were gone lon-
ger each time, having to follow the Dhoth farther and 
farther away.

The last group was returned at dusk of the tenth 
day.

“They’re gone, Your Grace. We followed the route 
of the southern army for days until it vanished. We 
passed around other estates and asked there. They saw 
the Dhoth moving south through the forest, avoiding 
roads, as if they were hiding from something.”

Treseda called Sergeant Banfelh to her room, and 
had him announce to the tenants sheltering in Pon-
cenet’s walls that they could go home. She would have 
told them herself, but her eyelids were already drop-
ping.

The only dream she remembered on awakening 
was one about the horses she used to ride with her 
grandmother in Adbara.

Treseda went to her study and took down her 
grandfather’s sword. The size of the hilt was almost 
right, but the wire grip stung her smooth palm and 
slipped awkwardly in her hand as she swung it. So it 
was only a dream, after all.

Someone knocked as she returned the sword to its 
place above the door. She opened it and found Jahennes 
standing there, a scroll unrolled in his hands. Treseda 
recognized the cursive of the Valadhen hymns.

“Is there one named Caiyo?” she asked.
“Prince of Sleep. Lord Shashensa’s servant. At first 

I thought it might have been a poor joke, naming the 
lord after the god and his slave boy after…but not with 
the dreams.”

“No.” She bowed her head. “I sent him away be-
cause…I dreamed of the fields. Growing.”

She felt his hand gently close over hers. “They will 
one day, you know.”

“Yes,” she said and believed it. In the spring, she 
would plant the fields again.

“Jahennes,” she said, “Is there a hymn to Caiyo?”
“There are many of them on this scroll. All ‘for the 

good dreams’. Would you like to read them?”
“Are there any in thanksgiving?”
He smiled slowly. “We can make one.”
“Yes.” She returned his smile.
Thank you, Caiyo. And thanks to the one who sent 

you–Lord Shashensa.	 ]

« therese arKenBerg has fiction published or forthcom-
ing from Beneath Ceaseless Skies and the anthologies 
All About Eve, Things We Are Not, Thoughtcrime Experi-
ments, Warrior Wisewoman 3, and Sword & Sorceress 
XXIV. Her novella, Aqua Vitae, has been accepted by WolfS-
inger Publications for a 2011 release. Several of her short 
stories are also available at AnthologyBuilder.com.

life’s Work
by David J. Wright

I 
find the girl down one of the wide gallery 
halls, folded forward on a bench, elbows on 
sharp knees, the fingers of one hand at her 

lips. She’s long like a fishing pole, and her head is just 
about shaved except for a couple of curls pigtailing off 
the top, and her nose is long. I see five or six jangling 
earrings in her left ear, the ear facing me, and I can see 
a ring in her lower lip, and a ball-headed stud in her 
left eyebrow. She’s not beautiful – hey, she’s not even 
pretty, not from this angle, not in this light, probably 
no matter what.

“Hi,” I say, sitting down on the bench, a person and 
a half between us. I offer her a look but she doesn’t re-
turn it. I turn my head to see the painting she’s exam-
ining.

It’s a big one, a rectangle maybe two feet on the 
side, maybe four feet across the top. There are a lot of 
dark colors, blacks and browns and purples, stroked in 
wide, circular patterns around a pale yellow starburst 
in the center. The strokes are funny, since they don’t 
look like they were made by a brush. They’re irregular, 
fat to thin to fat again, smears almost, made by some 
semi-rounded surface. *Fingerpainting?* I wonder.

The card underneath the painting has the word 
*Capture* in calligraphy, and underneath that in block 
capitals is the word *Ami*.

“Do you like it?” the girl asks. She doesn’t turn 
toward me and she doesn’t move her fingers from her 
lips, so the question comes out a little blurred, a little 
self-conscious.

“Yeah, I do. There’s real energy in it,” I say. “It’s al-
most like you can see the darkness moving in on that 
light. I don’t usually get abstracts. Give me hunters on 
horses or big fat naked women any day, and I know 
what I’m looking at. But this I like. It’s the movement. 
You know, the energy.”

She doesn’t say anything.
“I guess I’m not really much when it comes to art. 

I didn’t even know this place was here actually. I’ve 
driven by it, I don’t know, maybe a hundred times. You 
see the sign, *Temple D*, you think it’s another of those 
funky religions, the ones where they say you can only 
eat home-grown wheat and you have to wear black 
headbands and you can’t go out on rainy days.”

She doesn’t say anything.
“Friend of mine put me on to it. He’s not exactly an 

art type either, but he said the work in here just blew 
him away, that I had to check it out. That’s my buddy 
Bernie, always wanting to try new things. I wasn’t even 
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sure if they’d be open on a Tuesday night.” I smile at 
her, but she doesn’t smile back. “My name’s Walter, by 
the way.”

She doesn’t say anything.
A real hottie, this one, a real firecracker. Getting 

a look at her closer up, under the wash of the 40-wat-
ters recessed in the ceiling, the harsher bulbs throw-
ing funnels of lights along the walls, she looks like she 
might be cute, maybe even pretty, if she didn’t have 
those lines in her forehead, the sharp incision between 
her studded eyebrows–yes, there’s a twin stud on the 
other side–her narrow lips pulled down in a fart-smell-
ing frown. She has a half-T on, silkscreened with pas-
tels and spattered with dribbles of old paint, and she 
has black tights on. It doesn’t look like she’s wearing 
underwear.

“I see the paint,” I say. “Are you an artist?”
She nods. Her index finger, the one at her lips, 

straightens up briefly, and she says, “This is one of 
mine.”

I look at the painting again. “Really? Yours?” I look 
at the card. “So you’re… Ami?” I pronounce it *AY-mee*.

“Ah-MEE,” she corrects, making it sound like the 
word for “friend,” I think in French.

“Ami,” I say, pronouncing it her way, feeling fool-
ish.

There are a few moments as we both enjoy the 
name, and then she says, “So you like it?”

“Oh, sure, absolutely,” I say. “Real… um… energy.”
She glances my way, but not at me, and she nods to 

another painting, this one smaller, square, about two 
feet at a side. “That’s one of mine too.”

I slide down the bench to take a look at it. This 
one’s almost all black, and I can see where the paint has 
been applied with four fingers and the side of a hand. 
There’s no sign of a brush stroke anywhere. Again, 
there’s movement in the work, starting at the left and 
right sides and arcing down toward the bottom and 
then joining and moving up in the middle. Near the 
top, a ragged area of white canvas was left blank like 
an ascending ghostly shape, riding that tide of motion.

The card underneath reads, *Release*.
“Wow,” I say. “That’s amazing. My eyes can’t help 

following it.”
“Do you know what it is?”
I can see she’s serious, so I lean forward and really 

give the painting a good looking at. I mean, I examine 
the hell out of that painting, assuming a pose similar to 
hers, elbows on knees, fingers at mouth. “Is it…” I say. 
“Uh… it looks like… is it somebody dying? That part 
right there, it looks like a ghost, that’s the first thing I 
thought of. A ghost going up to heaven.”

And for that, I get a smile. It’s not a pretty one. Her 
teeth overlap, point inward, and they are a few shades 
off of white. That might just be the lighting in here, but 
I don’t think so.

“You do see it, don’t you?” she says.

“I’m not sure what I’m seeing actually. I’m just tell-
ing you what it looks like.”

“No, you’re right. You’ve got it exactly. It’s my 
Gramma. She was sick. Real sick. She wasn’t getting 
better. And I thought it would be nice. Her dying. All 
the pain stopping. So I painted this. I let her go.”

“You… let her go?”
She makes a microscopic laugh–*heh*–and looks 

right at me. Nope, not pretty at all. Intense, yes, but not 
pretty.

“It took me a while to figure it out,” she says. “I 
was in third grade. I did a painting called *Autumn*. I 
didn’t know why. It had a lot of red in it. At the bottom. 
And there was… what did you call it? Movement? From 
top to bottom. At recess I fell off the Jungle Jim. Hit on 
my head, right on a big rock. I still have the scar.” She 
turns her head, rubs a webwork of matted skin behind 
her ear. Her hair’s a little thicker there, but I can still see 
the old wound.

“Really,” I say.
“I thought my work was just seeing. Back then. I 

painted one, *Displace*. It was boxes in a house. My 
father got a new job. We had to move. I painted one, 
*Shred*. It was books and papers. They were torn up. 
My parents got divorced.”

