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WICKED CONCESSIONyy Charles Dunphey
Ruthds mother had not left her bedroom for over a year.

Darkness consumed her dwelling, blackout curtains swallowing the light and preventing the
room from discerninghe difference between day and night. Her china cabinets spawned
layers of dust, blanketing the onitee finish of the wooden frames with a grey hue soft and
hilly. Porcelain dolls stood within glass cabinets, staring out at the hibernating occupant with
glass eyes and featureless faces. Their expressions relayed the placid complacency of
addiction in a reflecting manner toward the motionless woman.

Every Friday, Ruth would guide her maternal corpse to the scale, legs wobbly and
movements drowsy. EveryiBay, the scale would tip at a few pounds lower than the

previous week. She had lost eighty pounds in total by the last weighing of the year. The once
plump and voluptuous woman who had birthed Ruth now stood dilapidated, incapacitated,
and ghoulish. It wadifficult to find compassion for her mother; the acknowledgement of free
will deflected any glints of remorse Ruthew.

This was her choice. She embraced a vegetative state in the same way a heroin addict would
embrace a debilitating high. The opiatesier system bore one difference from the drug Ruth
had seen in movies, ruining lives and signifying the downfalls of famous celebrities and
musicians. The difference was that the opiates her mother consumed were prescribed. With
the signature of a doatahis heroin was morally acceptable and encouraged by those who
claimed to be in the business of helping others.

A combination of opiates, muscle relaxants, tranquilizers, painkillers, andegméssants
culminated into a sickening condition of dependy that Ruth related to the materialistic

nature she witnessed in other people her age. Their consumption of clothing, fragrances,
technology, all drilling their conscience into a state of dopainjeeted elation. Purely
psychological triggers infectintheir minds with indifference and creating a vacancy where

the difference betwealivantbandheedonce inhabited. How was her mother any different

than the fiends she despised so much? How could she have sympathy for her when she held
none for othersni similar situations?

They want this life. They made the conscious decision to choose drugs and things over reality
and true happiness. They are addicts. They are wretches.

Her brain often splurged justifications and explanations that suited hdvadiefs. Yet these
thoughts only dstered the guilt thatestlal within her heart. No matter how many times she
buried these thoughts into the back of her mind, she cadidip but feel that extracting
sympathy and compassion for her mother would beigiwe choice to make. Something in
her wanted to hope.

Despite the reality and gloomy vividness of her mdihercreasingly dreadful condition,

Ruth would often seek counsel from the woman. Responses were never expected; grumbling
and unintelligible dromg were the only replies she ever received. Nonetheless, there was
something comforting in spilling her guts to her emaciated mother. The haboyred

breathing never dissuaded her nor prevented her from adhering to her original objective of
venting inthe most unfiltered, unrestrained ways possible. Sometimes tears would dive from
Ruthds cheeks, landing onto the quilt that her mother had sewed all those years ago.
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Its purplethreaded borders crossed diagonally between curving and looping desige craft
with golden silk, shiny but subtle. The quilt apparently took years to finish and now it stood
at the foot of her mothés bed, a divan for the small Poodle she had raised for so many years.
The grey hair blossoming from the carimenderbelly and thed resembled an ashy grey

that likely bore the precursors of age and the eventuality of death.

Ruth couldi@ help but wonder if her mother would even remember the animal if it died. Lucy
the dog would just become another faded, deformed dream trappexkbet

conceptualization and deletion. Her mother barely remembered anything anymore.

Sometimes she would call Ruth by strange names and titles she had never heard before. Often
her mother would speak of things in her dmuduced coma that would terrify Rut

ItGs just the drugs, Ruth would reason.

The largest feed of guilt stemmed from the explanation thatiR{dgther gave concerning

her motheds current state. Her father informed Ruth of the suicide attempt and the
subsequent letter that arrived difg@fter she returned from the hospital, stitches on her

wrists still lightly leaking crimson. The letter is what led Ratmother to the drug abuse,
according to her father. She started seeing a psychiatrist as a requirement from the state after
her atempt at her own life. Once the letteavelledinto her hands, she ravenously begged

the doctor for more and more pdlsmore suicidal attempts accompanying these requests in a
fashion that implied blackmail. Her father said that something had taken a hold of her,
wrapping black toxic tendrils arounetsoul.

ddl be honest with you, hun. | dérknow who she is anymofesaid her father one night.

It only fuelledher hatred for her mother even more.

The arrival of the letter marked the beginning of the downwpillingmadness that would
eventally choke and strangulate the household and family Ruth had come to hold so dearly.
As soon as the nant®eaco®was mentioned, everything seemed to change. This f@srson
obituary seemed to infect her mother with a poisonous, malignant acrimony. Whether
Deacoi@s name bore representation of a professional nature or simply that of an oddly chosen
name, the designation became synonymous to Ruth and her family with all things malevolent
and macabre. When her mother first read the letter, she brokemtegand violently

grasping the hard stock paper edges until bent and hyperventilatireried and

confused.

ONVhy are you crying®asked Rutts father.

@Because.. he wanted forgivenessobbed her mother.

QAfter everything that bastard did, yawant to forgive him@

orou dord understand.

ONell, make me understarad.

dté Ruth. I only a matter of time befaded
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Ruth had been standing in the corner of the hallway, eavesdropping on the conversation. Her
parents noticed her in that momeshtie to the sobs she began to expel at the sight of her
mother. The horror conveyed in her motisexyes onlghannellednner morbidity within

Ruth. Something awful had happened to her. Shedded to know what to know how

much it had affected her. those watery, crystalline eyes atop that reddened visage, Ruth
stared at her mother for the last time. The soulless, lifeless cadaver she became would never
be her mother, but the pill head who became the source of her conversations with others.

Later on,Ruthds father sat with her and tried to shed light on what her mother was so upset
about. He told her that she woulddeeinga psychiatrist again because ever since the news
of this Deacon character came to fruition, her mother had been trying to hurt herself once
more. He informed Ruth of the sexual assaults that enveloped her @aathi&thood and

young adult life. Nearly fteen years of rape and molestation from this Deacon had fractured
her motheds mind and for some reason, the death of this monstrosity of a being had brought
everything back to light. Even events that she had forgotten.

Ruth felt it foolish to blame hsgelf for the initial insensitive reactions to her motharew
addictions, as well as the current. She laaeven been conceived when these atrocities took
place. Why should they affect her in any way other than in the form of a residual empathetic
sadnes?

Guilt pervaded Ruils thoughts on the day that marked a year since her mother had left her
bedroom. She quietly stepped into her mahevom, lifting the door while pushing in an
attempt to alleviate the creaks. The master bedroom was always dimchitgurtains
smothering daylight before it reached into the cavernous room. The small rays of light that
broke the blinds in places the cloth didshield reached out into the room and up onto the
walls, dust glittering and wafting within the breezynhinations. Lucy stirred at Rui
presence but fell back into a deep slumber reminiscent of her i@otleatHike rest.

Her mother weakly tossed and turned in her bed, likely feeling the invasion of cool air from
the opened door whilst shaking andttating dark thoughts projected from dreams. Ruth
held her hand and caressed it, afraid for her mother in a way shi leeim amongst the
company of others. Her pride would deteriorate into nothingness at the sight of the rapidly
thinning and violentlynebriated being that lay before her. Memories of her childhood would
bombard her mind, ruminations of swings, fields of grass, and lackadaisiclallyedstick
figures portraying their ondeappy family. A tear fell from Rufls cheek and landed lazily on
her motheds favouritequilt as they always did.

deacon®dher mother woefully growled from slumber.

Ruth froze, realizing her mothisreyes were wide open, her gaze staring through and above
her daughter.

deacon, is that yo@dhe mourned again.
Ruthd contempt returned to a festering hatred, and reluctant feelings of love and concern

clambered into her thoughts. The girl stood up from the bed and began to depart from the
clutch of depravity her mothé&r presence had become.



A dogsaid her motér.

Lucy began to growl in a weak, purring mardméhough the aggression was remarkably
evident.

The words of her mother and the subtle guttural snarling drifted ta¥Redins, freezing her
in her steps.

Her mother was.. having a conversation. Though her eyes were open and her features bore
consciousness, something was wrong. Ruth followed her nisthaliow gaze, eventually

turning ninety degrees and facing a shadowy, indiscernible corner of the o&lilinglour
andshape seemed to dissipate within the darkness. This corner of the room was the one spot
that the blackout curtains devoured most.

What terrified Ruth most was the fact that anything could be in that corner, staring down at
her from the darkness. She hamlway of illuminating the blackness that shrouded the room,
seeming to reach out with long ghastly claws across her imagifatianvas.

QRuthdher mother asked.

She turned quickly, excited for this episode to be over.

dres, mom? What is it? Are yookayd

&he would nevebher mothetold the darkness of the ceiling corner.

Ruth stood petrified. The woman she had known her whole life seemed to wither away before
her eyes. Grasping at the mattress to push herself up, bones and joints snappesckkzad

like kittling in a fire. The sound perturbed and disturbed Ruth. Every muscle, tendon, and
ligament strained and constricted, suffocated by the thinning layer of skin and tissue that
concealed it. It seemed as though her insides were screangisggioe from the fleshy layer

that was their prison.

When her mother sat up, her head sloped forward, scraggly and unwashed hair slightly
masking heskull like features. Protruding cheekbones and sunken eye sockets hid fehind
chaotic and mangy man€he vertebrae in her back poked outward like dorsal fins, ribs
tightening around her spine like large skeletal fingers grasping onto a breath of life.

Lucy stood up. Her fluffy hair began to rise and angle in a direction that Ruth found
mortifying. The snall, weak, old and frail animal burst with energy, barking and yelping at
the corner of the ceiling.

Ruth shushed the animal over and over to no avail.

After several seconds of Lu@/screeches, the small creature silenced abruptly. The dog
began to shHee and whimper.

The walls behind Ruth seemed to stretch, sounféiaggmails across drywall rattling from
the darkness. Scratching sounds clicked and ripped across the ceiling. Ruth gasped as she
remembered to breathe.



Her mother began to cry as Ruthrted from her to face the sounds. The darkness in the

room was not enough to hide the ghoul that her mother once inhabited. In some ways, the
possibilities of what the darkness held were more bearable than the sight of the carcass that
pretended to be hemom.

dond hurt her. Please. Not the way that you hurtdher mother said.

Ruth stared once more into the oblivion above. Suddenly, her mind grew aware of a presence
in the room that was not hers or her mafkkeBomething sinister. Something pettiamd

avaricious.

The scratching stopped.

Lucy jumpedoff the bed and ran in front of Rudhfeet, hiding and trembling whilst facing
her motheds bed.

drhose eyes. They. they are so hollo& dond turn!é
Ruth gasped. She heard something from beloirath onto her mothé bed, the springs
screeching and the structure groaning of a thing immense. She knew her mother was talking

to her with the last interjection.

Orour hands.. they are strangéher mother suddenly wept a sound mordeacon... what
have you become? No. No, you cannot. Not Ruth. | ddrcare what yo& dond look!6

Ruth shuddered again. Every muscle in her bedytedto turn and face her mother. Fear
managed to maintain a vice over her movement, paralyzed by the preseagetifing
nefarious.

Behind Ruth, a vile, insidious murmuring began to spur into existence. The indescribable
speech dripped with venom, hysteria plaguing her mind as she began her begsbefforts
ignorethe whispers. The springs and wood in the bed begaman and sigh as they
emanated rhythmically through the air. Her mother grunted on tempo and the reality of the
situation began to take hold of R&tconsciousness.

AMommy pthe tearful words crept from her mouth.

The incessant sounds began to groware intense, the bed now rattling and her md@sher
grunts becoming more pained.

AMommyORuth said again, her tears flooding down her che®#sase stop.

The whispers grew to audible speech, their malicious tone and dualistic quality electrifying
the deepest roots of her fears.

d.irg eh tem evig.. lirg eh tem evig.. lirg eh tem evig.. desi morpu oy. Smaer dreh nise
moc god eht. Lirg eh tem ev@.

Ruth screamed until her lungs deflated and incinerated with pain.
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The bedroom door swung opéhe silhouette of her father casting high over the now
illuminated bed. Ruth spun around to face her mother ordgea faded cloud of ash drifting
out of existence. Her moth@rhands were pinned down, her hair ragged and pulled. Tears
flooded dowrher cheeks.

