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Editorial








Editorial


Bonjour, mes amis! Here we
are in Theaker’s Quarterly Fiction #36, and readers of our
print version may have noticed a few small changes. For one thing,
after years of searching, I finally found a font I liked a bit
better than Times New Roman! We’ve changed to unspaced em dashes
instead of spaced en dashes! And we’ve stopped dividing the fiction
up into genre categories! The assignations were always a bit
arbitrary, and when trying to label some of the subtle stories in
this issue I decided it wasn’t really worth doing any more. Let us
know if you think we should change our minds on any of that!

We have some super stuff this time. John’s been reading most of
our submissions this year, so when producing this issue I was able
to read the stories all at once for the first time, just as you are
about to; I hope you enjoy it as much as I did.










Contributors


Ben Ludlam is an
artist from the wastelands of County Durham. You can see more of
his work at http://banthafodder.deviantart.com. (Unfortunately
Ben’s illustration for “Huracan” isn’t visible in this ebook
edition.)

Daniel Mills is a
young writer and lifelong resident of New England. His first novel,
Revenants, is available from Chômu Press. (I’ve read it,
and it’s quite superb—a review should appear in TQF37.)

David X. Wiggin
was born during a blizzard in Georgetown Hospital. He currently
occupies the position of a living cliché as a Brooklyn-dwelling
writer along with his supportive wife and two insane cats. He has
previously published fiction in Steampunk Magazine and
Alt Hist (edited by TQF33 contributor Mark Lord).

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

Dylan Fox lives in
North Wales with his partner, their cats and their laptops, and
works in an office doing admin.  He’s had fiction appear on
the Science in My Fiction blog, Bewildering
Stories and a few other places.  He has a blog at
www.dylanfox.net where he talks about writing, memes, living with
depression, gadgets, interesting facts he stumbles across and
anything else about which he needs to think aloud.

Elaine
Graham-Leigh is a political campaigner, historian and
trainee accountant. When not bringing down the system from within,
she writes speculative fiction and has had previous stories
published at Jupiter SF, Bewildering Stories and
The Harrow.

Howard Watts is an
artist from Brighton. He has previously provided covers for
Pantechnicon, Dark Horizons and TQF, and
for this issue as well as supplying the cover he provides the story
“Totem”.

Jacob Edwards is
currently indentured to Australia’s speculative fiction flagship
Andromeda Spaceways Inflight Magazine, as Jack of all
Necessities (Deckchairs and Bendy Straws). To this issue he
contributes reviews of the films Tron: Legacy, The Adjustment
Bureau and Paul.

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

Matt Baxter is a
chef who occasionally runs an online bookshop, and he lives
somewhere in the Midlands.

Nicholas Rasche is
a writer and comedian based in Melbourne, Australia. His fiction
has appeared in various journals, including Island,
Going Down Swinging and The Famous Reporter. He
recently co-wrote and appeared in “Supermanchild” (with Lisa-Skye
Ioannidis), presented at the 2010 Melbourne International Comedy
Festival

Stephen Theaker is
the eponymous co-editor of Theaker’s Quarterly Fiction,
and writes many of its reviews. His reviews have also appeared in
respectable publications like Prism and Black
Static. He is very happy with this issue.

Victor D. Infante is the author of City of
Insomnia, a poetry collection from Write Bloody Publishing
(http://writebloody.com/), and his poems and stories have been
published in numerous periodicals, including Chiron
Review, Pearl, The Nervous Breakdown,
Spillway, Word Riot and Dark Horizons.
He founded The November 3rd Club, an online literary journal of
political writing, and will shortly be launching a new online
project, Radius: Poetry From the Center to the Edge. He
lives and writes with his wife and pet ferret in a triple-decker
apartment in Worcester, Mass., USA and has serious opinions about
reality TV cooking competitions.
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Fiction








The Photographer’s Tale, by Daniel
Mills


I heard this story from a passing
acquaintance, a fellow photographer whom we shall call Lowell. I
met Lowell in June of last year at a hilltop resort in northern
Vermont. I had travelled there for my health and was surprised to
meet another who shared my profession.

The two of us struck up a conversation one evening
after supper as we took cigars on the veranda—two old men alone
with the wild hills before us. The darkness covered us completely
and Lowell’s haggard features were visible only by the pale orange
tip of his cigar.

Photographic technique was the object of our
discussion. As I recall, we argued back and forth for some time
over the utility of the new flash-lamp.

“I’m not denying that it might be useful,” Lowell
conceded. “But only up to a point. There are places—interiors, I
mean—corners so dark they cannot be lighted.”

I shook my head. “I’m afraid I don’t follow
you.”

He exhaled heavily, releasing a cloud of smoke.
His mood was unreadable. Turning from me, he looked out toward the
distant mountains, black beneath the hidden moon. A long minute
elapsed, a silence spun from the murmur of crickets, the occasional
scrap of bird song.

He sighed. “Perhaps I’d better explain.”

***

The morning of December 1, 1892 dawned
cold and grey, promising an early snowfall. After breakfasting in
his apartment, Lowell descended the back stair to his studio, where
he was surprised to find that a shipping crate had been left for
him with the first post. There was no return address, but he
recognised the handwriting on the label and knew it to be from
Patrick.

Lowell had first encountered the boy on the
streets of Providence some twelve years before. Patrick was no more
than eight or nine at the time, one of a thousand beggar children
who had resorted to thievery and worse in order to survive. One
night in October, Lowell returned to his studio to find the boy
curled up in the doorway: soaked and shivering, delirious with
fever. Lowell brought him inside and allowed him to spend the
night.

Days went by—Patrick’s health improved—but Lowell
did not turn him out. The boy served as his apprentice for the next
seven years, assisting in the darkroom in exchange for room and
board. Their relationship was a close one, and in time, the
unmarried Lowell came to regard the lad as his own son, only for
Patrick to leave him—as sons will do—at the age of sixteen.

Whatever its cause, their final parting, when it
came, was not amicable. Lowell blamed himself for it. He sought
shelter in alcoholism and later in the Church. Five years passed.
His letters to Patrick went unanswered but from time to time he
received word of his former apprentice from colleagues in New
York.

In 1892, Patrick was just twenty-one years old but
already esteemed an expert in the field of portrait photography. He
was said to possess an eye for hidden beauty and feeling that
allowed him to reveal, with considerable skill, the very soul of
his subject. Lowell admitted to a twinge of jealousy in this:
certainly his own work had never inspired such hyperbole.

Kneeling before the shipping crate, he lifted the
lid and thrust his hand inside, peeling back layers of straw and
brown paper to reveal a view camera. It was a newer model, equipped
with a built-in viewfinder and little used by its appearance. A
blue ribbon had been fastened around the front standard, the ends
tied up in an elaborate bow. A gift.

Lowell plucked the camera out of the crate and
tested the action of the shutter: click. Hearing the
sound, he exhaled, his anxiety evaporating like shadows at
sun-down. He hurried to the doorway and took down his hat and coat.
His first client was not due for another hour, giving him plenty of
time to walk to the Post Office and send off a telegram of thanks
to New York.

Outside, the weather was dismal, but the avenue
bustled with the usual crowds of carriages and pedestrians. Clerks
and scriveners scurried past Lowell on their way to their
respective offices while paper boys shouted the day’s headlines
from every corner, their voices ringing shrilly above the rattle of
wheels on cobble.

A pair of young women proceeded down the pavement
in his direction—sisters, evidently, their good humour unaffected
by the wind and imminent snow. The two walked arm-in-arm, laughing,
even as their guardian gasped and panted behind them, burdened down
by a picnic basket and a pair of canvas shopping bags.

One of the sisters smiled at Lowell. The other
tittered and tightened her grip on her sister’s elbow. Their
treatment of their guardian showed them to be callous, even cruel,
but Lowell smiled back at them all the same. He could hardly do
otherwise: they were simply too young, too beautiful, too
alive.

He crossed the street to the next block and passed
Saint Andrew’s church, where he had begun attending mass. Every
Sunday morning, he knelt before the altar and prayed, rocked by
yearning though he dared not take the Host. That morning, walking
past, he let his fingers trail along the rough stones and sighed as
the great bell struck the half-hour.

At the post office, he composed a brief message
and wired it along to Patrick’s studio in New York. Rec’d
camera, the wire read. Deepest thanks. Please
write.

He asked the clerk to contact him in the event of
any delays and then hurried home to keep his first appointment,
smiling first at the sisters, whom he passed once more, and again
at the paper boy, unable to contain his elation, even in that late
season, even as the first flakes of snow drifted down and settled
in his hair.

***

Mrs Lavinia Perkins was Lowell’s most
reliable client, a middle-aged teetotaller of extraordinary vanity
and peculiar habit—to wit, her insistence on having a new
photograph of herself taken on the first of every month. She used
these to chart the course and extent of her aging, scouring the
face of each monochrome image for signs of greying hair. This was,
of course, an impossible task, but perhaps this was why she
preferred the photographer’s lens to that more ordinary (and less
expensive) instrument: the mirror.

On that morning she breezed into the room with the
haughty assurance of a beloved monarch. She did not even wish
Lowell good morning but instead assumed her usual pose against her
favourite backdrop: a canvas sheet painted with a classical motif,
three ruined columns like a row of broken teeth.

Lowell had already positioned Patrick’s camera on
the tripod and focused the lens. The plate was loaded, the flash
box readied, and he wasted no time in going beneath the hood.

“Ready?” he asked.

Her pose spoke for itself. She stood perfectly
erect, one arm draped over the Brady stand, and turned her face to
the camera so that she appeared in profile. This was his signal to
begin.

He lifted the flash box with one hand and sighted
the widow through the viewfinder. He steadied his fingers over the
triggers for flash and shutter and began to count down, whispering
the numbers to himself in the blackness of the hood.

But something happened. The widow changed. Her
brown curls turned wiry and grey even as her cheekbones sloped
inward and stretched the mottled skin to breaking. From beneath her
sallow flesh emerged the outline of a skull, which threatened to
burst from the tattered sinews of her once-beautiful face. Even her
teeth, usually white, had become brown and stained by the
corruptions of the grave. Lowell wanted to close his eyes but in
the manner of a nightmare found that he could not—not even when the
tail of a worm thrust out from behind her ear, puncturing the skin
so that a shower of corpse dust drifted to the ground.

“Well?” the widow inquired. Her voice, at least,
was unaltered, but the coolness of her tone did nothing to dispel
the image in the viewfinder. “Is something wrong?”

“Ah—um?”

Sweat poured from Lowell’s brow.

“What is the delay?”

The widow turned to face him. Her eyes were gone:
the sockets empty, rimmed with pitted bone. A mass of white worms
writhed within the hollow of her skull.

He released the trigger on the flash box. The
magnesium ignited and a wave of cleansing light flooded the room.
Somehow he possessed the presence of mind to open and close the
shutter at the last moment, capturing the widow in a blast of white
lightning.

He wrenched his head from the hood and dashed to
the side cabinet. There he found the brandy bottle, untouched in
the days since his conversion. His heart galloped, fuelling his
panic, and his lungs heaved in his chest—faster and faster,
refusing to slow.

He poured himself a glass. He gulped it down.

“Whatever is the matter?” Mrs Perkins asked.
“You’re acting most peculiar.”

The room shimmered and blurred, retreating from
Lowell as the alcohol took hold. He clenched his eyes shut. He
shook his head but could not speak.

“Open your eyes,” she snapped. “Look at me!”

Lowell swallowed. It required all of his courage
to lift his head and address the widow. Her appearance had
returned—mercifully—to normal. She peered at him through a pair of
stem-mounted pince-nez, her magnified eyes more hawk-like than
ever.

“I’m—quite well,” Lowell gasped. “It’s
the—weather. My gout—”

She nodded thoughtfully. “I’m glad it’s nothing
serious,” she said. “Did you get the picture?”

He shivered. He poured another glass and drained
it in a swallow. Tears leapt to his eyes as the familiar ache
spread through his chest. Mrs Perkins sniffed in disapproval, but
at that moment he scarcely cared. Even the thought of that
photograph chilled him to the marrow.

“Well?” she demanded. “Shall we take another?”

“No,” he said quickly. “There’s—no need.”

“Good.” She cast a scornful glance at the glass in
his hand. “I shall come by later this week to collect it. Good
day.”

She proceeded to the door and let herself out.

The catch slammed behind her.

Lowell gulped down another drink. The alcohol
steadied his hands somewhat but could not drive out the images that
crowded about him. When he shut his eyes, he saw the widow as she
had appeared through the view-finder: her gaping eye-sockets, the
skull that surfaced from beneath her thinning skin. Other images
too. Blue eyes. Bruises. A palm print on white skin.

He poured a fourth glass and contemplated the
liquid for a full minute before returning it to the bottle. Already
he regretted this return to his old habits. Guilt rose like a
tumour in his throat, an ever-familiar gorge he could not spit out
or swallow.

He mopped the sweat from his brow. Turning his
attention to more material concerns, he replaced the bottle in the
side cabinet and went into the darkroom to ready the developer.

***

In the years since his conversion,
Lowell had come to see the development process as a kind of
miracle. While he was familiar with the various chemical principles
at work, he could not but marvel at the thing itself, which he
understood as a singular indicator of God’s grace. To watch a human
face form on albumen paper, to see it slowly assume shape, its fine
lines betraying either hope, or grief, or pain—

In those moments, Lowell admitted, his very soul
ached, and he imagined the birth of the planet from the void, the
first word of light like the flash of torched magnesium.

That morning he found no joy in developing the
plate. His hands shook with fright, and his fingers kneaded the
flesh of his palms, his nails drawing blood as the positive image
formed on the albumen.

His fears proved baseless. The widow Perkins
appeared looking much as she always did. While her pose was
slightly different—for here she looked directly into the camera,
confusion playing on her features—the photograph closely resembled
the three dozen he had already taken of the widow. In no way did it
hint at the horror he had witnessed through the viewfinder.

He made a second print of the photograph and left
the darkroom, feeling neither terror nor relief—only a persistent
unease. He settled himself down in a chair beside the window and
allowed his gaze to stray into the street.

Snow continued to fall. Nearly an inch had
accumulated in the last hour, covering over muck and dirtied straw.
The clustered roofs and gambrels of the block opposite bore a fine
dusting, as iridescent and fine as a poplar’s cotton. Even the
soot-black stacks of the distant metal-works appeared white and
pure, standing like twin ghosts against the horizon, holding back
the early dark. Soon the city would be covered, first by snow and
then by night—all beauty and squalor erased by the whispered sough
of white on black.

***

His sleep proved shallow and troubled,
haunted by visions of blazing cities and crumbling churches, the
worm-filled skull of the widow Perkins. To his relief, he was
roused by the sound of the bell. He wiped the sleep from his eyes
and went to answer.

He opened the door to reveal the clerk from the
post office. The young man was clearly possessed of a nervous
disposition. His eyes darted furtively from side-to-side, settling
on Lowell seemingly by accident.

“Your wire, sir—”

“Yes?”

“It came back, sir.”

“Came back?”

“Could not be delivered, sir.”

“Has he moved?” wondered Lowell, half to
himself.

“I don’t know, sir,” said the clerk,
miserably.

“Then find out!” snapped Lowell. “Wire New York
and see what you can learn from them. Then try sending the message
through again. It’s—important.”

“Yes, sir. Of course, sir.”

“Good.”

The clerk looked down at his feet. His natural
nervousness grew more apparent with every second he lingered on the
stoop.

Lowell sighed, regretting his outburst. “Go on
then,” he said, as gently as he could manage. “I’ll try and drop by
later. That should save you the trip.”

“Yes, sir. Thank you, sir.”

The clerk donned his hat and shuffled from the
stoop. Lowell watched him disappear down the alleyway and then
looked up, finding the sky in a crack between two buildings. The
blizzard had intensified since the morning, leaving the heavens
snow-filled and sun-less, iron-grey but for a varicose network of
dark veins and fractures.

He turned from the doorway. A quick consultation
of his watch showed the time to be a quarter to three. He pushed
shut the door and returned to the studio to ready it for his next
appointment. Time was short: Arthur Whateley and his young wife,
married this November, were due to arrive within the hour.

He unrolled the pastoral background on which they
had already agreed, arranged two chairs before it, and then fell to
the task of readying the camera—Patrick’s camera. While the results
of the development process had not put his earlier terror to
flight, they had at least given him courage, and he resolved to
confront his fears. To this end, he positioned Patrick’s camera at
the appropriate distance from the canvas and drew a breath before
lifting the flaps over his head.

He peered through the viewfinder at the wall of
his studio. His palms were slick—his breathing rapid—but no dread
apparition materialised to confront him. Instead he saw only the
painted trees of the familiar country scene. Their leaves wavered,
delicate and still, as though waiting for the first breath of wind,
a summer storm sure to come.

***

Arthur Whateley was one of those rare
men upon whom Fortune has never ceased to smile. Wealthy,
clean-favoured, and recently wed, his generosity was matched only
by the honeyed warmth of his voice and by the kindness of his
demeanour. He was handsome, notably so, but his dusky good looks
were equalled by the beauty of his wife Gertrude, a noted heiress.
She was, like him, dark of hair and eye, but blessed with a
delicate complexion—white as her perfect teeth—with cheeks that
flushed to a subtle rose and would not tolerate the sun.

Whateley himself was in all respects a consummate
gentleman. Lowell had met him for the first time two weeks before
when the young tycoon came to the studio to make arrangements for
his wedding portrait. Lowell had found him as charming and
personable as any man he had ever met: well versed in an array of
subjects ranging from architecture to the theatre and indeed most
topics one could name.

He was also exceedingly punctual. At half past
three the bell sounded and Lowell hurried to the door to admit the
happy couple. Arthur grinned broadly and offered his hand. Mrs
Whateley blushed to meet Lowell’s gaze and wished him a soft “how
do”. She wore an unusual amount of face powder and her forehead was
strikingly pale.

“Please come in,” said Lowell. “Everything’s
ready.”

“Excellent!” Arthur exclaimed. “But I’m afraid we
can’t stay long today. We’re in something of a rush, you see.”

“Oh?”

“They’re expecting us at the Grand. Have you
been?”

“To—to the Grand?”

“No? Then you must come with us sometime.”

“Why—of course,” said Lowell, taken off guard.
“I’d be honoured.”

“It’s settled then. Shall we take the
picture?”

“By all means.” Lowell gestured in the direction
of the prepared background. “I believe we agreed on a seated
portrait?”

“Indeed,” said Arthur. “And might I add that the
backdrop looks rather fine.” He turned to his wife. “Doesn’t it,
Gertie?”

She nodded but did not respond. Arthur took his
wife by the shoulders and steered her across the room. He helped
her settle into one chair before taking the seat beside her, one
hand thrust into his jacket, the other resting lightly on her
knee.

“Ready when you are,” said Arthur.

Lowell approached the tripod. “And you, Mrs
Whateley?”

Her husband answered for her. “She’s as ready as I
am. Shall we proceed?”

“Of course,” said Lowell. “This shouldn’t take a
minute.”

He had already prepared the collodion mixture and
adjusted the lens. All that remained was to open the shutter.
Taking up the flash box, he slipped his head under the cover and
placed his eye against the viewfinder.

His breath caught in his throat. The powder had
vanished from Mrs Whateley’s brow. In its place he noted the
tumorous swelling of an under-skin bruise. As Lowell watched, the
colours continued to deepen and spread, leaching through flesh and
tissue to collect in a series of purple bruises down her neck. They
formed the imprint of a man’s hand around her throat.

Lowell’s stomach clenched. The air left his lungs,
and he gasped for breath that would not come. She looked up at him
then—perhaps only to wonder what was taking so long—and in her eyes
he saw a silent suffering, such as he had once glimpsed in the eyes
of another, and all at once, he understood everything.

Whateley had come to him seeking concealment. Like
many clients, he wanted an image of false happiness, another mask
for the violence and cruelty they both strove to hide—he with his
airs and false benevolence and she with her daubs and powders. Mrs
Whateley gazed back at Lowell through the viewfinder, her eyes
bloodied and sightless.

He swallowed.

“I’m sorry,” he said. He withdrew from the hood
and stepped away from the camera. “But I’m afraid I can’t take the
picture. You’ll have to go elsewhere.”

“You’re sorry?” erupted Whateley. “What
in God’s name are you talking about? Is there some kind
of—problem—with your camera?”

Lowell shook his head. “There’s no problem.”

“What, then?”

“I can’t take the picture,” he repeated. “I’m
sorry.”

“You owe me an explanation.”

Lowell looked from the camera to the seated
couple. He blinked rapidly, clearing his sight before meeting the
young man’s glare. “Yes,” he said. “Perhaps you’re right.”

“Well?”

He pointed to the area above his own right eye and
nodded toward Mrs Whateley. “It’s her makeup. It’s playing havoc
with this light. Could we try one without?”

Whateley’s face turned crimson. His mouth opened,
but he did not speak. Instead he sprang up from the chair and
grabbed hold of his wife’s arm. Without a word, he dragged her to
her feet and spirited her toward the doorway.

In the entryway, he retrieved his cane and spun on
his heel to address Lowell. “You’ve wasted my afternoon, sir,” he
declared coldly. “And you will not see me again. Nor will you see
my friends again, either. I will certainly warn them to stay far
away from an—amateur—such as yourself.”

He stepped through the doorway, pulling his wife
after him. She tripped on the stoop and looked back at Lowell, her
expression at once pleading and resigned, as though craving a
deliverance she no longer expected. Her despair bit deep,
instilling in Lowell a terrible, inescapable guilt.

He ran after them into the alleyway. Dusk was
descending. A heavy snow filled the air. “You swine!” he shouted
after Whateley. “I will tell the world what you are!”

Whateley halted and turned around. He released his
grip on his wife’s arm and advanced on Lowell with a menacing
sneer, brandishing his cane like a common thug, the weighted end
tapping against his open palm.

“Run!” Lowell shouted to Mrs Whateley. “He will
kill you—don’t you see that?”

She did not move. She merely looked on—silently,
without expression—watching as her husband approached her would-be
rescuer. Two yards away, Whateley lifted the cane high above his
head and brought it down across his chest in a sweeping pendulum
curve.

Dodging to his right, Lowell managed to escape the
blow. The cane impacted the frozen ground with a hollow report.
Whateley cursed. Lowell saw his opening and took the offensive,
dashing toward Whateley with his fists raised.

The other man was ready for him. He stepped to the
side and caught Lowell with an outstretched boot, scooping his legs
out from under him. The photographer dropped to the ground, his
weight landing on his elbow. His arm went numb.

Realising his vulnerability, Lowell attempted to
regain his feet, but Whateley was too quick for him. The younger
man kicked the photographer in the side and then stomped down on
his exposed gut. Lowell screamed. He rolled over and attempted to
crawl away, dragging himself through the snow with his good
arm.

Whateley followed him. Wielding the cane like a
riding crop, the younger man delivered a series of rapid blows
across Lowell’s back, dropping the photographer onto his stomach.
Lowell tried to speak then—to apologise, to plead for mercy—but
found he had not the breath for it.

From the corner of his eye, he saw Whateley raise
the cane and take aim at his left temple. The blow connected with a
startling crack. The world flashed white before him and the vision
in his left eye flickered and dimmed. A warm trickle poured from
the torn scalp, staining his shirt and collar. He collapsed onto
his stomach and closed his eyes.

A snowflake settled above his brow and melted.
Cold fluid streamed down his forehead and into his damaged eye.
Patrick’s face returned to him in that moment, surfacing from the
crimson cloud that obscured his vision.

“Forgive me,” he murmured. “Please.”

“Scum.”

Whateley wiped his stick on Lowell’s shirt and
spit on him as he would a beggar or criminal. Then he turned away.
His footsteps retreated, muffled by fresh snow.

“Come,” Lowell heard him say. “We’re due at the
Grand.”

***

He opened his eyes.

Night had fallen. Hours might have passed or mere
minutes—he could not be sure—but the agony he experienced on waking
was indescribable. His chest ached. His temples pounded and he had
lost the sight in his left eye. Nauseous, he rotated his head and
threw up into the fresh snow. His vomit was yellow and dark, the
colour of old bruises.

He crawled to the nearest wall and propped himself
against it. Slowly he counted down from five, whispering the words
to himself as he did before a picture. When he reached the end, he
vaulted himself into a standing position. He wobbled dangerously,
nearly fell, but caught himself against the wall. He cast his gaze
back in the direction of his studio. The door was open, but he
could not bring himself to return there, not now.

Breathing heavily, he hauled himself hand over
hand down the alleyway and emerged into the gas-lit sheen of the
street. Only this morning he had walked this same block, but
tonight, everything had changed. Providence itself now swam in the
lens of Patrick’s camera. Even the newest buildings bore the signs
of decay, marked by smoke stains and fallen roofs, brown curls of
dying ivy on every wall.

It was late—too late—but the city hummed with
activity. An endless stream of carriages clattered over the
cobbles. Lowell stumbled into the path of a police officer, but the
man simply ignored him, turning up his collar to hurry past. No one
else seemed to notice him. He passed among the midnight
crowds—anonymous, unseen—cursed by solitude as in the year that
Patrick left him. A dog cart flew past, missing him by less than a
yard. Reeling, he took two steps backward, lost his footing, and
tumbled into the gutter.

He lay there for a time, quite collapsed, while
men and women passed him by. At one point he spotted the two
sisters from the morning and observed that their faces had grown
heavy with the accumulation of years, all vestiges of their former
beauty spoiled. On a chain between them, they carried a purse that
bulged with miserly excess.

Behind them, shackled to the purse by a pair of
manacles, walked a young woman of waxy countenance wearing nothing
but a cotton shift. Lowell could see that she alone understood his
plight, but she only lifted her shackled wrists, as though to
indicate her own helplessness, and then shuffled past, dragged on
like a dog by the women she served.

No one would help him—that much was clear—and he
called on reserves of strength he did not know he possessed in
order to regain his feet. Once he had steadied himself, he began to
walk, continuing down the pavement toward Saint Andrew’s. He
thought he must be dying. He shivered in his shirt sleeves,
occasionally spitting blood into the slush at his feet.

On the corner, he passed the paper boy. The lad
grinned wickedly through his front teeth and shoved the evening
circular into his face.

“No,” Lowell gasped. “I don’t need it.”

“Yessir,” the boy drawled. “But ye do
want it, don’t ye?”

Lowell tore the paper from the boy’s grasp and
threw it into the street. He pressed past him to the church of
Saint Andrew’s, where he mounted the stone stairs. He took them
slowly, his legs weakening with each step. At last he reached the
high doors. He rattled the handles but to no effect. Locked fast:
even the Church had closed its doors to him.

In despair he cast his gaze heavenward, seeking
out that point in space where the cross-topped spire disappeared
into endless snowfall. Then he saw it: the cross had become a
crucifix. A living figure writhed in agony on that bronze tree,
naked and abandoned with only the dark for comfort. Lowell
recognised him at once, even at that great distance.

He fell to his knees, trembling as before the
altar. He heard a cry—a boy’s voice, he fancied, though he could
not make out the words. The world was falling from him, a garment
shed. His head tipped back and he tumbled into nothingness.

***

He woke up swathed in snow. His clothes
had frozen in conformance to the shape of his body. The blood had
thickened in his beard and an inch of powder blanketed his eyes. He
blinked it away, relieved to find he could see through his left
eye. He levered himself into a crouch. The pain was excruciating,
but perhaps not as intolerable as before.

He was in the alleyway behind his studio. His
nightmare, then, had been a nightmare in truth, a vision brought on
by the blow to his skull. It made no difference. He was a man
haunted, damned beyond atonement. He understood this now. Though
years might pass, nothing could erase from his mind the image of
that crucified figure.

He struggled to his feet and limped back into the
studio. A fire smouldered in the grate and the room was still warm.
From this he concluded that his unconsciousness could not have
lasted more than an hour. He went to the side cabinet and once more
extracted the brandy bottle. He took three quick slugs before
replacing it.

He crossed the room to the corner where the
shipping crate lay discarded, left behind in his excitement over
Patrick’s camera. The crate appeared empty at first glance, but
some obscure intuition caused him to turn it upside down. A brown
envelope slipped free and drifted to the floor. No name was
indicated but he knew it was meant for him.

Inside was a photograph. Lowell recognised it as
one that he himself had taken many years before. In the picture, a
young child regarded the camera without smiling. Patrick. The
child’s features were fair, his nose turned slightly to the right
where it had once been broken. His eyes were blue, the deepest
blue: wide with terror, blank with suffering.

Lowell blinked. His vision blurred. The room swam
before him and the blood rushed to his ears. He thrust the
photograph into the fire. He watched it light—the child’s face
blackening, falling through—and then lunged for Patrick’s
camera.

He toppled the tripod, dashing the instrument on
the floor. Dropping to his knees, he ripped free the hood and
shattered the slide loader, punching through the mahogany frame,
his knuckles splitting where they connected with brass. He plucked
out the lens from the viewfinder and carried it into the darkroom,
the glass slipping between his injured fingers. In the darkroom, he
held up the lens to the mirror and glimpsed himself in its
depths.

What did he hope to see there? Lowell could not
say. Some hidden truth, perhaps—some veiled hope of which he was
only half-aware. But his appearance had not altered. In the lens,
he saw only the same broken man as in the mirror, a bloodied beast
stalked by the same demons, the same ghosts. With a roar of agony,
more animal than human, he hurled the lens against the far wall and
heard it shatter.

He returned to the studio and shot the deadbolt,
the better to escape down the neck of a brandy bottle. And so the
night passed. He drank—he did not pray—and the darkness drew near
as with the rustle of fabric, a starless hood that stretched to
cover the city, to gather all creation in its sweep. At dawn, the
wind turned southerly. The snow became a bitter rain that drummed
like pebbles on the walls of the studio.

***

He was awakened by the chime of the door
bell. It was midday, the sun’s glare doubled by slush and snowmelt.
He went to the door and cracked it open, withdrawing the chain when
he recognised the clerk from the Post Office.

“Yes?” he croaked. “What do you want?”

The clerk started, shocked by the change in
Lowell’s appearance.

“You didn’t stop by, sir. Yesterday, sir. Before
we locked up.”

Lowell blinked. “No,” he said. “I
was—delayed.”

“I have this for you,” said the clerk. “I’m sorry,
sir.”

The tersely-worded missive contained the news of
Patrick’s death.

On November 29, the young man had sold off his
apartment and settled his debts before returning to the studio.
After he failed to emerge, his friends had summoned the officers,
who found him in the darkroom, a suicide.

It was later reported that Patrick had boxed up
all of his possessions prior to his death: his books, his papers,
his prints. Only his camera was found to be missing.

***

Lowell’s story ended there. For a time
neither of us spoke. Crickets sang in the nearby underbrush. The
moon emerged from a bank of clouds, recasting the landscape from
shades of silver. Lowell stubbed out his cigar and disappeared
inside.

Five years have passed since our brief meeting,
and yet I find his story has not left me. Lowell spoke eloquently
of light and darkness—and of the dark that cannot be illumined—and
within his tale itself there is another kind of darkness, a history
hidden from the light of narrative: shadowed, secret, and thus
ineradicable.

I woke the next morning to find that he had gone.
He had departed the resort at first light and returned to
Providence. I do not know what has become of him. Sometimes I like
to think that he has found some measure of peace, whatever the
nature of his past sins. In any event, I doubt that I shall see him
again.










A Fable of Worcester, by Victor D.
Infante


The Rolling Stones were on the jukebox,
“Satisfaction” washing away the grit of dead-end jobs and
loneliness in a factory town that doesn’t actually have factories
anymore. The song was as familiar as the bar’s dark-stained walls
and “Budweiser” lampshades.

Mike Barnett sipped Guinness, ignoring the crowd’s
joyous caterwaul.

He was thinking about the sea. The other day, at a
psychic fair in Brookfield, he was told he was a reincarnated
Phoenician king and a Turkish Corsair. As both a Catholic and an
insurance adjuster, he was certain he couldn’t hold with such
things, but he had enough college to know it would explain why he
dreamed of open ocean, salt on his lips, his face bit by wind.

The psychic looked like Oprah and faked a Jamaican
accent. He liked her a lot, but didn’t buy what she was selling.
Audrey, however, was enraptured, and insisted that they soon take a
vacation in Cape Cod or someplace.

She dumped him two days later. “It just wasn’t
working out.”

If there had been a Tarot card with his name on it
then, he never saw it face up.

“…Baby better come back, maybe next week,
cause you see I’m on a losing streak… “

“Ah, well,” he said to the bottom of his glass.
“At least there’s no band playing.” This was Worcester,
Massachusetts, where heavy metal went to die, and the dead were
drunk and singing as it was. He was certain he couldn’t bear
Whitesnake covers.

“If the beer answers back, you’ve got problems,”
said gravelly-voiced Old Jack. Jack had been at the bar for as long
as Mike could remember: always there when he arrived, still there
when he left. Mostly, he just drank. Sometimes, he’d tell stories.
He used to chain smoke, but that stopped with the ban.

“Just sitting still,” said Mike, not looking
up.

“It’s Worcester,” said Jack. “Sitting still’s what
we do best.”

“I thought it was a ‘City on the Move’,” said
Mike, snorting dismissively. “That’s what the City Council’s always
saying.”

“Yeah?” asked Jack. “That what they’re saying
now?”

Mike shrugged. He wasn’t in the mood for
politics.

“No Audrey tonight?” asked Jack, evidently missing
any clues Mike threw.

“Took off,” said Mike. “No warning. Nothing.”

He half-expected her to walk in the door, but knew
that wasn’t going to happen. He’d called her the other day, just to
see how she was doing. The phone was disconnected.

“Yeah,” said Jack, “Move up to whiskey. Beer won’t
burn a woman like that out of your system.”

Mike could smell her apricot hairspray, feel her
lips fall on the back of his neck.

“Don’t need to burn,” said Mike. “Just sitting
still.”

Old Jack shrugged and returned to his drink. Then,
after an interminable silence, he spoke again.

“There was once a king in the city-states north of
Canaan. This was before the Bible and the Koran, when old gods
dwelled in the sand dunes. The place’s name is dust now. Even I
don’t remember.”

Mike’s hands shook as he watched Jack out of the
corner of his eye. Jack meditated on his whiskey. No one else was
listening.

“The kingdom was prosperous, and its fleet brought
cedars to Egypt and imported silver from I-Shaphan. There were no
beggars and the peasants dined on olives and mangoes. And the king…
the king lived in an ivory palace with gems encrusted in the
walls.”

A switchblade-sudden rush of adrenaline cleared
the alcohol from Mike’s head. He dug his fingers into the lip of
the bar. Jack spoke low and absently, the story washing away his
accent. His voice was near-lost beneath the jukebox din.

“Some nights, the king would disguise himself as a
sheep farmer to gauge the kingdom’s mood, lurking in taverns and
eavesdropping on sailors. They talked of carefree monkeys roaming
docks, and peasants languishing under backbreaking labour. They
spoke of slaves in Egypt, and of the roaming Sea People, who’d
seize weakened ships for themselves.

“And to a man, they all swore there was no kingdom
that compared to his. But still, he’d return to his palace and
ruminate on what he’d heard, discontent.”

“Why the Hell not?” asked Mike, suddenly
interested. “Sounds like the guy had everything, and did a pretty
good job.”

“Cause that’s what the heart does, Mike,”
said Old Jack. “It’s always gonna want more. There’s always
something missing.”

“Yeah,” said Mike, nodding. “I guess there is. So
what did he do?”

Fresh drinks appeared in front of them. Mike
hadn’t even seen the bartender.

“The king confided his thoughts only to his
vizier,” said Jack, “an old man who’d seen leaders rise and fall.
But the vizier knew that sort of discontent was for the gods to
assuage, not him.

“So one night the king wandered alone into the
desert, until scorpions stung his feet and the sun was so hot the
sand transformed to glass. He walked until his strength evaporated,
and he collapsed.

“He awoke amid a sea of brightly-coloured tents;
acrobats juggled flame on perches above him, and elephants paraded
past.

“Servants carried a goddess with the head of a cat
on a platform. The ragged king rose shakily and bowed.

“‘You are far from your home, young king,’ said
the goddess. ‘What are you seeking amid the barren sand, you who
have the best the gods have bestowed on any man?’

“The king’s throat was parched, but still he found
his voice.

“‘My kingdom,’ he said, repressing a stutter, ‘is
the greatest in all the lands, and I know of none comparable. But
misery spreads like locust all around us. I ask you, Great Goddess,
for I know your name and am too humbled by your presence to speak
it, can my kingdom’s peace be anything but a mirage if so many
outside suffer?’

“The goddess tapped a finger to her forehead as
she thought. ‘You ask for the world, young king,’ she said. ‘But
the world is its own, and not mine to give. I can give you the will
to guide your ambition, and I can grant you strength, but in the
end, it wouldn’t be a favour.’

“The king’s legs found their balance. ‘If you
guide my hand, I’ll bring peace to all the lands within my
reach.’

“‘You can try,’ said the cat goddess. ‘There’s a
first time for everything.’

“The king awoke in his bedchamber, smooth silk
sheets against sunburned skin.”

Mike’s fingers tapped the bar absently. Old Jack’s
skin seemed translucent, too loose on his skinny frame.

“And he did,” said Jack, scrunching his face as
though the words were bitter in his mouth. “One by one, the lands
north of Canaan fell under his sway, and the army grew with
conscripts. From Egypt to I-Shaphan, the bronze-armoured soldiers
fought, the earth turning charcoal beneath their feet.”

“So… what?” asked Mike, an uncomfortable
knot tying in his stomach. “The king took over the world?”

Jack shrugged.

“The known world,” he said. “Which wasn’t
very far. A plane would cover it in a couple hours. But yeah,
pharaohs were toppled and slaves were freed, and all along the
coasts of Africa his ships brought food and work to the poor and
miserable.”

“Sounds like a Hell of a guy.”

“He had good intentions,” said Jack. “But
the mood in the taverns had changed. The sailors now grumbled about
the war’s cost and misery, of ships on fire and how people now
cowered in the dark.

“Fear lurked like mice in every corner of the
kingdom, and its enemies became the shadows themselves. Trade
dwindled, and the taste of mangoes and olives no longer kissed
peasants’ lips.

“The king didn’t sleep much anymore. He could only
think in darkness. The jewels embedded in the palace walls grinned
at him like skulls.

“Finally, one night, the king heard screams and
crashing in the distance as he paced the palace hallways. Beyond
the window, he saw his city in flames.

“‘The Sea People have grown bold,’ said the
vizier. ‘Our troops are spread too thin.’

“‘This is my fault,’ said the king, ‘I’ve brought
only ruin and destruction.’

“The vizier nodded. The soldiers’ marching was an
approaching thunder. Regrets welled in the king’s throat, but he
hadn’t time to name them.

“‘This is my vow,’ said the king, ‘for I shall
live again and again. My ambition shall be a lion pacing its pen,
rather than see the harm I’ve wrought repeated.’

“‘It will be so,’ said the vizier, ‘until the one
you’ve most wronged forgives you.’”

And Jack fell silent.

“So… what happened?” asked Mike.

“Whattaya mean what happened?” said Jack. “He
died, and the city disappeared from memory. And each of his lives
was smaller than the last, until his touch influenced no one.”

“But… what’s the moral?”

“How the Hell should I know?” said Jack. “Do I
look like someone who can pass judgment on a king? Maybe he
deserved his punishment. Maybe he should just forgive himself and
move on, wherever he is now.”

Old Jack rose and threw money on the bar.

“I never said the guy was smart,” he
said, before leaving the barroom, the door open behind him.










Angeline of the Woods, by Dylan Fox


“Is this really necessary?” Feathers
croaked, looking over his shoulder at me while Pace frog-marched
him to the study.

“Miss Goldwren is busy making you a stewed steak
pie,” I told him. “I’m sure you wouldn’t want an impostor eating it
in your place.”

Angeline of the Woods is of course a legend. My
brother returned claiming to have met her in person and I was
understandably sceptical. The study door clicked shut.

“Is it ’im?” Miss Goldwren asked, coming out from
the kitchen. She looked no less nervous and harried than she had
for the past few days. I had devoted considerable efforts to trying
to reassure her, but what could I say?

We waited patiently for the study door to open
again. I could smell what I was sure was burning pastry, but I
didn’t think it was the right time to say anything. Eventually, the
door opened and Feathers came out, followed by Pace and Wander.
Feathers looked pale, drained to the point of transparency. Wander
helped him to the living room.

“Is it my brother?” I asked.

Pace nodded. “Best get your medical kit,” she
added.

“But I saw—I felt—” Miss Goldwren protested.

I held her hand, covering it in mine. “I know,” I
told her.

“Well,” she said. “His explanation had be’er be
bloody spectacular.”

She marched to the living room, leaving me to
portion the food out. I made some strong gravy, hoping to make Miss
Goldwren’s gesture a little more palatable.

