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EDITORIAL
This week, Joe Smoke is having one of those days in a story from the new anthology,
Blackout City Confidential. A knight of the realm encounters a dangerous dragon. Two boys
free two white mice. And David’s rich wife offers to take him to another plane of existence.
Two serials end this week: Ellis Hastings’ frontier horror They Come in The Snow, and
James Rhodes’ latest, and penultimate, instalment of the Hettford Witch Hunt saga. But the
Battle for Callisto rages on, and the colonists can see no end to their castaway existence on
the Mysterious Island.
—Gavin Chappell

Now Available from Rogue Planet Press:

Hammer of the Gods II: Ragnarok
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SMOKE ‘EM IF YOU’VE GOT ‘EM by Mark Slade
I was having one of those days.
You know: Chasing a suspect across Duluth and Broad Street, got hit by a car, my face
kicked in by street thugs, and nearly raped by an uber-fan of that silly Blackout City
Confidential magazine, and worst of all, lost a dead body. Well, I’m getting ahead of myself.
It started like this:
“Joe, there’s a guy out there who wants to hire you to get rid of a body,” Lilly said
hysterically as she burst into my office, jiggling all over the place. “That’s not even the weird
part!”
I was busy drinking Five Alive—lemonade, grapefruit, orange juice, coconut juice and
Tequila; and playing a few hands of blackjack. I looked up at her, my new face resembling
Hank Fonda and gave her that easy smile.
“Joe!” She stamped her feet, exasperated. “Are you listenin’ to me?!”
“Yeah,” I shrugged. “Some guy wants me to get rid of a body for him. So what’s the weird
part?” I slapped down a ten to go along with my king of hearts and Lilly held my hand over
the cards and leaned in. Her eyebrows narrowed down and I saw a soft ember in her eyes
grow into a raging wildfire.
“The man has half a face that looks like a fuckin’ lizard, Joe Smoke! That’s the weird part!”
“Is that right, sugar? Tell ‘em I’ll think about it for six hundred credit chips.” I pulled my
hand away and began to deal another hand.
“I can’t do anything with you, can I?” She cried out to the Gods above us.
“Nope,” I sniffed. “I guess not.”
“Okay,” she turned on her heels and walked swiftly to the office door, her stockings making a
swishing noise rubbing against her skirt. She turned back to me quickly, but gracefully,
pointed a finger at me. “If you get yourself in any trouble, Joe Smoke, I am not going to get
you out of it! Understand!”
I chuckled. “I hear you loud and clear, Angel. Before you go out there, how’s about comin’
over here and sittin’ on old Joe’s lap?”
She flashed a smile. ‘I’m afraid, Old Joe, that game has become as redundant as your
troublemaking. In other words,” Lilly threw the office door open. “I’m bored with it!” Her
high heels danced along the linoleum floor to her desk and I heard her say as sweet as
molasses, “Go right in Mr. Pitt, Joe will see you.”
I nearly fell out of my chair laughing at that one. Lilly’s a pistol, that’s for sure. Ah, I’ll just
show up at her apartment later with a bottle of wine and a box of Oreo’s. She’s probably mad
because I stood her up the other night. Wasn’t my fault. Lt. Flagg of B.C. Police department
detained me until one A.M. Apparently some guy claimed I killed his wife on his avocado
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farm. I couldn’t have killed his soul-eating child-murdering wife, I was with Lilly all night
the previous day going over receipts for my taxes. Well, naturally Lilly backed up my story.
My hands still hurt from electrocuting that that child-killing-soul-eating monster... she wasn’t
too bad looking when she wasn’t taken over by the ghost of child murder.
Lionel Pitt stepped into my office, fumbling with his hat, his yellow eyes nervously hopping
around inside that scaly head of his. He was dressed nicely for a lizard man. He was created
in a laboratory by a crazed scientist. Lionel and twenty other brothers and sisters staged a
revolt, killed the scientist and his lab assistant. They had a gun fight with B.C. PD, a fire
broke out in the lab. Lionel’s face was badly burned, eighteen of his brothers and sisters died
that night. Lionel and his brother, Dan, served four years in Goro for the murder. Seeing as
they were not actually citizens of anywhere, their lawyer, Jonathan Grey, got them out,
saying they were victims of the government. Public outcry backed him up, and....well, here
we are in my office.
The suit just a little too small, the tie a little too long. Still, he was dressed a lot smarter than
Morti had ever been. He limped over to a chair and sat gingerly, squeezing the life out of that
hat. His eyes focused on me, and God-awful forked tongue kept slipping in and out between
his white, charred lips.
“Mr. Smoke,” he said softly. “I am Lionel Pitt, and I am in a pickle.”
I grunted, looked down at my cards. Looked back up at him and nodded. “So my secretary
said.”
“Oh,” he sighed. “She told you the story.”
“No, Mr. Pitt,” I said. “She just said you needed to get rid of a body.”
“Oh,” he struggled with the word, that God-awful forked tongue was pointed at me now. I
winced and Lionel sucked it back into his mouth, cleared his throat.
“I’ll do it for two thousand money chips.” I told him, swiping the whole deck of cards into a
partially open desk drawer by my knees.
“Fine,” he giggled nervously. “That’s wonderful. Thank you.”
I thought that would discourage the conversation from going any further and he would leave
my office. No dice. “Okay, Mr. Pitt. Whose body is it?”
He coughed into his hat. “Mine.”
“Okay, asshole. You’re wasting my time! Get out!” I jumped from my chair screaming,
pointed at the door.
“Please,’ his voice cracked. “Mr. Smoke...I-I need your help. I can’t go back to Goro Island
for killing myself!”
I stared at him. The needle on my bullshit meter was indicating to “Truth”. I reluctantly sat
back down, gave myself a minute to calm down. “Tell me the story,” I said.
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“I seemed to have developed a problem,” he whispered.
“Uh-huh.”
“Being genetically created in a lab, I can clone myself. It’s been a few years since I’ve cloned
myself. I thought that part of me had went away…you know it’s been ten years. Well, a week
ago I come home from the bullet factory and I find my wife in bed with…my clone. I went
nuts. I beat him to death with a frying pan. My wife screamed, furious at me, she left and I
haven’t heard from her since.”
I couldn’t help but laugh. I asked for his forgiveness, he nodded, embarrassed, he averted my
eyes. I couldn’t help it. Who in the hell loses his wife to his own clone? It was some sick
joke. Lenny Bruce couldn’t have written a better gag.
“Look,” I wiped tears from my eyes, barely recovered. “Lionel. Why would she prefer your
clone to you? How long had you guys been married?”
“I…uh…” he didn’t want to say it, but I had to hear it from him. “I…no longer have a penis.”
I stared at him, blinked once, maybe twice. Okay, this was not a funny gag anymore. I felt
sorry for this guy. Sure, blank out the thought of what woman in her right mind would be
with a lizard man? Further wipe out the thought, why even a lizard man with half a face? This
guy, Lionel Pitt, was a walking, talking hard luck story.
“I’m sorry,” was all I could say. What could anyone say after hearing that?
“Maria was the best thing to ever happen to me. We met five years ago at the bullet factory.
Somehow…some reason…she started talking to me at lunch. From there, the relationship
developed. I’d never been with a woman before. She’d been a wayward girl, runaway, had
two children taken away from her. We felt sorry for each other. Four years of devotion.
Doting on each other. One day, I was in the shower, and I noticed…it was in the tub. Just
lying there.
“I told her after a month of not touching her. She said she understood. Then she started
cheating on me with Hubert Humphrey. Some photographer who talked her into doing nudie
pics for one of those scummy magazines. He dumped her right before he died. She was
distraught. Quit the factory. I took a second job driving a cab. Now…you’re all caught up.”
“Whatever happened to your brother?”
“He died from alcohol poisoning a few years ago.”
“I just wanted to make sure no one was pegging me a dope,” I said.
“Oh, Mr. Smoke,” Lionel shook his head. I would never do that to you. You’re helping me
out.”
“Where’s the body?”
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“At my house. In the basement.” He said, ringing that hat pretty good. He was really nervous
for some reason.
I wasn’t sure if taking his case was a good idea or not. I was bored and I need to get in some
trouble. And boy, did I get into trouble!
I clicked on the monitor and spoke into the mic. “Lilly?”
“Yes, Mr. Smoke?” She was still mad at me. Geez, women are a mystery that can’t be solved.
What was she so sore at me for?
“Lilly, call Morti, tell him to get a car of some sort. Preferably one with a huge trunk.”
“You can’t call him yourself?” She shot back.
“No,” I said. “I am not paying myself to be my own secretary.”
“You’re not paying me either, at the moment.”
“Stop smart mouthin’ me and call him!”
“You got a phone! Do it yerself!”
Huh. That sounded final. I didn’t want to push it any further. I got on the horn and told Morti
to get hold of a car. I said we needed to take a ride. Might be going Ellison, at the Beaumont
Beach on Palisades. He laughed asked if we were ditching a body. I just gave him Lionel’s
address and hung up.
Morti arrived in a ‘61 Galaxy, a trunk big enough to fit in the whole front line of the Chicago
Bears. It was long, square, with back fins from an oversized shark. A beautiful machine. The
only problem was the colour of the car. Apple red.
“Mort!” I screamed when he drove up in front of the office building at nine p.m. The night
sky was black, no twinkling eyes and the moon hidden by sarcastic dark clouds. The street
lights on that street were mostly blown, so any witnesses come out of the woods couldn’t
identify the car, unless they shined a flashlight. But if any witnesses on Lionel’s street comes
out, they would definitely make the car and colour. I told Morti on the phone to get some
neutral colour. Beige is all the rage now. No, Morti had to get red!
“What? It’s all Happy had, Joe!” Morti said.
“Bullshit,” I climbed into the backseat. Lionel followed in the front. “Happy Jackson owns a
used car lot, Morti. He’s got beige!”
“Not a ‘61 Galaxy, Joe,” Morti chuckled. Then he stared at Lionel Pitt. Eyes bugged out of
his pasty white face. “What’s with this fella?”
“This is Lionel. We’re helping him get rid of a dead body.”
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Morti gasped and turned to me “The hell you say! I am not transportin’ nothin’ illegal in this
vehicle, let alone a dead body! I promised Hap.”
“Yeah?” I asked.
“Yeah,” Morti gave me a definite.
“Well, I’ll just have to call the cops to tell ‘em about the 16-millimetre films you been selling
of the latest Hollywood releases.” I told him, lit a cigarette.
Morti thought a minute. His eyes kept shifting between Lionel and the image of me in the
rear-view mirror. “I hate you, Joe Smoke!” He proclaimed.
“Good,” I laughed, blew out a cloud of smoke in Morti’s face. He coughed incessantly. I said,
“That makes you and the rest of the world.”
Lionel called it a house. It was more like a two-bedroom shack. It was so rundown, the two
by fours were becoming transparent. The ceiling was bowing and all the windows that had
plastic wrap covering them was barely held on by masking tape. Inside was even more of
mess. Whoever it, Lionel or his wife were hoarders big time. Twenty or so TVS littered the
front room, one of which was already on, showing the Milton Berle show. To the left was all
kinds of radios piled up. Some were like the old floor models my parents had, some had the
radio/HI-FI combo, and a few were transistors. At least thirty or so of those were missing
parts. Then there were the newspapers in two rows stacked to the ceiling. Magazines of all
kinds from several past decades—pulps, slicks, women’s, men’s, children’s. You name it!
Time magazine, Coilers, All-Story—even Playboy.
Morti and I were looking at the radios and Lionel said, “Oh, I work on those for side money.”
“Is that so?” Morti chuckled. “Who do you sell ‘em back to?”
“Oh,” Lionel cleared his throat. “Whoever asks for one. Usually people from work.”
“Well, uh, why don’t we go into business…?” Morti left it as open question and I jumped all
over his ass for it.
“Morti, we don’t have time for you to make board decisions for the black-market!” I said,
motioned for him to cut the conversation. He trotted behind me, looked down at his shoes.
“Take us to the body, will ya, Lionel?”
“This way,” Lionel nervously jerked his head toward the kitchen. We went through a double
door and into a roach-infested hell. Morti gagged, almost spewed his lunch everywhere. He
turned to the door and tried jet. I grabbed him by his threadbare raincoat pointed him back in
the right direction.
“Joe!” He screamed through his coat lapel covering his mouth. “It smells some kind of awful
in here!”
“Yeah and it ain’t Megan’s Muffins on fourteenth street, is it?” I screamed back.