“Okay,” I say.
“I painted more like that. I thought I was seeing 

these things. Then I thought I might be causing these 
things. I started trying. It was hard. Really hard. I al-
most gave up. A lot of times. Then I painted one called 
*Through*. Bright colors, yellows and oranges, some 
pinks. I was painting my first show. My art teacher 
came to me. She said my paintings were going to be 
put up in school. That’s when I knew. That’s where *Re-
lease* came from. My Gramma. I’ve done a few others. 
It’s how I got in here. It was one called *Faith*. When 
I needed money for rent, that’s when I painted *On 
Deck*. I got a check from my father. When my car was 
breaking down, I painted *Marathon*. It started work-
ing again. I don’t do it that much. It doesn’t seem right.”

“Wow,” I say.
“I talk a lot. Sometimes. I’m sorry, it’s just that I love 

my work. I love to talk about it. You understood *Re-
lease*, I thought you would understand about every-
thing. Do you?”

I take a moment to answer. “I want to say I do, but 
I’d be lying. There’s a lot here to take in, a lot of amaz-
ing things, incredible things. But I’d also be lying if I 
said I didn’t want to hear more.” It’s risky, but I slide a 
little closer to her, now just half a person away. I raise 
a hand, like I’m going to touch her, but then I lower it 
to my knee. “I do want to hear more, more about you, 
more about your work. It’s always seemed like art had 
a power to it that was beyond me, but when you talk 
about it… I don’t know, it all seems to make sense. I 
want it to keep making sense.”
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She mulls. I wait. “You want to hear more?” she 
says. 

“There’s this little place down the street, it’s a favor-
ite of mine. It’s called *Caffeine Nation*. It hops during 
the day, but at night they turn the lights down, serve 
the dessert coffees and the biscotti. You find yourself 
a couch and you just hang out. It’s perfect for talking, 
for just… you know, being. Have you ever been there?”

She shakes her head. Her various rings jingle.
“Do you know where it is?”
She shakes her head. Her various rings jingle again.
“I’ve got my car parked around back. Did you drive 

here?” She nods and jingles her keys.
“Okay then, here’s the plan. Let’s get our cars, you 

follow me to the *Nation*. The parking’s a little tricky 
there, but there’s a laundromat next door, and I know 
the guy. We can park there, go in, get some coffee, some 
biscotti, talk some more. What do you say? Are you in-
terested? They’ve also got a piano there. Maybe I’ll play 
a little for you. If you’re lucky, maybe I won’t.”

And that gets me another unpleasant smile. Does 
she brush her teeth at all?

We rise together, and I place one arm behind her, 
not touching, and extend my other arm in the direction 
of the exit. “Please,” I say.

She’s still smiling, and her head dips a little in ac-
knowledgment. We walk together, with me one step 
behind, and her moving with her shoulders hunched 
and her legs extending like a stork walking on uneven 
ground. I follow her through the gallery, under a few 
archways, past a few displays–some of them feature 
my hunters on horses and my big fat naked women—
and then we’re past the reception desk and out into 
the wet Tuesday night. It rained all afternoon, slicking 
the streets shiny and making the air feel like it weighs 
about a hundred pounds. It’s not raining at the mo-
ment, but there’s the damp and chilly promise of it all 
around.

“Where’s your car?” I say. “Are you on the street?”
“No,” she says. “I’m around back too.”
We head in that direction. The parking lot behind 

*Temple D* is big but this night it’s mostly empty, may-
be a dozen scattered cars. It serves a couple different 
places besides the gallery, including a music store with 
massive pianos dominating the front windows and a 
kiddie rummage store that looks like if you opened the 
door, stuff would tumble out as though from a cartoon 
closet.

“Okay, I’m right over here,” I say to her. “Follow 
me, all right? It’s not that far.”

She’s nodding as she takes one step away from me 
toward her own car, a brown Dodge Dart that burns 
oil. I saw her climb out of it earlier tonight.

k

I lunge, cock my fist back, and hammer the knuck-
les *wha-bang* right into the base of her skull. You have 
to do this part right, because if it’s not hard enough, 
they get to screaming, and if it’s too hard, you could 
kill them.

I do it right. She gasps and goes down. I drop to 
my knees immediately, scooping her up with my hands 
under her armpits, and then I’m hugging her to me and 
walking her towards my car. I keep my motion lan-
guid, shouldering her backwards left and right, almost 
like we’re dancing. Anyone who sees us now might 
think my girl’s just had a touch too much to drink, and 
hopefully won’t think anything else of it.

I prop her against my Crown Vic, an ex-cop car, 
complete with back doors that don’t open from the in-
side and the reinstalled grating between the front and 
back seats. I also blacked out the back windows.

She’s boneless and slithery, pushed up against the 
car, but I hear faint groaning coming from her, so I 
know she’s still alive. I pop the door open and wrestle 
her in, and then I slam the door shut and – it’s done.

Now I can breathe again. The hardest part is over. 
I lean against my car and peel my cell phone out of my 
jeans pocket and dial up Bernie.

“Yeah?” Bernie’s voice, loud over the *thump-
thumping* of the club music. He must be outside, hav-
ing a smoke; I wouldn’t be able to hear him at all inside.

“Any luck?” I ask.
“Nah, dead night. You?”
“It pays to appreciate art, buddy. You want to do 

your place?”
“You got one?” he asks. He sounds annoyed. It was 

his idea to check out the gallery, but I’m betting he fig-
ured I’d strike out.

“Oh yeah, tall and skinny, just the way you like 
them.”

“Shit, you’re gonna get there first!” Now he wasn’t 
annoyed. Now he was pissed.

“I’ll leave something for you, man. Don’t you wor-
ry.”

I press END before he can say anything, and then I 
chuckle. Ah Bernie.

I open my own door and climb into the driver’s 
seat. “Hey, how we doing back there?” I say, looking 
over my shoulder.

She’s up. That’s surprising. She’s leaning against 
the passenger’s side door, exhaling mist on the win-
dow, scribbling in the mist with her fingers.

“What are you doing?” I ask, grinning.
She exhales and scribbles. She ignores me.
“Hey, what are you doing? Nobody can see that, 

you know. You can write HELP all you want, nobody’s 
going to be able to read it through those windows.”

She exhales and scribbles some more.
I look at the window, and realize she’s not writing 

words. She’s drawing something.
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“Hey,” I say. I turn a little in my seat, and put my 
face up near the metal grating. “What is that?”

It looks like a pumpkin. Or maybe an apple. She’s 
drawing fruit?

“What is that?” I say again.
She’s adding lines coming out of it now, one curv-

ing off the top and going down, another entering from 
the side, another leaving from the other side. It starts to 
look like something. What is that?

That’s when she pivots on her butt, spins her long 
legs around and up, and then kicks her two combat-
booted feet into the window.

The agony was enormous, consuming, and total. 
And that’s what it feels like when this girl–Ami, not 
*AY-mee* but *Ah-MEE*–kicks her drawing on my win-
dow.

“Oh my God!” I scream, my whole body rocking 
with the explosion in my chest. It’s a donkey kick, it’s a 
safe-dropped-on-you kick.

She’s saying something, repeating it. She kicks 
again, I rock again in my seat, my “Oh my God!” 
scream spinning up towards a shriek. I’ve got to get 
out of here, got to get out. She’s still saying something, 
still repeating it. Heart?

She kicks again, my stomach contracts, and some-
thing hot rushes up my throat and spatters on the 
steering wheel, a little on the windshield. It’s liquidy.

“Heart,” she’s saying, and another word I can’t 
hear. It’s almost audible over the roaring in my ears, 
almost meaningful over the supernova that’s building 
in my chest.

“Please No!” I’m screaming, my voice clogged and 
tight. There are razors digging into me, like a swarm 
of wasps, biting and stinging, and my lungs feel like 
they’re full of water. I can’t breathe.

She kicks again, repeating her line–heart some-
thing–and my eyes feel like they burst, my vision goes 
all red, and the top of my head must be cracking open.

She kicks again, and my face slams off the grating 
as my body seizes, my arms flailing around, my fingers 
catching in the steering wheel, snapping with weak 
pops. I can’t shriek anymore, and all that’s coming out 
of me is this punctured wheezing, high and whistley.

I couldn’t hear her over the shrieking, but now I 
can.

My legs are kicking, kicking, and I can feel warmth 
in my lap and I know I’ve pissed myself.