I found them sitting quietly in the living room,
the fire crackling to itself.

“Alive and well, hm?” I asked Feathers. “And with
a debt owed to you by Angeline of the Woods, none-the-less. I
suppose you have a suitable explanation.”

He smiled.

***

“Angeline of the Woods,” Feathers said
for the third time, slowly and clearly. Nigel Pike frowned and
shook his head again. Feathers had foregone the polite
introductions and relationship building he normally indulged in.
He’d arrived in the town less than an hour ago, found the dockside
inn and found Nigel.

He felt vulgar, pressing the stranger like this,
but he also felt inevitability pinching at his throat and he was
eager to restrain it.

“It is really very important—” Feathers started,
pronouncing each syllable with exaggerated care and attention.

“No need to be patronising me like that,” Nigel
said. “Not like I’m simple or anything.”

Feathers sighed and nodded.

“What’s that accent of yours from, anyhow? Ah,
don’t matter,” Nigel said with a dismissive wave of his hand. “No,
reason I don’t get ya is I don’t know who you’re talking about.
Never heard of your Angeline girl. ’Nother drink?”

“My round,” Feathers said, smiling and getting up.
Nigel didn’t stop him.

“Now you mention the woods, though…” Nigel said as
Feathers came back and put the drinks down on the table.

“There’s something off with them these days,” he
continued, frowning again. His face seemed to have spent a lot of
time frowning. It was short and well-lined, topped with a mess of
red-brown hair and centred around his large, flat nose. He took a
sip of his drink.

“People coming back from hunting saying it’s got a
fairy curse on there. I’ve never been one for that kind of hokey—no
time for dryads or mermaids or nothing else I can’t sit down and
have a drink with. But… Amelia’s lad came back nastier than a
stallion with a thorn in its foot. Used to be such a nice boy. And
Kit’s lot were talking about spirits in the trees, picking them off
like ripe apples.”

“Hm,” Feathers said. “Fairies and dryads aren’t
really what I’m looking for. Is there anywhere I can stay
here?”

“Then there was Dawson’s party,” Nigel said. “I’m
not going to spread gossip or nothing, but twelve lads went out and
only two came back with some hokey about wolves and pockets full of
gold, if you know what I mean. As for rooms, you’ll want to find
one quickly—tide’s coming—”

“What’s this?” the barman demanded, planting his
ample hand on the table. He dropped the coin from the other.

“Fourpence,” Feathers said. “Don’t worry about
change—”

“Ain’t got nothing for ‘fourpence’,” the barman
said. “What I’m wantin’ is money, yeah?”

“My brother assured me—”

“Put ’em on my name, Derek,” Nigel said. “I’ll pay
when the ship comes in.”

“Right-oh, lad,” Derek said after a pause, and
lumbered back to the bar.

Nigel looked up at Feathers, and grinned. “Or you
can always stay at mine, seeing as yer money’s a bit hostile ’round
here.”

***

Feathers woke up with a ringing in his
head. He’d set out early, following Nigel’s vague description of
where the Dawson party had been hunting.

With no better leads than fairies and dryads, he’d
decided his search for Angeline had to start somewhere. He’d spent
most of the morning walking through the forest, through the
constant drizzle and stray branches which seemed to continually
whip him in the face.

Above the ringing, he could hear someone moving
around and the occasional scraping of metal against metal. He tried
to move and his body declined.

“You’re on your second warning,” a female voice
told him.

He remembered finding the clearing in the forest,
bursting in angry and soaking wet.

He’d barely slept the night before, seeing his own
slit throat and blood-matted hair every time he closed his eyes.
Now his head was ringing like a church bell on Sunday and his
temple felt the size of a hockey ball.

He’d worked himself into a fury about… his
brother. Something about his condescending tone and unrealistic
ethical standards…

“Just how many warnings you get depends very much
on what sort of mood I’m in,” the voice said. He flinched at the
sound of a thick, heavy door being slammed.

There had been the sound of something moving
through the canopy. The sort of rustling of branches and moving of
air of which he’d learned to be suspicious. Then…

“I don’t want to impinge on your hospitality,” he
muttered into the leaf mulch on the ground, trying to push himself
to his feet. He got as far as his knees and decided to take a
break.

The ground was damp, the air wet. He breathed in
deeply though his nose. He smelt dirt, and damp, rain and trees.
The wind patted him on the cheeks.

He saw a hand the colour of papyrus come into his
vision. He took hold of it and tried to hold onto his breakfast as
it pulled him to his feet. The body it belonged to was a few inches
shorter than his, female, had messy black hair and the most amazing
blue eyes. He tried to steady himself as the hand abandoned him,
making its way to a vast contraption of steel which sat
incongruously in the middle of the clearing.

“Name?” she said.

“Erm, Feathers,” Feathers managed to say. The
woman opened a hatch in the machine and leaned inside. “Feathers
Justice B.”

“Well, Feathers Justice B., I’m Ingel.” She pulled
a spanner out and slipped it into the machine. “You’re not really
angry at anything. Your brain just wants to be pissed off, so it
finds a reason. Any of those little things which you don’t normally
notice, it grabs onto them and magnifies them until they fill your
whole head and you can’t let them go. If you start acting out, I’m
going to knock you flat again and dump you in the river.
Clear?”

“Ah, so you are Angeline,” Feathers said.
The machine roared. “What, erm…”

“It’s a car,” Ingel said. “A 1958 Chevrolet
Impala. Convertible. One of the ships brought it in, and I nabbed
it before someone else melted it down for scrap metal. Have to turn
it over once in a while, otherwise it will seize up.”

“It’s…” Feathers managed, massaging the side of
his skull in an effort to make his headache leave.

“An internal combustion engine,” Ingel said. She
left the bonnet open and slowly walked down the body of the Impala,
keeping its bulk between her and Feathers. “A bit ahead of your
time, sweets. Think of it as the Stirling Engine’s grandchild. It
runs on ethanol—well, it does now. I can distil my own ethanol, but
combustion-grade petroleum, not so much.”

She hopped into the driver’s seat, rested her
heavy leather boots on the dashboard and started to roll a
cigarette.

“So,” she asked, concentrating on her rolling,
“why shouldn’t I gut you and hang you from a tree for invading my
personal space?”

Feathers brushed down his jacket, and glanced
around. There were ropes and discarded sections of rigging hanging
between the trees, creating makeshift ladders and bridges. Bits of
driftwood and branch had been twisted, plated and nailed into
platforms and tree houses. Two fallen tree trunks were set at
angles to each other, hugging the edge of a fire pit. By the side
of the car was a patch of ground cleared of leaf-litter and
consciously levelled out.

“Am I to be gutted, or drowned?” Feathers
asked.

“Ha!” Ingel cooed. “You’re funny.”

“It’s been mentioned before, yes,” Feathers said
with a smile. Ingel looked over her cigarette at him and smirked.
She struck a match and lit her cigarette.

“I’m here because you’re responsible for my
death,” Feathers said.

“I’m responsible for a lot of people’s deaths,”
Ingel said nonchalantly. She slipped the match box back into her
waistcoat, and exhaled.

“Mm,” Feathers agreed. “But mine is of particular
interest to me. In a fight to defend you from an intruder, my
throat is slit.”

Ingel laughed. “You’re defending me?”

“The intruder is about six-foot-one, and
well-built but not heavy-set,” Feathers said, beginning to pace.
“He has medium-length black hair, a slight paunch around his belly,
a well-established beard around his upper lip and chin and is
devilishly good with a sabre. He demands to have you given to him,
and I refuse. If at all possible, I should like to—”

“I’m not interested in the conversation any more,”
Ingel said, her tone suddenly sharp. “I’m giving you thirty seconds
to leave before I really do gut you and hang you from a tree,” she
added, getting out of the car and leaning on the bonnet.

Feathers paused for a moment. Ingel raised an
eyebrow. Feathers nodded smartly and left.

***

There was space in the town for
maybe a few thousand people. The houses looked like they’d been put
together with whatever the owners could find in whatever space they
could lay claim to. The oil lamps burning in the windows gave it a
halo through the rain.

“Here’s good,” Nigel said.

Feathers nodded. They dismounted and tied the
horses to a wretched and wind-blown tree. The town glowed behind
them like a will-o’-the-wisp.

“What was it you wanted to show me?” Feathers
asked. Nigel pointed, and Feathers tried to follow his finger. He
expanded his telescope.

“Heard Derek talking about ships north of the
bridge,” Nigel said. “Bit strange, I thought, you coming and asking
’bout that girl and then a few hours later, them coming.”

“Ingel I, Ingel II, Ingel
III…” Feathers said, squinting down the telescope. The rain
battered his face. His meeting with Ingel had left an uneasy
feeling in his stomach. By the time he’d found his way back to the
town Nigel was waiting for him in the inn, and his fantasies of
warming himself by the fire were rudely dispelled. He was beginning
to feel tired.

He ducked back behind the rock he and Nigel were
sheltering behind. “Three schooners. You said they could fit under
the bridge. Why would they be docked out here instead of coming
into town?”

Nigel frowned. “Against this wind? And the tide?
You’re either simple or you never been near a ship, I’ll tell ya
that.”

Nigel took the telescope out of Feathers’ hand,
poked his head up and watched the ships swaying and creaking.

“Ten cannon,” he said. “Seventy-odd men a piece, I
reckon. Floating high—so’s no cargo. What’s that saying to
you?”

Feathers took the telescope back, and looked at
the ships. The crew moved around slowly on the decks, checking the
rigging against the weather. Weak moonlight reflected off the rain,
and the oil lamps on the decks made pools of light. There were no
gangplanks down, no signs of the ships doing anything but
waiting.

“Where did they come from?” Feathers asked.

“What?” Nigel asked. “How should I know?”

“I mean, where does the river run from?” Feathers
asked, collapsing the telescope.

Nigel shrugged. Feathers frowned. Nigel frowned
back.

“How’d you get here?” Nigel asked. “The
river doesn’t come from anywhere,” he went on when Feathers didn’t
answer. “And it doesn’t go to anywhere. See, we get all sorts
turning up at the docks: schooners; clippers; military boats with
hundreds of cannon. Those are just the ones I can put names to. We
get boats with no sails and huge chimneys smoking like they’re on
fire, boats with sails silver as a mackerel on the end of strings
like kites, little things made of reeds and full of naked
people…”

“You get schooners, and solar ships?” Feathers
asked. “The linear technological distance between them is hundreds
of years!”

Nigel shrugged. “No one means to turn up here.
This place just happens to be somewhere people find between getting
lost and disappearing altogether, or getting found. We trade
whatever they have, give them food and fix their ships, and then
they’re on their way again. ’Course, some decide to stay…”

He took the telescope out of Feathers’ hand,
expanded it and peered at the ships.

“Hm…” Feathers mused. “A few square miles of
stable land on a river to nowhere. Or maybe everywhere. And there’s
a flourishing town… How wonderful. Proof civilisation will always
find a way.”

“Now those ships,” Nigel said. “I don’t like the
look of them. They look like they know where they are. No one’s
panicking, taking readings, praying. They’re just sitting there,
waiting.”

“How well defended is your town?” Feathers asked,
taking the telescope, collapsing it and slipping it into his bread
bag.

“Couple of cannon, I guess,” Nigel said. “Nothing
spectacular. People come here by accident, you know, lost and
scared. They want to resupply and get home.”

Feathers sighed.

“Who’d you reckon they’re gunning for then?” Nigel
asked.

“A very pertinent question,” Feathers said,
standing up. “Although the names of the ships point to a certain
obsession.”

He straightened his jacket and made a futile
attempt to clean the mud off his trousers.

“Nigel, you have a church, do you?”

“No,” Nigel said.

Feathers hopped off the rock and his boots sank
into the mud. There was little chance of him being seen, but there
was no reason to present a bored sailor with a tempting
silhouette.

“Some kind of proclamation system for the
dissemination of information?”

Nigel frowned at him.

“Some way of letting people know when something
important is happening?”

“We has horses,” Nigel told him. “And knuckles,
which are very good for knocking on doors.”

“Well, start knocking and telling people to stay
well away from the shore,” Feathers said. “I need to talk to
Angeline.”

“That lass you found in the woods? If it’s her
they’re after, you can tell them where she is.”

“It’s not that simple.”

“Why?”

Feather crouched down again. “Angeline… is a sort
of mythic figure. An archetype that appears again and again in
cultures that have never had any contact with each other. She was
cursed to be a force of chaos and destruction and appears as a
bringer of conflict, either physical, psychological or
emotional…”

“So, she real or not?”

“There’s…” Feathers trailed off, squinting in the
rain. “There’s more, but I can’t remember the rest of the
story.”

“Real or not,” Nigel said, “you just point them to
her and we’re all good.”

“No, I can’t do that. They might kill her.”

“So what?”

“So then she’d be dead,” Feathers said, standing
up again and leaning into the rain. He started the long walk to the
forest—there was no way he could expect the horse to pick its way
through, and Nigel shouldn’t have a problem taking them both back
to town.

“So you’re going to bring her into town and make
everyone in the town dead?” Nigel shouted after him. “How’s that
any better? Or do you just prefer mythical archetypes to actual
people?”

“It won’t come to that,” Feathers assured him.

“And why not?”

Feathers stared at him through the rain. The
thunder rumbled through the sky above them.

Feathers shrugged.

“I’ll think of something,” he said with a
smile.

***

The rain was dribbling through the
canopy and Feathers was grateful for his night eyes. The
undergrowth was being no more friendly than it was during the day.
He was wet beyond the point of caring, and his fantasies of a
fireside had been downgraded to a cup of hot, sweet coffee. He kept
on heading south-south-west.

The glow of the clearing between the trees was
eerie in the dark, and a singer was lamenting a girl he knew called
Peggy Sue.

“Angeline?” he called, brushing the branches aside
and stepping into the clearing. The Impala was a dull outline in
the half-light. There were signs of a fire, long gone. The light of
an oil lamp came from one of the platforms.

“Angeline,” Feathers called again. “I need to
speak to you about the ships about to level the town. Please, just
a few moments of your time.”

He looked around, trying to see where the music
was coming from. It clicked in a rhythmic, simple 4/4 pattern and
the instruments were harsh.

Feathers stared up into the rain. He grabbed hold
of one of the makeshift ladders, and pulled himself onto one of the
platforms. Fat drops of rain rolled off the leaves and down his
neck. He fidgeted until the rain couldn’t reach him any more.

The cold and tired hugged him like medieval
armour. He cupped his hands and blew into them.

Restlessness didn’t take long to grab hold of him,
and he swung himself back onto the ground. He paused, listened to
the music, and pulled himself into one of the tree houses. There
was a scratching as his boot knocked the gramophone and the music
stopped.

He found a lamp, pulled the tinderbox out of his
bread bag and lit the wick. Dirty yellow light slowly fought back
the dark. He frowned at the gramophone. There was no cylinder to
play from, just a flat black disc. Forcing his fingers to work, he
eased the disc off the spindle. It felt thin like an eggshell.

Buddy Holly, the label said. He shrugged,
put the record back on the spindle and the needle back on the
record. Music came out of the horn.

The lamp warmed the tree hut, and it didn’t take
long for him to start dozing.

“Gutting time,” a voice whispered in his ear.

He tried to twist, to escape, but fingers around
his neck held him.

His eyes slowly came into focus on Ingel staring
down at him.

Her face cracked into a grin which broke quickly
into clicking laughter.

“Ah, honey,” she said, “priceless. Utterly
priceless.”

She folded herself onto the floor opposite him,
releasing his neck to fish out her tobacco and papers. She put them
on the floor while she turned the record over and put the needle on
the groove.

“Doesn’t it, erm, need winding?” Feathers asked,
groping around for his composure.

Ingel laughed again. “I wish I had a camera. That
face is going to keep me entertained for weeks.”

“I need to talk to you,” he said. He sneezed into
the crook of his arm.

“Great,” Ingel said. “I’ll have my smoke, and then
you can talk to me while you gut the rabbits I just caught. If I
like what you say, we’ll sling them in the pot and you can join me
for dinner.”

“You’d break bread with me?”

“Sure,” Ingel said, striking a match and sucking
it through her cigarette. “I’m not a monster. I enjoy having
company. Occasionally. So, what do you want to talk about, soldier
boy?”

“Soldier..? Oh, the jacket. Yes, erm, an imitation
rather than a uniform, I’m afraid. The army and I have differences
of opinion over pay and conditions.”

“Oh?”

Feathers nodded. “I want them to pay me, but
they’ll only do so on the condition that I work for them. Most
unfair, I’ve always felt.”

Ingel smirked. “Smoke?”

“No, thank you,” Feathers said kindly. “Ingel,
there are three schooners loaded for war, waiting for the tide to
turn.”

“So?”

“They’re called Ingel I, Ingel
II and Ingel III,” Feathers said.

Ingel slumped. She drew a long, slow breath and
dropped the cigarette on the floor.

“You are Angeline, then?”

“It’s not fair!” she suddenly snapped, her
distress turning quickly to anger. Feathers flinched. “It’s not
fucking fair! I’ve done enough, haven’t I? How’d he even find me
here?”

She broke off, turned her head and spat. Her free
hand started drumming on the floor.

“How many of his friends and family are you
responsible for the death of?” Feathers asked.

“None,” she snapped. “Absolutely none. Quite the
opposite, in fact.”

“The… opposite?”

“We were in a relationship,” Ingel said. “A
romantic one. With sex. Then one day I woke up and thought, ‘what
the hell am I doing?’ My very nature chaos and
destruction. The longer I stay with him, the more I’m going to
destroy his life. I tried to tell him…

“He just dismissed it,” she said, slowly shaking
her head. “Like it wasn’t important. So I left before things could
get really bad. And now he turns up here and, what? He’s going to
destroy the town? Nicely done, Ingel. You turned the love of your
life into a genocidal sociopath, what do you do for an encore?”

Her self-pity was making Feathers’ blood boil.
Under other circumstances, he would have empathised, but Angeline’s
presence was turning that tiny seed into a storm. Feathers bit his
tongue.

“I didn’t ask him to fall in love with me,” she
said to herself.

“And that justifies putting him through the
psychological mill?” Feathers asked. “Right now, I feel so angry I
want to mutilate myself just to release the pressure. I remember
what you said about your mind finding reasons to be angry, and I’m
telling myself that like a mantra, but this pressure is almost
physically painful. It would be beyond evil to constantly subject
someone to this.”

“Funny thing,” Ingel said. “You remember the bit
where I said these things are in your mind anyway? That’s the
rub—they’ve got to be there in the first place. All that anger
doesn’t just appear from nowhere, being around me just gives it
free reign. Nickolai, sure, he gets angry if I burn his breakfast.
But I just tell him he’s acting out and he reins it in. You—I’ve
not seen someone like you since the last warlord I played around
with.”

Feathers sneezed again and rummaged around in his
bag for a handkerchief, pausing as another sneeze forced its way
out of his face.

Ingel kicked the gramophone, and the needle
scratched across the vinyl.

“You could always gut him and hang him from a
tree,” Feathers suggested.

“That cute mouth of yours is going to get you into
trouble.”

Feathers blew his nose, and sneezed into the
handkerchief.

“Right then,” Ingel sighed, rubbing palms over her
face. “Come on. Let’s do it.”

“Do what?” Feathers asked.

“What has to be done,” Ingel said. “You’re right:
It’s not fair to torture him. If I leave with him, that’s exactly
what’s going to happen. If I don’t get into his head and screw him
up, every time we go out someone could get too close to me, lose
their temper and start trying to kill us. Living in fear of your
life is no way to live. And if I don’t leave with him, he’ll keep
chasing me, maiming and killing until someone kills him. He’s
hurting, and that’s making him angry. The longer he hurts, the
deeper the anger will go until there’s no hurt any more, no
compassion, no love for me. Just the anger. So… I’ll kill him, here
and now. I’d rather see him dead than a monster.”

“That won’t be necessary,” Feathers said.

“What?” she asked.

“If I can convince him to leave and not return,
would you be willing to do whatever it takes to achieve that?”

“Yeah,” Ingel said. “I thought I’d figured that
out before I left. And I’ve been thinking about what I’d do if he
found me here for the past eight months. So you’re going to get an
answer in the next couple of hours, an answer I couldn’t find in
eight months? This should be good.”

Feathers smiled.

“I’ll think of something,” he said.

***

The captain of the Ingel I
stood on the deck of his ship. He was about six-foot-one,
well-built but not heavy-set. He had medium-length black hair, a
slight paunch around his belly, and a well-established beard around
his upper lip and chin.

“My name is Nickolai Gonst and I am captain of
these ships,” he said, the other two Ingels waiting behind
him. “You are holding my lover here in your town. I present you
with two choices: first, you may give her to me and I shall be on
my way; the second is that I pound every brick in this town into
dust until I find her. Please choose quickly—I’m an impatient
man.”

An early morning mist that was almost rain was
lingering in the air. The ships rocked gently on the incoming tide,
their masts looking like naked winter trees. The rigging gently
rang as the ships swayed.

“We know nothing about—” the mayor of the town
started.

“And I know you are lying,” Nickolai said. The
crew lowered the gangplank and Nickolai walked to the dock. “She’s
about… this tall. Hair like spun midnight, eyes like sapphires, and
hips like a rabbit. I have travelled a long way, and miss my lover.
I will give you—”

“That’s no way to treat an elected official,”
Feathers said, striding onto the docks. The curious crowd parted to
let him through. Having been warned to stay away, the crowd of
course wanted to know why.

Feathers was soaked to the bone, his cheeks as
pale as snow and his eyes bloodshot.

Nickolai stopped looming over the mayor, who
breathed a sigh of relief, and faced Feathers.

“Who are you?” he demanded.

“My name is Feathers Justice B.,” Feathers said.
He tried to sound commanding, but he was aware he sounded almost as
cold and tired as he felt. “I am keeping Angeline—your Ingel—in a
secure cellar. I have the key here, and you can take it from my
cold, dead hands.”

“Why wouldn’t I simply tear the town apart and
take her, without your key?”

“Because in tearing this town down, you would
bring it down on her head and kill her. She has told me in no
uncertain terms that she wishes to have nothing to do with you. I
made her a promise and if you make a promise to Angeline of the
Woods, you’d better be damned sure you keep it.”

Nickolai patted himself down, and drew his sabre.
Feathers smiled and raised the sabre he’d found buried at the back
of Nigel’s cupboard.

“I must apologise,” Nickolai said, raising his
sword. “I seem to have misplaced my pistol. Otherwise I wouldn’t
have to postpone your death nearly so long.”

There were no more than a few minutes of clashing
blades. Feathers fell to the dock, his hand covering his neck as it
quickly disappeared behind flowing blood. He tried to pick himself
up, but his body refused. He just lay, the blood matting his hair
and his face getting pale.

“Your hands are still warm,” Nickolai said,
cleaning his sword and sheathing it, “but as I said, I’m an
impatient man.”

He bent down, and fished the key out of Feathers’
pocket.

***

Feathers stepped back from the screen,
and slowly crossed his arms.

The echopneuma gave a huge sigh of steam which
filled the small room, the condensation clinging to the brass
pipes. The huge fly wheel gave a loud whine as the gears disengaged
and it spun down.

“Is there anything more than those seven-or-so
minutes?” Feathers asked.

“Feathers…” I started, but wasn’t sure what else I
could say. We both stared at his dead face, frozen on the
screen.

“Miss Goldwren is fine, thank you for asking,”
Pace snapped.

She took her palm off Miss Goldwren’s cheek and
undid the buckles which held her in the chair of the machine.
Feathers helped.

“We know where and when this is?” he asked.

Wander snapped off the line of ticker tape and
scanned it.

“Relativistically, two days from here,” he said.
“The location looks… unusual, but we should be able to bullseye you
if you give us a little time.”

I had found Miss Goldwren selling flowers in
Deptford during one of my rare forays into the outside world. She
had told my future for a penny, and it turned out to be uncannily
accurate. I paid her tuppence to sit in the echopneuma, but she
slept and ate with us most days and was embarrassed to take the
money, too.

The valves hissed as Feathers and Pace uncoupled
the vulcanized rubber tubes attached to Miss Goldwren, and she fell
forwards into their arms. Between the two of them, they carried her
to a waiting chair and gently sat her in it. She moaned and her
head fell into the wing of the chair. Pace hurried off to find her
a restorative.

“Miss Goldwren has never been inaccurate, has
she?” Feathers asked me.

Pace returned, and waved smelling salts under Miss
Goldwren’s nose. She moaned, and her eyes flicked open. They
immediately found Feathers.

“It may not happen,” I said, hopefully. “It’s
simply a possible future, rather than a certain one.”

“Our witnessing it has significantly increased the
chances of it occurring,” Wander said. “It’s become part of our
timeline, Miss Goldwren’s finding it creating a bridge between our
probable reality and this potential reality and thus allowing our
reality to stabilise it, and in return it sympathetically—”

“Shut up, Wander,” Pace snapped, and he duly fell
silent. “It probably would have happened anyway,” she added. “I
mean, your talent is for finding the most probable future…”

“Don’t go, Feathers,” I pleaded. “Just this
once…”

He looked at me, and smiled.

“One can’t run from one’s destiny simply because
they don’t like it,” he said. “How much time will it take for you
to perform the requisite calculations?”

“An hour-and-a-half, maybe two,” Wander said,
running the ticker tape through his fingers and staring at it.
Feathers nodded.

“Feathers,” Miss Goldwren said.

“Hm?”

“Your father ain’ ’ere,” she told him. “The
sensible thing t’do is stay ’ere, with us. The only thing yer
provin’ by goin’ is ’ow much of an idiot ya can be. No one ’ere is
gonna think the less of ya.”

He smiled, patted her on the shoulder and left to
enjoy his last couple of hours at home.

***

Nigel crept across the deck of the
Ingel I. It hadn’t been easy secreting himself and Ingel
aboard before the ships had left the North Docks, and the hours
he’d spent hiding in the hold had left him thoroughly wet and cold
to the bone.

“The best place to hide something is the last
place you’d want it to be,” Feathers had told them. He’d left Ingel
in the hold under strict instructions to be very, very quiet.

Nigel scooted across the deck as quickly and
quietly as he could. He fought to suppress the memories of his time
at sea.

“Find the captain’s diary,” Feathers had
instructed. “Men who make great sacrifices always like to make sure
people know about the sacrifices they’re making, especially when
it’s for love. He knew to find Angeline here, and he knew how to
get here. We need to find out how, and find a way to turn it
against him. Use it to gain the upper hand.”

The crew were busy bringing the ship into dock and
making sure the cannon were loaded and ready to fire. Nigel opened
the door to the captain’s room, and slipped inside.

The room was a mess. He rummaged through the piles
of papers, clothes and books. Buried between a book of poetry and
the remains of an expensive shaving kit, Nigel found an over-sized,
leather-bound book. He perched on the end of the bed, and flipped
through to the beginning.

“I have this morning handed over the last of my
fortune to Mr Frederick Halford,” an educated hand had written. “He
assures me the equipment he gave me in return will direct me truly.
The crew I have hired are at this moment installing the Golden
Prophetic Sextant on the Ingel I.”

He scanned through the first few pages. As he kept
flicking through the entries, the tone became more militant.

“I hear the G.P.S. whisper to me as I sleep,” he
read at the end of a entry a month into the journal. “I wonder if
this is what sailors mean when they talk about the beautiful
Sirens. But I must follow their song; if I am led to my Ingel, then
I will be content… if I am driven onto the rocks, I shall at least
know peace.”

Nigel rested the journal on this lap and stared at
the wall.

“How are we going to use it to gain the upper
hand?” he’d asked.

Feathers had smiled. “I’m sure you’ll think of
something.”

The captain was so obsessed with finding his girl
he was following voices in his head. How much was he paying the
crew to follow him? What kind of crew would follow an insane
captain on a fool’s errand?

He put the book back, eased the door open and made
his way back up to the deck. He paused on the wooden steps,
squinting through the hatch and twisting himself to see without
being seen. The crew were gathered to the port side and he could
hear them shouting and stamping their feet. The gangplank was
lowered. Nigel took advantage of the noise to make his way back
onto the deck.

He strode with purpose. If he looked like he
belonged there, maybe the crew wouldn’t challenge him. He walked
around the starboard side to the aft, and drew up behind the
helm.

It was a heavy but simple mahogany cabinet, the
wheel protruding. The box to the left was a different shade. He
frowned at it. The crew started shouting about something, and his
heart quickened. The box was locked shut, but when he ran his
fingers around the back he found a second, smaller set of hinges
above the main set. He slid his fingernail around the seam and
lifted the lid.

Three raised faces were labelled X, Y and Z, fine
needles quivering. X and Y pointed to twelve, Z just off. Above
them there were a hundred or more thin brass disks stacked on their
sides, each with nicks and marks.

He picked a pulley off the floor, smashed the lock
and opened the body of the Sextant.

There was a mess of clockwork, springs and levers.
Several heavy somethings dangled from wires among the mechanisms,
balance wheels and flywheels burred and cogs ticked. There were
shadows moving through the cogs and springs, things which shouldn’t
be there and sent a shiver down Nigel’s spine. He licked his lips,
and glanced up as the crew fired into the rigging.

To follow a mad captain, a crew had to have faith
in him. To trust his fate to an esoteric device, a captain would
have to have faith in it. Nigel weighed the pulley in his hand.
When people lost faith, they lost hope and drive…

Nigel frowned. It was the best plan he could think
of.

He held the rope attached to the pulley and swung
it down into the clockwork of the Sextant.

***

Nickolai looked up to a sudden clamour
of pistol fire from the deck of Ingel I, the key clutched
tightly in his hands. Two dozen of his crew were bent over,
furiously ramming shot into barrels and pouring gun power into the
pans. A dozen more were aiming their guns, and six of them were
pulling up the gangplank. Shot thundered out in a smog of gun
smoke, and he looked up into the rigging where they were firing. A
figure ran along the main yard of the foremast, and leapt across to
the main mast. It caught hold of the cordage, swung itself around
and threw itself back at the foremast.

A cry came from the helm as calloused hands caught
Nigel in a choke hold, the pulley swinging wildly around them. A
body fell out of the rigging, followed by another as more shots
rang out. The silhouette on the fore yard let a shot off from each
of the pistols it held before throwing them aside. Two sailors on
the deck moaned and crumpled. It darted halfway down the mast, and
swung itself back to the main mast. Another body fell to the
decks.

“Hold your fire!” Nickolai roared.

A knot of sailors drew their swords and attacked
the men who disobeyed their captain and were reloading their guns.
The surprised crew dropped their pistols and scattered over the
deck, fumbling to get to their own weapons to defend themselves.
There was the sound of rope being cut, and another sailor fell out
the rigging and into the water.

“Hold your fire, damn you!” Nickolai roared
again.

***

Nigel struggled, trying to twist out of
the grip. He folded his shoulders and exhaled, twisted and drove
his elbows backwards. There was a muffled groan behind him. He just
wanted some peace and quiet; how on Earth had he ended up here?
Damn Feathers, he had made it seem all so simple.

He twisted again and kicked back with his legs,
but the arms wouldn’t let him go. The Golden Sextant was in pieces,
the wood splintered and the cogs rolling around the deck. He didn’t
know about mystical forces, but he was pretty sure it was
broken.

“That’s my Ingel you’re shooting at!” he heard the
captain bellow. “Cease your fire now or I’ll kill every last one of
you!”

Between the clumsy civil war and Ingel’s precise
butchery, the job would be done for him in the next few
minutes.

A figure stumbled across the deck and pulled
itself into the rigging. Nigel drove an elbow backwards as the grip
finally slackened, and shouted out to Feathers.

Feathers dangled dangerously from the rigging, one
hand clutching a handkerchief to his cheek. The other gave Nigel a
confident wave. He twisted out of the way as a body fell past
him.

“Sing a song with me, Ingel!” Nigel heard Feathers
shout. “The Sun is out, the sky is blue…”

Ingel crouched on the main yard, scanning the crew
for a moment. They didn’t seem to notice the increasing supply of
corpses around them.

“There’s not a cloud to spoil the view,”
Feathers continued, pulling himself up to the foremast.

Ingel swung herself across to stand on the
opposite end of the yard to Feathers.

There was a sudden thunder from the shore and a
piercing whistle. The crew on the decks paused, glancing around.
After another few moments, there was the sound of more shot and
they scurried to find cover, the spell broken.

“But it’s raining, raining in my heart,”
she sang. She swaggered across the mast like it was a dozen feet
wide and flat as a board. She leaned down, and pulled Feathers up
beside her.

“Lower the damned gangplank!” Nickolai shouted
from the shore.

A couple of the crew crept out of their hiding
places, and obeyed.

***

“This is why I left,” Ingel
said, her face set in a scowl which she refused to turn away from
Nickolai. “All this. People fighting, death, stabbing each other.
This is what I am. And you know what? I enjoy it. You give me a few
hours, and I’ll raze this city to the ground. I’m proud of
that.”

“I don’t care,” Nickolai said. “I love you, Ingel.
Hell or high-water, you will be mine.”

“Hey!” she snapped. “I don’t belong to
anyone.”

“Very well,” he conceded. “I’ll be yours.”

Ingel faltered for a moment, but then the scowl
returned. “And what makes you think I want you? Look at
you—you’re fat and insecure and you’ve got no future. I mean, you
had a nice, comfortable life and threw it all away on three crappy
ships and a bunch of drunken reprobates. You know what that says
about you?”

Nickolai coughed, and looked away.

“I thought—” he said quietly.

“Yeah? Well you thought wrong. I’ve lived for
thousands of years and you think you’re the first person I’ve
distracted myself with? You think you’re special somehow—”

“Ah, now I see your game,” Nickolai growled. “Yes,
I see. It suits you to think of me as a helpless fool. Poor, poor
Nickolai, the silly little mortal man out of his depth.”

“Truth is truth, sweetheart.”

“And when I hear the truth, I shall listen to it,”
he snapped. “You let me hold you, that night in January. We had no
fuel for a fire and so we went to bed and made love. Then I held
you and stroked your hair as you fell asleep. Your eyes were
closed, but you weren’t quite asleep. All the tension, all the
screwed up hatred and pain you keep in those lines around your eyes
and the wrinkles on your forehead, they all disappeared. I saw you
lie there. You stretched out on your back, naked, entirely at my
mercy. And you were happy and comfortable—”

“You flatter yourself—”

“You were relaxed, Ingel. You weren’t scared. You
told me that you loved me before you fell asleep.”

“And that means what, exactly? Huh?”

“We shared lives with each other for nine months,
and only that once did you say you loved me. Only that once did you
let your guard down enough for that to slip from your lips.”

“Ingel,” Feathers croaked.

She whipped around and stared at him. He winced
and held the handkerchief tighter to his cheek. It was red and
dripping blood.

“A few hours ago you were willing to kill this
man,” he said.

“Ah!” Nickolai shouted. “So very—”

“Shut up,” Feathers told him. “You were willing to
kill him, not out of spite or anger or… or because you were bored
of him. But because you didn’t want to see him suffer.”

Ingel didn’t say anything.

“I do remember that right, don’t I?”

Ingel shrugged.

“If you love him enough to kill him, then love him
enough to let him make up his own mind,” Feathers said. “You’re not
allowed to control his life. You’re not allowed to tell him what he
can and can’t do.”

“But he’ll make the wrong decision!” Ingel
protested.

“Am I not allowed to have a voice in this?”
Nickolai demanded.

“Your actions have already spoken—” Feathers
said.

Nickolai grunted, and pushed Feathers aside.
Feathers fell to the floor and sprawled. Nickolai stood with his
nose inches from Ingel’s.

“I love you,” he said. “And you love me. If I am
wrong, then run me through and find yourself another mortal to play
with.”

They stared at each other. The crowd on the dock
shuffled as Feathers tried to get to his feet again. The mayor
pushed his way to the front, stinking of smoke from the cannon
shot.

Nigel came down the gangplank and weaved through
the crowd. He looped his arms under Feathers’ shoulders, and pulled
him to his feet. Feathers leaned on him for a few moments.

Ingel looked away.

Nickolai put his arms around her, and held
her.

“So what now?” she asked quietly.

“If my history serves me,” Feathers croaked, “you
were cursed a thousand years or so ago by the Gods of a forgotten
land, Ingel.”

“Something like that,” she said.

“Then you should convince them to lift the curse,”
he said, coughed and winced.

“Is that possible?” Nickolai asked.

Ingel didn’t answer.

“A curse can be undone, surely,” Nickolai said.
“Forgotten lands be damned, we have ships and we’re bound to find
it eventually, even without the Sextant.”

“You’re being an idiot, Nickolai,” Ingel said.

“To hell with it, I’m being nothing of the sort.
We have a choice: either spend our lives hiding; or fight back. I
see no reason why we shouldn’t fight.”

“You’re very sweet, Nickolai,” Ingel said, taking
his hands off of her. “But everything in my past, my very
name—”

“Then we’ll find you a new name,” he insisted.
“What was it you called her? Angeline of the Woods? That seems to
suit you rather well, doesn’t it? Look Angeline, we stand here and
have two choices. You can take this ship and run again. I’ll give
you a day’s head start, allowing for good tide and winds. And then
I’ll chase you. I’ll chase you until it’s the death of me. Or we
can get on a ship together, find these Gods of yours and give them
a piece of our mind. Although I would ask you to choose quickly,
I’m not a patient man.”

***

“Tobacco?” Nigel asked. He shook the
match out and slipped it back into his pocket. The gramophone sat
on the end of the bar, happily playing songs which would, when they
were written, help to change the course of a civilisation. Derek
watched it, fascinated.

Feathers turned to Nigel, and nodded slightly.
Nigel leaned over and passed him the tobacco.

“You know how it’s going to end, don’t you?” Nigel
asked. Feathers frowned. “What was it you called this place? A few
square miles of something in the middle of nothing, or something.
That’s about right. And the way you talk about her, like she’s a
character in a book.”

“Having second thoughts about sailing with her?”
Feathers asked.

“Well, no,” Nigel stuttered. “I mean, we’re going
somewhere, right? That’s got to be better than being nowhere—”

“Then remember that a book is no fun if you read
the ending first,” Feathers said.

He struck one of Ingel’s matches, and held it over
the pipe bowl. Smoke began to drift in front of his face.

“So what made you start singing at her like that?”
Nigel asked.

“If I was trying to maintain the belief I knew
what I was doing, then I’d tell you that I had seen her face when
we sat and listened to it. I’d tell you that I noticed the way that
she seemed relaxed and comfortable while it was playing, and that
when she felt threatened she stopped the music from playing. I
would argue that it was an instinctive response that she wasn’t
aware of.” He paused to cough, and fussed with the crude bandage
around his face. “I took my chances and hoped to bypass her
thinking mind, and flip the switch of those instincts.”

“Hm,” Nigel said, puffing and nodding. “So she’d
hear the music and relax, like a dog waiting for a whistle before
fetchin’ the game. Instinct, I see. So’s, what if you weren’t
trying to make it look like yous had a masterplan?”

Feathers half-smiled. “Then I’d tell you I grabbed
at a straw and got lucky.”

Nigel chuckled. “Now, that I’d believe.”

They sat in silence, smoking their tobacco, each
lost in their own thoughts.

“‘Suppose I’d better report for duty, then,” Nigel
said. “Don’t want to go being late, do I? Maybe I’ll see you
again.”

He shook Feathers by the hand, and left. The door
swung shut behind him, clicking into place.

Rain spat against the windows. Feathers pulled
himself to his feet, and threw another log on the fire.

“One for the road,” he croaked to Derek. The
barman nodded and waved vaguely at the taps. Feathers helped
himself.

It was early afternoon, but it felt an awful lot
later. It had been a long morning.

***

“Yer an idiot,” Miss Goldwren said.

“Don’t talk,” I told my brother, trying to tease
the needle through his flesh. “You’re lucky your jaw protected your
neck—”

“I disagree,” Pace said, surreptitiously stealing
Feathers’ pie. “I think he’s just a hopeless romantic.”

“Yes, but you’re a habitual liar,” Wander told
her.

“You’re right,” Pace agreed. “I think he’s an
idiot.”

“You put us through all that frettin’ an’
worryin’, and all ya gets for it is another scar.”

I pulled the thread taut, and tied it off.

Miss Goldwren got up and started to collect the
empty plates. “Next time I see somethin’ like that, I’m tying ya
down.”

“Leave the plates for the morning,” I told her.
“Please. I’ll warm your bed up for you, and you can get a good
night’s sleep now that he’s home.”

She put her hands on her hips and stared at me.
“An’ you’re just as bad, lettin’ ’im get away with it.”

Half-conscious from the alcohol I’d insisted he
take to dull the pain, my brother needed my help to get to his feet
and into his night clothes.

When I’d laid him in bed and covered him, he let
out a sigh which sounded like it had been trapped inside him for
days.

“I’m glad you’re okay,” I told him.