10

He was right. There was an odour worse than the B.C. city morgue, and I wasn’t too sure it
was the body in the basement. There were empty packets everywhere, and dirty pots and pans
on the counter and in the sink. Leftover food—looked like spaghetti—covered the walls
behind the stove. Bread crumbs had turned to dust started to move. Then I realized it wasn’t
dust but thousands of tiny black roaches fighting over the remaining bread crumbs.
I hurried behind Morti and Lionel down a small flight of stairs, maybe about six thin boards
that made up the steps. I was creeped out by the bugs. I don’t fault, nor judge anyone’s living
quarters, I just don’t like bugs.
I slapped Morti on the elbow and he got out his flashlight. The beam of light cut through the
darkness and suddenly we a path to walk to, avoiding more electronics and tools; a work area
cleaner than his living area. Still, I’m not judging, just commenting.
“Can you find the light, fella,’ Morti pleaded with Lionel. His hand fumbled around, knocked
over a mason jar of oil. I thought it was odd he didn’t know his own way around the
basement or the disgusted look on his face when we entered his kitchen. But he did take us
over the body that was lying face down in a makeshift shower that I was pretty sure that was
not used in years. I turned the knobs and saw no water ran from the shower head. Hell, there
wasn’t even any water pressure.
I gave Lionel a steady gaze. Something was up.
He chuckled nervously. “Shower hasn’t worked in months,” he wiped beads of sweat from
his brow.
“By the looks of it your cleaning lady hasn’t been down here in years,” I told him. He
chuckled nervously. Morti and I exchanged glances. Our way of letting the other to be aware
of the situation. “Get that tarp over there and let’s roll the body up.” I barked at Lionel. He
hopped to it, brought the dusty plastic covering, and dropped it on the floor. We stared at
each other a second. I shook my head at him. “You first buddy. Since you committed the
crime.”
“I hired you to get rid of the body, Mr. Smoke,” his tone was different. No longer was this
lizard man with a burned face kind, gentle and in need of help. He was smug, overconfident.
I noticed his skin started to sag from the heat that netted the whole basement. I could see dark
skin underneath a paler, scaly skin on one side and that charred powder skin on the other. The
charred lips had disappeared and a much affluent, prominent bottom lips with a hint of pink
was coming through.
“You didn’t pay me to put my prints all over this dead man, just discard him.” I told Lionel.
The air had become thick and tense. Morti was shaking in his three-dollar shoes. He
should’ve gotten a shine before his kidneys released water all over them. “Morti?”
“Yeah, Joe?”
“Take your flashlight and turn our dead friend over. I want to see what he looks like.”
“Sure—sure thing, Joe.”
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Morti did it. Funny how the body was a woman dressed like a man. Her features didn’t even
resemble a man’s. A small round face with wide dark eyes, her dark hair chopped rather
savagely. She was placed haphazardly in a suit too big for her anorexic body.
Alright, asshole!” I reached for him and tore part of his mask from his real face. “What’s
your game?!”
He jerked away, the fake skin flapped as he reared back and hit me with a right cross. The
punch didn’t just stun me, it sent me flying into Morti, who just happened to come down on
top of me. I heard him run up the short flight of steps leading into the kitchen. I pushed Morti
off of me and trotted up the steps. I unsheathed my gun, my thumb clicked off the safety and
the battery began to whirl and charge the laser bullets.
Lionel, or whoever he really was, had sprinted out the door, leaving a trail of the foam latex
mask. My shoes flattened an ear on the stairs, barely missed a cheek in the kitchen, stepped a
nose at the front door. He left the rest of him in the driveway.
I saw him rush across Deluth and Broad Street. My legs were pumping furiously when some
hard and metal struck me. It was a fuckin’ baby blue,’61 Ford Falcon. All I could do was lay
there, my gun a few inches from my hand. I couldn’t move because the pain was so great.
Three men got out of the car, flaunting their gang colours, a red kerchief hanging from their
blue jean back pockets and warrior patches on jean jackets. Two of them were as big as
skyscrapers and one as small as a child and as round.
The one with curly dark hair and prominent Greek nose spoke first. “Look what he did to yer
front end, Mickey!”
The short, child-like man waddled over, gold chains chimed with each step he took. “Mutherfuckah better have life insurance for his old lady!” He bellowed. “She’s goin’ need it for his
funeral!”
“If they find all his parts after we tear him limb from limb, that is!” The third, darker skinned,
more muscled one, added.
For some reason, they thought it would be funny to kick the living shit out of me. I tasted
rubber and shoe lace for a solid ninety seconds before I heard the battery on my laser pistol
charge up and fire.
Good old Morti! I thought. But it wasn’t Morti. I heard a female voice slice up the sky with a
screeching tirade.
“Get the fuck away from him!” she panted. “I swear to God I’ll drill a hole in all three of you
fucking scum buckets!”
Was it…Lilly? Naw, her voice isn’t as shrill. Plus, I could tell this lady wasn’t used to using
such language. Scum bucket and fuck got caught in her larynx when she said them.
Who the hell was she?
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A passer-by? A good citizen? In Blackout City? Could be…but they sure are far and few
living in this part of town.
“Heyyy...look baby,” I heard the fat one say. He must have taken a few steps toward because
I head those gold chains clanging together. “Gimmee the gun and I’ll make sure when we
rape yer ass, we will be gentle…”
Smooth operator. A threat as a promise in the top tier of hell instead of the depths.
I heard the laser pistol fire, and a body fell. I heard the fat gang member scream. I heard him
scream that she was a crazy bitch and she had shot him in the shoulder. Then he burst into
tears. The other two probably grabbed him and helped him to his feet. I heard a ruffling of
clothing and one of them urging the fat one to come on. There were quick footsteps and
jogging to their car.
My vision blurred even more. I saw a wavy version of a woman loom over top of me. “Come
with me, honey,” she said. “Everything is going to be fine!”
After that, I passed out.
When I came to, I noticed not just hours had past, but almost a day.
I was in a very nice house, lying on silk sheets and a handmade comforter with patches of
different colours. My head was reeling and the bedroom was swirling, antiques and all kinds
of knick-knacks was shoved in every corner of the room, decorated what would be a very
drab area if they were not present. There was a lingering scent, what I had smelled when I
was lying in the street. Smelled like honeysuckle with a hint of jasmine.
Lilly used to wear that perfume. This was not Lilly’s bedroom. I know that for sure.
My whole body hurt even when I thought about moving. My face was tightening. That was a
sign I needed Morphadil. I was probably ready to go faceless. I pushed the comforter off of
me, rose from the bed gingerly. I just sat there, letting my eyes refocus, the drumming in my
head to ease up. When I tried to leave the bed, my legs wouldn’t let me.
Strange, I noticed the button on my trousers was undone and my underwear wasn’t pulled
over my crotch.
What the hell?
I heard two voices from another room. One female, the other male—that is when he would
speak, and it wasn’t much. His voice sounded familiar. So did the woman’s voice; and that
horrible shrill that invaded every other syllable, it came to me in quick flashes that it was the
woman from the street. The one who saved me from the gangbangers. The man’s voice was
definitely Lionel’s. Or whatever he called himself. I heard him call her Darlene.
They weren’t exactly arguing. I mean it was obvious the woman was in control of things.
Lionel did a lot of sighing and had a lot of pleading in his voice.
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“We can’t give up now!” Darlene exclaimed. “Oh baby, you did it! You got me the best
birthday present ever!”
“I’m pretty sure that old man has been to the cops,” Lionel said.
The bedroom door was cracked open. I saw a dumpy, younger black man talking to an older
glitzy blond white woman. He was wearing a turtle neck and slacks, but his hands was
covered with a latex glove. Some sort of gook dripped from the fingertips. The woman was in
an evening gown, low cut, and wearing open-toed heels I’d seen advertised in a magazine
that cost more than Morti’s false teeth. Her earrings didn’t look real, but they hung down to
her shoulders. Her hair was neatly styled, held up in a bun by a butterfly clip.
I had a few more quick flashes and I remembered where I saw him. Last year I was
brainwashed to star in a TV show. I remember seeing this man working on special effects,
like remote controlled miniature cars that explode with contact of other miniature cars and
buildings. I saw him applying a mask to an actor who was made up to be an older man—
possibly portraying Morti or Doberman Diggs—I’m not really sure of those incidents,
everything feels fuzzy now as it did when it was happening. What I do remember with crystal
clear clarity is that everyone called him Lionel.
Can you believe that? At first I thought: What an idiot! He couldn’t create another alias?
Then I saw some magazines lying at the foot of the canopy bed. Blackout City was the title.
On several issues I was on the cover, with different faces, of course, but the paintings
depicted cases I had worked on or had been told by Lilly I had worked on them. One of the
magazines was left open. An article about a half-man, half-lizard had been burned up along
with eighteen or so brothers and sisters. He was the only one to survive. His face had been
badly burned.
His name was Lionel Pitt.
Holy shit. Weird coincident? Or did he change his name to Lionel? And what was the best
birthday gift—
I saw the posters on the wall. The framed pictures standing on Darlene’s vanity. The cameo
and it chain hanging on the bedpost. All of it featuring me. Joe Smoke. Me. I was the best
birthday present ever!
Holy shit....
“I thought you loved me,” I heard Lionel say, hurt in his voice.
“I do love you, baby,” Darlene backed it up with a kiss. She sighed and shook her head. “But
you know I love Joe more. That was our deal,” she added. “That you would understand more
than Carol. Joe is not just my fantasy, he’s everything to me. My everything.”
Damn.
What a bullet to the heart!
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So cold, calculated when she said that. Carol must have been the dead body in the basement.
They did all of this just to get me? People sure are weird.
“You love me more than you did Carol?” Lionel said, swallowing the heartbreak halfway
through.
“You know I do,” Darlene reassured him.
“So... I can kill him after you’re done with what you have to do?”
“Of course, baby. Just let me keep his face…his new one. I think this the most handsome he’s
ever been.”
Okay....I gotta get out of here. But my legs won’t move. Every time I try—
The door swung open.
Lionel stood in the doorway, gleaming at me. He didn’t have that “I’m going to let you go”
hunky-dory look on his face. He genuinely pissed, and not at the whole world, just me.
Darlene stood beside him, smiling hugely, bearing her teeth like a damn vampire. To be fair,
Darlene wasn’t bad looking at all. She had a nice shape, her legs were pretty good. Her
face…looked like twenty miles of road kill.
“Has he figured it out?” She asked, gleefully.
“Yeah,” Lionel breathed heavily through incensed nostrils. “Look at his face. Smug bastard.”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I said. “Who am I? Where am I?” I wanted to fake
amnesia or some sort of head trauma. Maybe they’d take pity on me—
“Ohhhhh my Godddddd!” Darlene squealed. “Can you believe it?!” She smacked Lionel’s
arm repeatedly. “Just like in Story #66!”
“Excuse me?” I asked. Nope. I was wrong.
“Story #66! I have written over a hundred stories featuring you and Morti...sometimes that
tramp Lilly...but yes! I send them to Blackout City magazine, and for some reason they keep
coming back. I told them in several letters that what I write comes true. This is proof!”
Ohhhh boy.... I’m screwed. These two are demented.
At first, I thought Darlene was hyperventilating. I saw how embarrassed Lionel became and
realized she was sexually excited. Her breasts were heaving and her lips parted in an o. Her
hands trembled slightly.
“Lionel....baby,” she cooed. “I’m going to need some alone time with Joe,” she pushed past
Lionel, who immediately balled up his fists, disdain infiltrated his dark eyes.
Darlene closed the bedroom door hard, sashayed toward me. I can safely say I have never
been more afraid when a woman entered a bedroom with me sitting on her bed.
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“We are going to have a lot of fun, darlin’,” she proclaimed as she stepped out of her slip to
reveal a corset attached to a garter belt and stockings. The corset was bulging, and was the
reason she didn’t have a bad shape. She removed her blouse and I saw her breasts were like
long ice cream cones in that Howard Hughes design. Then she stepped out of her high heels,
thought she was being sexy, when really she was just awkward.
I tried to get up again. I fell back on the bed. The pain surged all over my body. I noticed
there was a giant brown eye peeping through the keyhole. Oh crap. This keeps getting
weirder and weirder. What other strange games had these two played in the past.
Darlene rushed toward me and pushed me hard on my back. I cringed under her weight as she
sat on my groin. I saw a Walther PPK hanging out of the stocking top on her right leg. I felt a
slight movement at my crotch. All I kept thinking was, no, no, no! Not now! Don’t excited!
This could be the worst experience of your life—
I heard a gunshot and a loud clanging against the door simultaneous with a body falling to the
floor. Darlene gasped, turned. She was quick to draw the pistol from her stocking top. The
door swung open and Lily and Morti were ta the door.
“No!” Darlene screamed and fired once. “Not now, Lionel!”
Morti dropped to the floor and covered his head with his hands and arms. Lilly crouched,
held the laser pistol firmly in both hands and fired twice. The battery whirled and two beams
of blue-yellow electricity hurried from the barrel of the gun. The first beam sliced through
Darlene’s arm at the elbow. The severed arm and the pistol fell to the bed.
Darlene let out a scream on par with any wounded animal.
The second beam struck her in the face, obliterating all features and skin. She fell sideways,
rolled off the bed. She was motionless.
I saw Lionel lying beside Morti, he too was dead, a hatchet beside him.
“Good thing you taught me how to use this thing, Joe,” Lilly said, straightened her body and
slowly approached me. “Or else you’d be dead right now.”
Morti picked himself and trotted into the bedroom, watching to make sure Lionel doesn’t
suddenly find new life. “Joe! We’re glad yer okay,” he said. “We tried to go the cops, but
Flagg said for you to get stuffed!”
I laughed wildly, mumble incoherent words. I burst into tears and Lilly held me close. I tried
to find my composure, it was nowhere to be found. In between blubbering I had to ask. “Are
you still mad at me, Angel?”
Lilly chuckled. “If I was, I wouldn’t have rescued you.”
THE END
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This story appears alongside many more in Blackout City Confidential, available on lulu.com
Sept. 29th. as well as audio scripts, with art by Lissanne Lake. You can listen to the audio
series here https://www.podomatic.com/podcasts/animalmother1676358 and buy the short
story collection Blackout City here http://www.lulu.com/shop/horrified-press/blackoutcity/paperback/product-22129628.html
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DRAGON’S BLOOD by Stephen Whitehouse
As I turned in the night I nearly fell out of the bed. The skin along my right side was almost
fully crusted and although I could feel the pressure of my weight upon that side the skin was
so rough I sensed little else. I had rolled onto that side in my sleep but not felt the bed
beneath me. That sudden loss of sensation had alerted my slumbering mind and I awoke with
a jerk clutching the edge as a child clung to its mother. There was no pain which troubled my
mind even more than the coarseness.
I felt cold, although I was aware that my body was feverish to the touch. My lungs drew in air
at once icy and yet searing. The cold gripped my throat yet burnt, causing me to shiver.
Pushing myself up I swung my legs down and felt the comforting coolness of the wooden
floor. I absently drew my hand through my hair, hunting a stray itch, and found more than a
dozen or more strands loose when it returned to my lap.
Staring at the fading lustre that once was my hair one singular thought came to mind.
Saran’Dar! It was all the bloody dragon’s fault. Ever since his death this plague had
encompassed me, dragging at my body and disrupting my very thoughts. An anger rose and I
wished to scream out against the world, to sweep my septic hand across the end table and
send what few possessions I had scattering across the walls of this damnable room.
I did not for it would be unseemly for a knight of the realm to rail against such injustices; but
there was a broiling emotion surging within that bucked like a beast. I steadied myself;
thought back to the stories of Saran’Dar and to my final encounter with the foul beast. What
sweet victory I had plied; what peace I had brought to the land; what untold agony I had
brought upon myself.
The hamlet of W’Ton had long been under the scourge of dragons. Ten thousand years it was
said a dragon had slept beneath the barrow just north and east of the town. For over ten
thousand years fifty or sixty dragons had demanded tribute. W’Ton was a wealthy town,
sitting as it did upon seams of iron and silver and all that each dragon had asked was one fair,
and pure, maiden each decade. Ten maidens a century; and for the hard-living workers of
such a town it would mean four, perhaps five women in any one of their lifetimes. An easy
number to dismiss out of mind.
And the dragons brought their own wealth. Adventurers came from far and wide to defeat
them, bring retinues of people and coin to boot. Dragon shit was found to be of such quality
that it could bring greenery to a desert—and it helped that dragon’s shat a LOT! Little
businesses grew and myths arose. Once there was even a tale that each maiden was not
devoured but instead became the dragon’s lover. For a century, women, pure or not, flocked
to W’Ton to become amours of the beasts.
Even with this symbiotic relationship the Aldermen of W’Ton were becoming dissatisfied.
The barrow sat amidst acres of prime land—very fertile land because of all that dragon shit.
Also Saran’Dar had proven reluctant to kill. He, for such beasts were always male, had
remained for almost three hundred years and still looked as fresh and as bright as the day he
first arrived, or so it was told. The world was also a different place. This was a world of
engines powered by steam, and smiths refining metals even more valuable than gold. We had
no need for these primitive godless things and desired a world of order that reflected gods’
wisdom and beauty.
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This is where I enter. I had trained under Vala’Graen, apprenticed with Gularrn D’Tol and
was First for The Knight Green. I had spent twelve years away in the Holiest of Lands and
now I returned to serve my people. My blade had slit a thousand and one milk white throats;
and a thousand and three wild beast gullets. My shield had cast aside ten thousand poisoned
arrows and cracked one hundred and seventy-two skulls asunder. I am a knight of the highest
order within this land and I came to W’Ton to defeat Saran’Dar and defeated he was.
Oh, there were preliminaries and roars of defiance (on both sides I may add). We circled each
other for a night and two days each seeking the others weakness, but in the end my blade
slipped beneath one of those hand sized plates of skin that scales the beasts body and found
his heart. It was there that the creature’s insidiousness became apparent.
The dragon’s blood squirted outwards in a thick red-black arc landing across my armour as if
from a brush under some artisan. It came forth with such gusto much as a geyser pushes
upwards in the cold northern lands. I felt its touch as a wet slap momentarily staggering me as
the hot fiery blood forced itself in-between the joints of my armour and onto my skin.
Even worse, that armour, steel plated and coated with ancient oils from times past
remembrance, bubbled under the touch of the dragon’s blood. It boiled as if mere tin and
melted like ice in a flame, diminishing under its red touch. Leather straps weakened and
snapped and chainmail faded to nothing even as I gazed upon it.
My first thought was to my skin. The dragon’s blood had forced its way into my armour and I
had felt hot drops of blood land upon my skin; but as I stripped away my now useless armour
I found not a mark upon my body; not one blemish where the blood had landed. There was no
blood there and I thought myself mistaken. Caught up in the frenzy of battle and imagining
that Saran’Dar’s blood had touched me.
As the dragon’s life faded and his form, more magic that real, misted and dissolved before
my eyes I felt such joy at the victory. I had won, as if there had ever been any doubt, and
W’Ton was now safe. My sword, somehow undamaged despite the acid blood the beast had
spewed, in hand I promenaded—for that is the only word to describe my elation and my need
to show W’Ton their hero—back into town.
The people showed their gratitude but they exuberance seemed stilted, their joy tempered
with some grievance. The revelry in my honour lasted well into the evening but by
midnight’s chimes most of the townsfolk had drifted away. Perturbed, and I will admit a little
peevish, I asked why the people did not share my enthusiasm. An old man nodded his head
sagely and spoke of past events. As each dragon died within a week a new one appeared,
younger and stronger, with similar markings. It was as though a familial lineage of dragons
had inhabited the barrow for the past ten thousand years, despite there been only one singular
dragon residing.
I, of course, scoffed at first but the old man shewed me an ancient tome within which each
dragon had been painstakingly drawn and named; going back at least seven thousand years.
The bindings looked fresher than the pages themselves, some of the earlier pages consisting
of bark and skin. (The old man spoke in wonder as he informed me that for the earlier pages
such skin had come from the maidens themselves.) I did admit that each dragon looked
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similar but as Saran’Dar had resided outside of the towns walls for close to three hundred
years no one was alive to vouch for the veracity of the book.
Even the old man agreed that was so. But still I could see the dates written and it did appear
so that once defeated a new dragon came within seven days. If a dragon was slain upon the
first day then by weeks end a new beast rose to take its place. I could not understand why
none of the great men who had killed all the previous dragons had not stayed and thus killed
the newcomer. Five hundred years ago Hunfred the Hunter, the country’s greatest warrior,
had killed one of Saran’Dar’s predecessor’s. It was to be his final act as, according to legend,
he vanished soon afterwards. Why had Hunfred not stayed a few more days?
I said to the old man that upon first light that very morning I would employ the blacksmith to
forge me armour worthy of defeating this new beast when it appeared. And so I did. I spent
the day oiling my blade and sending for tradesmen to bring me the plants and herbs needed to
create the ancient tincture that I would apply to the new steel plate. My arm felt stiff but I
thought it due to the battle past. I did not worry.
The following morning when I awoke the stiffness was greater and the skin around my chest
reddened. It was hard to the touch and the skin there began to flake. I bathed but found the
‘flakes’ now hardened and fastened somehow to my skin. Translucent at first these flakes
thickened and became dark patches encasing my side.
Since then two nights have passed and the lesions upon my skin have spread. I feel little
hunger and yet this morn I split my shirt as I pulled it on. I said to myself it was the hardened
edges of these bloody flakes but now my undergarments are tight and as I stand my hair, such
as is left, brushes against a low hanging lintel. I know that until yesterday I walked this room
with little fear of striking my head upon a beam of wood.
Emotions broil within my breast and I feel as a ship sailing across storm tossed seas; ever
restless; ever changing direction. I cannot contain my anger at times and then at once I feel
loving and see the sky for what it truly is. Today at breakfast I had the oddest sensation when
served rashers of bacon and sausages upon a veritable ocean of eggs. The girl serving me
looked...
She tempted me more than the bacon. I wondered for a second what her flesh would taste
like. I imagined coming upon her in the deep of the night and devouring her, drinking her
blood; consuming her purity.
It was that; that I knew she was virginal. That I could taste the purity as it rose from her pores
like animal musk. Her scent remained on the plate and so I eagerly consumed the bacon and
sausages and eggs but I tasted her! She smiled and said that I was obviously better but I knew
otherwise. I knew what I must do.
And so this night I slip away, difficult as it is with my limbs so stiff and heavy, but I
mentioned a walk, to reconnoitre, the area; and I left the inn. I feel the call of the barrow,
distinct amongst the new sounds and scents that come to me. My eyes, now acclimatised to
this new world show me wondrous things. Life forces glow red in the night sky as a
murmuring of swallows darts across the fading even-light catching the last of the day’s
insects. I hear their calls, these insects; a small echoing cry of pain before they are consumed.
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I understand the chatter of the swallows as they call out to each other in glee. A vicious
predator gaily singing as it wipes out hundreds of creatures.
The azure light of magic draws me to the barrow; a pathway etched in time by stones left
behind when grand old ice trowelled the earth beneath her foot. The barrow is ablaze of
cobalt, so vivid I wonder that the fair people of W’Ton could not see it for themselves. Were
they so imperceptive, so inured to the world around them so as not to even notice such a
magnificent thing?
The barrow lies open to me. I enter; a cocoon of magic and earth to surround me. I am home.
I understand this. I need only to rest a few more nights and I will be whole, complete,
fulfilled. I stretch and am surprised at the constraint I feel. Surely I should touch the walls
with my....
Wings; I will soon have wings; and claws. I will soon be reborn. This is my home and I will
defend it to the death. I roar once, pathetic and shrill but hidden, deep within I feel the dragon
roar; I taste the dragon blood.
THE END
Now available from Schlock! Publications:
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OF MICE AND BOYS IN 1984 by Steve Laker
“Adams.” (Tall kid, quiet).
“Yes sir.”
“Emery.” (Ginger kid, clever).
“Yes sir.”
“Ford.” (Small kid, long hair, glasses, sitting next to me).
“Sir.”
“Fry.” (Small, short hair, no glasses: That’s me). “Fry?”
“Sorry, yes sir.”
“Sorry you’re here lad?” But I didn’t have time to answer. “Hainsworth.” (Frizzy hair, thick
glasses).
“Sir.”
And so it went on, till Mr Harmer got to Yehudi in the register. As usual, there was no
answer. Because Gordon Yehudi had never been in an English class, nor any other for that
matter. He didn’t exist, apart from that name in the class 4284 register, and in the stories I
wrote for English literature homework.
The class number (4284) is the way our school’s inner thinking came up with making them,
when it had nothing better to do. We’re in the fourth year (14 and 15 years old), and there are
four fourth forms in our year: we’re the second, hence the number 2. The last two digits are
the year, so Nena’s 99 Red Balloons is at number one in the singles chart, and David Bowie’s
latest album is Scary Monsters.
I’m writing this in English class, because it’s my English homework. One of Mr Harmer’s
many philosophies is that writing should not be dictated by the clock (or Hitler: Harmer
remembers the war), and that words should be allowed to flow as they happen to us, wherever
we may be. So while we were doing that, he’d be alternately reading aloud from a
coursework book (this year those are Of Mice and Men, by John Steinbeck, and appropriately
enough, George Orwell’s 1984), or popping out for a smoke. And almost every time, he’d
leave the room, then come back a moment later to ask if any of us had a light.
This story is fictional, but it’s based on a small adventure which Ford and myself had earlier.
Ford is sitting next to me, but I know he won’t copy from me. Ergo, if his story is similar to
mine, it is not plagiarism. It’s a story of a strange weekend, from start to finish:

It starts on Saturday, when we liberated two white mice from Supreme Pet Foods in
Lewisham. That’s not to say we stole them, we did pay, and we got them a cage, bedding,
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food, and toys. But Supreme Pet Foods’ main trade is in pets, with the food and supplies just
an afterthought. So we told ourselves and one another, that we were saving the mice from
becoming snake food. But the main reason for the mice’s liberation, was to be the subjects of
an experiment, not for cosmetics and therefore a worse fate than snake food, but because
Ford wanted to try something on his computer. “I want to hear them talk,” he said.
Now, I’ve got an Atari 800, but Ford’s got some Tangerine thing, similar to Apple but a
different flavour. And he’s a bit of a thug when it comes to computers, taking them apart,
ordering bits by mail order and replacing them, so he’s got a hybrid, cannibalised, custom
machine. He’s even got an acoustic coupler and a phone in his room, so he can get on the
internet and do whatever people do on there. Personally, I can see how the internet could be
humanity’s evolution or destruction, but I’m just an English student for now, so I can’t do a
lot about it yet.
That’s the most frustrating thing about being 14 in 1984: We have very little voice. We have
Bowie telling us it’s okay to be ourselves, but we can only express that in clothes. If I were
sufficiently fashionable, I’d probably be mocked for my choice of attire. I thought of being a
punk, but most of the punks I know are just into The Sex Pistols and smashing things up.
They don’t seem to get, that one of the foundations of punk as a movement, is anarchy for
peace and freedom, which is a worthy pursuit. But the punks I know just shout angrily about
anything they don’t like, with no agenda. If they read more, they might have informed voices
worth hearing. And still for now, they are quiet. I can see how the internet could change all
that, but for now it’s the preserve of those with the means and the know-how to get
connected. Fortunately, Ford is one of those.
He called his machine Tangerine Dream, which is also the name of a German electronic
music collective, who provided much of the soundtrack to Risky Business, Tom Cruise’s
1983 debut film with Rebecca De Mornay (In that film, she made me less afraid of travelling
by underground).
Anyway, we were at Ford’s house the next day (Sunday), and very nice it was too. Ford’s
father is a herpetologist, which is someone who studies reptiles and amphibians. Mr Ford’s
speciality was snakes, and he had some in his study. We were only allowed in there if Ford’s
father was there, or if he delegated responsibility to Sandra, Ford’s mum. Sandra had many
interests, which she shared with the garden fence, so a wave of the hand was usually enough
to get rid of us.
“Ford,” I said, “we’re not going to feed the mice to the snakes are we?” I figured not, as
that’s what we’d liberated them from, but I wanted to check.
“Wouldn’t that kind of defeat the object, Fry?” Well, yes, that’s what I thought.
“Well, yes, that’s what I thought,” I said.
“Well, speak up then Fry.” Which is what David Bowie was encouraging us all to do, but we
lacked the voice.
“Ford,” I said, “are we going to be using the internet?”
“Quite probably old chap, why?”
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“I just want to see if it’s all I think it could be.”
“Not yet. I’ll show you later. But first, dad got a new snake, look.” Ford pointed to a
vivarium I’d not noticed before, but I’d not been in Mr Ford’s study many times. He still had
the two snakes I remembered, both royal pythons, a male of about three feet, and a female
around four. The male was a bumble bee, and the female, inferno, those being the names of
the colour morphs in the snakes. The bumble bee morph is deep brown, almost black, with
vivid yellow markings. The inferno is a similar contrast, but with different patterns and in
black and deep orange.
Ever since live reptile imports were banned, a market has grown for selective breeding in
captivity. It’s all regulated, with monitors placed on the size of the gene pools, and it’s no
different to dogs, except snakes have fewer legs. Royal pythons are particularly good for
selective breeding, and many years of fine-tuning has produced some truly stunning morphs,
which fetch very large sums of money. Although I’m a bit of a mail order animal rights
activist, I can’t level any sort of objection against snakes in captivity. Most snakes are
reclusive and territorial by nature, so they actually thrive in captivity, away from predators
and fed by man. They feed rarely, make little mess, and are fascinating creatures. Having a
captive population aids our learning about them. I wouldn’t mind betting that if a straw poll
were conducted among snakes in captivity, most would say they’re either satisfied or very
satisfied. If only we could talk to them. “Fry?” It was Ford.
“Yes,” I said. “Sorry, I just drifted away there.”
“Where to?”
“Oh, nowhere. I was just wondering what it would be like to talk to the animals.”
“I’ve often wondered that myself,” Ford said. “Especially since dad got this guy.”
In the tank I’d not noticed before, was something I never thought I’d see in real life: A lightgrey coloured snake, draped over a branch. The colour betrayed the snake’s true identity to
the uninitiated, who may only know what it was when they saw the pitch black inner mouth
as it killed them. Mr Ford had a black mamba. I said something I wouldn’t normally at Ford’s
house, but Mr Ford was out, and Sandra said it a lot:
“Fucking hell Ford!”
“He is awesome, isn’t he Fry? Shall we get him out?”
“You fucking what?”
“Only joking. No way. The vivarium’s locked anyway, it’s the law. Dad’s got a license.”
“Ford, why has your dad got a black mamba? Aren’t there nearly 3000 other kinds of snake?”
“It’s for precisely that reason that dad has one of these.”
“By ‘these’, I presume you mean that, Ford?”
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“Well, yes. But ‘one of that’ wouldn’t be grammatically correct, would it Fry?”
“Fuck off, you pedantic cu- arse.” I figured Mr Harmer was okay with the odd ‘foof’ word to
enhance the drama, but perhaps female genitalia was a step too far. Human biology was more
of a topic for our weekly secret meetings of The Biblical Dead: sort of a Dead Poets’ Society,
with computers. “So,” I continued, “why has your dad got a black mamba?”
“Because of their famed aggression. He’s studying their DNA.”
“What’s he going to do?” I wondered. “Engineer a genetically modified race of human-snake
hybrids who know no fear?”
“Er, no Fry. He’s written a thesis on how he thinks mambas are actually timid and retiring,
and that their reputation is a bit undeserved. See, the majority of mamba bites to humans
occur where man has invaded their land. The snakes feel threatened and they lash out. 100%
of black mamba bites are fatal, partly because medical help is usually too far away.”
“So your dad’s thinking of building hospitals?”
“No, no, no.” That would be a no then. “No, he’s thinking longer term. Yes, having sufficient
antivenom is useful, but dad’s looking more at prevention. Mambas aren’t endangered, so this
is more for human benefit, but what he’s looking at, is ways to reduce the incidence of bites.”
“But how? I mean, he’s looking at their DNA. He can’t be thinking of altering them?”
“Definitely not.”
“So what then? Change their attitudes? Talk to them, so that they have a better understanding
of us?”
“Exactly. I mean, I don’t know. It does make you wonder, but dad’s a bit vague, and being
the precise man that he is in his work, when dad’s being vague, I know that’s my cue to shut
the fuck up.”
“Fascinating,” I said, none the wiser, but with the idea for a book, should I ever become a
writer later in life. “So, what’s the experiment with the white mice?”
“Well,” said Ford, “I got the idea from dad, and what me and you were just talking about.”
“Talking?”
“Exactly. See, I don’t know what he’s working on with the mambas, but I’ve got an
imagination. And it sort of fitted well with our English lit homework.” Which is exactly what
I’d been thinking: Great minds, and all that. “I wondered if I could rig something up on my
computer. Some sort of voice translator.”
“To talk to the animals?” Hadn’t I heard this somewhere before?
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“I doubt it would be a two-way thing,” Ford said, as I deflated. “But I reckon we could listen
to them.”
“Does it work?”
“I don’t know yet. I’m kind of hoping it does, or my English homework’s a bit done for.”
“But it’s English literature, Ford. Use your imagination. How could it work?”
We walked to Ford’s room: Bed, sofa, desk, chair, computer, and even an en-suite toilet. And
of course, his own phone and the internet.
“Well, I figured it must break down into two things. If I can break things down into stages,
it’s easier for my brain to handle, like long journeys. So put simply, those two things are
listening, then understanding. And to do that, I need a microphone and a translator.”
“I don’t know if you’ve noticed Ford,” but I thought I should point it out, “microphones have
already been invented.”
“Exactly. So all I have to do, is make the translator.”
“Which is exactly all you had to do in the first place, Ford.”
“I know. I just needed to eliminate everything else. And translators kind of exist.”
“Well, people who can translate, yes.”
“Yes, but I’ve found some programs on the internet: Things the geeks are working on. They
reckon that one day, you’ll just be able to type or speak a phrase into a computer, in any
language, and at the press of a button, it’ll translate into any other.” So that’s what the
internet’s for.
“That would be awesome. When?”
“The nerds think early in the next century.”
“2000AD? That’s ages away.”
“More than our lifetimes, Fry.”
“So what of now? The translator, I mean.”
“Well, I found some voice recognition software. I figured if I somehow merged the code with
translation algorithms, that should do the trick.”
“Well,” I said, “in theory, that’s all you’d need to do. But don’t you just type in game
programs from computer magazines, Ford?”
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“Well, I do. But seeing as I’ve got the internet as well, there’s a lot of other people out there
doing the same, and more. It was actually a game code that I swapped for the software I
ended up with.”
“How?”
“It was a multi-level text and graphic adventure game: fucking huge. The code was in one of
the mags, and it was about forty pages. Forty pages of machine code, which I typed up over a
few days. Then I ran the program and the fucking thing kept crashing. So I checked the code
and I found the error. Only it wasn’t my typo, it was a misprint in the mag. So I figured I
could commodify what I’d done, and trade it in a non-monetary way.”
“Oh, I see. And that’s how you got the code for the translation program. It’s a nice ethos,
trading personal time and skills.” I could see how the internet could be huge for that in the
next century.
It’s at this point that I can reveal where the two white mice were, all this time. I can only
reveal it now, as I didn’t know they were under Ford’s bed before. All I knew was that after
we bought them the day before, I didn’t have them. That’s about as dramatic as it’s been so
far.
“So,” Ford began, “I hope you don’t mind, but I’ve named them.” I suppose I didn’t mind,
depending on the names he’d chosen.
“What did you call them?” I wondered.
“Pete and Dud.”
“Why?”
“Because they’re male.”
“Are they?” It was a completely redundant question, and I don’t know why I asked it.
“Yes,” Ford replied, “and they remind me a bit of Derek and Clive, the way they sit there
together, looking around and chewing things over, turning occasionally to the other one, and
chewing it over some more.” And I suppose they did look a bit like that.
“So, which is which?” I asked.
“That’s Pete, and that’s Dud,” Ford said, pointing at the mice in turn, which for the reader is
as redundant as my question about their gender. For now, Pete was on the left, and Dud on
the right.
“So what now?” I wondered.
“Now,” Ford said, quite confidently, “we find out if my reputation is intact.”
“Have you got one?”
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“Not yet.”
“So how can it be intact, if you don’t have it yet?”
“I’m building a reputation, Fry.”
“What as, Ford?”
“I don’t know. Something on the internet though: It’s the future.”
“No shit.” I was beginning to realise that perhaps you could be anyone or anything on the
internet.
“Yeah, real shit,” Ford continued, as Tangerine Dream went through what seemed like an
unnecessarily long boot-up. “I’ve got everything plugged in, so you should start to see lights
coming on soon.” Lights coming on are normally a good thing, especially if they’re green.
“Where?” I wondered.
“On the computer, the disk drive, the monitor, and the printer.”
“But those lights always come on, Ford.”
“Well, it’s always good when they do. But there’s the microphone as well.” I looked at the
microphone: a small, black thing with a foam top, very much like a microphone.
“The microphone doesn’t have a light on it, Ford.”
“No, I know.”
“So how can it come on?”
“It won’t, because it doesn’t have one.”
“So why did you mention it?”
“Because it’s there, and it needs to be switched on.”
“So,” I began, as I needed to check I’d got this right, “if I’ve got this right, we’re waiting for
the computer to boot up, like we normally do. The only difference is a microphone which
doesn’t have a light. Other than that, we’re looking at exactly what we always do when we
switch on your computer.”
“Well, yes. And then we need to test the microphone. But it’s the extra processor and
memory board I’ve put in. This is the first time I’ve started them from cold, so that I can run
the translation software.”
“I see,” I said. I didn’t see anything, but there were some new parts in Tangerine Dream, and
there was translation software. Ford’s constant thuggery inside computers could be about to
do something far ahead of our time. Or it might simply not work. Ford’s idiosyncratic IT
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skills were roughly 50:50 hit and miss, so he was right about his reputation hanging in a
balance.
While the computer continued to whir and crank into life, Ford placed the microphone next to
the mice, who looked at it indifferently, before chewing some more of whatever they had in
their mouths. Then Sandra’s banshee voice shouted up the stairs:
“Simon, Dixon? Lunch.”
With Mr Ford away, I wondered what we’d get for Sunday lunch. It was Ford’s dad who
maintained a form of tradition in the house, with family meals eaten together at the table, and
a full spread for Sunday roast. Sandra, on the other hand, didn’t give a shit, so we usually got
proper teenage boy’s mate’s mum’s food, and so it was today, with fish finger sandwiches
and home-made chips. Sandra pinched one of mine and dipped it in mayonnaise, which might
have been a bit seductive. There’s always one kid at school who’s got a fit mum, and in my
class, that was Ford.
After lunch, Tangerine Dream had woken up. First, Ford tested the microphone:
“Is this thing on?” Well, I heard him.
“Maybe a bit louder?” I suggested.
“IS THIS THING ON?” he shouted.
“I meant, turn the speakers up. Turn the speakers up, but speak quietly. Without you leaving
the room, that’s the best way to test the microphone, Ford.” Which it was, because the
microphone lead was only about three feet long.
“Oh yes. I suppose that is the best way.” Sometimes, he caught on quick. He turned the
speakers up. “Is this thing on?” It was. “Ooh,” Ford said, in an effeminate way, “I didn’t
realise what my voice sounds like to everyone else.” This could bode well or badly for the
future. “I sound quite nice, don’t I?” Ford was destined to tread the boards, or grace the silver
screen one day.
“Yes, Ford. You sound lovely dear boy. Could we just talk about why we’re doing this first?”
“Why?” he said, into the microphone.
“Yes, why are we trying to hear what the mice might be saying? I mean, it’s all based on
theory, with a little science, which is perhaps a bit anarchic. We’re assuming mice actually
speak, but that we can’t hear them. If they do, maybe we should leave it at that, for all the
trouble it could cause.”
“It’s based on supposition and blind faith, Fry. And mine is a simplistic device, made with
some bits I found lying around. I’m sure there are many more scientific studies into animal
language and communication, but for me, I just want to know if there might be.”
“Why?”
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“For the future. All I want to find out, is if animals do talk. It may be that they can, but that
my set up isn’t sophisticated enough. It’s just something I want to look into, while I consider
my own future.”
“That’s deep.”
“Not really. More open minded really. I might be a vet, a human doctor, I don’t know. But
I’m interested in communication and translation, getting more people talking and breaking
down barriers. Because conflict comes from ignorance, and I don’t like conflict.”
“This is getting even deeper. Have you spoken to the mice already?”
“No, why?”
“Because Douglas Adams said in The Hitch Hiker’s Guide to the Galaxy, the white mice are
protrusions of pan-dimensional beings into our world.”
“And I think he’s right.” Ford seemed somehow convinced. He had his hand on his hip, and
he was still speaking into the mic.
“But wouldn’t it go against a lot of things it shouldn’t, Ford?”
“What do you mean?”
“Well, moral and ethical considerations we’re yet to know about. And all that stuff in RE
about the tower of Babel.”
“And you believe all that?”
“Well, of course not.” I could accept that the bible might be a transcript or dramatic retelling
of actual events, but I didn’t subscribe to the creator of any church on Earth. “And,” I
continued, “seeing as our device is an attempt to replicate the Babel fish, which disproved
God in Douglas’ book, aren’t we somehow testing Douglas in the same way?”
“Well no, because we know that Douglas Adams does exist. He’s alive and he’s only 32.
Actually, I wonder if something weird might happen in 1994, when he’s 42.”
“I’ve wondered that myself,” I said. “I don’t think too much matters to him. He seems to have
this whole life, the universe, and everything thing squared in his mind. He did say, that in
order to understand why the answer is 42, we first need to understand what it’s the answer to.
And that’s what we’re all here on Earth to do, to work that out. I like to think I’m somehow
working in collaboration with Douglas. That’d be a nice job to have. I haven’t decided what
to do with myself yet. I’m thinking I’ll most likely be a scientist or an influential writer. Then
if I’m not much good at either, I figure I’ll make an okay sci-fi writer.”
“It’s good to have a plan B. Splendid behaviour,” Ford noted. I suspected he didn’t have a
plan B. “Shall we see if this works then?” Everything looked like it was loaded and ready to
go on Tangerine Dream. All that was required, was for Ford to relinquish the microphone.
“Yes,” I agreed, “but you’ll have to give the mic to the mice, Ford.”
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“Ooh,” he said, “I’d forgotten I was holding that.” The stage was definitely waiting.
Finally, Ford placed the microphone next to the mice, and nothing happened. We waited, and
still nothing happened. Ford looked at me, then we both looked at the mice. The mice looked
at one another, then at the mic. So Ford picked it up again.
“Is this still on? Ooh, I can still hear me.” I think Ford could hear himself, and I could hear
him. I had to assume Pete and Dud did too. Unless they couldn’t hear him, perhaps because
his voice was on a different frequency. Or the mice could in fact be deaf.
“Ford,” I said.
“Mr Fry,” he said, into the microphone. Actually, I quite liked the sound of it.
“Ford, do you think we’ve perhaps been a tad unlucky?”
“Well, that would make a change.” Ford referred, unknowingly, to many chapters from
meetings of The Biblical Dead boys’ club in my mind. In that context, any intended sarcasm
had found a good home. “How do you mean?”
“I mean, all these mice. Not all of these two, but all white mice. They’re bred mainly for
research and food. I wonder if the checks on their genetic pool extend so far as to find out
how many of them might have defects, such as deafness.”
“That’s an interesting paradox, Mr Fry. But I have a back-up plan.” I take it back.
“Which is?”
“Text-to-speech. Or rather, speech-to-text.”
“Speak and Spell, reverse engineered, then.”
“Pretty much. Lots of stuff aside, which I don’t know about, there’s less processing power
required to convert text to text. Well, the power of the system I think I’ve built, isn’t in the
communication, it’s in the translation algorithms. Basically, Tangerine Dream knows what it
wants to say, but it can’t say it. It doesn’t have the processing power. In a few years, perhaps.
But for now, it’s done the hard work.” I was growing somewhat confused.
“Eh?”
“Simple way to think of it,” Ford asserted. “Tangerine Dream here, is the translator, but it can
only communicate in text. The upshot of that, is we type in a question, and it gives us an
answer on the screen.”
“From the mice?”
“Tangerine Dream’s translation, yes.”
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“Blimey!” We really were about to find out if white mice were as Douglas had said:
Protrusions of pan-dimensional beings of superior intelligence, into our universe. If so, we
might be able to question them on the true nature of the life, the universe, and everything. We
could make Douglas immortal, even though he seemed to have sussed out he was anyway,
based on the pure science behind his writing. If Douglas didn’t want the attention, it was just
an English literature assignment anyway. One about two boys, who were meant to be reading
Of Mice and Men, and of George Orwell’s other vision of the year this was written. “What
should we ask?”
“I don’t know.”
“I’m thinking,” I thought, “that we don’t have an international committee to hand. My limited
knowledge of first contact protocol, would be a welcome. We have to rely on your
computer’s untested ability to get the translation right though. We don’t want them to think
we’ve told them to fuck off, when all we’ve said is hello. So, the universal language is
maths.”
“That is a fact,” Ford confirmed, “at least for all who understand mathematics as we do. We
could start with prime numbers, perhaps. Maybe we could type a sequence, then see if they
carry it on.”
“Let’s try that,” I suggested. So Ford typed, in bold, contrasting letters on the computer
screen:
1 2 3 5 7...
Then the cursor flashed on the screen. “Can they see what we’re doing?” I asked Ford of the
mice.
“It doesn’t matter,” he replied. “Whatever this new hardware and software is, it’s essential
function is to translate. Lacking the means to understand how it does that, I’m placing my
faith in it reproducing something on the screen. This is day one for me too, Fry.”
The cursor continued to wink, suggestively. Then an ellipsis appeared, like this:
…

The ellipsis sat, with a cursor blinking at the end of it, like a tiny snake doing push-ups on
screen. Then it moved again:

...Wouldn’t you prefer a nice game of chess?

