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Prose 
 

Grimmworld – part 3-4 
By Sverre Tidemand 

 

What has gone before: 

Chaos reigns supreme in Woodland, with undead shambling across the 

countryside, Giants raiding and pillaging populated areas, while the elves in the 

woods and the caves have twisted into cackling nightmares hungry for human 

flesh. What was once central Woodland is now called “Death’s Home”. In the 

middle of this apocalypse, Princess Apple-Green, daughter of Queen Snow-

White of Palatine, is on a mission to the kingdom of Adalreich to make a marital 

alliance with Queen Cinderella’s son. This union will ensure a military alliance 

between the two nations, who will then strike at the dark forces ravaging 

Woodland. But Apple-Green’s entourage gets ambushed, and Apple-Green’s life 

is saved by a young survivalist, Beans - armed with enchanted boots, a red hood, 

and a magic flaming sword. Reluctantly, the two form an agreement that Beans 

will escort Apple-Green through the wasteland to Adalreich in return for gold 

when they arrive. On their way to Adalreich, the two of them make a stop-over 

in Faustenburg - the last major city in Death’s Home. Here they find that the 

city’s factional leadership has been supplanted by a shadowy mob-boss, simply 

known as the “Stitched-up Man”. After catching a thief attempting to steal 

Beans’ effects, She and Apple-Green are captured by the Stitched-up Man’s 

followers… 

 

Part 3 – Lil’Jaeger 
“When I get out of here I’m going to feed you your own liver!” spat Beans as 

she, handcuffed at the wrists and ankles, twisted herself around on the floor to 



 3 

face the gaoler - a wrinkled old vulture missing most of his front teeth, and 

when he laughed it came out as a series of hisses like a piston.  

“Shi-shi-shi-shi! Good’on, you stupid bitch! Shi-shi-shiiiii!” and he closed 

the cell-door just as Beans threw her weight against it. The impact sent her 

toppling to the floor. Her head was swimming. “Tell him… tell him to go fuck 

himself!” she grumbled stupidly. “Fuck… royally…” 

“You’re not scaring anyone, you know that,” said the boy, settling himself in 

the corner. “In here, you’re not the scariest thing. The Stitched-up Man is.” 

“Yes, the infamous rag-doll,” grumbled Beans, “whoever the hell he is.” The 

boy did not answer her, but pressed his head to his knees. They were inside the 

burgermaister’s hall, though it was much less a hall than a keep - with thick 

stone walls rising twenty feet into the air, with manned crenelations, and a heavy 

drawbridge. Once inside, Oxhead and his men had frisked Beans and the boy, 

relieving Beans of her boots, her sword and her red hood. They’d found nothing 

on the boy. Once searched, Oxhead had sent Beans and the boy off to a cell, 

while he had personally escorted Apple-Green into the upper echelons of the 

keep. 

Beans got to her feet and began inspecting the cell, trying to spot some 

weakness, and also to try walking off the throbbing in her head. 

“You can give that up, we’re not going to be here long enough for whatever 

you’re thinking to work,” said the boy, not looking up. “They’ll kill us before 

the day’s over.” 

Beans ignored him and continued circling the cell, searching for ideas. 

“Look, would you just stop with the pacing!” exclaimed the boy. “It’s over! 

Nobody leaves these cells alive. We’re dead!” 

“I’m not dying here,” said Beans. 

“Looks bloody likely.” 

“You might, but I won’t,” said Beans. “If you run out of shot, you affix your 

bayonet, if your bayonet breaks, you use the butt of your gun, and when that 
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breaks, you use your fists. The only time you stop fighting is when you’re dead - 

and I’m still breathing,” she looked at him, “you know who taught me that?” 

“Who?” 

“Johann Jaeger, that’s who.” 

The boy looked up, watching Beans with unblinking blue eyes. “My father’s 

memory is not going to help us.” 

“You don’t have the right to call him father - you’re not him.” 

“I have all the right in the world, girl. In fact, my life seems to worsen every 

time my father is involved - shortly after he came my mother died, he 

abandoned me here, and for the first time ever, when I try to reclaim his old 

artefacts for myself, I find myself in a cell.”  

“Would you be quiet, I’m trying to think.” 

“No, I’m won’t. I want to know why the hell Fate’s been pissing on me all 

my life.” 

“You can ask her when you see her.” 

“We can both ask her. Try all you like, Red, but there’s no way out of here.” 

Beans kept mum, though she had to admit he had a point. The cell was a 

solid piece of work, and there was nothing inside that she could use to open the 

door. And should the gaoler come by the check she had nothing to bribe him 

with - after all, they knew what she was capable of. Her reputation had 

proceeded her a bit too much. 

“Never meet your heroes, they say,” grumbled the boy. “Growing up, I was 

so proud of my father - I went to bed with stories of him, and felt honoured to 

have the same name as him. Who’d know that everything he touched would turn 

to shit - his influence definitely fucked us both over-” 

In that heartbeat, Beans rounded on the boy. Her hand shot forward and 

grasped him by the throat, pinning his body against the wall. “I said: shut up!” 

“It’s the truth,” he rasped. 

“No it isn’t - if that’s what you think then you didn’t know him.” 
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“Or maybe you didn’t.” 

They stared each other down, Beans presenting her most murderous glare, 

while the boy returned it with a steadfast resolution. Beans itched to teach the 

boy a lesson for besmirching her hero’s name. And yet, as poised as she was, 

she couldn’t do it. He knew she wanted to, and she could not take satisfaction in 

that, and also, the more she glared at him, the more she saw his father in him. 

It cannot be, she thought desperately, you can’t be his son. 

A twitter by the window made them both look up. A sparrow - chestnut 

brown wings and ebony beak - was perched on the sill, peering through the bars 

into the cell with beady black eyes. It was watching Beans and the boy, who 

stared back in amazement. They had never seen a sparrow this far into Death’s 

Home before. 

“We’ve come to save you,” it chirped, and as it did so it raised its head 

enough for Beans and Lil’Jeager to spot the white cross on its breast. 

“Who’s ‘we’?” asked Beans. 

It was then that the cell door opened. 

 

* * * 

 

Oxhead, for all his brutish outlook, did not lay a finger on Apple-Green as he 

escorted her deeper into the Keep. His drawn weapon made it clear that she was 

not to resist, but something told her that he had been given strict instructions not 

to harm her. If that was case, the zealousness by which they were following that 

command made Apple-Green wonder just what kind of master the Stitched-up 

man was. Or rather, what kind of master Rumpelstilskin was - because that was 

who the Stitched-Up Man was, it had to be. Apple-Green’s blood had gone cold 

when she’d reached that realisation - after all, she had been raised with stories 

about that Imp, and had had nightmares of him. She remembered how often her 

mother would always assure Apple-Green that Rumpelstilskin was no more, that 
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Queen Edelweiss had discovered his true name and killed him. And yet, who 

else could then match the description that Beans’ feline contact had made. 

“In here, your Highness,” grumbled Oxhead, opening a door at the end of the 

long corridor, revealing a dark chamber lit only by fire from a lone fireplace. 

Oxhead did not look in, and kept his eye averted from Apple-Green, sketching a 

surprisingly courtly bow as he gestured for her to enter. 

Apple-Green stepped through the door, which shut behind her with a bang, 

sealing her in. She stood in darkness, and stared ahead to the only source of 

light, the fireplace, which was partially blocked by the looming armchair in 

front of it. 

“Greetings, Princess,” said a soft voice from behind the chair - soft, friendly, 

and pregnant with a patient malice. 

“Rumpelstilskin,” Apple-Green said, the hairs on the back of her neck 

standing up. “Rumpelskilskin-Rumpelstilskin-Rumpelstilskin-Rumpel…” She 

stopped when she heard the voice chuckle. 

“I don’t go by that name anymore, child. In fact, I don’t go by any name 

anymore. Though I am pleased that the Peerage of Woodland remember me.” 

“Whatever deal you’re offering, my answer is no.” 

“Tut-tut-tut, so presumptive. But then, royals always are. Come a little 

closer.” 

Apple-Green was about to refuse, when suddenly her legs began to move on 

their own accord, and she was helpless to stop them from leading her towards 

the armchair. 

“Queen Snow-White’s child,” said the voice. “So lovely, so young. With the 

weight of the world already on her  dainty little shoulders - all depending on her 

marrying and bedding a prince.”  

Apple-Green stared. 

“Oh yes, little duck, I know all about your mission.” 
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Apple-Green, still struggling against whatever force was compelling her 

toward the chair, said: “Whatever deal you plan on offering me, my answer will 

still be no.” She was next to the chair now, and against her better judgment, she 

peered around to see who was sitting in it - her heart pounding at the thought of 

who it would be. 

“Deal?” said the voice, “Oh, dear princess, I have no intention of offering 

you a deal. What I want, Princess, is to play a game.” 

The chair was empty. 

“What kind of game?” asked Apple-Green, turning slowly towards where she 

had been standing earlier, realising with horror that someone was watching her 

back. 

“The kind that involves young and lovely little heroines. The rules are 

simple: in a few minutes you will be rescued and escorted out of Faustenburg, 

from where you will be making your way down the Rhine, then through the pass 

of Magravir, and then on into the region of Saxony before reaching Rapunzel’s 

Tower, beyond which lies Adalreich. Now, during that journey, I want you to 

figure out this simple question: who can you trust?” 

Apple-Green stared into the darkness. Her silhouette and that of the chair 

obstructed the fire-light, allowing only a few hungry orange streams past, and by 

what little illumination these brought, Apple-Green thought she could see 

something lurking there. “Beans. I trust Beans.” 

“Ah, but how do you know that Beans isn’t working for me? There you were, 

your entourage wiped out, the Dead’ons clawing at your door, and out of the 

blue comes this woman with a flaming sword and agrees to take you to 

Adalreich. Rather coincidental don’t you think? And what about all those others 

you might meet on the road? How do you know they are not in my pocket as 

well?” 

“And why would you tell me this if they were?” 
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“Why indeed,” chuckled the voice in the dark, and as it snickered, Apple 

Green thought she caught a glimpse of two greedy yellow eyes, and the gleam of 

narrow, steely threads that zig-zagged across a pointed face. “Why indeed.” 

Suddenly there was a rush of footsteps outside. “Remember, my dear,” said 

the figure in the shadows, looming somewhere in front of the door. “Who can 

you trust?” There was a pause, then it said: “and cue rescue in three… two… 

one…” 

The door burst open and there was Beans, hood, boots and sword reclaimed, 

and in the light streaming through the door there was no sign of who had spoken 

to Apple-Green. “C’mon, Princess, we’re getting out of here.” 

“How-?” 

“I’ll explain on the way. Come on!” And she grabbed Apple-Green and led 

her down the corridor, trying to keep as quiet as possible as they made their way 

to the cells. 

“Where are the guards?” Asked Apple-Green, seeing no signs of struggle as 

they descended beneath the town hall. 

“They took care of them.” 

“Who’re they?” 

“You’ll see, just keep close.” 

Apple-Green stared at Beans’ back, a sudden thought in her head. How do 

you know Beans isn’t working for me? 

Beans slammed the door behind them as they entered the gaoler’s office - a 

round chamber where four hooded figures awaited them, bracing the desk 

against the door and pulling away the worn rug, revealing a trap-door. 

The nearest figure moved its cowled head up to face Apple-Green, on whose 

shoulder perched a sparrow with a white cross on its breast. “Follow us, 

Princess, we’re here to save you.” its voice reassuring as it opened the trap-door 

and slipped through it with a torch in hand. 

“Who are you?” 
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“Friends,” said the figure, her voice that of a woman. 

“What do you mean? Who are you? Why are you-” 

“They have an escape route, that’s all that matters,” interjected Beans. 

“Ow! Don’t shove me, Beans!” 

It was then that they heard someone shouting upstairs, and steps racing down 

the stairs.  

“Go, now!” 

Apple-Green obliged, Beans following right behind her. The remaining 

cloaked figures slammed the trap-door shut, just as they heard fists hammering 

against the office door. 

They were now in a dank passage that wove diagonally into the depths of the 

earth, and as they went, the air became fouler. The source of the foulness 

became clear as they went deeper, where the torch held by the first figure 

revealed a river of filth, upon which floated a raft. 

 Apple-Green and Beans remained dead quiet as their hooded saviours untied 

the craft, produced oars, and pushed them off, letting a subtle current lead them 

deeper into the dark sewer. 

As the minutes passed, Apple-Green kept expecting Oxhead and his men to 

leap out at them from the darkness, but she saw nothing. She also tried her best 

to ignore what they were floating on, and how it stank. 

Then, a lesser darkness loomed at the end of the passage, beyond a bared 

sewage outlet. One of the figures slipped into the black-water to unlock the 

outlet,. A night-bound, dead world met them as they emerged from the sewers, 

their cowled companions hurrying to use their paddles and the current to put the 

grim city as far behind them as possible. The leader dropped her torch in the 

water, allowing the night to do the rest. No one standing guard on the city walls 

would be able to spot them. 
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Once the lights of Faustenburg were behind them, Apple-Green hissed: 

“Now is anyone going to tell me what’s going on?” She glanced from one 

hooded figure to the other, struggling to make out their faces. 

“They will not answer you, Princess Apple-Green von Palatine” said the 

figure who had led the escape, who pulled its hood down, and Apple-Green 

could just about make out a face. “They’ve taken a vow of silence as warrants 

our order, but I speak for the Silent Virgin.” 

As Apple-Green’s eyes grew accustomed to the darkness, the speaker’s face 

became more visible, to the degree that Apple-Green beheld an elf-like woman 

with short-hair - shorter than even Beans’ - and pale, unblinking eyes. “Who are 

you?” she asked. 

“I am Sister Aurora, and these are Brothers Matthew, Lukas and Jonathan. 

And this,” she stroked the sparrow’s head, “is Brother Speidel. We’re Followers 

of the Silent Virgin.” 

“What is that?” 

“A bunch of fanatics,” grumbled Beans. 

“We serve Lady Lorelina von Angelhorn, the Silent Virgin,” said Sister 

Aurora, ignoring Beans. “Your mother contacted us a little before you left for 

Adalreich, and told us to keep watch  in case something were to happen to you.” 

“My mother!” exclaimed Apple-Green. “She sent you?” 

“Yes, and it’s lucky we found you when we did.” 

“But what are you? I have never heard of this Lady you speak of.” 

“We came to prominence shortly after the Apocalypse ravaged the inner 

regions of Woodland. Whereas the Church fell our Lady rose up telling us that 

the angels had told her that this was a false apocalypse, and that paradise 

awaited those who fought against it.” 

“But what has my mother got to do with this?” 
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“She sent us food and medicine and horses, and in return we helped your 

father fend off the scourge when it struck Palatine. Our combined effort pushed 

the nightmare out of Palatine and allowed King Charming to build his wall.”  

“And where are you taking us?” 

“To our monastery in the Magravir-pass. Where you’ll rest and recuperate 

until you are ready to journey on.” 

A cold shiver ran down Apple-Green’s spine when Aurora mentioned 

Magravir. ‘Infrom where you’ll follow the Rhine, and then through the 

Magravir-pass…’ 

“How can I trust that that is your intention?” she demanded, “how can I 

know you are who you say you are.” 

“Because your mother told us you carry her Mirror,” said Aurora. 

Apple-Green’s hand immediately went to her neck, where the chain or her 

artefact was nestled. “She told you.” 

“Yes, in case you should be suspicious. Our loyalty is to the Lady, but we 

serve the Queen of Palatine, our greatest patron. Our duty is to the destruction of 

this darkness, and as such we know of your mission, your Highness, and we are 

here to see it succeed.” Aurora then bent the knee to Apple-Green and bowing 

her head almost to the knee-cap - the other Followers copied her. “We are at 

your service, your Highness.” 

Apple-Green was non-plussed. Was this some luck at last - some shred of 

friendship since she had been stranded in Death’s Home? She glanced around, 

seeing Beans looking wary, and also- 

“You!” Apple-Green’s finger struck out like a baton as she spotted the pale 

boy, lurking in one corner of the raft. “Thief! What is he doing here?” 

“Forgive me, your Highness, he was sharing a cell with Beans here. We did 

not dare risk that he might alert the guards if we left him behind, so we brought 

him along.” 

“He’s a thief, and a… a Catamite! Seize him!” 
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Brother Jonathan shot to his feet and grabbed the boy by the scruff of his 

shirt. 

“Please don’t!” yelped the boy, as Brother Jonathan held him at arm’s length 

over the water. “I- I-” 

“Why did you try to steal from us?” said Apple-Green. 

“I told you, I needed to get out of Faustenburg,” said the boy, struggling in 

Jonathan’s unrelating grip. 

“And why Beans’ hood and my necklace?” 

“That hood is magic. So are her boots. The hood is made from a fabric that 

makes the wearer invisible to anyone wishing to harm them, while the boots are 

Seven-League boots. Anyone who wears them can cross a hundred miles in a 

few easy strides.” 

“And how do you know this?” 

“Because they belonged to my father.” 

Apple-Green’s eye then moved to Beans, who was watching the interrogation 

with - was it distaste? Calculation? Apathy? Apple-Green could not tell. “Is this 

true? Is he really the son of Johann Jaeger?” 

Beans looked like she was going to retort, then hesitated - first time she had 

ever done so. Then she nodded. “He is.” 

“How do you know.” 

“I just do, damnit!” 

Aurora then said: “What do you wish to do with him, your Highness?” 

Apple-Green was stumped. 

Who can you trust? The Followers - who had come to the rescue just as the 

Rumplestilskin had said they would; this boy, this creature, who might well be 

Rumplestilskin’s lackie; and then Beans - she was vouching for him, and yet 

how could Apple-Green know she was not involved as well. Who can you trust? 

“I’m sorry!” gasped the boy, “I’m sorry.” 
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She saw the boy’s face - the skin as pale as the belly of a fish; the trembling 

lips, the hollowed cheeks, the mangy blonde hair, the shadows under his bright 

blue eyes. She felt herself tremble. She could not look away. 

“How do I know you’re not a spy?” She said. 

“On my mother’s grave.” 

“That does not mean anything.” 

“It does to me. The first ten years of my life was spent with only her.” 

“Where was your father?” 

“Out fighting in wars. He was always off fighting.” 

“And neither of them taught you not to steal?” 

“My mother did. My father didn’t” gasped the boy. “Too busy feeling 

ashamed of me. Finally he abandoned me in Faustenburg. I had no choice but to 

steal.” 

“Why would Johann Jaeger abandon his own son?” 

“Look at me!” said the boy. “I was a sickly child. I was scared of everything, 

and I was useless as a huntsman or a soldier. I was a walking disappointment.”  

Apple-Green could not think of a response. Her heart was racing. Why could 

she not make up her mind? 

“Let him go, Apple-Green.” It was Beans who had spoken. 

The two of them exchanged glances. Apple-Green still saw that Beans had 

that indecipherable expression on her face. Does she trust him? Or is it a spy 

protecting a spy? 

She decided to toss the dice and said: “Sister Aurora. Tell your man to let 

Jaeger go.” 

 

* * * 
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Many hours later, the fire in the hearth of the burgomaster’s office was still 

burning, its hungry light dancing over the armchair that faced it, in which sat a 

figure, a cup of wine in a small, long-fingered hand. 

Someone knocked on the door. 

“Enter.” 

Oxhead entered, keeping his eyes averted as he stammered: “The last of the 

patrol returned… there’s no sign of them anywhere in the city, master. 

They’re… they’re gone.” 

The Stitched-up Man could almost hear Oxhead’s bladder prepare to burst, 

and could hear the sweat seep from his pores. He decided to leave the man in 

suspense for a few more painful seconds, caressing his cup with his claws, 

helping himself to a sip, all the while knowing that Oxhead’s mind was racing 

through a thousand different ways he was going to get punished for letting the 

prisoners escape. “No bother.”  

“Master?” 

“You’ve done well, Captain. Tell your men to go back to their posts. Now 

get out.” 

“Uh- yes, Master - of course, Master,” and he left, closing the door behind 

him. 

The Stitched-up Man finished the wine, then he spoke to the air: “Step 

forward, my pets.” 

A low growl slithered from the shadows, in which nestled multiple pairs of 

dark eyes glinting orange in the firelight. “What is it, Master?” 

“Our guests decided to leave early, Turin, have you and your boys convince 

them to come back.” 

A low rumble issued from the throat of Turin - a bestial chuckle. “How 

convincing should we be?” 

“Bring the Princess back. Kill the rest.” 
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The rumble grew louder, and now it was not only Turin laughing, but his 

comrades in the shadows. At that moment, Turing stepped into the firelight and 

revealed to all a hunched man - or at least, he might have been a man, had it not 

been for the the coarse hair that covered his flesh, long pointed ears, black eyes, 

and when he grinned sharp teeth gleamed between his hard lips. “As you wish, 

Master” and he drew forth a boar-spear, black as pitch and sharp as sin. 