Ruthds father stood in shock and bewilderment at what they had both just seen.

Her mother slowly released tension as the darkness dissipated from atop her stomach. She
muttered words saddening and disturbing.

d told him to take me. | toltim to leave Ruth alone. | begged for him to take me but he
didnd want me anymore. He said | wéisgood enough. | cahdo this anymorésaid her
mother, chin trembling.

With each word exhaled, veins rose beneath her temples and sweat trickled down her
pasty skin. Veins squeezed around her anorexic arms like pythons around their prey. The
light from outside shone brightly on Rd@hmother, illustrating her pestilence in a light as yet
unseen.

Her father gasped in horror at the thought of higwifaching a state so decrepit. Emotions
of helplessness and sorrow encompassed his mind, looming a dark cloud over his conscience
not soon to depart.

Ruth! Get out of here. Go to your room. | need to take care of your nistaieiterfather.

ANhy? Dd you not just see what | saw? Did you not hear what | heard? Something was in
here with us. It hurt mon!

dGo to your roonmd
Ruth bolted out of the bedroom, rage tightening around her rational thought.

How could he? Why would he just ignore what h&3&know he saw what was in that
damn room. It was. Deacon! But how?

After ascending the final steps, Ruth collapsed onto her bed. Her mind scattered chaotically
between streams of thought and vivid memories of the hallucinatory scene that took place
that day. Something sinister slept in her maiheast; something that neither her mother nor
father wanted to speak of or acknowledge. And it haunted her still.

She tossed and turned for several hours, frustration spiking in her mind as she attempted to
hush her brain to rest. Eventually, sandy fingers brushed against her eyelids, soothing them to
shut. Calm surged through Rdttbones as a deep sleep abducted her from the reality she had
come to dread so fervently.

Ruthds eyes opened to the revolvibigdes of the ceiling fan in her bedrooeircling at a
speed that seemeéal intensify the longer she stared. Her room was dark; the embrace of night
had soared into her dwelling albnsumingy. All sound seemed to dwindle beneath the
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weight of the fads blades and the ticking of the grandfather clock that stood tall in the corner
of her room.

In the calm embrace of nightfall, it felt as if the house itself was dying.

She rolled her feet over the mattress of her bed, slipping into her sandalsllesfmeding
the stairs in search of her mother. The memories of what happened earlier slowly eeabellish
into fantastical accounts of the supernatural.

Could it have been real? Could it be that she just wanted it to be true that something was
afflicting saneone she cared for so dearly? Removing her mother of all responsibility and
promises not kept gave her reassurance shdizathin a long tim2But she coulda help

but wonder if any of it was even real.

The only thing that mattered to Ruth now wamling her mother and making sure she was
alright. When her small feet caught the last step of the staircase, Ruth noticed something that
pleasantly surprised her but filled her heart with disbelief.

Her mother sat in the dining room on the desktop, heea@legy papers all spread across the
glasstable top She hada seen her mother work on these projects in ages. The happiness it
brought to Rutfs heart was welcomed but the curiosity and doubt held steadfast within her
thoughts.

dMom?basked Ruth.

@hhey, dear. Just wrapping up on Mrs. Bresdancestry documents. She has over four
relatives who were in the Revolutionary War. | @amait to tell hehher mother said,
smiling, but never looking up from her papers.

The light in the dining room was the only source of illumination in the house, her mother
appearing heavenly under the white light. Her skinny, wireframe figassmodh and
graceful like an elk in@ing. Warmth in her cheeks blossomed icttoursthatRuth could
only associate with health

Ruth looked out the window beside the dining table, the huge backyard covered in misty fog
and irradiated by the expressions of the moon. The gasapuosrsfogged over the dark
grass like ghostly figurines dancitma haunting tune. Ruth gazed out into the mist,
something propelling her to maintain her gaze, unflinching.

Across the field, near theeighbouds large wooden fence, a shadow began to materialize in
the vaporous haze. The dark shadow slowly crepechosthe house in a meditative, patient
pace.

The shadow belonged to the largest dog Ruth had ever seen.

aMom?

ores, dear@

ONhat is in our backyard?
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dtds probably just one of theeighboués dogs. They are always looée.

Ruth turned to nod at her mother in agreement, but as she glanced toward the dining room
table, she was greeted by only an empty chair and eerie silence within the house. The lights
were all off and her mother was nowhere to be found. In the blink ofearsleg had

disappeared. Or had she ever been there at all?

Panicking, Ruth turned back towards the condensatwared window. She leapt back in

terror. The giant canine stood mere feet from the house, planted in the wet, moonlit grass. Its
head was boed, fur gleaming with moisture and untidy. The animal reared back and stood
upon its two hind feet, outstretching what Ruth recognized now as Hikaafurry hands

behind its back. Its knees bent inwards at an awkward angle until snhapping the creature in
completely upright position. Its figure rose and rose aarisformed

ItGs at least twelve feet tathought Ruth.
When it finally curved its neck back and revealed its face, Ruth gasped in horror.

Never had she seen something so frighterilayer had her eyes gazed upon something so
fearsome and ferocious. The beast before her held no resemblance to man or animal. Its face
was a cold, pale white pigment, wrinkles across the forehead bearing darker tints, reminiscent
of cracks within a facadef face paint. The cheekbones perked upward, stiff. They elongated
the mouth, lips appearing to be at the bottom of the créatomen. The hair covering its

body avoided the face like small black ants lining a pool of water. Its hands were nude also,
five fingers replacing paws in a manner unsettling and horrifying. Light glinted across its
mane and the moon seemed to bedints embrace on this singular, putrid beast.

Yet the feature that horrified Ruth most, the feature that made her heart spudfecantrol

and the air in her lungs escape into breathlessness, were the Gsagtsr There was

nothing within them! Only blackness that reflected Reithwn expression of horror, like

peering into a dark cesspool of a baleful swamp. The eyes sonkoititingness and the
surrounding eye sockets seemed to clasp onto the memory of sight in a desperate attempt to
retain whatever was left. Those eyes bore into &@wgbul, drilling her entire body into

immobility and a trembling sweat.

The fiends movemats seemed short, small, and sporadic as it flexed and twitched before
hed like an image convulsing within a broken frame. It reached its massive hairless palm to
the window, flateéning its hand. The creaturéted its head as its elongated fingers gently
screeched against the glass, condensation clouding its shape.

In this small gesture, Ruth could feel a volcanic eruption of intentions streaming from the
beast and into her thoughts. Endless volumes of sickening and pervasive sensations burst
through heskull like fireworks. Rutli knees wobbled, the life seeming to drain from her
body like a soul escaping after death. Cries of woe and sorrow bellowed through her core,
ripping and severing her connections to all things pleasant anchgowed. Ruth foght the
desire to collapse and give into the cries.

The beast cocked its head in an inquisitive manner, as if it was aware and curious of the pain
it was causing Ruth. Perhaps because it had lost all connection with emotion and humanity.
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Maybe its expressn was that of something that no longer understood human concepts such
as pain or misery. Ruth even considered that this gesture may have been because it was
amused by her revolting reaction.

Inside of her head, voices chambered like choruses, redigéngpime line over and over.
d.irg eh tem evig. Lirg eh tem evig. Lirg eh tem evig. Lirg eh tem evig. Lirg eh tenbevig.

The melodic, entrancing vocalizations brought a word shining and eminent withigs Ruth
mindés eye.

Deacon.

With all the strength she had left in her body, Ruth broke from the ménbtad. She

sprinted up the staircase and slammed her bedroom door shut, screws and hinges rattling with
tension.She climbed into her bed, and pulled her blankets tightly around heriRghd.

buried her face within her knees, the wallowing cries still within her brain, shaking nuts and
bolts loose and sending her into a state of panic and distraught tension.

Slowly, her body went limp and she fell into an exhausted and ephemeral slumber.

Ruth awakened to her ceiling fan off, the lights in her room still iluminating the posters and
memories chronicling her life along the wall. Her sweat soaked the sheets beneath her,
reminisces of the nightmare still pervading her thoughts. Everytblhgd if it were so real.

She could feel the beast staring at her, hear the sorrowful moans it communicated
telepathically. Thoughts of her mother sprang to mind; the events earlier no longer absent in
reflection.

Ruth hurried down the staircase, ead@pshudding along. Turning the corner of the hallway,
Ruth caught glimpse of a note posted on the fridge in the kitchen.

Ruth,

| am heading to an emergency appointment with @agsychiatrist. | will be back before
noon. Make sure to keep an eye on Hanything happens before | get back, call me
immediately.

Love,

Dad

Ruth slipped the note from its magnets and studied the chaotic writing. Hetdqthericked
messageolouredher curious. Had he seen what she saw in the room? Or was he still
pretendhg?

How long have | been asleep? Ruth thought.

As she read over the note again and again, something stirred within the house. She could feel

an overwhelming sense of dread fumigating her hollow home. It was obviogheteatd her
mother were not alan The absence of her father only swelled her dismay.
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A creaking sound broke Ru#hconcentration. She dropped the note, watching it waltz to the
floor slowly and silently. Her mothé& door was open. The edge of it broke into view beyond
the kitchen.

AMom?6Ruth called into the quiet air with reluctance spilling out in unsteady speech.

Silence.

She slowly paced to the room, every hair on her neck standing at attention. As she gazed into
the darkness of her motlieroom, a horrific sight choked hemnigs.

A tall, dark, and hairy figure was mounted upon her mother as she lay in her bed. The
creature from her dream had transcended the realm of nightmares and birthed itself into
Ruthds reality. Her mothés body lay beneath it, motionless and sil&wvery tendon and
ligament in Rutlis body seized and her blood drained from her cheeks.

d_ I let go of her, you monstéRuth cried.

A voice clambered inside of her skull. It banged pots and pan in her cranium, the sound
scrambling her streams of thougBrratic and harrowing resonances tore across a placid sea
of unknown. A war of attrition had brokemut inher psyche, the drums of battle beating to

the tempos of her worst fears realized.

d.irg eh tem evig. Lirg eh tem evig. Lirg eh tem evig. Lirgtem evig. Lirg eh tem evig,
chanted the enormous wdikke creature.

It postured up, raising its head towards the ceiling; its flat hairless face glistening beneath
some ghostly gaslight from origins unbeknownst to Ruth.

The body beneath it that Rutlad come to despise so much turned to face her. She prepared
for the relinquished compassion to once again flicker with sympathy.

The war sounds halted. All sound suctioned from Buglars, a dull ringing replacing the
oncequiet stirrings of the houskler hands shook intensely and her heart palpitated
uncomfortably within her ribcage, banging against bone and meat.

It was not her mother beneath the beast.

The face that the body underneath Deagorewas Rultlds.

THE END
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UNWILLINGLY IMMORTAL by Dylan Cobine

A softrustle followed by a louder thumstirred me from my sleep. | tried to sit up to see
where the sound that disturbed me came faowh ny forehead collided with a hard surface. |
was bathed in complete darkness. | tried to wiggle around and found tldatirienal space
to move my arms and legs. Where was 1?

In my abysmal sealed enclosure, | fidgeted. Tremors wracked my body, and | took long
ragged inhkations. The narrow spashrank. What was | in, and who put me in here? | felt
around my surroundingbke a blind man running his hands over somésrfigce to paint a
picture in my minds eye of my environment. It was soft and velvety.

Another thump hit the top of my cushioned prison. My patience was threadbare. | kicked my
feet and banged my handgainst the surface, so sparsely above me. The outside sound of
whatever had been colliding against the surfaailenly stopped. Breathing heavier and

trying to think of the last thing I could remember, | came up with nothing. | had started to
sweat and thinsides of this lightless box felt like a sauna. | tried to shout out but my throat
felt as if | had been stranded in a desert without a drink for days. All | managed was a weak,
hoarse moan.

In the midst of me beating against the walls of my confililes a kindergartener trying to

knock down a skyscraper with a spoon, | was abruptly interrupted by the loudest commotion
so far. It bombarded my tiny prison. Jostling me around in what little space | had. | thanked
whatever higher power there was foe $oft cushioning of my lightless cell. More muffled
murmurs bled through my confines.