He smiled.

“Not nearly as glad as I am, I assure you.”










Told in a Brothel on Darien, by Elaine
Graham-Leigh


A girl in my last house had this story
about how she found the President.

I’ve never been sure if I believe it or not. I
don’t know that I buy this whole idea that he’s still out there
somewhere, but I can’t see her making it up. She was one of those
quiet girls, you know? One of the ones who go for days without
saying anything; the ones who half the time you wouldn’t know were
there at all. Not like you lot. It was the only story she told, and
she only ever told it the once. Whether it was true or not, I
suppose there must have been something about it, cos I’ve never
forgotten it.

This was a while ago now, like I said, when I was
at the Lagos. You know the one, it was one of those tall, thin
buildings down by the spaceport, so close that every time a shuttle
came over it made your teeth ache. Got shut down last year.
Remember? That was a bad place to be. The owner, Benno, was a real
bastard; you think old Katia’s tough, but she’s got nothing on him.
We were all shit scared of him. When he was there, you’d get so
tense, waiting for the next blow, it was like you were breathing
sand. I think we only survived cos he wasn’t around that much. It
wasn’t like here, see, you didn’t get the lunchtime trade; no
tourist quickies or business lunches at the Lagos. There were
freighter crews and some of the blue bastards from the barracks
once it got to evening, but for most of the day it was always
pretty dead, and you know what it’s like, they’ve always got to
have their little deals on the side. Afternoons, he’d be off
drinking with some shady buddy or other, and if we were lucky, we
wouldn’t see him for hours. It’s funny, isn’t it, what you come to
call luck.

If there weren’t any punters we used to go and sit
out on the broken chairs in the kitchen yard. It was dusty and
dirty and the fumes from the kitchen vent would blow grease on your
head, but at least you got to see the sky. We’d get this old drying
rack out, and we’d scoop our skirts over it, so we wouldn’t get a
beating for a dirty hem. It used to get so hot out there; the yard
walls trapped the air in till you’d feel like even the dust didn’t
have the energy to move. We’d sit there, sweltering, trying to stop
the glitter melting onto our shoulders and our make up running, and
we’d have these long, stupid conversations, like you do when you’re
bored with the day but you know the night will be worse.

That one time, we were talking about famous people
we’d seen. I remember Miri was doing her old “the night I balled
the Chi!me governor” routine, and we were all yelling at her, cos
we’d all heard it a thousand times before, and even the first time,
we didn’t buy it. OK, she said he said he was the governor, but
even if he did, how would she know? All those blue bastards look
the same, and I don’t really think the governor would get his end
away in a dive like the Lagos. I mean, they ain’t human, but they
ain’t stupid. The only good bit was when she swiped a credit chip
cos he didn’t tip her, and she kept it for two days under her
tongue so that Benno wouldn’t find it, then when she finally got
out to the changer’s booth, it turned out it was false… So anyway,
we were all shouting at her, complaining, and she was shouting back
twice as loud, and then in the middle of it this little voice goes:
“I’ve got a story.”

She was off on one side, a bit away from us, up
against the old shed where Benno kept the backup generator. I can’t
remember her working name now; some shit with lots of “l”s in, I
think, that Benno made up. I remember that it didn’t suit her. She
was a bony little thing, with a soft, slurry accent; sallow skin,
earth-red hair and those pale eyes you see sometimes, the sort your
granny’d say could see the wind. Benno used to tell punters she was
twelve, got a lot of custom that way. So we all look round at her
and she says: “It’s about the time I met Renich.”

Well, we all went quiet at that, and Miri goes,
“This wouldn’t be a political story, would it, dear?”, cos
old Benno, he had what you might call definite views on politics.
He hated Renich. When I first came, just after the election, it
seemed like every evening he’d be stomping around in the bar,
mouthing off to someone about how Renich was going to put him out
of business, and we all had to pull long faces, like we cared. I
remember it was a bit of a shock, at first, cos you know how it
was, back in the barrio, everyone talked like Renich was god, like
he was going to take the whole planet and give it to us. Or
something. I was never much of a one for all that politics
shit.

Of course, when the war started, Benno was like
the Liberationists’ number one fan. When the city fell, he had them
all in, Chi!me too, and we all had to work so hard that after I
couldn’t sit down for a week. He had one of them big stills with
“Wanted for crimes against sentience” on it projected behind the
bar for a couple of years after, till the wall got too stained from
people chucking stuff at it. I once saw him knock a girl clean
across the room, just for calling it the President’s picture.
Whatever you were going to say about him, you wouldn’t want to be
talking about Renich when Benno was about, that’s for sure. But he
wasn’t there, and Moodie in the kitchen was too deaf to hear us and
too old to care and, I don’t know, I guess we wanted to hear it.
It’s good when people pass on new stories, you know, you got to
learn something sometimes, right? This girl, it was like she didn’t
fear Benno at all, any more. She just glared at Miri from out of
those pale eyes, and she said, “You tell me.”

It was before she came to the city, she said, in
her village in the hills. It was the old mining country she came
from, I think, out past Gehenna. That’s where I was born; we only
came to the barrio after my dad was killed in a cave in. He was one
of the last. It got too expensive to shore the tunnels up after a
bit and they shut the mines down. It’s hard, up there. You know how
they say that Darien hates humans? Well, if it does, those hills
are where you know it. It’s all red. Red earth, red rocks, red sun.
It never rains, so they have to sink deep wells to get to the
water, and then the rock’s so soft it keeps crumbling into it as
they bring it up, so everything you drink, everything you eat is
red and tastes of earth. There’s no trees, just these little
scrubby bushes that sting you if you catch your hand on them, and
the stubs of crops poking brown shoots up through the dust and the
wind never stops. You wake up with it singing in your ears and when
you go to bed it’s still there, singing. When you stood on the
rocks behind our house you could see it swirling up whole tall
columns of earth, sending them marching down the valley to sweep us
away.

It gets in your head, the wind and the dust, turns
you strange in the end. There’s a theory about it, this punter was
telling me. You know that guy what dyes his chest hair? Always
going on about how he like runs the Enterprise Ministry? Well, when
he was in last week, he got to jabbering about how they’ve got this
new idea, that people are all poor and starving cos of that, like
there’s some chemical in the dirt that stops them from getting on,
getting anything better. He reckoned that was what did for the old
people, as well. I suppose it makes sense, but he’s a stingy
bastard, that one, and I reckon you can’t necessarily believe any
man who thinks his chest hair looks better orange.

So, anyway. She said how there was this kind of
cave outside her village, like a big cavern in the side of a hill.
It was supposed to be unlucky, but she’d always gone up there, ever
since she was tiny. You know how you had to have a place for
trouble? I reckon that was hers. She said there were lines of
carving over the entrance like old people writing, and if you dug
at the sand on the ground inside, you could sometimes find bits of
what looked like a patterned floor, shining blue and green and
gold, underneath. This time, she went up there cos she’d just had
the talk.

That was what she said—the talk—and you know the
one she meant just like we did. That one where you come in and
there’s Auntie sitting all plump and sparkling in the best chair by
the fan, and your ma says “Auntie here’s got a great opportunity
for you, it’s very exciting” and Auntie starts on about what a
great job in the city she’s got for you and how you’ll be rich and
happy and never have a care again, and she’s even got your ma an
advance on your wages, isn’t that lucky, and she and you and your
ma all know what you’re talking about, but you nod and you smile
along and you think, that’s the first time someone’s bought your
smile. I must’ve run five miles when it was me before I turned
around, and all my ma said when I got back was that I could come
home when Renich had made us all rich. I guess with this girl, when
she’d fetched the best iced water and been polite to Auntie, it was
the cave that she ran to. And when she got there, she wasn’t alone
at all, cos there was a man in it.

He was lying across the middle of the cave floor,
snoring. He had a green jacket over his shoulders, a straggly beard
and kind of a strong smell, and there was a load of food and pans
and a heat ring on the ground round him, like he’d been there a
while. Under the jacket, you could tell he’d been a bit fat once,
but he was living off it now, like your uncle in a bad year. She
stopped in the entrance, and he opened one eye and said: “Hello,
beautiful. Have you come to keep me company?” Well, you and me,
we’d’ve known what we thought of that, but she wasn’t like that.
Even after a year at the Lagos, she’d never get a dirty joke unless
someone bothered to explain it to her, and even then she probably
wouldn’t think it was funny. She didn’t recognise him either; I
guess they didn’t have the “Wanted” stills in her village. She said
she thought he was a holy man.

They have them all over the hill country, holy
men. There was one outside our village when I was small, I remember
my ma took us to see him once. He told us this story about how the
old people hadn’t really all died out before humans got here, but
went to live in Darien, like actually in the ground, in great,
shining cities, and they were still there, just the other side of
the soil, waiting for us to deserve to find them, and they were
listening to every word we said. Gave me nightmares for weeks.
People respected the holy men but they were always a bit dangerous
too, like her mother would’ve told her not to go to one on her own.
I guess that was why just then she didn’t run off like she
should’ve done, but went on into the cave and sat down.

She said he asked her lots of questions: where she
came from, what her village was like, stuff like that. How many
people lived there, and how did they live now that there were no
jobs, the prices going up every year. She thought maybe that no one
had been coming to see him, that he was lonely up there with only
the wind and the dust for company. Maybe he had been in the mines
once—she couldn’t see him as a miner, but he could have been a
clerk—or a teacher, some place richer than there. When she told him
they’d closed the school cos they couldn’t pay the teacher, she
said he looked so stricken, she put her hand on his arm. “I hoped
it would’ve lasted better than that,” he said. She didn’t
understand then what he meant, she said, but she was sorry anyway.
He put his palm over hers and they stayed like that for a minute.
Then his hand slipped down to her leg, so she got up and went
away.

She didn’t tell anyone about him. He hadn’t asked
her not to, but she said she just knew she shouldn’t. I guess she
liked having a secret from her ma, you know how you did. The next
day she nicked half a pie for him that her ma’d put by in the
cooler, together with one of her dad’s shirts and a bit of
cleansing oil, for the smell. She never saw anyone else there,
though sometimes there was new food and power cells for the heater
and once a communicator falling out of the pocket of the green
jacket. He never said anything about how they got there. He always
greeted her like she was the only one, like there was something
about her that meant it was her and only her he wanted to see. I
guess there’s people can make you feel like that. They’d make a
packet with the punters.

He had a metal badge, you know, the sort
politicians wear on their coats on Settlement Day, that old bird on
the hill from the middle of the flag, and she said he used to sit
with his back against the cave wall, throwing it up and catching
it, over and over again. She thought maybe he might have been one
of those, what were they called, community workers, you know, from
back before the war, cos he talked about how he’d seen the barrio
when he first came to the city, the work queue at the docks and
kids begging round the rich bastards’ flyers, and how he’d wanted
to change it. “No one is free unless everyone is free,” he said.
Well, it’s easy enough to say. And then he’d go on and on about all
this great stuff he’d had, like all the fancy parties, and these
dinners that used to go on for ever, and how he’d sit there at the
table surrounded by these posh women wearing nothing but their
shoes and jewelled holograms all over their skin, and it didn’t
sound like he was exactly overthrowing them. So maybe he’d just
been another one of them, just another rich bastard, after all.

She got angry with him once. He was going on about
the university, about how it had been so great for a bit before the
war, cos they were making it so that anyone could go, didn’t matter
how poor their family was, and it would… what was it she said?
“Open the doors for everyone into freedom,” that was it. She said
it just suddenly seemed so damned stupid, that he was telling her
about this like it still existed, like she had a choice, boasting
about it, like she was supposed to be impressed, and all the time
he had his hand on her knee again, and she said she just screamed
at him. She had to go to the city, but she wouldn’t be going to no
university. She’d never go to any of the parties he told her of,
she’d never slide through the streets in a flyer like a queen; if
there was a door into freedom it was being shut in her face.
Nothing would ever get better. This whole planet was cursed, cursed
when the old people died, and we were living in their grave.

He took his hand away. When she looked at him, she
said it was like she’d never really seen him before, like he was
still this old fat guy sitting in her cave, scraping the badge pin
on the floor, but at the same time he was something else, something
she didn’t know what it was. “It would be easier to call it
cursed,” he said. It was strange, you know. Listening to her tell
it, it was like you could suddenly see him too, like the walls
round the yard had changed to red earth and behind those pale eyes
and that shushing accent he was talking, looking at us.

“It’s easier to say it’s Darien’s fault, that we
could never prosper here. All we can do is build the black market,
so that everything’s for sale. We’ll sell our daughters to the scum
of the universe and we’ll get the blue aliens in to keep our peace
for us. Some of us will get rich and some of us will starve and for
anyone who wanted anything better, well, you see, Darien was
cursed. I don’t believe it. I’ve never believed it. It doesn’t
matter about leaders; leaders always fail. They get too
comfortable, too fond of all those fancy dinners. All that matters
is people like you, knowing that things can change and passing that
on, even if it is only one story, even just one word at a time.” He
was still scraping at the floor; she said she could see a patch of
pattern in it, where he’d got down through the dirt. He looked down
at it, then back up at her. “The people are what matter,” he said.
“Even people like you.”

Well, anyway. I guess she didn’t clout him: she
would have said, and she went on going up there. She reckoned it
was upwards of a month, all told, before the soldiers came. She
said she was sneaking out one day with yet another pie for him—and
how her ma didn’t notice all that food walking up into the hills
for a whole month I don’t know, mine would have gone for me if
she’d caught me at it—and she was just at the house door when there
was this buzzing whine. It’s a funny thing, how before you’ve ever
heard a carrier in your life, you know that damned whine means
trouble. It’s like it’s passed down, inherited; like it’s bred into
your bones.

It was coming up from behind her, from the south
road, and she said it went on past her into the middle of the
village. All the villagers were coming out to see what was going on
and she just stayed there, by the door, with the pie in her hands.
They must have been sitting on each others’ knees in that carrier,
she said, cos there must’ve been at least twenty soldiers got out
of it, real soldiers, not the local police, and a Chi!me officer
with them, standing at the top turret and looking at the crowd of
villagers with his thin, blue nose up like there was a bad smell
under it. You know how they do. So they got her uncle Mica up
against a wall, pummelling him, shouting something she couldn’t
quite hear, and then Mica’s son hit one of them over the head, and
three of them were dragging him back and her dad tried to pull them
off and they were hitting him too and they were still shouting
something that she couldn’t make out and her dad shouted back, “We
don’t know where Renich is,” and that was when she knew.

Her dad got up and they hit him again. Everyone
was screaming, no one was looking her way. She just turned and ran.
I don’t know what she thought she could do. Warn him, I guess, tell
him to hide, though you would have thought the cave was the best
cover around. The only place to hide in the hills is inside them,
it’s not like there’s forests or anything, and someone could have
followed her. But it didn’t matter anyway, cos he wasn’t there.
When she got to the cave, it was empty as it always used to be. All
his things were gone: the heater and the pans, the food she’d
brought and her dad’s shirt, and the dust was smooth and clear,
like someone had swept it before they went. The only thing left,
the only thing to show that he’d ever been there, was that patch
he’d scraped, blue and green and gold, in the floor.

So that was about it, really. The soldiers dragged
a few of the villagers down to the cells in Gehenna, but if any of
them knew where Renich was, they didn’t say. Anyway, of course they
never caught him. I guess it wasn’t long before she left in the
girls’ line with Auntie, herself, like she was taking Renich’s
place. The soldiers’d put a load of the “Wanted” stills up
everywhere, and she used to study them, when no one was around,
before she went. Sometimes she thought they had a look of her guy
and sometimes she thought they didn’t. You know the one, it’s not a
good picture. When we had it up in the Lagos, I always thought
there was something shifty about it, I’d swear it’d have a
different expression on its face every evening you went past it. It
got so we’d be almost consulting it, like he was a friend to us, to
see if we’d have a bad night. Guess even a President is useful for
something.

A few days after she told the story, she got away.
I’m not really clear how she did it. It wasn’t like Benno didn’t
watch us; he might have thought she was broken, but even when she
got sent out marketing, she always had one of the guys for a guard.
And they were big guys, you didn’t want to mess with them. The
story the guard told was that she’d been beside him in the market,
and a couple of blokes had started a fight, and when he looked
round from watching it, she just wasn’t there. I suppose he could
have done something to her, but he was as shit scared of Benno as
the rest of us, and I saw the kicking he got for it, too. She had
to have had help, I guess, but I never even saw her talking to
anyone. She only ever had the one real regular, a youngish guy with
a green jacket and not a lot to spend. I don’t know if he had
anything to do with it, though it’s true that after she went, we
didn’t see him back.

Benno started out looking for her, of course, but
he didn’t have much time before they found that stuff on him. And
that was weird, as well. I mean, we all knew Benno was as dodgy as
the rest of them, for all his “legitimate businessman” ranting in
the bar. Bit of Short, bit of PS90, a hydro-rifle or two if you
fancy a bit of protection, but he’d never touch Shine, and he’d
never touch Chi!me weapons. I heard him say that enough times, over
some bastard bleeding on the floor. So I don’t know why he’d’ve
suddenly done some deal for both of them, and how the blue bastards
would have got wind of it and come busting in the front door just
as the crate was coming in through the back. All a bit easy, you
know? But then, we weren’t complaining.

I remember, they’d got us all under guard in the
street while they went through the house, and they were really
going through it, knocking holes in the walls, pulling up floors
and throwing everything out of the windows. They had carriers
blocking each end of the street and they had three Chi!me on us and
another five just holding back the crowd, cos you know how everyone
likes a good raid. They’d got up to the top floor, and I was
watching them chucking all our underwear down and wondering if I
could rescue any of my things, when they brought him out. They had
his hands tied behind him, but they hadn’t done his mouth and he
was shouting out how he’d been set up, how he’d always kept the
arrangement, how he’d been loyal to them, and the squad leader was
walking just that bit in front of him, like he didn’t want to be
seen with him, like he wasn’t going to listen, and all the while
our clothes and make up and bits of glittery stuff were falling
around them like shiny underwear rain.

Old Katia bought me when they sold us off to help
pay for his trial, so that’s how I got out of the Lagos, and a
bloody good thing too. As for her, I don’t know. I’ve thought I’ve
seen her, a couple of times. Sometimes it’s just a stranger, like I
catch a bit of red hair, or a hill country accent, and for a minute
I think, there she is. But I could swear it really was her last
month in the food strike, you remember when they had all those
pictures of the protest on screen? I’m sure that was her. But was
it Renich? Like I said, there’s a lot of strange people up in the
hills. This guy in the market was telling me the other day that he
never made it out of the city, that he was killed when it fell;
that there’s evidence. But I don’t know. I suppose he could be
alive up there somewhere, hiding. Hey, maybe he’s underground with
the old people, waiting in their glittering cities for us to come
and find them. He could be listening to us now, listening to every
word we say; listening while we pass his story on, even if it is
just one girl at a time.










The Burden of Proof, by David X.
Wiggin


The doctor’s manner was gruff; his
breath reeked of stale cigarettes. His voice was calm, but his
fingers jabbed at Adelaide’s x-rays, leaving spiral smudges on the
surface of her daughter’s cortex. Colleen did not understand this
roughshod bedside manner. It was as though decades of speaking for
death had ground him into numb gristle. She said the right things
and asked the right questions and when he asked her when she wanted
to schedule surgery she said “tomorrow”. He put his hairy hands in
his coat pockets and said “We can’t make any promises Mrs Dean, but
your daughter still has a fighting chance” which was word-for-word
the same thing he had said the last two times. She made her face
smile and her head nod. Then she got Adelaide from the waiting room
and left.

They drove home in the silence of pop radio.
Adelaide went to her room and Colleen went to the phone. She picked
up the receiver. Jeremiah, she thought.

“Colleen?” A faraway echo. She told him about the
dark spot in their daughter’s skull.

“Sweetie, listen to me.” The sibilance of his
voice stretched the sentence out to twice its natural length. “Go
lie down in the bedroom. You sound too tired to be standing right
now. Go lie down and I’ll come visit you soon. Tonight.”

Jeremiah was a man of his word. Colleen’s mother
used to joke That hippy husband of yours has hair like a
homeless girl and smells like he was born in a barn, but he’ll keep
any promise you can get him to make. She was right—he came not
long after the sun had set. Colleen’s bedroom shook and rattled
like a B-movie set. Her windows flashed from the UFO lights
outside. She lay still, waiting for the tunnel of light to shine
through the ceiling. It pulled her out her body like a cork from a
bottle with a soothing pop. Her cellophane body drifted
upwards along the tractor beam through the ceiling and into
Jeremiah’s glowing golden craft—a hallucinogenic Christmas
ornament.

Jeremiah waited for her in the control chamber. He
stopped turning knobs and pulling levers to hold her ghostly form
in his scaly arms while she cried into his cold shoulder.

“Wait,” he told her when she tried to speak. “Let
me take you somewhere peaceful.”

He twisted his flexible torso around to face the
controls of his fantastic ship. Colleen watched inhuman muscles
pulse and twitch beneath that long body and felt a rush of nausea.
Violet patterns squirmed across his back like literate night
crawlers spelling out alien poems. He turned back to her, mouth
open in a fanged smile.

“Everything is going to be okay,” he promised.

Of course everything was going to be okay. She was
married to a snake-man.

***

They picnicked on the moon, looking out
over the vast expanse of the lunar sea, their meal illuminated by
the bright blue glow of the earth. Jeremiah laid out a violet
blanket over the dust and unpacked two gold plates laden with
biscuits and tiny sandwiches. He poured some pinkish spiced tea
into a pair of lotus-shaped cups, one of which he offered her. She
sipped it numbly. The void of space was chilly and the tea helped
her to keep warm, though she only noticed this in passing.

“So.” He knelt on his long, scaled legs. “You
wanted to talk about Adelaide?”

She looked him directly in the slitted eyes.

“You lied to me Jerry,” she said. “You promised me
she would be cured.”

He did not flinch or look ashamed; perhaps because
he was a stronger man than he had once been or perhaps because he
did not do those things anymore.

“I know,” his sigh was a hiss. “I’m so sorry,
Colleen. But you have to realise that this is… complicated.”

“What is that supposed to mean?
‘Complicated.’”

“It means that the matter of curing her requires
more than just curing her. This is a process, not an
instant fix.”

“You told me that if I let your people use their
magic or… whatever on her, the cancer would go away.”

“And it went away.”

“But now it’s back. And it’s worse.”

Jeremiah was silent for a moment.

“So it is,” was all he finally said. She threw the
tea at him. A jolt of horror shot through her as she watched the
steaming liquid run down his scaled face. She nearly
apologised.

“So you lied to me,” she said instead.

He wiped his face with a napkin. Then he turned
around and pointed with a triple-jointed finger.

“There’s a city over that mountain behind us,” he
said. “A city spun from silver with towering skyscrapers and
temples, exotic gardens of space-dwelling fungi and a bridge that
could stretch across Texas. No one lives there anymore. Its
inhabitants gave it up twenty million years ago. Do you know why
NASA’s never mentioned it? Why you never saw it glinting on the
surface of the moon like a lost dime? Because you can’t.”

“It’s invisible?”

“Not at all. It exists on a different vibrational
frequency, one that you’ve been programmed to ignore since you were
born. You’ve been told that it’s impossible for there to be a city
on the moon. It would defy everything in science. Astronauts have
been here and seen nothing but rock and dust. Therefore, there must
not be anything but rock and dust. You expect nothing, so you get
nothing. That’s how the universe works. The scientists of Ultima
Thule learned long ago that mind and matter are inseparable, and
used this understanding to develop their technology. As your
thoughts go, so goes the world. Miracles can only happen if you’re
willing to believe in them.

“Yes, Colleen, I lied to you, and I’m sorry I did
it. It was a fucked up thing to do. But please understand that I
did it for a reason. For as long as you thought she would stay
healthy, she would. And she did. But then you started taking her
back to the doctor: first for physical therapy, then checkups. Your
resolve weakened, and she started to grow sick again.”

“You’re telling me that it’s my fault our daughter
is sick, and that the only way to make her better is to stop giving
her medical treatment.”

“I’m telling you that you can save her, but you
need to believe in the process with all your heart. You can’t doubt
it, not for a second. If she has faith, and if you have faith, then
she will heal.”

“That’s insane.”

“That’s the truth. If you can’t believe it, then
she’s going to die.”

“But… if we can’t save her… won’t she just become
like you, anyway? Can’t your snake scientists save her like they
saved you?”

He shook his head. “She’s trapped by your world’s
materialist perspective, Colleen. It’s like a steel net, holding
her soul tight to the surface of the earth. I was able to escape
because I’d always held to unconventional beliefs—crystals,
reincarnation, all that silly stuff you used to make fun of me for.
But Addy’s too young to have any real beliefs of her own. Her will
isn’t strong enough to shape the world. She needs you to do that
for her.”

“How do I do that?”

“Don’t take her to the doctors. Take a break from
work and spend time with her. Show her how much you love her. Watch
funny movies together. Take her to the park. Do all the things you
love to do, the things that make you happy. Believe that you’ll be
together forever and ever, and you will.”

She wasn’t looking at him. She was staring at the
withered pink leaves at the bottom of her cup.

“All right,” he sighed, “let me take you
home.”

As the saucer left the moon’s gravitational pull,
Colleen looked out the window to see if she could spot the silver
city. All she saw was white desolation. No more than she had
expected.

***

Jeremiah had died four years ago in a
car crash. Adelaide had been four then, with her head wrapped in
surgery bandages. Jerry drove all the way up to the Carvel’s in
Annandale to buy her a cake. It wasn’t anywhere near Addy’s
birthday, but as far as they were concerned every day with their
daughter was worth celebrating. The doctor told Colleen that her
husband never knew what happened. The crash knocked him unconscious
and he died from internal injuries at the hospital an hour
later.

The calls began on the day of his funeral.

“Colleen? It’s me, Jeremiah.” The voice was an
inhuman hiss but she knew it was his. She hung up.

He called back the next day, and every day after
that. The calls came on a clockwork schedule and she learned to
anticipate them by the sudden fits of nauseous terror that would
strike her a few minutes before the phone began to ring. After that
first call, she never gave him a chance to speak. She would pick up
the receiver and slam it back down as hard as she could. She knew
it was him every time, as surely as she’d recognised his distorted
voice. Changing their number didn’t make any difference. She
unplugged the phone but it rang anyway. He was implacable. She
began to hear ringing in her dreams.

Three months passed before she finally broke down
and answered. She was doing laundry in the basement when the phone
rang—a full minute before which that familiar sense of dread had
begun to churn her inner fluids with a practised hand. Letting the
phone ring out was not an option. It would keep on until she
answered. For whatever reason the machine refused to pick up these
calls. She put aside Adelaide’s dirty clothes and made her way up
the stairs to the kitchen where the phone was. She reached down,
picked up the receiver, and paused. She held it in her hand and
thought for the space of three long breaths. Then she brought the
receiver to her ear and spoke.

It was Adelaide’s doctor. He was calling to check
on his patient and asked that Colleen bring her daughter in for a
quick examination. Colleen promised to bring her that Thursday.
They chatted briefly—the doctor gave his condolences regarding
Jeremiah—and then made their “see you soon”s. There came the click
of his hanging up but Colleen stayed on. She stood in the kitchen
for a long time with the phone’s earpiece held against her ear and
listened for the beep of a cut connection, but it didn’t come.
Instead, there was another sound, a soft one—nearly inaudible. It
was the sound of breathing. His breathing.

She listened, hypnotised. His voice might have
changed but the rhythm of his breathing sounded the same. She knew
it as well as her own heartbeat. Thousands of nights together,
sharing the same bed, that slow in-and-out tickling her ear.

She spoke. “Hello.”

“It’s me, Colleen. Jeremiah.” He sounded
surprised, as though she’d awakened him.

“You’re not Jeremiah,” she lied. “Jeremiah’s
dead.”

“I am Jeremiah. I was dead. It’s me Colleen.
Please don’t hang up.”

She didn’t, but it took him a long time to
convince her that he was who he claimed he was and even longer to
disabuse her of the notion that she’d gone crazy—though once he’d
finished telling her his whole story he had to convince her all
over again.

Jeremiah was dead, it turned out, but
he’d been reborn not long after as one of the Lloigor—an
intergalactic race of serpent-men who had inhabited the centre of
the earth since before the beginnings of human civilization. The
Lloigor were an advanced people, he explained, whose scientific
knowledge was millions of years ahead of humanity’s. Despite all
their technology, however, they could not reproduce; or, at least,
they could not create new Lloigor souls. All new serpent-men,
whether birthed naturally or cloned were dumb animals, incapable of
higher thought, of understanding the arts or philosophy. So they
were forced to make do with the spirits of dying humans,
transplanting them into cloned Lloigor vessels. Such had been the
fate of Jeremiah’s soul as it had fled the wreckage of his body.
He’d been frightened at first, but the Lloigor had been kind to
him. They’d shown him the wonders of their civilization and
accepted him as one of their own. He gushed to Colleen about the
fantastic sights he’d seen: the non-Euclidean beauty of their
subterranean capital, Ultima Thule, their miraculous medicines of
the body and mind, the baffling and wondrous philosophical debates
they held in their public spaces. The Lloigor did not need to eat
or drink; they absorbed ambient orgone energy for sustenance. They
could travel from one end of the universe to the other in their
golden flying saucers, which were powered by miniature black holes.
Most significantly, the Lloigor could not die unless they chose
to.

The first time they spoke Colleen said very little
and she hung up abruptly after ten minutes of listening to him
talk. She went back to doing the laundry. He called again the next
day while she was on the toilet. She took her time finishing and
cleaning before she picked up the phone and listened to him, this
time for fifteen minutes. Then she hung up. Things continued in
this manner for nearly a week before she began to accept what was
happening. She never truly felt comfortable with these
circumstances, and Jeremiah seemed to be aware of this as he kept
their conversations light and superficial. He told her about his
new home and life and she talked about her job and what she was
reading. He never seemed particularly interested in current events.
“It’ll pass. All these things will pass,” was all he ever said when
she brought up whatever crisis she’d seen on the news that day.
Mostly they talked about Adelaide. As time passed, she began to
feel close to him again, to believe that he wasn’t really gone
forever. Despite the bizarreness of the situation, it was as though
her life had returned to some degree of normalcy.

Then the doctor told her that Adelaide’s tumour
had returned and things began to fall apart all over again. The
surgery and the chemotherapy had been too much to bear before and
now it looked as though Colleen would have to live through that all
over again. She had never been so happy to hear Jeremiah’s new
voice than when he called her that evening. He listened quietly and
said: “We can fix her Colleen. Fix her for good. I’m going to come
up to see you tonight and I’ll tell you how.” He hung up.

His UFO came in the middle of the night, lighting
up the neighbourhood like a second sun. No one else seemed to
notice it. Adelaide slept through the eerie whirring sound that it
made and even ’Zilla, their dog, didn’t react to the house’s
shaking. Colleen came out to watch it land on their front lawn.
That familiar nausea came over her as a gangplank descended from
beneath the ship’s hull and its occupant strode down it.

He was a monster. As he had described to her, he
was a snake with arms and legs, some sort of Biblical mockery, but
she did not feel afraid of him. As though through some overlapping
photographic trick, she recognised Jeremiah in that seven-foot
scaly body. That did not make their reunion any less awkward. They
were both unsure in each other’s presence. She did not know this
new Jeremiah and he seemed as shy as he’d been when they began
dating. They restricted their conversation to the subject of
Adelaide. He told Colleen that the doctors of his world could cure
anything, from AIDS to the chicken pox. They would take Adelaide in
a UFO that very night to their capital city beneath Nepal and
provide her with treatment. The treatment was entirely telepathic.
Adelaide would sleep through the whole thing and be none the wiser
in the morning. He asked Colleen if she was willing to try.

Colleen was split in two. She wasn’t sure if she
could trust this creature that claimed to be her husband. While
he’d been as kind and supportive as Jeremiah had ever been, he
still looked too much like a demon for her to drop her guard. What
if this was a ploy to make her render up her daughter to Baal? On
the other hand, she didn’t see that there was any real choice. So
she said yes.

Adelaide was returned to her in the morning.
Colleen let her sleep in and then took her to the doctor. Her
tumour was gone. The doctor was flabbergasted. “It’s like a
miracle!” he said. Colleen laughed at that, for the first time in
years. She took her daughter to Coldstone where they ate ice cream
until they both felt sick. They lay down together on the grass of
the park and watched the evening sky turn overhead. Adelaide talked
and talked about how much she was looking forward to seeing her
hair grow long and about all the things she would do with it.
Colleen couldn’t stop smiling. She felt as though she would never
have to do or say anything again for the rest of her life. The
world had been vindicated.

***

When Adelaide suffered the first fit a
week later, knocking over a lamp and foaming at the mouth, Colleen
tried to smile through it. She held her daughter tight to keep her
from hurting herself and sang her old Disney songs. Adelaide
eventually calmed down and curled up in her mother’s arms,
terrified but unhurt. Both of them tried to shake the incident off,
as though it hadn’t happened, but they were reminded a few hours
later over dinner when another attack came. Trying to pretend that
everything was all right, to keep on smiling, was nearly
impossible. In the past the seizures had been difficult enough to
deal with, but now she couldn’t give her daughter medication for
them. There were no pills, no therapies. All Colleen could do—and
do often as the fits could come as frequently as ten times a
day—was hold Adelaide, hold the bit in her mouth to keep from
biting her own tongue, and say comforting words that she was sure
her daughter couldn’t even hear. Still, she kept at it. She was
determined to wake up every morning with a smile on her face.

They went to the park. They went to the mall. They
gorged on ice cream and candy together. They guffawed and hyucked
over Marx Brothers movies until their jaws ached and their eyes
burned from happy tears. Every morning, mother and daughter would
wake up together and excitedly plan out their day. First they would
go see a movie—no, they would go fishing for crawdad in the stream!
They would have lunch at that new Indian restaurant—no; they would
bring a picnic to the church and listen to afternoon organ music!
All the sad books and movies they had were removed from the house.
Nothing but the works of Wodehouse and Barry, Chaplin and Carrey
could be seen on the shelves. Colleen got her daughter a beautiful
kitten, grey-furred, wide-eyed and adorably precocious. Its antics
provided hours of laughter. They named it Joy.

Weeks passed in this manner, the days filled to
bursting with the fun of couch forts, star gazing, and furtive
guessing-games. Every day was lived to its fullest. And yet
Adelaide only seemed to be growing sicker.

Colleen consulted daily with Jeremiah. He had
taught her how to contact him at will—by thinking his name when she
picked up the phone—and insisted that she do so whenever she had
even the smallest of concerns. She called often.

“Hang in there.”

“I’m trying to. It just doesn’t seem like it’s
working.”

“And that’s why it isn’t. You have to really
believe it. You have to know it. Doubts can be deadly,
Colleen. Let them go. She’s going to be fine. Adelaide is going to
be fine. Can you repeat that for me?”

She repeated it and told him that she felt better.
Then she hung up and stood in the kitchen, biting the nail of her
index finger until it bled. Most of their conversations went like
this. Sometimes they laughed together, sometimes they argued, but
mostly this was all they said to each other. Colleen had felt
closer to him when he was dead. He seemed less and less like his
old self every time they talked. He’d grown obsessed with the
Lloigor. She would often have to interrupt him as he went on about
their spirit technology and psychedelic mating habits. She didn’t
care about any of that. The world he occupied now seemed terrifying
and ridiculous to her. She found the changes in his personality to
be much more disturbing than those in his physiology. Nevertheless,
she stuck to the treatment and did not allow herself any doubts, no
matter how stubbornly they niggled.

The truth was that the treatment was helping her
as well. Colleen couldn’t remember the last time she had felt like
it was safe to smile. She’d taken another leave of absence from
work, and though she knew that it would hurt her career, she didn’t
regret the decision. She was learning about this tiny, developing
person with whom she had a bond like no other, yet was only just
getting to know. For once, Colleen was seeing life unobstructed by
despair and, for just a little while, she found herself believing
in miracles.

***

Three months into Adelaide’s treatment
and barely a week before the beginning of the school year, Colleen
decided that they needed new clothes. So they got in the car and
drove down to the mall where they surfed an aimless sea of human
waves laden with Abercrombie & Fitch, Disney, and Gap. They
tried on dresses and shoes, experimented with floppy hats, and took
turns outdoing one another with ridiculous combinations of makeup
samples. Although they were having fun, Colleen was apprehensive.
In a few more days her daughter would be in school for hours at a
time, in a place where she could not protect her fragile body from
the roughness of boys or her sheltered heart from the cruelties of
girls.

Worries like these bounced around in Colleen’s
skull like superballs, gaining in number and speed, until, as they
were going down the escalator, their arms heavy with bags, a
horrifying image suddenly popped into her head. She saw Adelaide
falling face forward, tumbling down the moving steps and at that
exact instant—the image inside her head and the scene she was
witnessing were so close together she almost could not distinguish
them—Adelaide pitched forward and hit the edge of the metal step
with her face. Colleen screamed and dropped her bags in her haste
to reach her daughter as the tiny body continued to slide down the
escalator. A large man with a walrus moustache scooped her up just
before she hit the bottom. Colleen tore Adelaide out of his arms
and scrutinised her for injuries. Her daughter’s nose was bleeding
and there was a thin, deep cut above her lip. That was the extent
of the damage. Some people had stopped to stare, but most kept
walking.

I almost killed my daughter.

“Do you want me to call an ambulance, ma’am?” the
man asked.

“No. No thank you. We’re okay.”

He peered at her through the rheum covering his
blue eyes, but didn’t press the matter.

“I’d get her head elevated,” he recommended.
“Should stop the bleeding.” Colleen thanked him fiercely as he
melted back into the crowd.

She sat down with her daughter on the bench
outside of J.C. Penny’s and wiped up the blood with wet tissue.
Adelaide was biting her lower lip and screwing up her eyes to keep
from crying.

“Mommy’s going to make it all better,” Colleen
promised. “Just wait a moment, ok?”

Did I do that? Did my daughter fall because of
my thoughts? She did the only thing she could think to
counteract the damage she had done with her doubt. Please let
this work, Jeremiah. Please. She closed her eyes, bowed her
head, and prayed. She focused her mind on the grass and water, sun
and sky, on the beauty of life and the depth of the love she bore
for her daughter. She banished every emotion that wasn’t joy or
love or compassion. She visualised the Virgin Mary descending from
Heaven wearing robes—so blue they were nearly invisible against the
sky—and a smile of uncompromising serenity. The vision brought a
momentary peace. Her breathing slowed and the hi-definition world
of panic began to fade back into a tolerable fuzz. She opened her
eyes and saw that Adelaide was looking up at her with wide eyes.
Her nose was still bleeding. Colleen kissed her daughter’s
forehead. The peace was gone.

They got to their feet, gathered up their bags,
and left the mall. On the way home they stopped at the
hospital.

***

After they got home, Colleen went to the
phone and called Jeremiah. “Collllllllleeeeeeeennnnnnn….” His
speech stretched like molasses, so lazy it was almost garbled. The
voice of a reptile in the sun. “I’m not at all surprised that
you’re calling me… I’ve just been experiencing the most
as-toun-d-ing series of synch-ro-ni-ci-ties…”

“I’m taking Adelaide back to Dr Bellman,” she
said.

Silence on the line.

“The treatment hasn’t been working. I think it’s
better that she sees a doctor.”

“He won’t be able to help her.” The laze was gone
from Jeremiah’s voice. He almost sounded angry, but not quite. He
was never angry anymore.

“He’s never been able to help her,” he
went on. “They’ll poke and prod her, fill her with chemicals and
radiation that will make her wish she was dead, and none of it will
fix anything. Why are you doing this, Colleen? Why are you running
away from hope?”

“I’m doing what I think is best for our
daughter.”

He made an exasperated sound.

“But you know that this isn’t the best,”
he said.

“You’re dead, Jerry. You don’t get a say in this
family anymore.”

“Colleen, you have to stop feeding these negative
feelings…”

“Don’t tell me what to feel. Don’t tell me what I
can and can’t feel or think!”

“I’m just trying to save you both. I know that
it’s hard for you to admit, but not even you can be a perfect
parent all the time.”

That was the moment when the dam finally broke.
She raged into the phone. How dare he question her parenting.
Jerry, the eternal child who spent two months out of the year at
hippie retreats with his friends. Jerry, who doped his way through
Adelaide’s worst months. Jerry, the elusive, who, no matter how
open and friendly he seemed to strangers kept a part of himself
closed to even those who loved him most. And now the extent of his
betrayal was apparent to her for the first time. He had trapped
her. He had taken himself out of the game and left their daughter’s
life in her hands all so he could stand above them and judge, like
he always secretly had. She wanted to hunt him and the creatures
that were his co-conspirators down, one by one, and snap their
necks, to beat their heads again and again into the ground until
they began to understand the most faintly dreamt shadow of what
they had put her through. The hateful words streamed endlessly
until they melted into an incomprehensible glossolalia of rage.