 

* * * 

 

The river led the raft through Death’s Home, and the tension onboard was 

palpable. Apple-Green woke to it each morning and went to sleep with it each 

night. Sister Aurora and her companions kept ceaseless vigilance, but even 

though it left the rest of them a chance to get shut-eye, Apple-Green could see 

that Beans remained more restless than usual. She kept her distance from the 

rest of them whenever they made camp, and was the last to go to sleep - and 

Apple-Green noticed that her eye would often stray towards their cowled 

guardians. And then there was the boy, Lil’Jaeger - a catamite, and yet the son 

of a legend like Johan Jaeger. His story had stirred pity in Apple-Green, but 

could she trust someone who went against the natural order of things. 

As Apple-Green considered this tension, her mind kept returning to that fire-

lit room, and the voice in the shadows. How do you know Beans isn’t working 

for me? How do you know everyone you meet on your journey are not really in 

my pay? Apple-Green had dismissed the thought several times, and yet it never 

failed to creep back. She glanced at Beans, who was sitting encased in her red 

hood on the larboard side, keeping herself as inconspicuous as possible. What 

was she thinking about? Was she planning further escape… or was thinking how 

to steal Apple-Green back to the Stitched-up Man? And what about Lil’Jaeger - 

was he a spy? And what about Aurora and the Followers? Who could she trust? 
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Apple-Green was conflicted, and she remained conflicted as they stopped for 

the night and the Followers pulled the raft up to shore. Ahead of them rose the 

Magravir ranges - a dozen lumbering behemoths reaching for the darkening sky. 

Within minutes of disembarking, and as smoothly as clockwork, the Followers 

drew up the raft and took up perimeter positions. They made no fire; the 

Followers would not risk being spotted. And yet, even without a fire, they had 

supplied Apple-Green with a spare hood and robe - the fabric was course, but at 

least it was warm. As they settled down to eat (rations of hardtack, salted beef 

and pickled greens) Apple-Green kept looking towards the mountains. “Is it 

far?” 

“Not too far,” said Aurora, helping herself to hardtack. “Another day and we 

should reach the monastery.” 

“And what then?” 

“Rest. Regain your strength,” said Aurora, letting Spidle peck at crumbs in 

her hand, “until our Lady decides its time for you to continue your journey.” 

“And how long will that be?” 

Aurora glanced at Apple-Green and smiled. “You can trust us, Princess. 

We’re your friends.” 

So would an enemy say, Apple-Green thought, but decided to instead say: “of 

course, but you must understand that time is of the essence.” 

“We understand, your Highness. But trust me when I say that we are doing 

the best we can.” 

Apple-Green had no answer to that, instead she rubbed the chain of her 

mirror. She then noticed one of the Followers, standing guard, scratch his beard, 

and a question came to her: “why are they bound to silence and not you?” 

“Because the Lady chose me as her voice.” 

“And why was that?” 

“Question not the Lady,” hissed Speidel, fixing his beady eyes on Apple-

Green, “to question her is to question the Lord.” 
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Aurora shushed the bird and stroked his head. “It’s alright. I honestly do not 

know. I would imagine that the Lady saw something in me when she first found 

me. I lost my father and brother in the first few days of the Apocalypse - the 

people I spent my life protecting. Years ago, my father took a second-wife, and 

she could not stand the sight of her step-children. She alienated me, but when 

she killed my little brother she chopped him up and put him in a stew, and my 

father and I ate it - not knowing what it contained. I was his sister, I should have 

been there to protect my brother. And yet his spirit remained in the world in the 

form of a white pigeon, and crushed our murderous stepmother’s head under a 

millstone, after which he turned back into a human. I became a true believer 

after that - what other force than God could have made that happen. But when I 

lost him and my father for good to the Dead’ons, I despaired, wondering if God 

had abandoned us all in our darkest hour. It was then that the Followers found 

me. The Lady knew my story, knew what I had beaten myself over for so many 

years, and how lost I now was. She told me that God had not abandoned us. 

Rather, this was his ultimate test, and that those of us who were still alive had a 

duty to fight the hordes of darkness.” 

It was at that moment that Brother Jonathan slipped forwards and tapped 

Aurora’s shoulder. He then began making small and subtle hand-gestures, to 

which Aurora nodded, “yes, show me, Brother. Please forgive me, your 

Highness, but I must attend to something.” 

“What is it?” 

“Nothing to worry about,” and she walked away, Speidel on her shoulder. 

“They do a poor job hiding worry,” said a voice behind Apple-Green, who 

turned to see Beans come over to settle down next to her - or, more correctly, 

she knelt down, indicating she had no intention of occupying Apple-Green’s 

personal space more than was necessary. 

It took all of Apple-Green’s willpower not to shirk away from Beans. “How 

so?” 



 18 

“Something’s following us.” 

“What? Since when?” 

“Since we left Faustenburg. It keeps its distance, and its hard to spot, but it’s 

there, watching us always.” 

“Do you think it means us harm?” 

“It’s Death’s Home, everything here wants to harm us. But I have no idea 

what it is, but it’s got the Followers worried, though they’ll never admit it.” 

“You don’t trust them, do you?” 

Beans gave her a look, “I hope for your sake that you don’t.” 

“More than I do you.” 

Beans blinked, “You can’t be serious. You’ve known me longer than you. 

They show up right out of the blue and say they’ll help you.” 

“So did you, as I recall.” 

Beans’ face contorted into an expression of frowning consternation. “You 

can’t trust these people. They’re fanatics! I’ve seen them in action, they are so 

consumed with this crusade of theirs that they will rather let themselves be eaten 

alive than retreat. I saw them when the Dead’ons overran Worms - everyone got 

out, but they stayed put and let themselves get torn to pieces.” 

“Sounds rather devout to me.” 

“It’s wasteful, that’s what it is.” 

“Are you worried they intend to recruit you.” 

“No, but I’m worried they’re leading you down the garden path. Nobody in 

this world does anything without a reason - and I don’t buy their bullshit for one 

second.” 

Apple-Green stared Beans full in the face. “And you, what was your reason? 

I seem to recall your ears perking when I promised your weight in gold if you 

brought me to Adalreich.” 

“Yeah. And?” 
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“And that’s why I trust Aurora and the Followers more than I do you, Beans. 

From the moment we first met, I have been able to smell the disdain you have 

for me. I endured it for the sake of the mission, even though I knew that if your 

loyalty was based on gold, what would happen if someone paid you more not to 

help me.” 

Beans’ consternation turned into a glare. “You ungrateful little shit! I knew 

this would happen. You aristocrats are all the same: you expect the world to 

revolve around you just because you happened to crawl into the world on silk 

sheets. This is the very attitude that destroyed my father.” 

Apple-Green did not skirt away from the glare, instead she returned it - 

applying a level of loathing she didn’t know she had had in her. “Get out of my 

sight.” 

“Gladly!” and Beans walked away. Apple-Green watched her, relishing the 

rush of righteous power. Beans had deserved the reprimand; she would keep her 

distance now, and Apple-Green preferred it that way. Spy or not, Beans was a 

delinquent, a cynic, the sort of person that did more harm than good. And 

Apple-Green had now given Beans reason to leave their company. 

And yet, as she settled down to sleep, doubt gnawed on Apple-Green 

conscience. 

She consulted her Mirror. As the artefact showed her Palatine, and the dark 

forces besieging the Wall, she reassured herself with the thought that the 

mission came first. 

“How do you know Beans is not working for me?” She recalled - could she 

trust Beans’ judgment? “You can’t trust these people. They’re fanatics!” 

Apple-Green glanced at her reflection in the mirror. What she wished, it 

would show her. In that case, could it show her a person’s character? She began 

formulating the spell - Magic mirror, show me whom I can trust hither? No that 

wouldn’t rhyme. Show me-show me to whom should my trust given be? That 

could work; she was just about to say it when-  
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No, her mind had been made up. She could not change course now. 

Whatever Beans’ character, her part in this story was over now. Apple-Green 

put away the Mirror, lay down, and closed her eyes, preparing herself for a night 

of fitful dreams. 

 

* * * 

 

While all this occurred, Jaeger - or ‘Lil’Jaeger’ as his mother would call him 

while she was still alive - had kept a wary eye on  party. He had paid particular 

attention to the conversations between the Princess and Aurora, and then 

between the princess and Beans. Four years in Faustenburg had taught 

Lil’Jaeger how to disguise observation - how to be invisible even though he was 

in plain sight. It had also taught him how to read people. The tension was 

growing within their group: Beans could not stand the Followers, but the 

Princess would not go anywhere without them. And as for the Followers, could 

you ever feel safe around religious nutcases? And none of them trusted him. To 

the Followers he was a sinner roped into God’s plan; to the princess, he was 

scum; and Beans’ hero-worship of Lil’Jaeger’s father obliged her to call him a 

liar. But none of that mattered to Lil’Jaeger. 

 When the girls finished their fight and Beans settled herself as far away 

from Apple-Green as possible, Lil’Jaeger stepped a little outside of camp, 

saying he needed to relieve himself. As he urinated against a withered tree, he 

could not help but relish the openness of Death’s Home. No streets, now alleys, 

now walls - wide and rolling wilderness all around. Even the air itself smelt of 

freedom - cold and dead as it might be, it was clear instead of putrid; crisp 

instead of cloying. He did not want this feeling to end. But as indescribably free 

as he felt, his troubles were not over yet. He had to get away. The Followers 

were religious zealots, and the idea of following them to their fortress seemed as 

safe as playing with matches while caked in tar. And then there was the rift 
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between Beans and Apple-Green. Those two were ready to collide. He needed to 

get away before they did, and he knew how. He would stick with them until they 

reached the Magravir passes, then he would make off with Beans’ boots, hood, 

the sword, along with the Princess’ necklace - there was magic in that bauble, 

Lil’Jaeger had felt it when he’d held it. Once he had those he would vanish into 

the wilderness. And as for the girls and the Followers, Lil’Jaeger had often been 

told that the Magravir pass was always capped with snow, even in summer. 

Snowy passes were dangerous places - accidents tended to happen there. 

 As he made his way back to camp, he heard a wolf howl in the distance. 

The sound made a chill run up his spine, and made him grateful to be back 

within the camp’s protective enclosure. 

But what Lil’Jaeger had heard wasn’t a wolf. Instead, some fifty yards 

away, hidden among the bushes and brambles, the thing that had been following 

them watched the camp. If anyone had been observing the figure, they might 

have caught a glint of rolling eyes, and the glistening of a sinister grin. The thing 

in the bushes sniffed and breathed, growled and giggled; eyes rolling, grinning 

from ear to ear, claw-like fingers pawing the ground, while on its lap rested a 

blunderbuss. 

  

 

* * * 

 

Part 4 – The Black Spear 
She was heading to her grandma’s shack, at the edge of the estate. She was 

hugging herself tightly - not just from the cold wind that nipped at her skin, but 

also the bone-deep disgust the inside her; coiled inside her like a maggot. All 

she wanted was to shrink into herself and cease to be - but as physical reality 

would not grant that wish, the best thing she could do was try to be somewhere 

else. 
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Nanna’s cabin lay at the edge of her father’s land, a sturdy little construct 

located on a slope overlooking the landscape all around. This was her father’s 

family home - and he had left it behind the moment fortune had finally favoured 

him and he had bought the whole county. Thatch-roofed, daub-and-wattle 

walled, the shack was a lone, pathetic structure, and yet it had stood there (lone 

and pathetic) a dozen centuries, and looked like it would stand for another dozen 

- much like its owner. 

A stones’s throw away from the house, stood the rotten stump of a gigantic 

beanstalk. 

Still clutching herself against the cold, Beans knocked on the door. It opened 

and a wizened old woman, with the look and feel of frozen leather, said: “Yes, 

what do you want?” 

Beans didn’t say anything, but kept her eyes averted. 

“Well, what is it? Spit it out, girl. Are you sick?” 

Beans shook her head. 

“Are you hungry?” 

Beans shook her head again. 

“Has he been hitting you again?” 

Beans didn’t know what to respond, and the old woman noticed this because 

she said: 

“… Not just that, was it?” 

Beans clenched her eyes shut, her whole body tightening. 

Nana stepped forward and, to Beans’ astonishment, hugged her. In all her 

life, Beans had never known her grandmother as anything softer than cold steel, 

and yet now, for the first time… 

The sudden contact made the thin dam that had formed inside Beans break, 

and the tidal-wave that surged forwards was titanic. 

Tears, heavy as mill-stones, rolled down her cheeks, sobs burst from inside 

her very core, making her body shake. 
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“It’s alright, girl,” Nana said, with tenderness. “Go ahead.” 

Beans never knew how long they stood there, her mewling into her 

grandmother’s shoulder, while the old scarecrow pressed her close. She was not 

even sure when they broke apart. She felt empty, as if all her strength had been 

spent producing the outburst. All she knew was that she was now inside Nana’s 

shack, a blanket over her shoulders, in a seat by the hearth, and a cup of mulled 

wine in her hands. 

“Drink deep, girl” Nana said, and Beans complied - barely flinching as the 

beverage scolded her insides. 

“Now tell me what happened.” 

“I was cleaning the kitchen” she said in a small voice, “and then he came 

downstairs. I made to go away, let him do whatever he wanted. Then he told me 

to stay put - saying we hadn’t spoken properly in years. I did as he said, though I 

barely understood half of what he was saying. Then suddenly he looked at me, 

and said I… he said I looked like her. Like mother.” She took another searing 

sip. “He was drunk, he shambled down the stairs, and when he spoke he 

blubbered, but he said… he said he often wondered where she was, and how 

beautiful she was and… and then he said she never seemed to look at him in any 

way except under her nose. He got angry, started throwing things around. And 

finally he looked at me and started saying: ‘you bitch, how dare you leave me! 

Was I never man enough for you? I was more man than all those other panzies 

you flitted around. I slew fucking giants, I did!’” Her hands were shaking now. 

“He kept shouting, and when I made to go he grabbed me. I told him to let go, 

but he wouldn’t listen. Instead he said: ‘You all thought you were better than 

me! I’ll show you, I’ll show you all’ And then he threw himself at me. I tried to 

make him stop but he wouldn’t listen. He was crushing me, while he tried to…” 

she did not dare say it, feeling her insides writhe with loathing. 

“Did he…?” Nanna asked cautiously. 
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Beans shuddered forth a shake of the head. “I got my arm free and dug my 

nails into his face. He jumped back at that and I ran.” 

For the hundredth time the scene replayed itself in her head. The gargled 

rage, the weight, the helplessness, the feeling of her nails digging into flesh, and 

the mad run up the stairs - she had almost flown up those steps. Once she was 

atop the steps and already halfway out, she had heard him plead: ‘Oh God. 

Beans, come back! BEANS! I’m sorry, baby, I’m so sorr-!’ Then she had 

slammed the door shut behind her and kept walking. 

Beans glanced at her grandmother, who had taken a poker and was prodding 

the fire. She betrayed no reaction to the tale, until she said: “Disgusting,” 

“What?” 

“Disgusting. All of it. Shameful - beyond shameful. His father was a 

simpleton, always thinking about what was out of reach and caring little for the 

here and now. I was not sorry to see him leave - I’d been expecting it for years. 

When your father came along I hoped his father’s foolishness wasn’t hereditary, 

but my hopes were dashed soon enough. On the day you were born I thanked 

heaven that you were a girl. ‘Finally’, I though, ‘a lick of sense in this long line 

of idiots.’ It was only by a strike of madman’s luck that those beans he bought 

were magical. Unimaginable wealthy and unlimited fame - and then he 

squandered it all away, chasing sunsets until he realised he was never to catch it. 

It ruined him, financially, parentally, and now… this. He’s not a man anymore.” 

Beans did not say anything. 

Nanna knelt down and grasped Beans’ hands, locking eyes with her. 

“Remember this night, girl. Life is not a fairytale - it’s cruel, and to us women 

especially. But we have advantages: our wits, our endurance, our memory - 

those are the tools the Lord blessed us with. Men, life, the world, whatever they 

do to us, we remember, we endure, and we crush them by outwitting them. We 

must bring them to heel. Remember that, Beans.” 

Beans squeezed her grandmother’s hand. “Yes, Nana.” 
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There was a knocking on the door, making Beans jump. 

“You stay here,” Nanna said, “I’ll deal with it.” 

Beans shirked closer to the wall, keeping her eyes everywhere but at the door 

as Nanna opened it. 

“Yes?” 

“Good evening, Ma’am. I just wanted to tell you that I fished out the dead 

animal in your well.” It was a man’s voice, though one that Beans had never 

heard before. 

“Thank you,” said Nana, in her usual crispness, “also, you’ll be sleeping in 

the shed tonight. My granddaughter’s not well, and she needs the bed.” 

“Granddaughter? Is she alright?” 

“No, not really. But she could use a good night’s sleep.” 

“Yes, of course, ma’am. Give her my best wishes.” 

“I will. Goodnight, Johann.” 

“Goodnight, ma’am.” And Nana closed the door. 

“Who was that?” Beans asked. 

“A soldier. He passed by here a few days ago and asked for shelter in the 

shed. Then he found out the passes over the Rhön are snowed up for the season, 

so he asked if he could stay, so long as he pushed his weight around here.” 

“What’s his name.” 

“Johann Jaeger, I believe…” 

 

* * * 

 

Beans woke with a start. 

The others were still asleep, huddled under heavy robes around a campfire 

that had reduced itself to embers. It was still dark. At first, Beans thought the 

Followers had abandoned them, then she spotted their shapes - dark and 

motionless, camouflaged among the rocks and crags surrounding them. They 
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never seemed to sleep. Instead, they either kept watch, prayed, or sharpened 

weapons. They were ready to die without hesitation - the notion radiated from 

them. Beans had amused herself wondering if screaming while being torn to 

pieces would count as a breach of their vow of silence. That was probably not 

the case with Aurora, that pious chatterbox. In the days since they had left 

Faustenburg, rafted the Rhine and ventured into the Magravir’s foothills, Apple-

Green had adopted Aurora and her talking sparrow as a second shadow. They 

never left each other’s side, talking together constantly. To Beans, it was 

disgusting. 

But what did that matter anymore? Apple-Green no longer wanted to speak 

to her, and that was fine by Beans. 

She felt nature call and moved away from the camp, finding herself a 

sheltered corner a stone’s throw away from camp. Up here in the Magravir there 

was nothing but rocks and crags and steep drops - plenty of places to hide. 

She was just about done when a sound made her stiffen. Slowly, she pulled 

her breeches back up, keeping one hand on her knife, all the while keeping her 

eye on where the sound had come from. 

The minutes passed by, and Beans knew that she was being watched. 

At some point, she decided to take a risk and said: “I haven’t got all night, so 

piss off already!” 

From somewhere she could not see, Beans heard a low voice say, in an 

almost sing-song voice: “wolves in the loft, wolves in the shed - wolves in the 

hay and wolves in the bed!“ 

Beans frowned. 

“Wolves in the kitchen, wolves in the larder - cooking little girls and women 

and grannies who work harder!” 

Beans readied herself. “Show yourself!” 

“Wolves by the rivers and up in the hills - holy Followers too busy with li’l-

old Grey Pelt, they don’t notice the real perils.” 
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“Shut up and come out!” 

“Wolves skulking in the cliffs and dales - wolves come for little princesses, 

dressed in robes and not in frills.” 

“The fuck are you talking about?” 

Silence, then: “Is your princess as safe as you think?” 

Beans’ heart stopped for a second, and she made to rush back to camp, when 

a metallic click made her freeze. 

“Now-now,” said the figure that stepped out from hiding, firearm aimed at 

Beans, “no sudden moves, or Honker will be mad.” 

 

* * * 

 

Apple-Green couldn’t sleep. Every time she closed her eyes her unconscious 

mind wandered - it would always start with Palatine. She would see the rolling 

hills, the rivers, the fields golden with wheat. She saw the people. Hard-

working, busy, absorbed in their tiny everyday dilemmas and duties - yet always 

obedient when a monarch approached; always made sure to curtsy or bow when 

she had passed. She imagined the grandiose parties, the legions of aristocrats, 

upstarts, officers and performers in attendance. She imagined the gardens of the 

palace - a fathomless realm of flowers, trimmed lawns, articulate hedges and 

dramatic statuary. She remembered the books in the library. She remembered 

the horses in the stables. The dogs in the kennel. And then she thought of mama 

and papa. Her recollection would always conclude with them, and she would see 

them as she remembered them when she had been small: noble, composed, 

unbending, almost eternal. Back then, Mama’s smiles had been broad, her eyes 

calm, her laugh budding from the hard shell that had been her fear during the 

reign of her step-mother. And her father - a jolly giant. The handsomest man in 

the world in little Apple-Green’s eyes; always smiling and laughing when he 
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saw her. His hair had been greying, and a paunch had been loom under his deep 

chest - which had not seemed to bother him much. 