My muddy brain began shutting down, and | now experienced mioroents of
unconsciousness. Upon every lucid moment | tried to claw at the walls. Little shredy of silk
substance fluttered against my face. | managed a weak growl that only achieved more pain in
my desiccated throat. | had been scratching against the ceiling of my confines so much that
my fingertips were as tattered as the soft substance | had tornlthMygores were

vomiting sweat, and my lungs burnt from my dwindling supply of oxygen.

Suddenly, light penetrated nspmbretomb with the force of an alien ship abdogta new
specimen. With it came the sweet taste of fresh air and my lungs quendhegdetbay lust

for it. The light from above continued to spotlight me. My eyes hurt from their starvation of
the luminescence. | had to squint and filter the light through trembling hasde tofigure
hovering above me.

ONhat in the hell@Bmy savioursaid. He spoke with the accent only those native to the
southern Midwest could recognize. Hell came out soundingdiked A hand appeared,
reaching for me. | was hesitant at first and didmmediately do anything. Then | was

grasped around the collaallused hands grated against my clothes, and gently lifted me out
of my prison. The air kissed my skin and chilled the sweat that coated my whole body. | felt
like anewbornbaby being birthed into the world. The environment around me seemed
strange and alien.

ONaterpl said. My voice sounding like gravel grating against itself.
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AVhat did you say, boyHe closed the gap between oscking his head to the side so that
his ear was directed towards my quivering lips.

ONaterpl said, struggling to be heard.

arrell, get this poor soul something to drisM/hoever Darrell was, | heard his footsteps
rapidly fade into the distance. Seconds tickedeajinglike days whilethe unnamed stranger
sat cradling my frail body in his arms.

dt will be alright, sonbhe spoke, rocking me gently. The man who cradled me spoke with a
grandfatherly tone. The effect of his soothing voice helped still some of the tremors wracking
my body His breath had the smell of cheap whiskey and his clothes stunk of one who lit a
cigarette with another cigarette. Right now, they were the most beautiful fragrances in the
world. | buried my face in his shoulder and gligeinhaled. Beyond his scentas an earthy
undertone. One of grass and moist dirt.

From an unknown distance, | heard his companion siidigter Jimmy, all | can find is
Gatorade and your flagk.

damnit, Darrell! Just bring anythiniy)immy said 6T his boy looks absolutely parcheshd
grab my coat. H& shaking so bad his shoes look like they will rattleddfister Jimmy was
right. | was parched, and when | licked my lips, sandpaper rubbing against cardboard.

Darrell, his helper, came jogging back panting at the exertion dement. | couldd tell

and didr@ really give a shit. Just as long as he had fluids. ¢felgtossed down a
transparenplastic bottle filled with blue liquid. It made a hollow thud against the box that |
had been insiddz=romhis headlimmy removed théght that hadsignalledmy release from
my imprisonment, and set it aside. It cast our distorted shadows against walls of dirt.

He reached out with the hand that wasmwlding me up and grabbed the Gatorade bottle. As
soon it was close enough for ntegrab | snatched it from him and spun the cap off. | took
sloppy, selfish gulps and some of the drink sloshed down my chin, sunshine and heaven
sliding down my throat.

&low down, boyjhe saidfor youre going to sick u.

ister Jimmy, | broughthe whiskey tod@Darrell said, shaking the flask back and forth in
his handsd figured someone who has been buried alive has earned a drink more than most
folks.6

Memory came flooding back into my brain like a dam that had broken.

My name is Eric &lton, and | am what you would call an action journalist. | chase the
dangerous stories. The ones that many other action journalisiseven take. My

colleagues say that | am such an adrenaline junky that it bordered on suicidal. | have patrolled
with rangers in Afghanistan without a weapon of my o{¥ifney made me wear a viedDove

into shark infested waters outside the cage. Conducted interviews with Islamic terrorists
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while wearing a cross visibly around my neck. Ran with the bulls in Pamplonahibhguand
snapping pictures over my shoulder the whole time. Pretty much if it scared the shit out of
you, | liked to do it.

| had just stepped off the plane at Benito Juarez International Airport in Mexico City. | had
chased a lead down hereaotult tha worshiped an Aztegod namedMictlantecuhtlj who,

upon further research, predated the empire. They were known to sacrifice tourist to the god,
but a murder charge haiifeen pegged on them yet. Pretty good shit and right up my alley.

All I had broughtwith me was a carrgn. | liked to travel light. This made it easier for me to

get in and out ofinsavourysituations fast. Which | seemed to find myself in more often than

not. It was a nice little EchBigma bag that had many compartments and a MOLkEBY

set up for attachments and other pouches. What is nice about the MOLLE system is that it can
be fully customizable, leaving the user to pick and choose what gear is necessary for a
specific setting. This type of backpack is common amongst the maitatgurvival

communities.

Weaving between the other passengers, furiously chewing a piece of Nicorette, and coming
out of the gate, | tapped my plane ticket against the palm of my hand heading to the area
where my escort was supposed to pick me up.tpdidllar bill got me through customs with
nothing more than a head nod from the customs officer.@tlika | had any contraband

besides a SIG SAUER Compact P250 with four extended twenty round mags and maybe
some other accessories. Hey, you never kwbat you will run into in my line of work. It is
better to have it and not need than need it and not have it.

In the pickup area of the airport, | found my escort. He was a portly man on the shorter side
of six foot. He held a sign above his head wavirgck and forth so it could be seen around
the othertravellersand wanderers of the airport. His sign had Sefior Stalton written on it in
bright orange marker. | slowed my pace and came walking up to him wearing my best,
devious smile. It is usually trene that gets me into trouble.

Hey, Mateodl said, hands in the pockets of my khaki cargo jeans. Mateo Vargas had been
my contact and all around ¢go guy whenever | came down to this part of the world. His size
and stature misdirected his abilities. Was literaly ajack of all trades. A crooked grin
revealed tobacco stained, twisted teeth.

@&o did you get any info for me, good buddiasked, peering down at him.

His green eyes seemed to sparkle with excitendgéet, Sefior Erid did, and something

muy preocupantis going onghe said, lowering his voice so as not to be heard by those
amongst the sea thvellers

ONVhat is so disturbing, my friendPasked.

ANe shall discuss that in the car ride to the hotel, my loco afigo.

On the bland car ride to my nondescript hotel, Mateo filled me in on the cult. We had the

windows rolled down in hibeatup piece of moving metal because when he turned on his air
conditioning it gave off the noise akin to that of a strangled catah e aromas of the city
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accosted me. Smells of sweet spices, being hawked by street vendors, and that of urine
intermingled like lovers who didhknow whether to fight or copulate.

Seemingly since my last update from him, three more tourists hadupmessing, and the

police had no leads, but Mateo did. They were all graduate students down here studying the
local history. All three pursuing degrees in anthropology, two guys and a girid Ikieve

in consequence and immediately connected thepparent dots.

O0rhey were down here studying ancient Aztec culture, vietieay, Mateo@

ores, my friend, and | believe they may have found themselves albtib@siado profundo
| cocked an eyebrow at hiridow so, my jolly little buddy@

drou see sefor, they were on the same trail that | have put y@u on.

| found this to be even more intriguing. Before | could think further on what he had said
Mateo tossed a folder across the car. It flew over discarded candy bar wrappers and empty
fast food safdrink cups to land on my lap. | wentdpenthe file but was interrupted.

dt would be best to look at that in your room, my friégiag saidd@Some of those pictures
need to be viewed in close proximity tbafio, muy preocupante

| nodded my sweatg head at the haunted look in his eyes. If these images disturbed Mateo
to that extent, then it would be best to take heed of his warning. With my arm resting on the
door, I leaned my head out the window and let the funky breeze cool me.

We pulled intathe hotel and parted ways for the time giving each other the normal adieu. The
hotel he dropped me off at was literally called Downtown Mexico. It had a cragiesd,

brick front with wrought iron railings surrounding a second story balcony. | walkeal the t
massive oak door with metal studs throughout it and pushed my way in. It easily glided open
deceiving the intimidating size of it. | felt like | had stepped into a time machine back into
seventeentkentury Mexico.

It had just the amount of priva¢yneeded and placed perfectly in the region of the city in
which | would be investigating the most. When | saw Mateo next | would have to toss him a
little extra because he had really outdone himself. | quickly acquired my room key from the
checkin counter and hurried to my room. Inside of my suite, | flung my bag onto the king
size bed and proceedto devour the info Mateo had gathered for me.

The cult had carved a bloody swathe across the past decade. At least ninety unsolved murders
could be losely connected to them but not enough to make any charges stick. Many local
newspaper articles were included in the file accompanied by crime scene photos, autopsy
photos, and victim backgrounds. Skimming through all the data he had collected | was

suddelty halted by one crime scene photo in particular. In the attached notes, | noticed the
victim had been filleted down the front, leaving the chest cavity hanging to the sides exposing
the meaty insides. The organs had been methodically placed aroundodewith the care

of a home decorator renovating a house. | assumed that the brown crusted hieroglyphs
strategically placed all around the room had been painted with the Gadticod.

20



The way the body had been dissected hinted to someone with a nbadiglound. The

closeups of the body showed smooth, precise incisions and the organs had minimal damage
that is normal of nmoving them. Even the lunggihg at the head of the body had been
removed immaculately intact. What was most shocking was thefalge victim. It was a
nineyearold blonde girl. If you looked closely you could see a Dora the Explorer backpack
had been angrily discarded in one of the réoornerslts scattered contents portrayed the
trajectory and force of which the bag hadmé&sssed. Tiny, unimportant knigkacks that

only a little girl would carry lay about the bag. Her iceberg blue eyes stared into nothingness,
no longer taking in the innocent beauties of a ye@roldé world. This revealed to me that

she had been awaki@rough the whole ritual.

A cold sweat broke out on my brow, and my stomach became an acrobat gone mad. It
performed erratic handsprings and backflips until I rushed to the bathroom and violently
expelled thenflight meal of packaged chicken enchiladha anicrowaved veggies into the
luxurious toilet. In my chosen profession | have witnessed many atrocities across the globe,
but this blatant disregard for life borderlines that of the surreal. What sort of creature could
take such a sweet little girl andaeher short life without what seemed to be a single care in
the world?

| needed a drink after seeing this macabre scene. Quickly washing the clinging remnants of
my mile high lunch of my face. | stared at myself in the mirror. Dilated pupils amdya
complexion stared back at me. Briefly, | considered checking this whole trip off as a loss and
going home to curl up in the security and warmth of my blankets. The inner me said to quit
being a pussy. | never won a battle with that arrogant prick. Curesityego took hold and |
lazily towelledmy still damp face off.

| rammed the room key into my coat pocket, slung my pack over my shoulder and walked out
the door trying to avoid making eye contact with the file. My fagcade of smooth composure
back in plae | strolled out of the hotel giving the cute girl at the front desk one of my best
ddm abadasésmiles as | walked by. My hurried pace at which | walked deceived the air of
cool mofo that | was trying to portray. My feet ate up distance on the cainresitiewalks

and streets played out underneath my feet. About two blocks from my hotel the rhythm to my
stroll became its normal casual pattern. | was once again Mr. Suasiismiles.

It was still early in the day, the sun not reaching its noondey, amd the locals were
revvingup for theirdia de los Muertoselebrations that would kick into high gear later on
that night.Colourful sugar candy skulls, papieraché skull death mask, dggihorns, and all
sorts of elements related to the beloved holiday were in every shopfront along the tourist
district which | haunted at this moment. | decided to get out of the city and do some
investigatory work. What place better to get some filler fofany next story than the
Teotihuacan Pyramids and Shrine of Guadalupe. | hailed down a cab with the sk kwf
Yorker native, which means | was ignored until | held out a twentyy hand, an American
twenty.

A yellow rust bucket cut through carausing screeching brakes and sameurful Spanish

| hadn@ even heard until it came to halt right in front of me. A dirt and grime coated TAXI
sign adorned the top of a dinted, sgellow car. Behind the wheel the driver turned to look
at me, his bellylragging against theesting wheel.Signallingfor me to get in, he nodded
smiling. It looked as if all his teeth were capped in gold. Oddly, his canines had been
modified to make them more profound, seemingly a vampirgold look. | guessed it was
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in preparation for tonigld festivities. Despite the many tree air fresheners, the inside of the
cab smelt like yesterdé&ytamales and desperation.