She’s saying, “Heart break, heart break, heart 
break.”	 ]

« DaViD wright thinks the blank page is terrifying. It’s 
far scarier than the thing under the bed.  David is a tech-
nical writer professionally, but writes and has published 
short stories and  numerous articles for a variety of gam-
ing blogs, Critical Hits and StufferShack, under the alias 
Dixon Trimline.

the great hall 
of ahkurst

by Lee Clark Zumpe

T
arak limped along the long corridor, mutter-
ing to himself beneath the flickering flores-
cents.  The subterranean passage stretched 

out before and behind him, a serpentine artery curving 
gently beneath the surface of the planet.  Once bright 
and full of life, the grimy channel had fallen into disre-
pair and contemptible neglect over the years.  A wave 
of systems failures, a spate of irreparable malfunctions 
and a generation of mechanically inept slackers had 
sealed the lid on this coffin.

Tarak knew this place would be his tomb.  The un-
derlings would eventually find a way through the net-
work of sensors and automated battle stations, overrun 
the passages and kill anyone they found.  The under-
lings would have their revenge upon him, if age itself 
did not lay claim to him first.

The old man cursed bitterly the fate that had be-
fallen his beloved home.

Tarak tugged nervously at his mangy beard.  His 
great-great-great grandfather had worked on this very 
corridor, sweating in the grim darkness and chipping 
away at the stone with his pickaxe.  As a boy, Tarak had 
heard stories dating back hundreds of years – stories 
proudly retold generation after generation by his fam-
ily, over tea, after dinner.  His grandfather spoke of the 
wars his ancestors fought to claim their empire, and of 
the horrors they found deep in the earth.

Tarak caressed the steel buttress with a trembling 
hand.  His pudgy fingers tapped the reinforcements 
anxiously, taunting them to admit the weakness of 
their age.  Behind the thick metal casing, beneath that 
veil of fortification, the solid rock of the earth’s crust 
bristled with hideous life.

Tarak wondered how much longer these walls 
would stand.

Weakest of all are those castle walls
Guarding nothing but shadowy halls.
An old proverb, one Tarak remembered from child-

hood.  No one read the scriptures any more, of course, 
but those verses had a way of surfacing at appropriate 
moments to unsettle the soul.

Tarak opted to remain behind when most of his 
kind willingly chose to forsake the realm.  Only a 
handful remained now, wandering the lonely passag-
es, dreaming about past glories and reliving ancient 
battles through song and story.  Old men like Tarak – 
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too stubborn or too proud to relinquish their heritage – 
now haunted these halls, breathing the last few breaths 
of musty air in their lost world.

Tired and cheerless, the little old man propped 
his stubby bones against the wall, pressing his fur-
rowed brow against the cold steel plates.  He had been 
old when lasers had replaced swords, when drills had 
replaced shovels, when antibacterial ointments had 
replaced folk remedies.  He had watched as the hand-
written tomes of his ancestors had been digitized and 
stored on computers.  He had watched as the crude ar-
tifi cial intelligence of machines had been substituted 
for soldiers along the watchtowers.  Like a creeping 
tumor, technology had eclipsed everything that had 
been, had swallowed his birthright, and had devalued 
the legacy of his people.

Technology had even seduced his children away 
from him, into different lives on another world.

A faint whisper echoed through the corridor.  Be-
hind him, the shadows writhed timidly.  The old man 
shuddered and picked up his pace.

The corridor soon gave way to a vast enclosure – the 
Great Hall of Ahkurst.  Tarak immediately felt soothed 
by the warmth of torchlight.  The sparkling glow of 
the fl ames illuminated the hall, peeling back the shad-
ows to reveal the magnifi cent painting spread across 
the ceiling.  The fresco recorded the history of his race 
from the time they had been driven underground.  It 
depicted the most renown of their leaders, revealed the 
most triumphant scenes of their wars with the under-
lings, and chronicled the slow but steady progress of 
their empire.

No more than a dozen Elders sat at the Long Table.  
Tarak recognized Aziz and Ezra, the brothers from 
Tahlmot Bottoms.  On his right hand sat Luranius of 
Toth; on his left he found Bohr.

“Tarak, old friend – it is good to see you.”  Urik, 
a decorated warrior in his youth, nodded and smiled.  
“We were just speaking of the Kobalds.  Have you seen 
any?”

“No…but,”  Tarak took a seat at the table, warily 
glancing over his shoulder.  He could not shake the 
feeling that something had followed him.  “Something 
is out there, something must be out there.  The halls 
aren’t as still as they once were.”

“Aye,” chimed in Aziz.  “And something smells out 
there.”

“That’s probably Ezra’s feet!”  Luranius retained 
the worst qualities of his ancestors.  He chuckled 
though no one else found his witticisms particularly 
funny.

The Elders spoke of Kobolds encroaching on the 
outermost perimeters.  They spoke of disappearances 
amongst the residents of the outlying communities 
– the small, unshielded villages whose inhabitants 

shunned all forms of technology.  Their numbers had 
been in decline for some time, but now reports suggest-
ed only a few dozen remained.

“It’s the Kobalds, it must be,” Ezra barked.  “They’ve 
always been just outside of our walls, waiting for an 
opportunity.”  Coal-black and mindless, the Kobolds 
lumbered through the darkest hollows of the world.  
Legends claimed they feasted on solid rock, and drank 
lava like water.  “They’ve come to reclaim the territory 
they lost in the wars…”

“And if they have…how long before the other un-
derlings become their allies?  How long before the rock 
wraiths and the orcs and the dragons stir from their 
nests?”  Tarak accepted a goblet of ale offered to him 
by a servant.  “How long before we are faced with more 
formidable threats than those bumbling oafs?”

“We have suffi cient weapons to…”
“Suffi cient weapons?  Our laser canons have no en-

ergy to power them.  Our plasma rifl es are scattered 
across hundreds of miles of tunnels, gathering dust 
in storerooms and closets and kitchen pantries.  Our 
dilapidated android sentries all short-circuited years 
ago.”  Tarak wrestled his dagger free from its sheath 
and thrust it into the stale air of the room.  “This is the 
only weapon I trust…”

Even as Tarak’s words echoed through the hall, an 
exceptional blast of wind fl ooded the chamber, extin-
guishing all but one of the torchlights.  Formerly man-
aged by mechanized climate control mainframes, such 
uncontrolled currents of air had become more and 
more common.

“Can’t someone look into that blasted weather sys-
tem?”  Luranius tugged at his cloak, pulling it close to 
his stout body.  His folded his stubby arms across his 
chest, hid his shaking hands beneath the material.  The 
cold bothered his thick, stunted bones.  “Perhaps we 
should have joined the others.  Perhaps we should have 
given in and left all this behind.”

Illustration by Matt L ichtenwalner
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“No…”  Bohr, who had been silent until now, 
spoke.  “I do not blame those who migrated – this is 
a dying world to them, and they had whole lifetimes 
before them.  But for us – for the Elders – we would not 
fit in well with the surface-dwellers.”

“We could have, had we chosen to,” Luranius re-
minded him.  “The DNA restructuring procedure 
would have given us the appearance of the surface-
dwellers…”

“Aye,” said Bohr, “But we would never be surface-
dwellers.”  Bohr’s face crumpled into shadowy ridges 
as he fought back emotion.  His three daughters had 
gone to live on the surface, and the old man missed 
them.  “Those who left were of a different generation – 
they accepted the marvelous gifts of science and tech-
nology without question, without hesitation.  We pre-
fer the old ways – though some of the comforts of the 
modern age appeal to us, we still favor to live our lives 
as our ancestors lived theirs.”  Bohr smiled as he tilted 
his head back and eyed the painting overhead, now 
barely discernible in the thickening shadows.  “I don’t 
know about the rest of you, but I also prefer to die here 
with my ancestors – nestled in the warm earth, and not 
upon some roofless, grassy pasture beneath endless 
skies where beasts can ravage my lifeless corpse.”

Silence fell upon the room as each of the Elders 
nodded in agreement.  Unlike their children, the El-
ders remained shackled to the customs and traditions 
of their forebears.

“Enough of these shadows – let us have some light 
again,” Luranius said.

Aziz and Ezra grudgingly took leave of their com-
fortable chairs and began relighting the firebrands.

“Wait,” Tarak said, turning and peering down the 
corridor that had delivered him to the Great Hall.  He 
sniffed at the still fluctuating stream of air.  “Do you 
smell that?”

The Kobalds shambled out of the shadows like a 
slow-moving rockslide, their stony pitch-black hides 
interrupted only by the crimson fire of their eyes.  The 
dark, dim-witted things howled as they approached 
their ancient enemies.

“Breach!” screamed Luranius, and he leapt to his 
feet and scampered across the Great Hall to the far end 
of the room.