And then she would watch Papa’s smile fade. His face grew harder, he grew 

quieter. His grey turned whiter, and his paunch receded as he ate less and 

exercised constantly. And then he had gone, disappearing for three whole years. 

A similar change came over Mama. The worry lines grew deeper and more 

numerous - she had seemed to age faster in front of Apple-Green, as she handled 

the affairs of the palace, heard petitions and juggled courtiers and officials - all 

the while praying for the salvation of her adoptive nation, and (if God was kind) 

her husband’s safe return.  

And then, one day, Papa had come back. The whole city had rejoiced - their 

beloved king was coming home after successfully defeating the dark forces and 

pushing them out of the kingdom. Mama had smiled again, and Apple-Green 

could not wait to be in her father’s arms once more and bombard him with 

stories of the books she had read, the horses she had ridden and the puppies she 

had played with. When he had left, King Charming had been resplendent in 

uniform - a black and red coat, white breeches and austere black boots - riding a 

formidable black steed, followed by rank upon rank of Palatine’s finest. All 

resolutely marching through the city, waving to the applauding subjects - all 

their love, devotion and prayers with them. A similar spectacle was what 

marked the victorious return to Palatine. Apple-Green had watched from the 

parapets as the army returned, led by a fine figure on a formidable black steed. 

She had then waited, struggling to maintain composure, as the royal entourage 

entered the courtyard. When the commander-in-chief had cantered into the yard 

where his court, household and family awaited him, Apple-Green had almost 

rushed forward to hug her dear old Papa… 

But then she had noticed something. The man on the horse wasn’t Papa. It 

looked like him, but it wasn’t. The young man dressed like the king bowed to 

the queen, then directed everyone’s attention to the carriage - a sombre black 
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vehicle that had formed the rear of the royal entourage. The imposter had 

stepped forward, opened the carriage, and helped out… no. It couldn’t have 

been. 

A living man had left Palatine. What stepped out of the carriage, who the 

officers announced as the king, was a skeleton - or worse than that, because a 

skeleton is the result of death. What Apple-Green was seeing, was something in 

between. A thin, white husk, a living-dead entity alien to Apple-Greens bright 

and living world. 

And Apple-Green had seen what it was her father and all those brave sons of 

Palatine had fought. It was those things that emerged behind her catatonic father 

- she would find herself dragged into that dark carriage, and inside loomed 

clawing, biting, shambling horrors, and cackling shadow-things that kept 

looming out of sight yet always coming closer, cackling evilly. 

Apple-Green hugged her knees to her chest. Why was it all coming down on 

her now? Why was this godforsaken land taking away her sleep as well. She had 

concluded long ago that something about Death’s Home robbed one of 

everything - dignity, faith, remorse, and hope. She had felt it in the air, in the 

feel of the ground, and she had looked it right in the eye at Faustenburg. She 

certainly saw it in Jaeger - currently fast asleep a few feet away.  

Or was this insomnia connected with her fight with Beans? 

Apple-Green did not want to think about it. All she wanted was to sleep - to 

sleep and maybe, just maybe, wake up in her own bed again back in Palatine, 

and see a smiling and healthy mother and father again. 

She realised she was thirsty and got up. As she moved through the camp, she 

saw no sign of Beans. Maybe she had finally run off? With some effort, Apple-

Green spotted a nearby Follower, and it was not until she tapped his shoulder 

that she recognised brother Lukas - sharp and narrow where brothers Jonathan 

and Matthew were heavy and gruff. Apple-Green liked him because, though he 
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didn’t speak, he was always greet her approaches with a smile. He was sitting on 

a rock, looking out across the foothills. 

“Where’s the water?” she asked. Brother Lukas produced the canteen from 

his robes and gave it to Apple-Green. 

“I can’t sleep, Brother” she mumbled, finishing her sip, not expecting an 

answer. “And I don’t know why.” 

As expected, Brother Lukas said nothing. 

“I keep thinking of home. I set off to save Palatine, but I feel like I’m failing 

somehow. As if I’m doing something wrong. But what could it be? I don’t know 

what to do, brother.” 

She looked up as she felt a hand on her shoulder. Lukas was no longer 

smiling, but was now pointing to his chest, then to his ear, and then repeated the 

motion. 

“I don’t-” 

A projectile whoop made them both turn, just as something came flying out 

of the shadows, and a black boar-spear struck brother Lukas in the chest. A 

scream burst from Apple-Green’s lips as the Follower pitched backwards and hit 

the ground, blood gushing from his mouth as he clutched the spear shaft. Her 

scream was cut-short however, as out of the darkness something shot forward 

and wrestled her to the ground, one huge hairy hand pressed over her mouth 

while pinning her to the ground. 

“I have the princess! Kill the rest!” 

 

* * * 

 

Lil’Jaeger had been feigning sleep, waiting. He had not dared make a move 

while the Princess was still struggling to sleep. He could not risk a move on her 

necklace while she was tossing and turning. His plans had been further foiled 



 31 

when Beans had woken up and snuck out of the camp. She was clever: she never 

went anywhere without her effects. 

Keeping his eyes open but just a crack, Lil’Jaeger watched as the Princess 

had headed towards one of the Followers on watch. The sooner she and Beans 

went back to sleep the better. 

His skin had then started prickling. Something was not right, and he got his 

answer when the Princess screamed. Lil’Jaeger had scrambled for cover, and 

had watched as dark shapes swooped out of the darkness, assailing Aurora and 

the remaining two Followers who had been alerted by Apple-Green’s cry.  

“I have the princess! Kill the rest!” snarled the figure that was restraining 

Apple-Green, banking the black boar-spear from the chest of her companion. In 

the moon-light, Lil’Jaeger could make out a man’s shape, but he had never seen 

such a hairy man, or with such pointed features, and even in the dark Lil’Jaeger 

could make out the man’s eyes: yellow with inky-black slit-pupils. 

It’s the Wild Hunt! 

“For the Virgin!” yelled Aurora, pulling from the folds of her robes a cross-

shaped cudgel, just as Brother Jonathan drew a curved sword and knife, and 

Brother Matthew a hammer. “Thy Will! Thy Will! Thy- gargh” Aurora jumped 

back as an arrow struck her in the breast, and sank to the ground as another 

struck her in the stomach. Similar projectiles lodged themselves in her brothers. 

For one moment, it looked as if the battle was over as shaggy dark figures 

circled the Followers. Then with am ursine roar, Brother Matthew emerged like 

a cassocked titan and swiped at the nearest attacker, who dodged, but was struck 

at the follow-through, his skull splitting like an egg. 

Pandamonium reigned. Lil’Jaeger watched as three hooded fighters faced off 

against hulking, wolfish fiends, coming at them with spears, daggers, claws and 

teeth. The Followers kept to a tight formation, with the brothers forming the 

flanks and Aurora holding the centre. As the attacker came howling and yapping 

into the fray, the Followers showed no fear. 
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“Protect the Prin-!” screamed Aurora, just as a spear struck her mid-drift and 

she buckled back. A bestial howl made Lil’Jaeger turn back to where the 

Princess was being held. 

 

* * * 

 

She could taste him. Sweat, filth, leathery flesh - that was all Apple-Green 

registered as her assailant’s hand pressed against her mouth. She could not 

move, could not speak. All she could do was feel him pressing down on her - 

like a matted avalanche - crushing her against the hard ground, all the while 

tasting that foul hand.  

She heard the battle - the hiss of arrows, the cries, the bestial howls and 

Aurora’s half-made cry of: “Protect the Prin-!” 

“Stay down, Princess,” growled the assailant, exhaling a fog of putridness 

into her face through needle-sharp teeth. “Keep still. The less you move, the less 

I’ll have to make you still.” She felt his claws press into her cheeks - not enough 

to puncture the skin, but enough to make Apple-Green, frozen with terror, to go 

limp underneath the monster. 

“Good girl. No need for us to get nasty. Certainly not with the Stitched-up 

Man. He’ll be happy to see you back.” 

That reality broke through Apple-Green’s paralysis: she was not going back - 

never again! With all the strength she could muster, she shifted within the 

monster’s hold and, fighting against the gag-reflex, dug her teeth into the area 

between his thumb and fore-finger. The assailant howled, clutching his bleeding 

hand as he pulled away from Apple-Green. She meanwhile, spitting out a 

mouthful of blood, tried to crawl. 

“NO!” snarled the wolf-man, reaching out, and Apple-Green gave a yell as 

his claws drove into her back. “You’re not going anywhere!” 
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Apple-Green’s hand shot forth, fumbling in the dark for something - 

anything - that might help her. 

“You’re mine!” 

Her fingers closed around something wooden, and without looking or 

thinking, she jammed what she the end of the stick backwards into where her 

attacker was. To her surprise, she felt the unseen end slide through flesh, 

followed by a scream, and the claws releasing her. She spun around where she 

lay, and saw that the head of the black boar-spear, discarded during the struggle, 

had lodged itself in her attacker’s shoulder. She scrambled back. The monster 

made a grab for her, but was stopped by the hilt under the spear-head. He could 

not push as the butt of the spear had lodged itself in a crack - bracing his weight 

against stone. 

All Apple-Green saw in that moment were the yellow eyes, seething with a 

bloodthirsty madness, and then she was back in Faustenburg: “Queen Snow-

white’s child… so lovely… so young.” 

She felt her blood boil such as she had never known it ever could before, and 

it surged out of her in a wordless yell as, with both hands, she twisted the spear, 

ripping deeper into the monster’s shoulder muscle. He whimpered, he gasped, 

his lunges grew weaker, and finally he went still - hovering over a pool of his 

own blood. His eyes stared at her blankly - accusingly - and she simply sat there, 

staring back, not realising what was happening around her. She was in a space 

between spaces, in which only she and the motionless creature inhabited. 

“Princess?” 

Apple-Green whirled around, and saw Beans standing over her, silver sword 

drenched in blood. “You alright?” 

“Is it… is it dead?” stammered Apple-Green, not taking her eyes of the 

creature. 

“It is. It won’t hurt you.” 

“I… I killed it.” 
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“Are you hurt, though?” 

“I… I think I’m- whaaa!” she flinched as sparks began to fly from the 

monster impaled on the spear, the skin crinkling and shrivelling like burning 

paper, the muscles and sinew melted away underneath, while the blood turned to 

steam. She and Beans watched as the wolf-man disintegrated and was gone. 

“What just happened?” 

“Magic” Beans said, “must be. Must be something that Stitched-up fellow 

did with them.” 

Apple-Green stared around, bestial humanoid dead also began to combust, 

forming puddles of devouring light. In the light of all those small fires, Apple-

Green noticed the newcomer behind Beans. It was a woman - late thirties or so - 

covered by a massive grey wolf’s pelt. She was filthy and unkept, with her black 

hair a cascade of greasy black down her back, and she looked at Apple-Green 

with eyes as wide a and pale as tea-plates, and an unwholesome grin stretching 

for ear to ear. She rested the blunderbuss she was carrying on her shoulder as 

she waved at Apple-Green. 

“Beans, who in God’s name is -” 

“It’s alright. It’s the thing your girlfriend of God told you not to worry about. 

She won’t hurt you.” That was a matter of opinion, Apple-Green thought, as the 

woman’s eyes never blinked. 

“You’re bleeding,” said the woman, “drip-drop-drip-drip!” 

Apple-Green did not at first understand, then she felt a strange wetness and 

the bite of cold air against flesh, and when she pressed her hand to her lower 

back, her palm glistened with ruby red in the fire-light. The sight of her own 

blood made her knees buckle. “Whoa, careful,” said Beans, leaning Apple-

Green against her. “It’s not too bad.” 

“Not too bad?!” gasped Apple-Green. “I- I’m blee-” Then she saw Sister 

Aurora propping herself against a rock, clutching her pierced side, arrows 
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protruding from her front. On either side of her lay Brothers Matthew and 

Jonathan, life-less. “Sister Aurora!” 

“I’m here, your Highness,” said Aurora, coughing up a gout of red. “We held 

off the Wild Hunt - carkkh-carkkh! - they scattered when Beans and her friend 

surprised them.” 

“The Wild Hunt?“ asked Apple-Green. 

“The Stitched-up Man’s trackers,” said a voice from the dark, and out 

emerged Jaeger, covered in steaming blood and clutching a bloody rock. “When 

he first came to power he needed someone to track down all who tried to do a 

runner out of Faustenburg. And so he took his best hunters and turned them into 

these.” He pointed to one of the fires, where the last vestiges of a wolf-man was 

claimed by the wind. “They’re faster than deer, can hear better than rabbits, and 

they can smell out prey miles away.” 

“And that’s why you have to keep moving,” choked Aurora. “They’re 

regrouping. Keep going up. I - carkkh-carkkh! - sent Speydal ahead to the 

Monastery. They know you’re coming and they’ll be - carkkh-carkkh! coming 

for you, but you can’t stay here or the Wild Hunt will catch you.” 

“They want to take me back to him,” Apple-Green said. “The one that 

attacked me said so.” 

“And kill the rest of us,” said Beans. “Don’t need more incentive than that.” 

“What about Aurora?” asked Apple-Green. 

“Leave me, Your Highness” the follower croaked. 

“No, we’re not leaving you behind for those fiends.” 

“Princess, it’s no use,” said Beans. “She won’t be able to stand let alone 

climb.” 

“We’ll tell them at the Monastery to send help,” said Apple-Green. “Just 

hold on, Aurora.” 

“I don’t fear death, Your Highness,” said Aurora with a sad, red-lipped 

smile. “I welcome it. Besides, I will see my family in the next life. But there is 
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one thing you could do for us: Our robes are lined with tarred linen. We cannot 

come back as Dead’ons if we are cremated. All you need are a few sparks and 

the cloth will catch fire; the rest is God's work." 

Behind them, Apple-Green heard the woman in the wolf-pelt chant: "There 

once was a man from Hohenheim, and he had a rather good time…” 

“I… suppose it’s the best we can do.” 

“It’s all we can do” said Beans, raising her sword. “Lady light, lady light, 

give your blessing warm and bright.” She then moved forwards and touched the 

flaming tip of her sabre to the insides of Brother Matthew’s robes. It barely took 

a moment before the robes ignited, and flames began to devour the fallen 

Follower, and the phenomenon repeated with Brother Jonathan. With some help 

from Jaeger, they tossed Brother Lukas’ body into the blaze as well. 

“Little candles to God,” trilled the woman in the wolf-pelt, “for little girls to 

wish upon.” She, Apple-Green and Jaeger watched as Beans moved towards 

Aurora, flanked by burning brothers, and the air thickening with the smell of 

roasting flesh. 

“It’s not a good way to go,” said Beans. “Burning, I mean.” 

“We never get to choose” said Aurora. “The best we can do is see it through. 

Pain in this life will be forgotten in Paradise.” 

“And if there is none.” 

Aurora smiled. “At least it will be better than all this.” 

Beans touched the fabric of Aurora’s robes, and as the first tongues of flame 

emerged, the woman looked to Apple-Green and said: “Go with God, Princess.” 

And then her head lolled forwards and remained there, just as the fire consumed 

her along with her brethren. 

Hassenlauf, Apple-Green thought, and now Aurora and her brothers. How 

many more will die to help me? 

“Onwards! Onwards!” chanted the woman in the wolf-pelt. “The Hunt is 

afoot. And the Prey cannot dally.” 
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“She’s right. We need to move.” 

“We’re following the lead of a mad-woman?” asked Jaeger. 

“No one’s leading anyone. We’re just running.” 

Apple-Green meanwhile had moved to where her fallen foe had been - 

though now the wind was picking up his ashes. Nestled among the char and 

cinders, glinted the spear blade. To her, the metal and the shaft - the weapon as a 

whole - seemed blacker than pitch, blacker than the night. Rather, its colour was 

that of a deep and all-devouring abyss, looking back at her from the ground. She 

picked it up. 

“Princess, we have to go now!” 

Apple-Green snapped back to reality. “Yes - yes you’re right. Let’s go!” 

The smelt of burnt flesh hung in the crisp air as the four of them headed into 

the mountains, heading towards the pass. All the while, a hunting-horn sounded, 

and in Apple-Green’s hands the black spear gleamed… 

 

To be Continued. 
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The Illuminated manuscript 
By Abby Schwartz 

 

 Once there was a goat, this goat wandered the pastures happily, guided 

and protected by a careful and gentle Shepherd. One day the Shepherd led the 

goat to a shed it had never been to before. “You’re a lucky one, you’re a very 

special goat. you’re going to be part of a book, a real treasure," said the 

Shepherd. The goat bleated in reply, because it was a goat. Then the Shepherd 

methodically slit the goats throat.  

 The Shepherd then sold the goat’s skin to his friend the tanner in the 

town. The Tanner said, “This is a fine pelt, it will make a fine book.”  

“Will it fetch a fine price?” the Shepherd asked. “Yes,” the Tanner said 

and handed over a few silver coins. Then the Tanner soaked the goat-skin in 

lyme water, to loosen the hair and scraped it smooth. Next he spent several days 

painstakingly scraping the hide with a rounded knife, as he continuously 

tightened the ropes the hide was attached to. He rubbed it with a pumice stone 

and dusted it with a sticky powder that formed eddies in the air as it fell. After 

this he cut the ragged edges off. This skin was to be used for a massive and 

glorious book and thus could not be cut into multiple pages. Finally the Tanner 

folded the page and nested it carefully with other parchments.    

 Then the Tanner sold the pages to his brother who was in charge of 

buying parchment for the local monastery. This was definitely not an example of 

nepotism.  

 The Tanner’s brother passed the parchment off to the most skilled Scribe 

in the Abbey. He was nearly blind from years of practicing his craft, but with 

enough candles carefully positioned around the parchment, he figured he could 

see well enough to create one more masterpiece.  

 The Scribe sat down to begin work on the manuscript only to realise the 

last of his good quills was broken, so he wrote to the best Quill-maker he knew 
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of who lived in a city three days journey away. The message reached the Quill-

maker after five days, because this is how these things go. The Quill-maker took 

a fresh feather, soaked it in water, dried it, then sprinkled over and over with 

heated sand until it hardened. Then he sent it back to the scribe, it took seven 

days to reach him this time as a nearby river had flooded washing out the bridge.  

 Finally the Scribe could begin. He cut the quill to a rough point, then 

made a slit for the ink. Then he realized that he was out of ink, having knocked 

over the last of it trying to write with a bad quill. He went out into the forest, 

careful to avoid roving bandits, to find an oak tree with a gall nut from which he 

could make black ink. Once he sat back down at his parchment he still could not 

yet begin writing, he first had to rule the parchment by making tiny indented 

lines. Once the lines were made he could at last begin to write. And write he did, 

stopping periodically to use a pen knife to scratch out any mistakes.  

 He cut himself with the pen knife getting blood on the parchment while 

scratching out an error. Instead of starting the page over he told the Illuminator 

to work the blood stain into the design. He thought, If this was truly to be his 

last master piece it might as well have part of himself in it, or maybe he was 

really tired of starting over. 

 After he had finished the last word on the last page he handed off the 

book to the Illuminator. The Illuminator was a young and wonderfully talented 

monk who had only just joined the order. He had a worrying tendency to draw 

women anatomically accurately, as if he had seen rather more of them than a 

monk ought to have.  He began by carefully drawing out the illustrations with a 

lead point. Then he made the manuscript temporarily uglier in order to make it 

more beautiful by adding red clay bole to the bits where he intended to stick 

gold leaf. He laid down the gold leaf on top and smoothed it down, resisting the 

temptation to steal it for his own ends. That was all behind him, he was a man of 

God now, or a man of not being caught and beheaded. Finally he applied the 

paint made from all different substances from all over the world, he was unclear 
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on exactly where, but he was aware that these strange substances where mixed 

with egg whites from the Abby’s chickens, Magdalen and Jezebel, and that he 

got to eat the yokes. He got to paint whatever sorts of monsters and flourishes he 

fancied in the margins, which was just as well considering his Latin was poor so 

he didn’t know what the book actually said.  

 Then the parchment sheets were gathered together by the local 

Bookbinder, then gathered together a second time because it had been realized 

the first time was in the wrong order. He sewed the gatherings onto leather strips 

using linen thread, pricking himself a few times as he had recently bought some 

inferior candles, they were cheaper but it was not worth it. He got up grumbling 

to himself and lit a good candle before attaching the end-bands. Then he 

threaded the leather strips through the wood boards that would become the 

covers and nailed them in place. The bookbinder then covered his handiwork in 

leather, because the fancy reading folk shouldn’t have to see the book’s viscera. 