He jovially greeted me with his disturbing gold monster teeth and asked where | was headed
and where hal been. | turned my head away from monster mouth to the scene playing out

on the street outside the cab. Pedestrians and tourist shoppers made a chorus that sang of the
beauty of humanity. | felt | had witnessed something sensual, something shared between
lovers in a bedroom, not for an outsr like me who seemed to be kieg in a window, not

outof one. It was still better than focusing on the smell of the cab and creepiness of my

driver. | shoved the twenty into his greasy hand and told him to take tine pgramids. His

mask of faux happiness stayed in place and he bowed his head. Just like that the taxi shot into
traffic and wove a chaotic path in between cars.

The driver turned up the radio and in the mirror, his eyebrows ébsénport&6He asked.
ANo es muy findl said.

The sound of three mariachis singing of love lost eventually faded into the most recent hit by
one of Latin Americé biggest pop sensations. fsefust say her hips darie. | noticed the

inside of his car had scattered decorations of Aztec hieroglyphic figures. A man spearing a
serpent on the ceiling above his head. What appeared to be a girl being devoured by a winged
beast aboveny own Many other ideographs were tmazardly placed throughout the car. |

filed this away for later and let the music carry me into a state of oblivion. Before liknew

we were at the pyramids. Had | dozed a little, and what did that say about my mental state if |
was able to nap in the tlaof this mobile roach motel?

His sweaty sphere rotated and gave me another ghoulistiggtamos aqui, sefi@We are
here, sir.

| handed him another ten and shoved the door ajprchas gracia®

Before he sped off to pick up the next sdvastard he handed me a card. On it was
Quetzalcoatl CaliiNos movemos como el viertdWe move like the windlis the
translation. Very catchy, considering Quetzalcoatl was the Aztecan God of the Wind.

@Just call and ask for Carlos if you want me to pioll upphe said, in plain English.

drhanks, buddyl said before | doubletiked and realized how he had spoken. That sly son
of abitch.

He smiled ruefully and gunned the gas pedal kicking up gravel. The puttering sound of his
motor and Latin musitaded into the distance. | turned from the site of his departure, gazing
upon the titans that were the Teotihuacan Pyramids.

The rest of the day was filled with me asking questions to the tour guides about Aztecan
culture, as we trekked the tour grounaisd scribbling frantic annotations on my little OD
green writen therain notepad. When the sun started to reach the horizon, | decided to call
Carlos. Surprisingly, he was there within ten minutes. Almost as if he had been waiting for
my call. He pulledup wearing that@m goingto eatyou smile and turned down his Latin pop
music. | found his love for it bordering on obnoxious.
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drou have a good time, sefidr?

dt was uneventful and sometimes that does just fine witlbinsajd, even though that was a
total lie. Dorit get me wrong. | love gathering info, but put me in a firefight in Fallujah with a
handful of freedom loving marines any déyould you please take me back to Downtown
Mexico Hoteldl said.

df that is wha you want, sefiod.

What else would | want? | shook my head yes and hopped into the back. Reacquainting
myself with a malodorous haze of the cab. He turned his music up and fell back into his
wannabe NASCAR driver routine. Once again, | seemed to ladedfdime. | was hopping

out of the cab onto the cobblestone sidewalk in front of my hotel, paying Carlos, and walking
into the hotel before | noticed that | had blanked out the whole trip back. | did a breakneck
aboutface and looked around. The sun atl and the streets were overrun with the dead.

Many skulladorned faces ran about laughing and singing. Some held candles. A couple here
and there were dressas corpse groom and bride.-tggnpo music filled the air. The dead
danced and playe@.olourful skulls synonymous with the holiday were painted on faces or
worn as a mask. A few in the crowd abstained from wearing some sort of an honorific to the
dead. These were usually the old or infirm matriarchs and patriarchs of families. The ones
who wouldprobably in the near future be celebrated on this day. They had the looks of past
memories of their own days dancing about and being mischievous in their haunted eyes.

A feminine voice behind me sai@&ir, someone left a message for you.

| wheeled bak around to see the exotic beauty that had been working the front desk earlier in
the day when | departed the hotel for the pyramids. An envelope with a note inside. The only
person who knew | was here was Mateo. | took it thankingahlehairedbeauty ad went

up to my room to freshen up.

Minutes later | came out of the bathrotmmvelling off my freshly washed hair. Tossing the

damp towel into a corner of the room | walked over to the bed leaving a damp trail behind
me. When | had come back to my roearlier | had closed the file like | was trying to pick

up hot coals. The envelope with the message for me lay beside it torn open. A flyer of some
local Mexican bar was inside and the note was hastily scribbled on the back. Meet me at nine
was all it saidMateo didi@t have a mysterious bone in his body. This rang of an outsider and

| was truly intrigued. Throwing on my usual outfit, putting my SIG in a shoulder holster with
extra magazines, and putting on a jacket to conceal my pistol, | snagged tlaadlyeraded

out into the masses of the celebratory dead.

The bar was only a few blocks away. | popped some more nicotine gum in and began my trek
towards my meeting with destiny. Weaving through the convulsing crowd, | kept thinking
about the message tme back of the flyer. Who would know where | was, and mainly how

did they find me? Only my editor and Mateo knew | was down here.

Lost in the Socratic Method, still aware of my trivial surroundings, | made my way to the

destination on the flyer. It wam a side road littered with garbage and items no longer useful
to the owner. A pair of filth stained wom@race panties lay next tchalf-brokenbottle of
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local tequila just a few feet from the door of the bar. | looked up to the sign over thinbar.
Diablo Que Usted Conoaeatched the name on the flyéA Devil You Know®61 wrinkled
my brow and shook my head as | took my first step into who knows what.

The inside of the dive wa@much béer than the outside. At leasie inside wash

decoratedvith dirty womerds underwear. Some local Mexican band played eerie music to fit

the holiday, and they were dressed as dead mariachis. As | walked in, it seemed like everyone
turned an inquiring eye on me. A bead of sweat ran down my face but there wag imo w

hell | was going to wipe it off. | gave a corgetsome smile back to the crowd, and it was

like 1 was Norm walking into some hellish version Cheers.

| walked up to the bar and slumped down. An old veteran of countless bar fights and smoky
nights was tending. | ordered a shot of cheap tequila, no expensive stuff here, and a local
Cerveza. The shot disappeared turning my throat into a stingingnslglide. | sucked the
glorious fumes of the shot back into my body. One thing | loved was rotgilateQall it a

guilty pleasure of mine. | used the mirror on the back of the bar to covertly scan the patrons,
hoping to find my secret admirer.

Suddenly, a voice spoke, the cinnansoented breath tickling my ea.ou look lost,
gringopa feminine vate said, dripping with Latin sexuality.

My beer almost slipped out of my hand. | will contribute that to the beads of sweat from the
cold bottle. A woman no older than me stood sharing a reflection with me. The face looking
back at me predatorily, a vefgline quality.Almondshaped, dark brown eyes dusted with

gold flecks reflected the dim light of the room. Her full, red lips tugged up to one side in a
devious smile, and her black hair that ended in ringlets at her shoulder begged to be pulled.
Damn, lhadrit even been around this woman thirty seconds, and | was thinking about
making sweet animalistic love to her. No way in hell | was going to let her see that, though.

Casually spinning around on my bar stool, | séitht lost at all. | believe | amght where |
need to bé&She looked at me like | missed the joke and she threw her head back giving the
room a smoky laugh.

d see you got my not@.

My eyes widened and my mouth may have hung open for a second or ten. | am a quick
recover, thoughdyou seem to have me at a disadvantage. Who might | be so blessed to speak
with, and how do you know mé?

drou should be careful with what you call blessings. Sometimes the§ #rerones you

wantdShe danced around my questions easily, not giving me easisaver to either of my
inquiries. | liked her immediately.

GAre we going to play this game all night or was there a reason you invited me to this den of
thieves®A little acid touching my voice.

She cocked one eyebrow up and bit the corner of heefiqre answering meéA feisty one, |
see. Mateo warned me you would be leery ofdme.
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| blew out a breath and let the tension in my shoulders out. If Mateo had told her to meet me
then she must be someone reliable. He dibéka to have useless peoptehis close circle,

and his close circle is all there is in his life. Believe me, | know. We have a past that is a story
for another day.

| held out my handd_etés start over. | think we both may have played the wrong cards first.
My name is Eric, as yoalready know. Would you like to have a drink with i&e?

She shifted her hips and looked me in the eyes, trapping me in her gaze. It felt like seconds
turned into an eternity before she responded tad@kay, gringo. | am Katrine, and yes |
would be vey pleased with a drin&.

dHow about my good old friend Tequila? He likes to make you dance and sometimes wake up
without any pants. Anyways, the dirty bastard has done that to me more times than | would
like to countdlf you hadrit noticed yet, sometimes | have a tendency to ramble. But she
seemed to be amused becauseabauredme with another of her lovely laughs. | ordered us
four shots of tequila, and she also ordered some form of margarita alien to me. The bartender
just grinted and went to work preparing our drinks. What a lovely fellow.

| find alcohol a great icebreaker between strangers. She briefly told me that she had known
Mateo since she was a little girl, and he was the only semblance of family she had. For just a
tiny moment her eyes welled up with tears, but she quickly got herself under control. That
ended the friendly chatter, and she went straight into business mode. She filled me in on
locations, possible suspects, and the area heaviest with victims discé\eoéd. was quite
informative but | was@ giving it attention. | had becomaamouredh all that was her. She

was a total contradiction. At times in our conversation she seemed vulnerable and then
suddenly she was a Valkyrie with a flaming sword in her hands.

ANell, Katrine, it has been swell, but my drunk ass needs to get back tammybejore |
card find it. Care to join me®

She hesitated, never a good sign. Twirling a curl between her fingers, shisaglire that
we would both enjoy that, but I still have a few things | need to do toaight.

What the hell did she still hate do at this time of night? | shruggeiour loss, but maybe
we can do this again some other tidlestood up reeling a little and made my way swaying
to the door. | turned and waved bye to [i8ee you in the funny pages, IGAll | got back
was a wak smile.

Out in the air away from the bar | took a deep breath trying to findenyre | began my

wobbly journey back to Downton Mexico City Hotel wondering what | had done to strike out
with her. About halfway back my bladder told me | wagoing b make it back to my room,

so | dipped into the darkness of the nearest alley. The streets were still pretty crowded and the
days of me getting drunk and showing my blinding white ass to the public are behind me. In
the middle of my glorious urination, #&& people come walking out of the alley.

dGot a light, hombredone of them said. Of course, he had to be the biggest out of the three.
Two other guys stood behind him still partially bathed in darkness.
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ANope, man. | quit smoking a while ago. | woulgegxiate it if you let me finish my
busines. | mean what kind of guy as&sdude for a light when his dick is in his har@s?

This didrd seem to strike him as funny because he walked up and kicked menaverss. |
flew out of the alley into the streeolling and peeing in symphony. That may strike some as
funny but it really, | hate to say this, pissed me off. When | settled | put my partner back in
my pants and picked myself unsteadily up of the ground.

ANow hold up, partned) said, holding myhands out in front of me and wobbling more than |
actually needed td@ dond@ want any trouble. | was just trying to be funny. Bigrou have a

s e n s é&Betoffe &finished my line | yanked my pistol out of the holster lamdlledit at
Sluggds chestdNow you boys have two choices. Keep on stepping and continue to enjoy
life, or I can put two in each of your chests, and to be safe | will add one to youmheads.

The big one that | named Sluggo didseem scared. He came right at me. | held good on my
promise and dropped him. The report from my pistol echoed along the streets and alley. His
buddies dropped what they had in their hands. Was | really that drunk? | quietly scolded
myself for not noticing they had weapons also. | was better than that.

ANow, once again. Do we wish to contindé8aid, my senses in overdrive. | was fully aware

of how my heart was racing and | checked my peripherals to see if anyone else was coming.
It seemed that my shots were drowned out by the ruckus of the night aritddwan

bothered the ongoing celebrations of the dead. Well, they had one more to celebrate. | slowly
started to backpedal my way to a more crowded street. ddidike it five steps when |

noticed them smiling at me. The mouth of my pistol still pointetheir direction | didé see

any reason for them to be smiling.

ONh at t he 6hel |l i s soé

Darkness.