Tarak jumped up onto the face of the table, bran-
dishing his blade with no less courage than his ances-
tors had in the wars of old.  Urik stood by his side, a 
laser pistol gripped firmly in his hand.

“Does that thing work?” Tarak snarled out of the 
corner of his mouth, never once taking his eyes off the 
loathsome Kobalds.

“It used to…haven’t had any reason to use it in a 
hundred years.”

“Aziz, Ezra!”  Tarak and Urik edged across the ta-
ble until they stood in the center.  Tarak spun his head 
around, scanning the shadows.  “Where are you two?  
Find something to defend yourselves with and get up 
here!”

“They left.”  One of the Kobalds lethargically hob-
bled over to Tarak’s chair and sat down in it.  “Looks 
like you two,” the Kobald sputtered, “Have been left to 
defend the realm on your own…”

“You…you speak?”  Tarak’s eyes had grown wide 
with astonishment.  Nothing in the history of his peo-
ple had indicated Kobalds had the capacity for intel-
ligent dialogue.  “What…what do you want?”

“Well,” the Kobald said, “An apology would be 
nice; but, short of that, we’d like to reclaim some of our 
property taken by your ancestors.”

“But we…”
“Look:  You don’t need it, there’s hardly any of 

you left.”  The Kobald leisurely extended an arm and 
clasped Tarak’s goblet of ale.  He drew it to his lips and 
sipped at it casually.  From the expression on his gritty 
face, he appeared to be pleased with the taste.  “We’ve 
gotten tired of living in caverns, sleeping on rocks.  
We’d like to fill in some of your vacant lodgings.”

“You want to live with us?”
“Why not?  We’d like to learn more about how you 

built this place.”  The Kobald smiled, its crimson eyes 
narrowing into narrow slits.  “It would be fair compen-
sation for what your ancestors did to mine, don’t you 
think?”

“I suppose…”  Tarak gradually lowered his dagger.  
Urik, standing beside him, scratched his head.

“Maybe we could even help you get some of your 
equipment working again – seems like things have 
started to fall apart around here.”

“Maybe…”
“I know all this is rather sudden – and I’m sure you 

need to discuss things with your governing council.”  
The Kobald stood, bowing in respect.  “We will take 
our leave now, and we will give you some time to think 
things over.”

“Fine…”
“Our attaché will be in contact with you to negoti-

ate a settlement.”  Moving at a snail’s pace, the band of 
Kobalds filed back into the corridor.  “It’s been a plea-
sure meeting you.”

Moments later, Tarak and Urik still stood shaking 
on the long table beneath the vast painting in the mid-
dle of the Great Hall of Ahkurst.  The other Elders had 
apparently scattered throughout the network of tun-
nels, and probably cowered in the shadows awaiting 
gruesome and violent deaths.

Tarak sheathed his dagger and sat down on the 
edge of the table.

“So much for the glory of battle,” Tarak mused.
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“It’s a strange, new world,” Urik admitted, sitting 
down beside his friend.  “Do you think the dragons 
have ambassadors and mediators, too?”	 ]
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Chael’s folly
by Michael Morrison

T
he story is of a quest. The quest of a lone young 
man who believes himself a prince in a distant 
land of dream. Each time the Old Man came 

he told his story, each time the Old Man went, so too 
did many young men.

The Elders of Theris gave little thought to the Old 
Man’s story — they called it the Folly. No few of them 
once followed the seductive promise of the Old Man’s 
words. They too sought south with fervent hearts 
yearning to see the marble pillars and ivory fountains 
glowing in the radiance of two moons.

These elders of Theris gave little thought to the line 
of bright faced youths who rushed off in search of won-
der, knowing too well how many would return, wiser 
by a share of the world they lived in — broken just a 
little for the dying of a dream. These youths would be 
the elders someday — when their children followed the 
call of an impossibly old dreamer.

Some few would not return. None ever believed 
that these few missing children ever found their city 
of dream. Some would die, some would live — find-
ing new homes and loves in foreign lands, and these 
are many with subtle wonders of their own. Thus did 
Chael learn as he wandered the world on this ancient 
quest — guided on ly by the inner light of his longing 
for this antique city of possibility.

Chael made his way through the world with his 
words. A poet, he would sing his songs and spin his 
rhymes for a moment’s peace, for an evening meal. 
From the shattered deserts of Colos to the domes of 
Tere’nar he spread his word. Each night, as he ended 
his tales, he would tell of the city of his dreams — with 
gardens of fountains and roses so wide the whole of 
Theris could be encompassed in one great basin. He 
told of the statues, shaped of gods so old even they had 
died, and their dreams were all his his was and would 
ever be — a dream of gods, dreamt of by men.

Years passed on his journey. He met some of those 
who had passed with him from Theris — and oth-
er lands where he had told his tale. Each of these he 
would learn had abandoned the quest, grown tired of 
grasping only at dreams, needing more of the world.

In Mara-lai he spun his tales for Kings and Queens 
in halls hung with silk and gold. As he passed the walls 
of Kalar he heard ridicule from the guardsmen whose 
perverse nature led him to continue on and tell no sto-
ries that night. Finally, at the foot of the Mountain of 
Glass, called Lara-Salai, he found new hope.
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Chael told his stories that night, composed of pa-
trons and servants alike at the small roadside place 
where many dreamers had traveled before him — and 
many more would follow. As Chael spoke the words to 
paint a portrait of his dream hidden goal he thought he 
heard an Old Man’s laughter — laughter heard before, 
in Theris, when the story was new to him. His eyes 
sought through the crowd, but found no old dreamer. 
They found perhaps a new dream.

She was small and dark and quiet this woman, but 
her eyes were magic, still filled with an awestruck won-
der as she listened, and as the Folly, the final tale came 
to an end, her eyes were wet with tears and glistened 
as dark as the black slopes of Lara-Salai, called also the 
Mountain of Glass.

An orphan, she was a child of low-birth thought 
sired by a moonstruck dreamer who passed this way 
before. This life was all she had known. Chael heard 
these things said by men who bought his dinner that 
night, who sought more stories. Chael had eyes and 
thoughts only for Ziyalle, but he knew that he must be 
away. Winter had passed, spring was in the air and the 
road, the dream still beckoned him on. He had come to 
this place to find the Watcher.

Ziyalle came to him that night, walking among the 
roses, trailing her fingertips in the crystal waters of the 
simple perfect fountains of his city. He had seen her 
tears, now he saw her smile… Chael awakened with 
a start to find her standing at his door, watching him 
sleep, watching him dream. She smiled and moved on.

He rose before dawn to make his plea to the Watch-
er. As the blue moon set and the white moon still shone 
brightly in its arc he called to the Watcher, the un-
knowable myth whose temple was this mountain, the 
greatest peak in all the world. Chael called the words 
into the crisp, still spring air. Mystic words, known to 
few, learned in pieces from travelers and sailors, and 
in the great stone libraries of Xaria, which having once 
burned held deep enchantments to never do so again.

These were the words he called, and the night 
grew silent around him — and a way was shown in the 
darkness, the silence and as he set foot upon the path to 
fulfill his dreams someone spoke just five words, a plea 
of her own… “Please. Take me with you.”

And so he did.
Thus as the two set forth to ask council in the Tem-

ple of the Great Golden Watcher they heard; again and 
for the first time, the laughter of a storyteller made im-
mortal by his words…

…In latter days, in Theris, the people would take 
pride in knowing that Chael the Wanderer was once 
one of them. His first stories and songs traded around 
caravan campfires crossing the Rakasin Sea of Grass 
were those learned and composed in the fields and for-
ests of Theris. No one ever knew his fate, and fewer 
still know of the servant girl, an orphan, he whisked 

away one night. The night the pair met Zevius. But for 
the two dreamers, on that night, future memories did 
not matter…

The path to the Temple wound long. Many ques-
tions, small doubts, great fears, discoveries and revela-
tions whispered in their brains as they climbed. Chael 
was strong of body and firm of mind, guided by his 
dream, hardened by his travels. Ziyalle had no such ex-
perience — and the fleeting sight of the first of her un-
born children gave her pause, held her still in the flow 
of time. Chael looked in her eyes and said her name. 
She took his hand and followed again.

Time for them last meaning as they traveled. Ziyal-
le and Chael held to one another, grasping each other’s 
hands, seeking the comfort of the living in a land of 
phantoms and futures. Without warning it was over. 
Without a breath’s space to seperate one moment from 
the next they stood in the presence of Zevius — the 
Lord of Lara-Salai, called the Watcher, the unknow-
able, by men.