Jeremiah waited until she was done before he
spoke:

“I forgive you, Colleen.”

She hung up. Her husband was dead and she was
insane to have ever thought otherwise. Trembling, she began picking
up clothes from the bedroom floor. Stray thoughts flickered through
her distressed mind like startled birds rising up from the marsh.
The sun was setting and the thickening shadows in the bedroom
reminded her of her childhood. Suddenly and distinctly she recalled
what it had once been like to be afraid of the dark. It came to her
like a lost skill or a relapsed addiction: an instinctual
perspective that defied the intellect. Moments from her
childhood—from a time when she was younger than Adelaide—came back
to her, more vivid than the present. She remembered her first snow.
White flakes falling like stars shaken from the sky by a pair of
giant, invisible hands: a beautiful cosmic show just for her. Her
trip to the hospital, after a scarring playground injury—her first
memory of that place cold and beautiful like ice—where they had to
hold her down to put the needle in her. The nights she spent lying
awake in bed, terrified as the monsters of her imagination flashed
their wicked teeth in the darkness.

Colleen counted these memories like beads on a
rosary as she cleaned the bedroom. The world had once been a vast,
shadowy place. Now it was small and bare. Something locked into
place within her—or perhaps something fell away—and she knew that
she was damned.

When she was done, Colleen washed her face and
went downstairs to check on her daughter. Adelaide was sitting on
the living room rug, listening to Abbey Road on the record player
with Joy curled up on her lap. Colleen sat down next to her and
together they listened to the music of people who had once been
young. “Golden Slumbers” was followed by “Carry that Weight” then
the climactic medley and “Her Majesty,” then the scratching of the
record, followed by silence. Adelaide leaned her head against her
mother and didn’t say all the things Colleen knew she was thinking,
either because she was too young to have the words to describe
them, or because she couldn’t talk about them with her mother.
There was nothing Colleen could do except put an arm around those
small shoulders and promise “It’s going to be ok,” over and over
until long after Adelaide’s eyes had closed and the sun had sunk
below the earth.

They did not go to the doctor the next day.

***

Adelaide lay on the operating table and
looked into the fluorescent halo above. The doctors and nurses
gossiped as they bustled around her.

“Poor kid,” one of the surgeons said. “Can you
imagine having a whackjob parent like that?”

“The police had to break down their door and pull
her away from her mother,” the nurse helping him scrub in said in a
voice she probably thought was too quiet for Adelaide to hear.

“Je-zus. Religion. I’m glad I missed that crazy
train.”

A nurse leaned down so Adelaide could see her
smile. It was a beautiful crescent, perfectly curved and perfectly
white, just like the moon.

“Everything’s gonna be ok, honey,” the nurse told
her. A small crucifix dangled from her neck by a gold chain.

“I know,” Adelaide said.

They held the hissing mask over her face and told
her to count backwards from ten. She felt herself decrease with
every numeral. Her last whole thought was that once she fell
asleep, she might never wake up.

She exhaled deeply on “six” and surrendered. The
image of that brilliant smile filled her vision.

And then there was darkness.










Totem, by Howard Watts


The excavated grooves stretched as far
up the mountainside as I could see. I stood in the powdery red dust
and squinted, wiping my brow. My fellow workers ploughed vertical
channels into the mountain, searching for the precious grey-black
crystals. Baskets containing ore were heaved past me down to base
camp, where their contents were trimmed of superfluous matter. The
supervisor shouted, “Break, one cycle,” and I lowered my axe into
the dust, deciding to take my disconnection from the strenuous toil
with a stroll along the shore of the Siber. I hurried down the
channel I had worked in, wondering how long this labour would take
as I queued with the other workers. I had lived millennia, and
pondered; how many more of us would die on the mountain before the
work was completed?

I jostled my way through base camp to the
refreshment tent. There, my wife, Thea, along with other workers,
prepared our sustenance. I queued for a disk of bread and a wooden
beaker of water, then filed out onto the plain which met the
shimmering shore of the ocean. There stood the colossus. The block
was as monolithic as the mountain I had hurried down. Its sheer
sides were faultless faces of rock, part of the cuboid on which the
third born son of the master family worked. The son’s existence was
just a fleeting visit to this life, compared to that of the
workers. Ours was an epoch of countless repetition, theirs, an
ephemeral shadow, transient but nevertheless bestowing an
everlasting artistry as they constructed the colossus. I looked
across one facet of the cuboid. The embellishments carved by the
sons were exquisite, successfully merged aesthetically so each
lifetime’s work coexisted with the next, forming a gradually
evolving design. Being of a different hand but of the same mind, no
one could tell where one son’s work finished, and another’s began.
So when this Totem was finally complete many thousands of time
revolutions from today, it would be our deity—a worker’s icon to
which the population would pray.

My father had introduced me to the work on the
mountain when I was a child, telling me the chronicles of our
people which had been passed down to him, generation following
generation. I remember sitting and listening to his stories with
great fascination during our disconnection from the toil, as he
told me how long, long ago our people had navigated the oceans of
this world in their tall ships, searching for a purpose. After many
leagues they had chanced upon this continent and discovered the
colossus. Through vivid dreams, the master family, Os, discovered
our immortal god’s visage was hidden inside the block, waiting for
us to free it from the bonds of rock. But, only the third born son
of the family Os knew the true face of god, only those chosen sons
blessed with holy insight could whittle and carve away the stone to
free our saviour’s mien.

In the evenings, father would sit in our tent,
singing our forefather’s anthem to me. After a time we would sing
together the names of our dead ancestors, for he had told me with a
saddened heart tens of generations of our family had fallen dead
into the dust as they searched for the precious crystals which
alone could, once fashioned into tools, reveal our immortal lord’s
countenance. Now, as I stare up at the colossus I realise I will
not live long enough to see the face of the almighty. But, through
our application and dedication to it, perhaps my son will.

Turning to the ocean I began my disk of bread, and
as I took a bite I knew the unbroken horizon held beyond it lands I
would never see, harboured men like I who had perhaps remained on
the home continent whilst my ancestors had voyaged. I thought of
them often, spoke softly of them to my wife in the cool darkness of
our tent. She would roll over, having hushed my idle spoken
thoughts; for she knew talk of such theories was the highest
heresy, punishable by death. So I dreamed alone for other shores to
walk upon.

I drank from my beaker as I walked along the sand,
wishing I could drink away the ocean and walk to another land. I
listened to the gentle sigh of the waves teasing me forward with
their receding whispers, and let my toes cool in their white foam.
My eyes wandered ahead of me along the rippling curve of the
shoreline, and there, lying in the sand, was a dark shape. At first
I thought it was a log, or perhaps a piece of discarded tent cloth.
But as I drew closer it took the shape of a man. I ran over and
pulled him up onto the dry sand, rolling him on his back to purge
the water from his body.

My mind reeled with possibilities as I looked
around to see if anyone else had seen him, as I could see by his
clothes he was not one of us. Could he be from that far off
continent I yearned for?

“Are you a shipwrecked mariner?” I breathed,
almost afraid of his answer. “Has your vessel met an untimely end
on the headland rocks?” He coughed and spluttered, slowly propping
himself up on his elbows. His skin was pale, and he looked around
with wide confused eyes. High tide was approaching and the bay
would be beneath the silver sea within a matter of cycles, so I
hauled him to his feet and took him back to my tent.

***

Catherine studied the progress report
with satisfaction. The Institute of Contemporary Art and
Innovation’s competition deadline was still a week away, but her
entry was on schedule. Perhaps two, maybe three days of work
left, she thought as she ran her finger down the screen
checking the compiler percentages.

“No work at the moment, Miss Anders?”

She jabbed her finger on the close icon and turned
to face her supervisor, blinking behind her glasses as she forced a
thin smile.

“This is a timetabled break, Mr Norris—I just
thought I’d check a few data strings of my own—”

“Staff using company systems to access personal
strings without prior arrangement is against policy,” said Norris,
sitting on the edge of her desk and folding his arms. He sighed and
relaxed a little, leaning toward her and lowering his voice.
“Listen, you’re one of the best conflict scenario writers we have,
it would be a shame to lose you to another developer for a lesser
wage.”

She looked back to the screen and tapped it,
opening her work. “It won’t happen again.”

***

“Norris? Don’t worry, he’s all talk. I’m
surprised he’s still at CodeScribers,” said Mark, handing Catherine
a glass of wine.

She took it and sipped, easing herself back into
the comfort of the couch, brushing her long dark hair back over her
head in a single movement. “I’m not sure, things are getting a
little tight for the games industry. Gearing up for the PS4 release
in eighteen months, re-writing old code and developing new ideas,
there’s talk of management streamlining staff levels again, and
I’ve only been with them six months.”

Mark shook his head as he sat beside her. “They
can’t afford to lose you, you’re the best they have, even Norris
admitted that.”

Smiling, she placed her glass upon the low table
before them, drawing her slender legs up, locking her forearms
around her shins and placing her head upon her knees.

“You need to relax more,” said Mark, gently
rubbing the back of her neck with his thumb and forefinger, “How
about we go for a climb?”

She turned quickly, “You mean it’s finished?”

He nodded. “I completed the landscape mapping
Sunday afternoon, texturing ran overnight over all three machines.
There’s still a little work to do with the sky animation, but
essentially it’s ready.” He stood and led her to the bedroom.

“There’s just one patch,” said Mark passing it to
her.

Taking it she laid on the bed, peeling away the
backing. Before she placed it upon her forehead she noticed it was
heavier than the last patch, with a tiny black chip connected to
gold pathways meandering across its surface.

“What’s this?” she said, her finger hovering over
it.

“Kinda like Wi-Fi, so we can share the
simulation,” said Mark lying beside her. “I built the chips myself
and wrote the firmware, it’s heavily encrypted so there’s
absolutely no chance we’ll be interrupted. Body heat will power it,
and the simbots embedded in the surface will enter through the skin
just as usual. Ready?”

She nodded once, and they placed the patches upon
their foreheads and closed their eyes.

Through the black silence a pinpoint of light
appeared. She tried to focus upon it, but it moved instantly,
growing as colours germinated from the proteins in her blood to
increase its size. Deep within her forebrain, the diencephalon’s
thalamus and hypothalamus were subjugated by the simbots, relaxing
her motor control, regulating her breathing as they set about
building Mark’s sim. The colours expanded and fragments appeared
before her, shards of non-reality spinning upon umpteen axes,
colliding, forming larger components of faked actuality as the
simbots organised themselves.

Now they had found their way into her midbrain as
they headed for the hindbrain. Some stayed behind to stand guard,
minute sentries against the real as their comrades filtered
through, a siege upon the mentencephalon portion, overcoming the
pons and cerebellum. At once the spinning shards ceased their
motion. One moved before her, then another, and another until they
all assembled to eradicate the real.

At once she found herself sitting in a rowing
boat; Mark smiling from his seat opposite as he gently pulled the
oars through the water.

She looked around, the glassy lake rippling from
the oars’ intrusions.

“Behind me,” he said.

She looked over his right shoulder and there was
the mountain. It rose from the tree line just beyond the distant
shore. With its southern face dusted by fine snow and lit by the
mid morning sun its craggy features emphasised its antiquity.
Behind it, a subtle orange glow melted into the pure light blue
sky, as the grey-white clouds hung motionless around its
summit.

“Mark, it’s wonderful. Every detail’s
perfect—flawless as far as I can tell. How long before we reach the
shore?”

“Half an hour, perhaps a little less. Relax and
enjoy.”

She leant forward in the little boat, the bots
tricking her cerebellum into feeling it sway slightly in the water.
She held onto the seat.

“Can’t we arrive sooner? I’d like to run another
check on my entry before I leave for home.”

Mark pulled the oars from the water and she helped
him place them in the boat, then the bow tipped slightly into the
air.

“If you’d like to start the motor?” he said,
pointing to the outboard behind her.

The motor started first time and they sped across
the lake towards the shore.

***

“Eniac you are mad! What are
you thinking of, bringing this, this stranger into our tent?”

I held Thea close trying to calm her, but she
wriggled free. “You are a fool,” she said stepping back,
pushing her grey wiry hair from her face. “Foolish and insane. You
must take this stranger and cast him back into the ocean, lest a
supervisor discovers him here.” She turned her back to me and shook
her head, trembling as she wept.

The visitor slept beneath a few makeshift blankets
of torn sackcloth whilst his clothes dried, pegged to the tent
ropes outside. I looked over to him. His sleep was disturbed, his
forehead creased by confusion and uncertainty; I could smell the
cold odour of the ocean still lingering upon his pale skin.

“Thea,” I pleaded, stepping forward and gently
placing my hands upon her shoulders, “what if it were our son found
on the shore of a distant land—he, a stranger to others. Would you
not want him to be taken in and cared for?”

She turned swiftly. “Listen to you, using this
intruder as an excuse to chase your absurd delusions.” She wiped
her eyes. Raising her voice, so that I feared she might wake him,
she went on, pointing at us: “You will curse our family, all of us,
all the workers, Eniac. You know the law!” She made a swift
sweeping gesture with both arms. “The lands we journeyed from are
gone, consumed by the ocean. Look at him, he’s not one of us, he is
an evil demon spirit from the depths. A supervisor must be told
before this creature consumes us.” She pushed past me and ran
outside, forcing me to chase after her.

***

The Viscount supervisor heaved a sigh,
clasping his hands together over his stomach as he looked up from
his dreamy state. “You spoke of a stranger, Thea,” he said,
interrupting her fearful ramblings.

She nodded. “Yes, yes Viscount, sleeping in our
tent, a demon from the ocean rescued by my stupid husband.”

The Viscount held up a hand for silence as he
turned to face me from his elevated throne. “And what do you say,
Eniac—is he one of us, or demon?” His throne creaking beneath his
weight, he leant forward, resting an elbow upon the padded
armrest.

I could feel Thea’s eyes staring at me, and
glanced over to her for a moment before my eyes met those of the
Viscount. “If he is unlike us Viscount, then what of it? Do we
prosecute differences of likeness, or admire—even celebrate them?
Is not the work carried out by the sons of Os by its very nature
diverse in its undertaking, but nonetheless beautiful?” I took a
step forward, “Is diversity not essential to our wellbeing, a
fundamental part of the whole which is everyone’s lives?”

The Viscount raised his eyebrows and murmured a
deep but altogether brief sound of consideration. “We admire the
beauty of diversity.”

I chose my words carefully, aware he had let the
bluntness of my statement go without comment. The Viscount would
not be so benevolent should I exhibit such forcefulness a second
time. “Then… then is it possible he is from the land our ancestors
journeyed from—his vessel most likely shattered by storms as he and
his countrymen endeavoured to find us, their brothers, to assist
our cause?”

Clearing his throat as if to erase the statement
from the air of his tent, he stood, straightening his robes before
walking down the three steps of his pedestal to stand directly in
front of me. His outstretched palm motioned twice for me to stand.
“You question your wife’s account of reality. Do you say she
dreamed this demon?”

I paused for a few moments before answering, then
spoke softly. “Viscount, she has been under strain from the toil,
from instructing our son. Perhaps she feels the need to fill her
existence with imaginations, bringing such fables to life.”

“Lies!” screamed Thea, stepping forward. “I only
seek to protect us from insurgents intent on devouring us.”

The Viscount held up both hands for silence. “You
are both good workers. Your families have toiled well, so the
annals tell. This demon-stranger must be brought before me. Only
then will I decide its origin, purpose and fate. Where is it
now?”

“Here,” came a voice from the tent’s entrance. We
all turned, Thea shrieking as she backed away, stumbling on the
steps to the Viscount’s throne.

The stranger’s skin had found the colour of
vitality, his body one of my tunics and hose. The supervisors at
the entrance raised their swords simultaneously to block his way,
but the Viscount spoke and waved the stranger forward.

“So, it seems you do exist.”

“So it would seem,” replied the stranger, his
accent smooth yet metallic, certainly different from ours.

“And from where have you journeyed?”

“I don’t know, I can only remember waking on the
beach, that is all.” He pointed to me. “This man helped me, saved
me from drowning.”

“A demon from the depths would drown in the air,
not the water of his domain, Thea,” said the Viscount without
turning to face her, his eyes firmly fixed on the stranger. He
nodded toward me. “Eniac believes you are from the land of our
forefathers. What do you say of this?”

The stranger shrugged. “I don’t know who you are,
let alone your forefathers.”

“Do you have a vocation, a family, a purpose?”

“No,” said the stranger quickly, “As I said, I
have nothing, not even memories.”

The Viscount raised his eyebrows, sighing as he
returned to his throne, sitting back with some relief as he
realised the matter was soon to close, and that he would preside
over the stranger’s fate.

He remained silent for a short while as he
regarded the three of us. “Then I will give you your life,” he said
quickly. “You will work the mountain. He who found you will show
you the toil, and, in return, you will be fed and clothed.” He
waved his hands quickly. “Depart, all of you.”

My heart sank. This newcomer could offer no proof,
but I still wondered if he originated from that far off land.

We took him in, and during the rest cycles he
played with our son, Aleph. During those times I told him the story
of our people, taught him my forefathers’ anthem and instructed him
how to work the mountain. And, after a while, Thea finally accepted
him.

***

They pulled the boat onto the sand then
stood admiring their surroundings.

“So this is the Paramount Pictures mountain, from
their title sequence—digitised, wireframed and skinned all by
yourself?”

Mark bent down and picked up a pebble from the
sand. “Right down to the last detail—or as much detail as I could
glean from the 3D Blu-ray source. It’s exactly 9,712 feet, 8 and
one quarter inches high,” he said, passing her the pebble. “Here,
feel the weight?”

Catherine nodded. “But it’s not right. This is too
light.”

“Correct. I decided to alter the density of the
mountain and the gravity once we’re upon it—to aid our climb. It
would take between 5 to 8 hours to climb a mountain of this height
in reality. We can reach the summit in around an hour, and if you
fall neither the fright of the fall nor the impact will kill you.”
He started up the sand. “How about you tell me a little about your
competition entry this year, seeing as I’m showing you my latest
work?”

She caught up with him. “Well now I have a full
time job I haven’t the time to sit and construct and render, so
I’ve written a programme to create a piece of art for me.”

Mark frowned and turned to her as they reached the
shade of the tree line, she detecting his disapproval. “Oh don’t
worry,” she said with a grin, “it’s still my art. It’s basically an
application which I govern, or rather nourish. The assembler
translates the mnemonic up codes from my previous works to give it
my style while it runs—but it does take considerable hard
work.”

“What do you mean when you say nourish?”

“The lines of basic parameter code obey the higher
level code-lines in a hierarchy. It’s a self-sufficient programme
drawing on any reserves it needs through the net to complete tasks.
It evolves at an extremely accelerated time-rate linked to clock
speed until it finishes the work, which is timetabled by me to
finish an hour before the competition’s deadline.”

Mark was still troubled. “So, what about security,
what about the threat of a mutated virus born in the code, or for
that matter a spy bot interrupting your timetable?”

“No chance of a mutation. The code lines are
specifically gender orientated, so no mutation there. As for an
insurgent? You’d have to have a lot of time and patience to break
through the security maze I’ve written, as I’ve adapted and adopted
lines from other programmes—oh, and before you ask, I didn’t even
include a back door for my personal use. However, if a
virus or spy enters the system, security absorbs the code-line,
transfigures it and uses it to enhance performance.”

“Okay,” said Mark, heading for a clump of fallen
rocks to begin the climb, “how long until you can show me this
piece of art?”

“Along with all the other entry pieces, when
they’re shown on the Institute’s voting page I’m afraid. Once the
work is completed the file is sent to their mainframe via my
personal entry key. It’s then allocated an entry number and
displayed on their website for voting.”

“And it’s on schedule?”

“Completely, you’ll remember I checked this
morning at work.”

“Good,” said Mark, beginning the climb. “So, what
do you think of your chances of winning this year—do you have any
main rivals?”

Catherine smiled as she pulled herself up onto a
boulder, “Only one. I’ve vowed to beat him this year, as I’ve
achieved second place to his first the past two years.”

Mark thought for a few moments as his fingers
searched for an outcrop to assist his ascent. “So what about
censorship? You said these pieces will be shown for the first time
on a web page—therefore, no censorship? What if one of these
entries adversely affects a voter when they view it?” His finger
gripped a ledge and he pulled himself up, his boots finding
purchase upon the rock face, “Like how a sequence of blinking
lights can trigger epilepsy.”

“You’re telling me you believe visual art has
that much power over people?” She was level with him now,
her thin body clinging to the sheer side of the mountain, limbs
stretching for hand and footholds, maintaining her balance
perfectly within Mark’s construct. With one movement she reached a
flat outcropping, pulling herself up to wait for him.

His fingers appeared and she offered him a hand
and he took it, she surprised how easy it was to pull him up to
her. Perhaps he’s made this a little too easy, a little too safe,
she thought.

He sat beside her and looked back across the lake.
“Thinking about it, most certainly. Art has a great deal of
influence over people.”

“To be honest, Mark, I don’t know what you’re
getting at.”

He turned to face her. “Well, say for instance the
image triggers something in our subconscious, I don’t know—perhaps
a latent gene, activated in the brain by a visual image. Computer
technology has the ability to render any of our imagined visual
concepts almost perfectly.” He laughed at his own thoughts briefly.
“What if you rendered the face of God, and then everyone who logged
in to vote turned into some kind of cyber-cleric, worshipping the
net as god’s finger connecting everyone—their internet connection
becoming god’s altar. The ability to introduce images into people’s
homes is quite dangerous, don’t you think?”

Catherine shook her head slowly and sighed.
“Aren’t you being a little paranoid? I mean, I don’t think that’s
at all possible. Besides, TV has brought images into our homes for
decades.”

“Yes, but TV’s censored, that’s my point.”

“Sorry Mark, but I’m talking about art. It won’t
turn anyone into a psychopath, or a quasi-religious cult
member.”

He smoothed over the dust between them, picking up
a few large chips of stone to cast them into the air. He watched
with satisfaction for a moment as they fell almost reluctantly to
the ground, then retuned to the dust, drawing a shape with his
fingertip.

“Here, what’s this?”

She sat up a little, eager to finish this
conversation and continue the climb.

“Er, it’s a Christian cross.”

“Wrong,” exclaimed Mark glancing up, “it’s two
lines, one vertical, the other horizontal. The vertical’s roughly
twice the length of the horizontal, the horizontal placed two
thirds or so along the length up the vertical.”

“Your point?”

He smoothed the dust over once more, then drew a
few more symbols.

“Don’t you see? All of these shapes trigger
feelings.” He pointed to them. “From the cross to the swastika, the
star of David to the McDonald’s M, they all stir and sometimes
trigger something within us.”

Catherine stood and walked to the edge, feeling
above for a handhold. “Oh I agree with you, Mark. But feelings
triggered by those images are already consciously linked to those
images. It’s a learning process. New art, in this case my entry,
has never been seen before, so how can it trigger anything other
than a first impression?”

“It’s never been seen before,” he said joining
her, “because it’s not your art, it’s the computer’s, and it’s
using the net to complete the work, drawing from the sum of human
knowledge as a palette.”

***

Time moved on. The sons of Os were
brought forward, regal investiture ceremonies carried out while the
workers continued to mine crystals from the mountain. My friend’s
memories of his past life still evaded him. We spoke from time to
time, on the mountain and in the queue for refreshments. But as
time passed I noticed him become more withdrawn. I had seen him on
many occasions standing at the water’s edge, looking across the
ocean, scanning the horizon. Perhaps searching for a fragmented
image to rekindle the memory of his past life, or the glimpse of a
vessel from his own land? He found neither, and reminded me of
myself a little. It was during his four-hundredth cycle with us
that everything changed. The colossus was half complete, and both
of us were chosen to work the platform. We pulled on the ropes
which lowered the platform of stone chips removed from the
colossus, and occasionally the Viscount would use the platform to
deliver new tools and refreshments to the son.

“This wood,” whispered my friend who was once the
stranger, “where does it come from?”

“There is a green vale many leagues from here,
beyond the mountain and the plain beyond,” I answered. “The wood is
harvested by the supervisors and brought here by workers when it’s
needed. I have been assigned the task on a few occasions.”

“We could use this wood,” he said with a glint of
devilment in his eyes.

“For what?”

He gritted his teeth as his muscles strained and
the ropes creaked. “To build a vessel,” he said. “We can use tent
cloth to catch the wind to voyage to another land—perhaps find my
home.”

His idea sent my nerves tingling. “No, we would be
put to death, all of us, Thea, Aleph…”

“But I have no family,” he frowned, “not
here anyway. I only have this life to lose, such as it is.”

I tried to reason with him. “We gave you
this life, remember? You would have drowned when the tide came in
if I hadn’t saved you. The Viscount let you live, provided you with
a vocation. Besides, I value this life, and the life of my
family.”

He was amused by my honesty, and didn’t hide
it.

“Really, Eniac? So you enjoy watching your son
toil on the mountain, day after day. Thea preparing food for others
who try to catch her eye for the favour of an extra disc of
bread?”

“Enough!” I said through clenched teeth.

“Enough, enough of the truth? Why be afraid of the
truth, Eniac?”

I stared back at him, sympathetic to his
loneliness, even though his observations were too direct for my
liking. “I understand your grief,” I answered. “You only feel this
way because your real truth lies buried deep within you,
unobtainable.” But his reply flowed after my statement with the
speed and precision of both bitterness and resentment, catching my
words upon the wind to sour the dry air between us.

“My truth is as solid as yours,” he said, anger
creasing his face, his pursed lips unable to imprison bitterness.
“It is real, and yes, unobtainable, but I am prepared to struggle
for another truth, another life. A life I control and live for
myself and not for the supervisors or the family Os.”

I spat my reply to him as we heaved the ropes
downward. “But this is how it is, how it’s meant to be. It
cannot change, this proud appointment!”

“It cannot change because you won’t let it,” he
said impatiently. “Feel this rope you strain to move, no better off
than yourself. Day after day moving up and down like all the
workers on the mountain, working so hard but achieving absolutely
nothing for ourselves. Our lives have no value.”

He jerked his head violently toward the mountain,
sending droplets of sweat from his long black hair. “Go! Go teach
your son his ancestor’s anthem. Go sing with him the names of the
dead. Those proud people whose bones have been reduced to powder
beneath the feet of their offspring. What a noble way to die you
anticipate. Eniac he will sing, Eniac my dead father.” He glared at
me now, his eyes filled with disgust. “What a commendable lesson to
teach your only son.” He lowered his head, his voice now a saddened
whisper. “What a life you have made for all the children of this
land.”

His words sliced into me like the tools the son
wielded against the colossus.

We avoided each others company for the following
two cycles, but our conversation echoed around my head, his passion
playing over and over in my mind’s eye.

I heard murmurs the following cycle whilst working
on the mountain. It seemed his words had found other ears, and late
that night he visited my tent.

“Many think as I,” he whispered as Thea and Aleph
slept. “There’s a wave of unrest sweeping across the mountain.
Tomorrow we will turn our tools against the supervisors and claim
back our lives.”

“But what of the colossus, the work to be
completed?”

“What of it? We will not live long enough to be
rewarded, to see the face of their god, nor will our children, or
our children’s children. We will raise our tools to free them from
their future of despair. Besides, once the colossus is completed
the Viscount will invent other toils for us—perhaps digging deep
into the ground to find the face of the devil and expose him, a
face to turn our aggression toward. I believe the devil walks
amongst us in the shape of the Viscount and the family Os.” He held
my shoulders tightly as Thea murmured.

“Will you join us?” he pleaded. “I promise you
Eniac, you will sing your ancestors anthem for the last time once
we are free of the toil. We will sing it together. Would you not
like Aleph’s name to be the last name sung once we are free?”

I nodded, then spoke softly, almost unable to
believe my own words. “What would you have me do?”

He smiled.

***

The following morning we toiled together
on the ropes once again.

“When?” I asked.

“The Viscount must be first to fall,” whispered
the stranger. “When we’ve hauled him almost to the top I’ll give
you the signal. Just let go of the ropes and he’ll come crashing
down. Use your axe on the supervisors as you would on the mountain
and we’ll all be free.”

After a few cycles the Viscount approached us
carrying a basket of refreshment for the son, flanked by two
supervisors.

“A fine day to serve, wouldn’t you both say?”

We bowed and said together; “A fine day.”

He stepped onto the platform and we began to pull
on the ropes.

“Wait!” he shouted, gently lowering the basket to
the platform floor to straighten his robes. He arranged his long
grey hair around his shoulders and, when he was satisfied, smiled.
“Carry on.”

I looked into his eyes, noticing the serenity
there. He was joyful to be of service to the son, at peace with his
life and purpose. His gaze caught mine as we hauled him upward, and
a frown cut grooves into his forehead. Did he see the visitor’s
plan in my expression; could he somehow comprehend our plan? But
then he nodded and mouthed silent thanks just before the platform
floor separated us.

Uncertainty surged through me. Was this the way,
this assassination of regularity, this subterfuge of our cycle of
life? Then an overwhelming urge came over me, to run onto the
mountain, to jump between the excavating channels and shout to the
workers, to warn them this was not the way, that the stranger’s
plans would destroy us. Had his preaching convinced them all?
Finally I realised Thea could have been right so very long ago,
that perhaps he was an infection gnawing through the body of our
society, a corruption of correctness, cast out by his brethren to
be washed up on our shore as a piece of rotten jetsam.

“Is—is this right?” I asked him in a panic.

“Right?” he spat. “This is our last cycle working
the ropes, our only chance and we must take it. Everyone’s
ready!” He glanced up. The platform was the height of three men
above us. “We can’t have second thoughts now, everything is
set.”

I continued to pull on the rope as I tried to
reach a decision. Sweat clouded my eyes, nerves knotting my
stomach. My perception of time vanished as I thought of my family,
my past life circling around my head, weaving in and out of
thoughts like the tiny threads of rope I clung to. There was one
facet that dominated my memories. The mountain. Then my father’s
tired eyes, the supervisor’s whip across my back, the heat and the
dry air, the millions of rocks I had handled, the cuts, bruises and
calluses I had suffered from a fatigued misplaced step amid the
repetition. Then above all this I heard a voice. It was my
father’s, singing in a desiccated croak our forefather’s anthem.
Now shouting obscured the names I repeated in my head along with
his verse.

“Now Eniac. NOW!”

I blinked away the sweat and tears, and released
the rope, watching as it spiralled into the sky with a shriek. As
the platform plummeted toward us I stood unable to move, but the
stranger ran to me, pulling me clear as the platform impacted the
stone floor. The Viscount cried behind the shattered remains of the
platform, his legs shattered, grotesquely arranged amid the
splintered wood. I looked to the stranger momentarily as he hurried
over, ready to explain all this away as an accident as I reached
down to comfort the Viscount. But the stranger was beside me now,
pulling at the shattered wood, and for a moment I helped
him—convinced he was trying to free the old man. But a splintered
beam came back down as quickly as it had been withdrawn, plunged
into the Viscount’s throat. The stranger drew it away, the body
jerking beneath me as it died beneath the dust cloud, blood
creeping toward my sandals.

The two supervisors ran towards us, drawing their
swords as the stranger thrust the bloodied beam into my hands to
remove his axe from his belt.

He dispatched the first supervisor with a single
blow to his forehead; the second stood his ground as shouting
erupted around us, the workers having taken the fight right across
the face of the mountain. Quickly the stranger retrieved the fallen
supervisor’s sword and turned. They exchanged several blows, but my
friend’s adversary was not up to the fight, and now there lay three
bodies staining the rocks before me.

***

They sat upon the summit, staring down
to the lake.

“I really must be going, Mark,” said Catherine
with a little impatience.

He took her by the hand and stood. “The way down’s
much quicker,” and with that stepped out into the air, pulling her
with him. At first she cried out, more for the surprise of his
action, rather than the sensation of falling. The splattering snow
followed them in slow motion, falling like paper confetti. Then she
felt the breeze rather than the rush of air around her and she
looked over to Mark, smiling back. “It’s completely safe,” he cried
out unnecessarily. “Remember, I’ve altered the gravity.” They fell,
and with practice somersaulted together, kicking off jutting
boulders and escarpments, adopting diving stances as they laughed
in the silence until their feet touched the shoreline.

As soon as the boat reached the centre of the lake
the bots receded. A fracture appeared in the sky, a streak of
static silver lightning, revealing a total absence of colour behind
it. This fissure spread silently, erratic as Catherine watched from
the motionless boat, creating shards upon the firmament. The shards
hung there frozen until they filled her vision, a mosaic of this
unreal. Now they span, some turning with balletic grace, others
angrily twisting as the bots retreated from her cerebellum.
Gradually they departed as the colours faded before her, the black
growing from the fissures as the hypothalamus was unmasked by the
simbots’ withdrawal.

She opened her eyes and removed the patch, passing
it to Mark.

“That was superb, your best yet,” she said,
kissing him on the cheek.

He stood folding the two patches and placed them
in his shirt pocket.

“Thanks. If you want to check your entry—use
machine number 1.”

She hurried into his study and he walked into the
lounge to pour a couple of drinks.

Just as he filled her glass her voice filled the
air.

He ran into the study where Catherine’s lines of
code were rearranging themselves upon the screen.

“This isn’t right,” she whispered, “it’s
infected.”

***

I remember clearly that revolution day
of long, long ago.

The visitor and I returned from the green vale
along with workers 2047 strong. With our cargo of lumber hauled
behind us on great vehicles of the stranger’s design we sang a
single anthem, our anthem of working in freedom, for our own
objectives. Aleph met us and I dropped my rope and called to him.
He was excited and kept pointing toward the coastline.

“What is the matter, Aleph?”

“Something wondrous has happened father, quickly,
you must come quickly, all of you!” he shouted. The workers dropped
their ropes and we hurried back to the mountain to behold an
overwhelming sight. During our absence, the remaining workers had
turned the son’s crystal tools to the half finished colossus. They
told us of visions they had experienced during our material seeking
furlough, revelations of the visitor and the passageways inside his
head, the origin of the wisdom, belief and strength that had
ultimately freed us. In their thousands they had carved a shape,
and it was near completion. It was the visage of the stranger, my
friend, our saviour.

We halved the workforce. Over the time that
followed we constructed tall ships from the stranger’s plans,
whilst others worked to complete our colossus.

“Everyone’s in agreement,” he said to me.

I looked up from knotting a rope. “Over what?”

He was obviously amused by the puzzlement upon my
face.

“We’ve decided you will have the honour, Eniac,”
he said patting me on the back. “As it was you who found me, you
shall remove the last shard to complete the colossus.” He held me
by the shoulders and turned me around. There the people had
gathered, Thea and Aleph standing proudly at the front of the
crowd. “You know me better than anyone else, Eniac. We are ready,”
he said, thrusting a hammer and chisel fashioned from black crystal
into my hands. “Go now, bring the last shard out for the people to
see and we will leave this land in search of the new.”

I held the hammer and chisel above my head and the
people cheered, the crowd parting a way for me as I marched toward
the colossus.

From my vantage point high up in the mouth of the
colossus I looked down at the tall ships lining the water’s edge.
They were held back by a net of ropes, waiting on great wooden
ramps that stretched beneath the high tide. After I had cut away
that last piece of stone and brought it out for the people to
behold the nets would be cut and our voyage would begin. The people
stared up at me in silence and I turned, standing on a tooth on the
edge of the open mouth, an enormous monolith itself, and faced the
gigantic cavern ahead. I took a deep breath, then carefully stepped
down the ladder which led to myriad passageways and chambers of the
visitor’s brain. Flickering torches lined the route, casting
shadows against the curved orifice, dancing as if in celebration of
this final deed of freedom. I knew the aisles and corridors ahead
were numerous, with thousands of junctions with just enough room
for my body to traverse, so I followed the map closely, clambering
up steep slopes of granite, around slippery cambers of basalt
toward my goal. Finally I entered the tunnel leading to the
unfinished cavern. I hurried along it and at last, there beneath me
in the torchlight, I could see the small nodule to be removed from
the cavern wall. The first blow took a small chip from the nodule;
the second much harder removed the nodule completely. At once the
colossus shook, and as I struggled to stand a rumble filled my ears
as dust fell from above. The torch illuminating the small chamber
fell from its mount as I was thrown to the ground, and I watched
helplessly as the torch rolled in the dust to be extinguished.

I stood and cursed as the rumbling grew around me
and wondered; was this the wrath of our true god, straining to
escape from the block to punish us for our sins?

My hands found the wall and I edged my way along
toward a dim glow ahead. Pulling myself up into a narrow passageway
I scrambled along on all fours, then as the passageway widened
stood and ran as I heard a deafening crack echo around me. I felt
the colossus uproot itself from the plain and I rushed ahead,
feeling a breeze touch my face. I could smell the ocean as I ran,
and finally the tunnel curved outward into the light of day. I was
greeted by the people’s cries of horror as I stood in the oval ear.
To my terror I felt the colossus ascending and as I watched the
people ran down the sand to the ships. The rope nets were cut, and
the tall ships hit the ocean in a spray of white. The colossus
moved toward the open sea, and the cries of the people reached up
to me as they urged me to jump. There was nothing left for me to do
but cast my body into the air as the colossus accelerated. I hit
the water and beneath the surface saw images I could never have
imagined. There were colours so bright and vibrant, shapes of
untold beauty and horror, trillions of written words in thousands
of languages. I saw millions upon millions of faces, heard a
cacophony of music before I surfaced, and as I watched from the
freezing water the colossus vanished over the horizon.

Aleph clung to a rope ladder from the side of the
second ship and I swam to him as the sails were hoisted into the
sky. We hurried to the bow to join Thea; there everyone was
shouting and pointing out to sea. On the horizon lay blackness, and
as I watched it crept toward us. It was not unlike the night, but
somehow far more ominous, foreboding and something inside me
realised it was permanent. The people cried as it covered us,
erasing us from the day. Some jumped overboard, and I wept as I
watched my friend’s vessel ahead vanish beneath the black.

***

“Will he be okay?” asked Catherine.

The nurse turned from the monitor sitting beside
the bed. “In time. He’s suffering from borderline malnutrition, but
it’s mainly the dehydration we’re concerned with. I understand he
has you to thank for saving him?”

She took a deep breath. “He’d hacked into my
computer, scanned himself in with an Xbox Kinect, and then used an
old VR headset to comnavigate. Once inside my programme, it
wouldn’t let him out. I discovered his hack and traced it to his
house, then informed the police who broke in and found him, still
connected to his headset, unconscious in his chair.”

“Well he was found just in time. Another day,
and…” The nurse nodded to the square wooden box Catherine held
before her. “And what’s that?”

“My first, first place prize,” she said quietly,
opening the lid and taking out a ball of tissue paper. She slowly
unwrapped what lay inside and passed it to the nurse. “Will you
make sure he gets this when he’s fully recovered? Tell him it’s
his, and that he earned it. There’s also a patch and a brief letter
for him, in an envelope taped to the inside of the box lid,
here.”

“Of course,” said the nurse, taking the prize and
placing it upon the bedside cabinet and the box in a drawer. “You’d
better be going now.”

As she pulled back the curtain, Catherine took one
last look at the prize sitting upon the cabinet. It was a replica
of her winning 3D sculpture, printed by a rapid prototype machine
in solid bronze. The interior intricacy of the original render was
beyond reproduction—the canals of the brain, the neuron pathways,
veins and connecting arteries had all been perfectly realised, and
a virtual journey through it was possible with the completed
rendered work. The prize however was a simple bust with the face of
the man who lay unconscious in the bed before her.

***

He awoke much later. Gradually his
memory returned, and after a while he was well enough to return
home to repay an old debt.

He turned the patch he had found taped to the
inside of the box lid over in his hands and smiled as he read
Catherine’s letter, then placed the patch on his forehead and lay
down.

***

I found myself lying in damp sand,
clutching the nodule of rock. I stood, stumbling onto the dry sand,
wondering: the darkness, was it simply a storm that had hit us?

Looking around it was obvious to me this was not
the land of my people. Indeed, the landscape was kinder to the eye
with colours and textures of the like I had never seen before. I
sat in the sand and stared out over the calm ocean and thought of
my family and fellows. Had they perished? Was I the only survivor
of that terrible storm?

Then a sound found my ears, a familiar tune. I
turned and looked along the beach to see a figure walking toward
me. I stood quickly and took a few steps toward him—it was my
friend, the stranger, our saviour, singing my ancestors’ anthem. I
joined in with the song, and as we met the anthem ended, our voices
swept away together by a sudden breeze from the ocean, my son’s
name, Aleph, the last name recited.

“Hello Eniac,” he said smiling, “welcome to my
continent. You’ve survived the Siber sea, as everyone did all that
time ago.” He looked down to my hand clutching the nodule of rock.
“You saved my mortal life by removing that piece of nodule-code to
complete the colossus. Come and join me, Thea and Aleph. We have
much to talk of and beauty to create.”