A dull pain in my head was the first thing | noticed as | swam back into consciousness. | was
lying down and couldé move. Slowly, | cracked my eyasid fought sparks of agony that
danced across my vision. As the feeling of looking through a smeared lens faded | noticed
that | was in a stone room with all kinds of indiscernible writing. Many white candles sat
sweating their fat drops of wax onto thersy surface in which they had been placed. The
candles cast dancing shadows across the room. A faint breeze tickled my body and
gooseflesh sprang up across my skin. | was wearing nothing but my birthday suit. Rapidly
trying to sit up | barely moved. My hds and feet had been restrained by crusty leather straps
connected to a stone slab that | discovered | was laying on. | tried to speak, but the ability to
speak had been stolen from me by a piece of cloth gag. Chains rattled around my head, and
when | loked up three nude figures hung by their feet right over my head struggling and
trying to scream through their gags. It was the three missing college kids. The two guys were
hanging on either side of the girl. All were wieged and convulsing.

Birthed from the shadows robed figures started to gather around me. Many of their faces
remained hidden in the shadows of the hoods. Two of thend avéar robes though, and it
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was these two that sent my head spinning. Chest bare and in only a loin cloth Mate stoo
my feet. He had on some kind of ceremonial headdress. It had margottaried

voluminous feathers in it. Next to him stood Katrine. She was dressed similarly to him but no
headdress. Many beaded necklaces with symbols | cdwjdite place lay laly in between

her supple breast. Now was not the time to get aroused. She had a knife with an onyx blade
tucked into the waistband of her loin cloth.

d am sorry, my friend, but you were chosen for this from the &Meteo said. His voice
monotone.

Katrine remained silent. A look of pure lust flamed her eyes. It@&vaduost for meno

matter what | told myself. The others gathered closer around and started to murmur in a
garbled tongue | hadnever heard. They started slowly, and the tempo pickedhey

would reach the end of their litany and shout one wididtlantecuhtli A flash of some skull
faced figure in full head dress pounded images into my brain. Then they would start over,
swaying and reciting it faster.

In unison, Mateo and Katringalked on opposite sides of the slab | lay on. When they

reached the sides closest to my chest they stopped. Katrine withdrew the onyx blade and held
it up over her head. Turning in each direction of the compass shedputrsome chatter.

Then she turrieback to me and lowered the tip of the blade to my chest. White hot fire

lanced across my flesh as $legancarving something into me. | bit down so hard on my gag

a coppery taste filled my mouth. Pain has a way of distorting time, and it felt likéefays

she was done. Then she handed the knife over to Mateo. He took his turn carving into me.
Then they walked up to the three hanging at my head.

The voices of the otmesadistic bastard®se to a disturbed cacophony. My vision started to
warp aroundhe edges. | felt like | was looking through a bubble. Mateo walked up to the
first guy on my right and held the blade up into the air. He said a little bit, and then with
lightning speed he lashed out and slit thexitiroat. Arterial spurting paintedy body and

ran into every orifice of my face. | tried to scream but only managed futile, muffled
protestations. The chains the other two hung from immediately started to madly jingle and
clatter. The bodies convulsed as if they were in the throes of &Madle seizures. Mateo

and Katrine switched sides. Mateo repeated himself and ended the life of the second young
man.

Now bathed in the blood of two people, | savagely thrashed back and forth. Trying to find

any way to break free. Shaking my drencheaichi® clear the viscera from my eyes | looked

up at the young girl hanging above me. She screamed, and tears poured down her forehead. A
shadow passed over me, and | noticed Mateo handing Katrine back the knife. The other ritual
members crowded the roomttvinoise from their chanting. It seemed to reach a sexual

rhythm. Rising higher and faster. Katrine raised the blade to the young girls naval, her mouth
moving rapidly spewing out garbage | di@rcare to translate. The college girl and | made

eye contactight before Katrine plunged the black blade into her midsection and savagely
drug it down to her sternum. Her freed organs made their home on myldmdgg me

wrapped in a cardinal blanket of warmth and stink that only those who have been around
deathcould recognize. | will say one thing about Mateo and Katrine. Theytdidig out the
deaths. This wagntorture. It was sacrifice, and each of the three died swiftly.
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Now it was my turn. They curbed their attention back to me, as unwanted asThemgs.

moved back to the positions they had taken when they had a carving party on my chest. Now
they joined in on chanting the archaic words of the ritual. When they yditttntecuhtli

they threw their heads back in elation and | was once again adsaiifi¢he image of the

skull faced figure. The other members followed suit and one of them had been my taxi driver.
What kind of sick bastards were these people? They were all rapidly swaying together now.
Mateo and Katrine joined hands over me. | loopdand in their hands was the sinister onyx
knife. The clumps of flesh clung to it and the candle light cast mad reflections upon its
surface. For a briehoment,| swore | saw faces writhing in agony and torment. Then as they
were reaching their climax the cult members screawietdantecuhtli Mateo and Katrine

plunged the blade down into my chest. A living shadow accompanying the descending blade.

| jerked in Mister Jimmys embrace at the remembrance of the blade penetrating and breaking
the bone of my sternum. He tightened his hold trying to stop me from clawing at the area of
my chest where the blade had entered me.

He cooed into my haidtés alright, boyShhh, it will be okayd

Mlister Jimmy, what is that poor man doiddParrell said, standing at the mouth of the
grave.

&hut up, you fool boy, and help me get him out of iidre said. Then to me he saently;
@Can you stand®

| nodded and we roskim holding me like | was made of brittle porcelain and me on two
rickety excuses of legs. He leaned me up against the dirt wall and climbed out. Then he and
Darrell lay on their bellies and reached down with callused hands to help me rise out of the
hole, bringing me back into the world of the living once again. Darrell ran back to the truck to
grab a blanket and a phone. | sat there with my feet dangling into the hole of my prison.
Darrell came back and tossed Jimmy the blanket. It was an old ragtagtettaiimmy kept

in his truck for no reason he could remember.

Swaddled in the blanket now, Jimmy asked me if | wanted to call anyone, possibly the
authorities. I told him | needed to collect myself first. He just gave me a knowing nod and
rubbed my bdcin small rotations. Darrell plopped down on the opposite side of the hole, and
we passed the flask around quickly draining it of its bitter elixir. | was suddenly wracked with
uncontrollable laughter. | just couldrstop giggling. | am sure | looked éka mad man to

them, but they both held their tongues. Good for them. Looking up and wiping tears from my
eyes | asked if they wanted to know how | got here. Both stiffened at first as if | had slapped
them in the face and then slowly beckoned me to coatihtold them everything that had led

up this point. Their faces drained of etllourand Darrell looked like he was going to lose

his lunch. I think my jovial tone threw them off.

Oorou know what the best part about thisdi8aid to them with bladd out eyes. Their faces
contorting into screaming mast.am finally freed

Unlike Mateo and Katrine, | take my time dismantling a body. | think one should take
pleasure in his art, and | tried to keep Jimmy and Darrell alive as long as possible. Their
fruitless screams washed over the cemetery. The only thing that displeased me during the
whole glorious process was tlsativellingbastard Ericwailing against the walls of the cage
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I locked him in the back of our head. | took a long drag froncitarette | pilfered from
Jimmyds scattered corpse. It felt good to be back.

THE END

Now available fronBchlock! Publications
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THE LOCKER ROOMby Steven Havelock
The door slammed behind Sue.
This carit be the right place.

The room was tiled with kitchen slate tiles. There was a short man at the other engief the
metreroom. He had a hose and was cleaning dark red patches on the floor with the hose.

Theregs smething strange about him.
To the left side of the room was a row of lockers.

God, what is this place? That woman who gave me directibese was something not right
about hereither.

Sue turned around and tried to open the door, but there weashdte this side.
Ités firmly locked shut!
Sue walked over towards the man who was cleaning the floor with a hose.

His eyes seemed glazed, just like the woman who gave me directions. What the hell is going
on here?

Hello? Can you help me pleage®ked Sue.

The man didd reply, then just as she was a few feet away from him. He reached to his back
and produced a gun.

Oh God! No, not like this!

The man pulled the trigger. A red gash appeared oés $arehead and she collapsed to the
floor.

Sueawoke

| feel sick to my stomach. Wiathat rolling motion? What are all these things ltangled
up in?

There was a dim light shining from somewhere up above and Sue lopked

Then she realised that she was tangled up in and what the rmbimgn was. She stopped a
scream escaping her mouth at the last second.

IGm on a trolley along with about five or six other dead bodies. That maniac with the glazed
eyes is taking me somewhere.
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| will pretend to be deadoo. It probably my only chande get out of here alive.

Soon the tunnel which the trolley was making its way through ended. The trolley came to a
stop and the man left.

Thank God for that!
A little hope glimmered in Sue heart. A few seconds later Sue heard a sound.
What the helivas that? Sounded like the slithering of a giant snake!

From the dim lights in the ceiling Sue could make osg@entindigure slithering towards
hertrolley.

| got to run!
Sue clambered out of the trolley as fast as she cobédstarted to ruand then froze.
My mind! Whais happening to my mind? Everything is going foggy. &damk!

Then blackness swallowed her.

Sue awoke.

What a horrible nightmare.
She looked at the clock.

Oh my God! Is that the time.

Her husband, Frankvas at work, but hezightyearold son was at home. She hadtdther
husband that their sddavid had an ENT appointment at the local hospital.

Sue got David up and ready, then they headed towards the hospital.

That night Frank arrived back from work.

ONVherdés David®dhe asked.

Hels on the hospital wardtés your day off tomorrow, we will go and see hHim.

The next day at about ooéclock, Sue and Frank headed towards the hospital to see David.
Are you sure is this way®@asked Frank

ores,positivepSue replied.
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Frank went into the room first. Sue was right behind him; her eyes seemed to have a glazed
expression.

Frank walked up the man who wdsaning the floor with the hop#e.

@&Gomethings not right heré@ dHe never got to finish his sententee man with hose
pulled out a gun and opened fire.

Frank collapsed to the floor, and just as the man with the hose pipe and Sue had done
yesterday with her son, they put Frémkody in the trolley and took it thrgh the
underground tunnel.

A Week Later

&ue, are you sure | have to go to the hospiteRed Sué& mum.

dres, quite sure, mothéreplied Suea glazed expression on her face.

Soon they were in the room with the lockers again. Just like lastttimejan with the same

glazed expression on Heced the same expression that Sue woredlpalled out a gun and
shot Sués mother.

Sue awoke.
What a nightmare!

Then her face seemed to glaze over.

My minds g o i
i

g foggyéWher e imgmothgrarsl myphuddand? d ? Whe
Cal@ t h c

oi n
@lkécan

Sue reached for her mobile and dialled Féamkothe@s number.

0 e s é F @ i thé& hospital. | will come pick you up and take you to seedhim.

THE END
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DRYLANDS DRIFTER OF MARShy Rex Mundy
1. The Dark Fugitive
The dust storm rollednwardsacross the dead sea bottom.

Stinging clouds of grit tore through the thin air, unstopped and unstoppable. Nothitig coul
survive within that broiling mass, surely? The drylands stretched on like a vast stone table
top, caked with sand, and only occasional rocky ridges rose to impede the dust storms
progress. The storm had been blowing across the drylands of Mars fosartigears. And
yet within those clouds of dust, those deadly clouds, something moved. Raced. Hurtled.
Something blacldast, desperate. And in the sky, chasing the dark fugitive, three small air
cars.

The shriek of the wind was audible even down in tload, green, artificial valley that

flanked the blue waters of the Grand Canal. Sheltered by high, rocky walls, the two narrow
strips offertile land were home to farms atavns, tyrants and traders. Narrow boats sailed
the wide canal waters, hauled by, reptilian beasts that trudged along crumbling
towpaths of hewn stone, placed there by sweating gangs of slaves centuries ago.

The canal gipsies hat uptheir market along the towpath in the shadow of a great rocky
outcrop, a spur of the main cliffs. Down here, the wail of the wind was muted, and the
bartering of canal traders and their customers went on unabated.

Samphire sat beside the bank, huggingkmees, and watching as Stith spoke with potential
buyers. She kept an eye on her stock, a collection of pots and pans and kitchen utensils for
which the impoverished canal dwellers would pay much in Martian corn. Her job was to lay
out the stock, keep aye out for thieves and Zérevaniya, and to look on admiringly as Stith
rolled out his patterand be as pretty as she could manage in her grubby tunic

dCome and get your pots and p@%$tijth called out two the bustling crowdhlice and
cheap, ask nougstions, get them at competitive prices. You, madhenaddressed a blue
skinned Martian matron, as she passed by with three or four squalling children iS¢ew,
that quality? Real plastic, made by Atlantean Vril artisans before the &lood.