None ever say what passed in that place, in the 
alien dark lit only by fantastic fires, burning golden, 
without fuel. Chale and Ziyalle came before Zevius, 
stood beneath his titanic girth as he lingered shining 
and strange on his golden pedestal in that chamber of 
secrets, full of odd angles and silent sounds.

Chael knew, and in her heart did Ziyalle as well. 
Once again returned to the lands of men they traveled 
together, season bled into season, and a full turning of 
the year passed them by. And again, as winter retreat-
ed and the first warm breath of spring came bearing 
the promise of summer’s fire, they found themselves 
beneath two moons, looking down upon a vast and 
swift moving river.

By night the waters formed a thunderous black 
line, broken only by the shining expanse of a bridge 
carved of black jade and moonstone, elegant as the city 
beyond. A city of quests, of dreams, of wonder and 
magic and fantasy. Chael heard Ziyalle begin to cry. 
The first quiet tears drew his eyes from his city, from a 
wonder that had filled his life since that first moment 
when he heard an Old Man cast a spell of mystery upon 
his youth. The land of dreams had caused this woman’s 
tears, and as he turned to her, to seek her eyes, he once 
more heard an old man’s laughter, full of mirth, and a 
joy not quite so secret anymore.

In that moment, that reaching of wisdom, the blue 
moon slipped below the edge of the world and the city 
of dreams vanished from his life.

And a woman, standing by a river, held out her 
hand to a man watching her, seeking her eyes as he had 
a hundred hundred times as they traveled together; as 
he told her stories made just for her on autumn nights.

And so Chael took her hand, with a dream, elusive, 
behind him, and a dream warm as life before him.	 ]
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snooping
by J. David Bell

T
hey are at the kitchen table.  Ruth and Jericho 
are their names.  Ruth curls on a chrome and 
red vinyl chair, her knees drawn to her chin, 

her brown hair spilling over her bare legs.  Jericho 
stands in a stained t-shirt, his chest thrust forward as 
if a new self is straining to break free.  The table hosts 
a solitary plate from which a bean-and-rice dish has 
been violently spilled, a muddy cone trailing across the 
white plastic tabletop.  The companion plate’s contents 
smear the linoleum beneath Ruth’s chair.  Ruth’s back 
jerks, her sniffles rattle.  When Jericho cocks his arm 
she raises her head, showing a red tangle where blood 
has matted hair against her cheek.

“All right, Minnie,” Dr. Achison says.  “That’s 
enough for now.”  The kitchen fills with the whine of a 
desktop powering down and Minnie watches as Ruth, 
Jericho, the table, the room shudder like a balloon fly-
ing through space.  Only there is no space, the scene is 
the space, and its collapse yields a sickening sense of 
compression.  Minnie opens her eyes to the sight of the 
darkened office, her therapist’s shadowed face.

“So,” he says, reaching to unclip the device from 
her ear.  “What did you see?”

k

Minnie began visiting Dr. Achison after her hus-
band died, when her dreams turned too turbulent for 
sleep.  In the nine months following Greg’s death she 
had experienced all the symptoms of bereavement.  
Finding a sock balled at the bottom of the hamper and 
sobbing uncontrollably.  Finding herself dialing his of-
fice from work.  Finding she’d misremembered a detail 
of his courtship, his body, and pleading at the altar of 
her grief for consolation.  But the dreams introduced 
a totally unforeseen form of torture.  Most were of his 
death, grisly fantasies so unlike his sad surrender to 
cancer she couldn’t imagine where they came from.  
Greg gunned down by assassins, his body riddled with 
perfect holes like Braille.  Greg torn to bloody shreds 
by packs of wolves.  Greg drowned in the tub, his eyes 
crusted with corals.  Worst of all, in some of the dreams 
she was the victim, he the attacker.  This didn’t make 
sense; her husband had never laid an unwelcome hand 
on her.  Yet in her dreams he stalked like a murderous 
golem, brandishing hatchets, beating down the doors 
she put between them.  At her first, tentative sessions 
with Dr. Achison they pursued the usual routes: anger 
at Greg’s abandonment turned to guilt then twisted 

back on herself.  But the dreams didn’t stop, and when 
her therapist suggested they try something a bit more 
radical, she gratefully accepted.

The afternoon of her first Snooping session Min-
nie paused at her apartment door, frozen with unease.  
Her wedding photo gleamed on the wall, Greg in his 
tuxedo smiling shyly at the champagne flute in his 
hand, she half turned to face him, the lacy hat she’d 
worn in lieu of a veil piled on the table where the cake 
sat, tiered and ruffled.  The toast was offered: long life.  
She’d been so dazzled by her husband’s beauty she 
could remember no more.  Four years later, when he 
was diagnosed with pancreatic cancer, the cruel fact of 
his undamaged good looks seemed a spiteful joke.  The 
oncologist gave him a year. 

After a fruitless search of her purse, she closed the 
door and left the memory to await her return.

The Snooping setup was disarmingly simple: 
a slim box about the size of a laptop, with a wireless 
transmitter in the shape of a Bluetooth.  The transmit-
ter, Dr. Achison explained, directed a signal to the hip-
pocampus, initiating a process of cerebral stimulation 
and memory retrieval.  The operator could modify, 
redirect, or abort the signal on the subject’s cues, but 
could not access the Snooper’s mind.  The Snooper, 
meanwhile, required practice not only to recognize 
and sort the scenes presented to her, but to distinguish 
the interior landscape sufficiently from the exterior to 
communicate what she saw.  Ideally, in time she’d be 
able to provide the operator with continuous feedback 
so he could pinpoint the site of disturbance and help 
her open, address, and ultimately overcome it.

“But let’s start slow,” he said, gently clipping the 
device to her ear.  It pinched slightly, warm from his 
touch.  “When I press this button you’ll feel a pulse, 
a tingling behind your ear.  I’ve tried it, it feels some-
thing like a cell phone on ‘vibrate,’ it’s not unpleasant 
at all.  The tingling will penetrate, that is you’ll feel it 
deeply inside your head, but there still should be no 
pain.  Most people prefer to close their eyes, at least 
at first, it cuts out distractions.”  He smiled encourag-
ingly.  “Are you ready?”

Minnie’s throat felt dry.  “What will I see?”
“Most people report it’s like a dream,” he said.  “A 

very vivid waking dream.  Or a movie.  With charac-
ters, or personae to use the technical term.  But unlike a 
movie, you’ll develop the ability to control what’s going 
on, to change the script.”

“And you’re sure this will help?”
“All I can tell you is that it’s helped others.  On the 

premise that the devil you know is preferable to the 
devil you don’t.”  He cocked his head, whether in irony 
or not she couldn’t tell.  “Are you ready?”

Minnie closed her eyes, nodded, and felt her jaw 
hum.  Then she vaulted inside with Jericho and Ruth.

k



48 • Stories in the Ether 1

In the first weeks many personae appear, their 
forms coalescing out of nothing, shimmering and wob-
bling like soap bubbles.  Anthony, the homeless man 
with walrus mustache and Olive Parka who snoozes at 
the bus stop.  Ray, the young black woman who dances 
in a leotard beneath the track lights of her apartment.  
Delilah, the stringy redhead who negotiates the hop-
scotch grid under an autumn spill of leaves.  All of 
them alien, all of them intimate: functions of her mind, 
phantoms of neural firing.  But they never commune, 
never last.  They flicker and fade.  They tantalize, but 
do not take.

It is Ruth and Jericho who arrive regularly, and al-
ways as one.  Within a month the nooks and angles of 
their apartment are mapped in her mind: cream-col-
ored carpet, off-white walls bare of photos or artwork, 
improbable jutting fireplace, front window seat, peeling 
kitchen floor, bedroom and bath down a narrow, unlit 
hall.  Minnie struggles to report as she views.  There 
they are again, they’re talking, no arguing, Jericho rais-
es his voice, Ruth hugs a shawl around her shoulders.  
Or: Jericho seems subdued today, it’s hard to tell, he sits 
at the alcove window staring into the sun while Ruth 
putters in the bedroom, folding sheets.  Or they’ve gone 
out, the apartment is empty, Ruth’s vanilla scent lin-
gers.  After the first session she witnesses no violence, 
only distance, a divide Ruth meets with silence and Jer-
icho with a bristling disquiet.  Minnie asks Dr. Achison 
whether the couple’s persistence means anything, and 
he concurs, guardedly, that it may: the obvious analogy 
suggests they are worth pursuing.  He only cautions 
her not to become so fixated on them that she ignores 
or suppresses other potentially fruitful leads.