Huracan, by Matt Baxter


The kid was weird, that was all there
was to it. Frank had tried to understand him, tried to talk to him
for his mother’s sake, but… well, he wasn’t the easiest kid in the
world to talk to, that was for sure.

The boy was walking a few paces in front of Frank
now, stepping across the moorland with a trudging, listless gait
that hardly bothered to lift his feet off the ground. The lad could
afford to lose at least a stone, but that wasn’t the problem, not
really. He was sullen and cynical, and not nearly as smart as he
thought he was, but all those things came with being fifteen years
old, Frank supposed. He had been the same when he was that age,
maybe worse.

On the other hand, he hadn’t always been down the
library, with his head stuck in some book or other. Look at the boy
now, with his pale, shiny skin that hadn’t seen the sun in years,
from the look of it. It wasn’t as though Frank had anything against
doing a bit of studying, even though he couldn’t understand most of
what the kid read, but the boy needed to get out in the open air
and do some exercise.

Hence the trip out to the moors, which had gone
about as well as everything else between the two of them. Two hours
they’d been up here now, trying to find a rabbit for the pot
tonight. After two hours of nothing, Frank would have gladly
settled for a stoat, or even a rat. He was morally sure the kid was
frightening the game away, but he couldn’t prove it, and he wasn’t
going to say anything about his suspicions. Margaret thought he was
prejudiced against her darling little boy, and there was no use
upsetting her over this. So Frank kept everything inside, simmering
away, and tried to avoid looking at the fat, greasy embarrassment
of a boy if he could help it.

It was with a mixture of amazement and relief that
Frank heard the boy say a full sentence, just as they crested the
brow of a hill about two miles from home.

“A storm’s on the way.”

The boy had stopped dead at the top of the hill,
and turned his face back towards Frank’s. Frank couldn’t read the
expression, but he could see that the kid was right about the
weather. Up ahead a colossal tower of blue-black cloud was rising
into the dull sky, stretching upwards as far as Frank could see. As
he watched it, he saw a lightning bolt arc out of the cloud to the
ground. He couldn’t hear any thunder, but that surely wasn’t far
off.

Frank was going to put up a finger into the wind
to judge its direction, and then realised he didn’t need to. The
wind was blowing right into his face, cold and hard, and the storm
was headed towards them. Coming fast, too.

“We’d better find shelter,” he said. “Unless you
think we can make it home before the storm hits.”

“No, I don’t think so,” the boy said. “I don’t
suppose we can outrun it, can we?”

“Not unless you sprout wings.”

“OK. If we can find the road from here, we should
be all right, shouldn’t we? We ought to be able to find somewhere
to hide until the storm’s over.”

There was an edge in the boy’s voice, and it had
risen at least an octave. That made Frank gladder than he would
ever admit. “Yeah. We should be OK,” he said. “I think the main
road should be to the left here, not too far off.” As he spoke he
heard the first distant rumble of thunder, and before the noise had
died away he was on the move, not waiting to see if the boy was
following him.

As it turned out, the road was the better part of
half a mile away, and by the time they reached it the storm was
uncomfortably close. The wind was everywhere now, the sky was
coal-black, and all the light seemed to have been sucked out of the
world, leaving it in shades of grey, black and blue.

And it certainly wasn’t the main road. Frank was
sure the A road ran through here, in fact he would have staked his
life on it, and he knew for a fact that no minor roads led off it
onto the moors, but they emerged through a hedge onto a small,
barely navigable trackway. It was tarmacked, but its edges were
ragged, with blotchy asphalt giving way to thick, grassy verges
where the vegetation stood three feet high. Not just on the sides
of the road, either; tufts of grass had pushed their way through
the middle of the hard surface, cracking the pavement around them.
Frank wondered how many cars came down here on an average day. Ten?
One? None? And for that matter, where did this road lead to?

It took the boy a couple of minutes to catch up.
When he appeared he was panting and red-faced, and he stood at the
roadside with his hands on his knees, trying to get his breath
back. Tough break, kid, Frank thought. Maybe you should go down the
gym once in a while.

“Where are we?” the boy said, between deep,
rasping breaths.

“I don’t know exactly,” Frank admitted. “We’re on
a road, though, and it has to lead to a house before too long.
Someone will take us in until the storm’s gone.”

The boy looked pointedly down the road, firstly
away from the storm, then towards it. Both directions were entirely
empty as far as Frank could see, but he wasn’t about to admit
that.

“There’ll be someone,” he said again. “And if we
keep walking for long enough, we’ll get to town and we can walk
right into your mother’s house. Come on.”

He started walking away from the storm, but the
boy grabbed the sleeve of Frank’s jacket and pointed up the road in
the other direction.

“There’s a house there, I think,” he said.

It took Frank a few seconds to work out where the
kid meant, and when he found it he wasn’t greatly encouraged. It
was a great, long barn, but even at this distance and in the dim
light he could see that there were holes in the corrugated iron of
the roof.

Yeah, go on and turn it down because it isn’t the
Dorchester and it doesn’t have a jacuzzi, Frank thought to himself.
You can’t afford to be choosy in this situation, pal.

As if to prove his point, the first drops of black
rain started falling, great gobbets of water splatting onto man and
boy and shattering against the roadway. Thunder rumbled again,
filling the landscape. At the same time there was a huge explosion
ahead of them. A column of orange flame rose above the hedges that
lined the road, and for a second the grisly half-light that the
storm had created was gone, replaced with a much brighter, almost
healthy glow.

“What the hell was that?” Frank said. He should be
moving, he knew that, but his legs didn’t seem to be connected to
his brain any more.

“Don’t know,” the kid said, and even in those two
words there was a quavering note in his voice. “Maybe the BP garage
in town.”

That was stupid, Frank thought, and yet he
couldn’t come up with anything better. He could only stand there
and watch as the flames lit up the sky, not falling back at all.
Getting stronger and taller, if anything.

“Frank?”

Frank said nothing. He couldn’t. He could feel the
rain falling on his face and into what remained of his hair, but
that was happening to someone else, and there was nothing he could
do about it.

“Frank?” The boy tugged at his jacket again, and
this time Frank snapped out of his paralysis. The rain was falling
much harder now, so that you could no longer see individual drops,
only a constant sheet of water flowing down the road, one that
shimmered as it was hit by dozens of raindrops at a time.

“Let’s get out of here,” Frank said. His body
obeyed his commands at last, and he sprinted towards the barn
across the road, being careful not to slip on the wet tarmac.

The driveway leading up to the barn was almost
completely overgrown, and for a bad moment Frank thought it might
be impassable, but he was just about able to hack his way through
the vegetation. He felt nettles clutch at his jeans and did his
best to ignore them. A low hanging branch plucked the shotgun from
where it was slung over his left shoulder, and he wanted to go back
and fetch it, but he knew that he couldn’t afford to waste any
time. The wind was very loud now, and the water streaming down his
face made it difficult to see ahead. He tried to concentrate on the
barn, and to remember where it was in case it got so bad that he
couldn’t see any more.

That didn’t happen, though. With no warning Frank
found himself at the far end of the path, facing up to the barn.
Even as he looked at it, wiping away the water from his face, he
knew it was hopeless. This close, he could see that the roof was
more holes than metal, and in any case the barn was just a
framework, open on all four sides. With the rain slanting in
near-horizontally now, it was worse than useless as a place of
shelter.

There was a possibility, although Frank didn’t
allow himself anything so gross as hope. At the far end of the barn
was a small, white-painted building, not much more than a hut
constructed out of rough breeze-blocks. There was a door in the
near side of the building, and even at this distance Frank could
see that it was bolted shut. He ran towards it anyway, because he
had nowhere else to go.

He could see that the once-white paint was
yellowing, cracked and peeling in a thousand tiny places, and the
bolt was rusted in place. Frank tried pulling it back, but it was
stuck firmly, and he couldn’t shift it so much as a millimetre. All
the time the rain pounded down on him, and he tried to ignore the
thunder that was now a constant background noise, sometimes rising
in tone as another lightning bolt hit somewhere nearby.

It was the boy who saved him. As Frank was trying
in vain to get the bolt to work, the boy ran at the door, hitting
it dead centre with his left shoulder. The bolt stayed firm, but
the equally rusty hinges flew out of the wall and the door crashed
inwards. The boy fell into the hut on top of it.

For a moment Frank was too shocked to move, and
then he realised what had happened. He stepped inside and offered
the kid a hand to get up. The boy stood, brushing dust off his
clothes, and they both turned to look out at the storm.

The wind was ferocious now, blowing down the
vegetation that had blocked the path until it was nearly flat. The
rain was coming down sideways, but the prevailing wind was away
from the hut’s open doorway, so they didn’t get any wetter. Not
that that was much comfort, Frank thought. As far as he could see,
the only way they could get wetter would be if they jumped into the
sea.

Frank turned to the boy. “Thanks,” he said. He
thought he felt the tension between them ease, just a little.

“It’s OK,” the kid said. “You reckon we’re safe
here?”

Frank thought about it for a moment. “I think so,”
he said. “If lightning’s going to strike, it’ll hit the barn, not
us. We’ll just have to wait it out. We should call your mother,
though, let her know we’re all right.”

The kid took a mobile phone from his pocket and
peered into the screen. He pressed a couple of buttons, and then
shook it in the air. At last, he shook his head.

“No signal,” he said. “Didn’t really expect one in
this weather, anyway.”

“Nice phone,” Frank said.

“It’s all right. Mum got it me for Christmas.”

While I got you—what? A book token? Socks? Frank
ransacked his memory but came up empty. It hadn’t been in the same
league as the phone, that was for sure, and he earned twice as much
as Margaret did. He felt his cheeks beginning to burn, and he
turned away.

“It’s OK. You know I don’t celebrate Christmas
anyway,” the boy said. He didn’t either, despite his mother’s pleas
to at least go to midnight Mass with her. That was a row that was
still too fresh in Frank’s memory, and he tried to think of
something to change the subject.

“So, how are you doing in school these days?” he
said.

“OK.”

“I heard you had an argument with one of your
teachers.”

“Yeah, Mrs Robbins. She thinks she knows
everything, and I showed her she was wrong, so she put me in
detention.”

“Teachers never like it when you’re smarter than
they are,” Frank said. The boy said nothing to that, so he tried
again.

“So, you’ll be taking your GCSEs next year,” he
said. “Any idea what you want to do after that?”

“A levels,” the kid said. “After that, I don’t
know. I’d like to go out and study some African or Native American
tribes, you know? Find out what they believe, how they behave, who
they worship, all that sort of thing.”

Frank wasn’t exactly surprised by this. He had
seen enough of the kid’s reading, and quite a few of those books
had grim-faced men on the covers, often with bones through their
noses.

“Yeah, that’s nice,” he said, “But I don’t know if
you can really make a career out of that sort of thing. Maybe you
should think more about something like banking. You’re good with
figures, and I know some people who could help you out, give you a
start in the business.”

“Thanks, but I don’t think that would really be
me, would it?” the boy said, and smiled a smile that looked real
enough, at least as far as Frank could see. “I’m going to stay with
some relatives in the autumn, out in California. I want to study
the Native American mythology at first hand.”

Frank tried to think of who the kid meant. There
was someone in Margaret’s family, he had heard about them—stories
of money and excess, and how everything was just wonderful
out there. No names would come to him, but he was sure they weren’t
the kind of people who would know how to deal with a difficult
teenage boy.

“Are you sure about that?” he asked. “I don’t
remember your mother talking about it.”

“She’ll be OK with it, once I explain it to her,”
the boy said. “And the Americans will be all right with it, too.
They’re materialistic idiots, but I’ll talk them round.”

He looked out into the storm, which showed no
signs of letting up. “Do you believe in myths, Frank?” he asked. He
held his hand out into the storm, as though he was testing whether
or not it was still raining. When the boy brought his hand back
inside the hut, it was glistening with water.

“What do you mean?” Frank said. “Myths aren’t
true, are they? That’s what makes them myths.”

“Maybe,” the kid said. “But myths are powerful, if
enough people believe in them. Some are shared by a lot of
different cultures over a long period of time. Ghosts, for example.
There are African ghosts, Chinese and Japanese ghosts, Native
American ghosts, European ghosts. All these totally different
peoples, having no contact with one another until very recently,
all coming up with the same myth, more or less. Makes you wonder,
doesn’t it? Of course, we know much better, and we don’t believe in
anything so silly.”

“So you’re saying ghosts exist, just because
everyone says they do?” Frank said.

“I’m saying it’s interesting, that’s all. And then
there’s the myth of the thunderbird.” The boy looked out of the
door again, upwards this time, as though he was searching the skies
for something. “A giant bird, bigger than ten eagles, who creates
thunder with the movement of his enormous wings. Common to just
about every Native American civilization, and even a few in Latin
America. People have even seen thunderbirds in the modern day, did
you know that? Of course, no sensible person would ever believe a
word of these savages’ myths. It’s all… just… nonsense…”

Something landed on the roof of the hut, and Frank
heard someone scream aloud. A second later he realised that the
scream had come from him. It was just a tree falling, of course.
The hut was strongly built, and there was no chance that a tree
would knock it down.

Something was scrabbling on the roof, as though it
was searching for a foothold, or a way in. Frank heard it rattle
from one side of the roof to the other, heard a screeching,
scratching sound that might have been made by sliding branches or
sliding claws.

Maybe an eagle or a sparrowhawk or something had
come down with the tree, and it would fly away again soon, and even
if it didn’t you couldn’t be hurt by an eagle, everyone knew they
didn’t attack people, or at least not adults, it was perfectly
safe.

“A wingspan of twenty metres,” the boy said, as
though he were dreaming aloud, “Or maybe even bigger. It’s as big
as you imagine it to be, you see. But all the legends agree on a
few points. The thunderbird is so large that when it flaps its
wings it makes the sound of thunder—”

Obligingly, a huge thunderclap sounded. Frank
could feel it as much as hear it, vibrating through his bones.

“It’s very intelligent. And it has a rather bad
temper. You really shouldn’t do anything to make it angry, because
it will never, ever forget or forgive. In fact, it will pursue you
for the rest of your life. Not that that’s likely to be a very long
time, of course.”

“You’re talking crap,” Frank said. Even so, he was
backing up until his backside touched the far wall of the building,
as far away from the open doorway as he could get. That amounted to
all of about six feet, but it was better than nothing. “All those
books you read, they’ve fried your brains.”

“Oh, Frank,” the boy said. “You never did have
much imagination, did you? Well, if you think the thunderbird is
just a myth, all you have to do is go outside.” He waved a hand
towards where the door still lay in splintered pieces. “Go on,
then.”

Scrabble, scratch, clatter, on the roof above.

“The storm’s still going on. I’ll be hit by
lightning.”

“Actually, I think it’s brightening up,” the boy
said.

Frank could see that the kid was right. The rain
had dropped off to the level of a mild downpour, and pretty soon it
would be no more than drizzle. It was falling more or less
vertically now, with hardly any wind. Soon the sun would come back
out of hiding, and there would be a rainbow in the western sky.

Something hit the roof with a heavy, crashing
thud. The walls stayed steady, but the roof shook violently, and a
tile fell onto the floor, where it broke into two jagged pieces.
Frank looked up at the hole the tile had left in the roof, and he
thought he saw a shadow pass across the gap.

The boy was standing in the doorway now, looking
back at Frank with a mixture of pity and amusement. “Well, I guess
I’ll be going now,” he said. “I’ll see you back at home, if you
make it. Just don’t make him angry.”

He disappeared through the doorway. Frank expected
to hear a screech of rage from above him, but no sound came apart
from that constant scratch-scrabble. He chanced a look out of the
door, knowing it was dangerous—for him, at least—and saw the boy
making his way through the undergrowth that led to the little side
road that he was sure hadn’t been there that morning. The kid
looked almost carefree, a young lad out for an afternoon stroll. It
had stopped raining now, and the sun was coming out again.

It was a sane world out there, just so long as you
didn’t listen for the sounds coming from the rooftop. Another tile
fell, this time smashing into a thousand tiny pieces, and Frank
knew that if he stayed here he would go mad, that even if the thing
on the roof didn’t get him, he would be found drooling and insane,
and before he even knew he was doing it, before he had time to
think that this was a very bad idea, he was through the doorway and
sprinting as hard as he could for the road, as though reaching the
road would put him beyond the reach of the thing on the roof.

He didn’t look back, even when he reached the
undergrowth—blown down by the storm, but still a serious
obstacle—and he heard a sound of impossibly vast wings, felt a
massive gust of wind, heard a thunderclap behind him. He didn’t
look around when he slipped on a wet clump of grass and pitched
forwards into a bramble patch, cutting him in a hundred places. He
lay on his stomach, not daring to look back, and he felt the wind
grow above him until it became a hurricane.

He scrambled to his feet and ran with his head
down, heading for the road, never once daring to look back. He
ploughed heedlessly through shrubs, bushes, nettles, tall grass
until he could see the road ahead of him.

He ran harder then, so hard that he nearly
exploded out from the path. He had just enough time to realise that
this road was much wider than he remembered it, when he heard a
horn sounding, followed by a whoosh of air brakes and the
steel-screaming sound of a vast articulated lorry trying to stop.
The lorry must have been travelling at about sixty, though, and
there was no way it was going to be able to stop in time, no way,
and Frank couldn’t move.

Frank felt a buckle from the truck’s canvas siding
hit him in the face as it passed and he reached out, as though in a
dream, to touch the tailgate. The truck finally came to a halt
fifty yards down the road.

The driver’s door opened and a big man stepped
unsteadily from the cab, wearing a yellow fluorescent jacket and
aviator sunglasses. He stumbled when he got down onto the road, and
he seemed to be having some trouble walking. He seemed to have less
difficulty expressing his feelings, though. Frank couldn’t make out
the individual words the man was shouting, but the tone was clear
enough.

A smaller figure appeared from the roadside and
approached the lorry driver, and they began an animated
conversation that Frank couldn’t hear very well. The driver pointed
towards Frank a few times, gesticulating wildly, and the boy made
calming motions. After a few minutes, the driver walked back to his
cab, much steadier on his feet now, and climbed back up to his
perch. The engine rumbled, smoke gulped from the exhaust, and the
truck was on its way again. It was only then that Frank noticed a
queue of cars had formed behind it, snaking around him, and that
there was another queue in the opposite direction. A lot of the
people in the cars were staring at Frank as though he had just
dropped out of the sky.

Frank stepped to the side of the road to let the
traffic go, and the boy approached him. The kid was smiling as
though he was meeting his beloved but slightly senile
grandfather.

“You all right, Frank? You nearly got yourself
killed there.”

“Yeah,” Frank said. “I thought something was…” He
looked up to the sky, clearing quickly now, but saw nothing apart
from blue sky and a few fluffy clouds. Far up there was a bird of
some sort, but it was much too distant for Frank to be able to
recognise it, just a diminishing W shape at the edge of his
vision.

“What, like a thunderbird?” the kid said, and
grinned to show how ridiculous that idea was. “Come on, it’s only
fifteen minutes to home. We’ll get you inside and get you out of
those wet clothes.”

He offered Frank a hand to hold. Frank took it gratefully, and
allowed the boy to lead him home.










“A” Story: an Animated Adventure, by
Nicholas Rasche


OPENING CREDITS

We see a BOY lying on the side
of a grassy hill. He opens his eyes, rubs them and looks around
him. He looks confused and scared.

VOICEOVER: An accident it must have
been

Or something of that kind

That landed in a far-off land

The boy who lost his mind.

He didn’t know just where he
was

BOY: Where am I?

VOICEOVER:—he wondered

Into what strange and distant
land

Had he so strangely blundered?

A man appears, walking down the
road. He is an albino, and carries a parasol to protect him from
the sun. Behind him he drags a cart filled with various pieces of
merchandise. As he sees the BOY, he slows down.

VOICEOVER: And then, a face came
into view

A pale white lanky stranger

The boy could only pray that he

brought help instead of danger.

The man walks up to the BOY and
lowers his parasol. There is a moment of tension. Then he
smiles.

VOICEOVER: The stranger smiled—the
boy smiled back

BOY’S VOICEOVER: That’s a
relief.

VOICEOVER:—he thought

The boy and the man shake
hands.

VOICEOVER: And so emboldened he set
out

to find the truth he sought.

BOY: Where am I?

ABERCROMBIE: Don’t you know?

BOY: No. I don’t know where I am or how
I got here.

ABER: That’s strange.

BOY: I know. (sadly) I don’t
even know who I am! (sniffles)

ABER: Don’t worry.

BOY: Do you know who I am?

ABER: No. But I’m sure that we can find
out easily enough.

BOY: Well, do you know where I am?

ABER: Of course. You’re in
Anachronism.

BOY: I never heard of that place.

ABER: How do you know?

BOY: Yes, well. I suppose that’s a
point.

ABER: I’m Abercrombie.

BOY: Hello. I’m afraid I can’t introduce
myself.

ABER: That’s all right. Why don’t I call
you Albert? Just until you remember.

BOY: Yes, that’s OK I guess. But what if
I don’t remember?

ABER (shrugs): Albert’s a good
name. (The BOY sniffles again. Hastily) But don’t worry
about that. There’s a town nearby with all kinds of clever people.
I’m sure that they’ll be able to help you.

BOY: Where is it?

ABER: It’s just around this hill. I was
headed there myself (indicates the cart). I’m a freelance
vendor of assorted items, and it’s market day in Analogy. Of course
(hitching himself to his cart), it always is. Come on,
Albert.

BOY: Thank you.

ABER: Don’t worry about it. I could use
the company.

ABERCROMBIE raises his parasol
and they walk off.

VOICEOVER: As they walked they
talked and so

The journey went by quickly

And before long they stood
before

The gate into the city.

We see the imposing city
looming up before them. A queue of people stand at the gate, which
is guarded.

BOY: Is this the place,
Abercrombie?

ABER (nods, points): Look.

He points. Over the gate of the
city is an enormous sign. It reads: Welcome to ANALOGY!

In smaller print: “A place beyond
compare”.

BOY: Oh.

ABER: We’ll go to the Academy. Someone
there is bound to be able to help you, Albert.

They join the queue.

VOICEOVER: They stood in line until
they came

Up to the mighty portal.

Such massive gates, it seemed could
not

Be made by any mortal.

They reach the head of the
queue. The massive gates cast an imposing shadow. A GUARD, an
enormous man clad in heavy armour with a helmet of menacing design,
approaches. There is a feeling of tension. The BOY looks
worried.

GUARD: State your name and business
in the city, please.

ABER: Aaron. It’s me.

GUARD: Oh, hi, Abe.

The GUARD raises the visor of
his helmet, revealing a plump, genial-looking man, pink-faced and
slightly sweaty.

GUARD: How’s things?

ABER: Oh, you know. Much the same.

GUARD: Can’t complain, eh?

ABER: You said it. You?

GUARD: All right. My foot keeps falling
asleep.

BOY: That armour looks very heavy.

GUARD (looks around warily, then
leans down to the BOY): Give it a knock. (The BOY
looks confused) Go on.

The BOY raps on the armour. It
give a hollow “clunk”.

GUARD: Aluminium. Hardly weighs a
thing. (Winks) Keep it to yourself, OK, kid?

BOY: Yes, sir.

GUARD: Who are you, by the way? I’m
supposed to ask.

ABERCROMBIE: Bit of a mystery, Aaron.
Found him over on the hill. Doesn’t remember anything.

GUARD: I see.

ABER: Thought I’d take him over to the
Academy. Give the Alchemists a look at him.

GUARD (laughs): Why not? I
guess they can’t make anything worse. (The BOY looks
nervous at this. The GUARD reassures him) Don’t worry, kid.
They’re all very wise men. Just a little eccentric.

ABER: All right. See you later,
Aaron?

GUARD: Sure.

The GUARD raps on the huge
gates, which swing open. The BOY and ABERCROMBIE walk into the
city.

VOICEOVER: Analogy!

A City of dreams!

Where nothing is ever quite

The way that it seems!

The BOY and ABERCROMBIE walk
through the streets of the city. The BOY stares around him,
ABERCROMBIE is indifferent. All around them we see doors being used
as windows, shoes being sold as hats, people walking casually on
second and third story ledges connected by ladders, people pulling
carts in which horses sit, et cetera.

VOICEOVER: They do not use things in
a way

That suits everyone’s taste.

But everything is put to use

And nothing goes to waste.

And when an article is found

They don’t know how to use

They take it to the wise men

And they come away confused.

The BOY and ABERCROMBIE come up
to an imposing building. A brass plaque proclaims it to be “The
Academy for the Analysis of Ambiguous Articles”.

Very small print underneath this
reads “Advice taken at own risk”.

ABER: Here we are.

BOY: Um. Yes.

There is a loud explosion. One
of the windows facing onto the street blows out. A charred old man
is revealed as the smoke clears. He holds a pair of tweezers, which
in turn grip the smoking remains of an ambiguous article. The
window next to his opens and another white-bearded old man looks
out.

OLD MAN 2: Any progress,
Alfred?

OLD MAN 1 (coughs): Yes. I’m
pretty sure it’s not supposed to be used as a substitute for
firewood.

OLD MAN 2: Keep up the good work.
(Closes window)

The BOY looks at
ABERCROMBIE.

ABER: Don’t worry. They don’t do
that kind of thing to people. There are laws about it—

BOY: Oh.

ABER:—Now.

BOY: What?

ABER: Let’s go in.

(They enter)

As the voiceover speaks, we see
a montage of experiments being performed on the BOY. He is prodded,
dipped in liquids, turned upside down, sat in a chair with a box
over his head, made to yell into a tube, etc.

VOICEOVER: Night and day and day and
night

The wise men did their tests.

But try as those wise men did try

(And they did try their best)

Nothing seemed to work, they
just

Left Albert tired and bruised

And finally, the wise men
stopped

And pronounced themselves
confused.

We see the BOY sitting on a
bench surrounded by white-bearded ALCHEMISTS.

ALCH. 1: I’m confused.

ALCH. 2: Me too.

BOY: So. What now?

The street outside the Academy.
The BOY is thrust out, clutching a lollipop. The door slams behind
him. The BOY is alone, and confused. His lip starts to wobble. A
hand falls on his shoulder. He turn around. It is
ABERCROMBIE.

ABER: Hey. How did it go? (The
BOY shrugs) Not good, eh?

BOY: They gave me this. (holds up
lollipop)

ABER: Well. At least you’re that far
ahead on the deal.

BOY: And now what am I supposed to
do?

ABER: Come on. Cheer up. I might have an
idea.

BOY: Really? What?

ABER: Let’s get something to drink.

The interior of a cafe. The
tables and chairs are cobbled together out of various small
articles. The BOY and ABERCROMBIE are sitting. A waiter comes by,
walking unsteadily on what prove to be armadillo-shell shoes. He
sets down drinks.

WAITER: One apple-juice. One advocaat.
Right?

ABER: Other way round, please.

WAITER: Oh. Right. (He totters on
his shoes as he attempts to switch the drinks before falling flat
on his face. ABERCROMBIE and the BOY swap their drinks
themselves)

ABER: All right. I kind of thought the
Academy might be a bust, so after I disposed of my inventory, I
asked around town. Apparently, there’s this—woman.

BOY: A woman?

ABER: A wise woman. Good with herbs.
Sort of an unofficial apothecary. They say she’s very good.

BOY: You think she’ll be able to
help?

ABER: Sure.

BOY: Well, let’s go and see her!

ABER: It’s not that easy, I’m afraid.
You see, she doesn’t live in the city.

BOY: No?

ABER: No. She lives way out in the
woods, in the forest of Arden. Many miles from here. It’s very
dangerous.

BOY: Oh. And I suppose you have all
sorts of things you should be doing…

ABER: Tell you what. Give me that
lollipop. (the BOY does) All right. You’ve hired me for
the journey.

BOY: Thanks.

ABER: I’m afraid we’re going to need
more help, though. There are all kinds of creatures in the forest.
We’ll need to hire someone to guide and protect us.

BOY: Can we find someone like that
here?

ABER: Oh, you can find almost anything
here. If you know where to look.

(The waiter staggers to his
feet)

WAITER: Will there be anything else?

ABER: Just the bill. (The waiter
looks across the room, then drops down to all fours and crawls
off)

BOY: Who is this woman we’re going to
see then? Does she have a name?

ABER: They call her—Anne Teake.

As the voiceover speaks, we see
the BOY and ABERCROMBIE climbing ladders, delving into tunnels,
knocking on doors and windows.

VOICEOVER: And so, undaunted,
Abercrombie

And the boy did seek

To find a guide to lead them to

That woman, old Anne Teake.

They knocked on windows and on
doors

They searched the city wide

High and low and round they
searched

To find themselves a guide.

They looked until the sun went
down

And then they looked some more

When morning came, their quest had
led

Them to a certain door.

ABERCROMBIE and the BOY stand
before a battered green door at the top of a rickety flight of
stairs.

BOY: You’re sure this is the
place?

ABER: According to what they say, this
guy is the best.

BOY: The best?

ABER: Well. Best-ish. But for what we
can afford, he’s supposed to be very good. Would you do the
honours?

(The BOY knocks. There is a pause.
He knocks again. They wait. Finally from behind the door they hear
coughing and a weak voice calls out)

WEAK VOICE: Just a minute.

(We hear shuffling footsteps, and
the sound of a great many locks being undone. Finally the door
swings open to reveal APPELL A’DHAY, guide and bodyguard. He is of
medium height, thin and wrapped in a ragged bathrobe. His eyes are
watery and his nose drips. He coughs and holds a handkerchief to
his lips)

APPELL: Yes?

(The BOY looks at ABERCROMBIE, who
steps forward)

ABER: Hi. My name’s Abercrombie, this is
Albert. We need to see Anne Teake in the Forest of Arden and we’re
looking for someone to lead the way. A guide and—protector. (On
the word “protector”, APPELL gives way to a prolonged fit of
coughing, wheezing and spluttering that takes a good two minutes to
subside)

APPELL: I’m your man.

ABER (unconvinced): Great.

BOY: Abercrombie, can I have a word?

ABER: Excuse us a moment. (Coughing
and bent over, APPELL waves his permission. The BOY and ABERCROMBIE
retreat to the landing)

BOY: This is our protector? He can
barely stand up.

ABER: Appearances can be deceptive,
Alfred.

BOY: Albert.

ABER: Albert. Look, we’ve got no choice.
At least he knows the way. (They turn to look at APPELL.
Through the open door, they can see him fumbling through a stack of
mouldy papers. He pulls out a large map and unfolds it. On the back
of the map is printed “FOREST OF ARDEN”. He is holding the map
upside down. The BOY looks at ABERCROMBIE and raises his
eyebrows)

ABER: Are you all right in there?

APPELL: Fine! (Coughs)

ABER: Anyway. I’m sure we’ll be fine.
It’s a nice walk.

BOY: You said it was a long journey
through dark woods filled with dangerous creatures.

ABER: You remember that, hey?

BOY: Look. I’m willing to take the
chance. I need to know who I am. But you don’t have to. It’s too
dangerous.

ABER: I’m not going to let you go
without me.

BOY: But I’ll have protection. (They
look again at APPELL who is struggling to get into his clothes,
rolling on the floor pulling at a pair of pants)

ABER: I’m going with you and that’s
final. I didn’t have to accept that lollipop, but I did, and I
consider myself bound. As a man of honour. Now, let’s not have
another word on the subject.

BOY: All right.

ABER: Are you ready to go?

BOY: Ready as I’ll ever be.

ABER: All right.

(With a crash, APPELL falls at their
feet. They help him up. He has managed to get dressed and strap on
an enormous backpack, off which dangle various tools, pots, pans, a
compass, and a sword)

APPELL: All right. Let’s do it.

We see the party leave the
gates of Analogy.

VOICEOVER: And so the three set off
that day

A quest had they to seek

Among the trees of Arden Wood

The wise and old Anne Teake.

The sun was gold, the sky was
blue

Green was the sylvan dell

And to the walls the people came

To wish the travellers well.

We see on the city walls a
crowd has gathered. They are pointing at the three travellers and
laughing hysterically. One falls off from laughing so hard. The
travellers can hear them clearly.

ABER: Just ignore them.

VOICEOVER: And so they left the city
walls

Upon their mighty quest

They climb to the top of a
hill. The land lies spread out before them, woods, fields, rivers
and mountains. They stop and look. APPELL consults his
map.

VOICEOVER: And on a rise their guide
did stand

And say—

APPELL: Our path lies west.

ABER: East.

APPELL: Sorry. East.

(He squints at his map)
East.

Later. The travellers trudge
down a long road, surrounded by fields.

ABER: Are you sure you know what
you’re doing?

APPELL: OF course. I’ve guided people to
the—(pause)

ABER (wearily):—Forest of
Arden—

APPELL: Right. Hundreds of times. Ask
anyone.

(They look around. Empty fields
stretch away on either side. They look down the road. No-one is in
sight. They look the other way up the road. No-one is in
sight)

ABER: Who are we going to ask?

BOY: How about that guy?

(ABERCROMBIE and APPELL turn to find
a RUSTIC standing directly behind them. They jump. ABERCROMBIE
sidles over to the BOY)

ABER: How long has he been standing
there? (the BOY shrugs. ABERCROMBIE clears his throat and
addresses the RUSTIC) Good morning!

RUSTIC: Oo arh.

ABER: Could you tell us how far we are
from the Forest of Arden?

RUSTIC: Oo, you don’t want to be goin’
anywhere nears that Forest of Arden, says I. By goom, ye don’t.
’Orrible things live there. Aye, it’s a right ’orrid place, is that
Forest of Arden. Oo arh.

ABER: Terrific. We find the only other
person within fifty miles and it turns out to be the village
idiot.

RUSTIC (offended, in a very cultured
voice): Well, I’m sorry. Most people happen to enjoy a little
local colour. It helps remind them they’re on holiday.

(APPELL has wandered off to the side
of the road where he is consulting his map, a compass and
occasionally licking a finger and sticking it up in the
air)

ABER: Look. I’m sorry—

RUSTIC: No, no. That’s fine. So sorry to
have taken up your valuable time. (Turns to leave)

ABER: Please. We need your help.

RUSTIC: Oh, I’m sure that’s not true.
You’ve got a guide. (They turn to look at APPELL, who has put
the map down on the ground and is standing on it, trying to orient
himself. He bends over to look closely at it, then stands and takes
a step, then bends over again)

APPELL (Muttering): Let’s see.
If an inch represents forty miles, then each step represents—forty
hundred miles—and if there are three of us, that means we can go
one hundred twenty thousand miles a day. No. (starts counting
on his fingers)

RUSTIC: Nice to have met you.

BOY (steps in front of the
RUSTIC): Look. My friend is very sorry if he upset you, but
we’ve been travelling for days and we’re very tired. Can’t you
please tell us how far we are from the Forest of Arden?

RUSTIC (relenting): Oh, all
right.

BOY: Thank you.

RUSTIC: You want it without the
colour?

BOY: Please.

RUSTIC: Well, leaving out all that stuff
about the crow flying and the lie of the land
hereabouts—(wistfully)—I do it very well, you know.

BOY: I’m sure you do, and I’d love to
hear it, but it’s just, we’re in a bit of a hurry is all. You see,
I’ve lost my mind.

RUSTIC: Really?

BOY: Yes.

ABER: It’s true.

RUSTIC: Shame. Still, it explains why
you hired the gimp.

APPELL: Hey. (They turn to look at
him) You wouldn’t happen to know the way to the
Forest of Arden, would you?

RUSTIC (sighs): Straight ahead
on this road twenty miles, when it forks, go left another ten. You
can’t miss it. It’s a really big forest. Lots of trees.

APPELL: Thanks. Said I’d get you
there!

ABER: Why don’t you get your map?
(The map has blown away as they’ve been talking)

APPELL: Damn. (Chases it)

BOY: Thank you for your help.

RUSTIC: You’re welcome—but listen, I
wasn’t kidding with that terrible danger stuff. It’s a wild place.
Rumour has it the Argus has been seen lurking around there
lately.

ABER: Guess we’ll have to trust to our
bodyguard. (APPELL falls into a ditch. ABERCROMBIE
winces)

BOY: What’s an Argus?

RUSTIC: The Abstracted Argus is the most
feared beast around these parts.

BOY: Is it?

RUSTIC: Oh aye. (coughs)
Sorry.

ABER: What does it look like?

RUSTIC: Well it’s—it sort of—you know,
it kind of looks like—though really, it’s hard to—now when I come
to tell someone—(fades off). Very difficult to
describe.

ABER: I see.

RUSTIC: You’ll know it if you see it. I
hope you’re lucky enough not to.

ABER: Thanks.

RUSTIC: No problem. (Sits on a
fence-post) Best of luck with the mind, kid.

BOY: Thanks, sir.

RUSTIC: Call me Adelaide.

BOY: Adelaide.

ABER: Don’t you have anywhere to be,
Adelaide?

RUSTIC: Yes. Here. (pulls out
watch) There’s another party of strangers expected in an hour
or so.

ABER: Do a lot of this sort of thing, do
you?

RUSTIC: It’s a hobby. (APPELL
returns, muddy, but with map in hand)

APPELL: Are we ready?

ABER: Lead on. (APPELL sets
off) Appell?

APPELL: Yes?

ABER: Other way.

APPELL: Right. (Turns, sets
off)

ABER: See you later, Adelaide.

RUSTIC: Sure. (Practising to
himself, as they set off) Oo, aye. Oo, arh. Oo, aye.

VOICEOVER: The miles passed by, and
soon the trees

Grew thicker than a garden

And as night fell, they pitched
their camp

Outside of the Forest of Arden.

We see the travellers gathered
around a campfire. Before them, the huge dark shadows of the
forest.

VOICEOVER: Moans and whispers in the
night

The forest seemed to sigh

And round the fire, each traveller
feared

Tho’ not a one knew why.

Hours passed, the darkness grew

Until at last all round

A silence thick as treacle fell

And no one made a sound.

The travellers are sleeping
when a piercingly loud sneeze is heard. ABERCROMBIE and the BOY sit
up, and see APPELL writhing as he emits a series of sneezes and
honks, each louder than the last. Finally, the noise comes to an
end.

ABER: I’m glad we’re united on
keeping a low profile in this wood.

APPELL: Sorry. Do you think anyone heard
that?

ABER: You probably woke your neighbours
back in the city.

APPELL: It’s the pollen.
(Sneezes)

ABER: Great. An albino, an amnesia
victim and an allergic asthmatic. If we do encounter a terrifying
monster, I won’t know where to look. (A loud howl that trails
off into a low snarl is heard. Pause) That wasn’t you, was it?
(APPELL shakes his head. The snarling is heard again, along
with the sound of heavy footsteps. The BOY and ABERCROMBIE cling to
each other)

BOY: I’m scared.

ABER: It could just be a rabbit.
Everything sounds louder in the night-time, you know. (The
crunch of the footsteps comes closer, the snarling alternates with
the sound of heavy breathing) Or not.

BOY: Yes. Definitely scared.

ABER: I’m with you, kid. Look. Just stay
here, all right? Keep low. (Stands) I’ll try and draw it
off.

BOY: No. It’s too dangerous.

ABER: Well, we’ve got to do
something.

APPELL: Excuse me, gentlemen.
(Rises, drawing his sword) But I believe this is my scene.
(Disappears into the night)

ABER: What do you know? The little guy
has guts.

(They hear the snarl, then a
deafening roar, followed by the voice of APPELL A’DHAY)

APPELL: Have at thee, swine! (sounds
of a fight)

BOY: I hope he’s all right.

ABER: Relax. The man is a trained
professional. (BOY looks at him, incredulous) What? He’s
got to be good at something.

BOY: I think they’re getting closer.

ABER: Let me see. (Climbs to the top
of a nearby rock) I don’t—wait—yes! I see them. I see
Appell—and—what is that thing?

BOY: What?

ABER: I don’t know—somehow—it’s very
hard to describe—

BOY: It’s the Abstracted Argus!

ABER: My stars! What a sight.

BOY: Let me take a look. (Climbs up
next to him) Hum. You’re right. It is very difficult to
describe. Sort of—(pause)—difficult to describe.

ABER: Look at Appell go. He’s hardly
sneezing at all.

BOY: I think he’s winning. He’s got it
down on its—whatever it has.

ABER: He’s really got its back against
the wall—is that its back?

BOY: I thought that was its back—which
way are you looking at it?

ABER: He’s got it! He’s got it!

BOY: Go Appell!

ABER: All right. Who would have thought
he had it in him?

BOY: Where’s he going?

ABER: I think he thinks the camp is over
there. (Calls out) Appell! Over here!

BOY: Hello!

(Pause. APPELL stumbles back into
the dying light of the campfire, sheathing his sword)

APPELL: Well. That was bracing.

BOY: You were great.

APPELL: Oh, no. Really. Just a
knack.