Even as 8th spoke, voice raised to be heard above the hubbub of the canalGipesikst,
Samphire could hear a growing humming over the background roar of the desert wind. She
tensed. She had heard that noise too many times before. She rose to her kneekethd rea

out to tug at her business partisesirm. Stith had to be warned. They had to conceal their

stock and get back out on the free wide waters of the Grand Canal, where the Zérevaniya had
no jurisdiction.

But even as she touched Séitliorearm, the eexiglow of Zérevaniya air cars swept over the
rocky ridge of red stone that towered over the market. She leapt to her feet and Stith, moving
with the speed of a man possessed seeing the danger, seized the plastic blanket on which the
merchandise had been dea bundled it up, and thrust it into her hands.

@Get back in the bodihe yelled dGet back in the boat, gid.
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Even as Samphire prepared to leap up onto the deck, a dark figure appeared atop the rocky
cliff directly above. The glow of the air cars shone upon its glossy black hide. It shot down
the cliff with seemingly supernatural rapidity, bounded across the aadkyanished with a
splash into the canal just beside their narrow boat. Samphire and Stith exchanged glances.

Three air cars shot up over the cliff and descended in a steep curve. People ran screaming in
all directions as the Zérevaniya fired off a mag fusillade from their Vril lances.

Samphire and Stith hit the dirt. As temaciatedyirl cowered in the reddish grit that coated
the towpath, Samphire heard a hatch opening on the lead @océed feet descended the
companionway. She looked ugjusnting in the dust filtered sunlight to see four or five
Zérevaniya surveying the scene.

Orhis market is illegafiannounced their leader, a tall, flaxen haired man with a cruel look on
his flushed face. He wore harness of black plastiher and a relihed black cloak, and
clutched a Vril lance negligently in one hahhticing Samphirés lifted head, he pointed at
her.d6vou!6he shouted over the whine of the widd/hat do you have in that bundle, gip8y?

Resentful, defiant, she opened it enougbhow a glimpse of the contents. The Zérevaniya
leader stomped forward in a swirl of cloak and knocked the bundle from her hands. The
contents scattered in the grit, some clattering against the scales of the slumberbeasdtay
some rolling over the side vanish into the murky watees hadhe dark fugitive before
them.

dllegal sellingpthe Zérevaniya shouted, and his fellow guards nodded censoriduisly.
against the law for trade to be conducted outside designated markets. | should cohisscate t
merchandise straightaway, and apprehend all you misci@ants.

Stith rose from where he had been coweriiy, please dai do thatdhe cringeddNe are

not sellinganymerchandise, wiee merely resting on the canal side before continuing to the
city of Dikana Mezin to sell in the legitimate market. By law, our merchandise cannot be
confiscated while it is being transported along the free waters; your authority does not extend
so farbHe wrung his hand€May | have the honour of knowing who | add@s

d am Seroké&the Zérevaniya saidl am captain of this patrol. Enough of your wrangling, fat
man. | see you know the law well. What does it say about the harbouring of fuditives?

Samphire glanced back involuntarily at the broad waters of thé Garaké saw her look,
and levelled his Vril lance at her, an action copied by his fellow Zérevaniya.

ONe are in pursuit of a fleeing VenusiéBeroké barkedHe escaped Bajaré Bajér when the
storm hit it, and fled across the drylands in this direabidle raised his voice so the rest of
the cowering people could hedWho among you has seen hiin?

OVhat would a Venusian look likéasked Stith, playing for time. Samphire knew what
Venusians looked like, they all did. It was the Venusians whsbtBdctedMarsto the
catastrophe that gripped them to this day.

Seroké sneeredrall and sinewyjhe saidwith glossy black skin. Unclad. This one would
have been carrying a stolen Vril lan@de levelled his own lance at Samphire agé&ine of
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you mus$ have seen him! He came this way! Are you harbouring him aboard your pathetic
boats®

Turning, he scanned the ragged line of pedjfide.is he amongst yod8eroké stamped

forward, seized a woman by the arm, dragged her up, then tore back her hoedlttheev

ruddy skin of a Martian highlander. Seroké snarled and flung her aside. He checked several
other people with the aid of his men, tearing hoods and veils back, each time to reveal normal
coloured skin for this part of Mars.

Samphire looked at StitkiDidn@ we see thé 6

He scowled, shook his heaihond speakbhe saiddrhe first chance, get aboard the narrow
boat. Thewe not allowed to follow us thefe.

Seroké flung aside another Martian in frustratidoudre all participating in illegal
marketingdhe shouted@®©ne of you must have seen the Venusian. Tell me where he is hiding
or | will have you all arrested and flown to Bajaré Bajér.

ANobody saw himgshouted a white bearded old man, temper snapping in tiseih@nd the

gritty air. The storm was growing louder and the air was alive with tension. Samphire put a
hand to her temples. She was developing the headache she always had when the torm hit.
think you dreamed hild! t h e o | ddGorbach to yodri@tyand leave udda! If

you can still get it off the ground!

Seroké levelled his Vril lance and pressed a stud. A cobalt ray struck the old man in the chest
and his body fell back smoking as it hit the paving of the towpath. A gasp rose from the
throats of the assembled people. It was against all law for Zérevaniya to issue summary
executions, Samphire knew. Stith had told her that long ago. Stith knew all about the
Zérevaniya, having worked for them as a clerk before the Terran Flood and the ensuing
collapse of Martian civilisation. She watched as the Zérevaniya turned to menace them all
with their Vril lances. One had her in his sights.

Then the storm struck, billowing remorselessly over the lip of the canal valley. Stinging
clouds of grit rolled apidly down the side towards the wetlands below. The Zérevaniya
turned in horror as the clouds consumed their airtmafigalloped straight for them. The
crowd scattered, diving for shelter. Samphire felt &8tipudgy hand on her shoulder and she
lookedat him.

et the merchandise into the béag saidd/Nhip up the beasi!

Moments later, they both stood on deck, sheltering behind a plastiglass windscreen as the
draybeast plodded down the towpath through the howling, grit filled wind, its scaled hi
impervious to the assault. Behind them the Zérevaniya vanished into the clouds of dirt.

d_et us hope that is the last we see of Seroké the Zérev@saichSamphire, clinging to a
stanchion as the narrow bdmibbedon the waves that stirred the notipglacid canal
water.0Ne were lucky to escape him. | think&dhave killed us if we hadntold him about
seeing the fugitivé.
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Two black paws reached over the side and a dark figure hauled itself up to joird\tyem.
thanksdit grunted.

2. Treasure bthe God Kings

OVho are youBsaid Samphire spiritedlyA Venusian savage? Why were you fleeing the
ZérevaniyaBHer eyes flicked up and down the newcodaglossy black hide.

dHow did you get aboard@d®tith demanded, his chins wobbling in disméyhought you
drowned when you dived into the cagal.

d am Kursaabsaid the Venusian, resting a forearm on the Vril lance that he carried over one
shoulded he wore nothing else. Two red eyes glittered brightly indtiblackface, taking

in Samphiré skinny limbs, barely concealed by her threadbare tunic, ardhliastarved

lemur like face.

O0r'he Zérevaniya took me prisoner not long after | first came to Mars. | was betrayed by those
| thought my friend€iHis eyes flicked over to Stitld trod water while you were speaking

with the Zérevaniya, clinging to the other side of this vésselll. | held on as you set off. |
thought you might take me away from my pursuers, and the stderglanced balefully at

the stormy skies and choppy canal waite

Stith shook his headlies6he said, then gulped as Kursaal glowered at him adamean
to saydthe fat man protestedo one could spend so long in water without drowring.

ds that why you did not betray me to the Zérevamyaf?saal asked, absently watching the
draybeast plodding down the crumbling towpath. Behind them the outlier of the eternal dust
storm roiled across the valley like smoke from an erupting volcano, but they were on its
edges nowdAnd | thought that at lag had friends in this worl@.

d merely thought the less they knew the bedtsaid Stith.d thought you dead in the water. |
cannot see how any man could last so long.

Orou desert dwelling Martians fear wat#Kursaal saiddYou know so little ofit, having

none but that which yomeltfrom your ice caps to irrigate these meagre strips of da&nd.
black claw indicated the fertile regions that lay between the towpath and theX0liffs.
Venus, all is water. Salt seas roll tideless from pole to gel@mp and jungle are inundated
by brine. The air is filled with moisture. It rains every day during the wet season. Children
can swim before they can walk. It is no countrydoflandes such as you Martians. And yet
it did not stop you coming to enslaus

d heard it was a Venusian tHatoughtthe Flood on Terrésaid Stith slowlydrhat he

sabotaged the ancient Phaethonian engines that kept the planet in an ice age, ensuring the
orichalcum mines of Atlantis weebove the surface of the oce&émtl the ice caps began to
melt and the sea level rose and Atlantis was gunk.

Kursaal grinned harshlyA Venusian did destroy Atlantihe saidAnd now the

orichalcum mines are lost beneath the waves, and all Atlantis and the Martian colonists who
dwelt there with them.6He looked troubledAnd yet many of my own folk were killed in
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the catastrophe as well. Venusian slaves worked those Gtifeebrushed tiredly at his face.
d killed them all6

orou killed them®Samphire turned her emerald eyesmghe dark mais impassiveace.
Orou destroyed Atlantis? It was yo?

ANo wonder the Zérevaniya wanted to find ydussed Stith, covertly eyeing the savage as

he dripped upon their decit was you who brought about this great catastrophe! Now that
the orichalcum mines are inaccessible, Mars is dying. No more orichalcum, no more Vril. No
more Vril, and the ether ships that traded with other planets no longer fly, the engines that
keep Mars habitable begin to die. You destroyed our world.

Samphire gzed at Kursaal bitterly. She remembered her happy childhood, raised by loving
parents on a rich and prosperous planet, governed by wise rulers. How it had all collapsed
before she had known her first ble@dople had starved when crops ran out, anddielent

dry.

The world had split aparsplintered into a world of war betweramad tribes of the

drylands and impoverished city states of the canals, policed by the Zérevaniya from their
flying city of Bajaré Bajér. She had met Stith, after the deatteoparents, anldzed and
worked with him as a Cihok, a canal gipsy. She had known no other life eve¥ gjipsying
up and down the Grand Canal, selling and buying, avoiding the swingeing tolls of the
Zérevaniya as best they could, trading in canaiegpsarkets whenever possible.

ANhat brings you to Mar§3he saidd/Nould you destroy what little remains of our liée?

Kursaal snarledi escaped Atlantis in the last ether sbig saidd was bound for Venus,

but her orbit had taken her to the $ade of the sun, and | landed here to refuel for the long
journey. Here | was told that there is not enough Vril available on the plapetvereven

one ether ship; the Zérevaniya keep what is left to fuel their air city and their fliers with
which they dominate the dying world. Now | am stranded, a drifter wandering the drylands,
unable to return to my home, on a planet that hates me and m§ kind.

AVith reasorfsaid Stith gentlydrhis was once a rich world. Now it is a nightmére.

drour riches werdased on the slavery of my peopkaid KursaaldNow you can no longer
sail the skies on slave raids, now you are cut off from the orichalcum mines of Atlantis, and
you think your civilisation has fallen. But | know betéer.

Orou dodSamphire saidd ou think our life can be rebuilt?

Kursaal turned to face het.was betrayed by men who called themselves friégs,
repeateddlhe Zérevaniya took me to their air city, and | escaped death only because of the
storm. But | know something you on thiapkt have forgotten. The location of the
Phaethonian stockpil.

Or'he stockpile@said Stith.drhat was lost in the dryland sands years ago. It was indeed

forgotten,redundangfter we found the orichalcum mines on Terra. If you truly know its
| ocathi oné
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d couldaccess enough Vril fuel to power an ether ship to Véiussaal saiddOr even
further, out into the asteroids, some of which are said to still contain orichalcum seams from
when they were the tplanet of Phaethod.

Samphire remembered fronetchildhood schooling that all human life in the solar system
had begun on Phaethon, the lost planet. Thekgays of that world had seeded colonies on
the inner planets before destroying their home woyltheddling with dark technological
forces.