“If I were to suppress them,” she asks, “how would 
I know?”

He has no answer to that, beyond the suggestion 
that she consult her dreams.

Three months in, she is unexpectedly thrust into 
Ruth and Jericho’s bedroom.  Or not altogether unex-
pectedly: she had wondered, worried, if this might be 
coming.  Now from her position of hovering omni-
science she spies the couple in bed, Ruth reaching up 
to Jericho’s face, he accepting her caress, eyes closed, 
cheek meeting her fingertips.  Minnie is relieved to 
see this tenderness, but still she feels defiled, and the 
knowledge that it is herself she is watching does not 
help.  She knows that, with effort, she can instruct her 
mind to terminate the session.  But at the same time 
she admits she does not want it to end.  She has been 
without a partner for over a year, Greg’s final months 
so fragile he bruised at her touch.  If nothing else, the 
scene recalls when his body, and hers, was whole.

“Minnie?”  She flinches as Dr. Achison’s voice en-
ters the room.  “Is everything all right?”

“I–”  This is even worse, now she is in bed with 
her dead husband, two strangers, and her shrink.  “I’d 
rather not say.”

She hears the ticking of his keyboard.  “Would you 
like me to stop?”

Despite her shame, Minnie almost laughs.  The 
truth is, she does not want him to stop, does not want 
them to stop, does not want herself to stop.  And yet the 
distraction has taken its toll, the rhythm of their move-
ments fracturing, the room dimming.  Soon they will 
deflate, sag like wilted violets, and she will be power-
less to prevent them.  How horrible, she thinks, that she 
cannot close her eyes to avoid seeing.

“Yes, please,” she says, as the bedcovers stretch and 
bubble like gum.  “I’d like to stop now.”

k

At the following session Dr. Achison tells her that 
crises differ from catastrophes.  He offers this sponta-
neously, in no particular rejoinder to anything; if he 
guesses what she saw the previous week, he does not 
mention it.  A crisis, he explains, marks a transition, the 
arrival at a crossroads.  But choice is difficult; there is 
always the temptation to turn back.  Hence the conflict, 
hence the crisis.

“You remember that line from The Wizard of Oz?” 
he says.  “When they enter the lion’s den?  I think it’ll 
get darker before it gets lighter.  Which is another way 
of saying it’ll only get lighter if it gets darker.”

Minnie thinks it cannot get much darker than this.  
He reads her expression, tells her she cannot so easily 
escape the sorrow that has settled over her life.

“Will I ever?”
“That’s the hope,” he responds.
She has her doubts, but remembering Greg, her 

crystal glass, she takes a breath and enters the forest.
She finds Ruth and Jericho in a less compromising 

spot, their old standby the kitchen.  Both are seated; a 
meal passes between their hands.  Ruth looks at her 
partner levelly, without fear.  He speaks softly, and she 
replies in kind.  No accusations or innuendoes, just 
trivial chitchat such as young lovers trade.  There are 
even moments of lightness, smiles, casual touches as 
they clear.  Maybe, Minnie thinks, the crisis was theirs 
as well as hers.  Maybe the x-rated scene was a recon-
ciliation.  Or–she still finds it hard to remember that 
they are her–a breakthrough in her own recovery.

“I’ll resist the forest-for-the-trees witticism,” Dr. 
Achison says as he removes the earpiece.  “How was 
it?”

“Lighter,” she answers.
She spends the weekend boxing up her married 

life.  The picture comes down, the album following it 
into storage.  His clothes are long gone, except for a 
hand-knitted sweater and a tie or two.  These she slips 
into plastic and deposits with the rest.  She empties 
shelves of textbooks, maps and guides, novels shared 
and exchanged.  She buried her husband with his wed-
ding ring; many times since she’s wished she kept it, 
but now she tells herself she’s glad it’s gone.  She hardly 
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knows why she is so keen to purge the space; she won-
ders whether it’s time to move altogether.  She asks what 
it means to heal.  She breathes deeply, looks around the 
emptied apartment, and tries not to remember where 
everything used to be.

k

As the months pass and the memories of forget-
ting fade, she finds herself looking forward to her ses-
sions.  Ruth and Jericho have supplanted all the others 
(last to go was dancing Ray, who tapped madly before 
being hustled offstage).  But Minnie welcomes the un-
contested space, the space, she realizes, the two need-
ed all along.  Freed of the others, their relationship is 
improving, even thriving.  Now when she Snoops she 
finds them cuddling by the ornamental fireplace, the 
chance vocabulary of Scrabble tiles lying forgotten on 
the hearth; or fleeing their confinement, strolling in the 
park, boating on the artificial lake.  Next comes the ring 
Jericho presents Ruth: an opal set in silver, he slides it 
onto her left hand, and Minnie is surprised, but not 
displeased, to learn they are unmarried.  This explains 
the ugly start: a young couple just finding their way, of 
course there’ll be hiccups.  A bloody nose, she realizes, 
is no hiccup, but it has not recurred, Jericho’s hands are 
gentle as he cups Ruth’s shoulder or guides a strand be-
hind her ear, and perhaps the first blow was her–Min-
nie’s–fault.

The apartment becomes a second home.  Minnie 
fails to witness a formal proposal, but she presides over 
every sign of their courtship.  Jericho surprising Ruth 
with roses, she returning the favor with back rubs.  
Extended exchanges at the dinner table filled with sly 
laughter and private allusions.  Evenings before the TV, 
Ruth’s hand cradled in Jericho’s, he feeding her pop-
corn, she taking the kernels lightly on her tongue and 
teeth.  And more nights in bed, Minnie no longer torn 
but simply relishing their delight in one another.  She 
has not reported these encounters to Dr. Achison–she 
has not reported the disappearance of Anthony, Ray, 
and the rest–but she has come to believe that watching 
them together is no more inappropriate than watching 
her former husband’s body sleek from the shower or 
tense with their own lovemaking.  Ruth and Jericho 
are hers, are her, and there can be nothing disreputable 
about sharing in their joy.

Minnie’s nightmares have ceased.  When she 
dreams it is of Ruth and Jericho.

k

Eight months into the process Dr. Achison sug-
gests a change.

“Thus far you’ve been a more or less passive ob-
server,” he says.  “That’s not a criticism, you’ve done 
wonderfully considering.  But I think it’s time to step 
it up a notch.”

“But I thought we were making progress,” she says.  
At their last session Ruth and Jericho took another walk 
in the park, and she thrilled to see them holding hands, 
kicking leaves, contemplating other couples’ children.

“We may be,” he says.  “But I’m afraid, ” Minnie’s 
heart sinks. “you’ve become content to watch, to let 
things develop as they may.  And that’s problematic, 
even dangerous.”

“Dangerous?”  This is the first time he’s raised the 
prospect of dangers.

“Risky,” he amends, smiling.  “Therapeutically 
speaking.  It suggests a withdrawal from the process, a 
desire to cede control.”  He smiles again, apologetically.  
“There’s a term for this, Minnie.  Not that a term makes 
a thing real.  Omniscience avoidance.  Everything ap-
pears to be going well, yes?  Ruth and Jericho’s relation-
ship appears to be strengthening, healing?”

She nods.
“But ask yourself: if they were taking a turn for the 

worse, would you feel the same way?”
The answer is too obvious, which may be why she 

chooses to argue.  “If they’re healing, doesn’t that mean 
I’m healing?  If they’re me, if my mind–brain–is finding 
a healthier place, maybe I am taking control.”  She sus-
pects this is a lie, feels only pleasure at their strolls and 
sex, too gratifying for the hard work of therapy.

“It’s possible,” he muses.  “Only you would know.  
But let me pose it this way: can you know when you 
have no basis for comparison?”

Minnie’s resistance wavers.  Therapy, she’d be-
lieved before Snooping, was an inexact science: rela-
tive, a tautology.  Whatever worked was good; what-
ever was good worked.  “I don’t think I have enough 
control.”

Wrong objection; he pounces.  “That’s precisely the 
problem.  You can’t gain control until you think you 
can.”

Fearing another storybook analogy, she concedes.  
“What do I need to do?”

“Nothing drastic,” he assures.  “Just when you’re in, 
try to think of yourself differently, less audience than 
director.  Don’t simply watch; ask yourself whether it’s 
what you want to see.”  He waves away her riposte.  “I 
know you’ve done this to an extent.  I’m simply asking 
you to try harder, to do more.”