“Ford?” I wondered what he was thinking.
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“No, I wouldn’t.” He’d rather not play chess.
“Ford,” I said again, “have you left a chess program running?”
“No, Fry. I use Fritz. Fritz never says that in the chat window.” He pointed at the chess
invitation on screen. “Have you used Fritz 7.0 yet, Fry?” Fritz is a chess engine, and geekier
than most commercial chess programs, it’s used by the professionals and they’re all linked up
on ChessBase, which is on the internet. I can see the internet being a big thing for chess in the
future. Ford was getting a bit elitist and more than a little sanctimonious with the mic, so I
told him I hadn’t, because my computer was an Atari 800 with a tape drive, no printer and I
didn’t have a phone, or a doorbell on my house. “Oh,” Ford continued, “well Fritz’s standard
is, ‘Wouldn’t you prefer a nice game of Global Thermonuclear War? A reference to
WarGames, see?”
“Yes, Ford, I saw it. Matthew Broderick and Ally Sheedy, it was out last year. In which
David Lightman has a room very much like yours, in a fine house like this.” Then some more
text appeared on the screen:

Fine...

Then the ellipsis snake blinked again.
“Do you think we’re waiting for something,” I asked, “or should we say something?”
“I know,” Ford said. Then he typed:

We mean you no harm.

I suppose that wasn’t bad for first contact. Then we got a reply:

1 2 3 5 7...

The snake again. “Prime numbers again,” I observed. Then again:

1 2 3 5 7 We mean you no harm: Is that a Carpenters song?
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“What the?”
“I don’t know...”

How do you mean?

A short pause, then:

Oh, never mind. You had a question?

Yes. The question of why the answer is 42?

You are. It’s what you make of it. If you know why it’s that number and not some other
arbitrary one, it’s because it’s the one everyone’s now agreed on. Because it was in the good
book. Most people who know that, only know it because they looked it up. They are the
inquisitive ones, who don’t just accept things but who ask ‘why? ‘. They’re the ones who see
things, hear things, and are in contact with the universe, even if they don’t realise. You are
part of the organic super computer, designed to work out the questions which need to be
asked to understand the answer. The best measure of your species and your planet’s
collective intelligence at the moment, is Google. And if you ask Google, ‘What is the answer
to life the universe and everything?’, Google will tell you it’s 42. You have a long way to go,
and young people are the future.

I must admit, it wasn’t the ending I’d expected for an English literature assignment. But I
suppose it was the most direct answer to the most direct question we were able to ask.
Perhaps in the future, you might be able to just ask Google a simple question and it might
give you a succinct answer. Perhaps in the future, Google might know who I am. Perhaps I
just end up being a science fiction writer, which I think might be nice. As for this early effort,
it might be marked down for being too whimsical. But it was fiction, and Mr Harmer taught
us that fiction should be allowed to flow.

So what do we do now?
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You go. This is just a first step. You only found us through ingenuity and faith, but it might
be best to keep this between us for now.

We won’t tell.

And apart from this story, I didn’t. Even if Ford’s story was similar, it would be from a
different perspective, certainly with him in the narrative third-person lead character. The
stories would exist only in the minds of those who wrote and read them, most likely Mr
Harmer and The Biblical Dead society, where literature is not suppressed and forbidden by
dictators, or like history and love in all its forms, in Orwell’s dystopian imagining of this
year. Ours is a society where all information is shared and there is freedom of speech. For
now, we are the quiet younger generation, with Bowie as one of our voices, and people like
Ford, who’s on the internet, being a gender bender in his bedroom. I predict that the internet
could give more of us collective, choral voices.
Whether or not we’d proven Douglas right about the white mice, the whole episode made me
see what might be possible, if we just talk more, even if we can’t talk about some of it yet. It
made me more aware, I suppose, of things around me, not just those we see and take for
granted. In future, I think I could be an internet activist of some sort. In the future, the
internet could be the thing which gives a voice to all those who don’t have one now. Perhaps
that will be the evolution of mankind.
THE END...
© Simon Fry, 1984.
***
“Ford.”
“Sir.”
“Fry... Fry?”
“Oh, yes sir, sorry.”
“Sorry to be here, lad?”
“Actually, no sir.”
“Hainsworth.”
“Yes sir.”
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“Hayman.” (Blonde flick, glasses, clever).
“King-Smith”. (‘Smasher’, wears Farrahs).
“Laker.”
“Sir.”
“Mountney.” (‘Mole’: farts a lot: It’s funny on the chairs).
“Rogers.” (Brilliant mind, depends how he applies his psychopathy).
“Sir.”
“Simmons.” (Thoroughly good bloke, likes his Bowie).
“Sir.”
“White.” (Every girl’s dream, if he ever gets on the internet).
“Yes sir.”
“Yehudi... Yehudi?” Silence. “Yehudi?”
“Sir?”
THE END
© Steve Laker, 2017.
Cyrus Song (a ‘Sci-fi rom com’ tribute to Douglas Adams) is available from Amazon.
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THE SACRED SPOT by Steven Havelock
She’s rich, and I’m poor. Her daddy left her all that money in his will.
David and Saria had been married for one month but dating for six.
Tonight is the night!
“This is my sacred spot, honey.”
“Is this the place where you astral travel to the other planes?”
“It certainly is, and tonight you will journey with me.”
“I knew it wasn’t a mistake to marry you.” Her eyes sparkled in the bright moonlight. The
soft sound of waves could be heard lapping the shore just a few metres away.
“Tonight, baby, me and you are going to travel the astral plane together!”
Stupid fool, she actually believes all my crap!
“Okay, hun, lie down and close your eyes.”
Saria did as instructed.
“Now slow your breathing and go deeper and deeper into your mind.”
A low whimper escaped her lips.
“Deeper and deeper…” said David’s hypnotic voice.
After a few minutes, David thought, That’s it, she’s now hypnotised!
“Now when I say the words snap out of it you will awake.” David had no intention of ever
saying those words to her.
All that money, millions and millions, will be mine after tonight!
David started to dig with his bare hands into the soft brown sand. After about thirty minutes
he got up and looked at the shallow grave.
This fool hasn’t got a clue what I’m all about. I tricked her from day one.
He looked over at the twenty-five-year-old woman, lying like stone just a few metres away
from him.
I don’t feel anything, no guilt, no pity…nothing…
He looked up at the bright moonlit sky. Billions of stars confronted him and then he thought
again about the money.
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Millions and millions! I’m going to be super rich!
He walked over to the hypnotised and sleeping body of his wife Saria. He grabbed her arms
and pulled her towards the shallow grave he had just dug. She fell into the hole with a soft
thud.
Then David lay next to her, thinking…
I never had a lot of money when I was younger, had to work and graft for every penny. He lit
a cigarette and the smoke swirled upwards. In the moonlight he saw how rough his hands
were. From years of manual labour.
It was by chance that he had seen the hypnotist and mentalist course in an ad in the paper. He
had paid for the course from all his savings.
It had been worth it…worth every penny…
Once had passed he had become a medium, telling people he was psychic and reading their
futures.
He smiled inwardly to himself. People are so stupid, they will believe everything if you say it
in the right way.
A muffled sound brought him out of his reverie. Oh yes, the stupid cow. Can’t forget about
her.
He got up walked over to the body and started to push large amounts of sand into the hole.
I will say we went to the beach late at night and she had swam out to sea, further and further
until the sea had swallowed her.
He heard her soft ugly moans as the sand suffocated her…
Eventually…eventually the deed was done.
I’m going to enjoy my new life as a bachelor. I will be able to get any woman I want with all
this money and not have to settle for an ugly cow like Saria. I never fancied Saria, too fat and
stupid.
Well she is no more now...