Then more gold was embossed into the book’s leather covers. 

 The book was now in the proper state to be read, cherished and enjoyed. 

Finally the local Lord received his book, well he didn’t actually receive it, his 

servant received it on his behalf and duly stocked it in his library, where it sat 

unread on the shelf gathering dust for years and years, until in the Lord’s great 

grandson called the King a “sheep shagger”, and the enraged monarch and his 

men burned down the Lord’s castle, as was the customary response. The book 

went up in smoke along with the castle. I would like to tell you that its unread 

words whisper on the wind, but in truth the smoke was inhaled by a goat, who 

coughed then bleated.  
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The Silence 
By Nathan Liu 

 

One, More. One, More. These were the words that pounded against his 

skull. One, More. One, More. They were a baseline, a beat to which he tuned his 

pace. But more so than that, they were promises; they were lifelines. One more 

task, and he'd be finished. One more favour, and he'd be free of them - his 

companions. 

He could hardly believe it. They'd been with him for so long now - 

sleeping in his bed, eating at his table - that he could scarce recall a time without 

them; a time with silence. But soon he would be free of them. Soon, there would 

be silence. All he had to do was make it to the end of the hall and knock on 

Apartment 203. And when the lady inside opened the door, he'd just have to say 

a few words-- 

Whisper, his companion hissed. 

--He'd just have to whisper a few words to her, and it'd all be over. They'd 

leave him. He could hardly wait. And waiting was all he'd been doing for the 

past two years. 

… 

 

He hadn't planned on staying long. Just long enough to sell the house. 

Assuming, of course, that you could call the crumbling, two-story brick affair 

his father had left him in Guangzhou a house. He certainly didn't think so. 

"This is a house?" he'd actually said when the realtor, Mr. Wu, had 

showed him the property. "Looks more like a mortuary."  Mr. Wu's eyes had 

twinkled when he'd said this, which, with hindsight, seemed suspicious, but at 

the time, he'd  thought nothing of it. 

"It's both, actually." 

"What?" he'd asked. 
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"Your great-grandfather was one of the first people in the area to convert 

to Catholicism. He assumed, correctly, that others would follow, and that they'd 

want to be buried in the Christian fashion. So he set up a business to help them 

do that. It just so happened that that business was in his basement."  

This news had thoroughly frightened him, and only strengthened his 

resolve to get back to Miami. As Mr. Wu had given him a tour, showing him all 

the dusty, cobweb-coated corridors, one thought, and one thought alone, had 

rung throughout his brain: Dead people were here. 

We're still here, someone had whispered, which had caused him to 

scream. Yes, scream. He wouldn't dare tell his fraternity brothers, his pill dealer, 

or the two or three women he was sleeping with at the time that, but it was the 

truth. He'd screamed. So loud, in fact, that Mr. Wu had come running, and asked 

him what was wrong.  He'd told him that he'd heard a voice, and Mr Wu had 

assured him that that was not possible, that his father had lived here alone. As 

the older man spoke, pale, dark-eyed people had stepped forth from the 

shadows, and clustered around them, like children at a campfire. 

"What do you call these freaks then?" he'd asked, indicating the 

spectators. Mr. Wu had given him a funny look, and continued on down the 

hallway. 

Only you can see us, a pockmarked man in an Imperial Japanese uniform 

had sighed, his voice sounding like the rustle of dead leaves. 

That's right, a little boy with a split lip had squeaked. 

We are the Tenants, a woman with bound feet had sighed, the souls your 

family buried. 

And the souls you must now serve, a sad-looking man in a suit had added. 

"Is that right?" he'd asked. Each of the spectres had nodded. 

It is your purpose, the woman had declared, sounding like a deflating 

balloon. 

"My purpose is to sell this spider-infested shit-hole and get back to Miami 
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before the next Dolphins game. Now, if you'll excuse me…” 

Of course, that hadn't worked. They'd just followed him, appearing on the 

street outside his hotel room, in the club he went to that night, and even his 

bathtub, the last of which had elicited a second, even bigger, scream. He'd kept 

telling himself to ignore them, to just look down and go about his business. But, 

alas, the sight of four ghostly figures standing over him as he bathed had proven 

to be too much, and he'd broken down. 

"What do you want from me?" he'd wailed. 

For you to serve us, they'd responded. And that was what he’d done for 

the last two years. It had been hard work, but also rewarding. For with every 

service he performed--every “small task,” as they liked to call them--one more 

“Tenant” had vanished. Some tasks had been simple, like burning some incense 

for Xiu Xiu, the woman with bound feet. Others had been complicated, like 

hand-delivering a note to the soldier, Takashi's, widow back in Japan. And some 

had been downright strange, like allowing Dao Ming, the split-lipped boy who'd 

died a virgin, to take over his body while having sex. 

Of course he'd refused when the boy had first broached the subject. 

"There's no way in hell I'm letting you inside me!" But then, when he realized 

that there was no other way to get rid of the ghost, he relented. And so he and 

his companion went about the surprisingly difficult task of finding a girl. For a 

split-lipped spirit who'd died a virgin, Dao Ming  was quite picky. She couldn't 

be too tall; she couldn't be too young; she had to have bangs, and she had to love 

xiaolongbao. Finding someone who met these criteria had taken a while, but, 

eventually, they had tracked down a woman up to the boy's "standards," and 

asked her to dinner. 

He couldn't remember a single word that was said that night. It was as 

though he'd jumped straight from the restaurant to the woman's bedroom. What 

he could remember was how it felt when he and Dao Ming finally merged. It 

was like having an extra layer of skin; both separate, and yet somehow 
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connected. He could feel everything with his own flesh. But he could also feel 

everything that the boy felt; every bit of curiosity, every moment of awe and 

wonder. It was like he was experiencing every sensation twice; once as a virgin, 

and once as the jaded man he was. When, at last, he climaxed, and the spirit left 

him with a satisfied, so that's what it's like, he found himself feeling oddly 

empty. There'd been something strangely fulfilling about being able to 

experience everything twice. Seeing the world through the spirit's eyes, without 

the haze of bitterness and regret, had been liberating - he'd been able to enjoy 

something fully. Now he was alone, and there was nothing but silence; the vast, 

deafening silence. 

And then Mr. Chow, the final spirit, had spoken up, reminding him that he 

still needed to serve him, and, all at once, his bitterness had returned.  There was 

no silence. There was only the task ahead, the need to rid his companions from 

his life. 

 

… 

 

He couldn't believe it. He was at the door now. He was at apartment 203. 

Two years of painful, arduous, and downright bizarre work had all led up to this. 

He just needed to knock on the door and tell--sorry, whisper--a few words to the 

woman inside, and it'd all be over. It was a surreal thought, and an oddly 

unsettling one. 

I should probably smile, he mused. This really does feel like something I 

should smile about. And yet, try as he might, he couldn't force his lips to turn 

upward. Nor could he force his hand to knock on the door. 

Go on, Mr. Chow urged.  

"I will!" he huffed. "Just… Just give me a minute, okay?" 

He sighed, and thought back to two years ago, before all this had started. 

His mother had died--stomach cancer--and his father, wishing to scatter her 



 45 

ashes in their birthplace, had left him alone in Miami. Left him in the silence. 

And it had been maddening. He'd tried to ignore it but, as time passed, it had 

become too much. And so he'd done everything he could to drown it out. First, 

he tried to use music: Steve Aoki, Skrillex - as long as it was loud and beat-

driven, he'd listen to it. Then, he tried drugs: Ecstasy, Cocaine, Molly - as long 

as it gave him a high, he’d take it. Things had slowly spun out from there. He 

didn't want to admit it, but had he not gotten the news that his father had died--

had he not come to China and met the spirits--he'd probably be dead. Helping 

them had consumed every moment of his time, so he hadn't been able to indulge 

in his old habits. Now, though, he was about to be rid of them, and he'd have 

nothing to stop him. He'd have nothing but the silence. 

Sensing his uncertainty, Mr. Chow stepped forward, and placed a hand on 

his shoulder. At least, that was what the spectre tried to do. For even though the 

apparition's hand appeared to be there, he felt absolutely nothing--no pressure, 

no coolness--on his shoulder. Still, he understood the gesture, and looked up into 

the dead man's eyes. 

I was in love once. At least, that's what I told myself. And we couldn't be 

together. She was married. I was married. Yes, deep down, we knew that we 

could have slept together if we'd really wanted to. Our spouses certainly didn't 

let marriage hold them back. But, even deeper down, all the way in the centre of 

our hearts, we both knew we couldn't be together. We knew that this "love" we 

were feeling was just anger in a different shape, and it wouldn't last. 

He shook his head, not understanding. Mr. Chow smiled sadly. 

Nothing good can last. Not forever. 

He nodded, slowly. He turned to the door, and gave it three sharp knocks. 

There was a pause, and then the door opened, revealing a silver-haired woman 

in a light blue dress. 

"Mrs. Chow?" 

"Yes?" 
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"I have a message from your husband." 

He'd expected her to look sceptical, or at the very least shocked. Instead, 

she looked serene, even happy.  She nodded, and then tilted her head to one side, 

exposing her ear. Recognizing his cue, he leaned forward, and whispered four 

simple words--words that would hopefully put her mind at ease, into her 

auditory canal. By the time he'd finished, her eyes were swimming with tears. 

She thanked him, and closed the door. 

He stood there in the hall for a moment, absorbing what had just 

transpired, and then turned around. No one was there behind him. No women. 

No children. No men. And no sounds were to be heard. 

Absolute silence. 
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Secrets on All Sides 
By Stephanie Melnick 

 

Rosalie Lyon opened her eyes to darkness. Not that that was anything unusual on 

a space station, but she could feel that it was earlier than her usual waking-up 

time. Her communications device beeped again, and she groaned and rolled over, 

slamming her hand down to answer the call.  

“What?” she groaned, still lying half on her front in bed. The voice on the 

other end was that of her partner, Raj Patel. 

“Sorry to disturb you, detective, but a fight has broken out at the communist 

protest, and you asked to be notified of any disturbances there.” 

Rosalie sighed and rolled out of bed, glancing at the clock that read 06:37 

as she did so. She told the officer on her com bracelet that she would be right 

there, and dressed quickly.  

The communist protesters had been there seven months, standing in the 

corner of Central Sector, chanting about the evils of corporations. Most saw them 

as either entertainment or an annoyance, and the government clearly didn’t view 

them as a threat. As far as she could tell, the government wanted them to stand 

there and chant – it was evident they allowed protest, and dissuaded alien 

governments from interfering with Earth affairs.  

They usually stood there doing nothing of consequence, handing paper 

leaflets to passing visitors who promptly turned a corner and dumped them in the 

nearest waste-disposal unit. Occasionally they would get into a fight with an alien 

trader or corporate official, in which case her officers had to arrest the person in 

question and hold them until the official in question had left the station.  

Rosalie had asked the department to notify her of any disturbances to save 

the bother of irate corporate officials demanding to see someone superior to 

complain. It saved everyone a lot of trouble, and she loved the excuse to lock one 



 48 

of them up – their constant chanting gave her a headache. She had nothing against 

them, she just wished they would protest a little more quietly. 

She turned the corner to Central Sector and made her way to the 

communists’ corner. Two of her officers were trying to break up a fight, 

unsuccessfully. More and more officers were running towards the scene to assist 

the initial pair. The rest of the protesters were clustered against the walls, staring 

as if they were watching a zero-G football match. 

“Right!” she yelled as she approached, “Unless everyone wants to spend a 

night in a holding cell, I suggest you stop what you’re doing right now!” 

The two fighters paid no attention. After another minute of struggle, her 

officers managed to calm them. It was only then she noticed that, quite unlike 

previous disturbances, both involved in the fight were from the protest. The first 

was a human man, with pale skin and brown hair, and a hammer and sickle tattoo 

on his arm. He seemed comparatively uninjured. The second was a Teirian, a 

species of genderless bipeds from a few solar systems away. They had so much 

blood spilling from their third ear that the left side of their face seemed many 

shades of blue darker than the right. They were swaying from side to side, and 

Rosalie was worried they were about to pass out. She recognised them as K’en’lar, 

the only Teirian at the protest, and normally quite pacifistic. She instructed her 

officers to take the human to holding, and see that K’en’lar receives medical 

attention.  

She began to walk to her office when her com beeped again. It was Raj. 

“I hate to disturb you again, Rosalie, but, well… we’ve found a body.” 

 

* 

 

Rosalie scanned the room with both her eyes and the sensors. It was a large set of 

guest quarters in the posh side of the space-station. The furnishings were modern 
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and the equipment state-of-the-art. The victim’s belongings were still packed in 

cases, and the room was almost spotless, apart from the burns next to the body. 

The victim was Jessan, a species from a wealthy planet on the other side of 

the sector, renowned for their commitment to corporate government. The 

communist protestors often held up Jessa as an example of all that was wrong 

with the galaxy. Rosalie made a note to speak to their leader.  

The body was sprawled across the middle of the floor, an expensive 

interstellar communications device in his right hand. His antennae were almost 

straight (a sign of electrocution, Rosalie remembered from her alien anatomy 

course at school) and the body looked singed.  

“An energy weapon of some kind, by the look of things. Funny, no 

weapons-sensors went off.” Patel was noting down things on a paper notepad like 

something from centuries ago. He had become obsessed with turn-of-the-

millennium entertainment recently, and it was becoming infuriating. He was right 

about the weapons-sensors, though. 

Rosalie turned to the human who had found the body. He was standing outside 

the quarters, and looked like he was about to throw up. “I’d like to take you back 

to the security office to make a statement, Mr…?” 

“Fleming. Lynwood Fleming. And it is Captain, not Mister,” he 

straightened his shirt and tried to fake composure. Rosalie led him from 

Residential Sector A back to Central Sector, where most permanent businesses 

operated. On their way, a seemingly young woman stepped out in front of their 

path. “Detective Lyon! I’ve been looking for you. I was wondering, how is the 

investigation into what stole my bottle of beer imported from our wonderful planet 

Earth, because you see…” 

 

“Stop! Adela, I am in the middle of a murder investigation. So, unless you 

know something, you are going to get out of my way and allow me to continue. 

And may I remind you, it is impolite to refer to extra-terrestrials using ‘what’. If 
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you have questions regarding the beer, please speak to the security desk.” Rosalie 

walked around the woman and continued on her way, Captain Fleming followed, 

staring at the woman, looking outraged in their wake. 

“Is that Adela Taylor, the time traveller?” he asked, still staring over his 

shoulder. 

“Technically, she is not a time traveller. She is a 330-year-old human who spent 

308 of those years in cryogenic suspension. But yes, that is Adela Taylor.” Rosalie 

tried to mask her dislike of the 21st century woman, but Adela was a hard person 

to like. Adele brought new (or old?) meaning to the word ‘racist’. Since her cryo-

pod had been discovered a month ago, she had invented about 20 new insults for 

extra-terrestrials and had become an active member in the fringe Keep Earth 

Human campaign that mainstream society rejected. Of course, nobody could 

prove she was part of KEH, although nobody really tried. The group was no more 

than a nuisance. 

 They arrived back at the security office and Rosalie set up the recording 

equipment for Captain Fleming to give his statement. He looked rather nervous, 

fidgeting with his com bracelet and glancing every which way. Rosalie finished 

setting up and sat opposite him. 

“Interview with Captain Lynwood Fleming on the matter of the death of 

Rougen Semphat. The time 07:21 on the 25th April 2326. Now, Captain Fleming, 

in your own time can you tell me the events which led you to find the body of Mr 

Rougen?” Rosalie looked at the man, who paused for slightly too long before 

answering. 

“I arrived on Mars Orbital Station two days ago at 11:00. I captain a mining 

ship, affiliated with Ultrando Mining, and I was sent here to meet Mr Rougen 

about a trade deal with the company he represents, Astrombee. We were due to 

meet this morning at 06:00 in the RetroBar in Central Sector. When he didn’t 

show, I made my way to his quarters. 
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When I got there, the door was locked from the inside. I got no response 

from him at the door or on my com strap, so I called security. They came, and 

opened up, and I believe that was when you were contacted.” 

“Was the meeting with Mr Rougen the sole purpose of your journey to the 

station, Captain?” 

“Yes.” 

“Then why did you arrive two days ago if your meeting was scheduled for 

today?” Rosalie asked. Fleming seemed uncertain. 

“Well, I mean… I overestimated how long it would take to travel here from 

the Orion sector. Interstellar travel has come a long way since my youth.” He 

grinned at her, just a little too wide to not be suspicious, she thought. 

“How well did you know Mr Rougen?” 

“Well, we’d never met in person before, but of course we’d had 

conversations over ICN before, about trade. Our relationship was strictly 

professional.” 

“You are aware that the Interstellar Communications Network keeps logs 

of all their calls? I will need to check with them about this.” 

“Of course.” The wide smile returned. 

“Do you have anything else you wish to add?” Rosalie asked. Captain 

Fleming shook his head. “Interview terminated, 07:43.” 

 

* 

 

Rosalie had spent all day researching the victim, Rougen Semphat. Jessans styled 

their names family name first, and when interacting with some other species, 

documentation often got muddled. It had taken her hours to find out the mere 

existence of his ex-wife, R’hena, a Kassien. 

It seemed to her that Rougen had spent much of his career profiting off of 

alien planets civil-wars. He was willing to sell weapons to any and all manner of 
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dictatorial governments. While Earth could not be called democratic, there was 

much more freedom there than some of these governments offered. Every time a 

resistance or rebellion sprung up, Rougen Semphat was there to provide the tools 

to crush it. Rosalie got a bad feeling just thinking about it. 

Rougen’s reason for visiting the station was listed as establishing trade with 

Earth companies. Rougen was a senior sales representative for Astrombee, and he 

had meetings scheduled with representatives from a variety of companies over the 

coming weeks. Aside from Captain Lynwood Fleming, none of the others had 

arrived at the station. She was checking their locations, but she expected most of 

them to be out of the system. 

The ex-wife, on the other hand, had arrived on Mars Orbital five days ago. 

Her reason for travelling was listed as tourism. The records showed that since 

their divorce four years earlier, R’hena had visited twenty-six different solar 

systems. The Kassien was evidently very wealthy. Rosalie intended to question 

her tomorrow. 

Rosalie entered her quarters and proceeded to get ready for bed, when she 

saw a shape move out of the corner of her eye. She grabbed her weapon and spun 

around, coming face to face with… 

“Anna!” Rosalie dropped her weapon and hugged the ‘intruder’. “Don’t do 

that! You scared the hell out of me.” 

“You love it really,” teased Anna. She stepped towards Rosalie, cupped her 

face in her hands and kissed her softly. Rosalie ran her hand softly over Anna’s 

back, pressing in closer to the embrace. Without letting go, they made their way 

to the bed. After a seemingly impossible length of time, they came up for air. 

“I thought you weren’t back for another week?” Rosalie traced a pattern on 

Anna’s cheek. 

“We made the delivery early, and the Kassien government have eased travel 

restrictions through their territory, so we managed to take a shortcut back,” 

grinned Anna. 
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Anna Chaya was Rosalie’s long-term girlfriend. They’d met three years earlier at 

a low gravity training course on Ganymede. Anna was the first officer on an 

EarthGov supply ship, delivering supplies to the interstellar colonies. Anna’s ship 

operated out of Mars Orbital, which is why Rosalie had requested the transfer 

there in the first place. Orbital station placements were unpopular, and anyone 

willing to take one usually got their choice of placement. Her former colleagues 

on Earth were disappointed when she left. They’d advised her not to, telling her 

she was a brilliant detective and the move would threaten her career. Rosalie did 

not like being told what was good for her career. 

“I guess we should thank the Kassien government, in that case,” teased 

Rosalie. 

“Indeed. How are things here anyway?” 

Rosalie groaned. “A pair of the communists got into a fight this morning. 

But that’s nothing compared to the murder.” 

“A murder!? Really? Who died?” 

“You don’t need to sound so excited about it! It was an Astrombee company 

rep, a Jessan. Hey, didn’t you used to work for them in interstellar transit?” 

Rosalie sat up, looking at Anna as she remembered her former employment. 

“Um, yeah, I did. What was their name?” Anna rolled into a sitting position. 

“Rougen Semphat. Ring any bells?”  

Anna looked pale. “Oh my god, really?” She swore. “He worked at HQ, I 

met him a few times. Seemed like a decent guy, I can’t imagine who would want 

to hurt him.” 

“Seriously? The guy sold weapons to every dictatorial government from 

here to the galactic core. I can think of billions of people with a motive.” 