“What will happen to Ruth and Jericho?”
For a moment his eyes scrutinize her face.  He 

opens his mouth to say something, stops.  “Let’s just 
wait and see.”

k

In her mind’s eye Minnie perceives a trap.  She 
knows the therapeutic relationship is built on trust.  
On the edge of vacuum she senses personae crowding, 
swirling like vapor, clamoring for entrance.  For the last 
time she gives up hope one may be her husband; for the 
first time she imagines one as her doctor, shadowy and 
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stern.  Why, she wonders, is it so hard to know one’s 
others, one’s self?  Why can we never escape this mind?  
Then the room fills with light and Minnie watches in-
tently a scene take shape on the brightening sphere.

Ruth sits at the kitchen table, a scent of cinnamon 
in the air.  What was once a merely functional space 
has been leavened.  A brass ladle hangs from the wall, 
its beaten surface reflecting golden cuts and crescents, 
a ceramic vase stands on the table, overflowing with 
baby’s breath.  Ruth glances frequently at the hand-
painted clock above the counter, rises to peer out the 
single window.  Watching, Minnie feels a throb inside 
her stomach, a deep wobble greater than anticipation.  
When the apartment door opens and Jericho enters 
bearing blue flowers wrapped in plastic, Ruth runs to 
him, and Minnie knows what she has longed for has 
come to pass.

k

“Ruth is pregnant,” she announces without pre-
lude at their next session.  She has kept the secret a 
week, savoring it.  But she can keep it no longer.

Dr. Achison blinks.  Then he asks, “How far along?”
“She just took the test,” Minnie says.  “But they’ve 

been trying for a while.”  Her voice is triumphant, her 
eyes squarely on his.  Now that the truth lies before 
them, she refuses to apologize for having watched and 
withheld so long.

He says nothing for a time.  Minnie knows he is 
enough of a Freudian to be intrigued, even intimidat-
ed, by anything having to do with sex.  “And how do 
you feel about this?”

“You told me I needed to take control,” she says.  
“This is proof I have.”

“Proof,” he repeats.  “Minnie, how long has it been 
since you’ve Snooped on anyone other than Ruth and 
Jericho?”

“Months,” she says without hesitation.  “Just after 
I first saw them in bed together.”  She adds, needlessly 
and recklessly, “And I’ve been dreaming of them too.  
Real dreams.  Good dreams.”

“You’ve banished the others?”
“At first it made me uncomfortable to watch, but 

now I know they’ve been trying all along.  To have a 
baby.”

“They’ve been trying.”
“They, I.  I’ve been trying to have Ruth’s baby.”  She 

laughs.  “And now I have.”  She knows this makes no 
sense, she cannot be mother and father, watcher and 
watched, the one who wills and the one who receives 
all at once.  But she feels absolutely sure of the mira-
cle of surrogacy that has overtaken her life.  This, she 
thinks, is what it means to heal: to become one, whole, 
a cosmos integral and secure.

“Minnie,” Dr. Achison’s voice interrupts.  “How 
long has it been since you’ve had your period?”

She ignores him.  She watches a fly bat against the 
window, stupidly stubborn to gain the light.

“Minnie,” he repeats.  “Whatever is going on, Ruth 
can’t be having a baby.  Or you can’t be having theirs.  
There is no Ruth, there is no Jericho.  These people 
aren’t real.”

“They’re real enough for me,” she says.  “More real 
than this office, than”–she points–“that machine.  Their 
love is real.  How do I know what’s real?”

“You know,” he says.  “Reality isn’t always such a 
nice place.”

She rises.  She considers a final gesture–dashing 
off a check, slamming the machine shut–but simply 
marches past him to the door.

“What about Greg?” he says.
She pauses, hand gripping the doorknob.  “What 

about him?”  Then she exits the office.
Another patient sits in the waiting room, an older 

woman thumbing a magazine.  She looks up, thinking 
she has lost track of time.  Her watery eyes search Min-
nie’s face.  Then she smiles conspiratorially.

“I used to cry at night,” she confides.  “Now all I 
hear is singing.”

k

Ruth reclining in a hospital gown, cool gunk 
smeared on her belly, Jericho at her side.  The ball rolls 
across her flesh, the screen brightens with a gray, swirl-
ing form.

Ruth and Jericho at the mall, pricing prams, stroll-
ing arm-in-arm past the goldfish stream, spooning 
sundaes at the snack court.

Ruth decorating, blue and white, fingering the mo-
bile, watching it dance.

Ruth lying in bed, aglow in a shaft of sunlight.  Her 
skin pale, her arm above her head, her hair splayed.  
The door parts and Jericho peeks in, tie loosened, floral 
offering fanned under an arm.  He smiles tenderly, re-
treats.  Then his look changes and he leaps to the bed, 
lilies scattering.  He touches Ruth’s shoulder, speaks 
her name.  His eyes travel her body to where blood 
shadows the sheets.

k

Ruth is Snooping on the woman in 1A.
Minerva is her name.  Chubby, with a headful of 

black ringlets and dark eyes, she squats among boxes 
in an apartment empty of furnishings.  She calls out, 
but her only reply is silence.

Ruth rests a hand on her stomach, feeling the baby 
beat inside her, and waits for Jericho’s return.	 ]
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kitty’s infernal 
MaChine

by Charlie Britten

I 
offered to help wash up after afternoon tea, 
but Cook wouldn’t let me. “Thank you kind-
ly, Thomas Atkins. We can manage for our-

selves.”
“Just trying to do my bit, Mrs Pearson. Many hands 

make light work.”
“I’m sure young Mr Edward’s gentleman’s gentle-

man has his own work to do.”
“Indeed. And if you’d be so good as to show me 

where the ironing board is, I will press his trousers be-
fore dinner.”

She fl ung out a plump arm, bared to the elbow. 
“Beside the copper.”

I observed the two dingy waist-high curtains in 
front of me. “I see two coppers. ‘Pon my word, what a 
lot of laundry you must do here at Waltham Hall. Is my 
employer’s father’s family very dirty?”

“Now, now. Remember your place, young man, 
and that you arrived just this morning.”

Illustration by Rob Torno
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“I’ve been in Mr Edward’s service since the end of 
the war, ma’am. In his rooms in London.” Spotting the 
ironing board at last, I set it up with two ear-splitting 
creaks which drowned out even the sound of the par-
lour maid clanking crockery. I thought I observed her 
placing cups and saucers into the copper, but, with the 
evening light streaming through the room, I daresay 
my eyes deceived me.

“You were in the army, Thomas Atkins?”
“I served in Flanders.”
“Mr Edward was in Flanders. Mentioned in dis-

patches, he was.” The parlour maid dropped lye soap 
into the copper, then lowered the lid. I raised my eye-
brows at Cook but she went on talking. “Rescued an 
wounded soldier under enemy fire, he did, without 
heed to his own safety. It was all in the ‘Evening News’.”

“That soldier was me.”
Her eyes widened then scrunched into slits.
I nodded. “He was the best officer a soldier could 

hope for. A true gentleman.”
“He is indeed. Very well regarded here at Waltham 

Hall is Mr Edward. A crying shame that he came back 
from the war… the way he is.”

“We keep going. One day at a time. Now, what are 
you doing, my dear?” This was to the parlour maid, 
who was now dropping into the copper a pipe attached 
to a steam pump on the floor. I glanced again at Mrs 
Pearson.

“Don’t let the water get too hot, Kitty, dear,” she 
said after a moment. “We can’t be washing the patterns 
off Madam’s Royal Worcester again.”

Kitty, the parlour maid, walked back to the pump, 
and adjusted a valve. Seconds later, water hissed 
through the pipe, pattering like hail inside the copper, 
then discharging as soapy effluent into a zinc pail. I 
closed my eyes, wincing for the cups with thin deli-
cate handles, but, a few minutes later, she raised the 
lid, and, giggling like a little girl, lifted out a clean side-
plate.

“Well done, Kitty,” said Cook.
I looked inside the copper myself. “Gordon Ben-

nett! What-”
“Our washing up machine, Thomas Atkins. My 

niece, Kitty’s, invention.” Mrs Pearson nodded at the 
parlour maid who was now removing the rest of the 
crockery and lining it up on the shelves with the han-
dles all pointing the same way. “She doesn’t say much 
but she’s good with machinery, our Kitty. Like your Mr 
Edward. Always tinkering with motor cars, he was.”

He had been good with a different sort of machin-
ery during the war, if you can call weaponry that.

k

“Pull yourself together, dear boy,” shouted his 
father, Sir Charles Saunders, unaware that I was next 
door in the dressing room. “You’re twenty-one next 
month. Key to the door and all that.” 