Six Months Later
He was at the beach again with his new wife.
Another rich fool. Once I get rid of her, I will be one of the richest people in this city.
“David, I’m…scared…what if something goes wrong?”
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“What could go wrong, eh, baby? I’m here with you. You do want to travel to the astral
plane, don’t you?”
“Yes, yes…I do.”
“Then what’s wrong?”
“David, I can feel something.”
“What?”
“There is a presence here on this beach.”
“What do you mean?”
“David, I can’t stay here, there’s something terribly wrong!”
His new wife Lydia started looking around as if she had heard something and couldn’t make
out where the sound was coming from.
“David! David!” she screamed hysterically, “There’s an unhappy presence here! I’ve got to
get away from this place.”
With that Lydia turned and fled.
My plan will go to pot!
David ran after her.
I need to get rid of her tonight and then all that money he late father left her will be mine!
He caught up with her and grabbed the arms.
“Snap out of it!” he shouted.
Just then Lydia’s face went a deathly pale colour in the moon light.
He turned to look where Lydia was looking and he saw a hand burst out of the sand.
What the hell…
Then another hand.
A cry ripped through the night.
Muuuuuurrrrrrddddeeeeerrrr!
David took a step back.
No! Oh God…No!”
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The decomposed body of his ex-wife Saria was walking towards him.
He smelt rotting flesh. As his wife drew nearer and nearer he could make out every
disgusting detail. A maggot was wriggling in her eye socket.
She came closer and closer…
He screamed…
THE END
Return to Contents
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THEY COME IN THE SNOW by Ellis Hastings
Act III- Two Men: A Finale
Recap of Act I: In the first act, we were brought to a cold day in February 1855, somewhere
in the Utah territories, where we found four men who had been snowed into a lodge. Joe
Edmonds—a gambler and borderline alcoholic owns the lodge, offering shelter to an elderly
chicken farmer named Whitey Douglass, a cowboy named Corey Baggett, and an unnamed
Sheriff. During a snowstorm, Whitey discovers a loose tree outside. After losing a bet, Corey
is sent out to chop it down. A snow flurry picks up, hiding him from view. When it subsides,
the cowboy and tree are nowhere to be found. Instead, there is a strange, deformed creature
lurking on the outskirts of the property. Concern begins to settle over the men, when Joe—
slightly drunk off whiskey and irrationally confident—takes the Sheriff’s gun and heads
outside to confront the person or creature. As soon as Joe steps out, another snow flurry, like
the one that started when the Cowboy exited the lodge, begins. Panicked screams followed by
several gun shots are heard outside. When the flurry subsides, Joe and the figure are both
gone, leaving Whitey and the Sheriff alone in the lodge. Act II picks up with the men sitting by
the door, trying to process what had just happened
.
Recap of Act II: In the second act, we found Whitey and the Sheriff confused about what they
had just witnessed. Both men are polar opposites; Whitey begins to panic while the Sheriff
remains calm and collected. Due to their conflicting attitudes and the unusual circumstance
they have found themselves thrust into, the men begin to grow sceptical of one another.
Worried that the old man was about to go mad, the Sheriff subtly interrogates Whitey. This is
interrupted by a knock at the door and the voice of Joe outside, who demands they unlock the
door and let him in; claiming that he saw the creature that was watching them outside in the
woods when he went to empty his bladder. The Sheriff is about to comply, before Whitey stops
him upon a horrid discovery. There is no shadow of a man standing outside at the bottom of
the door. Suddenly, the voice grows more sinister and demands they let them in, because the
creatures in the snow will find their way in eventually. A long and skinny arm with an eye on
its hand slides beneath the door. The eye looks at the Sheriff then turns to the old man,
looking at him a great deal longer. Then, the hand withdraws itself from the lodge. The
Sheriff rushes for the door and throws it open to ambush the abomination outside, however,
instead he is greeted by the hatchet the Cowboy had taken outside during the first snow
flurry. The Sheriff discovers small brown particles in the snow which turn out to be pieces of
wood. He turns around to see that the name “Corey the cowboy” has been carved into the
door. In this final act, we will see Whitey and the Sheriff find themselves forced to put their
differences aside and confront the creatures in the snow.
1.
“The Cowboy’s name?” The Chicken Farmer asked, referring to the door with Corey’s name
carved into the wood that the Sheriff had discovered outside.
“Yes,” The Sheriff removed his jacket and hung it on the rack then crossed the room to the
Chicken Farmer and knelt down so they were on the same level.
“What the Hell was that thing?” Whitey said in monotone; his face a blank stare.
“No idea.”
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“Why was the Cowboy’s name on the door?”
“I can’t conclude anything for certain, but my guess is that this creature or I guess creatures
depending on how many there are, did this as a way of marking their victim.”
“Victim? So, you think Corey’s—”
“Dead,” The Sheriff nodded solemnly, “I’m afraid so.”
“What about Joe?”
“If they killed the Cowboy then they most certainly killed the Gambler, as well.”
The Sheriff exhaled a disappointed sigh then, using the armrest on Whitey’s chair, helped
himself to his feet. A subtle grinding radiated through his arthritis inflicted knee. His nose
scrunched up in a grimace.
Silently but swiftly, Whitey removed himself from his chair and strode across the room and
out of the lodge before the Sheriff had time to process what had happened.
2.
Whitey ran as fast as his slender old legs could go. He had never been in the best physique,
but Whitey Douglass was no sedentary man, either. The adrenaline coursing through his old
and damaged heart gave him just enough strength to reach a top speed of maybe six miles an
hour. However, his relatively slow pace didn’t matter—he was running for the stables which
was only a block away. Heat spread across the back of the Chicken Farmer’s neck as he felt
the sensation of the hand with the eye watching him. It was always watching him; he could
sense it. What his late wife would call paranoia, Whitey called a sixth sense.
“It’s a strange world, Marla, I figure that the only reason I’ve survived this long is by going
on my gut in bad situations,” He had told his wife months before she died. A few weeks later,
just before his wife fell ill, Whitey had a dream warning him of the disease.
Not a sound came from the stables as Whitey approached them. Not a good sign. After
another moment, Whitey slammed into the door out of breath and threw it open. Inside were
the bodies of all four horses slumped against each other like loaves of bread dropped
carelessly to the floor. Three of the stallions looked as if they were sleeping, apart from the
undeniable stench and flies circling the carcasses. The fourth dead horse, however, had a
clean incision across the centre of its neck.
Whitey’s heart sank as he came to the ungodly conclusion that he was trapped in the lodge
until the snowstorm subsided. Nearly shivering out of his wrinkled skin, he turned to head
back to the lodge. A shadowy figure lurked in the doorway. The creature that had slain the
Cowboy and Gambler had come for him. The old man jumped back with a scream, tripping
over the carcass of his white-spotted stallion. He fell to the cold, unforgiving ground with a
fearful cry. The figure rushed towards him; arms cast out in front of it, reaching for Whitey.
The creature grabbed him beneath the arm pits and hoisted him to his feet. When the Chicken
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Farmer reopened his eyes, he saw the Sheriff standing before him; a questioning look on his
face.
“Whitey, why did you…” The Sheriff began, before trailing off upon noticing the bodies on
the floor.
“They’re dead. All of them!” Whitey said, pulling himself free from the lawman’s loosened
grip. He dropped to his knees at the side of the black stallion with its throat filleted like a fish
and sobbed.
“This is not good,” The Sheriff said, concerned but still maintaining his composure. Whitey
couldn’t understand how the man was human when he hadn’t panicked upon any of the
harrowing spectacles that have been presented to the two of them.
“We’re stuck here with those things—those… monsters!” Whitey’s eyes had reddened with
exhaustion and tears. His vision turned blurry until he wiped at his face with a sleeve.
“Whitey?” The Sheriff said. His attention had fallen to the wall behind the old man.
“W-what?” The Chicken Farmer glanced over his shoulder. His heart sank. Painted sloppily
across the cherry wood in a black, rotting ink, was; Joe the gambler.
“There’s the mark. Our pursuer has claimed his second victim.”
A high-pitched whistling hissed outside as hail began to pelt the tiled roof right on cue.
Another snow flurry had begun.
“Whitey, get up, we have to get inside!”
The old man remained on his knees; his breathing now coming in short, quick gasps, “But,
Sheriff, we let them in.”
“We aren’t safe out here!”
The roaring of the wind amplified; partially masking the Sheriff’s voice.
“We aren’t safe anywhere!” Whitey shouted as he jumped to his feet and spun around. The
expression instantly vanished from his face.
Confused, the Sheriff looked over his shoulder and saw the same contorted figure that had
earlier resided on the outskirts of the forest now standing in the doorway of the lodge. The
figure gazed towards them; neck craning back and forth as if it were a snake ready to strike.
Then, it reached out its left arm—which appeared much shorter than the right—and slammed
the door shut.
The Sheriff rushed from the stables with his hands cast out blindly; shielding his face from
the hail that pelted his body. Fat red welts popped up across his neck as the tiny bullets of ice
exploded against the flesh.
“Freeze to death in the stables if you want. I’d rather fight,” he shouted over his shoulder.
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The door was latched shut when the Sheriff slammed against it. Grabbing the hatchet from
the snow, he began to chop frantically at the wood. Glancing to his left, he saw that the
Chicken Farmer had decided to join him.
Whitey peered through the window into the lodge and saw not one, but two of the disfigured
creatures. One was concealed by a jacket, while the other wore no clothes at all. Like its
hooded counterpart, the naked creature had two abnormally shaped arms. The right was long
at three or four feet while the left was half the length. Scars in the shape of symbols twisted
across the sides and back of its bald head. One of the symbols appeared to be a swan while
the other was a hieroglyphic unknown to the old man. The scars bulged from the discoloured
scalp of the creature and seemed to almost vibrate. The only humanlike trait the creature had
was the average width of its short neck—although its spine curved dramatically to the left,
taking on the shape of the letter c. Multiple tiny lacerations ran down the back and side of the
creature. Its legs—like tree trunks—jutted down from its misshaped pelvis. Between its legs
hung what appeared to be a mix between male genitalia and a fleshy hook curved upwards
towards the ceiling; a red slime seeping from the tip.
The creatures leaned against the poker table, as if in conversation, when the cracking sound
of wood being broken rang out. Then, both creatures turned their attention, not to the door,
but to the window where Whitey peered through. Neither of the figures had anything more
than the outline of a skull beneath the skin of their empty faces. Upon the second swing of the
Sheriff’s hatchet, the naked creature lifted its long arm—a shrivelled, yet living eye emerging
from the centre—and pointed it towards the window at the Chicken Farmer. Simultaneously,
every one of the hundreds of small lacerations decorating its body like medals popped open.
Oddly enough, blood didn’t pour from the cuts like one would expect. Instead, the creature’s
body was covered with hundreds of tiny eyes which were all focused on the man spying on
them
Whitey watched in horror as the creature with a hundred eyes stumbled to its feet; knees
bending at the sides instead of straight, then rushed towards him; arms arched out to claim the
Chicken Farmer as its third victim. As the abomination neared the window, it opened the
hand at the end of its shorter arm; revealing a mouth filled with jagged, serrated teeth. The
mouth was without lips. In fact, it looked more like a bloodless wound filled with sharp
rocks. With a yelp, the Chicken Farmer jumped away from the window as the Sheriff brought
the axe down one last time against the wood. The dull end of the hatchet connected with the
latch on the inside of the door and shattered it.
Without hesitation, the Sheriff rushed inside; hatchet held in a defensive stance by his chest.
Whitey slowly popped his head around the corner, becoming baffled when he saw that both
creatures inside were gone. Cautiously, he tiptoed into the lodge behind the Sheriff like a
child sneaking downstairs at midnight to catch a glimpse of Santa.
“They aren’t here,” The Sheriff said. His axe-wielding arm dropped to his side, but his tight
grip on the cracked handle remained.
“No, they are. They have to be. I saw them!” Whitey’s eyes scanned the room. There were no
tricks being played on his mind that he could see.
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Suddenly, the Sheriff’s leading foot slid out from under him. He stumbled backwards into the
Chicken Farmer who half-caught him. Tearing off his boot angrily, the Sheriff observed the
floor where he had slipped. A red jellylike substance was smeared across the wood; and,
imprinted in the middle, was a shoe mark. The Sheriff knelt and scooped up two fingers full
of jelly. It was warm to the touch and slightly sticky, but definitely a substance he hadn’t seen
before.
“Holy Jesus!” Whitey shouted from beside the poker table.
The Sheriff jumped to his feet—ready to strike—when he saw the old man, jaw agape,
staring at the table top. A stack of red poker chips was splayed across the wood; shaped into
the words: Chicken Farmer.
“Huh,” A sigh passed between the Sheriff’s cracked lips upon his discovery of the message.
“W-w-w—” Whitey stuttered, breathing rapidly in terror, “Wh-what…” he was unable to find
the words as panic overloaded his senses as he pieced the puzzle together. The first name,
carved into the wood, was the Cowboy. The second, painted in blood across the stables, was
the Gambler. Now, here for all the world to see, was his name.
“Whitey, what’s this?”
“I… I…” The Chicken Farmer gasped.
For a split second, the Sheriff thought the old man might collapse of a heart attack.
“I’m next.”
In an attempt to calm the panicked man, the Sheriff said, “Not necessarily. You’re still here,
aren’t you?”
Whitey was deaf to the lawman. With his eyes still fixated on the message, he began shaking
his head in denial, “No, no, no!”
He lunged forward and flipped the table over; scattering the chips across the floor. The name
vanished from the top, but that didn’t make Whitey feel any better.
“No! I can’t! I can’t! Jesus, God almighty!”
“Calm down. You’re going to give yourself a heart attack,” The Sheriff reached for the
Chicken Farmer’s arm but was stopped by a sharp backhand to the cheek. He staggered
backwards, almost losing grip on the hatchet, then brought his hand to the insult. Pins and
needles resonated through the Sheriff’s jaw, and a strong coppery taste filled his mouth. He
spit a wad of saliva on the ground. It was tinged with blood. Turning his attention back to
Whitey, he saw the Chicken Farmer pacing the room frantically; paying no attention to him.
“I know you can hear me!” The manic man shouted at the wall. “Both of you, whatever you
are! Your ears are everywhere! Hell, I can feel you watching me, too! What are you waiting
for?”
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The Sheriff wanted to intervene but didn’t want to be greeted by another backhand. Instead,
he stood to the side and watched Whitey unravel.
“God almighty, don’t let them take me like they took Corey and Joe! I’ll do anything! Just
not me, don’t let me die like this!”
The Chicken Farmer’s breath was taken from him as a stitch developed in his side. He
crumbled to his knees in tears. At this, the Sheriff dropped the hatchet and rushed to Whitey’s
side then seized him by the shoulders and pinned him to the floor.
“What are you doing?” The old man asked, confusion and terror combined as one.
“Don’t lose it on me,” The Sheriff said, “You’re not dead, so stop acting like you are!”
“But my name—”
“Your name was on the table, but you’re still here,” Sweat dripped from the Sheriff’s
ungroomed hair. “Don’t you see what they’re trying to do?” He let go of the old man’s
shoulders and crossed the room, then took the hatchet from the floor.
Whitey sat up, “They’re coming for me next.”
“Why would they warn you?”
“I… I don’t know?” The Chicken Farmer struggled to his feet.
“The eye saw that out of the two of us, you are the weakest mentally. They put your name on
the table knowing that you’d find it and panic. They’re trying to turn us against each other!”
Although this was perfectly plausible, the Chicken Farmer couldn’t force himself to believe
it. He was done listening to his heart. That beat up old muscle had always seemed to mislead
him. His gut; however, was something that never told a fib. And, right now, it told him that
the Sheriff was one of those creatures in disguise.
Speaking suddenly, as if he had read Whitey’s mind, the Sheriff said, “Only thing we can do
now is lock ourselves away and wait out the storm.”
“No,” Whitey said defiantly.
A bitter laugh came from the Sheriff. He shrugged and headed for the stairs, “Fine by me.
You stay down here with that broken door and you’ll really become the next Corey and Joe.”
The Chicken Farmer stood silently amongst the scattered poker chips as he sceptically
watched the Sheriff ascend the stairs. He didn’t make a move until he heard the door to the
Gambler’s old room close and lock. His eyes found a spare bedroom across the hall from
where the Sheriff now resided, then they scanned the room before him. Ice had formed at the
entrance, making the wood slick and hazardous. The Chicken Farmer looked back to the
spare bedroom, then turned to the forest a hundred yards from the lodge. He swallowed what
little courage remained and staggered towards the door.
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“Anyone but me, Lord,” He prayed. “Anyone but me.”
3.
After locking the door, the Sheriff listened for the sound of Whitey ascending the stairs, but
was greeted only by silence and the winter wind whistling outside.
“Son of a bitch really has lost his mind,” he muttered. He crossed the room to the window
and peered out. The magnificent mountain ranges sat on the horizon; visible only from the
backside of the lodge. As the Sheriff studied the black, arched ridges of the structures, a
thought came to mind.
Do they come from the mountains?
“Can’t be. They’re much too far and a human can’t survive the climate dressed in only a
hood.”
But those things aren’t human.
The Sheriff laughed softly with a hint of irony in his tone. “Look at me talking to myself. It
looks like I’ve lost my mind, as well.”
The Sheriff left the window and sat on the bed next to him. The snowstorm had returned and
hail pelted the glass, but he didn’t seem to notice. Instead, the man’s attention was grabbed
by a dark green crate that emerged slightly from under the bed. The metal sides were painted
gold to give it an antique look, and a long rope was strewn across the top. The Sheriff used it
to pull the chest free. The box was tremendously heavy; weighing at least two of him, or four
of the Chicken Farmer. Once it was free, the Sheriff slipped his fingers under each side of the
crate, but was unable to lift it more than a few inches off the floor.
“Alright, I’ll sit,” he said, taking a knee on the ground.
An old, rusted lock secured the crate’s latch; sealing it closed. The Sheriff tried to jimmy it
open but failed. Although it was old and worn down, the lock held strong.
“I’ve got an idea.”
He crossed the room to the door and removed the hatchet from the desk on the right, then
returned to the crate and brought the dull blade down onto the metal. Sparks jumped out—fire
ants stinging his hands and exposed ankles. The U-shaped loop had dented inwards but still
held. The axe came down onto the same spot for the second time. More sparks—more licks
of fire on the Sheriff’s skin. The metal was grossly deformed but still intact. The Sheriff took
a few seconds to catch his breath then rolled his eyes with a laugh. In his prime, he would
have been able to break even the strongest of metals in just one swing. Tightening his grip on
the shaft, he lifted the tool above his head and brought it down with a powerful grunt. Finally,
the lock snapped and skittered across the floor like a crab fleeing the waves.
Lifting the heavy lid, the Sheriff exposed the contents of the crate; several dusty tomes, a few
small portraits, half a dozen journals, and countless folded letters bound together by a tiny
rope. The topmost journal had the number 1856 written across the red velvet in ink.
49

“This must’ve been the Gambler’s newest yearly diary,” he said. The book had a small latch
across the side; keeping its contents a secret. However, the Sheriff was able to easily pop it
open with the flick of a thumb. He flipped to the first page. The handwriting inside was
sloppy but still legible.
Something is not right in this part of the States. Those damn bandits, Indians, or whatever the
Hell they are have returned, as they always do when it snows. I don’t even understand why
they do this to me in the Winter months. Although, I guess they technically aren’t really
doing anything aside from frightening my customers. What those pesky bastards do every
year is lurk at the edge of the forest and stare at the lodge. They don’t come close. They don’t
make sounds. Hell, they don’t even reply when I call out to them. They just stand there; their
faces hidden behind hoods. You know, I used to operate the biggest and best lodge in all the
West, then when those bastards showed up that first year my customer base has begun to
decline steadily year-after-year. But it’s not just that my regulars quit coming by, it’s like
they refused to even communicate with me. I’ve sent several letters out to close
acquaintances of mine who used to frequent this lodge. However, not a single piece has been
returned. And, now that I think about it, every time I’ve lost a customer it had happened after
another encounter with those hooded bastards. You know, I’ve begun to believe recently that
these hooded rats have been tracking down my loyal customers and threatening them. Now, I
don’t know what they’re saying or what they’ve got against me, but it’s thoroughly annoying
and I intend to get to the bottom of it. Will write more soon, I’ve got company at the door.
~Joe
When his eyes reached the end of the page, the Sheriff froze. He found himself feeling like a
child afraid of the dark again. It wasn’t exactly fear that had settled into his aging bones, but
more like a general sense of unease. Taking a moment to regain his composure, he turned the
page with his trembling fingers. The next note was blunt and directly to the point, as he had
found the Gambler to be upon first impression.
Well, suck on a witch’s tit, I must’ve gotten my god damned lodge cursed. At least, that’s
what that Indian who has stayed the past few nights with me has said. I have found this
tribesman, surprisingly, to be a very soft-spoken but knowledgeable fellow. I came to make
the Indian’s acquaintance a few days prior when he showed up at my door looking for a room
to rent. By his arrival, the snow had recently settled and a storm was on the horizon. I wasn’t
currently looking for someone to host but figured that money is money and that this man
could probably use a warm place to stay. So, I revealed to him the nightly fee and told him he
could stay until the snowstorms came and went. Now, all was normal for the first few hours,
until the first flurry began. As soon as the wind outside became a whistle, the Indian’s eyes
went wide and he jumped to his feet. Finding his actions particularly queer, I kindly asked
him what had happened to peak his interest. He turned to me and looked, not just into my
eyes, but into my soul. I felt oddly vulnerable, as if I was a child who had gotten caught in a
lie. It was as if the Indian was one of those occult-practicing Pagans who can read your mind
or whatever they do down by Carver’s Creek.
Without even noticing, I had absent-mindedly reached for my blade out of habit—bandits are
all too common in this area. The Indian, noticing my subtle movement, told me that I can
relax my hand because I did not need to be afraid of him. I asked if there was someone else
that I should be afraid of instead. What he said next, I swear to you, almost made me wet my
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britches. The Indian’s face changed into a solemn look—as if he had just received some
troubling news. He said, and I quote, “Those who come in the snow,” At this moment, I had
the image of those hooded figures lurking on the outskirts of my property come to mind.
Naturally, as any sane man would do, I asked him who the Hell “those” are supposed to be.
The Indian shrugged and told me that he didn’t know their true form or some other crazy
fallacy but that they were “bad spirits meaning to do harm,” Now, I’m not normally a
superstitious man, but that Indian has gotten me quite disturbed as of right now. I don’t
believe he means any harm, but he still gives me an odd feeling that I don’t like very much so
I have begun locking my door. I don’t know how he seems to know about those figures that
have plagued my lodge, but I intend to get to the bottom of it in the morning if possible. Will
write again.
~Joe
The Sheriff reread the diary entry several times; looking for a clue to tell him when it had
been written. Flipping through the rest of the journal, he saw that there were maybe five or
six entries following the one he had just read. A few pops radiated from his achy knees,
causing him to wince, so the Sheriff climbed to his feet using the bed post as support, and
took a seat with the journal at the desk across the room. He leaned the hatchet against the
wall then turned his attention back to the diary, only to have his eye caught by a single parcel
sitting to his immediate right. It was an unread letter; still sealed shut with melted wax, and
without a return address or name of the sender. All that was written across the parcel was:
Concerning “those”.
With his heart racing, and the hail beginning to crack the glass behind him, the Sheriff broke
the seal and withdrew the letter. When his thumb brushed the top of the paper, the words
smeared across the parchment, signalling that it had been written recently. The text below
where his thumb had been was unreadable, but he could tell that it had been a name—and a
long one at that.
“Probably the Indian,” he said under his breath. He unfolded his discovery the rest of the way
and began studying its contents. The handwriting was organized and methodical; much easier
to read than the Gambler’s scribblings.
Mr. Joe,
I want to thank you for your generosity and the hospitality shown to me during my stay at
your fine establishment last week. I hope when you are reading this isn’t too inconvenient for
you, but it is urgent news that I need you to become aware of before the next snowstorm hits.
When I told you of a bad spirit wanting to get into your lodge last week, I felt that you
weren’t heeding my warning. I was disappointed, but I can’t say that I was surprised. I know
that what I told you seemed illogical, but you must believe me when I say it is true.
I belong to the mighty Ute tribe of Native Americans. I had told you my reason for heading
West, last week, was to re-join my tribe in California, for we migrate during the Winter
months only to return to our land in the Spring. However, I didn’t tell you precisely why,
because I feared you wouldn’t believe me since you were extremely sceptical at everything
else I had said.