After Phaetho@s destruction and the death of the godys, the inner planet colonies had
fallen into barbarism from which the Martians had finaltgggedhemselvesnillenia after
whena drylands traveller had stumbled upon a Phaethonian stockpile o$leifh&r
orichalcum and Vril fuel, Vril lances, everything needed to begin a new civilisation.
Exploration of neighbouring Terra and Venus had revealed savage tribes of ape like
primitives,degeneratdescendants of the original colonists, who were sebt@ i the
fabled orichalcum mines of Atlantis, whose ore produced the raw material for Vril, the
mysterious energy source that had powered the Phaethonian technology.

Now all that was gone, and Matrtian civilisation was rapidly receding into barbakesndéit
from which it had lifted itself, but did this savage truly know the forgotten location of the
original stockpileaf he did,perhapgivilisation could be restored.

dHow do you know of the stockpile location®she challenged him.

d saw iton amap in the subterranean city of Shamballa, on Teseaad Kursaaldt identified
all such stockpiles on all colony planéts.

GAny man knowing the location of the Phaethonian stockpi&ith mused¢ouldto put his
hands on power and riches untdite could make himself gogmperod as powerful as any
ancientPhaethoniarb.

AAll I want is to return to my home plan@said Kursaal@But | need help getting there, and |
mustbe concealed from the Zérevanpatrols Anyone who aided me would have thiek

of the stockpile. They could indeed make themselves rich, if such was their wish. They could
even take an ether ship out into the asteroids, and find new sources of orichalcum, if they
existd

Samphire looked from one to the other, this black visagedge who by his own admission

had caused the deaths of millions in the Terran Flood, and the grasping canal gipsy who had
been her only companion for all these years, who now licked his lips like a glutton at the
pictured vision of such power and richédl she wanted was civilisation restored to her

planet. But that seemed a faint hope if power was to be placed in the hands she saw now clasp
each other in amity.

ddl help you, Venusiaidsaid Stithddl help you find the stockpiledl hide youfrom the
Zérevaniya and make sure you are guided across the drylands. And in retiirmake me
very rich. Very powerfub

He laughed, but Samphire felt only despair.
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3. The Drylands

The storm passed over the canal to trouble the Drylands to theTlwestarrow boatruised

south down the Grand Canal as slowly as the deagt trudged on its six reptilian legs. And
Kursaal travelled south west with it, concealed in the hold. After a journey of seven Martian
days, they reached the city of Dikana Mezumich stood spire upon spire and dome upon

dome on an artificial island in the waters at a junction of the Grand Canal with the Orontes.
Here they berthed on the great stone wharf, carved from living rock long ages ago by the god
kings of Phaethon whort constructed the canals, and Stith went ashore to secure them
means to travel safely across the drylands.

Samphire sat with Kursaal in the hold.

Orou have aroused Stiih cupiditypshe told himdrell him there is profit and he will travel
to the pdar ice caps. But what of the Zérevanigya?

Kursaal gave a shrug of his massive shouldi&¥e. have seen little of them during the
voyagedhe saiddAnd now we will take to desert travl.

AVill they not be able to follow u§Bamphire worried for her awskin, of course; she had
learnt the importanceelf-preservationn recent years; but, for some irrational reason, she did
not want to see this Venusian savage die eitiitey have the air cats.

dn an effortto conserve fughey seldom use thedKursaal saiddf Seroké and his men
have not lost my trail yet, they will be hard put to follow our riding beasts across the shifting
sands that leave no prins.

df you could tell us where to find the stockpileaid Samphireiwe could find the plaewith
easé@ steal one of their air cars and fly thére.

Kursaal shook his head¥ou | trust, girl, even in such a hazardous endeaébarsaid dbut

your avaricious friend would betray me in seconds if he thought he could get to the stockpile
without myaid. No. We travel the drylands with the aid of a nomad caravan until we are near
to the place. Only | will know the exact locatidiutthe nomads wilescortus to the right

sector of the deseft.

Samphire sat in thought. At last she stir@tith isgone a long timéshe saiddVait here. |
will go and see if | can find what is keeping him. This journey must be made. Otherwise Mars
will remainadying world of barbarism until all life is extinguishéd.

She went down the gangplank into the busy &refthe island city.

Sometime later she returned to the wharves to find &bitlut to boardhe vessel. With him
were two men with the tanned skin and pale hagrgiandes. She ran to him.

ONhere have you beed8he said breathlessig.could notfind you in the city, though |
spoke to several peopde.
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Stith waved a hand for silence. She caught a wadt efrliqubr on his breath, and followed
his pointing thumbdVaswith these gentlemedhe said cunninglydVant you to welcome
MasterThujonethe Drylander and his friend, who will guide us across the sands.

d-or a pricedsaid Thujone the scrawnier of the two scaswathed Kochari nomad8roudl
pay us when the journey is dod¢R seemed disgruntledVedl want some payment in
advance,dé encowrage us.

MasterThujonegdsaid Stith.6vou will have your bodyweight in orichalcum if you ensure
that my friends and | reach the location safely.

How do we know wél get there®@Thujoneargued, fingering the tribal cicatrices that
crisscrosed his cheeksirhis informant of yours would have met us here, if he @asnthe
run. We dod@ want trouble with the Zérevaniya. And why wvibthis informant give the
locationoutright®

Orhais none of your business, Mastdujonebsaid Stith.OYour job is to ensure we get
there. He will tell you where we are going as and when. Evend Koow. Now | must bid
you a good day until we meet at the rendez\@us.

6rheydl be troublesom@&Samphire observed as the Kochari melted into the crowd.

Orheyde the best | could findsaid Stithwearily, avithout them demanding we give payment
up front. You know we cahdo that. The§ like usd must wait until we get theiéthey
wantpayment. But il be worth it6He licked his lipsdtdl be worth itd

drou make me sicbsaid SamphiredAll you think of is yourself, not Mar8.
Stith raised an eyebrowlis partner in crime was now an idealist.

They went upstream for half a league, until they reached a point where the bluffs marking the
edge of the drylarelcamevery close to the water. Now Stith and Samphire moored in a
secluded inlet where an irrigation channel, half choked with dust, sluggishly entered the
Grand CanalHerre theydisembarked, letting their passenger free from the hold and then
leaving tre draybeast licking at severalin dired reptilearcasses to keep it alive during

their absence.

Kursaal looked around suspiciously. It must be difficult consulting a map from memory,
Samphire realised.

ANe meet the nomads up this valfesaid Stith, pointing to a fissure in the rock that led
between the tumbledown bluffiés walls were carved with incredibly ancient depictions of
ether ships and space travellers.

At the top, theysmelledthe spicy tang of the desert as the wind blew gribh@irtfaces.

Beyond the bluffs dead sea bottom stretched for many empty leagues, flat and lonely, all the
way to the puce skyseveraKochari appeared from behind the rocks, leading snadlierg
versions of the dralgeast.Thujonewalked at their head. He stopped suddenly, seeing

Kursaal.
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Orhis is a Venusia®he hissed turning to StithdVhat, is he an escaped slabklts brow
furrowed.

The canal gipsy noddduastily. Remember that bodyweight orichalcumdhe said
Thujoneturned away from Kursaal at once, as if he could not see the man.

Ride to the Wells of KuriaBKursaal stated, after taking his place in the saddle of a riding
beast. Stith and Samphire sat another beast, Samphire pitliog,.

@OnwardshsaidThujone He kicked his beast into a trot and led them up out of the rocks and
out into thesunbakedwastes of the Drylands.

Dust rose from the creatudgeptilian feet as they pounded thardpackedsand. It seemed

to Samphie that they were riding endlessly into nowhere. The heat of the sun was like a
furnace. From time to time sand devils stirred, breaking the monotony. On the second day,
they dismounted and took refuge behind the béhatsks as a dust storm wailed oves th
sands for several hours. By the time they had reached the Wells of Karismall oasis

where green planshowedwhere one a river had flowed aeons @&goaomads and their
passengers were all coated in a thin veneer of puce grit.

ANhere nowBThujoneasked Stith, still acting as if Kursaal was invisible. Samphire glanced
over at the Venusian, sitting unmoving on the back of his riding beast, face impassive. She
ached all over. It had taken her three days to grow accustomed to the endless motion. She
wished they could have done as she had said, and stolen air cars from the Zérevaniya.
OVhere now, Kursaabstith said, irritably mopping his brow.

ANe ride north nowgsaid the Venusian after some thoughtorth to the Girik Cliffsd

Stith scowled aThujone 6You heard that®he snappediThe Girik Cliffs6

Thujonelooked at his fellow Kochari. Then his face cleardirk Dunes nowhe said
wonderingly AHow long ago was this map made?

d_ong enouglgsaid Stith. He turned to Kursaé@hnd then ve will reach the stockpil&?

Kursaal bared his white teetf¥.oudl know when we have reached the stockpite, said.
Samphire gazedtthe sky. It was puce and pink and empty. Nothing to be seen all day in that
vast emptiness. That night as they cathpe the edge of the Wells of Kurian, having refilled
their water bottles and hunted for fresh lizard meat, she gazed up at the stars. At one point,

she thought she saw something fly over, but realised that it mosiebaf themoors.

ONhy do you keepooking at the sky@Stith asked her as they rode the following evening,
along a narrow canyon the nomads swore led to the Girk Dunes.

d wonder if were being followed)she said.

Overhis shouldestith gave her an alarmed loa¥ollowed? Who by? Whknows where
we are? Or where the Venusiandbi2 glanced over at the savage, still sitting his riding beast
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like an imperturbable idol of ebony. Then at the Kochi@a you thinkThujoneplans to
betray us@

Even as he spok&hujonecried out as airars shot up humming from behind the rocks and
descended, firing a fusillade of beams. One hit Kuésamling beast and it collapsed to the
rock, spilling the Venusian to the ground.

He leapt to his feet, white teeth bared aslhesd at the descendirfigers.
4. Journeys End

The nomads kicked their riding beasts into the cover of the rocks, producing compound bows
as they went. A shower of arrows clattered from the lead air car but to no avail. More beams
rained down, hitting the ground at Kurs&adiet as he ran straight down the canyon, in the
direction they had been following. He vanished behind a rock as the air cars landed and
spilled out Zérevaniya toting Vril lances. The Kochari loosed their arrows from cover, and
two Zérevaniya fell, riddled \th arrows.

Stith sawed at the reins of his riding beast and galloped after Kursaal. Samphire gripped on
and yelled in his ead/Nhere are you going7he roar of Vril lances and the hiss of arrows
receded as the beast pounded the grit with its massivg gawwing choking plumes of dust
spirallingup into the air.

Stith gave her a desperate look over his shoudtfien. not letting thatursedvenusian out of
my sightphe barked.

They galloped on through the grit. Furious, Samphire tried to look Bdlcéhe could see
was a dust cloud split by occasional lightning flashes of Vril beams. She looked ov@r Stith
shoulder again. They rode through the rocks. There was no sign of Kursaal.

She supposed it would be better to keep the Venusian in sighto®ut seemed they had
lost both their protectors and their guide.

Kursaal sprinted through the Martian canyon. This heat was telling on him and he felt weak
and giddy. He could run for miles, thanks to his Venusian birth, just as he had when escaping
the air city; his people could run vast distanglesg the sandbbaa$ their swamps And yet

despite this iron endurance, his amphibian skin would dry out in this baking heat unless he
found shelter, and preferably water.

How had the Zé&revaniya known they were there, so far out into the Drylands? Someone must
have betrayed them. Stith, obviously. The fellow was a fool. He stood to make far more out

of aiding Kursaal than by betraying him to the authorities. Kursaal haeveag intention of
allowing the canal gipsy the pick of the stockpile, and his little girl companion too, once he
himself had secured enough fuel to resupply his ether ship and make the flight back to Venus.
Eversince the slavers attacked his tribe anthémame first a slave and then a space pirate

he had spent so long on alien worléle had seen thaegalithiccities of Atlantis and

Lemurig the green ice of Terr¢ghe vermillion sands of Mars.
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Well, now the fool was no doubt dead, and the nomads with them. Kursaal hoped he could
make it to the stockpile before the Zérevaniya came after him. A wind blew down the canyon
but he doubted it was enough to hide his tracks in the sand. He ran lighsarlt from

above the Zérevaniya would be able to track him. He cursed. Only he knew the location of

the stockpile. He had hoped to use that knowledge to negotiate with the Zérevaniya until the
storm hit their air city and Kursaséizedthe chance foescape. He had used it successfully

to barter aid from the canal gipsies and nomads. Now he had almost reached the place. But he
could not risk leading the Zérevaniya to it. He would have to act fast.