ABER: I have to hand it to you, Appell.
Until now, I’ve thought you were no use whatsoever, but you can
really fight a ferocious monster.

APPELL: Thanks.

BOY: Why didn’t you tell us you could do
that?

APPELL: One hates to boast, you know—and
it is a bit nasty, really, killing things.

ABER: Is that why you didn’t take a
trophy?

APPELL: That, and I couldn’t figure out
which piece to cut off. Strange beast, that Abstracted Argus.

BOY: You’ve never fought one before?

APPELL: Never. The Archaean
Archaeopteryx, the Avaracious Axe-Beast of Arbitrage, a couple of
Abbreviated Allosaurs and of course I cut my teeth on hunting the
Autumnal Alligator but this is my first Argus. (Stretches,
winces) Ow. I’ll be feeling that for weeks. Oh, well. Off to
bed everybody. Big day tomorrow. (Curls up and goes to sleep,
emitting one tiny sneeze before he starts snoring. ABERCROMBIE and
the BOY stare at each other. ABERCROMBIE shrugs, and they go to
sleep)

VOICEOVER: Morning came, as morning
does,

The travellers awoke.

On toasted bread and Argus-piece

Their morning fast they broke.

Then set they off into the wood

With fear no longer weak

Their mighty guide would guard
their path

To wise weird old Anne Teake.

A sneeze breaks the morning
air. The travellers follow a winding path through the lowering
trees. The forest of Arden is dark and forbidding. ABERCROMBIE
peers at the map, while APPELL and the BOY stroll behind. APPELL
has his sword out and is demonstrating strokes for the
BOY.

APPELL: Parry, thrust, parry,
thrust, swing. You see? There’s nothing to it.

BOY: Let me try.

APPELL: Be careful. (the BOY takes
the sword, which immediately drops to the ground)

BOY: Oof.

APPELL: Hum. We might have to start you
on the beginner’s sword. (Takes his weapon back)

ABER: Shh. Look. There it is!

(The travellers look. Ahead of them
is the cottage of ANNE TEAKE. It sits in a small clearing, in the
shadows. It is ancient, a little dilapidated. A curtain waves in
the open window. An owl sleeps on the roof. A black cat sits on the
doorstep, a toad next to it. The cat glares at them)

BOY (whispers): So. This Anne
Teake—she’s a witch, then?

ABER (whispers): No. I told
you, she’s good with herbs. Definitely not a witch. See?

(He points to a sign on the lawn
which reads:

ANNE TEAKE

Apothecary

“Definitely not a
witch!”—Witch? Magazine.

The BOY takes this in)

BOY: Hmm. Less than reassuring.

APPELL (Whispers): There’s
nothing to worry about.

BOY: Then why are we all whispering?
(Aloud) Hello? (The word echoes strangely around the
glade. Pause. The front door creaks mysteriously open)

ABER: I guess we’re invited in.

BOY: I guess. (pause)

ABER: Right then, let’s go.

All three of them move in step
as a huddle to the open door. As they try to go in, they jam in the
doorframe, then they fall in. The door slams shut behind them and a
high cackle resounds around the glade

Inside ANNE TEAKE’s cottage.
Nicely fitted out. A kettle and four cups of tea sit on the table.
ABERCROMBIE, APPELL and the BOY lie sprawled on the floor. A
helpful hand comes down and helps pick the BOY up. It belongs to
ANNE TEAKE, a friendly looking woman of late middle age

ANNE: Let me help you. I am sorry
to laugh, but you all looked so funny, all jumbled up on the floor
like that. (APPELL and ABERCROMBIE pick themselves up)
Now. Tea?

APPELL, ABERCROMBIE: Yes, please.

We see them taking tea with
ANNE as the voiceover speaks

VOICEOVER: The tale was told to old
Anne Teake

As they had tea and toast

The tea was hot, the toast was crisp

(Abercrombie ate the most)

Anne Teake listened to the tale

She’d not heard it before

And when the boy said:

BOY: Can you help?

VOICEOVER: Anne Teake answered:

ANNE: Sure.

ABER: You can?

ANNE: I think so. It sounds like simple
amnesia. I’m not sure what caused it—probably Albert can tell us
that, and his real name, what’s more—when he’s better. And as for
that, there’s a potion that should do the trick. I think I have
most of the ingredients here.

APPELL (coughs): You mean,
herbs and things, right?

ANNE: Of course.

APPELL: Good. (sneezes)

ANNE: I can probably do something about
that cold too, dear.

APPELL: Really? That’d be great.

ABER: Ahem. First things first.

ANNE: Of course. Let me get my measuring
spoon and cauldron.

She bustles around the cottage,
gathering equipment and herbs for the potion.

VOICEOVER: Into the pot old Anne
Teake put

Anthracite and aster

Apple blossom, apricot

And powdered alabaster.

Arrowroot and acorn stalks

Were added to the brew

She drained it through alpaca wool

And let it sit and stew.

ANNE (croons over the
brew): Back and fro and back and fro

Let the knowless drinker know

Restore recollection’s power (She
fills a glass and hands it to the BOY)

Sorry. It’s a little sour.

BOY: Um—thanks. (He examines the
brew. It is opalescent, pale pinkish and bubbles slightly. He looks
up at ABERCROMBIE, who shrugs) Well—bottom’s up, I
suppose.

ABER: Good luck, Albert. See you when
you’re someone else.

BOY: Thanks. Thanks, Appell.

(We see that APPELL has his head
bent over a dish into which ANNE is pouring steaming hot liquid. He
has a towel over his head, but can be heard to give incoherent
encouragement).

BOY: All right. (Deep breath. He
drinks, gagging slightly)

VOICEOVER: He drank the brew, he
drank it deep,

He swallowed every dram

Then put it down and as he said—

BOY: It’s not working—

VOICEOVER:—Wham.

As the voiceover continues, the
BOY shuts his eyes. We see a dream-like vision of him floating in a
coloured void, images and words swirling around. They eventually
gather up into a sparkling tornado centred over the BOY’s head, and
slowly sink into his skull.

VOICEOVER: His head spun left and
right as if

Reality was reeling

And he was floating all alone

It was a spooky feeling.

At length the spinning stopped and
he

Felt like a gentle rain

Of knowledge poured onto his
head

And seeped into his brain

He wondered if what he had seen

Was actually real

Had he dreamed it? Then a voice

Asked—

ABER: How do you feel?

The BOY opens his eyes. He is
still in the cottage. ABERCROMBIE, ANNE TEAKE and APPELL look
anxiously at him.

ABER: He looks a little pale to
me—and that’s frightening.

APPELL: Can he hear us? Hello?

ABER: How are you—Albert?

BOY: Simon.

APPELL, ABER, ANNE: What?

BOY: My name—is Simon.

(Pause)

ABER: Oh.

APPELL: Hmm.

ANNE: Yes—

ABER: Unusual.

APPELL: Distinct.

ANNE: Distinguished.

ABER: I like it.

APPELL: So do I.

ANNE: Ssss—

ABER: Sss—

APPELL: Ssss—

BOY: Simon.

ABER: Simon.

ANNE: Simon.

APPELL: Asimon.

BOY: Simon.

APPELL: As—As—Simon. (Frowns)
Simon.

BOY: Yes. (Pause)

ABER: So the potion worked then?

BOY (perhaps we’d better start
calling him SIMON): Yes.

ABER: Amazing. (ANNE glares at
him) The effects—of the potion, your potion—amazing.
Impressive. Go you.

ANNE: Mm. Yes. (to SIMON) How
do you feel?

SIMON: A little faint.

ANNE: Have some tea.

SIMON: Thanks.

ABER: I’d like some tea.

APPELL: Me too.

ANNE: Yes. Let’s all have tea.

(They sit, drinking their
tea)

SIMON: You’re not sneezing, Appell.

APPELL (Proudly): Anne cured
me.

SIMON: Congratulations.

APPELL: I feel like a new man.

SIMON: I am.

APPELL: Well. Yes…

ABER: What else do you
remember—Simon?

SIMON (shrugs): Everything.
Could I have a little more tea? (ANNE pours) Thank you.
(draws a deep breath)

As SIMON describes the events
that occurred, we see them taking place.

SIMON: My name is Simon Statler

And I’ll be ten next year

I come from 20 Lacey Street—

That’s nowhere around here.

How I got here—it’s a story

Now to my memory clear

But don’t ask me just what it means

’Cause I have no idea.

My family—that’s my parents, me

And my sister, Sophia,

Were visiting my uncle’s house—

A place both grim and drear.

It stands a long way out of
town

The drive takes, like, an hour

And when I say “house”, in point of
fact,

It’s actually a tower.

And when we visit Uncle Joe

He greets us with a glower

My parents try and smile at him

While Sophie and I cower

He looks like children are a
thing

That he’d like to devour

A creepy man, without a doubt,

Of strange and subtle power.

Whenever we come for a visit

He tells us with a glare

To never step beyond the door

That’s clearly marked “BEWARE!”

If Mum or Dad forbid a place

In half an hour I’m there,

But I’d never defy Uncle Joe—

Unless it was a dare.

So when the words “I bet you
won’t!”

My sister did declare

I shrugged my shoulders as I said

“I will, ’cause I don’t care!”

I climbed the stairs while Sophie
watched

To check that no-one saw

And soon I stood in front of that

Forbidden black oak door.

I placed my hand upon the wood

I never had before

And nerved my soul to give a push

On the heavy black oak door

It creaked open—Sophie
whispered

“That’s enough—no more!”

But I had to know what lay behind

That looming black oak door.

I heard my sister run away

As I stepped into the gloom

Beyond the door, into my uncle’s

Forbidden secret room.

The door slammed shut behind me

With a vast and hollow boom

And in the black I gulped and hoped

I would not meet my doom.

For it was dark and cold in
there,

As silent as a tomb

And looming things, I felt, hid
there

As sure as things do loom.

I reached out and felt a switch

I flicked it—there was light

And in a flash it seemed like things

Were going to be all right.

It was just a room, that’s all,

Nothing to cause fright.

A room filled with book-lined
shelves

Was all that met my sight.

So many books! From floor to
roof

Each shelf was packed so tight

With books as thick as biggish
bricks

In jackets black as night.

I wandered through the shelves
agog

(Is “agog” the word?)

I took a book out of a shelf,

Another, then a third.

You see, it’s true, although my
friends

Always found it absurd

But I was interested in books

(My friends called me a nerd)

Books held secrets, old and
new,

(At least that’s what I’d heard)

And secrets something deep within

My soul a longing stirred.

The first book,
Necronomicon

Was a new name to me,

The next, The Key of
Solomon

An equal mystery.

The third, familiar to all

Who know their ABC

The first volume of the
Oxford

English Dictionary.

I placed them on a desk nearby

And opened them, all three,

Strange chants, weird charts and words
that start

With “A”—all I could see.

Suddenly, I heard a sound

At once, I grew quite wary

A footstep sounded on the stairs!

Now that was really scary.

I knew that if I was caught
there

It was sure to get quite hairy

And yet once more I turned my mind

To matters literary.

You see, I thought the secret
books

Might act as my good fairy

The Necronomicon, The Key

and that old dictionary.

The door creaked open, a voice
cried out

(It sounded like a crowd)

“Step away from those books now!”

But I would not be cowed.

I read on, and as I read,

I read the words out loud

From all three books, I didn’t care

That it was not allowed.

As I read on, I didn’t know

Around me like a cloud

My words were swirling, round and
round

And tighter, like, a shroud

They spun around me until a
flash

Of print was all I saw

And then I woke up on a hill—

And then I knew no more.

At this point in the story, we
see SIMON lying on a hill. He sits up, rubs his eyes. He looks
frightened. Then we see ABERCROMBIE approach with his
parasol.

ABER: I think this is where I came
in.

We return to ANNE TEAKE’s
cottage. ANNE, ABERCROMBIE, APPELL and SIMON sit around the table,
finishing their tea.

ABER: That’s quite a story.

SIMON: That’s the way it happened.

ANNE: You were very foolish, young
Simon.

SIMON: I didn’t know what was going to
happen.

ANNE: General rule—books behind a door
marked “BEWARE” in a distant tower owned by a creepy recluse should
not be read aloud.

SIMON: I know that now.

APPELL: I don’t get it—where is—where is
it you said you were from?

SIMON: 20 Lacey Street.
(Silence) It’s just off Watermelon Grove.

APPELL: Is that in Astrolabe?

ABER: I don’t think so.

APPELL: How about Allfours?

ANNE: It’s nowhere you know, dear. Simon
here isn’t from our world at all. He got here by accident.

SIMON: And I need to get back. Can you
help me? My parents are going to be really mad if I miss any more
days of school.

ANNE: It’s not that easy, Simon.

SIMON: But it can be done, right? I
mean, you got my memory back. You can do anything, right?

ANNE: Not exactly. Your memory—that was
just a matter of healing the trauma caused by the interdimensional
transmigration of your body. Anyone could do that.

ABER: Uh-huh.

ANNE: But creating a rift between the
worlds—and it has to be a hole to the right world, or who knows
where you’ll show up?—that’s tricky.

SIMON: Can you do it?

ANNE: No. (Pause) But I think I
know who can.

SIMON: Really? That’s great. Who?

ANNE: A great necromancer and sorcerer.
He lives a long way from here.

ABER: Hey, we’ve come this far.

ANNE: There is a minor catch.

ABER: What?

ANNE: He’s dead.

ABER: I see. And a major catch would
be?

ANNE: It’s all right. He doesn’t let it
slow him down. I’m just letting you know, you might find him a
little disturbing at first.

ABER: What, a dead sorcerer who still
manages to fit in a full day’s routine? Disturbing?

SIMON: If he can send me home, I’ll
deal.

ANNE: I can give you directions. You’ll
have to go on through the forest to the coast, past the twin
cities, Acronym and Antonym. He lives in a tower.

SIMON: A tower? Like Uncle Joe?

ANNE: All sorcerers live in towers,
Simon. It’s one of their union by-laws.

ABER: What’s his name?

ANNE: Abra-Cadaver. (Pause)

ABER: Right. I guess we should start as
soon as possible.

ANNE: I’ll draw you a map.

APPELL: Wait. I’m confused. (They
look at him) There are other worlds now?

(They go back to their preparations,
ignoring him) When did this happen?

VOICEOVER: Simon’s memory was
back,

But the quest remained unfinished

To return him to his native world

Fit, whole and undiminished.

The travellers had work to do

And miles to traverse

From now on things would turn out
better

Unless they turned out worse.

We see the travellers outside
the cottage of ANNE TEAKE, who comes out to bid them
farewell.

ANNE TEAKE: All right, now be sure
to follow the directions that I’ve drawn up for you.

APPELL, ABER, SIMON: Yes, Anne
Teake.

ANNE: And Appell, you remember to take
those pills I gave you, and drink that herbal tea.

APPELL: Yes, Anne Teake.

ANNE: Abercrombie, you look after young
Simon. And be sure to stay out of the sun.

ABER: Yes, Anne Teake.

ANNE: Simon.

SIMON: Yes, Anne Teake?

ANNE: You mind your manners when you get
to Abra’s tower. And for pity’s sake, please, please—

SIMON:—Don’t read anything. You told
me.

ANNE: All right. You just behave
yourself and everything will turn out just fine, believe me. We’ll
have you back home again before you know it.

SIMON: Yes, Anne Teake. I hope my
sister’s stayed out of my room.

ANNE: We’re just dealing with magic
here—we can’t hope for miracles. Well, I guess that’s about it.
It’s a shame you have to run away so soon. I was hoping to show you
my animal reserve.

ABER: Animal reserve?

ANNE: Yes. It’s the best in the whole
Forest. You know, I’m the only person in the whole country who’s
succeeded in breeding the Abstracted Argus in captivity? I’d love
to show you, just quickly perhaps—

ABER: Sorry, but we—

SIMON: Really have to be—

ABER: Going, it’s—

SIMON: Getting late and all so—

ABER: We really should be—

SIMON: Going.

ABER: Now.

APPELL: What are you two on about?
There’s still plenty of—(ABERCROMBIE whispers desperately in
his ear) Oh. You mean that thing I kil—(ABERCROMBIE claps
a hand over his mouth)

ABER: Must be off.

SIMON: Thanks for all your help.

ABER: Goodbye!

They leave. ANNE stands on the
threshold of her cottage looking confused.

VOICEOVER: They travelled through
the forest’s heart

And out the other side

Carefully avoiding any

Beasts that they espied

They left the woods behind them

Without any further pains

And stood transfixed before the
mighty

Arbitrary Plains.

We see them staring across a
great flat grassland that stretches to the horizon.

ABER: There they are. The Arbitrary
Plains.

APPELL: Very impressive. How were they
created?

ABER: No-one knows. They’re just
there.

SIMON: What are Anne’s directions?

(ABERCROMBIE consults the
map)

ABER: We just keep going straight ahead.
After a few days, we reach the coast and travel north past the twin
cities to Abra-Cadaver’s tower.

SIMON: Anything else?

ABER: No. That’s it.

SIMON (peering over his shoulder,
pointing): What does that say?

ABER: Oh, that’s just a marginal note.
No interest.

SIMON: It says “Beware of Bandits”.

ABER: I’m sure it’s just her little
joke.

SIMON: “P.S. This is not a joke.”

ABER: Damn, she’s canny. Well, yes, some
armed bandit activity has been reported in the area over the
last—twenty-five years or so, but hey, we’ve got the best bodyguard
in the business for protection.

APPELL: Do we? Who?

ABER: You, numbskull.

APPELL: Oh. Yes. Well—

ABER: What is it?

APPELL: It’s nothing really, but—you
know the pills and potions Anne Teake gave me? For the hay fever
and what not?

ABER:—Yes—

APPELL: It wasn’t so much as a gift as
it was a trade. She’s a businesswoman you know.

ABER: What did you trade?

APPELL: Nothing much. A few minor
accoutrements. Just—my sword.

ABER: Your sword.

APPELL: Yes. And my compass.

ABER: I see.

APPELL: But seriously, it’s worth
it—listen to how clearly I can breathe! (Inhales and exhales
deeply)

ABER: Enjoy it while you still can.

SIMON: What?

ABER: Nothing, Simon—sorry, I still
can’t get used to that name—just a minor hiccup. (Quietly, to
APPELL): So you don’t have any weapons?

APPELL: I picked up this stick in the
forest. (Holds it up)

ABER: All right then. (Deep
breath) Come on people. Miles to go before we sleep. Let’s get
a shuffle on. And—let’s all just keep our eyes open—shall we?

Come on, move it. (They march off at
high speed)

VOICEOVER: They marched and marched
and marched and marched

And then they marched some more

Until every one was out of
breath

And every foot was sore.

And still they marched, the weary
three

Across that mighty plain

And as the march dragged on it
seemed

That some must feel the strain.

SIMON: Are we there yet?

ABER: No.

SIMON: Are we there yet?

ABER: No.

SIMON: How about now?

ABER: I don’t remember you doing this
before.

SIMON: I’ve only just remembered
how.

VOICEOVER: The sun went down, the
sun came up,

The sun went down again

And still through fields of grass
they marched

Across that mighty plain.

They marched united in their
goal

They marched with feet of lead

They marched until—

ABER: Sod this. Does anyone

know where we are?

VOICEOVER:—They said.

APPELL: You said to keep moving in
the same direction. We’ve been going in the same direction.

ABER: How do you know? You traded our
compass for allergy medication.

APPELL: Look. Do you have any idea how
much pollen there is out here?

SIMON: Guys. Please.

ABER: I’m sorry. I’m just a little
concerned. We should be able to see the ocean by now. I think we
may have to consider the possibility that we’re lost.

APPELL: Perhaps we could ask those men
for help.

ABER: Which men?

APPELL: The ones over there, on the
horses. With the swords, and the colourful scarves—over their
faces.

ABER: Simon, just—move slightly to the
rear, would you?

SIMON: What’s going on?

ABER: Nothing important, just some
grown-up stuff. (To APPELL) You really traded your
sword?

APPELL: Uh-huh.

ABER: How good are you with that
stick?

APPELL: Don’t know. Never tried fighting
with a stick before.

ABER: Get good. Fast.

They are approached by the
BANDITS. ABERCROMBIE and APPELL A’DHAY move protectively in front
of SIMON, who peeks around them to try to see what’s going
on.

BANDIT 1: Greetings,
travellers.

ABER: Hi.

APPELL: How are you doing?

BANDIT 1 (slightly taken
aback): Oh. Fine, I guess. Thank you for asking.
(Pause) How are you?

BANDIT 2 (nudging him): The
speech. Do the speech.

BANDIT 1: All right, all right. I was
getting to that. There’s no need to be impolite, is there?

BANDIT 2: We’re bandits. We are
desperate men living beyond the realms of society, you nimrod.

BANDIT 1: Now really, that was uncalled
for. (Calling out to another BANDIT) Alex, Adrian is being
really unhelpful.

BANDIT 3: You two. Do I have to separate
you?

BANDIT 1: He started it.

BANDIT 3: I don’t care who started it.
Just get on with the robbery.

BANDIT 2: I don’t much like your tone,
Alex. Who elected you leader of this band?

BANDIT 1: Oh, leave him alone. You’re
just a troublemaker.

BANDIT 2: Troublemaker? Again—we’re
bandits, idiot. We make trouble for a living!

BANDIT 1: All the more reason we should
show each other a little respect in our private interactions, don’t
you think?

BANDIT 4: I have to say, I think Abraham
has a point there. I know I often feel when I’m coming back with a
freshly caught stag for dinner as if my contribution to the band
isn’t being fully appreciated.

BANDIT 3: Now, Alf. We’ve had this
discussion before. Everyone appreciates what you bring to the
group. It’s just that we don’t always have the time to show our
appreciation fully.

BANDIT 4: Well, I think the matter
should be raised and discussed fully, and some kind of procedure
worked out.

BANDIT 1: I agree.

BANDIT 2: Excuse me, I feel my point is
still going unaddressed here, viz. the provenance of a
chain of command within the group and the basis for any assumed
authority.

BANDIT 3: If it comes down to that,
Adrian, I think you’ll find I am the oldest.

BANDIT 2: Oh, and so we’re working on a
basis of strict seniority now? And since when does age necessarily
impart wisdom? Isn’t this precisely the kind of oppressive
hierarchical system we were trying to escape when we agreed to
become bandits in the first place? I say, if there’s to be any kind
of exercise of authority, it has to be authorised by the consent of
the majority.

BANDIT 5 (riding up from the
rear): Excuse me, guys? Adamov and I were wondering if this
raid was going to be over soon, because we’re supposed to be
meeting some Amazons by the forest at five, and—

BANDIT 3: Oh, and now this group is just
something you can join and leave whenever the mood strikes you?

BANDIT 5: Well, Alex, I don’t think
that’s what I was implying at all, and can I say, I think your tone
is really unhelpful.

BANDIT 1: Don’t mind him, Axel. He’s
just taking it out on you because Adrian is challenging his basis
to exercise authority as pro tem leader of the group.

BANDIT 5: Is he the leader? I thought
you were the leader.

BANDIT 1 (blushing): Me? Oh,
no, I could never—

BANDIT 2: Damn right you could
never.

BANDIT 1: And just what is that supposed
to mean?

BANDIT 2: Well, I’ve been in this group
for months longer than you have.

BANDIT 1: Oh, and now somehow seniority
counts again?

BANDIT 6 (riding up, to BANDIT
5): Did you ask him if we’ll be finished in time for our
date?

BANDIT 5: Yes—but it’s kind of
degenerated into a freeform group discussion of our methods and
organisation.

BANDIT 6: Do you want me to draw up an
agenda?

BANDITS 2,3,4: No!

BANDIT 1: I think the idea of an agenda
has merit. (The conversation degenerates into chaotic riot.
Finally, BANDIT 3 establishes control)

BANDIT 3: OK. So, we’re agreed to act
under my leadership, provisionally and for the duration of this
raid only, which will be concluded in time for Adamov and Axel to
get to their dates, after which an agenda will be drawn up for a
meeting to be held in two days time to determine a means of
choosing a permanent chairperson who will then be deputed to draw
up a roster which will allocate leaders for all subsequent raids,
subject to approval by a majority vote before setting out. Agreed?
(They reluctantly mumble assent) All right then. Abraham,
I believe you had the honours?

BANDIT 1: All right. Travellers, good
day. Your money or your life—oh, they’ve gone. (Looking
around) Didn’t we have more horses than this?

The travellers have indeed
departed with the BANDITS’ excess animals and baggage some time
previously. We join them some distance away.

APPELL: I thought that went quite
well.

ABER: Yes. Thank God we ran into the
Arguing Anarchists of the Arbitrary. Worst bandits in the
country.

SIMON: Worst at being bandits, you
mean?

ABER (nodding): See, they’ve
gotten as far as rejecting society’s rules, but they’ve never been
able to come up with a satisfactory set of their own. A week from
now, they’ll have split up into four separate groups.

APPELL (drawing a weapon from the
plunder): Good swords though.

ABER: Most of them get sent money from
home. It’s the major drain on the local economy. (Comparing
ANNE’s directions with charts from the BANDITS) All right.
We’re not that far off track. Now we’re on horseback, we should be
able to reach Acronym by nightfall. (Points over the
horizon) That way. (Gallops off, SIMON and APPELL
following)

VOICEOVER: Now mounted, armed and
well-equipped

The travellers moved faster

By trusting maps instead of guides

They steered clear of disaster.

APPELL (disgruntled):
Hey.

VOICEOVER: The miles flew by and as
the day

Gave way before the night

The cities they were bound for
rose

Before their very sight.

We see the twin cities of
Acronym and Antonym, two seemingly identical walled communities
facing onto a large bay. ABERCROMBIE, SIMON and APPELL pull up
their horses. APPELL falls off his. They ignore this.

ABER: There they are. The twin
cities. We should be able to find a place to rest the night there
before we head out in the morning.

SIMON: Why can’t we just keep going?

ABER: Well—we can if you like. It’s
really a question of whether you want to be arriving unexpectedly
at the private residence of a powerful necromancer who is
technically himself deceased in the middle of the night. What do
you say—shall we saddle up?

SIMON: I see your point. Let’s find an
inn.

ABER: Which city do you want to grace
with our patronage?

SIMON: I don’t know anything about them,
really.

ABER: Not much to know. Acronym is
renowned far and wide as a centre of learning and knowledge.

SIMON: And Antonym?

ABER: Just the opposite.

SIMON: Let’s try the closest one
first.

ABER: Right-ho. Giddy-up!

ABERCROMBIE and SIMON ride off.
APPELL’s horse follows, despite the fact that APPELL has only been
able to get one foot in the stirrups. He clings on for dear
life.

We see them riding up to the city
gates. A sign says: “Welcome to the City of ACRONYM” and, in
smaller print “FYI: KOTG. NPA. YBIYBI. PS: HAND”. ABERCROMBIE and
SIMON study it as APPELL, now lying crosswise on his saddle, comes
up behind them.

SIMON: What language do they speak
here?

ABER: For Your Information: Keep Off the
Grass, No Pets Allowed, You Break It, You Bought It. PS: Have a
nice day.

SIMON: Oh. They could have just said
that.

(ABERCROMBIE knocks on the gate. A
VOICE is heard)

VOICE: Who is it?

ABER: Travellers. We seek a room for the
night.

VOICE: Ah—hang on. I’ll be down in a
second.

ABER (turns): See? Easy. Boy, I
can’t wait to sleep in a proper bed for once. I’m sick to death of
camping.

SIMON: Me too.

(APPELL finally succeeds in
disengaging himself from his horse, falling with a crash to the
ground. The horse treads on his hand. The gates are drawn open and
a GUARD steps out. He holds a thick volume in his hands, which he
consults)

GUARD: All right. You got TK’s, that’s
your basic B&B, with running H&C, check out by three, it’ll
run you about half a C (not including GST). Or there’s the DDI.

ABER: Huh?

GUARD: Dew Drop Inn, that’s a 2 star
place, but NTB for the do-re-mi (I know the franchisee). Or there’s
the YMCA, but frankly that’s a little NQOC. OK? What’ll it be?

SIMON: Abercrombie?

ABER: Uh—I’ll get back to you on
that—but, can I just ask you, if we go north from here are we right
to find the tower of Abra-Cadaver?

GUARD (flinches): Excuse me a
moment. (Disappears through the gates)

SIMON: What is it with this city?

ABER: It’s the universities. There’s
about six of them, you see, and the way they show their superiority
to each other is by making new discoveries but the only way they
can prevent their discoveries being claimed and improved on by the
others is to publish their research in the most cryptic form
possible. So every week there’s another incomprehensible report
filled with jargon and unexplained abbreviations published, and as
time goes by, the habit has filtered its way into the general
population.

SIMON: This is a great centre of
learning?

ABER: Learning, yes. Sharing, no.
(The gates slam shut. They jump. ABERCROMBIE advances forward
and hammers on them. No response)

ABER: Hello?

VOICE (muffled): Go away!

(ABERCROMBIE joins the
others)

SIMON: He must be pretty upset. I
understood that.

ABER: Hum. There must be some sort of
superstition about Abra-Cadaver. I vote we don’t mention his name
at the next town.

SIMON: I vote we get a move on to the
next town while there’s still some light.

APPELL: I vote we walk.

ABER: In favour? (Only APPELL raises
his hand) Sorry. Saddle up, boys. Antonym ho.

ABERCROMBIE and SIMON ride off.
APPELL saunters up to his mount, whistling innocently and looking
the other way—then, when he judges the moment right, he leaps into
the saddle. He lands neatly, but unfortunately, facing the wrong
way. The horse trots off.

We see the city gates of
ANTONYM. Similar to those of ACRONYM, except the sign reads “The
City of ANTONYM” and in smaller print “That’s it.” The travellers
ride up.

SIMON (pointing to the
sign): That’s different.

ABER: They’ve always been jealous of
Acronym’s reputation for learning—eventually they defined their
whole culture in opposition to what it stood for. They pride
themselves on their sturdy common sense. (Knocks on the gate. A
shutter is opened and a VOICE yells out)

VOICE: What is it?

ABER: We’re looking for a room for the
night.

VOICE: Yeah, right.

ABER: I’m sorry?

VOICE: Tell us another one.

ABER: Excuse me?

VOICE: Go away. (A shutter
slams)

SIMON: Direct.

ABER: They are, yes.

APPELL (having with difficulty once
more extracted himself from his saddle): Let me try.

ABER: Be my guest. (APPELL knocks. A
shutter is flung open)

APPELL: Excuse me. I hate to disturb,
and I know it’s late—(A bucket of dishwater is dumped over his
head. The shutter slams shut) Thank you.

ABER: You know what I feel like tonight?
Camping.

SIMON: Sounds like fun.

APPELL: Can I borrow a towel?

We see the travellers sitting
around a campfire.

VOICEOVER: So one last time, they
found themselves

Camped out under the moon

They sat and talked of what they’d
seen

And what else they would see
soon.

But in each heart, a small voice
spoke

And said “Who knows if whether

This may be the last night that

We ever speak together?”

Tomorrow they would go to meet

The great and mighty sage

Who alone could Simon send

Back to his native stage

Tomorrow Simon might be home

Tomorrow ends the quest

And thinking of tomorrow

Denied every one his rest.

ABER: Are you nervous?

SIMON: A little. I’ve never met a dead
wizard before.

ABER: No, I mean about going home.
Seeing your family again.

SIMON (shrugs): I don’t know.
Not really. I mean, they’ll be angry, but they’ll be glad too. They
always are. (Pause) I’ll be glad too. I guess.

ABER: To be going home?

SIMON: Yes. Not that I haven’t had
fun—it’s been—well, a lot of it’s been terrifying, to tell you the
truth, but the parts where I haven’t been in fear of my life have
been great. I never thought I’d see the things I’ve seen.

ABER: Yes. I’ve enjoyed it too, the
non-mortal fear moments.

APPELL: Me too. Of course, as a hunter
I’m more or less used to the mortal fear.

SIMON: What are you guys going to
do?

ABER: Oh, the usual.

APPELL: Back to business.

ABER: Right. Adventures are all well and
good for a holiday, but—

APPELL: Absolutely.

(Pause)

SIMON: Well—goodnight, guys.

ABER: Goodnight, Simon.

APPELL: Goodnight.

(SIMON goes to sleep. APPELL and
ABERCROMBIE stare at the fire)

VOICEOVER: The next day came, as
next days do

They broke their fast and then

Set out to find the wisest

(If not liveliest) of men.

We see the travellers riding
along a narrow road on top of seashore cliffs. The surf booms
against the rocks, and a light wind is blowing.

ABER: I don’t get out to the
seaside as much these days. Beautiful, isn’t it? And smell that
air! (Inhales deeply, then gags) What is that?

(APPELL points at a sign, covered in
mystical runes. A few dead rats suspended by string hang from it,
and a very deceased seagull lies at its base)

SIMON: What does it mean?

ABER: It’s in Archaic. The ancient
language of Anachronism.

SIMON: Do you speak it?

ABER: Not as such, no.

APPELL: I do.

ABER (Surprised): Really?

APPELL: A lot of the old wildlife guides
are written in Archaic. It’s a good move to learn it if you want to
know if the beast you’re hunting can breathe fire or not.

ABER: I can see how that would be useful
information. So. What does it say?

APPELL: “This road leads to
Abra-Cadaver.”

ABER: That’s handy.

APPELL: There’s more. “Unless you’re
dead, or wish to become so, turn back.”

ABER: Very nice. And the rats are a
charming touch. Simon?

SIMON: What does Anne say?
(ABERCROMBIE consults the map)

ABER: “Don’t mind him—he’s just an old
softy at heart”.

SIMON: Then I guess we go onwards.

ABER: Of course, she does have an
individual sense of humour…

APPELL: Are you scared?

ABER: Apprehensive? Yes. Uneasy? Yes.
But scared? Yes, that too.

SIMON: Why don’t you wait here?

ABER: Because I’d like to be less
scared, if possible. Waiting by myself in an area decorated in Dead
Animal, probably not going to have the exact effect desired.

APPELL: You could wait for us back in
the city—at the camp. Well—wait for me—(Pause)

ABER: No. I can do this. Just—all right,
if we’re on the road and something horrible and unspeakably vile
comes up silently behind me, and you see it, but it’s far too late
to do anything about it…

APPELL: Yes?

ABER: Don’t tell me, all right? I’d
rather not know.

APPELL: We promise.

ABER: Let’s do this.

They set out down the winding
road, which suddenly looks a lot darker and more ominous.

VOICEOVER: Down the winding road
they walked

Their hearts with terror cowed

The seagulls cried like things in
pain

The sun hid under cloud

Soon—too soon, it seemed—they
saw

A dark forbidding tower

They’d found the necromancer’s
lair

And lay within his power.

We see them riding up to a
tall, lopsided, highly Gothic tower—gargoyles, etc. Dark, winged
creatures—possibly ravens, possibly bats, possibly something quite
different—fly in circles around the tower’s top. The day is dark
and gloomy. We hear the high-pitched howling of a wolf.

ABER: Stop that.

We see that APPELL is making
the howling sound. He stops.

APPELL: Sorry. Just trying to
lighten the mood.

VOICEOVER: The tower loomed before
them

Its storeys, twenty-seven,

Pointed like a skeletal hand

Accusingly to heaven.

They stood in silence and in
fear

Upon the lonely rock

Until at last a lone one cried—

SIMON: So—do we just knock?

ABER: I guess so.

APPELL: Seems like the thing to do.

ABER: Yes. One knocks to gain
admittance.

APPELL: That is the custom.

(They don’t move)

SIMON: Sod it, I’ll do it. (He skips
forward)

ABER: Simon, no! (He and APPELL step
after him, but he has already raised the iron knocker and let it
descend onto the massive door. A “boom” sounds, unnaturally loud,
resounding across the cliff top. All three of them take an
involuntary step backwards. The echoes reverberate for a long time,
then die away. Pause)

APPELL: Maybe he didn’t hear.

ABER: He’s dead, Appell, not deaf.

APPELL: Maybe he’s both.

SIMON: Maybe he’s out.

ABER: We should have sent word. Made an
appointment. Or something. I don’t know. Perhaps he’s—(He
notices the terrified expression APPELL and SIMON have suddenly
acquired, and how they are backing step by step away from him. His
own face takes on a look of dreadful certainty)—Standing right
behind me. Isn’t he? (APPELL nods) Damn it, I told you not
to tell me that. (He turns around)

We see for the first time, the
necromancer ABRA-CADAVER. Tall, thin (too thin), clad in black
robes running a little to rags. His staff, a knobbly, long piece of
ivory inescapably evokes the image of human bone. His face, as much
as can be seen from the shadows cast by the hood of his cloak, is
emaciated and hairless. Fierce eyes glint out from sunken sockets.
He raises his hand and pointing with a single bony digit speaks in
a deep, hoarse whisper.

ABRA: Stop! (He coughs)
Excuse me. It’s just, you’re about to go over the edge.

(APPELL and SIMON look behind
them—they are indeed only inches from the edge of the cliff. They
ease forward)

APPELL: Thanks.

ABRA: Welcome. I am Abra-Cadaver, and
this is my tower.

ABER: So much, we guessed. (Putting
his boldest face forwards) Hi. My name is Abercrombie, and
this is Simon—

SIMON: Hello.

ABER: And Appell A’Dhay. (APPELL
waves)

ABRA: Pleased to meet you all. Pardon me
for not speaking up—my voice isn’t what is used to be. In fact,
very little of me is what it used to be.

ABER (terrified, but trying to
remain congenial): Is that right?

ABRA (Nodding): I’m dead, you
see.

ABER: We heard that. But, otherwise, you
seem quite—well.

ABRA: One adjusts. (Coughs again,
expelling a fine cloud of dust) Appell A’Dhay, Appell
A’Dhay—

APPELL (squeaks): Yes?

ABRA: My word—not the hunter?

APPELL (relieved, and a little
flattered): Why—yes. As a matter of fact.

ABRA: Not the hunter who killed poor
Anne Teake’s Abstracted Argus?

APPELL: Yes, but—hang on, how do you
know about it? How does she know about it—does she know about it?
(ABRA nods) I’m in big trouble.

ABRA: I’d find a different route home,
if I were you.

APPELL: You know, it attacked us. At
least—it looked like it was going to—

ABRA: Probably just being playful—though
I’ll admit they are prone to being misunderstood. Well. Come.
(He beckons for them to follow him into the tower) I’m
afraid I can’t offer you much to drink in the way of tea, and what
have you. Since my re-constitution, I tend to avoid being around an
open flame. But I’m sure we could rustle up something—

APPELL, ABER: We’re not hungry.

SIMON: We?

Inside the Tower. ABERCROMBIE,
APPELL and SIMON sit on the edge of their seats, as ABRA accepts a
glass of dark liquid. The servant is a silent man with grey skin
and a shuffling walk.

ABRA: Are you sure I can’t offer
you anything? (They shake their heads simultaneously) Very
well, Arthur. You may leave us. (The man shuffles off)

Now. What is it I can help you with?

ABER: You haven’t heard?

ABRA: Why, no. I knew about the Argus,
of course, because it told me after it passed on—

APPELL: After it—died?

ABRA: Why, yes. I get all my information
from the deceased. Particularly the recently deceased, they tend to
be very chatty. Mind you, the first six sentences out of their
mouths tend to be variations on “What the hell just happened?” but
after a while, they loosen up a bit. In all sorts of ways.
(Chuckles dryly.) So, I knew you were in the woods,
probably looking for Anne, and if you’re here, I assume she must
have sent you. Very few people come here of their own accord. I
can’t think why.

ABER: Could be the welcome sign.

ABRA: That old thing? It’s been there
for years. About seven hundred, by my count. I put it up when I was
much younger, and vital. I was quite the terror in my younger days,
let me tell you.

ABER, APPELL: We believe you.

ABRA: And I’m afraid I was much more
aggressive—power, knowledge, dark secrets man was not meant to
know, et al. The living tend towards aggression. I think
it’s something in the oxygen. Anyway, that’s all behind me now.
There’s nothing I enjoy so much as a quiet drink with some friends.
Here’s health. (Drinks)

ABER: Um. Yes, well, Mr Cadaver—

ABRA (waves a bony hand): Call
me Abra.

ABER:—Abra, yes, Anne Teake sent us.
It’s because of this lad here, Simon.

ABRA: Simon? (Leans forward, peers
at SIMON) What an unusual name. You’re not from around here,
are you, son?

SIMON: Well—no.

ABER: That’s sort of why we’re here. You
see:

We see the conversation
continue as the voiceover speaks.

VOICEOVER: The tale they told—you’ve
heard before—

You probably recall

We’ll spare you from a second time

For repeats often gall.

Abra-Cadaver heard the tale

He drank up every word

And when at last the tale was done

He remarked—

ABRA: How absurd.

SIMON (disconcerted): But—sir,
that’s how it happened. Really.