51

There is a race of dark-spirited humanlike creatures that reside in the deep forests of the Utah
territory. We natives of the region had begun calling these beings “Buimo” countless
generations ago. It is said in ancient history that the Buimo are the lost descendants of a
mighty angelic figure known as “Sholiski” that was birthed from a blue star when the
universe was young. No one knows the reason Sholiski chose to settle on the Earth, or why it
chose this region specifically. However, it has been speculated that, because of the cosmic
depths of which the angel was born, that Sholiski settled over the mountains of the Utah
territories because the cold air and seclusion most closely resembled its original home. Now,
that brings us to the Buimo—the sons and daughters of Sholiski. The Buimo are bad news;
there’s no doubting that. However, there are two theories of how these creatures came to be.
Both are tales passed down orally from generation to generation.
The first claims that long ago, when the Earth was still hot—a soft ball of clay shaped in the
images of the Gods—that Sholiski arrived from the abyss pregnant with a thousand babes.
Sholiski found that the Earth was currently uninhabited by much more than wildlife and
vegetation, so she decided to make this planet the home for her children. And so, the Buimo
were born; innocent and untainted at first, until the arrival of the humans caused them to
become corrupted and evil—reliant on the blood of the settlers to survive and grow.
The second claims that hundreds of years after man had colonized the Earth, that the pregnant
and needing to give birth Sholiski happened across the world most suitable for her and her
children. However, disgusted with the sinful and barbaric nature of modern humans, Sholiski
laid her children as a scourge upon those who live within her presence. In this theory, the
Buimo are like locusts cast down on man as punishment.
I’ll let you choose your poison here. Believe what you want; it doesn’t change anything. All I
ask is that you do believe and you heed my warning. My tribe flees the area in the Winter
months because it is said that that is when Sholiski awakens from her long slumber and casts
a new generation of Buimo out onto those who live within range. By the time you are reading
this, I will already be a good distance away from your lodge, Mr. Joe. However, my people
and I would be more than happy to offer you shelter from the Buimo as you have offered me
shelter from the cold. Head South to the long river that spans in multiple directions that you
call Carver’s Creek and follow it West until you reach the river’s end. Once there, you will
find my tribe’s settlement. You must act fast before the Buimo return, Joe. I don’t know how
you have managed to keep the Buimo out for so long, but with the worst snowstorms on the
horizon, it’s only a matter of time until they find their way in to you.
4.
The Sheriff sat at the desk in silence for a moment; parcel in hand. Then, he looked back to
the ink smeared across the first page.
“This must be only a day old at most,” He said.
He wondered briefly why the Gambler wouldn’t have opened the letter, then it hit him. He
figured that Joe most likely found the letter then headed upstairs to read it until there was a
knock at the door—his arrival at the lodge late last evening. This realization was a tough pill
to swallow and gave him a bitter taste in his mouth. That was when the Sheriff realized that
he had been absent-mindedly chewing on the inside of his cheek. He spat a mouthful of
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bloody saliva onto the floor then grazed the wound with his tongue and winced. It stung. The
cut was still raw.
Carefully, as to not smear the rest of the text, the Sheriff folded the letter then placed it in the
back pocket of his crusty and unwashed pants. The skin of his legs clung with sweat to the
fabric. A sharp, hot pain from his thigh pulsated; he had probably developed an infection,
which wasn’t surprising due to the fact that he hadn’t been able to wash himself or his clothes
for nearly a week. However, with these inhuman abominations called the Buimo nearby and
with easy access into the lodge, the Sheriff figured that the infection was the least of his
problems.
“I’ve got to do something,” he said, crossing the room to the window which now held a
spider web pattern across the top corner from the hail. The Indian had written of the worst
storms on the horizon, and it looked like what he had warned of had already begun.
“Damn. Heading out on foot now would be suicide.”
As the Sheriff gazed into the white abyss, there was a firm knock at the door. His eyes went
wide and his breathing ceased for a few seconds. The Sheriff turned back to the entryway and
cautiously approached it.
“Whitey, is that you?”
Immediately replying in an agitated state, Whitey said, “Yeah, Sheriff. Who damn else would
it be? It’s only us left.”
“What do you want, Whitey?” The Sheriff’s tone was stern and rough.
“The window’s busted in the spare room. I can’t stay in there.”
“Well, I’ve only got one bed in here.”
“That don’t matter,” Whitey said. He sounded desperate and afraid, “I’ll just sleep on the
floor then. Also, you got a lock on this door. There ain’t no lock in the guest room. Those
things outside could just throw open the door in the middle of the night if I stayed in there.”
“Whitey, you sound oddly calm. The last I saw you, you had just about lost your mind.”
The Chicken Farmer didn’t respond.
“I’m still thinking you’re a madman, but since I’m a Sheriff and it’s my job to protect the
vulnerable, I’ll let you in on one condition.”
“Okay, one condition, what is it? I’ll do anything,” Whitey’s voice had now taken on the
familiar panicked tone as if it were just an act.
The Sheriff paused, took a deep breath, then said, “You’ve got a blade on your person,
Whitey. I’ve seen it on your waistband. I want you to remove it and slide it under the door so
I know you can’t come in here and slice my throat in the middle of the night.”
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“Cut your throat?” Whitey was exasperated, “Why would I do that?”
“I don’t know, Whitey. But I’ve seen plenty of people in a frantic state do some irrational
things. It’s a precaution. I want to keep you safe, but I don’t want to risk my hide doing so.”
“Okay, okay. Hold on a moment,” there was a pause, then the sound of frantic shuffling and
skirting about in the hall. A moment later, a scratching sound came from the floor as the
blade was slid through the crack. The Sheriff knelt and reached for the knife, but his hand
froze in mid-air. There was no shadow on the other side of the door.
He quickly snatched up the blade and tucked it in his own waistband, then said, “Whitey, you
still there?”
His heart was racing. The Sheriff stood up slowly then reached for the hatchet. With his nondominant hand, he grabbed the latch.
“Yeah, Sheriff. I’m still here,” The voice said. It sounded like the Chicken Farmer, but now
that the Sheriff really listened to it, there was something slightly off about it, as if someone
were doing a very convincing impression of the old man. It was like the voice of the Gambler
that had come from outside the lodge earlier. The Sheriff glanced back to the window and
saw an army of the Buimo emerging from the forest.
“Hurry up,” The voice shouted, it had now completely lost every trait that made it sound like
the Chicken Farmer, “Let us in, Sheriff.”
The Sheriff threw the latch to the left then took a step back and fixed both hands tightly on
the handle of the hatchet.
“Alright,” he said. “It’s unlocked.”
The door swung open.
THE END
Author’s Note
Wow. That was a long one! Not just for you patient readers, but also for myself. I initially
started writing this tale back in October 2016 but didn’t finish it until the end of April 2017.
The fact of the matter is that I got stumped at the moment when the Sheriff and Whitey had
their confrontation in the poker room. Honestly, I just didn’t know how to end it. The original
concept was going to be that Whitey was right—that the Sheriff actually was one of the
Buimo. However, I felt like that would be a cliché and predictable way to end this tale. Then I
figured after a few weeks, “Okay, so we’ll have it be implied that Whitey rushes outside to
make a break for the woods to escape. The snow flurry that appeared following the first two
disappearances will return, but the Sheriff won’t think anything of it because he’ll be
distracted by something. But then that brought up the question, “What will he be distracted
by?” Then it came to me, “A letter. But by who and what does it say?” as well as, “How can
I dive even deeper into the lore and backstory of the Buimo without just saying ‘this happens
because of this and this happens because of that, etc.’? Then it hit me, the Native American.
And, yes, as a person I know the difference between an actual Indian (someone from India)
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and a Native American. However, due to the time-period, this story takes place in, I felt that
it wouldn’t make much sense to have the character called “Native American” unless by the
omnipotent narrator.
I want to write a little bit more about how this story came to fruition. However, if you have
things to do or frankly don’t care and just came to read the story and not how it came to be,
then, by all means, you can go about your day and I won’t judge one bit. But for those of you
who are interested, I’ll keep it short and sweet. A year prior to writing this story I saw the
fantastic Tarantino film “The Hateful Eight” in theatres. It was, by far, my absolute favourite
film by the brilliant director. I also really liked the setting of a tale based in the wild west but
with snow. That film, for those of you unfamiliar with it, concerns eight dangerous
individuals who are snowed into a cabin and amongst them, there’s a murderer. It’s a great
film; a murder mystery set in the frontier age with snow. After watching the film, I asked
myself “What would have happened if the killer wasn’t actually human? What if it was luring
them out and taking them one-by-one?” Those two questions were the seeds that I planted in
my imagination that later came to be this tale. Another fun fact; The Buimo isn’t just a
random name. In the Central-West of Utah, New Mexico, and (I think) Arizona, the Native
American tribes at the time would speak a language called Shoshone. It’s a dead language
now, but there are (maybe) about one hundred words still in existence; mainly colours,
greetings, and body parts. I took the most common trait of the creatures; the eye on the right
hand and translated that into Shoshone. Bui = eye and Mo = hand. So, the creatures are
literally named “Eyehand”.
The creatures also came from two sources that inspired me; I am a big fan of both Native
American and Ancient Japanese folk lore. In my opinion, those two cultures created some of
the creepiest and most disturbing spirits and entities. There’s this Japanese spirit (I forgot
the name of it, but a simple Google search should bring it up rather quickly) and it is lacking
eyes on its face, but instead has them on both of its palms (The Buimo only have an eye on
one hand. The other has a mouth that is used to drink the blood from its victims, which is why
it is able to impersonate their voices). The whole thing with Sholiski was completely
fabricated from my mind without any inspiration whatsoever. But the origin of the name, I
think, is fairly interesting. I broke it into two parts; “Sho” and “Liski”. Sho I derived from
the Jewish word “Sheol” which means the underworld. “-ski” is a common Polish suffix, and
I just thought “Sholiski” sounded better than something like “Showendowski”. Now, before I
leave you with feeling unsettled by the end of the tale, I want to give you two suggestions.
Numero Uno- Go rent the Hateful Eight from Redbox as soon as possible and watch it. And
Two- If you were unsettled by this story, you should really look into Japanese and Native
American folk lore. As always, thanks for joining me in this journey.
Cheers,
~Ellis Hastings, 25th April 2017
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THE HETTFORD WITCH HUNT by Oafish J Rhodes
Episode Six: The Long Day Lengthens
01.
The engine of Milton’s car revved energetically as Carrie took her place next to him on the
front seat. In the back seat, wrapped in an old blanket that Milton had found in the boot, Dan
sat shivering. His skin was pale but for the red scratches that covered his body and the
weeping blood that soaked into the beige woollen blanket.
Milton had a look of panic on his face.
“Let’s go,” he said to Carrie.
Carrie closed the door and buckled her seat belt.
“Calm down,” she told him, “it won’t do any good if you crash.”
Milton nodded, took a deep breath and let the clutch up so fast that the back wheels of the car
spun and smoked before finding enough traction to bolt forward.
Milton pulled out of the side road and onto the main road that lead out of Hettford. He was
breaking the speed limit but felt pretty sure that he could argue it was an emergency. Even if
he didn’t relish the idea of explaining that Dan had come by his injuries whilst trying to fuck
a tree.
Carrie turned around in the seat to check on Dan.
“You alright back there?”
She moved to put her hand on his knee reassuringly and was greeted by the sight of his
overhanging gut and chaffed member.
“You should probably wrap up tight in that blanket,” she suggested, “you’ve lost a lot of
blood.”
“Should have left me,” said Dan.
“You know we’d never do that,” said Milton.
The car bumped as he peaked a hill at greater speed than the road was designed for. The
windscreen wipers fought for clarity against the driving rain.
“Fucking Gary Turlough,” Dan muttered, “fucking witch.”
Much to Carrie’s relief, Dan closed his blanket and turned to one side.
“We’re wrong and Gary killed her,” said Dan.
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Milton accelerated.
“Hang tight there matey,” said Milton, “almost out of Hettford.”
“I loved her and Gary took her away, him and those two bitches.”
“I think he’s still under the spell a little,” said Carrie.
Milton nodded sternly.
“Let’s just try to keep him alive long enough to make sure its broken.”
02.
The couch felt more comfortable to Gary than any item of furniture he had slumped on in his
life had.
“We should have drinks,” he said, “something anyway.”
“Do you think we’ve done it?” Shelley asked.
“Broken the spell you mean?”
Shelley was sat in the armchair, her knees were dirty, her hair and t-shirt were wet.
“I fucking hope so,” he told her.
“We should walk to the edge of town right now,” Shelley suggested.
“And then do it on the other side of the border,” Gary replied.
Shelley leant forward.
“Now that sounds like a good idea.”
“I can’t believe how great you’ve been,” he said.
“You deserve a break,” she told him, “You’re worth a lot more than you seem to think.”
“First thing tomorrow, I’m paying you back. You want research, cooking, anything else.
Name your reward.”
“I might have one of two things in mind.”
Gary pressed his hands together and nodded his head as if in anticipation. Shelley jumped out
of the arm chair and threw herself on to his knee, wrapping her arms around him.
“You’re the most awesome,” she told him.
“No,” said Gary, “You’re the most awesome.”
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Their love in was abruptly disrupted by a loud and sudden sound.
03.
Alison hadn’t gone downstairs when she heard Gary and Shelley enter the house. She had
been sitting listening closely to their interaction. She could tell they were touching just by the
sound of their fumbled entrance to the room. When she had suggested Shelley move in, it had
been for Gary’s benefit. She didn’t resent her cousin having him, she told herself. Not one
tiny sodding bit!
She couldn’t hear the words but she could hear the familiar and longing tone in their voices.
She stood up off the bed and with slow careful steps, avoided every part of the floor that she
knew would creak and snuck to a halfway point on the stairs. There she could hear what they
were saying, get some idea of the scale of the situation.
She heard Gary suggest that they “do it” on the other side of the border. That was nauseating,
she thought. But then, then! Shelley responded to it positively.
At the point that they were both calling each other awesome, Alison had decided that she
didn’t need to stay and listen a second longer.
She walked to the front door, picked up the car keys and left. Slamming the door as hard as
she could for good measure and then instantly regretting that she had shown them an
emotion.
Alison got into the front seat of the car, threw her head down on the steering wheel and
screamed.
04.
Julie’s bedroom at her mother’s house was not so very different than her bedroom in her own
house. The two main topical differences were that it had floral wallpaper behind the posters
and that some of the posters were of bands that Julie didn’t listen to much anymore.
She was on her bed listening to her MP3 player, earphones in, her legs bent up behind her and
her feet kicking along to the tune that played.
Paul had been allowed to walk up unescorted and now that he stood at the doorway he was
unsure of the best way to attract her attention.
“Hi Julie,” he said as loudly as he could.
Julie showed no sign of having heard him. Paul walked forward into the spot where he
assumed the field of her peripheral vision would be. He waved both arms and repeated his
earlier greeting of “Hi Julie.”
Julie’s eyes were fixed forward. Paul began to feel creepy, as if he were in the room without
permission. The last thing he wanted to do was to touch Julie without her permission but he
couldn’t think of another plan. Paul stood still and scratched his head.
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He was torn between the embarrassment of having to walk downstairs and explain to Julie’s
mother that he not been able to get her attention and the embarrassment of walking over and
tapping her on the shoulder.
For a moment Paul considered flicking the light switch but realised that despite the constant
rain outside, it was still too bright for a light bulb to make much of a difference.
He tried clapping his hands and was actually quite relieved when that didn’t work.
Finally he gave up, faked confidence and strode purposefully over to Julie’s side. He placed
his hand firmly but gently on to Julie’s shoulder. She turned to look at him.
“Oh,” she said, “this is a pleasant surprise.”
“Wild day,” he said, “Did you hear the bang?”
“Yeah, all our lights have gone.”
“I think the power is down all over.”
“Sucks,” said Julie, “thank God for batteries.”
“Batteries and books,” said Paul.
“Sounds like an indie band name.”
“How are you?”
“Sit down,” she told him.
Julie swung her legs over to the side of the bed and patted one hand next to her.
“Sit down,” she said.
Paul tried not to let his eyes widen too much or to seem too keen, his hands were trembling
and his chest flooded with adrenaline but nevertheless he managed to sit down without
incident.
05.
The car made a defiant chugging sound as Alison turned the key. It was the sporadic sound of
the starter motor failing to ignite the engine but rather the long whine and click of the starter
motor deciding it was no longer fit for purpose.
Alison thumped the dashboard like an old engineer in a film. She turned the key again. This
time it clicked, lots of short repetitive clicks that signified nothing except that the car was
probably not going to drive anywhere.
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She dug through the papers in the glove box, reaching into to find her insurance documents
and the number for breakdown recovery.
Then Alison took her mobile phone out of her pocket and carefully dialled the number.
The phone line went dead as soon as Alison punched the number in. A message appeared on
the grey LCD screen.
“Out of service area.”
“Piece of shit,” Alison said to her phone.
She turned the car key again. This time it didn’t even click.
“Piece of shit,” she said.
Alison got out of the car and decided to walk to the main road where at least she might be
able to wave down a taxi. No sooner than she had left the driveway Alison’s foot stepped
directly into the mess that some inconsiderate dog owner had failed to tidy up.
Alison did not need to say anything.
06.
Julie was holding Paul’s hand, he squeezed it. Not really sure what to say, he turned to Julie
and smiled.
“Do I have to draw you a sign?” she asked.
“What?”
Julie leant forward and kissed him gently on the lips.
“Oh, right,” said Paul.
He leaned into her and pressed his lips against hers. She wrapped her arms around him and
the two of them fell sideways on to the bed. Julie laughing.
“I’m not very good at this,” he apologised.
“You’re doing fine,” she said.
“Yeah, good one kid.”
Paul sat up instantly, there on the other side of the room with his arms folded stood Saul. He
was not transparent but there was a sort of mistiness to him, like a TV picture with dodgy
reception.
“Saul!”
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Paul could not hide the joy in his voice, he forgot all about Julie and stood up running over to
hug his brother. As he did Saul winked at Julie and vanished again.
Paul turned back to the bed to check that Julie had seen him too. She had turned completely
pale, if it hadn’t have been fully apparent that she had seen a ghost, Paul might have framed
the possibility as a question.
“I can’t take this,” said Julie.
Paul frowned.
“He is dead, right?”
“Yeah,” said Paul.
The sudden thought of how upset his own mother might be if Paul showed up back at home
chilled Paul to the bone.
“I think we need to get help,” he said.
Julie nodded.
“You still like me?”
Julie smiled.
“I’m very creeped out, that was your brother right?”
“Yes,” said Paul
“So why is he haunting me?”
“I think he might just have been waiting for me to come.”
“Could he not wait at your house?” Julie asked.
Julie’s bottom lip had a slight tremble as she spoke.
“I don’t know, I’m not a horologist,” Paul told her.
“What’s a horologist?”
“I think it means ghost expert,” said Paul. “I don’t know, I’m not an anything expert.”
Julie drew a long deep breath.
“I was having such a nice time,” Julie’s voice was mournful.
Paul found himself trapped again between two conflicting emotions and not really knowing
what to say.
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“I love him,” said Paul, “but he can be a bit of a dick.”
“A dead dick,” said Julie.
“It’s because he’s the oldest,” Paul said, “he was always left in charge.”
“Let’s just work out how to make him go away,” Julie said.
Noticing the subtle change in Paul’s expression she added:
“Away from my house at least.”
07.
Milton applied the brakes on the car.
“What the hell is going on here?”
“No idea,” said Carrie.
The road to the nearest hospital was blocked off by a row of parked cars, filling both lanes. It
was only four cars deep but it was big enough to entirely obstruct the path out of the village.
Milton jumped out of the car and looked around for the obstruction that was causing the back
up. There was nothing beyond the cars except for a sign that read “Shackleford, est. 1653.”
The majority of the car owners were out of their cars and sat on the embankment at the side
of the road. Milton approached an attractively plump woman with curly dark hair who he
recognised from the quiz night.
“Joan,” he said, “what’s going on?”
“Car stopped,” she said, “just cut out and stopped.”
“What about the one next to it?”
“Oh that, the bloke sitting over there got a little impatient and tried to drive around us,
wouldn’t you know the same thing happened to him. Now neither of them will start; same
with the ones behind it. I think it might be connected to the bang that blew everybody’s light
bulbs.”
“I’ve been in the woods all day,” Milton explained, “Dan has fallen, I need to get him to the
hospital.”
“You’re not going to get through this way,” said Mrs Fuller, “We tried walking.”
“What do you mean?”
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“I mean, we can’t walk out, there’s nothing stopping us but it’s as if the same piece of ground
just keeps repeating itself, I’ve never seen anything like it.”
Milton did not say that he had.
“I’m going to try the other end of the village,” he said.
Jumping back into the car, Milton turned the key. It took three attempts to start but it did fire.
Once the engine was turned over Milton swung the car around, mounting the curb to
complete his turn in one movement. Then he really ignored the speed limit.
“Turn on the radio,” said Milton.
Carrie wound the receiver through the channel after channel of static. Milton raced through
the village, swerving once to avoid an old woman going crossing the road.
He made it to the other end of the village within six minutes, less than a mile a minute. He
could see the stopped cars and confused drivers from half a mile before the village border.
“We better get him home,” said Carrie, “I don’t think he’ll die.”
She leant back and patted Dan’s knee.
“We’ll get you patched up, I promise,” she said.
Dan did not respond. His eyes were closed and he was shivering.
“Come on, before these roads are deadlocked too,” said Carrie.
Milton span the car around a second time and headed back to Occultivated.
08.
Alison stood in the hallway. Gary noticed immediately that she was only wearing one shoe.
He then noticed the redness in her eyes and the phone in her hand.
“Jesus Christ, Gary,” she said, “Does anything work in this village?”
Gary stepped forward, and put his hand on her arm in an effort to be reassuring.
“Don’t touch me,” she said.
“OKAY,” said Gary, “Is there something I can help you with?”
“I just want to go back to Leeds, I don’t know what I was thinking coming here at all. Just
thought it would be nice to see Tajel.”
Tears began to slide down Alison’s face. She collapsed into a hug and then just as quickly
pulled out of it.
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“Do you know what this reminds me of?” Alison asked.
Gary shook his head slowly.
“It reminds me of the time I didn’t believe that there was a curse on you and we tried to get
out of the village.”
Gary’s eyes narrowed.
“It does seem a bit like that,” he told her.
“It seems a lot like that, so what? Am I stuck here too?”
“Hang on,” he said.
Gary walked back into the living room. Alison could hear him talking to Shelley in a low
whisper.
He came back out into the hallway and collected his coat from the hooks next to the phone.
“Right, the spell on me should be broken,” he told Alison, “If it’s not, it might just be your
proximity to me that’s the problem. So I’m going to see if I can leave the village on foot.”
“And me?”
“Just wait here, OKAY. Shelley’s worried about you. You two should talk.”
Alison’s lips thinned in a way that seemed to accuse him of intentionally removing himself
from an awkward situation. Although, he reasoned, perhaps that was just a manifestation of
his guilt at intentionally removing himself from an awkward situation. He fobbed himself off
with the idea that women were better at communicating than men and stepped out of the
door.
09.
Milton was sat at the front desk of Occultivated, in front of him was a cup of tea and an egg
sandwich. He was reading Karswell’s History of the Craft, looking for any salient
information about the after effects of spells and possession.
The shop bell rang as a young couple entered. Milton was not surprised to see either of them,
as they both constituted his most regularly customers. However, he was somewhat surprised
to see them holding hands with one another.
From the back room the sound of Dan having his wounds cleaned with TCP sounded very
much a horror film.
“It’s a bit dark in here,” said Paul.
“The lights are out,” said Milton, “How can I help you two?”
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“Arrrrgghhh!” screamed Dan.
“What’s that?” Julie asked.
“It’s just Dan,” said Milton, “He’s fine, just a bit banged up... Carrie is cleaning his cuts.”
“I remember that,” said Paul, “Bloody witch hazel.”
“It’s TCP,” said Milton, “Dan is unreasonably phobic about witch hazel.”
“Yarrghhh,” Dan screamed again.
“Understandable, I suppose,” said Paul.
Milton looked doubtful.
“Are you sure he’s OKAY?” Julie inquired.
“Yes, I had the pleasure of bathing him and tending to the harder to reach areas. He fell
through some bushes. He just needs lots of plasters and rest.”
“You are EVIL!!!” Dan shouted.
“I can stop and leave you bleeding,” Carrie’s voice was loud enough to carry through to the
shop.
A very muffled, “sorry” was just about audible.
“We need your help,” said Paul, “pretty badly.”
“Come through to the kitchen,” said Milton.
10.
The rain was persistent and for late June the sky and streets were unusually dark. Gary had
made it past Discount News and Ron’s Garage and was well on his way to the closest border,
that with Shackleford.
Having passed the main row of shops, the houses began to thin out and the Hettford woods
began to hang over turning the insignificant A-road into a shaded avenue of oak and
sycamore. The trees provided some shelter against the driving rain.
As Gary walked he heard a shuffling in the trees to the left of him. Glancing over, he could
see nothing. He continued walking feeling the presence of some hidden companion flanking
him and keeping him safe. He kept his eyes fixed forwards but his attention in the periphery
of his vision.
He had spotted the broken cars and their collection of owners before his attention was pulled
back to the follower. First, he noticed the ember flash of red, then the shot of smoke white.
Finally, he saw the head of the fox, keeping step just a few inches behind him.
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“Thanks for looking out for me,” he said aloud.
“Gary, Gary Turlough,” Gary recognised the voice as that of Mrs Fuller.
“Hi,” said Gary.
Although he had known Miss Fuller for a long time as Joan, it was always a struggle not to
revert to the protocol of calling her “Miss.”
“Do you have any idea what’s going on?”
Mrs Fuller explained the situation to a Gary who did his best not to react to it in a way that
might give his potential connection to it away. He stepped forward to the front of the cats.
There on the ground was a shadowy black line, not painted but the stuff of midnight and
demons.
“This is messed up,” he said.
Gary tried to step across the line. There was some kind of force to the area, it did not repel his
movement but rather deflected it to one side.
“What do you think the line is?” He asked Mrs Fuller.
“You mean the official line?”
“No,” Gary pointed, “That line.”
“I don’t see anything,” she told him.
“Righto,” said Gary, “I think I might just go home.”
11.
“These are hag stones,” said Milton, “I’ve never tried them on ghosts but they should disrupt
pretty much supernatural energy.”
Julie looked at the granite stones that Milton had placed in her hand.
“They’re just stones with holes in them,” she observed.
“Yeah, you hang them up. Do you own a cat?”
“No,” Julie told him.
“Don’t worry,” I have one that’s already been mummified, you can put in your wardrobe.
Should keep you safe. Take care of it though, it’s an antique and I’ll want it back when we
can figure all this out.”
“Plus,” said Carrie, “It is actually mine.”
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“You don’t mind, do you?” Milton tried to imply an apology in his voice.
“I wouldn’t want anyone to suffer,” she told him.
“You hang the hag stones on string,” he told Julie.
“What about me?” Paul asked.
Milton shrugged.
“That’s all I’ve got,” he told him.
“You can stay at mine,” Julie suggested.
“Great idea,” Milton told them.
“Are there any spells I can do, you know, to send him on. I can cope with him being dead and
I’m glad that death is not the end of him...”
“I understand,” said Milton, “There should be some in the book I gave you a while back.”
“Gary told me they might not work,” Paul said.
“Magic isn’t science,” said Milton, “If it makes you feel better to try, then try.”
Paul nodded.
“And if it doesn’t work?”
“We’ll figure it out,” Milton told him.
12.
Tajel looked frazzled. The queue at Discount News was far longer than it normally was. Gary
had never seen so many people in the shop at one time, most of them seemed to be buying
cigarettes. However, Gary new exactly what he wanted. He went to the back of the shop and
picked up an eight pack of Commando War Stories for Boys craft ales. He noticed that the
shelves were looking a little sparse.
After waiting a few minutes for service he greeted Tajel warmly.
“Hi, you’re busy today,” he told her.
“Very,” she said.
“Alison’s been looking for you,” he said.
“Mum said,” Tajel replied.
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Tajel was clearly trying to rush Gary along.
“She’ll be in town tonight if you’re interested. I can make food?”
“I’m sorry,” said Tajel, “she waved at the mounting queue that stood behind Gary.
Gary looked around the shop and realised that almost everything that anyone would actually
need to buy had already been bought.”
13.
Dusk was setting in by the time Gary arrived home. Stumbling through the door Gary walked
into the house. Alison and Shelley were still talking in the front room which he assumed was
a good thing.
He walked to the kitchen to put his beer in the fridge. He noticed that the internal light did not
turn on. He put the beer inside anyway and then went to try the light. Remembering that the
bulb had blown and cursing himself for not buying more bulbs while he was still at Discount
News, Gary filled the kettle and turned it.
The orange light next to the kettle switch failed to illuminate and the water failed to heat.
“Bollocks,” said Gary.
Gary looked in the cupboard under the stairs to check the fuse box. All the switches were up,
all the circuits working.
“Piss flaps,” said Gary.
Gary opened the door to the front room and saw the girls sitting opposite each other.
There was redness to their eyes but they were obviously on better terms than they had been
when he left.
“Did you notice that the power is out?”
“Yes, Gary, we noticed,” said Alison.
“Water and gas are still on,” said Shelley.
“What about the phones?”
Alison shook her head.
“It looks like Alison will be staying with us for a while,” Carrie told him.
Gary winced internally.
“Great,” he said, “It’ll be nice to catch up.”
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He stood in silence for a few seconds, looking from cousin to cousin. An earlier joke that
Shelley had made popped into his mind but it was offering a bright side that Gary knew
wasn’t going to take place.
14.
The colour was returning to Dan’s cheeks he was sat in the lounge listening to the radio. The
radio was playing Burning for You by Blue Oyster Cult. In front of him was a tray piled with
Yorkshire puddings, gravy and roast beef. There were no vegetables on the plate. Steaming
next to the steaming plate was a steaming cup of steaming tea.
Carrie sat nearby on the couch, with her head on Milton’s shoulder.
“Do you remember what you said when I bought this radio?” Dan asked.
“I said it was a piece of novelty crap,” Milton admitted.
“An absolute piece of novelty crap marketed to the sort of idiots that don’t understand that
the world will never end, that’s what you said.”
“Obviously, I didn’t take into account the highly unlikely set of circumstances that have led
to us being without electricity for a few hours.”
“Always ready for everything,” said Dan, “Like my dad.”
Milton nodded.
“Could we listen to Radio Four? I think The Archers might be coming on.”
“I can only get this, it’s on short wave.”
“Nothing is on short wave,” said Milton.
“This is,” Dan corrected.
“So put it on FM,” Milton said.
“It won’t get FM,” there’s no signal.
“AM then, bloody long wave.”
“Oh, it’s on AM, not short wave. It doesn’t even have a short wave.”
“Well it should get the BBC,” said Carrie.
“I’m listening to the local station,” thought you’d be interested in hearing the traffic update.
It’s on after this song.”
“Fine, but then we listen to the Archers,” said Milton.
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The song faded out and transitioned immediately into an electronic drum beat with a honking
horn and a staccato stutter that announced, “T-t-t-traffic update, update, traffic.”
Milton shook his head in dismay.
“An overturned lorry in Forsbury means trouble for anyone trying to get to Leighton Massey,
so best to avoid that one, we have reports of heavy traffic near the town hall in Little Granton
Hough and around Higher Raby Oundle. Most of all, a reminder to all drivers in Shackleford
that the whole of Hettford Village is under a foot and mouth quarantine, so there is absolutely
no through road for the foreseeable future. A gas leak in Chipping Damson means cars are
moving slowly but British Gas are said to be working on a solution immediately...”
The voice carried on talking and Milton frowned.
“That should have said cars blocking the road,” Milton observed.
“Yes,” said Dan, “unless it’s a cover up. You don’t think for a second that the MI5 didn’t
take my letters seriously, do you? Just because they couldn’t reply, doesn’t mean they didn’t
set up a protocol.”
“Do you think we caused this?” Milton asked.
“No,” said Dan, “I think Gary did.”
“I know the ghost sex felt nice, Dan, but you were about to rip your dick off. He saved your
life.”
“One of the witches is so powerful that she’s shut down the whole village,” said Dan, “We’ve
been underestimating them for years.”
“Agreed,” said Milton.
“But Gary and his bird killed one of them, wiped them out of existence: spirit and all in one
day.”
“Which means they’re really good witch hunters,” said Milton, “better than us.”
“It definitely means something,”
“What does that mean?”
“It means they did things beyond their means,” said Dan.
“I think you’re being mean spirited,” said Milton.
“By no means,” said Dan.
Dan grinned broadly at getting in the last “mean” and he wasn’t about to give Milton a
chance to fit in another one but pausing for breath.
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“The two of them are smart but smart and powerful are two different things. What they did, it
shouldn’t really have worked.”
“Just be glad that it did,” Milton told him.
“I saw my ancestors,” said Dan, “they were dicks.”
“You saw what a witch wanted you to see, that’s all.”
Dan took a long swig of his tea. He reached up and retuned the radio. The opening music to
the Archers filled the room. Carrie stirred for a second and muttered through her sleep.
“Oh God, has it got this bad already?”
Milton thought for a second.
“If the only way to rescue the village is to kill the other witch, how long will that be?”
“Halloween,” Dan told him, “If Shelley is right.”
“Which she does seem to be,” Milton observed, “that’s how many months?”
“A few,” Dan told him.
Milton took a long heavy sigh.
“This should be fun.”
15.
There was nobody left at the border of Hettford village, just the abandoned cars and the
fading light of the longest day of the year.
From down the road, two sets of headlights came slowly into view. They were police cars.
The officers pulled over far ahead of Mrs Fuller’s red Vauxhall Corsa and took out a set of
traffic cones. They parked one of the cars so that it blocked off the entire road, laid out the
traffic cones in front of it and drove away.
16.
The couch was more comfortable than Alison remembered. Gary had offered her his place in
the double bed but she had flat out refused, as politely as she could manage.
Alison pulled the blankets around her neck and squeezed her fists tightly. She felt a gentle
hand stroking the hair next to her temple. For a second it was reassuring.
Alison opened her eyes and in the dim light of the room, she could see the outline of Saul
crouching over her.
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By the time she had stopped screaming, he was gone.
HETTFORD WITCH HUNT WILL CONCLUDE IN SERIES FOUR
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73