Silence.
“How about that, Edward?”
Silence.
“Your mother and I would like to hold a party for 

your coming of age. Haven’t had a shindig round these 
parts since before the war.”

More silence.
“Say something, damn you!”
It was a wonder to me that any of the men return-

ing from the trenches managed to put words into their 
mouths.

“All I do, Atkins, is tell young men to go over the 
top and get killed. I can’t do it anymore.” This was the 
last thing he said to me; in fact I think he might have 
decided there and then that it would be the last he 
would say to anybody.

“We need to talk about your future,” Sir Charles 
went on. “You can’t hang around here doing nothing. 
I bought you the Bentley but you don’t use it. It’s just 
sitting there, in the old stable block, gathering dust.”

k

Sir Charles wasn’t quite right about this because 
every few days Kitty used to pop down to look at it; I 
even saw her flicking about with a yellow duster.

“I don’t know where she gets it from, her mechani-
cal bent. Not from my poor sister, her mother, I’ll be 
bound,” said Mrs Pearson, watching her from the 
kitchen window.

“I don’t recall Mrs Pearson’s sister,” said Robert, the 
footman, in my ear. “Nor does anyone else round here. 
If you get my meaning.”

I did.
“Kitty grew up at Waltham Hall. About the same 

age as Mr Edward, she was. Used to play together as 
children, always making model engines. Then he went 
away to Eton and she went into service.”

k

That was before we started preparing for the twen-
ty-first party, working all the hours there were, mov-
ing furniture, polishing the silver, getting out the Royal 
Worcester and the Waterford Crystal, all of us except 
Kitty, who just loaded crockery in and out of the wash-
ing up machine.

Unfortunately, on the afternoon of the party, the 
washing up machine went wrong; it flooded the kitch-
en floor. It had been leaking slightly for several days 
but this was more serious. As Kitty mopped the floor, 
the silence in the kitchen was deafening; the truth was 
we servants had come to depend upon the thing and 
this evening we were looking forward to a hundred 
guests, with sherry glasses, four-piece place settings, 
wine glasses, water glasses, cups and saucers.

“We can manage without that infernal machine,” 
said Robert at last, kicking the copper. “The Good Lord 
gave us hands and washing up bowls, didn’t he?”
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Kitty stormed out of the kitchen, her apron over 
her head, her howls echoing down the corridor.

“She makes a lot of noise for a girl who never 
speaks,” he said. “She’s not right in the head.”

“I’ll trouble you not to speak of Kitty like that in my 
presence, Robert Bates,” said Mrs Pearson, thrusting 
her hands on her hips. “I think you’ve spoken enough 
in the last few minutes. Haven’t you any work to do?” 
She rounded on me. “And you, Thomas Atkins, stand-
ing there gaping.”

“Wait a minute,” I said, refusing to yield to Cook’s 
glare. “What are you implying, Robert?” I felt my fists 
clenching, almost of their own accord, and my chin jut-
ting forward. “Seeing as my master also cannot speak.”

“Thomas Atkins,” said Mrs Pearson, pushing me 
towards the kitchen door, “I’m sure Mr Edward needs 
you. There. I think I heard his bell.”

Spinning round on my heels, I marched out the 
kitchen; it was time to help my master dress, as it 
happened. I had laid everything out on the chair, his 
evening jacket with velour lapels, evening trousers, 
starched tuxedo and white tie, yet the man himself lay 
in his bed, the eiderdown pulled almost over his head, 
his eyes shut, and the curtains closed. I braced myself. 
No space for me and servants’ quarrels now.

“Sir.” No movement. “Sir, it’s time to get ready.”
He pulled the sheet further over his face.
I felt my shoulders lift and tighten, as if in between 

us lay no man’s land, into which my ordinary voice 
wafted aimlessly then faded away, beyond it barbed 
wire guarding memories too painful to revisit.

I drew back the curtains, releasing the sunlight of 
the English summer afternoon back. “We ought to get 
going.”

He winced at the light, shielding his eyes with his 
hand.

“Yes. It is a bit bright, isn’t it?” I re-closed the cur-
tain, just a little. ‘Keep talking, Thomas. It’s the only 
thing,’ I muttered under my breath. “Lovely evening, 
sir. Would’ve been awful if we’d had rain.”

He turned his face back into the pillow.
“Come on, sir.”
He didn’t move.
“Sir, it’s half past five and it all kicks off at half past 

six.” No movement.
Had he been younger, I would have dragged off the 

covers and thrown them down the stairs, then grabbed 
his feet and swung them off the mattress and on to the 
floor. I knew about children, being the oldest of eight 
and I’d given our Ernest this treatment more than once. 
I itched to do it now, my fingers reaching out to the 
eiderdown in my mind.

But it wouldn’t do.
“Come on, sir.” I picked up the hair brush on the 

dressing-table and put it down again. “Let’s get this 
thing over with, shall we?”

Still he didn’t move.

“What could I say to you to divert you? The news? 
Mr Lloyd George is still Prime Minister. The Bolshe-
viks are carrying on their revolution in Russia. Ah, 
now. Maybe this is more to your liking. The ‘Daily 
Mail’ reports that the British dirigible R34 has landed 
in New York. The first Atlantic crossing by airship.”

He opened his eyes. A glimmer of hope.
“British engineering, eh? You can’t beat it.” I wished 

I’d read the article properly because I couldn’t remem-
ber anything more.

His eyes drifted down to the eiderdown, following 
the swirly pattern on the fabric.

‘Keep talking, Thomas,’ I reminded myself again. 
“Are you aware, sir, that downstairs in the kitchen, here 
at Waltham Hall, we have a machine which washes up 
dishes? It was devised by Kitty, the parlour maid.”

His eyebrows rose, just a fraction. Hopeful?
“But today it malfunctioned. Most inconvenient.”
Silence, but he moved, raising his bent elbows 

above his head as if he were stretching his armpits.
Seizing the moment, I fetched his clothes from the 

dressing room and got him inside them, then we part-
ed, he to the bathroom, me to lend my assistance in the 
dining room. On my way to the butler’s pantry to fetch 
more decanters, I poked my head round the kitchen door, 
meaning to make my peace with Mrs Pearson, but she 
beckoned me inside, muttering, “I can’t be doing with 
this, Thomas Atkins.”

“About Robert, I fear I forgot myself-“
“Never mind Robert Bates. He needs taking down 

a peg and two from time to time and that’s the truth. 
But look. Look at them. I know my place, but I cannot 
have the Family in the kitchen at a time like this.”

Kitty and my Mr Edward crouched beside the 
washing up machine, an open toolbox at their feet, he 
staring at the pump, fingering the gasket around the 
pipe housing and reaching for a screw driver. Kitty 
looked on, pointing and grunting.

“Let them be,” I breathed. “Let them be.”
They worked together, in silence, each anticipating 

the other’s thoughts so as to hand up the correct tool or 
to squeeze droplets of oil on to a joint. The other ser-
vants worked around them, busy, with no time to do 
more than toss them an occasional curious glance, even 
Mrs Pearson who returned to the range and her pots. 
Only I must watch the kitchen clock.

Six o’clock, ten past six… They replaced the pipe on 
the pump, tightening the repaired gasket. “Sir.”

He reached for the lever to switch on the pump.
“Begging your pardon, Mr Edward,” cried Mrs 

Pearson, “but I cannot have water all over my kitchen 
floor again.”

He pressed the lever down anyway.
We waited.
Kitty’s chest rasped as she drew in her breath, puff-

ing out her cheeks and going red in the face.
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I caught a gurgle somewhere in the pump. So did 
he. His eyes widened.

As he cast a sidelong glance at Kitty, we all heard 
the familiar hiss in the pipe, then the torrent of water 
in the copper.

With a loud giggle, Kitty jumped a little girly jump 
on the spot.

Scrambling to his feet, he brushed the dust from 
the knees of his evening trousers. He held up the sleeve 
of his dress shirt, stained black with oil and brown 
with dirty water. “Atkins-“ he said.

He spoke. Yes, he spoke. I wanted to cheer, to clap 
him on the back, to say “Well done, sir. Very good, sir,” 
but I knew it wouldn’t do. Instead, I answered, “I’ll get 
you another one.”

As I walked out, I indicated my watch again.
Nodding, he followed me back to the dressing 

room. He didn’t speak again that evening, but I knew 
that he was beginning to mend at last.	 ]
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