ABRA: Oh, no doubt—I don’t mean to
question your honesty. I meant, how absurd for George to keep his
books lying around like that. A door marked “BEWARE”. He might as
well have lent them to the public library. He didn’t even lock it.
(Shakes his head) Poor old George.

SIMON: You know my uncle?

ABRA: He studied with me, briefly. About
forty years ago. He didn’t stay very long, something seemed to make
him uncomfortable. I never thought he’d learned anything, to tell
you the truth.

SIMON: He never mentioned it—I suppose
he wouldn’t have.

ABRA: Dark and dangerous secrets, that
must be kept at all cost from the layman. A deep and terrible oath
is taken by all aspiring adepts of the Black Arts. (Suppresses
a burp) Pardon. Load of nonsense if you ask me, still, I
believed it all at the time. The living. So gullible. So. You want
me to see about running you home, is that it?

SIMON: Yes, sir. If it’s not too much
trouble. My family, and all that—

ABRA: Of course, yes. Family. Terribly
important. Can’t recall ever having one myself, but I suppose I
must have.

ABER: Can you do it?

ABRA: Can I do it? (For a second,
shadows gather around him and he seems to grow in height. His eyes
blaze) Can I do it, you ask?

ABER: Will! I mean, will you do it. Sir.
Please. (whispers) Help!

ABRA (returning to normal):
Yes, certainly I will. Only too glad to help out. I’m mostly
retired these days, but I should be able to rustle up the required
texts in a matter of hours.

SIMON: Thank you.

ABRA: Not at all, dear lad. It’ll give
me something to do. (Gets up) Oh, and lad? If you find
yourself in a sorcerer’s library again—

SIMON: Don’t read the books. I got the
message.

ABRA: Probably for the best. There are
worse places than here you could wind up. All right. I’ll be
upstairs. If you need anything, ring the bell and Arthur will be
along in a jiffy. He doesn’t talk much, but he can understand most
things. Back shortly. (He leaves)

ABER: Anyone want anything? No? All
right. No-one touch the bell. (Pause) Nice man, for a
corpse.

SIMON, APPELL: Yes. (Pause)

VOICEOVER: Time passed, night fell,
and soon the mage

Had made ready the spell

And Simon and his friends
prepared

To say their last farewell.

The Library. A circular room,
filled with book-lined shelves. A space has been prepared, in which
are two chalk circles filled with various mystic sigils. SIMON
stands in one, ABRA in the other. Outside both, APPELL and ABER
stand.

ABER (to APPELL, who is
fidgeting): Don’t—touch—anything. (To SIMON) Well,
Simon. This is it. Good luck.

SIMON: Yes. Thank you, Abercrombie, for
everything. I don’t know what I would have done without you. And
you, Appell.

APPELL: Yes. Goodbye, Simon. (blows
his nose) Sorry—hay fever.

ABER: Thought you were cured.

APPELL: Shut up. (Blows
nose)

ABRA: All right. Stay perfectly still,
lad, and don’t mind the lights and noises. It’s a bit flashy, but
it should work a treat. And when you see your Uncle George, remind
him that’s my copy of the Necronomicon and I’d appreciate
it returned one of these centuries.

SIMON: Yes, Abra.

ABRA: Here we go. (Begins
chanting)

Azrael, Asphodel

Ammonite, Alpha,

Agglutinate, Assonance,

Astrakhan, Asthma.

Ablute, Ablute

Antigone

Abra-Cadaver

’Ats a’ me!

APPELL (holding up a book to show a
picture to ABER): Look, that guy looks just like you.

ABER: Shut up!

APPELL: Is it still going on?

We see ABRA leaning on his cane
in the Library.

ABRA: Good day’s work there. Shame
to see the lad go, but he belongs back home, no doubt. All right. I
don’t know about you two, but I’m for a quick snack and then bed.
What do you say, lads? (Looks around) Lads?

The Library is empty.

ABRA: Whoops.

We see a hill. APPELL and
ABERCROMBIE are lying next to each other, eyes closed. Slowly,
ABERCROMBIE opens his eyes and sits up.

Looking around, he sees a
beach, a blue sea, a bus, a couple of beavers, some bees and a
bunch of bananas. He hears a groan beside him. APPELL sits
up.

APPELL: What is it?

A barber standing nearby walks
over to them.

BARBER: Are you two all right?

APPELL: I—don’t know.

ABERCROMBIE finishes looking
around and stares at APPELL.

ABERCROMBIE: I can’t remember who I
am, let alone who you are, but, somehow, I have a deep and abiding
conviction, that this is all your fault.

APPELL
(Sneezes).            

THE
END
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Doctor Who: The Runaway Train


Oli Smith, read by Matt
Smith

BBC Audio, 1×CD, 65 mins

“Farmland? Do I look like a landowner? I
live in a blue box, for goodness’ sake!” roars the Doctor at a
would-be employee, the story capturing from the off the eleventh
Doctor’s particular brand of oddness. He might need a bit of help
digging up an alien artefact, but “that is hardly a job that merits
a farmland-based reward!” Matt Smith gets some lovely dialogue to
work with in this Wild West audio adventure and throws himself into
it with glee. It’s unfinished railroads, Confederates, Yankees and
alien McGuffins, giving Smith the chance to try his hand at several
accents, with more than decent results. I confess to a peculiar
fondness for his version of Amy Pond, sounding as it does so very
much like Sylvester McCoy.

I never really feel qualified to comment on the
quality of Doctor Who stories since I believe, on a fundamental,
emotional level, that any story featuring the Doctor is by
definition better than one that does not. But even through
rose-tinted glasses this seems like a good one. The Doctor has lots
of fun, Amy gets a good slice of the action, and the adventure is
topped and tailed by the kind of timeline tricksiness that is very
much a part of the current era. Readers with children may be
encouraged to learn that the story doesn’t have quite the
ominous—nay, terrifying!—tone of many Who audio adventures: for
once my youngest got all the way through without asking for a
change of CD. Overall, a good story told with infectious
enthusiasm.—Stephen Theaker












Doctor Who: Dead Air


James Goss, read by David
Tennant

BBC Audio, 1×CD, 70 mins

Due to the tardiness of my reviewing,
this takes us back to the days of David Tennant in the Tardis. It
seems like so long ago, but the passage of time is quickly
forgotten as the reading begins. A recording found on the wreck of
a pirate radio ship has been restored, and this CD is the result.
The voice on the tape is that of the tenth Doctor, travelling alone
post-Donna. Radio Bravo had been infested by a rather nasty entity
called the Hush, and the Doctor had followed to clear things
up.

This is essentially The Boat That Rocked crossed
with The Thing. The crew members are an assortment of DJs from the
dawn of time: Tommo, smooth Jasper, Liverpudlian Layla. One by one
they fall prey to the Hush, the story putting the surviving
characters in situations where it is often difficult to tell when
the switch has been made. It’s up to the Doctor to find a clever
way of stopping it, but is he quite as clever as he thinks? And
this CD that I’m listening to, was it really a good idea?

Of the Who CDs I’ve listened to lately, this
wasn’t my favourite, the broad characters and accents of the pirate
DJs clashing somewhat with the serious and frightening plot. I
enjoyed the way that the CD itself was worked into the plot, and
the story exploited its status as an audio adventure very well—it
wouldn’t have worked in any other format—but it just didn’t excite
me. David Tennant’s reading is committed and sincere, but we don’t
see any new facets to his characterisation or performance.

Not bad, but not great either. It was really good
to hear David Tennant as the Doctor again, though.—Stephen
Theaker










Doctor Who: The Last Voyage


Dan Abnett, read by David
Tennant

BBC Audio, 2×CD, 133 mins

In this two-CD adventure the tenth
Doctor lands upon what appears to be a spaceship, but is actually
an Interstitial Transposition Vehicle. He’s barely aboard before
almost everyone disappears. His goal (as usual!) is to gather the
survivors, work out what’s going on, convince them he isn’t to
blame, and save them from disaster. In this he’s helped by Sugar
McAuley, a flight attendant—or rather, “comfort mediator”—whose
lashtop computer will prove very useful later on. But before
getting better, things get worse: passengers start to hear their
names being whispered, strange beings seem to snatch them out of
reality, and when they reach their destination things don’t improve
at all.

This was a nicely-written adventure read very
well. The setting gives David Tennant several very different
characters to get stuck into, and he mostly does a great job,
though I found his Sugar McAuley a little rougher on the ears than
Liverpudlian Layla in Dead Air; I didn’t look forward to her
dialogue, and there was quite a lot of it. At times the Doctor’s
own dialogue felt like a run-through of Tennant’s greatest
hits—“I’m sorry, I’m so sorry”, “Well… Well…” and other Tenth
Doctor stand-bys get a run-out—but I doubt fans will complain about
that; I won’t.

Doctor Who has a long, proud history of pilfering
its plots from the best; the main plot of this one felt a little
too close to Stephen King’s The Langoliers for me to be
completely enamoured. But I did enjoy listening to it. The story
has several neat ideas, from those lashtops to the nature of the
spacecraft itself, and the way the Doctor manages to fix it. There
are some great sound effects, some good mysteries, and a bunch of
interesting characters. It’s not a dud by any means, but not quite
a classic.—Stephen Theaker










Doctor Who: Hornets’ Nest 3—The Circus of
Doom


Paul Magrs, read by Tom Baker
and others

BBC Audiobooks, 1×CD, 70 mins

The fourth Doctor continues his
adventures in the Hornets’ Nest saga. This time Mike Yates is stuck
in the cellar, listening as the Doctor spins a tale of a trip to
June 1832, and an evil circus which spirits people away from their
families. One such is trapeze artist Francesca, the sister of Dr
Adam Farrow (Michael Moloney). “Are you saying your sister ran away
with the circus?” asks the Doctor. “How wonderful! I always
imagined doing that when I was a boy. We didn’t get many circuses
visiting, though.” But the ringmaster of this circus is the willing
possession of a race of intelligent alien insects, and an even
greater obstacle is the Doctor’s own knowledge of a tragedy that
must surely come to pass. Even as he begins to take the measure of
his new enemies, he starts to feel that he is falling a step or two
behind.

Paul Magrs gives the Doctor a stream of wonderful dialogue in
this episode—“I’m no strange man, I’m the Doctor, and I don’t like
to see people looking scared…”—and Tom Baker’s line readings are as
surprising and vibrant as ever. It’s worth the fiver or so this CD
costs just to hear the relish with which he says “bearded lady”.
Macabre and funny, this is some of the best-written Doctor Who out
there; for example the Tardis materialises with a “cheery
brouhaha”. It’s a taste of what a Tom Baker series might have been
like with the production values of the David Tennant era. Sadness
comes with the thought that the Brigadier was originally intended
to be the Doctor’s partner in these stories. Richard Franklin holds
the ground, but these would have made a superb final outing for his
commanding officer.—Stephen Theaker










Books


The Age of Ra, by James Lovegrove


Solaris, pb, 448pp

“Barely a century has passed since the
First Family finally destroyed the last of the other gods.” When
Howard Carter returned from Egypt he brought with him the word of
God—that God being Osiris. The present day world is now a board on
which the Egyptian gods play their wargames. Osiris and Isis have
Europe, Set has Russia and China, Nepthys has Africa and the Middle
East. The United States belong to Horus, Japan and South-East Asia
to Anubis, and South America is shared by the children of Horus.
The result: “Their feuds ravage every continent. Their wars murder
millions. This has been going on for a hundred years and it cannot
continue. Someone must rise against them…”

Egypt is the one country free of their influence,
and has been renamed appropriately: “The gods couldn’t agree among
themselves who should own the land where their worship first sprang
up, so they decided it was best if none of them had it. … Even
spying on Freegypt is against international law.” That makes it the
perfect place for Al Ashraqa, the Lightbringer, to begin his revolt
against the gods. Into Freegypt comes David Westwynter: “a
paratrooper, a soldier, a good one”. In a book that in some ways is
pleasantly old-fashioned, he’s a modern hero, not a superhero: he
knows how to fight, but makes mistakes, and his successes are never
inevitable.

It’s hard to review The Age of Ra without
mentioning Stargate, but these bickering gods aren’t aliens
exploiting our backwardness, they’re supernatural beings, conjured
into existence by human belief. This introduces a refreshing
element of pure fantasy into what in other hands might have been
dour military sf. This is top quality schoolboy stuff: gods and
soldiers, mummies and tanks, deserts and board games, angst and
action, calamitous reversals and brave victories. The conventions
of battle in this world give us ranged attacks with ba-powered
staffs followed by vicious hand-to-hand combat; the climactic
battle at Megiddo throws in fighters, bombers and gunships. I felt
positively spoiled.

“We are old, you and I, Ra. Time grows short for us. The future
is a strange monster. The less there is of it, the more it
frightens.” Let gods worry about the future; I’m looking forward to
reading the sequels: The Age of Odin, and The Age of
Zeus. How could they not be brilliant?—Stephen Theaker












Doctor Who: The Coming of the
Terraphiles, by Michael Moorcock




BBC Books, Kindle, 5598ll

The eleventh Doctor is on tour with the
Gentlemen, having shown some aptitude for the game of whackit. Soon
they will play either the Tourists or the Visitors on the
dimension-hopping world of Miggea for ownership of the Big Arrer,
the Silver Arrow of Artemis. Mr Banning-Cannon is concerned that
the appearance of his wife’s gravity-defying and spider-resembling
hat at dinner will cause him such fear and consequent embarrassment
that his reputation and career in planetary development will be
ruined.

Lord Robin of Sherwood, Earl of Lockesley, also
known as “Bingo”, is engaged to steal the hat. A planet will be his
reward, letting him ennoble his friend Hari, who will then be in a
position to request the hand of young Flapper Banning-Cannon. Bingo
himself has eyes only for Miss Amy Pond. Meanwhile, the universe
has been prompted into an early regeneration, and the moment has
definitely not been prepared for. General Frank/Freddie Force and
his Antimatter Men, agents of law, are on the case and the Doctor
will have to turn for help to the corsairs of the Second Aether.
Can balance be restored, or is the multiverse doomed?

Many Doctor Who plots sound a little odd when
summarised, but this one will take some beating. It probably isn’t
a surprise that Michael Moorcock’s first Doctor Who novel throws in
elements from his other books—the multiverse, the characters and
settings of Blood and its sequels, and the division
between law and chaos, for example. What really surprises is that
for the most part this reads like a Jeeves and Wooster novel, with
posh young things getting into scrapes. This conjunction of styles
makes it very peculiar, but like the excellent Michael
Moorcock’s Multiverse comic from Vertigo, this isn’t
inaccessible or difficult, it’s just odd.

Remarkably for a novel published so soon after
broadcast of Steven Moffat’s first season, it captures the voices
of the eleventh Doctor and Amy very well, despite the strange story
in which they find themselves. Having said that, I suppose you
could argue that the performances of Matt Smith and Karen Gillan
have been so distinctive and singular that it’s a delight to read
any dialogue and imagine it in their voices! As far as the story
goes, it would perhaps have fitted best in the Graham
Williams/Douglas Adams period of the show.

The Doctor is shown as an informal agent of
balance, which fits well with what we’ve seen of his life. We’ve
seen him throw worlds into anarchy, seen him help people build new
governments, and of course seen his decision to deny both Guardians
the Key to Time. In any situation, he cares above all for the
people involved. He’s very much at home in Moorcock’s multiverse;
if anything he seems rather strait-laced and conventional in
comparison to characters like Frank/Freddie Force (two men in one),
Captain Cornelius (the pirate in the iron mask) or Captain Abberley
and the Bubbly Boys.

I can imagine some Who fans simply dismissing this
book as nonsense, but for some lucky fellows it’ll be their entry
point into Moorcock’s marvellous oeuvre. Who fans enjoying this
book might want to try the aforementioned Multiverse comic, or the
Second Aether trilogy, though his most accessible works are
probably the early Elric books. Moorcock fans heading in the other
direction might enjoy the Who novels of Paul Magrs, or the Iris
Wildthyme spin-offs. (I noted in a previous review that Iris
herself was a very Moorcockian character.)

One negative point is that some running heads from
the print version seem to have sneaked into the text of the Kindle
edition, giving us confusing sentences like “He reached for his
pipe, the coming of the terraphiles changed his mind” and “It’s
been so long since doctor who I was here!” Also, the recaps, though
helpful, can be a little repetitive, and in one or two places the
book feels slightly underwritten. One might well speculate it was
written at speed, given Moorcock’s well-known talent in that
area.

Though The Coming of the Terraphiles isn’t a novel for
everyone (possibly just for me, and no one else!) I found it witty
and wise, silly and serious, nostalgic and innovative, and very
affectionate towards the Doctor. Not my favourite Moorcock book,
not my favourite Doctor Who book, and I wouldn’t necessarily expect
anyone else to like it at all, but I certainly had a very, very
good time with it.—Stephen Theaker










The Life of Polycrates and other Stories
for Antiquated Children, by Brendan Connell


Chômu Press, pb, 266pp

“Neo-Decadent writers will honour the
fragmented, the contorted, the unfinished, the unpublished” writes
Brendan Connell in his manifesto
(www.gestaltmash.com/2010/10/manifesto-of-neo-decadence/). Though
the latter no longer applies, many of the stories in this
collection fit the first three categories, although to call them
“unfinished” might seem churlish. I wouldn’t want to suggest that
they are unfinished in the sense of having splinters and
unvarnished surfaces—clearly a great deal of attention has been
paid to getting the tone of each piece right, and generally these
efforts are successful. But quite a few of the pieces end on an
arbitrary tangent or drift into a fantasy.

Again from his manifesto: “Story arcs should only
be used to hang oneself with. Nothing is ever resolved. Nothing
progresses.” That’s not always true in life, or in this collection.
Many things progress: tumours, obsessions, men’s fates accumulate
momentum, leading to their ultimate downfall. Connell has indeed
studiously avoided any traditional open-and-closed story arcs. In
fact, some of the pieces can hardly be called stories at all. In
some cases, the possibility of a story is all that is glimpsed
behind layers of obfuscating, fragmentary texts and references.

“The Search for Savino” begins in typical gothic
style with dark hints at the peculiar habits of an obscure artist
related by one collector to another. But the narrative quickly
breaks down into a series of lists, catalogues, letters, dialogues
and transcripts of interrogations. Somewhere behind all of these
partial evidences there may be a story, but Connell is not going to
give us enough clues to work it out. There is something to do with
painting on skin, on eyelids or eyeballs, but that’s as close as
you’re going to get and, one suspects, if that frustrates you then
you’ve missed the point.

The title piece of the book is by far the longest.
From my initial bafflement at what seemed to be invented “sigla”
(e.g. “conjectural conceptions” or “offstage comments”) and the
slight irritation with which I always meet untranslated quotations
in languages that I cannot easily translate, I began to get a sense
of what the text was pretending to be. Taken partly from classical
sources (such as Herodotus), “The Life of Polycrates” sometimes
does just what it says on the tin, narrating the rise and fall of
the tyrant of Samos in an approximation of the exotic austerity of
classical Greek style. But the straightforward narrative is
interrupted by (I assume fictional) fragments of epistles, excerpts
from the catalogues of libraries, lists of the contents of a
dressing case, ancient graffiti. There are absurdly lengthy
footnotes to rival Flann O’Brien’s asides about De Selby in The
Third Policeman. Connell seems to revel in playing with the
architecture of academic discourse: the “sigla”, when they do make
their appearances, seem arbitrary, and there is a great deal of
indentation, numbered and lettered lists and chronologies.

It’s an epicurean tale too, which delights as much
in the descriptions of feasts and of unusual dishes (e.g. fried
daffodils), of the perfume of young men’s oiled hair, of the exotic
specimens in Polycrates’ garden, as in the actual plot, which feels
of secondary interest. Connell is more interested in the texture of
ancient Greek life than in ancient Greek lives. Clearly a huge
amount of research and a lifetime of erudition has gone into so
dense a piece, but occasionally the tone is betrayed by an
out-of-place chattiness: “a boat-load of goodies” does not strike
me as a line that could have been lifted from Herodotus, if that is
the intended effect.

Elsewhere “The Life of Captain Gareth Caernarvon”
recounts the adventures of a nineteenth century English Colonial,
hunter, transvestite and uber-carnivore that wouldn’t have looked
out of place as an extended Monty Python sketch (with Graham
Chapman as the bewhiskered and corseted Captain).

Less successful is “The Slug”. A handsome man
deliberately sets out, over the period of his lifetime, to make
himself repellent, for reasons we cannot properly understand. Here
Connell’s use of sentence fragments and single sentence sections
seems self-indulgent and designed to shock. “Section VIII” of the
story simply reads, “The colour of vomit”, which is neither
shocking nor interesting, merely adolescent posturing.

Connell has a gift for the kind of phrase that
looks out of place, but which nevertheless jolts the reader to
attention. In the otherwise unexceptional piece “Molten Rage”, the
narrator looks at the traffic and describes “men willing to kill,
not only each other, but babies, old men and women, in order to
feed these creatures in whose bellies they perched like
half-digested herring”. Neither does he shy away from raiding the
dictionary for what primary school teachers now call “Wow Words”:
altocalciphiliac, acousticophiliatically, frotteurism. Usually I
raise my eyebrows at this kind of extravagance, but Connell does it
with such chutzpah that in the end I gave up minding.

In “Collapsing Claude” a bank clerk becomes
addicted to an emasculating, obese and sexually voracious woman. In
a superficially similar piece, “Maledict Michela”, an elderly
German man falls for the magnificent ankles of a similarly
poisonous female, but in this (superior) story the battle is more
poised, and the story takes an abrupt corner before ending at a
Chekhovian impasse as the German husband’s immunity to his wife’s
spite leads to the last line: “She despised him. Her walled-up
spite was for him the very fountain of youth.”

As seems to be the case in his other books,
Connell is only interested in extreme characters, wholly gluttonous
or predatory women, completely spineless, abject men, or the
impossibly, fantastically carnivorous. There’s also a common thread
of disgust for crowds, for the mass of unremarkable humanity, which
many of his self-marginalised characters share, and which seems
vindicated by the last line of “The Slug”: “Everyone is
vulgar”.

“There’s nothing wrong with writing a lousy book,”
states point 10 of his manifesto. “Just make sure it’s really
lousy. There is nothing worse than competence.” This book is by no
means lousy, and Connell is too addicted to risk-taking to risk
mere competence. I didn’t think all of the risks paid off, but I’m
glad he took them, because without the deliberately grotesque
stylistic flourishes, and the fragmented textures, the thinness of
the characters and conceits would have been glaring. Like a bike
ride in the Lake District the terrain of this book is uneven almost
to the point of fatigue and irritation. There are one or two nasty
ditches, but the views from the tops compensate.—John Greenwood










One for the Road, by Stephen King


PS Publishing, hb, 42pp

My third short book by Stephen King in
recent months is another reminder that by not reading his work more
regularly I’m really missing out. His Kindle novella UR
was good, if a little goofy, and certainly much better than you’d
expect an extended advert to be. The Colorado Kid was
unusual too, very nearly an essay in fictional form; an
investigation into the process and purposes of storytelling. Both
left me keen to read more.

The book under review here is a collector’s
edition of a short story previously collected in Night
Shift in 1978, published this time as a neat little landscape
hardback with sixteen captioned illustrations by James Hannah on
every other page. This arrangement of text and art causes a problem
in that the pictures quickly race ahead of the text in order to
capture all of the money shots, giving away the entire plot, but
it’s fair to say that most people willing to pay £75 for a twenty
page story (£175 for copies signed by the artist) will be big fans
of Stephen King, and hence likely to have read the story before,
making that less of an issue than it would be for a brand new story
or longer book.

The story itself is brief but very good. A
stranger bursts into Herb Tooklander’s bar and immediately
collapses, having walked through a blizzard to get there. There are
grey blotches of frostbite on his face, but he’s more concerned for
his wife and daughter, as are Herb, the narrator and the reader
once they realise where he’s left them. It’s a story that hits at
the heart of how it feels to be a father and a husband, the
supernatural horror more than equalled by the horror of the
father’s simple powerlessness. When he is taken back to find an
empty car, and calls out their names, “you could hear the
desperation in his voice, the terror, and pity him for it”. By that
point the spoilers in the illustrations have erased any hope of a
happy ending, adding a layer of painful fatalism to the story.

Good as the story is, even accompanied by
attractive, colourful pictures it doesn’t justify the cost; no
short story could. But as a collectable, it’s the kind of book it
would feel good to own, a book you could be very proud of, and
you’d be surprised to see it diminish in value.—Stephen Theaker










Protean Dimensions: The Worlds of Philip
José Farmer, Volume 1, ed. by Michael Croteau


Meteor House, pb, 264pp

When I was about ten or eleven my dad
gave me a box of books. They weren’t fancy—most were library
rejects. Years later I counted up which authors I had read the most
books by; almost all but Terrance Dicks and Philip K. Dick were in
that box: Moorcock, Asimov, Heinlein, Van Vogt, Aldiss and so
on.

One of those books, and one of the first that I
read, was The Stone God Awakens, in which a long-petrified
human finds himself in a world where animals have evolved into
humanoid forms. It was a long time ago now, so I don’t remember
much, but one thing stands out: the hero has sex with a cat
lady.

As the moment approached, I remember thinking, “He
won’t surely?” But he did: Philip José Farmer was a writer who
always did!

This diverting book follows on from
Farmerphile, a magazine that ran for fifteen issues. You
might think that would leave little for a book, and it’s true that
Farmer’s contributions are not extensive, but editor Michael
Croteau has built a very good book around them.

The first half is given over to non-fiction and
Farmer’s own work. Much of this is fascinating, for example seeing
him roll an idea around in the inchoate “Newly Born, Newly Dead” to
see what sticks. “The Bite of the Asp” is Randall Garrett’s account
of a story’s mutilation at the hands of Hugo Gernsback. “It Could
Make a Great Fantasy” is an essay by Laura Wilkes Carey about an
idea Farmer had for a fantasy set in a Book of Mormon universe. One
guesses it might not have been pursued because of the issues raised
by the Lamanites of Mormon legend being “cursed with dark skins due
to their wickedness”, though Carey’s essay suggests Farmer would
have met this head on by making his hero brown-skinned.

An article by Jack Mertes on Farmer’s brushes with
Hollywood was the first thing I read; I knew the ending already,
but I was keen to discover why things worked out that way. But
maybe that story isn’t quite over: Farmer’s big concepts are
perfect for Hollywood, and it’s only a matter of time before
someone notices. The odd thing is that even his books of forty
years ago might still be too controversial for the big screen.

A previously unpublished Danny Adams interview
with Farmer from 1997 provides lots to think about, such as his
advice to would-be writers: “My main suggestion is to have a
profession or a job, or a spouse, man or woman, who’s got a job and
will support you while you’re writing.”

For me the highlight of the first half was the
section Classic Worlds, which offers the story “Sail On!
Sail On!”, an excellent essay by James Gunn analysing the codes and
signifiers embedded in the story for SF readers, and a comment on
the story by Farmer himself, explaining why he didn’t follow it up
with a sequel: he couldn’t work out the science of the world. But
watching him try is an education.

The rest of the book, the larger part, is given
over to original fiction inspired by the work of Philip José
Farmer, or inspired by the man himself. I expected to be a little
lost here: I’ve read a lot of Farmer’s books, but quite a while ago
now, and the books being riffed on here weren’t always the ones
I’ve read; there are no Riverworld or Dayworld stories. But I
needn’t have worried. Most of the stories stand alone, and are
enhanced by knowing the originals rather than spoilt by not knowing
them.

“Infamy” by Edward Morris and “Le Maréchal” by
Paul Spiteri both feature Farmer as a character. In the first he is
a young man interviewing William Burroughs, currently working on
his novel Tar-z’n of the Apes, in the second a time
traveller adventuring in the thirteenth century. Two very different
tales, both very good. “A Kick in the Side” by Christopher Paul
Carey is a brief but entertaining and clever spin-off from
Flight to Opar.

“Is He in Hell?” by Win Scott Eckert is a story of
the Scarlet Pimpernel, designed to explain how the progenitors of
the Wold Newton family tree came to be gathered in one place when
the meteor struck. Interest in the story and its accompanying
family tree is likely to be largely limited to fans of
Wold-Newtonry, in the same way that All-Star Squadron
finds its readers among fans of DC continuity, but it wasn’t a bad
story.

“No Trees of Earth” by David Bischoff presents an
episode from the gap between The Maker of Universes and
The Gates of Creation. Robert Wolff is coming to terms
with his rediscovered memories of his life as Lord Jadawin, but
loses lover Chryseis to the secrets of his newly recovered mansion.
Exciting, mysterious, and with a few tweaks to the plot wouldn’t
have been out of place in the recent Jack Vance tribute, Songs
of the Dying Earth.

“The Final Flight of Greatheart Silver” by Chris
Roberson takes an old airship pilot back into the skies for one
last time, centralisation having led to a monopoly on the skyways
for a big corporation. The story’s villains are chillingly bad, but
it suffers from a lack of subtlety: the liners that dominate the
sky are called The Da Vinci, The Potter, The
Twilight: “the conglomerate makes enough money off of them
that it doesn’t even want to bother with anything else”. The
“heroic” conclusion has rather uncomfortable real-world
resonances.

In “Flesh Endures” Dennis E. Power combines two
stories, neither of which I’ve read. Hozay plays in a great
tournament, the Great Series being to baseball what the Mean Arena
is to basketball. The MVP (Most Virile Player) wins the chance to
make hay with Miss Liberty in the Great Rites, but a challenge
throws Hozay into a one-on-one fight with Jamdar Zhulayn, who makes
no secret of his plans for the priestesses should he win. An
exciting, brutal post-apocalyptic adventure with a fine ending.

My favourite story in the collection, despite
strong competition, was “The Pollinators” by Rhys Hughes, a
relatively restrained story by his standards, set in the world of
“The Lovers”. A chat with Hal Yarrow stimulates a change in the
life of Nosy Sam, leading him eventually to the jungles of the
Malay Federation and an unusual branch of evolution. It’s not
perhaps a story Farmer would have written himself, but it shares
his spark and imagination.

Your enjoyment of this book is likely to be in proportion to the
number of Farmer’s books you’ve read—and how much you enjoyed
them—but there is plenty here, both non-fiction and fiction, that
would be of interest to any science fiction fan. The variety of its
contents bears witness to the astonishing variety of Farmer’s own
work. For Farmerphiles, it’s quite essential.—Stephen Theaker










Spectral Press #1: What They Hear in the
Dark, by Gary McMahon


Spectral Press, chapbook, 20pp

Becky and Rob have moved into a
creepy new home following a family tragedy, one gradually revealed
to the reader. The space between them, of things that can’t be
said, is mirrored by the space beneath their stairs, a place where
nothing can be said. There, Becky feels the presence of someone
they both love and miss; Rob feels something more malicious.

This is the first in a series of chapbooks from
Spectral Press, sold on a subscription basis, and given that Gary
McMahon seems to be an author with a bright future—a bright future
of spreading misery and darkness!—this is a very collectable little
item.

The story for me suffered a little from the climax
being anticipated by a premonitory dream; second time around is in
theory more frightening because Rob notices something new, though I
was distracted by wondering why he realised it then and not the
first time. Logic aside (and where does logic enter into what you
notice in a dream anyway?), what he notices at the end is truly
shocking, and the story as a whole is moving and quite terrifying.
As with “In the Skin” (in Different Skins), McMahon isn’t
afraid to write about bad things happening to children, and that
gives him the opportunity to hit us where it really hurts.

A handful of minor editing and formatting glitches
demonstrate why a series of chapbooks is such a practical, sensible
way for a small press to get started. The format echoes—copies, you
might even say—that of the successful Nightjar chapbooks: similar
cover stylings, lower case titles, and even a title that reminds of
Michael Marshall Smith’s successful What Happens When You Wake
Up In the Night. You might wonder if there is room in the
market for two such similar offerings, but if Spectral continue to
produce chapbooks as interesting as this one I’m sure there will
be. Subscribe at http://www.spectralpress.wordpress.com.—Stephen
Theaker










Comics


Axe Cop, Volume 1


Malachai Nicolle and Ethan
Nicolle

Dark Horse, tpb, 144pp

The introduction to Axe Cop is
by Mystery Science Theater 3000’s Kevin Murphy, which makes perfect
sense: the last time I laughed so much was watching their version
of Mitchell. (Oh, alright, maybe when I watched The Love Guru, but
if I admitted that you wouldn’t take the rest of my review
seriously…) I laughed so much reading this book that I frequently
had to put it down for a break, my eyes sore from a literal stream
of tears.

Axe Cop is the story of a policeman,
Axey, who has a life-changing experience: “One day at the scene of
a fire, the cop found the perfect fireman axe. That was the day he
became Axe Cop.” The axe is perfect for chopping off the heads of
baddies, and much decapitation ensues. At night he dresses in a
catsuit and sneaks into baddies’ houses to kill them while they
sleep. (A motivational poster in his kitchen says, “You know what
time my job is? ALWAYS.”)

As the strip progresses he accumulates an
incredible army of friends, including Flute Cop, Uni-Man, a
dinosaur with machine gun arms, Baby-Man, Lobster Man, Dinosaur
Soldier, Sockarang and the ninja vampire wolfmen Moon Warriors.

So far, you might think, so Image Comics
c.1994!

What gives Axe Cop its wonder and brilliance is
that it was written by a five-year-old boy, but drawn by his
grown-up brother, who knows exactly when to play it straight and
when to play up the insanity. This is a world where unicorn horns
make wishes come true, where there’s an appropriate store for
anything a hero might need, and where getting splashed with
swordfish blood gives you swordfish powers.

As the fascinating notes by the older brother
explain, Malachai Nicolle didn’t sit down to a typewriter and write
a series of scripts. Rather, the stories are the product of
roleplay, the younger brother explaining the characters and their
motivations as the games played out, a scenario anyone with
children will recognise.

The difference here is that the wonderful, weird
nonsense the child invented has been brought to life, treated with
the respect a child’s ideas deserve, and shared with the world,
first as a web comic, now as a book.

And so Axe Cop reminds us of all the joy
and freedom of childhood imagination, the disregard for
consequences and verisimilitude, the sheer pleasure of play. It’s
the same well from which Robert Rodriguez draws in his films for
children, the Thumb-Thumbs of Spy Kids having been invented by one
of his kids. The one adult author I’ve read who captures that
feeling is Rhys Hughes: Twisthorn Bellow and Axe Cop could easily
be best friends.

I can’t recommend this hilarious, inspirational
book highly enough. And for extra laughs show it to a child: they
will enjoy the stories, but they won’t find it funny at all. It all
seems perfectly sensible to their strange little minds!—Stephen
Theaker












DC Comics: the 75th Anniversary Poster
Book


Robert Schnakenberg and many
artists

Quirk Books, oversize pb,
208pp

This highly attractive book contains one
hundred of the best DC and Vertigo covers in chronological order,
beginning with New Fun #1 (February 1935) and ending with
Batman #679 (September 2008). There’s nothing from
Wildstorm, Piranha Press or the other DC imprints, but there are a
few from All-American and even a few creator-owned books, such as
Preacher #1, Fables #18 and Y: the Last
Man #189.

All the classic images you’d expect are here:
The Flash #123 (“Flash of Two Worlds”), and Adventure
Comics #247 (“I’m sorry, Superboy…”), Action Comics
#252 (“Look again, Superman!”), Green Lantern/Green Arrow
#76 (“Never again!”), Crisis on Infinite Earths #7 (the
death of Supergirl), Superman #75 (the death of Superman),
Watchmen #1 (the bloodstained smiley), and so on. Looking
through it brings back an awful lot of memories.

I was disappointed that Jerry Ordway’s superb
covers for The Power of Shazam weren’t represented, or
Brian Bolland’s work on The Invisibles, but I can’t point
to much else that’s been left out. There’s a bit too much
Batman—and they’re often the least striking covers (e.g.
Batman #608, Detective Comics #626, Detective
Comics #792)—but given his popularity it’s hardly a
surprise.

Perhaps because so many of the covers are
classics—and thus a little overfamiliar—the lesser-known covers
really grabbed my attention: Mr District Attorney #12
(“Don’t judge this man until you hear why I defended the monkey
man!”), Sensation Comics #109 (“My fingers… alive! And
threatening me with… death!”), or Leave It To Binky #60 (a
boy kissing a fish). As Lichtenstein discovered, romance comics
work particularly well at larger sizes: for example see John
Romita’s covers for Falling in Love #62 (“Remember, honey…
The last time we were here…?”) and Heart Throbs #93 (“How
can I tell her… I will never see her again..!”).

The posters are scans of actual issues, and don’t
seem to have been retouched. The scratches, folds and
discolourations add to the authenticity, but the covers of the
Showcase series of books show how astounding classic comics artwork
can look when recoloured. Also, the paper isn’t glossy, so the
colours on the posters don’t pop in quite the way they would have
on the original covers; for posters, they look a bit faded.

The commentary to be found on the reverse of each
poster is much more informative than you’d expect from a poster
book, and, apart from the film I Am Curious (Yellow) being
described as a “porno” I didn’t spot any significant errors. The
reverse of each poster also reprints a pair of covers by the same
artist or featuring the same character or theme. For example the
Superboy #55 cover (Superboy being spanked) is backed by
#65 (Superboy in a Kryptonite cage) and #75 (more spanking) for
comparison.

Sadly, to review a book of posters properly, you
have to take out one of its pages. The page came out cleanly and
easily along the perforation, producing a symmetrical poster; you’d
have to look very closely to see which edge had been torn. I
suspect many people will prefer to keep their books intact,
although a wall plastered with the lot would look stunning. In one
or two places the perforations on my copy have torn through normal
reading. The index is less useful than it might have been, given
that the book lacks page numbers; an index by artist would also
have been welcome.

Unless you’re a student looking to give your
bedsit a pop art makeover, this is perhaps not a book you’d buy for
yourself, but any comics fan would be absolutely delighted to
receive it on their birthday. Definitely one for your Amazon
wishlist.—Stephen Theaker










Strangers: Starlock


Claude J. Legrand, Luciano
Bernasconi, et al

Hexagon Comics, pb,
256pp

Like the previously reviewed
Strangers: Homicron, this is a translation from the
archives of Éditions Lug, and it begins in a very similar way,
although Major Nick Thaler’s life-changing alien encounter takes
place on Mars rather than the moon. His excavation of a half-buried
extra-terrestrial artefact awakens the ancient entity within, and
their atoms are “fused together”. Back on Earth, Nick feels out of
sorts: an eclipse then lets a mysterious lunar crystal transform
him into Starlock, who looks like Nick, but bigger. He’s
super-strong and super-tough, can bend humans to his will, controls
the oceans, creates cosmic fields, and (perhaps least usefully) can
make food rot in seconds.

Major Ted White became little more than one of
Homicron’s memories, but Nick Thaler is still alive, and often
wakes to find himself in uncomfortable situations. Homicron was a
decent sort; Starlock is not terribly nice: “Nick Thaler might care
about mankind… but I don’t!” When dawn breaks the moon
crystal’s spell Nick begs a friend: “You’ve got to kill me while
you can, Nate! That damned alien is ready to blow up the planet to
build his spaceship!” There are obvious parallels with DC’s
Eclipso: both feature men transformed at inconvenient times by a
crystal on the moon.

The story that follows their initial bonding is an
action-packed serial similar to something like Doomlord from the
resurrected Eagle or Invasion in 2000AD, and
could easily have been drawn from the pages of those magazines.
Starlock tears semi-randomly around the world in his efforts to
avoid capture and build a spaceship; he steals jets and submarines,
throws tanks around like toys, gets ensnared in the web of
S.P.I.D.E.R. (the Society for the Pollution, Infestation and
Destruction of Energies and Resources), and inadvertently brings
the world to the brink of nuclear armageddon. All good fun.

Despite the cover, Starlock doesn’t appear in
costume until page 222, in the sequel, “The Return of Starlock”. In
these later pages Starlock becomes a more traditional and slightly
less interesting cosmic hero. He gains an origin, but Nick Thaler
is retconned to death, and it’s a slightly scrappy end to an
enjoyable if unremarkable book. It’s the original stories that make
this volume worth reading. They aren’t exceptional, and don’t stand
comparison with more carefully created BD, but they make for
simple, undemanding entertainment.—Stephen Theaker










Valérian et Laureline, L’Intégrale,
Volume 1


Jean-Claude Mézières and Pierre
Christin

Dargaud, hb, 156pp

This book contains four stories
previously published as three: Les Mauvaises rêves, La
Cité des eaux mouvantes, Terres en flammes, and
L’Empire des mille planètes, the two in the middle having
previously been truncated and published in a single volume.

First a disclaimer! Reviewing something that I
have read in French presents a certain difficulty: I can’t always
be sure that I have understood it properly. Of course that concern
applies to books in English too, but I apologise in advance for any
really bad mistakes made here.