THE BATTLE FOR CALLISTO by Gregory KH Bryant
Episode Twenty-Six
Lieutenant Danton followed the Scroungers converging upon Callisto Base 1, firing
continuously from his tiny ship, one of the experimental craft nicknamed the `Mice’. He
launched a barrage from his laser cannon across the hull ship ahead, cutting a large gash
through the bulkhead, and then following that with a blast from his plasma cannon.
He ducked the cloud of debris his attack kicked back at him, then swiftly manoeuvred to
another position behind an interplanetary class transport. It was a moderately large ship that
could carry a crew of twelve. Danton fired a burst from his laser cannon at it, provoking a
furious barrage in response. He darted away.
Horizontally he flew, then up, and he was atop the transport. Two more bursts from his laser
cannon, charring a scar through the thick skin of the ship. Again, he was met with a furious
barrage, which he neatly sidestepped. He came about for a third attack on the ship, firing his
laser cannon. It cut through the outer skin of the ship, causing a catastrophic release of
oxygen from within.
The ship’s emergency repair systems instantly kicked to work. Though not nearly as
sophisticated as Dimara, the ship’s automatic emergency systems on this Scroungers’ stolen
transport were instantly able to pinpoint the location of the catastrophic leak. In seconds, the
nanobots that patrolled the inner skin of the ship were able to patch the area of the leak.
Though the “Bellerophon” was similarly equipped with nanobots, the gash cut into it by the
falling hulk of the “Grand Marquis” was far too huge for them to patch or repair. And the
nanobots of Callisto Base 1 were working as they never had before. But yet, the domes
shuddered with every crash upon the nearby icy plains.
Danton rose above the transport, nearly crashing into another ship. It was another Scrounger
ship, one of dozens all flying madly in a wild race for the plunder that would come with the
fall and the sacking of Callisto Base 1.
The Scrounger ship pulled its nose upward to avoid Danton’s fleeting swift craft. Danton
fired his laser cannon at a point just below the ship’s cockpit. The laser blasts cut through the
bow of the ship, revealing a huge gash that cut nearly through the ship’s inner hull. Seeing
the ship so badly wounded, the pilot pulled away from Danton, putting miles between them in
seconds.
Danton turned his attention back to the first ship, just in time to see it coming at him from
below, firing twin plasma cannons. Once again, flitting like a bee, Danton avoided the fire,
then returned his own.
He gave the ship a long burst from his laser cannon, at last opening a hole through its hull.
The escape of oxygen was explosive. Panels were blasted away from the ship, exposing
portions of the ship’s wiring. Danton hit the wiring with a plasma burst. The wiring melted.
The lights within the ship flickered. Then they went out.
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Danton shrugged and grunted.
He turned to look ahead.
There, opening up before him, a vast panorama.
Below him, and filling the bottom quarter of his field of view were the wild and frozen
deserts of Callisto, speeding past as he flew over them. Swiftly past smouldering mounds of
wreckage he flew, plumes of smoke arising as if from fumaroles.
Upon the horizon was Callisto Base 1, rapidly approaching. It swelled upon the horizon,
distant Jupiter gleaming from behind, the base’s lights growing brighter as Danton drew near.
Surrounding him, at every hand, was dozens of ships. The Scroungers were intent at getting
to Callisto, so they did not fire unless they were fired upon. Between the larger ships of the
Scroungers, the transports, the cruisers and the fighters, Danton saw the tiny `mice’, flitting
from ship to ship,. Sometimes, like Danton, they fired, sometimes they didn’t.
And before him, in the black sky above Callisto Base 1, Danton saw many pinpoints of light,
all moving together into a cluster. They grew rapidly, in brightness, in shape and in size.
Danton recognized them as more Scroungers.
“Reinforcements, eh?” Danton said to himself.
He threw his ship forward, firing his laser cannon. It hit a fighter ship, cutting a nasty gouge
through its fuselage. Danton followed that up with a punch from his plasma cannon. Two
other ships moved in to support the fighter ship Danton was attacking. And then three `mice’
leaped into the fight.
The melee was on.

Lieutenant Waverley looked over the small platoon, huddled behind a barricade of hurriedly
bundled furniture hauled to the hallway in a futile effort to block the Scroungers. Almost
everyone was wounded. Waverley himself had has his face burned off.
Down at the far end of the hallway, this one that led to the railway platform and loading
docks of the Callisto Base 1 Space Port, were the Scroungers. Hiding behind a wall they had
cobbled together, of panels from ships on the tarmac, they were marching methodically, step
by step, pace by pace, and inexorably toward that hastily built barricade.
Waverley fired off several more rounds from him laser pistol at the approaching wall. It was
no use. The pistols lacked the power to penetrate that shield. And the Scroungers were careful
not to allow any part of their bodies, fingers or toes, to show between the shields, or
He turned to the thirteen men and women who were wearing the uniform of Jovian Security.
“Gentlemen,” he said, “We are pitiably few in number. These people attacking us, they have
hundreds of ships up there. They have hundreds of their own personnel right outside... If
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there was any chance we’d get out of this alive... if there was any chance that staying here
and dying would do a damn bit of good, then I’d tell you all, fight on!
“But it doesn’t look like there is any hope. Not for now. Maybe later, but not for now.”
“So I’m saying you every man and woman here, you are dismissed. Go home. Go to your
families. That’s where you should be. Be with them for the end.”
Waverley stopped speaking, He lowered his head and did not move.
A silence fell upon the knot of people who had heard him speak. They looked, each to the
others, then all at Captain Waverley.
They note that he was making no effort to leave his post.
“After you, sir,” a young corporal finally said, filling the silence for a moment.”
“After you, sir,” came another voice, from somewhere down the line.
“After you, sir.”
“After you, sir.”
Captain Waverley smiled a smile aged with sadness.
“Very good, then. I expect every one of us to carry out our duties, each to the fullest.”
“Yes, sir,” the others agreed.