He turned a corner, went over a rise, aadit was tiere before him. The hollow in the sand
dominated by the weathergtlesphinx where, the Phaethonian map from Shamballa
asserted, the Martian stockpile would be found. This was ththahahd beefound long

years ago by the desert traveller, whncheshad reinitiatedMarsblong climb back to

civilisation. Now, if enough Phaethonian artefacts remained, Kursaal would be able to return
to his own savage world, which now that Mars and Terra had both returned to barbarism
would be free from Martian raids.

With his bare hands, he tore at the gritty shedeath the base of the sphinx.

At last he uncovered\eerdigrised brazetrapdoor set in a much larger hatch. It opened to
reveal metal rungs of a ladder. He slithered dowimidjng himself at the bédmin a cool,

dry underground chamber, dimly lit by the same eerie Vril glow that emanated from the air
cars.

The chamber was so large he could not see its further walls. The vicinity of the hatch was
empty of artefacts, its dusty floor covered withtfwonts wearing the sandals of old Mars.
Much had been taken, long ago, before the Martians had learnt of the Atlantean orichalcum
mines. Entire ether ships had belscoveredlown here, along with air cars and Vril engines
and fuel pods. Dark, shadow ehded shapes ranked the further depths of the chamber. Grit
crunched beneath Kurséafeet as he strode through the gloom.

Sometime later, he was sitting in the cockpit of a small ether ship, similar in design to the one
in whichhe had escapTlerra afer the Flood. He had come here hoping for fuel and now he
found a fully fuelled ether ship with enoughil to take him into space and fly as far as

Venus® or the asteroids. Large Vril lance armaments on the prow would defend him against
attack. He issued@mmand into the speaker and slowly, painfully, the main hatch began to
rise Sand cascadatbwn into the chamber. Kursaal pressed a control and the ether ship rose
on Vril beams into the glaring sunlight.

Stith reined his weary riding beast. Befdnern was a hollow in the sand dominated by a
green weathered old sphinx, which showed signs of water erosion. It must be incredibly old.
At its base, a small black square seemed tepeesenkind of hatch. Kursaéb running

footprints led straight towds it.

Here we ar@he saiddNedve found Kursadb treasure cave. Now @e rich, you and me,
girl'6
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Samphire shook her heatldond think sofshe saidthenleapt off the back of the bet.
Stith turned in his saddle.

@But wede heredhe saiddtjournegs end. The ri ches HKithavetaal pr o
negotiatepfcoursed o anot her deal with himé But he o0we
never hé&ave got é.

An eerie glow lit up the rock§wo hummingZérevaniya air cars rose into sight. Samgh
smiled sadly.

d0rime yow and the Venusiah gave yourselves up to the Zérevaniy@he turned to wave at
the hovering vehicles contacted them in Dikana Meziishe added in explanation. Stith
stared at her in shock and horror.

Orou betrayed usthewhisperedds that how they came to follow uSamphire produced

the homing device she had been given when she spoke to the Zérevaniya in Dikana Mezin.
drou foolish girl. Is this how you repay me? | took you under my wing when you were alone
and friendlss, taught you to survive. | would have made you rich. With this stockpile, we
would have been able to become powerful, more powerful than the Zérevaniya. Nothing
would be outside our graspothingd

She shook her head.dond want thatbshe saidd dond want power. | want peace. | want
civilisation. With this in the hands of the Zérevaniya, Mars can be réborn.

The air cars had landed as they were speaking and now Seroké and his men stepped out.
Seroké trained his Vril lance on Stith. The canabggiared in horrar

Grake him into custod§said SamphireDond treat him badly. He is not a bad m@n.

Seroké shostith down. Theblackened corpse fell off the back of the beast which reared into
life, thundering away across the rocks. Samphire wheeled round.

drou killed himléshe said accusingl@Vithout trial! | thought you represented the law!

ANe represent powdrsaid Sero& coldly. Power that will be all the greater now the
Phaethonian stockpile is in our haridse lifted his Vril lance agair®And we dord need any
withesse$

GaspingSamphire staggered away down sia@d Sand and grit exploded on either side as
Serolé ard his men opened fir&he ran towards thgreensphinx. She didé know why.
Perhapdecause it was a last remnant of thalisation she yearned for

But even as she ran for it in a hail of Vril beams, the ground shook. At first, she had thought
it was another Vril blast, but then the bottom of the hollow slid back and out floated an ether

ship.Seeing the Martiangts occupant opened fire. Samphire was knocked off her feet and
she rolled down the slope to the edge of the great hatch where seasajess.

Epilogue
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She cameound to see a black shape standing over her, blocking out the light of the sun.
Focusing she recognised it as Kursaal. She shrank away from this man who had caused the
deaths of cities and islands and entire peoples,diaolk her slim hand in hisiassive black

paw and hauled her to her feet.

How did Seroké follow us heréthe Venusian demanded.

Shamefaced, Samphire looked about Bdretrayed youshe said in a choked voice. She
could see the smoking wrecks of ears,andthe body of Seroké and the other Zérevaniya
scattered about the sand. Further up the side lay the charred remains of Stith.

Orou betrayed meKursaal rumbleddNhy?

Her emerald eyes were wet with teatsvanted the Zérevaniya to have #teckpilefshe
said.d thought they would rebuild civilisation. But like everyone else, they just wanted
powero

d dond want poweigsaid Kursaabroodingly dOnce | wanted revenge. Now alli¢sireis to
returnto my home worldHe looked down intéhe hole drhis ship is all that was left.
Everything else was plundered long ago. There is not enough to rebuild civilisatibis
planetbHe shot her a glancérou may come with me, if you waft.

dYou want tore-join your people@

My tribe is ded. | am the last. | ddbhknow what will wait for me when | returdHe gazed
up at the desert suéMine is a world of barbarism. Now Terra and Mars are sunk into
savagery as well. Where else is there todgo?

Samphire took his arndVe have an ether shgshereminded himdaith its fuel, we could

fly to your own savage world, but what is there for us? Listen td<mesaal. It is said that
even greater reserves of orichalcum and Phaethonian dexiséis the asteroid® the ruins

of the lost planet. Weould go there in this ship. We could rebuild civilisation from the ruins
of Phaethord

Kursaal led heby her handnto the ether ship.
THE END
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THE BATTLE FOR CALLISTOby Gregory KH Bryant
EpisodeSixteen

lllara made two quick orbits around lo, seeking out any other ships that may have attacked
the bases ther8ut there were non&he inhospitable moon was of little interest to the
Scroungers, wit such tempting targeds Europa and Ganymede so close at hand.

With all communications silence imposed during the attack, Illara was hard pressed to decide
what she should d&return immediately to Callistd?atrol the moons of Jupiter, seeking out
anyother enemy action®nd then whatEngage?

Whatever she decided to do, she was on her own.

Jovian Security forces had very few shiNgver before had the colonies been attacked, so

the need for heavy security had been, until this point, minigzadhcolony had its own

branch of security, all under the command of Colonel Bridgenfghen the rare need for
security personnel to meet did come up, they took passage on any of the many small civilian
craft that plied the skies between Callisto and lo.

All this made lllaré patrol shigdzzydthat much more valuable to Jovian Secullitgras
ship was one of only two dozen small craft controlled by the security forces of the moons of
Jupiter.

Europa was the next moon outward from Jupiter, and in adimartl Callisto. lllara pushed
dzzybdhard through space, and came upon the moon in two short hours after leaving lo.

She flew low to the moon, grazing the surface at an altitude of only fiftyTieete, at
Clarke Base 3, she saw four ships huddled detiie airlocks that led to the landing bay.
Twenty people in space suits had clustered about the airlocks.

The bases on Europa and Ganymede were built on the same lines as the bases oA Callisto.
long central street connected snmiplbd€y each coverewith a geodesic dome of transparent
steel.The launching facilities were at one end of the colony, and several miles removed,
connected by a light train that carried both passengers and cargo.

The trick was to overrun the colony without destroyin@itnply blasting the airlocks would
send the vacuum of space into the colony, destroying every living thing, and much of the
valuable material within it.

So they had to override the computers that drove the airlocks, a matter that took much
cunning, and a canderable amount of timélalf a dozen technicians had set themselves up
with their equipment to do exactly that, overriding the security codes that kept the airlocks
shut during emergency, and elude the backup systems that went automatically in aation whe
the airlocks were tampered with.

So intent were they all on the task that lllara was able to fly the nearly in\dgibyéright
up upon them.
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Ordnance or personnél?hich would do the greater damage at the least cost to her?
Crippling their ships, okilling the crews?

lllara opted and set her pulse cannon at a wide spread.

At fifty yards, the figures standing outside their ships came clear as individuals o lllara
screensSome milled between ship and airlock, carrying out the commands ofdipe#ins.

She fired Once, twice, three times.

The pulses surged through flesh and metal, stretching the distances between the atoms that
composed thenmA half-dozen figures expanded suddenly to a ridiculous height of twelve feet
and moreand then theyollapsed like paper dolls upon the soil of Europa.

lllara managed to damage all the ships substant@#iypopies popped open, sending
crewmen out into the deafly environment of Europlbof the ships would require extensiv
work before any of them wdlyable again.

But lllara had emptied her pulse cannons. She had only her plasma cannon and her laser
cannon to fight with.

Nor had the Scroungers on the ground been lidéantly they knew they were under attack,
they sehout communications to the ships that were laying siege to the other Europan
colonies.Their response was nearly instantaned\ishin forty seconds, three ships from the
attack on Clarke Bases 2 and 4 were en route to Clarke Base 3.

lllara guessed thagursuit would be quick upon her, so after he one run against the
Scroungers, she pulled the nose of her ship away from Europa, and she leaped high into the
skies of Jupiter.

The three ships that set off in pursuit of her searched the skies for hemsijnd that
lllaraés ship must be ther&éhey were dogged.heysignalledahead.

&ill Team 1 to Kill Team 2Be alert for any Callistoan ship en route to CalliStzalthy.
Kill Team 1 is in pursuit

s if we dorit have enough already to worry abéiiash Yortal said. He wascrewman

on one of the ships now surrounding Ganymede Bafbe}, were also seeking to bypass the
security codes that would let them open the airlock to the shutserdicg bay.

&hut updgrunted his captain, Pal Ordnkie turned his head and barked big orders.

&can the skyAnything shows up, will send some ships o6t.

ores, sirbhis second in command saluted.
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Tiny pieces of incandescent shards of spinning burning metal came raining down upon the
dome of Callsto Base 1They bounced off the transparent steel and bounded into the icy
plains beyond, raising swift small geysers of steam.

Emily and Jeffrey stood transfixed, unable to take their eyes away from the spectacle.
Heavier pieces tumbdedown, twisted metal beams from the greenhouse that was destroyed
when Lieutenant, Junior Grade, McAllisieship, nearly destroyed by Scrounger fire,
crashed into it.

The beams spun wildly, crashing into the remnants of McAl@st&rip, and down updhe
geodesic dome above Emily and Jeffrey.

One beam hit, and then anothduge booms went through the air, hitting Jeffrey and Emily
like punches in the chedthen came the nose section of the destroyed pursuitittattthe
dome at a terrifying vekity. An appalling crack opened in the transparent steel.

A low, almost silenthisssssséeame from the crack.

@h, nopJeffrey saiddtés crackedThe air is leaking oud.

Another siren blared through the colony.

In preparation for exactly thisoatingency, all the Jovian bases were mod@$hanuld the
dome in any one section be compromised in any way. that section was quickly shut off from
the rest of the colony with a series of airproof walls.

The siren was to warn those in that compromisetisseto evacuate as quickly as they
could. This was one of the first lessons Emily and Jeffrey had learned on Cdlhstphad
less than a minute to find their way out, and into a section that was not compromised.
They spun on their heels.

Already thewalls were coming down.

CONTINUES NEXT WEEK

Carter Wards earlier adventures, along with those of other interplanetary rogues, are
chronicled inWarlords of the Asteroid Bedind Deep Space &yfights
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