Les Mauvaises rêves (“The Bad Dreams”)
introduces Valérian, a space-time agent working out of Galaxity, a
far-future city in which most of the population happily sleeps away
their lives. After villain Xombul steals a time machine Valérian
pursues him to the 11th century. There he meets adorable, tough,
capable Laureline, at first his guide and in later stories his
partner and girlfriend. (Her name has been retrospectively and
laudably added to the title of the series. I hope Obelix isn’t too
jealous.) This first story is notably more comedic than the rest of
the book, but even here the comedy is more in the art than the
writing.

In La Cité des eaux mouvantes (“The City
of Shifting Waters”) the two agents follow Xombul to the drowned
New York of 1986. The story meanders a little, but there’s a
grandeur to the illustrations, and the mood becomes oppressive as
the situation worsens. By Terres en flammes (“The Burning
Lands”) the survival of the planet itself is in doubt, and despite
the light tone there’s a profound hopelessness to their journey
across a USA that is waiting to die.

L’Empire des mille planètes takes
Valérian and Laureline to the empire of a thousand planets, of
which we only really see one, the capital: Syrte-la-Magnifique. A
mysterious cabal has seized control and the time-space agents are
persuaded, step by step, to do something about it. By this stage
the strip feels not unlike sixties Who with an unlimited budget,
though Val has no reservations about using his time machine to get
an edge in space battles.

I treated myself to this book and two others
(La Conjuration de l’Opale and Blake et Mortimer: Le
Secret de l’Espadon), choosing them very nearly at random from
www.amazon.fr. Reading any French album still feels like a very
special treat to me, but this book was something more than that: it
quickly became clear that this was something I had been missing out
on, a comic strip perfectly tailored to me.

Admittedly, my first impression was one of slight
disappointment: I’d expected a slightly more realistic style, but
it didn’t take long to warm to the artwork. It’s bursting with
colour (supplied by Evelyne Tranlé), detail and
joie-de-vivre, making even the bleakest moments a treat
for the eyes.

From start to finish it was a pure joy to read.
This kind of space adventure is exactly my favourite kind of thing
to read, and these stories are created with the care and attention
that is so typical of bandes dessinées. If you could
promise me an endless supply of books like this I would happily
forego all others.

The following four volumes went straight onto my
Amazon wishlist, my birthday came soon after, and they were all
marked highest priority, so (a) I had some of my best ever birthday
presents (thank you everybody!) and (b) I will soon be reporting on
subsequent adventures. There’s a world of brilliant comics over the
channel: don’t let your GCSE in French go to waste.—Stephen
Theaker










Movies


The Adjustment Bureau


George Nolfi (dir.)

Universal, 106 mins

Neither a Damonite nor a Dick-head
be.

When United States Senate aspirant David Norris
pursues the woman he loves instead of following the dictates of
fate, he comes into conflict with the mysterious forces that map
out and “adjust” human destiny.

Ever since 1982’s noir classic Blade Runner, which
rates 8.3 on IMDB and 8.5 on Rotten Tomatoes, Hollywood has been
ransacking Philip K. Dick’s back catalogue in the hope that his
name alone will be sufficient to produce another cult hit.
Dick-Heads (the moniker under which fans of the author stand proud)
have had to endure the adaptive barbarism of Total Recall (7.4
& 7.2), Screamers (6.1 & 4.7), Impostor (6.0 & 3.9),
Minority Report (7.7 & 8.0), Paycheck (6.1 & 4.7), A
Scanner Darkly (7.1 & 6.6), Next (6.1 & 4.6) and now,
knocking woodenly at the gates, The Adjustment Bureau, featuring
the immutable Matt Damon. Non Dick-Heads have suffered alongside
them and will continue to do so here, with the predictable
exception of Matt Damon aficionados (most of whom haven’t been told
that [spoiler] Damon died over eight years ago and has since been
acting [sic] via digital manipulation of his earlier
performances). Still distraught after a false moustache obfuscated
Damon’s facial rigidity and thus denied him recognition as Best
Supporting Actor in True Grit, Damonites will breathe easy again as
The Adjustment Bureau restores their man to original condition,
sanding him back to clean-shavedness, black suit and tie.

Although it’s easy to think otherwise, inscrutable
acting has not necessarily been the downfall of big screen Philip
K. Dick adaptations. Yes, these films seem deliberately to have
cast impassive lead actors—Nicolas Cage, Keanu Reeves, Tom Cruise,
Arnold Schwarzenegger, even Harrison Ford and Rutger Hauer in Blade
Runner—but those who have read Dick’s short story “Adjustment Team”
(available in the public domain via
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Adjustment_Team) will note that
Damon’s flatness allows him actually to slot in quite nicely as an
approximation of Dick’s minimally refined, almost emotionless
original character. The problem lies in that the short story’s
conclusion is reached 30 minutes into the movie, and that Damon’s
part is then rewritten to encompass a breath of expression that
lies well beyond his stock trade in “minimalist” and “stunned”.

Although there are many who will prejudge and
knock down The Adjustment Bureau as just another movie in Matt
Damon’s film-log’raphy (The Bourne Repetition?), it would be remiss
to doze in such a fashion and not acknowledge the surrounding
ecology. Stepping well beyond Philip K. Dick’s 1954 depiction of
women, Emily Blunt brings pathos and believability to her
character, while Anthony Mackie and John Slattery are remarkably
human in portraying the forbidding agents of the unseen Chairman.
Compared to other films where sinister guardians lurk in the
shadows behind reality—Alex Proyas’ Dark City, for instance—there
is here a subtlety of acting that Damon may never even have caught
whiff of (remembering that he has spent much of his career sharing
a two-man horse suit with Ben Affleck). Moreover, The Adjustment
Bureau is not the action spec-crapular that one might
expect, where CGI is given first billing and the everyday laws of
physics cease to apply. In fact, the movie places something of a
moratorium on mind-numbing action and special effects. It tries
instead for mood (even if the most visually evocative scene from
Dick’s short story—the office adjustment upon which Damon
stumbles—is passed over in seconds). It tries to be
thought-provoking.

Unfortunately, whereas Dick’s original story
posits a scenario and a reasonable conclusion, but leaves the
question of predestination open for the reader to ponder, the film
treatment takes this same scenario and perverts it into a fatuous
exposition on the concept of free will. That some higher power
might [spoiler] be impressed by Damon and Blunt’s desire to fight
for their choices, even though the predeterminism against which
they struggle is also responsible for the unfathomable love that
motivates them… well, this is just as shallow as it sounds in
facetious voiceover just prior to the credits rolling.

Elsewhere in the world it may be different, but in
Brisbane, Australia, there is a strong tradition of plastering bus
stop shelters with large posters of real estate agents (as if
they’re somehow more pleasant this way than in real life); and if
it’s not real estate agents then it’s cinema advertising, the
quality of the films depicted suggesting a clear (if somewhat
grasping) intent to contrast them favourably against the experience
of waiting for yet another bus not to arrive. Brisbane public
transport routes currently are resplendent with Adjustment Bureau
posters, Emily Blunt’s dress flowering red alongside a
tautologically wooden Matt Damon in what seems a picturesque
attempt to create a buzz and make some honey [sic] before
the film wilts and dies.

So, as we join the Dick-Heads and the Damonites in
turning the box office doorknob clockwise, one question remains to
us: do we really have free will, or is there some equivalent of the
Adjustment Bureau guiding us through life and warding off disaster?
Anyone who has gone to see a rather porky Matt Damon trotting
desperately though the rain in a pork pie hat—what higher power
would allow such a sight; yet, what else could impel us to watch
it?—surely will appreciate the poignancy of this dilemma.—Jacob
Edwards












I Am Number Four


D.J. Caruso (dir.)

Dreamworks, 109 mins

When the Mogadorians (Mogs) destroyed
the planet Lorien, nine teens and their guardians escaped to Earth.
Now the black trenchcoat-wearing and big black boot-stomping Mogs
have come to Earth to hunt down the escapees, and thereby
consummate their desire for world domination.

As Number Four, known to his friends as Daniel, is
about to score with a Floridian girl, a third strange symbol sears
onto his leg. Which means Number Four is next on the Mogs’ hit
list.

Continuing an endless string of new locales and
new identities, Number Four and his guardian Henri migrate from the
sunny beaches and flirtatious women of Florida to Paradise, Ohio,
which is anything but a paradise. Number Four assumes the
conspicuously common pseudonym of John Smith and sets off to
Paradise High School.

As the Mogs’ cavalcade of black automobiles gets
closer, Number Four starts to discover the strength of his powers,
called Legacies. He strives to control these powers, especially in
the presence of a clique of superficial football (American)
players, who make up the locus of power within the school. Number
Four befriends science geek Sam and finds a love interest in Sarah
Hart, a makeup-smothered young woman who wanders around and
photographs things. Sarah has been banished from the popular crowds
because of her falling out with Mark, the jock leader who appears
to have stepped out of an episode of Happy Days.

The film starts with an example of the Mogs’
killing dexterity, and then moves to Number Four showing off on his
jet ski. Not the best beginning. But once Number Four and Henri
shed Florida—perhaps the opening is a reflection of its
artificiality—and move to Paradise, the film settles into an
entertaining tale of pursuit, discovery, and fledgling romance.

This film clearly targets a young audience with
the attention span of gnats. Though the actors won’t win any
Oscars, their performance was acceptable. This film will satisfy
the 21st century urbanite’s craving for plot, beautiful people,
super powers, and destruction.

The Mogs, with their facial gills and head
tattoos, were particularly engaging. They bring a playful attitude
to their mission of Lorien annihilation: in one scene, a Mog waves
to a child in the supermarket. In another, a Mog bears his
barracuda-like teeth and growls at a child in a passing car. The
Mogs’ caravan includes a trailer into which they toss whole frozen
turkeys. I believe it was Chekhov who said, “If in the first act
you have something that thrashes around in a massive trailer and
eats frozen turkeys, then in the following one it should be
released.” And I would add, “Whatever is in that trailer should be
ridiculous and one-dimensional!” I think we both would have been
pleased.—Douglas J. Ogurek










Paul


Greg Mottola (dir.)

Working Title, 104 mins

The monkey thought it was all
in fun.

Two science fiction comic book obsessed Englishmen
embark upon an RV tour of US UFO country, where they encounter and
befriend a worldly wise alien (Paul) who is on the run from Area
51.

Those not familiar with Simon Pegg and Nick Frost
could easily mistake Paul for an American-conceived SF spoof, which
deviously casts unknown British leads so as to default its
nauseatingly US college road trip alien into the starring role.
Sadly for those of us who hold British humour in high regard, this
is not the case. Pegg and Frost not only have standing in the
industry but also scripted their own, lacklustre parts in this
lowest denominator comedy. The sad truth of Paul is that it hides,
somewhere beneath its top secret bunker of stupidity, a broader
idea that could have been consistently, lastingly funny; namely,
that Hollywood holds its target audience in such low regard that
even an extraterrestrial alien must now be Americanised if it is to
be understood or appreciated. Unfortunately, Paul’s latent
potential for probing this insular US fundamentality is in no way
used to lubricate the script itself (insert bodily cavity humour
here) and the two human leads ultimately manifest as no more
alien—no less American—than the CGI extraterrestrial. Accents
notwithstanding, the humour of cultural disparity rarely aspires to
anything beyond the glaringly self-evident.

Which is not to say that Paul is totally lacking
in the laughter department. Its spattered modicum of alien
displacement humour (courtesy not so much of the two Englishmen
per se, or even of the actual ET, but rather from an
intelligently designed descent into bible country) is funny enough,
and the physical comedy is enacted with classic, almost
side-splitting aplomb; yet still there remain two fundamental
weaknesses that consign Paul to the list of films that, while
offering some value as background ambience for a beer and cards
night, you really, in your right mind, would never pay to see;
movies like Hot Tub Time Machine (although that particular
offering, equally farcical in its use of science fiction elements,
carries the added disincentive of having stripped John Cusack of
whatever dignity he’d managed to recover since Tapeheads). The
first of these weaknesses lies in the nature of spoof itself, where
the underlying rationale appears to be that, to be funny, something
must be played as if it is funny; to wit, as if the actor must
overtly declare his or her understanding of the nature of the film,
lest the audience not realise it should be laughing. Nobody in Paul
(with the dubious exception of Jason Bateman, although it’s hard to
tell given the high background levels of caricature and
over-acting) takes their role seriously, and as a result the movie
loses any sense of subtlety or cleverness. Anyone going into the
cinema with the expectation of seeing another Zombieland will be
sorely disappointed.

The makers of these films walk a fine line, to be
sure, and it feels at times as if Paul is on the verge of cracking
the genre spoof barrier. But then, just as the movie accelerates to
within hazy photographical range, the pursuant UFO eases away
again—beep-beep!—as if to say, “You don’t have what it
takes.” And therein lies the second, crippling weakness. Paul, in
the harsh reality of daylight, just doesn’t pack the acting calibre
necessary to lift it more than a few feet off the ground at a time.
This might be Nick Frost’s and Simon Pegg’s script, but still they
deliver their lines as if having just unpacked them from an ACME
wooden crate; and yes, even though they’re supposed to be SF nerds
of little presence, still it is possible to play such a part with
some measure of compellingness and authority. (Imagine Martin
Freeman and Ricky Gervais in corresponding roles.) Understated is
one thing, but Pegg and Frost lean more towards underwhelming, the
former merely a shadow of his Scotty from the 2009 Star Trek film
and the latter reminiscent somehow of the large bunny rabbit that
made a five second “Best Supporting Animal” appearance alongside
Robin Williams in What Dreams May Come. Frost and Pegg’s characters
lack any real dynamic (which seems strange given their back-story
and also the actors’ friendship) and the supporting cast does
little to make up for their shortcomings. The one person in the
film who certifiably can act, doesn’t, and instead provides a
cringe-worthy and highly forgettable (if you’re lucky enough to be
able to do so) cameo.

Paul is not a bad movie. It has funny moments and
if people happen to find themselves watching it then they may well
derive some enjoyment. It is, however, not what it could have been.
Paul, the CGI alien, is visually well executed but vocally
annoying. Pegg and Frost roll through their performances like a
pair of wet cabbages, all around the mulberry bush until
spoof! goes the weasel. If, in the unlikely event that you
were to chance upon a pirated copy of Paul and persevere with it
long enough before doing the right thing and handing yourself over
to the authorities, then you might see regular smatterings of
moviegoers silhouetted in retreat against the big screen, leaving
the cinema and not coming back. This is, perhaps, too harsh a
judgement to bestow (although these people have paid, presumably,
and deserve the opportunity to show their disgruntlement).
Nevertheless, Paul is not a film to be actively sought out.—Jacob
Edwards










Season of the Witch


Dominic Sena (dir.)

Atlas Entertainment, 95 mins

Weary of shedding blood for the
Church, Behmen (Nicolas Cage) and Felson (Ron Perlman) find
themselves at the plague-infested Palace of Marburg, where they are
identified as deserters.

Fortunately, the religious leaders there are
familiar with the duo’s reputation on the battlefield. The
supremely dramatic Cardinal, on whose face the plague has trodden,
asks them to transport a suspected witch to a distant abbey, where
her powers will be destroyed. Behmen agrees, provided that the girl
receives a fair trial.

About twenty minutes too far into the movie, the
duo, accompanied by four one-dimensional characters, set out on a
journey during which they will exchange bad dialogue, fight clichéd
creatures, and encounter plot-diverting fantasy tropes.

The young girl, who is believed to have brought
the plague to Marburg and other locales, will cause the characters
to question each other and themselves. “Perhaps this priest
shouldn’t be trusted with the girl.” “Do I see the spirit of my
plague-ravaged daughter?” “Is this an innocent girl, or a witch?”
One wishes she would have inspired the guide, who was set up as the
comic relief, to ask himself, “What can I do to actually be
funny?”

The contemporary American mindset intrudes on this
film like Taco Bell Border Sauce on a plate of fish and chips. For
instance, in the unnecessary opening battle sequence, Behmen and
Felson bet on who will buy drinks based on the number of savages
they kill. Perhaps Sena was inspired when he saw Legolas and Gimli
compare their death tallies. There are so many elements of the Lord
of the Rings films from which to draw inspiration. Choosing this
ridiculous war banter is comparable to seeing a peacock open its
feathers, then taking a picture of its foot.

Cage’s and Perlman’s accents were as precarious as
the bridge that they attempt to cross in the tensest scene.
Sometimes they dropped their hard “R”s to sound more British, and
sometimes they didn’t. And that guide! He sounded like he just got
back from a New York Mets game.

Nicolas Cage brought eccentricity to Johnny Blaze
in the enjoyably awful Ghost Rider. He brought innocence and
curiosity to Seth in City of Angels. To Behmen he brought very
little. It was as if Cage, slogging through the film, had lost a
bet—loser plays Behmen—to Gerard Butler, who probably would have
preferred a film with more explosions and killing. Or perhaps Cage
felt weighed down by his recent mortgage woes.

The movie does have a couple of saving graces.
First is the suspected witch, played by Claire Foy. She was
especially effective at using facial expressions, ranging from
innocent to malevolent, to manipulate the other characters.
However, the film gave away a bit much in terms of revealing
whether something was amiss about the girl.

What made the film most enjoyable for me were the
talents—maybe that’s not the precise word—of Ron Perlman of Hellboy
fame. Perlman plays the same know-it-all brute that he brought to
films like Blade II and Alien: Resurrection. But in this film,
Perlman’s completely transparent character is given more time to
not so much develop, as adhere, often resulting in humour. It’s
kind of like watching your semi-annoying neighbour—that guy who
drinks a lot of beer and has no introspection whatsoever?—plopped
into an action film.

This film could have been infinitely better if
Sena sliced off the beginning and the end, and focused solely on
the journey. Additionally, stripping out all of the special effects
and honing in on the mystery of whether the girl was bad or good
would have been a much more compelling strategy.

If Sena thought that he was creating a serious
fantasy film, he is severely mistaken. However, if he was, much
like the young woman suspected of witchcraft, trying to make his
audience question whether this is a traditional fantasy or a
parody, then that’s a different story.—Douglas J. Ogurek










Tron: Legacy


Joseph Kosinski (dir.)

Disney, 125 mins

The light that burns half as bright
burns twice as loud.

For any Hollywood mogul casting about for an old
movie to revamp for the burgeoning 3D market, Tron must have loomed
as a godsend. Cutting edge at the time of its release in 1982, when
arcade games were all the rage and Commodore 64s were emerging from
the primordial, technological soup and waving their 64 kilobytes of
RAM at the first generation of PC users, Tron lit up in blue neon
and hit the big screen with sufficient cult appeal to launch a
franchise: video games; comic books; animated TV series; and
inevitably, the no-brainer sequel.

Tron: Legacy commences with a prelude set seven
years after the original film, when Kevin Flynn (Jeff Bridges)
vanishes into the night and leaves his seven-year-old son Sam as
chief shareholder in ENCOM International. Jump twenty years forward
and the “orphaned” Sam (Garrett Hedlund), now a restless
dilettante, returns to the disused 80s arcade of his youth and is
drawn into the virtual world that claimed his father. As a
digitalised User, Sam is forced into gladiatorial combat against a
host of baleful Programmes marshalled by the dictatorial Clu (Jeff
Bridges again, digitally youthened). Sam acclimatises to the
dystopian setting with Disney-inspired nonchalance, and so begins
his quest to—to—

To what, exactly? Well, indeed. (One can easily
imagine the writers at this point, languishing somewhere “off-grid”
and scratching their heads under cover of darkness and digital
overlay.) What happens next, though not difficult to follow, is far
too piecemeal for the audience to engage with. Sam’s search for
Zuse, as an example, appears from nowhere and is quickly shovelled
behind. The ISOs subplot materialises with biblical pretension
that, to the big-screen atheist, appears nothing more than
barefaced effrontery aimed at covering up the film’s palpable lack
of substance. In fact, the entire plot of Tron: Legacy is
reminiscent somehow of that scene from The Great Escape where Steve
McQueen outlines his ad hoc breakout plan to the British officers:
“Ives here is a tunnel man, so he digs in front, pushes the dirt
behind him. I stash it behind me, then we burrow through the dirt
like a couple of moles.” Richard Attenborough questions him:
“Hilts, um… how do you breathe?”—“We got a steel rod with hinges on
it. We shove it up and make air holes as we go along.” McQueen
departs and Gordon Jackson exclaims: “It’s so stupid, it’s
positively brilliant.” Scriptwriters Adam Horowitz and Edward
Kitsis appear to have taken this idea to heart, presenting in Tron:
Legacy a plot that, although not entirely nonsensical, is
thoroughly slapdash in composition and should by rights see them
return to television writing—the Hollywood equivalent of a stint in
the cooler.

Let’s be honest. Tron: Legacy is not a movie at
all. It’s an extemporised excuse for dazzling the world with
state-of-the-art visual and audio effects. Now, there are some of
us who don’t really see the point of 3D, and who believe that two
dimensions are perfectly sufficient for conveying depth of picture
and movement from foreground to background—just as the Renaissance
masters managed to paint without recourse to hologram technology;
just as the early PCs ran perfectly engrossing games on operating
systems that packed fewer kilobytes than a low resolution Facebook
picture of Bill Gates—but even those who happily forsake plot for
sound and vision will find little satisfaction in Tron: Legacy. The
film is overly dark (even without the 3D glasses) and causes
constant strain to the eyes. Charitably, this could be seen as a
misguided attempt to provide contrast with the glowing light-strips
that characterise The Grid, yet there is also a dissident whisper
to the effect that darkly shot film is faster (ergo, cheaper) to
render and that 3D connoisseurs, having paid more to see the film
in this manner, have been thoroughly dudded. As for the iconic Tron
light cycles … in Tron: Legacy they are raced not with any sense of
tension, or engagement with the audience, but rather upon a
sprawling, bewildering 3D matrix that has clearly been employed
just because it was possible to do so, rather like playing Twister
in four dimensions with arms and legs appearing out of
nowhere—utterly pointless.

The music, meanwhile, is unremittingly loud and
without doubt will inspire more headaches than appreciation. When
director Joseph Kosinski was asked why he employed French
electronic duo Daft Punk for the score, he is said to have replied,
“How could you not at least go to those guys?”—rather as if he’d
pulled off a coup in the magnitude of having Prince compose for
Batman. Perhaps it is impossible for a film’s score to rise any
higher than its plot, but Daft Punk’s relentless barrage, though
capturing and echoing back the pulsating moodiness and disjointed
energy of the script, nevertheless does little to redeem the
movie’s shortcomings. Guy-Manuel de Homem-Christo’s assertion that
Tron: Legacy was cut to the music, rather than vice versa, is a
line of inquiry that Kosinski’s prosecutors might wish to follow,
but suffice for now to say that the musical highpoint—the only
instance of shivers being sent down the spine—comes not from Daft
Punk but courtesy of an arcade flashback to the Eurythmics’ Sweet
Dreams (Are Made of This). In fact, given its overt connection to
Tron and the early 80s, Tron: Legacy may have been better served by
British duo the Pet Shop Boys, whose musical partnership began in
1981 and is still going strong. An 85-piece orchestra in 7.1
surround sound is all well and good, but if that’s the path
Kosinski wanted to take then why not ask viewers to treat the film
as incidental material, take away the seats and turn the movie
theatre into a nightclub?

Tron: Legacy’s one saving grace comes by way of
its cast. Miraculously, and very much to their credit, the actors
are able to play their roles straight and so allow for a certain,
rickety-bridge-style suspension of disbelief over the voided chasm
of plot and purpose. Garrett Hedlund is suitably “eighties” in the
lead role; likewise Bruce Boxleitner as Alan Bradley and Tron.
Olivia Wilde plays her part effectively (albeit one that is little
removed from the foil she provided to Hugh Laurie in House).
Michael Sheen fully immerses himself as Castor (a compelling if
somewhat caricatured digital echo of Mr Humphries from Are You
Being Served?) while Jeff Bridges strides through it all with the
assurance and crooked authority of an age-wizened shepherd
(although also, it should be admitted, with the faint, lingering
whiff of marijuana-inspired laissez-faire that he has
carried ever since The Big Lebowski). Tron: Legacy could so easily
have been a career-killer, but the main players emerge unscathed;
nay, with reputations enhanced, not unlike Johnny Depp’s through
dint of having packed a decade-long rafter of turkeys from Nick of
Time to Secret Window.

So what is the “legacy” of Tron: Legacy? When
asked about the title, Jeff Bridges is quoted as having said, “It’s
basically a story about a son’s search for his father.”—not a bad
response if he was put on the spot, but hardly an answer to satisfy
the critics. (Where’s Dad? Oh, found him.) Those involved with
making the film might like to believe that the word “legacy” refers
to passing the mantle of groundbreaking ideas and effects from the
original movie to the sequel, but the truth is far less glamorous:
Tron’s legacy is nothing more or less than the generation of
nostalgic, arcade-loving fans who, having seen Tron in 1982, now
find themselves drawn back to the cinema with a mixture of
gullibility and docile curiosity sufficient to line the pockets of
Hollywood fast food film-makers.

“I fight…for…the User!” Tron snarls at one point,
gritting his teeth in defiance—but Tron is little more than a
fading afterthought and Tron: Legacy succeeds only in casting the
audience as a new element in the franchise: the Used.—Jacob
Edwards

This review also appears in
Andromeda Spaceways Inflight Magazine #50.
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Theaker's Quarterly Fiction will return on 26 June
2011.

Issue 37
will feature fiction by:

Alex
Smith • Ben Kendall-Carpenter • Mike Sweeney Skadi meic Beorh •
Rafe McGregor

New
reviews appear on our blog most Monday mornings:
theakersquarterly.blogspot.com

And for
updates, grumbles and daft thoughts follow Stephen on Twitter:
@Rolnikov
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The Pirates of St. Augustine


The debut novel of speculative
fiction author Skadi meic Beorh.

Satire at its very finest!

A fantasy in the traditions of
The Princess Bride and Pirates of the
Caribbean

The pirate ship
Obscure sets sail on the waters of the Spanish Main with
one goal in mind: to bring havoc to a society steeped in hierarchy
and control. Sound usual for pirates? Indeed, except that
these pirates are already dead… most of them,
anyway. Loki isn’t, but he’s the Norse god of trickery. And then
there’s Oberon—yes, the faery king from A Midsummer Night’s
Dream. Sekani has also signed on, a yet-living captive freed
from a slave ship on its way to the New World.

Meet the foul-mouthed scoundrel
Torple Sneak and his bloodthirsty buccaneer crew. Eavesdrop on a
privy conversation between the infamous Blackbeard and Satan
himself! Enjoy fellowship with the delightful Timucua Indians of
the Northeast Floridian Coast. Experience the creepy reality of a
little-known race of healers. Fall in love with beautiful
floridana Califa Creyon. Get to know the old orange vendor
José Vidente. Stand bewildered in the presence of Mama Yaga. Scream
at the antics of insane Charlotte Pilchard. Laugh along with
nonchalant pirates Dieter the Gypsy and Captain Sol Blanco.

Revel with the wacky crew of the
Obscure as they tumble hither and tither and often pellmell through
dream and illusion, their one goal always visible and constant: to
take down the dominant paradigm.

With more black humor than a yellow
fever victim, this book is a satirical, rollicking tale of
piratical account, magic, and the exploration of new and fantastic
worlds.

Paperback:
http://www.wildsidebooks.com/The-Pirates-of-St-Augustine-by-Skadi-meic-Beorh-trade-pb_p_7719.html

Kindle:
http://www.amazon.com/Pirates-St-Augustine-ebook/dp/B004S835OI/ref=sr_1_5?ie=UTF8&qid=1300890085&sr=8-5
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	Theaker's
Quarterly Fiction #16 (2007)
This issue’s brilliant cover by John Shanks has doubtless
alerted you to the main content of this issue: Howard Phillips
relates to us The Doom That Came to Sea Base Delta! Then Lawrence
Dagstine tells of “Our Plight on Amaros”, in a high concept tale of
human despair on an alien world. This issue also brings the next
part of After All, by Michael Wyndham Thomas. Wash that down with
another sip of Newton Braddell, and then you'll be ready for
another Lost Classic of the Silver Age, a tale of one Cleabella
Danger, with thanks to the plucky fellow who rescued her book from
a space pirate! And dropped into the mix at the very last minute,
an extract from the novel-in-progress, Chameleon Man Gets Lost, by
Caroline Marwitz: “The Good Fortune Driving School for Men”.



	


Theaker's
Quarterly Fiction #26 (2008)
TQF#26 has one of our best ever covers, courtesy of the
marvellous John Shanks. It shows the three kings doing battle with
a demon on their way to Bethlehem. Eric R. Lowther tells the story
in "We Three Kings". In the last of our series of stories by
Richard K. Lyon & Andrew J. Offutt, Tiana pays a visit to the
"Inn of the White Cat". In John Greenwood's series that never ends,
Newton Braddell experiences "The Cruellest Month". And then John
Hall tells the chilling story of "The Burrower Beneath". In the
last quarter of the issue we have reviews of the latest from PS
Publishing, among others. It's a rather shorter issue than usual
(we had to hold some material over to next time), but it's a very
nice one. The editorial is a bit rubbish – I'm still working
through my feelings about losing at NaNoWriMo, so you'll have to
bear with me – but if you skip that bit you'll have a great time
with TQF#26.



	


Theaker's
Quarterly Fiction #24 (2008)
TQF#24 contains 75,000 words of fiction and reviews. There's a
full novel by the pseudonymous Howard Phillips, The Day the Moon
Wept Blood, which is best avoided, but there is some better stuff:
the ubiquitous Aaron Polson writes a scary little story of a little
metal man; John Greenwood continues the saga of Newton Braddell;
and Andrew Offutt and Richard Lyon fill in the gaps around their
scarlet-haired adventurer, Tiana.



	


Theaker's
Quarterly Fiction #25 (2008)
TQF#25 contains horror from Bob Lock ("Jack"), Ralph Robert
Moore ("Strangers Wear Masks of Your Face"), J.R. Parks
("Mississippi Sunshine") and John Hall ("In the Vale of Pnath");
fantasy from Rafe McGregor ("Murder in the Minster", a Ruritanian
tale), Richard K. Lyon and Andrew J. Offutt ("Naked Before Mine
Enemies"); science fiction from John Greenwood ("In the Mountain of
Sanity", plus two more); and a lot of reviews and second-hand news
items from the editor.



	


Theaker's
Quarterly Fiction #22 (2008)
TQF#22 offers, from Mike Schultheiss, "Darwin's Corridor", a
rousing tale of action, colonialism, love, anthropology and
philosophy on a far-off planet. Then we have “The Spirits of ’26”,
by Robert Laughlin, a Silverberg-esque story of ambition,
dedication and calamity. Sam Leng returns to our pages with “A
Matter of Taste”, another short, sharp tap on the shoulder, and
Richard K. Lyon and Andrew J. Offutt supply another in their series
of Tiana adventures. In my editorial I take a trip down memory
lane, it having been ten years since I started to use the name
Silver Age Books, while at the other end of the issue John
Greenwood describes the next events in the unfortunate life of
Newton Braddell, researcher unextraordinary. In total, 44,409 words
of free fantasy goodness...



	


Theaker's
Quarterly Fiction #23 (2008)
TQF#23 has science fiction from Wayne Summers and John
Greenwood, fantasy from Richard K. Lyon & Andrew J. Offutt,
horror from Anna M. Lowther and John Hall, and reviews galore.
Altogether, there are 52,534 words of free reading material in this
magazine (but no one will blame you for skipping the 4,394-word
editorial).



	


Theaker's
Quarterly Fiction #27 (2009)
TQF27 presents a marvellous novel in full: Operation 1848 by
Mike Schultheiss! Plus two short stories: "Orchid Strangelove and
the Kiss of the Taipan" by Sam Leng and "Lost Futures" by Cyril
Simsa. The issue is rounded out with the usual half-baked reviews,
news and editorial musings.



	


Theaker's
Quarterly Fiction #28 (2009)
TQF28 starts in the best possible way with "Quadrant Five" – a
bunch of people on a spaceship going who knows where. That's
followed by the next riveting instalment of Newton Braddell and a
short-short from Josie Gowler, "Soldier", before things get rather
literary with the double-barrelled strangeness of "Breaking Out of
Sleep" and "Anatomy of a Wounded House", from Barry Pomeroy and
Douglas Thompson respectively. Then John Hall wonders whether you
dare descend "The Stairs in the Crypt", and Jason Hinchcliffe tells
the saga of the "Bloodbegotten".



	


Theaker's
Quarterly Fiction #29 (2009)
Here is TQF29, seven stories high. Douglas Thompson takes the
lead, with the eerie and poetic "Madame Mortadore & the
Clouds". "Foundling" by Nick Sansone follows a painter through a
troubled life foretold. "Imaginary Prisons" by David Tallerman also
has a good deal to say on the subject of prophecies. John Hall
delivers the last of his forgotten stories to our horror section,
"The Feaster from the Stars". (Its final image is unforgettable.)
John Greenwood then lets us have it three times in the third eye,
as Newton Braddell wends his hopeless way across the world. The
review section contains the usual batch from me, as well as ones by
John Greenwood, Rafe McGregor and Steve Redwood, who consider
Morpheus Tales #3, a Hound of the Baskervilles graphic novel, and
Midnight Street #12 respectively.



	


Theaker's
Quarterly Fiction #30 (2009)
The issue opens with "Citadel Ninety-Nine" by Michael Canfield,
in which a bloodthirsty army tears its way across a strange,
strange world.

Also in this issue… John Greenwood plots the next point in
Newton Braddell's weary journey. Jon Vagg shows what really goes on
at conventions in "DeadSoulsCon". K.J. Hays tells the story of "The
Zombie Who Went to Town in Style". K.J. Hannah Greenberg writes
about creatures in mailboxes in "Just One Case of Flash: Another
Chimera Story". And Ben Thomas & Skadi meic Beorh win this
issue's best title award with "The Periodic Honking of the
Fruit-Seller's Truck".

The issue ends with our usual bountiful selection of reviews,
including comment on all of this year's British Fantasy
Award-nominated novels, two books from Rhys Hughes, and a
collection by Steve Redwood.



	


Theaker's
Quarterly Fiction #31 (2009)
If you've had a good Christmas, it's about to get better! If
you've had a bad one, here is its saving grace! Theaker's 31 is
here for your pleasure! We've got eight terrific stories and
nineteen reviews. We have fantasy from Zachary Jernigan and Heather
Anastasiu, horror from Alex Smith and David M. Kinne, science
fiction from Alison J. Littlewood, David Tallerman, Glynn Barrass
and John Greenwood, though as ever these labels are applied
somewhat loosely! The marvellous cover is by Howard Watts, while
Douglas Ogurek and Rafe McGregor supply reviews.



	


Theaker's
Quarterly Fiction #32 (2010)
This special issue of Theaker's Quarterly features the
long-awaited conclusion of our very long-running serial, Newton
Braddell's Inconclusive Researches into the Unknown. And on the
flipside, a special treat, issue 10 of Pantechnicon! This issue of
Pantechnicon includes Alex Davis (founder of Alt.Fiction) on
organising literary events and an interview with goremaster
Herschell Gordon Lewis.



	


Theaker's
Quarterly Fiction #33 (2010)
I don't think it's at all a stretch to say that this is one of
the strangest issues of Theaker's Quarterly Fiction we've ever
published!

Our lead story is "NON", by Douglas Ogurek, a dizzying blur of
new words, new fashions and new ideas; Charlie and the Chocolate
Factory as written by Anthony Burgess.

Then we have Steve Redwood's "Nose Trek", the story of a nose
that implodes upon itself, and the brave souls who go inside to
investigate. What happens once the mass of mucus in a nostril has
passed the Chandrasekhar limit?

"Houseguest" by D. Harlan Wilson is as odd – and exciting – as
anyone who's read his other work would expect, while "El Aullido
del Diablo" by Dean M. Drinkel is so entertainingly barmy that I
have to confess I'm not entirely sure what it's about, but I know I
enjoyed it!

By these standards, "Bird Talk" by Mark Lord is almost
incongruously normal, despite its mix of witches, clerics and boozy
tramps.

The issue is rounded out by a relatively normal selection of
reviews (as long as you think there's nothing unusual about lengthy
discussions of whether Superman can move his lips quickly and
skilfully enough to mimic the softness of a human kiss, that
is).

The cover is by the wonderful Howard Watts.



	


Theaker's
Quarterly Fiction #34 (2010)
TQF34 features a series of terrific stories, an indulgent
editorial, our first ever convention report, and a huge review
section: twenty-two books, seven movies, three audio reviews, one
comic and one game. The cover is once again by the wonderful Howard
Watts. Horror: “The Chapel on the Headland”, Rafe McGregor and “The
Needs of the Dead”, Jon Vagg. Fantasy: “The Frog God’s Chosen”,
Steve Cotterill and “The Free Dynamos and the Lone Island in the
Sky”, Mike Phillips. Science fiction: “Of Kith and Kin”, Howard
Watts; “Barney Wilson”, Kevin Bridges; “Glass Houses”, David
Tallerman; and “Name the Planet”, Ross Gresham.



	


Theaker's
Quarterly Fiction #35 (2011)
Wash your pain away with the misery of others! “Involuntary
Muscle” by Black Static contributor Maura McHugh tells of Lilly,
her unhappy life made more miserable yet by surprising news. “House
of Nowhere”, a novella by Matthew Amundsen, concerns brave Hully
Bo, trapped in a submerged house and tortured by the mean and
mysterious Conjurer. We then have reviews of books by Justin Isis,
Johnny Mains, Brendan Connell, Lucius Shepard, Scott Edelman, Kevin
Anderson and Sam Stall, André Gide and Kristine Ong Muslim, and of
the latest instalments of Doctor Who and Harry Potter. In the
comics section we take a look at Clint #4, Showcase Presents DC
Comics Presents Superman Team-Ups, Vol. 1, and Strangers: Homicron.
The seasonal cover is by lovely Howard Watts.



	


Theaker's
Quarterly Fiction #37 (2011)
Eight stories and one article feature in this issue of Theaker’s
Quarterly Fiction: Apoidroids by Douglas Thompson, Make It Sacred
by Mike Sweeney, The Last Testament by Rafe McGregor, Curios by Ben
Kendall-Carpenter, The Model of a Boy by Alex Smith, Harrowing of
the Barrow by Skadi meic Beorh, Devilry at the Hanging Tree Inn by
David Tallerman, The Watchman by Chris Roper, and In the Shadow of
Slartibartfast: Donald Cotton and Doctor Who’s Other Comedic
Trilogy by Jacob Edwards. The editorial, How Could a Person Up and
Call a Person Wack?!, addresses the suggestion that giving books
bad reviews is something one should avoid. The review section
stretches to thirty pages, covering books by McSweeney’s, Jason
Heller, Matthew Hughes, Ian Whates, Richard Parks, Adam Baker,
Daniel Mills, Gary Fry, Andy Remic and D.F. Lewis, as well as CDs,
comics and films.



	


Theaker's
Quarterly Fiction #38 (2011)
Stories in this issue: “The Lives and Spacetimes of Thornton
Excelsior” by Rhys Hughes (actually eight stories in one!); “The
Daylight Witch” by Jim Steel; “Off and On Again” by Alison
Littlewood; “Better than Llandudno, eh?” by Michael W. Thomas; and
“Old Preach’s Gods” by Z.J. Woods. Books from Paul Magrs, Reggie
Oliver, Anne and Todd McCaffrey, Nathalie Henneberg, Glen Duncan,
Vendela Vida, Wil Wheaton, Johnny Mains, Guy Haley, Ian Cameron
Esslemont and Catherynne M. Valente are reviewed, plus seven
comics, six audio adventures, five films and one game. Contributing
reviewers this time include Jacob Edwards, Regina Edwards, Michael
W. Thomas and Douglas J. Ogurek. Cover art by Howard Watts.



	


Theaker's
Quarterly Fiction #39 (2011)
Theaker’s Quarterly Fiction #39 has six more stories of Thornton
Excelsior from the magnificent Rhys Hughes, mutant ultraviolence
from Mike Sauve, science fiction from Douglas Thompson, and an
interview with Matthew Hughes. There are lots of reviews, from
Jacob Edwards, Douglas Ogurek and Stephen Theaker. The Christmassy
cover art is from Howard Watts.



	


Theaker's
Quarterly Fiction #40 (2012)
Featuring cover art by Howard Watts (and in the print edition,
interior art by Ben Ludlam), plus “The Delusions and Tangents of
Thornton Excelsior” by Rhys Hughes, “The Journey of Toil Ling; a
Folkish Tale” by Lewis Gesner, “Homecoming” by Mitchell Edgeworth,
and thirty-odd pages of reviews by Stephen Theaker, Howard Watts,
Jacob Edwards, John Greenwood and Douglas J. Ogurek.
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