Illara hurried across the tarmac, darting from ship to ship as she tried to catch up with Carter
Ward and Mud. She dared not call to him, for that would only be to warn Turhan Mot and
Mokem Bet that they were being followed. So all she could do was to run as swiftly as her
feet could carry her, closing up the distance, flitting from ship to ship.

Ward had caught up to Mokem Bet, at last. And Turhan Mot. Both of them. From only a
dozen feet away, and watching from the shadows cast by a large merchant ship, Carter Ward
and Mud saw Mokem Bet cut down the two sentries standing guard. They knew their
crewmates wouldn’t be long to avenge their fallen comrades, so they waited.
Before they leaped out of the ship, the crewmen took the precaution to toss several stun
grenades. But Turhan Mot and Mokem Bet were, of course, prepared. Sheltering themselves
away from the surveillance cameras and the concussion from the grenades, they avoided any
harm. Mokem Bet shut off the hologram of himself. He approached the hatch.
Three Scroungers leaped out of the ship, laser pistols in hand, and murder in their eyes.
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Mokem Bet and Turhan Mot raised their own pistols, aiming at their attackers.
That was the moment that Carter Ward chose to act.
Combat knife gripped tightly in his fist, Ward leaped out from the shadows of the merchant
ship, running at Mokem Bet.
“HEY! ASSHOLE!” he shouted, just as he was upon Mokem Bet.
CONTINUES NEXT WEEK
Carter Ward’s earlier adventures, along with those of other interplanetary rogues, are
chronicled in Warlords of the Asteroid Belt and Deep Space Dogfights.
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THE MYSTERIOUS ISLAND by Jules Verne
Part 3. The Secret of the Island
Chapter 12
The next day, the 18th of February, was devoted to the exploration of all that wooded region
forming the shore from Reptile End to Falls River. The colonists were able to search this
forest thoroughly, for, as it was comprised between the two shores of the Serpentine
Peninsula, it was only from three to four miles in breadth. The trees, both by their height and
their thick foliage, bore witness to the vegetative power of the soil, more astonishing here
than in any other part of the island. One might have said that a corner from the virgin forests
of America or Africa had been transported into this temperate zone. This led them to
conclude that the superb vegetation found a heat in this soil, damp in its upper layer, but
warmed in the interior by volcanic fires, which could not belong to a temperate climate. The
most frequently occurring trees were knaries and eucalypti of gigantic dimensions.
But the colonists’ object was not simply to admire the magnificent vegetation. They knew
already that in this respect Lincoln Island would have been worthy to take the first rank in the
Canary group, to which the first name given was that of the Happy Isles. Now, alas! their
island no longer belonged to them entirely; others had taken possession of it, miscreants
polluted its shores, and they must be destroyed to the last man.
No traces were found on the western coast, although they were carefully sought for. No more
footprints, no more broken branches, no more deserted camps.
“This does not surprise me,” said Cyrus Harding to his companions. “The convicts first
landed on the island in the neighbourhood of Flotsam Point, and they immediately plunged
into the Far West forests, after crossing Tadorn Marsh. They then followed almost the same
route that we took on leaving Granite House. This explains the traces we found in the wood.
But, arriving on the shore, the convicts saw at once that they would discover no suitable
retreat there, and it was then that, going northwards again, they came upon the corral.”
“Where they have perhaps returned,” said Pencroft.
“I do not think so,” answered the engineer, “for they would naturally suppose that our
researches would be in that direction. The corral is only a storehouse to them, and not a
definitive encampment.”
“I am of Cyrus’ opinion,” said the reporter, “and I think that it is among the spurs of Mount
Franklin that the convicts will have made their lair.”
“Then, captain, straight to the corral!” cried Pencroft. “We must finish them off, and till now
we have only lost time!”
“No, my friend,” replied the engineer; “you forget that we have a reason for wishing to know
if the forests of the Far West do not contain some habitation. Our exploration has a double
object, Pencroft. If, on the one hand, we have to chastise crime, we have, on the other, an act
of gratitude to perform.”
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“That was well said, captain,” replied the sailor, “but, all the same, it is my opinion that we
shall not find the gentleman until he pleases.”
And truly Pencroft only expressed the opinion of all. It was probable that the stranger’s
retreat was not less mysterious than was he himself.
That evening the cart halted at the mouth of Falls River. The camp was organized as usual,
and the customary precautions were taken for the night. Herbert, become again the healthy
and vigorous lad he was before his illness, derived great benefit from this life in the open air,
between the sea breezes and the vivifying air from the forests. His place was no longer in the
cart, but at the head of the troop.
The next day, the 19th of February, the colonists, leaving the shore, where, beyond the
mouth, basalts of every shape were so picturesquely piled up, ascended the river by its left
bank. The road had been already partly cleared in their former excursions made from the
corral to the west coast. The settlers were now about six miles from Mount Franklin.
The engineer’s plan was this: —To minutely survey the valley forming the bed of the river,
and to cautiously approach the neighbourhood of the corral; if the corral was occupied, to
seize it by force; if it was not, to entrench themselves there and make it the centre of the
operations which had for their object the exploration of Mount Franklin.
This plan was unanimously approved by the colonists, for they were impatient to regain
entire possession of their island.
They made their way then along the narrow valley separating two of the largest spurs of
Mount Franklin. The trees, crowded on the river’s bank, became rare on the upper slopes of
the mountain. The ground was hilly and rough, very suitable for ambushes, and over which
they did not venture without extreme precaution. Top and Jup skirmished on the flanks,
springing right and left through the thick brushwood, and emulating each other in intelligence
and activity. But nothing showed that the banks of the stream had been recently frequented—
nothing announced either the presence or the proximity of the convicts. Towards five in the
evening the cart stopped nearly 600 feet from the palisade. A semi-circular screen of trees
still hid it.
It was necessary to reconnoitre the corral, in order to ascertain if it was occupied. To go there
openly, in broad daylight, when the convicts were probably in ambush, would be to expose
themselves, as poor Herbert had done, to the firearms of the ruffians. It was better, then, to
wait until night came on.
However, Gideon Spilett wished without further delay to reconnoitre the approaches to the
corral, and Pencroft, who was quite out of patience, volunteered to accompany him.
“No, my friends,” said the engineer, “wait till night. I will not allow one of you to expose
himself in open day.”
“But, captain—” answered the sailor, little disposed to obey.
“I beg of you, Pencroft,” said the engineer.
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“Very well!” replied the sailor, who vented his anger in another way, by bestowing on the
convicts the worst names in his maritime vocabulary.
The colonists remained, therefore, near the cart, and carefully watched the neighbouring parts
of the forest.
Three hours passed thus. The wind had fallen, and absolute silence reigned under the great
trees. The snapping of the smallest twig, a footstep on the dry leaves, the gliding of a body
among the grass, would have been heard without difficulty. All was quiet. Besides, Top,
lying on the grass, his head stretched out on his paws, gave no sign of uneasiness. At eight
o’clock the day appeared far enough advanced for the reconnaissance to be made under
favourable conditions. Gideon Spilett declared himself ready to set out accompanied by
Pencroft. Cyrus Harding consented. Top and Jup were to remain with the engineer, Herbert,
and Neb, for a bark or a cry at a wrong moment would give the alarm.
“Do not be imprudent,” said Harding to the reporter and Pencroft, “you have not to gain
possession of the corral, but only to find out whether it is occupied or not.”
“All right,” answered Pencroft.
And the two departed.
Under the trees, thanks to the thickness of their foliage, the obscurity rendered any object
invisible beyond a radius of from thirty to forty feet. The reporter and Pencroft, halting at any
suspicious sound, advanced with great caution.
They walked a little distance apart from each other so as to offer a less mark for a shot. And,
to tell the truth, they expected every moment to hear a report. Five minutes after leaving the
cart, Gideon Spilett and Pencroft arrived at the edge of the wood before the clearing beyond
which rose the palisade.
They stopped. A few straggling beams still fell on the field clear of trees. Thirty feet distant
was the gate of the corral, which appeared to be closed. This thirty feet, which it was
necessary to cross from the wood to the palisade, constituted the dangerous zone, to borrow a
ballistic term: in fact, one or more bullets fired from behind the palisade might knock over
any one who ventured on to this zone. Gideon Spilett and the sailor were not men to draw
back, but they knew that any imprudence on their part, of which they would be the first
victims, would fall afterwards on their companions. If they themselves were killed, what
would become of Harding, Neb, and Herbert?
But Pencroft, excited at feeling himself so near the corral where he supposed the convicts had
taken refuge, was about to press forward, when the reporter held him back with a grasp of
iron.
“In a few minutes it will be quite dark,” whispered Spilett in the sailor’s ear, “then will be the
time to act.”
Pencroft, convulsively clasping the butt-end of his gun, restrained his energies, and waited,
swearing to himself.
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Soon the last of the twilight faded away. Darkness, which seemed as if it issued from the
dense forest, covered the clearing. Mount Franklin rose like an enormous screen before the
western horizon, and night spread rapidly over all, as it does in regions of low latitudes. Now
was the time.
The reporter and Pencroft, since posting themselves on the edge of the wood, had not once
lost sight of the palisade. The corral appeared to be absolutely deserted. The top of the
palisade formed a line, a little darker than the surrounding shadow, and nothing disturbed its
distinctness. Nevertheless, if the convicts were there, they must have posted one of their
number to guard against any surprise.
Spilett grasped his companion’s hand, and both crept towards the corral, their guns ready to
fire.
They reached the gate without the darkness being illuminated by a single ray of light.
Pencroft tried to push open the gate, which, as the reporter and he had supposed, was closed.
However, the sailor was able to ascertain that the outer bars had not been put up. It might,
then, be concluded that the convicts were there in the corral, and that very probably they had
fastened the gate in such a way that it could not be forced open.
Gideon Spilett and Pencroft listened.
Not a sound could be heard inside the palisade. The musmons and the goats, sleeping no
doubt in their huts, in no way disturbed the calm of night.
The reporter and the sailor hearing nothing, asked themselves whether they had not better
scale the palisades and penetrate into the corral. This would have been contrary to Cyrus
Harding’s instructions.
It is true that the enterprise might succeed, but it might also fail. Now, if the convicts were
suspecting nothing, if they knew nothing of the expedition against them, if, lastly, there now
existed a chance of surprising them, ought this chance to be lost by inconsiderately
attempting to cross the palisades?
This was not the reporter’s opinion. He thought it better to wait until all the settlers were
collected together before attempting to penetrate into the corral. One thing was certain, that it
was possible to reach the palisade without being seen, and also that it did not appear to be
guarded. This point settled, there was nothing to be done but to return to the cart, where they
would consult.
Pencroft probably agreed with this decision, for he followed the reporter without making any
objection when the latter turned back to the wood.
In a few minutes the engineer was made acquainted with the state of affairs.
“Well,” said he, after a little thought, “I now have reason to believe that the convicts are not
in the corral.”
“We shall soon know,” said Pencroft, “when we have scaled the palisade.”
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“To the corral, my friends!” said Cyrus Harding.
“Shall we leave the cart in the wood?” asked Neb.
“No,” replied the engineer, “it is our wagon of ammunition and provisions, and, if necessary,
it would serve as an entrenchment.”
“Forward, then!” said Gideon Spilett.
The cart emerged from the wood and began to roll noiselessly towards the palisade. The
darkness was now profound, the silence as complete as when Pencroft and the reporter crept
over the ground. The thick grass completely muffled their footsteps. The colonists held
themselves ready to fire. Jup, at Pencroft’s orders, kept behind. Neb led Top in a leash, to
prevent him from bounding forward.
The clearing soon came in sight. It was deserted. Without hesitating, the little band moved
towards the palisade. In a short space of time the dangerous zone was passed. Neb remained
at the onagers’ heads to hold them. The engineer, the reporter, Herbert, and Pencroft,
proceeded to the door, in order to ascertain if it was barricaded inside. It was open!
“What do you say now?” asked the engineer, turning to the sailor and Spilett.
Both were stupefied.
“I can swear,” said Pencroft, “that this gate was shut just now!”
The colonists now hesitated. Were the convicts in the corral when Pencroft and the reporter
made their reconnaissance? It could not be doubted, as the gate then closed could only have
been opened by them. Were they still there, or had one of their number just gone out?
All these questions presented themselves simultaneously to the minds of the colonists, but
how could they be answered?
At that moment, Herbert, who had advanced a few steps into the enclosure, drew back
hurriedly, and seized Harding’s hand.
“What’s the matter?” asked the engineer.
“A light!”
“In the house?”
“Yes!”
All five advanced and indeed, through the window fronting them, they saw glimmering a
feeble light. Cyrus Harding made up his mind rapidly. “It is our only chance,” said he to his
companions, “of finding the convicts collected in this house, suspecting nothing! They are in
our power! Forward!” The colonists crossed through the enclosure, holding their guns ready
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in their hands. The cart had been left outside under the charge of Jup and Top, who had been
prudently tied to it.
Cyrus Harding, Pencroft, and Gideon Spilett on one side, Herbert and Neb on the other, going
along by the palisade, surveyed the absolutely dark and deserted corral.
In a few moments they were near the closed door of the house.
Harding signed to his companions not to stir, and approached the window, then feebly lighted
by the inner light.
He gazed into the apartment.
On the table burned a lantern. Near the table was the bed formerly used by Ayrton.
On the bed lay the body of a man.
Suddenly Cyrus Harding drew back, and in a hoarse voice, — “Ayrton!” he exclaimed.
Immediately the door was forced rather than opened, and the colonists rushed into the room.
Ayrton appeared to be asleep. His countenance showed that he had long and cruelly suffered.
On his wrists and ankles could be seen great bruises.
Harding bent over him.
“Ayrton!” cried the engineer, seizing the arm of the man whom he had just found again under
such unexpected circumstances.
At this exclamation Ayrton opened his eyes, and, gazing at Harding, then at the others, —
“You!” he cried, “you?”
“Ayrton! Ayrton!” repeated Harding.
“Where am I?”
“In the house in the corral!”
“Alone?”
“Yes!”
“But they will come back!” cried Ayrton. “Defend yourselves! defend yourselves!”
And he fell back exhausted.
“Spilett,” exclaimed the engineer, “we may be attacked at any moment. Bring the cart into the
corral. Then, barricade the door, and all come back here.”
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Pencroft, Neb, and the reporter hastened to execute the engineer’s orders. There was not a
moment to be lost. Perhaps even now the cart was in the hands of the convicts!
In a moment the reporter and his two companions had crossed the corral and reached the gate
of the palisade behind which Top was heard growling sullenly.
The engineer, leaving Ayrton for an instant, came out ready to fire. Herbert was at his side.
Both surveyed the crest of the spur overlooking the corral. If the convicts were lying in
ambush there, they might knock the settlers over one after the other.
At that moment the moon appeared in the east, above the black curtain of the forest, and a
white sheet of light spread over the interior of the enclosure. The corral, with its clumps of
trees, the little stream which watered it, its wide carpet of grass, was suddenly illuminated.
From the side of the mountain, the house and a part of the palisade stood out white in the
moonlight. On the opposite side towards the door, the enclosure remained dark. A black mass
soon appeared. This was the cart entering the circle of light, and Cyrus Harding could hear
the noise made by the door, as his companions shut it and fastened the interior bars.
But, at that moment, Top, breaking loose, began to bark furiously and rush to the back of the
corral, to the right of the house.
“Be ready to fire, my friends!” cried Harding.
The colonists raised their pieces and waited the moment to fire.
Top still barked, and Jup, running towards the dog, uttered shrill cries.
The colonists followed him, and reached the borders of the little stream, shaded by large
trees. And there, in the bright moonlight, what did they see? Five corpses, stretched on the
bank!
They were those of the convicts who, four months previously, had landed on Lincoln Island!
CONTINUES NEXT WEEK
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SUBMISSIONS CALL SUBMISSIONS CALL SUBMISSIONS CALL
SUBMISSIONS CALL SUBMISSIONS CALL SUBMISSIONS CALL
Lovecraftiana—the Magazine of Eldritch Horror
Lovecraftiana is a quarterly publication from Rogue Planet Press, with issues coming out
April 30th, July 31st, October 31st, and January 31st, featuring stories, articles, poetry or
artwork on Cthulhu Mythos / Lovecraftian themes.
Submissions can be sent to editor@schlock.co.uk
the current edition is available from www.lulu.com
Swords against Cthulhu III: A New Dark Age
Deadline: Until full
Payment: Exposure and Royalties
Flash fiction, Poetry, Short Stories (2,000 6,000 words)
Reprints will also be considered.
Sword and sorcery in the aeon of Cthulhu Rising!
‘The sciences, each straining in its own direction, have hitherto harmed us little; but some
day the piecing together of dissociated knowledge will open up such terrifying vistas of
reality, and of our frightful position therein, that we shall either go mad from the revelation
or flee from the light into the peace and safety of a new dark age.’
So saith Lovecraft.
Picture a future Earth, a savage world where science is jettisoned in favour of primitive
superstition, where technology has become the idol of a new religion. A world where the
truth of Cthulhu has been revealed, where a lunatic humanity has discovered its true
insignificance—the punchline in a cosmic joke. A new dark age has descended upon a species
that has learnt too much. Science and superstition and the sorcery of the Mad Arab create a
world where only the strong survive, and barbarian warriors battle for existence in a bleak
and pitiless universe...
Science fantasy tales of dying earths, of low tech dystopias, of medieval post-apocalyptic
worlds—all with a Cthulhu Mythos slant—will be welcome in this anthology.
Submission guidelines:
Please submit your manuscript as a .rtf, .doc or .docx file (all other formats will automatically
be rejected. Contact me prior to submitting if this presents an issue for you.)
Font and formatting: Please submit in Times New Roman, 12-point font; single line spacing.
Please format the document to 1st line indentation of 1″. The page margin should be set to.1″
on all sides.
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No headers, footers, or page numbers.
Please check grammar.
Upon acceptance into the anthology, you agree that Horrified Press holds exclusive
publishing rights for six months from the date of publication. All intellectual property rights
over the author’s work remain with the author, with the proviso that Horrified Press retains
distribution rights in the format of the contracted anthology.
This title will be available as an e book and trade quality paperback.
Gavin Chappell will be presiding over this anthology.
Email your submission as an attachment to: editor@schlock.co.uk
The email subject line must read ‘SUBMISSION SAC: Dark Age—your story title’ or your
submission will not be considered for this anthology.
Successful applicants will be notified before the deadline has expired.

86