“I didn’t know anything about that.” Anna turned away and looked at the 

floor. 

This was not normal behaviour for Anna, and Rosalie got a cold feeling.  
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“Anna… look, I’m sorry, but I have to ask. What time did you arrive at the 

station?” 

Anna turned around, an incredulous look on her face. 

“Are you kidding me? You’re really doing this? I thought you trusted me.”  

“Anna, please just answer the question.” 

Anna scoffed. “Nope, this is not happening. If you want the information, look it 

up. I’m going back to my ship.” Anna stood up and stalked out of the room, 

picking up her overnight bag as she left. Rosalie stared at her retreating form, a 

sense of foreboding permeating everything. 

 

* 

 

“Interview with R’hena, about her connection with Rougen Semphat. The time is 

08:03 on the 26th April 2326. Ms R’hena, can you please describe your 

relationship with Mr Rougen, and account for your whereabouts yesterday 

between the hours of 06:00 and 07:00? 

“Of course,” said R’hena, a pleasant expression on her face. Rosalie’s first 

impression of R’hena was of a friendly, pleasant woman, and rather more 

cooperative than most people she’d interviewed. She had never met a Kassien 

before – they didn’t tend to travel much. R’hena was not just an exception, she 

was the opposite. “Rougen Semphat and I met in university on Jessa, and married 

four years later. He was lovely at first, and we were well matched. We both 

travelled a lot – him for his work, and I for my travel-writing. The long distance 

didn’t seem a problem at first, but over time we grew farther and farther apart, 

both emotionally and physically.  

“He was offered a job representing the company in systems Astrombee 

were expanding into, such as this one. I wanted to go on a cruise around the 

quadrant, writing travel articles as I went. It would have been years before we saw 
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each other again, so we mutually decided to end the marriage. This was two years 

ago.  

“I was unaware of his trip to this station. While we occasionally contacted 

each other, I hadn’t heard from him in months. I was in my quarters asleep until 

07:30, and before you ask, I was alone. Incidentally, my people do not believe in 

expressing sorrow at the death of another – we believe fate is written, and there is 

no point in grieving the inevitable. If you are wondering about my lack of 

emotional response to his death.”  

Throughout her speech, R’hena had been absentmindedly stroking the 

auburn fur on her left wrist, the location a Jessan marriage bracelet would be. Her 

ears pointed downwards slightly, and Rosalie thought she was more upset than 

she was letting on. After all, R’hena had spent much time around alien cultures 

where grief was expected. 

“Thank you very much Ms R’hena. Are you planning to leave the station 

any time soon?” asked Rosalie. 

“No, my plans were to stay here until the 12th April, Earth calendar. If you 

need to speak to me again, I’ll be available.” 

Rosalie thanked R’hena and showed her out. She had been exceptionally 

cooperative, Rosalie thought, perhaps a little too cooperative? 

 

* 

 

She was about to contact Ewan McFarland, the leader of the communist 

protestors, to remind him of the protest regulations following yesterday’s fight, 

and ask him the whereabouts of the protestors not present, given their hatred of 

Jessa, when her office door opened and an irate man stood in the doorway. 

“Good morning, detective. I will need a private meeting room and a bug 

sweep to discuss classified matters with King Ookolo, as soon as possible!” 
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“Good morning, Governor, and welcome to the station,” replied Rosalie. 

“Of course, I will check the booking schedule and have some of my officers sweep 

the room.” 

“Excellent. I will be outside.” He spun around and left, walking purposely 

for a few metres before sitting on a chair in the waiting area. 

As soon as the door closed, Rosalie put her head on her desk. Governor 

Lucas of Mars was a piece of work. Every time he visited, he would demand more 

and more outrageous things that absolutely needed to be done right now. He was 

all manners of entitled, and was living proof that power corrupts. Rumour had it 

he had once made someone disappear for spilling coffee on his shirt. 

And meeting with Ookolo? He’s not really a king any more, thought Rosalie. 

Ookolo had ruled a small planet, Aeluria, that had barely achieved interstellar 

travel at the time he was overthrown in a violent revolution. The deposed king 

had come to their system following the revolution with the intention of petitioning 

Earth’s government to support him. Earth had refused him asylum, and put off his 

requests for meetings. Rosalie was surprised anyone was actually meeting with 

him now. She turned to her computer and found the governor his room, messaging 

some of her officers to do the requisite bug sweep. 

 

* 

 

“Half of us were at the protest, and half of us were in our quarters, as usual. And 

there are four of us to a room, so each of us has three witnesses. At 06:00 I 

personally was translating a copy of The Communist Manifesto into Aelurian, to 

ensure the Aelurians’ revolution does not just replace the monarchy with a 

bourgeois government. At 06:22, I finished the translation and went to the 

bathroom, where…” 

“STOP. Mr McFarland, I don’t require that level of detail, thank you,” said 

Rosalie. 
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Ewan was curled up in his chair, tapping his fingers in a complicated pattern, 

staring at the edge of the table. Ewan was autistic, and this behaviour was 

perfectly normal. And Rosalie thought of all the autistic people who must have 

been suspected because of this behaviour before the disorder became accepted. 

Nevertheless, she couldn’t shake the feeling that the communists had motive to 

want Rougen dead. And she wasn’t fully certain that their comrades wouldn’t 

provide the culprit with a false alibi. She also knew if that was the case, Ewan 

would know. He loved long explanations, and his interest in communism was far 

beyond any interest she had ever had, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t lie. 

“Were you acquainted with Mr Rougen at all?” 

“No. And it’s Ewan. I don’t like being called Mr McFarland.” 

“Okay, Ewan. The files show you attended the same boarding school – 

Utopian Learning?” 

Ewan made a face and started to rock back and forth, pulling his knees to 

his chest and burying his face in his legs. “They used to mess with the gravity 

settings when I was in the shower. I don’t want to think about it,” he mumbled, 

the sound muffled by his position.  

Utopian Learning was a travelling school, located on a sizeable starship that 

took the pupils to see various astronomical phenomena. The school was focused 

on science, and had competitive entry examinations, and pupils from a number of 

species. It was also notorious for its bullying problem. Rosalie could see why 

Ewan was reluctant to discuss it, but she pressed on. 

“While you were there, did you ever come across Mr Rougen?” 

“I said no,” said Ewan indignantly. “Are we done?” 

He was looking uncomfortable. If he was lying, chances were he’d keep 

lying. So, Rosalie answered in the affirmative, and Ewan shot out the door. Only 

then did she realise that the lights in the interrogation room had probably been too 

bright for him, and cursed herself for forgetting his sensitivity. 
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* 

 

“The weapons-sensors in section 18 were switched off. That is why we failed to 

detect the murder,” stated Raj, as they examined the crime-scene again. He had 

been scanning the room for clues while Rosalie had interrogated suspects. 

“Who has access to sensor controls?” 

“All security officers, all the senior military staff, Martian politicians… and 

anyone with a bit of hacking knowledge,” shrugged Raj. “The system needs 

updating, desperately.”  

“Great. The level of computer science in schools these days makes almost 

everyone a suspect. Except possibly Adela Taylor.” 

“She could have had help from her KEH buddies.” 

“KEH hasn’t killed anyone yet, and a lot of non-humans pass through here. 

It’s possible they’ve changed their strategy, but I wouldn’t worry just yet. Did you 

find anything else?” 

“The room is pretty clean, but we did find this on the pillow.” He held out 

a bag with what looked like a hair.  

“Any DNA?” she asked. 

“It’s Kassien. It’s notoriously hard to get a positive DNA match on a 

Kassien,” he frowned. 

“We don’t need one. There is only one Kassien in the system.” 

 

* 

 

R’hena had seemed shocked when she was arrested earlier, and far from her 

earlier cooperation, made loud protestations of her innocence all the way to the 

security office. But with the hair evidence and her lack of alibi, plus her 

connection, it looked pretty damning. The marriage clearly hadn’t ended as 

amicably as she’d implied.  
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Still, Rosalie was uncertain. It seemed too easy, and she couldn’t see 

R’hena as a killer. The marriage had been over for years, and it was a big galaxy 

– she could have avoided him pretty easily. Still, without an alibi, she doubted 

R’hena would not be convicted. 

There was a knock at the door. 

“Enter.” 

The door slid open, and Anna walked in. 

“I need to talk to you,” she said, biting her lip. 

“Anna, if this is about last night…” 

“No, listen. It’s about Rougen,” she glanced around her. “Is it safe to talk 

here, I mean, are there bugs?” 

“Not as far as I know…” 

“Can we go to my ship?” 

Rosalie shrugged and agreed, and they walked to the docking sector, in a 

slightly uncomfortable silence. As they entered her quarters aboard the ship, Anna 

pulled Rosalie to sit next to her on the bed. 

“I’ve been keeping a secret. I wanted to tell you, but… well, the others 

didn’t trust you. Now, I feel I have no choice. If I’m wrong, and you can’t be 

trusted, then please, if you’ve ever loved me, kill me before you tell them. R’hena 

couldn’t have killed Rougen yesterday morning. She was with me.” 

Rosalie frowned. “I’m confused, what’s going on? Why was she with you?” 

“I’m in the resistance, Rosalie. Against Earth-gov. The one we both work for. 

When I first took the job with them, I was like everyone else. Sure, there was no 

elections, but they seemed to still do the best for people. It could be worse, what 

was the point in objecting? And then we were ordered to deliver food supplies to 

Janus IV. We were almost in the Janus System when new orders came through. 

Stay in orbit and withhold the supplies. We were there for weeks. Someone had 

killed their governor after he executed a teenager for pro-democracy graffiti. So, 

Earth starved them. And only when they were on the brink of death, were we 
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allowed to deliver the supplies. After that, I joined the resistance. R’hena finances 

us. And the communist lot too, I think. She’s my contact. I gather information on 

Earth’s supply movements and policies, and pass them to R’hena, who gives them 

along to the resistance leaders, wherever they may be. I was with her from when 

my ship arrived at 05:30 until 07:10, giving her details of Earth strategy. So, she 

didn’t kill her ex-husband. Rosalie, if you’ve ever loved me, don’t tell anyone. 

And if you can’t do that… kill me. Before they ask their questions. And R’hena. 

Please, don’t put us through that.”  

Rosalie was stunned. Anna, in the resistance? The one the government 

called terrorists? She couldn’t quite process it. They sat like that, in the darkness 

of the parked ship, for a long time. The silence permeated the room, and 

eventually, Anna said she was going to go. Rosalie sat on her own for even longer, 

then exited and went to her own quarters and fell asleep.  

As she walked there, Anna watched, and felt a tear roll down her cheeks. 

Then, she went back to her quarters, packed a bag, and booked passage on a 

shuttle to the Aelurian system, leaving in half an hour. 

 

* 

 

The next morning, Rosalie looked at the passenger list for the Aelurian shuttle, 

and cursed herself for her silence. Anna was gone… and she’d probably never see 

her again. Rosalie didn’t much care for politics, but she would never have let Anna 

be tortured and killed. She would keep her secret. 

She released R’hena, citing new evidence to Raj, who seemed utterly 

confused. 

“What kind of evidence is ‘classified’ anyway?” he asked, struggling to 

keep up as she sped along the corridor to the protest. 

“The classified kind, Patel. Stop asking.” 
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“But I’m just a little confused…” he trailed off as Adela Taylor spotted 

them and made a beeline for their position. 

“Detective! I’m so glad I caught you. I found my beer! It was with my hat 

from the 2016 election! I put it there for safekeeping. So, you can call off the 

search,” she beamed, gesturing to a red cap on her head with the words ‘Make 

America Great Again’ written on it. Rosalie tried to remember who’d won that 

election. History wasn’t her strong point. 

“Oh, so you campaigned for…” 

“President Donald Trump, yes. A fine man,” Adela said, her accent 

strengthening somewhat. 

“Trump… wasn’t he the one who almost started a nuclear apocalypse?” 

“I think you’ll find that was Kim Jong Un’s fault. And if Crooked Hillary 

had won the election, I doubt you’d have ever been born, cause the world would 

have ended.” 

“Are you serious? Donald Trump started the US on the path to WW3. He 

could very well have destroyed the world. Worst president of the 21st century,” 

scoffed Ewan as he walked up to them. 

Adela turned to him. “When was there a World War Three!?” 

“It lasted from 2032 until 2034,” Raj said. 

“World War Three started in 2032. Donald Trump was president in 2016. 

Exactly how is it his fault?” 

“Well…” Ewan began, and Rosalie took Raj’s arm and they quickly made 

a break for it, allowing the two to argue over 21st century politics to their hearts’ 

content. 

“I finally got access to the requested files on the other suspects last night, 

and I noticed a discrepancy. Captain Fleming has received a great deal of money 

recently from an anonymous bank account,” said Raj as they walked back to 

security. 

“Who has an anonymous bank account these days?” Rosalie asked. 
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“Not very many people. You have to either be a government official… or 

rich enough to bribe a government official.” 

“What do you think?” 

“I think Captain Fleming has been blackmailing someone.” 

“You think it was Rougen?” 

“It’s entirely possible. There hasn’t been a payment in over a month. If 

Rougen stopped paying up…” 

“Then that would certainly be motive for murder.” Rosalie agreed. 

Raj nodded, and they arrived back at security. 

 

* 

 

Rosalie rang the buzzer to Captain Fleming’s room. Nobody answered. She rang 

again. “Captain Fleming? It’s Detective Lyon. Logs indicate you’re in there. 

Please open up!” 

There was a pause and eventually she heard someone pressing the unlock-

button. The door slid open, and Captain Fleming opened the door. Governor 

Lucas was sitting inside, nursing a cup of coffee. 

“What do you want, detective? I’m in a meeting.” 

“My apologies. We had some further questions for you surrounding the 

matter of Mr Rougen’s death.” 

“It can wait,” said the governor, standing up and walking over. “We are 

discussing how the government can support Earth companies. Unless you want 

an economic crisis, you’ll wait.” He slammed a button, and the door slid closed. 

Rosalie was quite taken aback. 

She returned to Central Sector, where Ewan and Adela were still arguing, 

though they were now sitting at a table outside the RetroBar, both with a glass of 

some alcoholic beverage. Adela waved at her and she reluctantly approached.  
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“Detective, tell Ewan here that capitalism is the reason Earth has become 

so successful since my time,” Adele said, offering her a chip. 

“I’m not getting involved,” Rosalie replied, taking the chip anyway. 

“She agrees with me, she just has to appear neutral,” Adele insisted. Rosalie 

chuckled slightly. 

“In the interests of fairness then, Adele, I’ll ask you as well. Where were 

you two days ago between the hours of 06:00 and 07:00?” 

“Here, having breakfast. I don’t know why you call it a RetroBar anyway, 

it’s just a normal bar, isn’t it?” 

“It may have been a normal bar in your time, but they’re rather uncommon 

these days.” Ewan chipped in. 

“Well, that’s a crying shame,” said Adele. 

“I assume you have someone to corroborate your story?” asked Rosalie. 

“Aye, me,” one of the waiters said, clearing a nearby table. “She’s always 

in here, best customer ever! So, don’t go arresting her,” he added, raising an 

eyebrow. 

“Wouldn’t dream of it,” Rosalie replied. She noticed former king Ookolo 

sitting a few tables away, staring at the old earth food like it might bite him. She 

went over to him. 

“Good afternoon, your Majesty. Did your meeting with the governor go 

well yesterday?”  

“Detective! How lovely to see you! Alas, it appears the government of 

Earth will not support my claim to the throne. They say other alien governments 

support the rebels, and they need to maintain relations. Would you believe it? 

Absolutely shocking. It appears I will need to go elsewhere for support. I will be 

departing tomorrow.” 

“Sorry to hear that, I wish you all the best.” 

Rosalie left the deposed king to examining his food in forensic detail, and 

began to make her way back to security, when she received a call from Raj. 
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“Detective, after we discovered the sensor tampering, we set up a system 

that alerts us whenever anyone accesses sensor controls. They were just 

accessed.” 

“Did you get an access code?” 

“Yes. It was Governor Lucas.” 

 

* 

 

“As you all know, we have been investigating the murder of Mr Rougen Semphat, 

of Jessa,” Rosalie began. She scanned the room. Ewan was sitting cross-legged 

atop a coffee table, looking around the room. Adela was next to him, her eyes 

bright and interested. R’hena sat on the other side of Adela, looking composed as 

usual. On the other side of the waiting room was Captain Fleming and Governor 

Lucas, sitting two chairs apart from each other. The former had his arms crossed, 

and the latter was tapping his foot impatiently. Raj stood beside Rosalie, leaning 

against the wall. 

“I have a meeting, Detective, that I need to get to,” the governor 

complained. 

As if on cue, the door burst open, and King Ookolo entered. 

“I have a meeting with Governor Lucas, your staff told me he was here,” 

Ookolo said. 

“He won’t be long, your Majesty. Why don’t you take a seat?” Rosalie 

gestured towards a slightly grander chair, of the sort the former king preferred. 

Ookolo accepted the offer, assuming his standard regal posture.  

“Now, as I was saying, my department has been busy recently following the 

murder of Rougen Semphat. I believe I have spoken to most of you on the matter. 

Throughout the course of my investigation, a few other things about the activities 

aboard this station have become clear. Ewan McFarland, head of the group of 

protestors in Central Sector. On the morning of Mr Rougen’s death, two members 
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of the communist group fought, and most of my officers had to break it up. 

Meanwhile, according to you, you were translating The Communist Manifesto in 

your quarters. Three others from your group corroborate that story.” 

Ewan had frozen, staring at the ground without moving. 

“But your story wasn’t quite accurate, was it? The fight was staged, and 

your roommates were covering for you. I noticed that K’en’lar had much more 

injuries than their human counterpart, Kyle. But Teirians don’t feel pain, do they? 

I propose that they staged the fight, in order to draw law enforcement to one part 

of the station. And with their immunity to pain, K’en’lar would have been more 

than willing to get beaten up a little. Meanwhile, a section of your group hacked 

into the station command computers. This had the effect of shutting off sensors in 

sector 16 - where Mr Rougen, a Jessan, died.” 

The rest of the room started to mutter to each other, all except Ewan who was 

looking at Rosalie in terror and shock. “But I didn’t!” Ewan shook his head 

vigorously. “The sensors were a mistake. We didn’t kill anyone! We were trying 

to hack the station’s bank system, and stop all transactions from working. Not 

even steal anything, just stop all the capitalism for a while, force people to learn 

how to live without constantly focusing on money. But the encryption protocols 

were more advanced than we realised, and the system fought back. We tried to 

counter it, but it caused a power surge which made the sensors in that sector go 

offline. It’s true that Jessans are the biggest capitalists in the galaxy, but we didn’t 

kill anyone!”  

“No, you didn’t,” said Rosalie. “The sensor blackout was pure luck on the 

part of the killer. In fact, I don’t think the killer realised the sensors would pick 

up the weapon. But who would be unaware of such a basic fact of our society? 

Perhaps someone who is new to it,” Rosalie turned to Adela. 

“Me!? But I was in the RetroBar, you know that!” Adela exclaimed. 

“Yes, according to a member of staff there, Rick Small. I looked up Mr Small. He 

has a criminal record for the destruction of private property. Apparently, in his 
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teenage years, he used to go around his neighbourhood on Earth, pour toxic 

chemicals on plants and graffiti anti-alien slogans on the houses of extra-

terrestrials. So far, we haven’t been able to prove you joined the Keep Earth 

Human campaign. But then, we never really tried. Earlier, we searched your 

quarters. You have a tablet containing KEH propaganda, and a stack of paper 

KEH posters hidden in the very secure location of under your bed. Security 

footage of the RetroBar on the morning of the 25th shows that neither you or Mr 

Small were present.” 

“I signed up for that experimental cryogenics programme because I wanted 

to get away from all the defective things of the 21st century. I was hoping for a 

future in which humanity had improved itself, eliminated weakness and what did 

I get? A planet I can’t even afford to travel to because aliens have pushed up house 

prices and stolen human jobs. Actual, proper aliens.  

So yeah, I joined KEH. And yeah, we spent that morning sending messages 

to government officials sympathetic to our cause. You can check the time on when 

they were sent. Why would I kill him? I don’t even want to be in the same room 

as them,” she glowered at R’hena and Ookolo in turn. 

“Eliminate weakness? What kind of weakness? Stuff like autism?” Ewan 

asked. 

“Yeah, exactly!” affirmed Adela. 

“I’m autistic, actually, and I’m happy the way I am. Your eugenicist 

nonsense belongs farther in the past than the 21st century. I thought your Donald 

Trump stuff was some kind of joke, but I don’t even want to be near you,” Ewan 

glared at Adela, and stood up, walking to an empty chair between R’hena and 

Ookolo. 

“We’ve already seen your propaganda messages. In fact, while scanning 

the outgoing messages of our suspects, we came across something very 

interesting. Captain Fleming sent a message to Governor Lucas within fifteen 
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minutes of his arrival on this station. Now, we couldn’t understand quite what the 

message said, as it was in some kind of code. 

And 24 hours later, Governor Lucas arrives on this station. Makes me 

wonder exactly what that message said. So, Captain Fleming, care to explain why 

you have received a large influx of money recently?” 

“This is outrageous! You can’t go snooping through my bank account!” 

fumed the captain. 

“When you are a suspect in a murder investigation, we can. And you have 

been receiving large sums of money on a monthly basis from an anonymous bank 

account. When we looked the day after the murder, we noticed you had not 

received such a payment this month. 

We theorised that you had been blackmailing Mr Rougen, and he had failed 

to make the latest payment. You confronted him, got in a struggle, and killed 

him.” 

“What? That’s absurd. I was here for a business meeting with him. What 

would I even have on him?” Captain Fleming said, crossing his arms tighter. 

“Nothing. That’s where that theory falls down. So instead, I posit that you 

were blackmailing Governor Lucas. Now, Governor, your accounts make for 

incredibly dull reading. Too dull, in fact. It is an established fact that all of 

EarthGov is corrupt. Nobody denies it. But your accounts show not a single bribe, 

and very little transactions either in or out. Which made me think you had a second 

bank account. And with some searching, we discovered it. Now, as you all know, 

government officials are entitled to anonymous bank accounts. But your account 

is anomalous as well. The Martian government accounts also contain a 

discrepancy. The amount of tax collected for transfer to Earth is greater than the 

amount of tax actually sent to Earth. And that exact discrepancy appears in your 

secret account as the only income. Now, accepting bribes is overlooked by your 

superiors on Earth. Stealing their money on the other hand. The money going out 
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of your account matches the money entering Fleming’s. It is not hard to work out 

why.” 

“You have no right!” threatened the governor. “I won’t just have your job 

for this, Detective, I’ll also have your head on a spike!”  

“Actually, I contacted Earth earlier, and they say I have every right. You, 

on the other hand, have received an order from EarthGov to return to the planet. 

Immediately.” Rosalie smiled at the governor, who was almost purple with rage, 

but sat back in his chair, silently fuming. 

“So, if it wasn’t the captain, or the governor, or the communist, or the racist, 

who was it?” R’hena asked, ignoring Adela’s scowl at the word ‘racist’. 

“Excellent question, R’hena. I have already established your alibi, no need 

to go over that again. But who are we left with?” Rosalie walked around the room, 

looking at each of them in turn. The Captain was tapping his com bracelet, which 

was disabled. The Governor was glaring at her, while Adela was making disgusted 

faces in the direction of the aliens. Ewan was playing with his fidget cube, and 

R’hena was pleasantly looking at her. At last, Rosalie’s gaze settled on Ookolo.  

“My girlfriend, Anna, said something to me once. She said: ‘Everyone has 

that secret, the one they’ve never told anyone. Some people don’t consciously 

know what theirs is, of course. But in every war, in every conflict, in every debate 

and conversation you’ll ever have, there’s secrets on all sides.’ That seems highly 

applicable to the people in this room. The corporation, Astrombee, that the victim 

worked for was renowned for selling weapons to dictatorial governments. What 

the records didn’t show, however, was that Rougen had also sold weapons to the 

other sides. A closer inspection of Mr Rougen’s finances showed that he made 

twice the amount of money as reported with every civil war he was in the vicinity 

of. I don’t know how you discovered this, but you did. You knew Earth would not 

support your claim. But you came here anyway. Why? I propose you knew about 

Mr Rougen’s planned trip to this station. If you couldn’t have power, you would 

settle for the next best thing – revenge. 
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“Due to your position as the former monarch of a planet, you have free run 

of this station. You can enter any sector without throwing up any alarms. 

Including the sector with the weapons-lockers. We checked, one was removed 

after the lock was hacked. You didn’t think of the sensors – after all, you’re not 

used to having to obey any laws. Luckily for you, our communist friends 

unintentionally disabled them.  

“You shot Mr Rougen with a projected energy weapon because he financed the 

rebellion that overthrew your government. You knew his ex-wife was on the 

station, so you planted a Kassien hair at the scene, knowing we couldn’t ID which 

Kassien it belonged to easily. A more thorough analysis, however, revealed it was 

not, in fact, from R’hena.  

“Then, during your meeting with the governor, you somehow got a hold of 

his access codes, and accessed sensor controls to try and frame him. Are you 

aware, however, that we can determine the location from which controls were 

accessed? It originated in your quarters, at a time when we know the Governor 

was meeting with his blackmailer. We went to the weapons locker with the 

missing gun. It’s covered in your fingerprints. You have no legitimate reason to 

have been there.” 

Ookolo slowly digested this information. He was silent for a while, then spoke 

slowly. “You do not know what it was like. I lost everything in a day. My family 

is dead. Some call this fairness, equality, democracy. I call it murder and 

destruction. Rougen Semphat stole my life… so I took his. That is fairness. That 

is equality. I do not regret what I did.” He held his head up high, but his eyes 

looked towards the ground. 

“There is no fairness in murder, your Majesty. You do not have the right to 

decide who lives and who dies.” Rosalie turned away from him. Raj arrested 

Ookolo for the murder, and another officer arrested Fleming for the blackmail. 

The governor (now looking more frightened than angry) ran off to book passage 

to Earth. 
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As Adela began to exit, Rosalie stopped her, and tapped their bracelets 

together, transferring money. 

“Here. Go to your beloved Earth. I don’t want racist eugenicists on this 

station.” 

Adela accepted the transaction, and without knowing whether to be angry 

for the insult, or thank Rosalie for the money, nodded and left. Rosalie told Ewan 

she would be speaking to his lot later about the hacking, and he dashed off to re-

join the protest. When everyone else had left, Rosalie turned to R’hena. 

“Anna told me before she left. I am aware you know,” stated R’hena. 

“Yeah, I do. And I’ve thought long and hard about it,” Rosalie turned away. 

“Your secret is safe with me. But I don’t want to know anything else. Please go.” 

R’hena began to leave, but at the last minute turned to Rosalie and said 

softly: 

“Thank you.” 

 

* 

 

The Governor and Adela had departed for Earth. R’hena had left the station early 

on a cruise ship to some solar system Rosalie had never heard of. The communists 

were back, chanting at irate corporate officials. Ookolo and Fleming were in jail. 

Rosalie breathed a sigh of relief and threw herself down on her bed when 

the computer beeped. 

“Ugh!” she groaned, pulling herself back up and seeing what the computer 

wanted. 

“Interstellar Communications Network – Recorded Video Message 

(Encryption Level 10)” read the screen. 

“Level Ten?” said Rosalie aloud, incredulously. She’d never seen 

something with such high security measures. She accepted the message and sat 

down to watch it. 
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Anna’s face appeared on the screen. 

“Hi Rosalie. R’hena contacted me, she told me your decision. I want to 

thank you. And I wanted to tell you… I’m not coming back. I have work to do, 

important work. I know you don’t understand why I’m doing this yet, but I know 

you will one day.  

“You and I grew up on Earth. We are privileged; those born on Earth have 

so much more than those on the colonies. Many of those planets are reliant on 

food and water supplies from Earth; and there is always the threat of starvation if 

they resist the rule of Earth. After the Third World War, the new Earth Assembly 

that replaced the old United Nations was granted more and more power, as the 

people of Earth tried to stop another planetary war their nation-state divisions had 

led to. But the Assembly was never elected. And over time, democratically elected 

representatives had less and less say in decision making, until eventually they had 

none. Then humans began to colonise other planets, and the Assembly ruled over 

all. But of course, you know all that. It’s in school history classes. The mistake 

we made, the mistake all on Earth still make, is believing there is such a thing as 

a benevolent dictatorship. As the old saying goes, ‘power corrupts, and absolute 

power corrupts absolutely’. Life on Earth is good. That does not extend to the 

colonies. That does not extend to anyone who has the audacity to really go against 

the government. Earth allows some protests, like the communists. It continues the 

illusion of a benevolent dictatorship, but the protests they allow are the ones that 

won’t change anything. They don’t care about the economic system. But 

challenge the political system and it’s a different story. Janus IV challenged the 

system. And Janus IV paid the price. Now I challenge it. And if I die, then so be 

it. But someone has to. I hope one day, you see that.” 

The message ended. Rosalie played it again, and again. Then, she erased it. 

She stood up, and walked over to the window. She could see Mars down 

below, and the stars above. She didn’t know which of those was closest to Anna, 
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so she wished on them all that Anna would be safe. Then, she stroked the locket 

Anna had given her, and thought about politics deeply, for the first time.  

“Everyone has that secret, the one they’ve never told anyone. Some people 

don’t consciously know what theirs is, of course. But in every war, in every 

conflict, in every debate and conversation you’ll ever have, there’s secrets on all 

sides.” 

Rosalie had never quite known what her secret was. She knew now. 
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Three Tales 
By Annika Meyer 

 

Author’s note: these Tales are excerpts from an adaptation of the Arthurian 

legends which takes place in 5th century Britain, where commander Artorius, a 

woman with Roman heritage, spends her days fending off invading Saxon tribes. 

Obviously I have taken some liberties with the history and mythology in this 

account; but the tales presented here are somewhat removed from the rest of the 

narrative.  They are based on the mythology of Wales, told within the novels to 

Artorius’ young son, Medraut, as he travels in the company of the three witches 

Dana, Aife, and Rhiannon.  As such, they may stand on their own.  

Unlike the Arthurian tales themselves, much of Welsh mythology is not 

present in our cultural consciousness; if you’re interested in further 

introduction to the topic, I would highly recommend the series British Myths & 

Legends, edited by Richard Barber.   

 

The First Tale: The Three Plagues of Britain 

Although the material in this tale is my own summary of three periods of strife in 

Britain’s early history, the structure is based off a Welsh literary genre called a 

triad (Trioedd Ynys Prydein).  These were groups of three tales designed for 

oral recitation, such as The Three Harmful Blows, or Three Famous Prisoners.  

The narrative I’ve written here bears no resemblance to the original tale of the 

three plagues of Britain, found in the tale of Llud Llaw Eraint. 

 

Medraut did not remember much of his mother.  He could sometimes recall a 

woman with golden hair who had carried him across the river Glan one misty 

May Eve – but his mother he knew not.  And sometimes he remembered another 

woman, far more tender, who had sung him songs in his cradle.  Yet beyond that 

there was nothing.  He always thought that the three had found him on the 
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riverbank, and perhaps the river was his mother, for it seemed as suited as any to 

hold the title.  Perhaps it had borne him up, and left him there to be found by 

gentler hands.  He was glad for it, not supposing that he would have much liked 

to be raised by a river.  No, rivers could never be as kind as Dana; as clever as 

Rhiannon; nor as warm as Aife.  For those were the three who had raised him, or 

at least the only names they bore.  He knew that out in the world which he so 

rarely saw people had at least two names, and he had heard of people with many 

more – Ambrosius Aurielanus, imperator of Britain, Son of Maxentius – but the 

three women never had need for more.  Sometimes they would call him Medraut 

ap Pendragon, or Medraut ap Conan, or even ap Artorius, all of which were 

equally strange.  But mostly they called him little one, or simply Med.   

They were passing from sunny Neath into Powys that morning.  Rhiannon 

had woken at dawn, and said there was a storm in the air.  Whenever she uttered 

those words, it was time to leave, and Medraut had come to dread them.  So now 

he pouted, and carried his pack northwards, trailing behind the three women as 

Dana hummed a melody which bore them through the verdant forests of early 

summer.  The three women told him stories sometimes, on these journeys which 

absorbed most of their days, or when they supped.  Today it was the story of the 

three plagues of Britain.  They recited the tale heavily, rhythmically, as if it were 

a hymn they sung; for indeed, these were sacred things.  They were old things, 

and old things were always to be respected.  Rhiannon’s lilting voice, which 

rose and fell heavily again as her feet plodded onwards, lulled the boy into a 

sweet, sleepy trance among the dapples of falling sunlight and the slanting 

summer greens.   

“When I was a girl, when the land swelled with bountiful crops and the 

gods still raised stone circles and the people still remembered the old rites – 

such as slaying bulls to crown kings, tying pieces of blue silk around white 

stones, leave loaves outside their doors at Samhain and sowed the earth with 

iron at the breaking of spring all in honor of the gods - before the corruption set 
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its deep roots in our land, we had peace.  It was Caesar who brought the first 

plague.  He came with a million men across the curling waves with his triremes, 

his hemoilias, his fortresses of wood and pitch.  And these strange seaborne 

creatures who first we hailed as friends cracked their hulls on the white gates of 

Dover, spilled forth monsters with steel teeth and jaws strong enough to crush 

nations between them; they pillaged, they ravaged, they set everything once held 

sacred to flames.  The druids came marching to meet them on the fields wielding 

their staffs and their spells, voicing chants older than any Roman sword, and 

terrible battle ensued.  They fought on the sun-blessed sands of Dumnonia, and 

invoked Manawydn to call his waves to their aid.  They fought on the frozen 

heaths of the North, in the vales and forests of the south, calling on Gwyn ap 

Nudd as they fended the Romans on the god’s sacred Tor, they wrestled the 

dragon from tail to head.  The Gods sent a saviour to protect their blessed land, 

clad her in glory and shrouded her in spells, but the lioness, too, was slain.  And 

they wept to see their champion brought to ruin; they wept to see their people 

destroyed, their lands besieged – and perhaps it was enough grief to bear for an 

age, for then it was that the gods fell silent.   

“So the people lost their faith.  So it was that each shivered, and sighed, 

and let go, breathed out the old spirits to welcome the new, to welcome Christ 

perhaps, or Artemis, or Mars, or even stranger foreign powers.  The Romans 

built over our holy woods in their stone, built palace upon palace, filled them 

with strange marble idols, and swept over the land in a wash of pale order.”  

Rhiannon’s hands, which she had clasped over her chest, dropped to her sides, 

and she let out a long breath.  She spoke of the Romans but also a thousand 

things which had come long, long before the Romans, of plagues which had 

beset the isle when only the gods had peopled it.  If something happened, she 

always said, it had happened before.  “Time looks back on itself, and remembers 

how sweet it was to be young;” she would say, “and remembering, it 

unconsciously taps out the familiar steps, leaving strange marks in the soil and 
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in the minds of men.”   

Medraut wondered how many plagues had swept the land before the first, 

thought it numbered in the hundreds, surely; in the millions, perhaps; or perhaps 

it was not something encompassed easily by numbers, like the stars, which once 

he had tried to count and only gotten to twenty-two.   

Aife took up the story next, breathing in deeply.  Her voice floated above 

the ferns, the wood sorrel, and the wild ginger, flitting wilfully between the 

leaves with the beating of a sparrow’s wings or a lark’s lovely cry.   

“When I was a girl, when people sang in praise of golden Olympians by 

the harp and the lute, when bulls were slaughtered in marble temples before 

idols in ivory and gold, festooned with jewels, when Britons tasted strange 

spices and sages and merchants came from far Assyria and Africa to these 

shores, when emperors graced the streets of Londinium, Aquae Sulis, 

Eboracum, lived there, died there, we had peace.  But the Picts broke upon the 

white wall of Hadrian, slaughtered the guards as they kept torch-lit vigil in stone 

fortresses, and broke wrathful upon the land.  They spoke a tongue brutish and 

foreign; they kept different gods, and praised them in different rites; they 

painted themselves in paste from crushed indigo, or perhaps blue stones, or 

some said the blood of beetles; they brandished swords which stretched as tall as 

men, and cut horses down at the knees.  So the stones of the roads were torn to 

ruins, and all the Venuses pushed from their pedestals to shatter the mosaics 

underneath, the water of the baths ran cold as people fled in fear. The gods - not 

those flighty Olympians, who are too wrapt within their own troubles to care for 

the strife of men, but the old gods, the true gods - turned for a moment to the 

sun, raised an eyebrow, and shrugging, pulled the heavy quilted earth again over 

their eyes.  Honorius sat on a distant throne in the imperial city, as distant as the 

seat of Jove in high Olympus, and equally as absorbed otherwhere; he cried out, 

and the steel-toothed legions leapt in their craft, now surely dried to driftwood, 

and hulking silently upon the sands, returning as quickly as they’d come.  Thus 



 77 

Britain suffered its second plague.” 

  She also dropped her hands to her sides.  The plagues, Medraut knew, 

had come before, but had not these words been said into strange ears?  Were 

there other little ones, he wondered, who walked through May forests or perhaps 

skirted lakes or sat late around campfires, who heard these same tales?  He liked 

to think that the world had reserved this lore for his ears (which were slightly 

too big for his head, and always red in the cold or in embarrassment) but he 

knew this was not true.  Perhaps the three had even shared them with others 

before him – and indeed, what right had he to claim them?  He had not resisted 

the Roman advance, as had Rhiannon (or so she said), nor stood against the 

Pictish swords as Aife (or so she said).  To tear off a bit of history, crumple it 

up, shove it deep in one’s pocket and play around its rough edges while the 

other hand clasps a walking-staff, that was selfish.  The next traveller who 

opened the book and blew the dust from its pages would be disappointed to find 

a corner missing, only able to guess at its treasures by the lines of illumination 

which broke abruptly into blank space or the tail ends of letters; thus might they 

tell the tale to others.  So Medraut tried not to be selfish; yet he could not stop 

himself from coveting favorite bits and pieces.   

Dana began with a heavy melancholy in her voice.  It rolled across the 

ground as heavy as a stone, pressing flat their footsteps into the loamy earth and 

humming truths to the earthworms underneath.  Medraut drifted halfway to 

dreams as she spoke.  

“When I was a girl, when Britain was blessed by a king who held yearly 

court in marble Londinium, when armies cleaved to his orders and purple-

cloaked commanders knelt at his feet, when farmers offered their tributes of 

grain and wool and fealty, when people remembered things which they had 

forgotten four centuries hence and stood again in awe of stone circles, when 

people returned to sowing their crops in the field and humbly contented 

themselves again in the old ways, we had brief peace.  Yet the justice of men is 
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never to be trusted, and certainly not the justice of Vortigern, false traitor, who 

begged the third plague come to Britain’s shores.   

Having cast off the yoke, we found ourselves without master to fend off 

the wolves, and called blindly into the northern pines of Saxony to scare off 

glinting ochre eyes and fangs.  The pines parted to let forth a wave of shield-

bearing Saxons, crested by the jewel of their nation with flowers in her hair.  

The third plague brought peace before it brought war.  But things so at odds 

with one another cannot sit peacefully.  They strained, pushed against one 

another, each clawing upwards for the sun, until sparks crackled between the 

two heaving masses.  So they broke forth from the white sands of Thanet, 

lashing the thrice- ravaged land with flails of iron, and the hills themselves wept 

for despair.  The mountains cried out until their voices echoed against the dome 

of the sky.  The people bled out their last pleas into the earth, and it soaked into 

the roots and the trees, and they bore the messages down to the deep-buried 

gods.   

“Llud woke then, shook his silver head, drew his golden sword, and 

calling his legions with horn-blast and bellowing shout ascended from the caves 

of Avallach. There was battle then such as had never been seen since elder days 

– the dragons fought across the land, and it was indeed beautiful to behold.  

Even the gods could not hold back the tides of fate, and the third plague 

overwhelmed the land, Llud and his legions fell again to darkness, and 

everything to dust.”  Dana sighed and dropped her hands.  Are we, then, dust? 

Medraut thought, but dared not ask. If Llud himself could not drive away the 

Saxons, then was there any power in Earth or Avallach which could?  But this 

world did not seem like dust to him.  The war was not lost, for there were still 

leaves on the trees, and still sometimes he smiled, and still he found wonder in 

every facet of the glittering world.  Sometimes they would talk of the end of 

days, of a descending darkness, and denounced the loss of faith, and he looked 

wide-eyed and said nothing at all.  He could compass nothing larger than the 
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coming of spring, and how the world grew brighter every day – he saw not why 

faith made a whit of difference, or what even faith was compared to the sliding 

of thunderheads over the sun, the pounding of rain into puddles on their path, 

the arc of a yellow swallowtail across vast stretches of azure.  What mattered, if 

not this?  What was truth, if not this? 

 

The Second Tale: Pwyll, Prince of Dyfed 

This tale is based, with some abridgement, on the tale by the same name 

which forms one of the four branches of the Mabinogion.  The Mabinogion is a 

collection of tales from Welsh mythology.  Though they were first compiled in 

the high middle ages, it is likely that the origins of these tales lie in far older 

traditions of oral storytelling. 

 

It was nearly summer in the kingdom of Gwynedd, though it was difficult to tell 

from where Medraut was perched, high on a hill, peering down through the 

gathering dusk into the lake which shimmered far, far, below.  Here the winds 

still blew bitingly, and turned his cheeks bright red.  He was eight years old that 

day, and squatted in a circle of rocks which he had piled around himself, 

listening idly to the voices of the women which rose and fell as softly as the 

evening breeze behind him.  They had been here for a very long time, it seemed, 

hidden between the grey stones atop the mountain, huddled together for warmth 

during the cold, breezy days of late spring, and praying to the gods that there 

would not be snow.  Medraut did not understand why the did not descend again 

into the vale, where everything was warm and sunny and smelled of the growing 

earth; he did not understand why Dana, Aife and Rhiannon rolled up the tents, 

doused the fire and laid very still and quiet whenever a shepherd or a traveller 

made his way up the side of the mountain.  But they were calling him now - it 

was time to eat.   

The three women were always plucking berries or digging under leaves or 
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casting their lines into rivers for something to eat.  They lived off the land, and 

they lived well; Medraut, somehow, was never hungry.  Aife would roast trout 

over the fire.  She prized the flesh free from the bone with quick, deft, hands, 

before handing it to him.  Rhiannon had a talent for setting snares, and spent 

many long hours teaching Medraut how to tie each knot, how to place the traps 

just so, in the proper corner of the woods, how to quickly snap the neck of an 

animal in pain.  She did so vigorously, without hesitation, and skinned the 

animals with equal zeal before placing them on spits above the fire, but he could 

not stand the sight of blood, and his hands were still too small and too weak for 

killing.  Dana had an instinctual knowledge of all things that grew; she could 

find a patch of perfectly ripe wild strawberries or pull fat parsnips from the 

ground.  She would give him a handful of berries, and laugh as the juice stained 

his chin. 

Medraut ate gratefully that night, as Dana took up her distaff and began to 

hum.  It was a deep, throbbing, primordial sound which shook the ground where 

he sat and cocooned them all against the buffeting breezes of the night.  The 

pain in his feet from long hours of walking had vanished; the stars had emerged 

overhead; Rhiannon took his plate of fish bones from him and very quietly 

asked if he would like to hear a story.  He nodded, with a great yawn, and curled 

in her lap as she began to tell the tale.  It seemed to rise in concert with Dana’s 

humming, as the first of men was moulded out of clay.  But her voice eventually 

became distinct; it rose, it soared, and it spun a magnificent tale.  

 “Many, many years ago, before the first plague had landed on the shores 

of the blessed isle, and gods and men walked as one though the woods of Powys 

and swam together in the high cold lakes of Alba, there was a prince named 

Pwyll.  His kingdom was large, but it was not the largest; he was handsome, but 

not the handsomest; he was clever, but not the cleverest.  Above all things Pwyll 

was brave.  It was said he had wrestled with giants; it was whispered that he had 

hunted dragons through the caves of the northern moors.  He was as tall as a 
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tree, and heavy as a boulder; he loved to hunt, and always he was followed by a 

pack of a dozen sleek grey dogs who jumped at his heels and yelped and chased 

down anything which caught their keen yellow eyes. 

“One day, Pwyll spied a great prize on his hunt – a white stag, emerging 

like a ray of pure moonlight, crossed his path in the woods.  He pursued it with 

all his might, but it leapt away with divine grace, and the speed of his hounds 

could not reach within ten paces of it. Another pack of hounds crossed his path, 

and they barked louder, ran faster, leapt with far greater grace over the snares 

and brambles of the wood.  Soon they brought down the white stag, but as they 

left the beast untouched as a magnificent prize for their master, Pwyll’s hounds 

ran joyfully forth and began to feast on its flesh.  Not three moments later, a 

slender man in a cloak of red and white rode out of the trees, spear in hand, and 

turned wrathfully on Pwyll, demanding recompense for his prize.  Had it been 

an ordinary man, Pwyll would have fought him; but he recognized the rider as 

one of the princes of Annwn, a lord of the Fae realm.  The fae lord with his pack 

of quick, slender dogs declared that Pwyll had to give recompense for his stolen 

prey.  He lifted his spear high into the air, so high that it pierced the leaves of 

the trees and let a slim beam of sunlight down into the clearing, and chanted 

such a spell as was practiced in the days of old.  Pwyll covered his eyes for a 

moment, and when he opened them, he had taken on the form of the Fae lord 

and the Fae lord had in turn taken his appearance. 

“‘My price for you, mortal, is thus: take my form for a year.  Go into my 

kingdom, and take my place in the land of Annwn.  There you will find my hall; 

you will find my wife, the most beautiful of all women human or fae; you will 

find such servants and warriors as befit a lord.  I charge you with this task: you 

must hunt down my gravest enemy, Hagfan, and slay him.  Go!  Hagfan is a 

slippery foe, and you only have one year to complete this task.  Remember this: 

you must only strike him once, or he will rise with greater wrath than before.’ 

“Pwyll obeyed the Fae lord, leaving his own pack of grey dogs behind, 
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and following the lord’s pack of red and white hounds with shining fur and swift 

paws into the forest.  They came upon a great sidhe, towering high and green 

above the rest of the land, and passed fearlessly through its walls into the realm 

of Annwn, where after three days of searching Pwyll found the lord’s hall.  His 

wife was indeed the most beautiful of all women mortal or divine; yet the prince 

was an honourable man, and did not touch her besides to kiss her hand for the 

span of the entire year, nor did he drink to the depths of the lord’s wine cellar, 

nor did he empty his woods of their plentiful game.  Every day he sought 

Hagfan, and heard nothing but stories of horror, until the last day, when he rode 

on his white horse to the ford, deep in the forest, where the water ran fast and 

clear, and found standing at its centre a creature who could be naught but 

Hagfan: he had the head of a boar with great snarling tusks, two axes, and hands 

each the size of a warrior’s shield.  They wrestled and they fought, neither 

landing a single blow on the other, until high noon rose above the ford, and 

Hagfan was suddenly blinded by the light of the sun.  Pwyll struck a single blow 

against his foe, and brought him to his knees in the ford.   

“‘Let me die swiftly and honourably, my lord,’ Hagfan said, and bent his 

neck.  ‘Strike another blow, and finish the battle.’  But Pwyll, remembering the 

council of the Fae lord, sheathed his sword; and Hagfan, with a final cry, fell 

into the ford and was swept away.  Within an instant the Fae lord appeared 

before him.  He thanked the prince for his service, and pressing his hand, 

counselled him to ride out to the hill of Gorsedd Arberth upon his return to the 

mortal realm, where travellers were certain to come upon adventure and great 

fortune.  Pwyll returned to his home, and found it had been honourably ruled by 

the Fae Lord. 

“The council of the Fae is not lightly given, and should not be lightly 

regarded.  So before he had even poured a glass of wine or sat down to feast 

with the warriors of his hall, Pwyll saddled his horse and rode for Gorsedd 

Arberth.  Oh, it was a place of miracles!  And it was a place of great evil, too – 
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but that is another story.  It was the sort of place that existed in the yonder days, 

the sort of place one could expect to find, centuries ago, just on the next side of 

every hill, or around a bend in the road, the sort of place where the gods liked to 

till the soil with their long fingers, and stir up storms with their mighty breath.  

He rode through the vale and cast his gaze upwards at the great hill.  In the 

distance, he saw a rider on a white horse riding along the base of the hill, and as 

he came closer, he saw that she was a woman of divine beauty.  Desperate to 

speak to her, he rode forth with all his might.  Although her horse seemed to be 

walking at the most leisurely of paces, she always remained just out of Pwyll’s 

reach.  He kicked his horse until it galloped so swiftly that he circled the base of 

Gorseed Arberth nine times within the space of an hour; but he drew no closer to 

the lady, until, finally, he entreated her to stop, for the sake of he who she loved 

most.  She drew to a halt; it was the Prince Pwyll who she loved most in the 

world, and turning sweetly to him, told him that her name was Rhiannon, and if 

he wished, they would be wed.   

“The two were married, and within a year Rhiannon bore him a son.  She 

gave birth to the boy surrounded by her handmaidens, in the furthest room of the 

palace, while Pwyll hunted for meat to grace the table at the feast of his son’s 

birth.  After she had held her son in her arms for a moment, she fell into a deep 

sleep, and her handmaidens, too, were drawn under the cover of night and did 

not wake again until the dawn.  When the sun entered curiously into Rhiannon’s 

chamber the next morning, the child was gone without a trace.  The three foolish 

maidservants were sent into a panic, fearing the wrath of Pwyll if he found that 

they had fallen asleep, and left his wife and son neglected through the night.  So 

the wicked creatures put their heads together, and they schemed.  Before any 

other of the servants could stir, they each fetched a chicken from Pwyll’s yard, 

and slaughtered it upon the bed, smearing the hands and face of Rhiannon with 

vile blood as she laid in a sleep like death.  When this had been done, they 

buried the slaughtered beasts and ran crying woefully to find their lord.   
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“‘Oh, great master,’ the three maidservants cried as they knelt at his feet 

and tugged at the hem of his robe.  ‘A dreadful thing has happened this night.  

Your wife, master, bore a son.  But alas!  She is not the woman you thought.  

She is not a great lady of the fae realm, but one of the unseelie court, come out 

of the caves of Avallach to wreak havoc and misery upon all mortals.  When she 

had, with her charms, cast us all in a sleep like death, she slew the child and 

feasted upon its flesh.  She lies now, in gluttonous slumber, swollen with the 

deed, marked red with the blood of her son.’ 

“Pwyll ran in rage to her chamber, and found everything as the 

maidservants had said.  He was consumed with the greatest wrath, and would 

have struck off Rhiannon’s head as she lay slumbering, had he not thought her 

one of the unseelie court.  For the Fae, be they good or evil, are not lightly slain; 

the creatures of the unseelie court who hold their secret rites in the dark caves of 

Avallach are dreadful foes; and it is mightily difficult to slay them with mortal 

means.  They are stronger than their appearances belie, and cleverer, too.  Their 

fair seeming well conceals evil intents; their charms have led many from the 

straight path into the darkness.  So he lifted his blade, and ordered Rhiannon 

kept in such iron chains as are known to bind the fae folk, and despite all the 

defences which she offered, Pwyll decreed that for seven years she would stand 

by the crossroads, and tell every passer-by the dreadful story of her guilt.  

Horrified, and half-convinced by the words of her wicked maidservants that she 

really had committed the heinous deed while she slept, under the influence of 

some evil force, Rhiannon obeyed her husband and betook herself to the 

crossroads.   

“Now, in that year, there was a farmer named Teyrnon Twrf Liant who 

lived not far from Pwyll’s land with his wife.  They were poor; but Teyrnon had 

a magnificent roan mare, the fairest and fastest of horses that ever lived, and he 

loved it so much that he could not bear to part with it.  Every May Eve 

Teyrnon’s mare bore a foal, but the next morning it always disappeared.  On the 
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May Eve on which Rhiannon gave birth to her son, he heard strange screams in 

the night air, as he did every May Eve, and went out into the night, sword in 

hand, to seek whatever beast had come to snatch the newly born foal.  In the 

stables he spied a horrible creature, hunched and black with hollow eyes, veined 

wings like those of a bat, and claws half the length of his arm hunched over the 

foal.  Teyrnon was a brave man, and chased after the creature,  sword held 

extended, as it snatched its prize and fled into the night.  He chased it over hills 

and through forests, across rivers and streams, and even around the shore of a 

great shining lake, but around midnight, the beast reached an open moor and 

disappeared into the bracken and heather, and for all his searching, the farmer 

could not again find his path.  So he returned despondent to his home and his 

wife, where, to their bewilderment and delight, the couple found upon their 

doorstep an infant child.  They had not yet been blessed with children, and so 

took the babe into their home, naming him Gwri of the Golden hair.   

“Gwri grew quickly, and within seven years he was a strong and clever 

youth, greatly beloved of Teyrnon, his wife, and all others who knew him.  

Already he was so mighty that he could plough the fields for the sowing of the 

seeds, and swing the sword of Teyrnon without difficulty.  But the farmer’s 

household had suffered over those seven years; there had been drought, famine, 

and pestilence all over the land of Britain.  The crop had been poor, and as May 

Eve approached again, they had hardly enough grain for a single loaf of bread.  

So the family finally took the beloved mare who had not borne a foal for seven 

years, and set out for the court of Pwyll, hoping to sell the beast, and make 

enough money to feed themselves in the coming year.   

“As soon as they reached the palace of Pwyll, everyone who regarded 

Gwri of the Golden hair gasped, for he looked so alike to Pwyll and Rhiannon 

that he could be no one but the lost prince.  Rhiannon, her innocence proven, 

was at last freed from her chains, and granted to her husband the forgiveness 

which he earnestly begged.  The three wicked maidservants were sentenced to 
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serve Rhiannon’s punishment at the crossroads, each for thrice seven years, in 

payment for their crimes.  Gwri was given the princely name Pryderi by his 

parents, and Teyrnon and his wife were given treasures innumerable for their 

protection and raising of the prince.  Pryerdi would grow to be a king in his own 

right, and in his time, he became the hero of many a legend.”   

Rhiannon sighed and finished her tale as Dana’s humming grew quiet and 

then sunk entirely into the soil.  She looked down, but Medraut had long since 

fallen asleep on her lap.  He had not heard the ending of the story – he had fallen 

into a deep sleep as Rhiannon spoke of her legendary counterpart’s exploits, and 

of her punishment, unjustly given.  Now the boy dreamt dreadful dreams of 

mothers and sons, of death and monsters that waited just beyond the ring of fire 

on May Eve.   

 

The Third Tale: Merlin 

Merlin as we know him today appears first in the Arthurian legends in the 

writing of the welsh monk Geoffrey of Monmouth in the 12th century.   I’ve 

loosely based this tale on one from Geoffrey’s Historia Regum Britanniae in 

which Merlin meets the wicked king Vortigern.  As opposed to Merlin, Vortigern 

was possibly a historical king living in 5th century Britain.  In my novels, he 

appears as one of the villains fighting Artorius, while Merlin himself is a monk  

hailing from a monastery called Corialanum. 

 

There were crickets and frogs chirping in the night air and it was warm in the 

valley.  Medraut could see three stars through the thick trees, and he named 

them each for one of his protectresses and watched as they twinkled and smiled 

upon him from on high.  I must not look away from these stars, he thought.  I 

will remain in my mind like them, clear and cold and so very distant from this 

illness, and from this swamp which is too hot and too damp and too dark and 

from the tree root which is sticking up underneath my back.  He was very ill and 
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the three women had brought him to the bogs so that he would be safe and they 

might rest.  Two days ago they had been chased away by a group of angry 

villagers who blamed Dana for the death of a newborn babe and run from there 

into the marshes where ordinary folk would not go and where strange fires 

flared up every so often in the distance.  Aife approached with cool water for his 

forehead.  “Would you like to hear a story?” 

         “I would like that,” Medraut told her.  There had been fewer stories lately 

as they had begun to see more of other people and less of one another.  He was 

not certain why, but in the last year they had come down from the mountains.  

The three women did some work in small villages in the valleys of Powys, 

healing sick children and the lame, making love charms for young girls, and 

spinning skeins of yarn (said to carry the strength of the gods) for warriors to 

wear.  Sometimes they would go into a house with a person and leave Medraut 

outside and they never told him what it was they did.  He resented it.  While 

they were inside sometimes he met people of the town but he did not speak 

much to them.  During the past year he had been sick almost constantly, yet this 

time was the worst and his surrogate mothers were very worried for him. 

         Aife bent over and kissed his feverish forehead.  “This is a funny story for 

you, little one, which was told to me by an old man I once knew.  I will tell it to 

you as he told it to me.”  She began speaking in an imitation of a wrinkled old 

man and Medraut laughed.  “Be quiet, now, young rascal, let me tell my story,” 

she admonished him and he smiled as she went on with her tale. 

         “I will tell it not as it actually happened because I do not know that but 

how I remember it, which is more interesting.  I was thirty three, a novice at 

Corialanum.  I was outside tending to the bees with another novice named Owen 

who was mocking me for having been born without a father.  The king was 

riding by in a fine red cloak trimmed with white ermine and a crown of gold 

upon his head.  This was before Rowena and the Saxons and all that business 

and he had just barely taken the throne – a boy of eighteen summers, handsome 
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as you like, and haughty, too.  He pointed at Owen with his sword and shouted 

to ask what he was on about.  We both grovelled and Owen explained that he 

was berating me as I was a miserable wretch who had come into this world 

without any natural father but probably a demon or some other horror.  I 

protested but Vortigern was very eager.  He said, ‘Well, isn’t this just the man 

we’ve been searching for?’ And he asked me to come riding with him.  You 

couldn’t refuse a king back in those days so I mounted the horse that was 

offered to me and we went west.   

“On the way he told me that his favourite castle, Mynydd Din, was on the 

verge of utter ruin because the ground underneath it never ceased to quake.  He 

had, as any wise man would, spoken to a local hermit, a wisewoman who lived 

in the mountains nearby, and she had given him a prophecy – that only the blood 

of a boy without a father could stop the earth from quaking.  I was fairly 

shocked off my horse to learn that Vortigern intended to sacrifice as much of my 

blood as needed to keep his castle standing.  Now, I wasn’t nearly so clever in 

those days so it took me some time to come up with a response.  But I did, for as 

you probably remember, I have a way of knowing things which are hidden from 

other people.  I rode beside the young king and I told him that his wisewoman 

sounded like a charlatan and a fool, and I’d do twice as well by him if he took 

me to Mynydd Din and didn’t shed a drop of my blood but let me find out the 

truth.  He agreed but told me that if I failed he’d follow the wisewoman’s advice 

all the more eagerly. 

         “We rode through the hills of Powys swiftly.  It looked very different in 

those days.  All was bright and green and there were deer bigger than you’d ever 

seen which walked apace with us among the trees and birds the like of which I 

have not seen these past fifty years in the skies.  Every emerald hill had a 

farmstead atop it with a flock of white sheep drifting along the hillside, and it 

seemed to me even on that perilous journey that all the girls of the land were 

fairer with flaxen hair shining gold and all the boys had stronger arms and 
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ruddier cheeks than I have seen since.  The flames of war, the fields ploughed by 

iron and sown with blood, the leering grey face of famine, were all unfamiliar 

sights to us in those days.  Things began to change when we approached 

Mynydd Din, which could be seen for leagues and leagues and around which the 

land had grown grey and barren because it was known that the shaking of the 

ground made the crops wither and gave the most dreadful of nightmares to any 

that slept within its bounds.  Vortigern told me that the shaking happened most 

at night so when we rode up to Mynydd Din it was still.  He led me up the stony 

path and into the stone keep, which the Romans had sent their best soldiers to 

help him build in exchange for his loyal service.  

“I came through the gate into the empty building and dismounting sat in 

the centre of the reception room, my palms on the floor.  The king and his 

soldiers waited around me while I closed my eyes and prayed for the stone to 

melt as soft and smooth as butter and let me through to see what lay below and 

caused the terrible quaking.  In my mind I became as small as a gnat and buzzed 

down through the cracks in the titles and down through the black bedrock into a 

great cavern where by the slightest flickering of flames I made out the 

undulating reflections of two figures on a great mirror of black water.  There 

were two dragons, a red and a white, curled around the pool, sleeping softly, 

their bright scales rising and falling to the pace of their breath.  It was just 

around sunset because in examining these marvels I had gotten distracted and 

was exploring the massive jaws and iron hard scales of these beasts and 

forgotten for some time to come back to myself.  The king had ordered his men 

to bring a couch and some wine and after a goblet he had stretched out his long 

legs and fallen asleep while his warriors held their spears at watch and rubbed 

their eyes.  Then I saw the dragons raise themselves on their haunches, and after 

some minutes of stretching and pacing around their confinement the red dragon 

launched itself at the white and the two grappled, each pushing the other down 

by turns into the brackish water of the pool and clawing the scales off one 
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another’s backs.  Occasionally the scene was lit by a blast of bright yellow fire 

and at this I startled and the gnat into which I’d crammed my consciousness 

buzzed back up through the stone and the mosaic tiles and came back into my 

head.   

“I jumped up and told Vortigern all I’d seen in the cavern underneath 

Mynydd Din. He was not displeased by this knowledge and asked how he might 

slay these two dragons.  I told him that it was my gift to see problems, not to 

solve them; and he might be better served by asking the wisewoman about that, 

as long as she didn’t think the solution was sacrificing a fatherless boy.  

However I thought it might be very difficult to put an end to such creatures so 

perhaps it was better to trick them into some entrapment.  We put our heads 

together and thought that night, the king and I, because we could not sleep with 

such a terrible racket going on.  Occasionally one of the mosaic tiles from the 

floor would dislodge itself and jump up by our feet and just around dawn the 

dragons came to a battle so grim that the floor beneath us nearly cracked in two 

and if we knelt down at the gap we could see nothing but bright red flame as the 

two beasts brought in the dawn with their terrible battle.  Eventually they tired 

and each collapsed by its side of the pool and the sun rose streaking the sky as 

red as the dragon’s scales.  Vortigern sent his warriors out into his kingdom to 

go find the largest cauldron, the fairest piece of gold, and the strongest piece of 

canvas they could find.  We laid down on either side of that crack in the floor 

and slept the day away. 

“The king and I remained in Mynydd Din for many days and many nights 

as we waited for his men to return.  We slept through the days and at night we 

stayed up and drank wine and talked of many different things.  He told me of all 

his marvellous plans for his kingdom, which back then were not so great.  There 

was an eager fire in his eyes as he talked of the many wars he would fight and 

the treasure he would gain and the beautiful woman he would marry someday.  

Even then the way he spoke frightened me.  A king should not think only of his 
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own glory or enshrining in iron his own dynasty.  He must bring glory and 

riches to the warriors of his hall and peace to his own lands, let the fields lie in 

warm golden silence and grow weighty with swelling wheat, shield the farmers 

from pestilence and disease and let their cows grow fat and their children grow 

strong.  He may bring back his trophies from foreign lands and keep calm 

winters under the roof of his hall but he must never war against his own people, 

and that is what I feared Vortigern would do.  I could have told him cautionary 

tales from the bible or from the native teachings of my land but I wasn’t brave 

enough at that time.  

“On the seventh day, Vortigern’s warriors returned and brought their gifts 

to him.  The first was the biggest cauldron anyone had ever seen, enough to hold 

mead for all the halls of all the warriors in Britain.  It took twenty men just to 

carry this cauldron.  They had sailed to Ireland and taken it from the hall of 

Slaine Mac Dela, the king of the giants.  The second was the fairest piece of 

gold in all the world.  It was a lock of hair from the maiden Angharad, the most 

beautiful woman of her age and when the warriors unclasped the little chestnut 

box in which they carried it, the entire room shone as brightly as if the sun was 

held in their midst.  The third was the sail from the boat of Manawyddn, which 

he had sailed in as he crossed the Irish sea to do battle with the giants there 

accompanied by his brother Llud.  They could not unfold it within the castle as 

it was far too large but when they opened a single fold of the sail I could see 

neither tear nor blemish in the canvas.  

“On that day we went into the cavern while the dragons were sleeping and 

placed the cauldron between them.  Into the cauldron we placed the golden lock 

of hair from Angharad, and then Vortigern’s warriors and I sat on either side of 

the cauldron with the canvas sail and the ropes and waited for the dragons to 

awaken.  The King himself climbed into the tower of Mynydd Din and watched 

us through the crack in the floor.  It was very hot in the cavern and smelled of 

sulphur and occasionally the ground would rumble with a dragon’s snore.  The 
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men were sweating and yet refused to take off their armour and I had rolled my 

habit up past my bony knees.  Our only light came from a single dim beam 

which entered in through the crack in the ceiling, which would occasionally be 

blocked out as Vortigern moved above it.  Sunset came and the two dragons 

awoke and it was a terrible sight to see.  They writhed and stalked each other 

around the cavern and we were afraid the scheme would not work but as the 

white dragon approached the red it looked into the cauldron and saw the 

brightest piece of gold there was in the world.  Dragons love nothing in the 

world more than gold and so the white dragon dove into the cauldron and the red 

followed it in avarice.  They wriggled and they squeezed and eventually the both 

of them were so tightly packed into the iron cauldron that neither of them could 

move and not so much as the tip of their tails showed above the rim.  At this one 

of Vortigern’s warriors gave a shout and we threw the canvas over the cauldron 

and tied it down so tightly that the dragons would never be able to escape.  They 

rested there today underneath Mynydd Din in the cauldron of Slaine Mac Dela, 

covered by the sail of Manawyddn, and curled so tightly around the golden hair 

of Angharad that they shall never move again. 

I went up then to Vortigern and he thanked me for what I had done.  We 

might have left it there but he was a curious man, and since I had told him that I 

could see things forbidden to most men he asked boldly if I could see his future.  

We went up to the highest tower of Mynydd Din and I looked out into the clear 

blue sky across the barren lands, and as far as I could see.  Beyond the fields and 

the beautiful blue shores of Powys I saw every moment of Vortigern’s future 

clear as day and I told him all.  At first as I wove the tale of his life he smiled 

and his face was as fair as the gold we had put into the dragons’ cauldron.  But I 

went on and it grew stormy and eventually black and furious as the night.  The 

King was displeased but waited until I finished the tale and told him how he 

would die.  Then he cast me out of his realm and told me if I was ever found 

within the bounds of his kingdom, he would have me burned for a sorcerer and 
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that he believed not a word of what I’d said.  That is how I knew Vortigern, 

King of Britain.” 
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Have you got a heart in there? 
By Guy Roulstone 

 

The two senators were nervously talking as they waited in the corridor outside 

the President’s office. A security guard stood by the door, observing them 

through the dark lenses of his sunglasses.  

“Differences aside?” asked Maxwell. 

 “As we agreed,” Hershberger’s replied. “This is bigger than your party or 

mine, on today of all days”. The pair shook hands and exchanged no further 

words as they faced the towering double-doors. 

 “The President is ready for you now,” the security guard explained after 

consulting his earpiece. Maxwell hesitantly edged open the doors and entered, 

Hershberger followed. The President looked relaxed as he leaned against his 

desk, his chief of staff Peterson was standing beside him. The large ovoid 

window in front of which the desk stood was flanked by two more emotionless 

security guards. 

 “Take a seat please, gentleman,” offered the President, pointing to the 

sofas in the centre of the room. Maxwell and Hershberger sat on the same sofa 

while the President took the other, his hulking frame leaving no room for 

Peterson.  

 “The President is taking time away from his busy schedule to host this 

meeting so please explain yourselves promptly,” growled the chief of staff. 

Maxwell gestured towards Hershberger to speak. 

 “I’d have thought the reason we’re here to talk to you would need no 

introduction, Mr President,” Hershberger remarked. “I take it you’ve seen the 

news reports of the riots today? The situation is worsening, Sir, and your 

executive order was the catalyst of all this.” The senators shared an uneasy 

glance as the President paused to consider his response. 



 95 

 “My executive order to rid them from our country is the cause of all this? 

You saw how out of control things got last week, Hershberger. Now you come 

to me preaching about how my solution to all this is wrong!” the President 

thundered. Peterson shook his head as he glared at the senators in disapproval.  

 “With all due respect, Sir, some would argue that your comments and the 

leaks from your administration caused last week’s unrest in the first place. Even 

the news agencies are calling the ‘Us against Them’ speech a watershed 

moment,” retorted Maxwell. “I’m sorry, Mr President, but this executive order is 

making them scapegoats for a wider problem”. 

 “My fault! My fault! My fault? It’s all you and your media can come up 

with, on both sides too. Are you forgetting that it was the last administration that 

gave them their new rights? The economy has crashed now and you think it’s a 

coincidence that it follows their elevation to equal citizens?” the President 

barked. Maxwell’s mouth was agape as he found himself at a loss for words. 

Hershberger composed himself and prepared a response. 

 “Mr President I fear you’re coming at this issue from the wrong angle, 

and the situation is already getting out of hand. Not just today but over the past 

week, the situation is beyond ugly. People have die-“ 

 “They’re ROBOTS you fools, you’re arguing over the lives of robots!” 

Peterson interrupted. “You have the audacity to question our President over all 

this when he’s the one saving us! Don’t you see?” 

 “They’re equal citizens, what you’re doing is truly inhumane. The rest of 

the world is watching us and passing judgement over this. It’s wrong!” Maxwell 

cried.  

The President tutted and raised his eyebrows. “Inhumane? But they’re not 

human, you know they aren’t human, Maxwell. Our country is in disarray 

because THEY’VE crashed our economy. Real people in our nation are starving 

because these robots are taking up all of our resources. You can thank the last 

administration for that. This is all on them!” 
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 “I’m afraid you’re wrong on this, Sir,” Hershberger argued despondently. 

 “Oh give me a break, I expected this hippy crap from Maxwell but from 

you too, Hershberger? You’re party were with me in the beginning but now look 

at you. Pathetic the both of you, our country is crumbling because of you, not 

me!” 

 “You know the science I’m sure, Mr President,” suggested Maxwell, 

“they’re sentient like us now, they think and feel. They’re all but human now, 

albeit a synthetic form”. At this the President stood up and pointed his finger at 

Maxwell and Hershberger in turn. 

 “Give them lungs and they’ll steal the air you breathe. The news channels 

took aim at me when I said that years ago but look at things now…” 

 “They AI don’t have lungs, Sir, they don’t technically have-“ 

 “There’s violence in the streets, Maxwell. Towns stricken with 

lawlessness, hyperinflation! They all stem from the fact we made them in the 

first place, you think I care about what they’re made of, whether they have 

hearts, lungs, livers? Their whole existence is a mistake if you ask me”. When 

the President had finished talking he walked across to Peterson and patted him 

on the back. 

 “The executive order will stand,” Peterson declared bluntly. “You know 

the President’s view and these are the emergency measures he will stand by. 

Detention and deportation is the way we are handling this and nothing your 

parties can say now will change the decision that has been made”. An 

uncomfortable silence then took hold of the room that seemed to Maxwell and 

Hershberger to last an age. The President was standing with his back turned 

away from the senators, thinking of more ways to dismiss their pleas. 

 “The deaths in the street, Mr President, the announcement of the 

executive order caused them. The riots wouldn’t have happened without it,” 

stated Hershberger, breaking the silence. “We’re here to try and direct you 
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towards a new path, because this decision is the cause of all of our chaos”. The 

President turned and marched towards Maxwell and Hershberger. 

 “When the robots die do you expect me to shed a tear? I’ve made my 

stance clear: they’re sub-human,” the President snarled, again waggling his 

finger at the senators, this time only inches from their faces. 

 “A woman died at the hands of the police on Monday,” Maxwell 

agitatedly asserted, with the President looming over him. “A flesh and blood 

woman like you or me, she was protesting on the same side as the AI. You know 

that, Mr President. It was all over the news,” The President took a step back and 

composed himself before he replied. 

 “To tell you the truth,” he groaned, “I was in contact with the southern 

girl’s family the day it happened. A tragic accident, but a tragedy like that is the 

price we must pay if-“ 

 “Sir, I’m not aware if you’ve heard the witness reports from today,” 

Maxwell interjected as he rose to his feet, “but they say hundreds are dead. 

There’s no way to quantify how many of those are AI and how many are not!” 

 “My point still stands, Maxwell! Tragic deaths all of them, however many 

we’ve had today, however many we’ll have tomorrow and the next day. When 

the robots are finally gone we can rebuild our country from the ashes of this 

financial crash and stop to remember the human losses. But for now, we must 

view the greater good and remove them from our country while we have the 

chance!” 

 “The countless AI lives you’ve displaced then, Mr President, let’s 

disregard the deaths for a moment, don’t you feel any guilt for their suffering? 

They feel pain like we do, they experience hardship like us. You’re inflicting 

agony on thousands by sending them into the unknown, exiling them to a world 

they don’t know. The ones you’ve successfully removed already, they’re 

refugees. Does that mean nothing to you, Sir; can you not sense the injustice?” 

Maxwell had now come face to face with the President, and two of them were 
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standing within the space of a few inches once more. From across the room 

Peterson was laughing to himself, and soon the President turned to him and 

smiled. 

 “Are the two of you and your parties really so naïve as to think this 

administration can afford the diplomatic embarrassment of forcing hundreds of 

thousands of ‘refugees’ of our own creation onto other countries?” Peterson 

asked as a cruel smile crept across his face. Hershberger rose to his feet in alarm 

and shared an incredulous look with Maxwell. 

 “But other countries have already agreed to house the AI,” Hershberger 

cried. “They’ve been offered emergency sheltered communities north of the 

border, and even some places across the sea! You can’t do this!”  

 “Gesture politics, all of it,” Peterson said. “Human rights laws across the 

globe haven’t caught up with the robots yet. It’s not yet a crime against 

humanity to destroy them. It’s only the laws of the past administration we’re 

contravening. These are times of emergency after all.” 

 “But you can’t!” bellowed Maxwell. The shocked faces of the senators 

marked a stark contrast from the stone faced glare of the President, who had 

retreated to the comfort of his reclining desk chair. 

 “What would be the point in letting them go elsewhere to become 

someone else’s burden?” the President muttered, “They’d only come to the same 

conclusion as us in the end.” The President took a sip of water and continued 

with cold vigour. “If the robots could drown in our seas, we’d let them drown. If 

they could break their legs, we’d let them fall from our border walls and do so. 

The way we’re doing it just puts them out of their misery sooner, that’s the way 

I see it”. 

 “When the public find out about this they’ll want to tear down this place, 

they’ll be calling for your head!” 

 “Are they not rioting already, Maxwell you fool? When all of this is over 

and truth is out they’ll thank me, just you watch”. 
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 “How many have died already?” Maxwell asked, by now speaking in tone 

of only pain and defeat. 

 “We estimate 50,000 so far, but more are detained and in line to be 

incinerated in the coming days,” Peterson answered on the President’s behalf.  

 “Monsters!” Maxwell screamed as he suddenly attempted to round the 

desk to face the President. One of the security guards stepped in and forcibly 

restrained him, pulling him back to the corner of the room. Hershberger stood 

over the grand mahogany desk to protest in Maxwell’s place.  

 “Can I ask you one question please, Sir?” he started. He was shaking with 

confusion and anger but managed to maintain a degree of reserve that Maxwell 

hadn’t. The President waved away the second security guard as he moved 

towards Hershberger. 

 “One question. Fine. But afterwards you and your friend over there turn 

and leave my room with no further questions”. 

 “Have you got a heart in there, Sir?” Hershberger asked. “Somewhere 

deep within that broad chest of yours. Somewhere buried beneath that expensive 

suit. Because any man with a real heart would surely show mercy. Have you 

really got a heart?” There was a pause before the President answered. Still 

grappled within the arms of the security guard, Maxwell listened eagerly for the 

response. Hershberger stared deep into the President’s eyes, searching for a soul 

somewhere. 

 “Yes I have heart” he replied, “but mine beats for my country”. 
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Locksley 
By Anonymous 

 

SOLVEIG AND THOMAS 

To Solveig, fear is the glorious intuition that there is something that should be avoided fast, 

like a drooling wolf or a piano tipping like a seesaw just above your head. Fear makes you 

move before the rest of your brain concludes that you probably look tasty to a starving 

predator, or that a falling coconut at only 1.5kg is hard and heavy enough to kill you; meaning 

that taking the time to check if the piano is a Yamaha or a Steinway grand is immaterial if it is 

on course for your skull.” If you feel like it, run” is her motto. 

Solveig should have too. She should have feared the monster who nearly took her 

brother and might come for you.  

About a year back Solveig’s brother Thomas had suffered a serious setback, but just 

frowned and got back to work, Solveig was proud of him for that. Then about two months 

ago, the siblings received a letter from someone named Locksley.  

Locksley? Like from Ivanhoe? Her brother asked her “I loved that book” he added. 

“That’s how he spells it” Solveig replied  

The letter told them that a grand-uncle no one had talked much about was childless 

and was barely holding on to life. It introduced Locksley as the tenant of a farm high on the 

side of a steep valley which they were likely to be the next owners of. The letter detailed how 

their family had been there a long time, a long illustrious history of a small place. It was a text 

full of sweet words. Solveig could feel her brothers muffled excitement. Admittedly a project 

like that would hand him both giving work and good pay. Solveig suggested they should 

perhaps contact the uncle directly, but when they asked around the pervading feeling amongst 

their family seemed to be that most didn’t know Locksley and those who did thought that it 

better to wait.  

About a month later they received a second letter confirming that they had indeed 

inherited the farm. Solveig was asleep when the letter arrived, and her brother knocked on her 

bedroom door. “Come in,” she said still mostly asleep. Thomas was beaming with delight “I 

got it! It’s ours like Locksley said!”  
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She dreads going up there however. The road will be long and winding and she gets 

terrible motion sickness. Motion sickness is almost unique to those who get a bad case of it, 

you could compare it to a headache but most people don’t get the kind headaches that makes 

you feel ill too. Nor is it quite like getting drunk, though most people know what it is like to 

get drunk. It is, in fact, strikingly like being angry. Hatefully angry. Like possessed rage. You 

feel it coming, it builds, and unless you do something like stop the car or end the 

conversation, it slushes around inside you. Those around can see it in your eyes, and feel it, 

almost without looking. Solveig hates that most of all. But she was doing this for Tom most 

of all.   

  “Do you have the other letter?”  

“Yeah, of course.” He was putting on his shoes, the sole was missing in one of his 

wellies. 

“Do you have the keys Solveig?” She could feel he was starting to notice her concern, 

she pulled herself away and walked over to the car. It was soon followed by the shout of 

“phone”! 

She strolled back over. “not much use, won’t be any cell reception up there” She said. 

“That is one of the first things I’ll fix if the house is nice,” said Thomas. 

“Does driving help with the motion sickness?” “Sort of,” she said. “Looking out the 

window or sleeping is better though.” 

“That’s fine, I’ll drive,” her brother said.  

She put her head back towards the window so as to look out until she fell asleep. 

 

ROLF AND THE VALLEY 

She woke up to see them passing through a small town in a wide valley with tall,  hills on 

either side. Like many Norwegian fjords, it was a verdant ray stretching down a landscape 

dotted with groves of tall broadleaf trees tucked between a smattering of homesteads, and the 

patches of the grain and orchards that they governed. Apples and plums had long since 

become the staple-crop in the area, guessing by the empty granaries and the rows of fruit tree 

that stood like datelines marking the time when grain had gradually waned in favour. Above 

the valley and up along the sides, like a hardy moss, grew pines - like the hairs of a thick dark 
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fur. They stood there close, their short branches shivered in a wind other than the one which 

gently swayed the oaks and ashes in the valley below.  

Solveig heard her brother ruffle the map as they came towards an intersection. 

“Okay… to the right,” he muttered.  

The second letter had not been sent by Locksley but had been posted and emailed to 

them through a local solicitor’s office, signed by one Rolf Evensen. 

A small, smart-car stood on the intersection and leaning on it with his elbow on the 

roof stood a large man in a roughly knitted jumper, boots and corduroy-trousers with a wide 

smile, a rucksack and designer glasses. “It cannot be his car,” Solveig said to her brother.  

“Shut up, I’m trying to keep a straight face,” her brother lowered the window peaked 

out and smiled at the man. “Hey! Would you happen to be Rolf?” 

The man clapped his hands together and boomed “ULLERVIK Hahahah! Yes, Rolf 

Evensen. Do you mind if I take a seat? There is a lot to go over before half-past four.” 

Rolf’s assistant got out of the car, and showed himself to be an even taller man in a 

suit, a manhandled tie, slick hair and a patch on his face which he had clearly designated as 

beard habitat but which had remained embarrassingly sparse. “Rolf, should I drive first or 

should I follow?” he asked.  

Rolf pointed up as  said: “better that you follow, but follow close, I think we should be 

done with most of the things we need to get through except the tour of the grounds by the 

time we get there.”  

The road grew narrower as it carried them up and into the hillside. “The farm is in 

truth more of a seter,” Rolf made a low wooshing sound as he drew breath through his teeth. 

“It used to be a place where  farmhands would take livestock for the summer pasture back 

when the people where hungrier and every metre of fertile soil had to be committed to 

growing grain or potato. Good potato soil down in the valley, you know, stone-less. Shame to 

use it on apples, but we don’t drink potatoes like we used to!” Rolf boomed loudly, so much 

so it shocked all three, Rolf included. Gathering himself, Rolf turned as far as he could 

towards Solveig and said: “Now, local folklore gets a bit vague, but the general rules with 

seters are that you watch out for Huldra and that you knock before entering so that the good 

spirits have time to leave. That is simply good curtesy, but what really matters is that you 
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never let anything in after dark. Even if it knocks – especially if it knocks!” He was trying to 

be funny as a smile rippled across his face.   

“These places were allegedly infested with all manner of spirits and trolls, and just like us 

they follow a strict timetable. For me, 4:30 means picking up the kids.”  

It all made Solveig feel restless. Thomas had furrowed his brow in an apparent attempt 

to listen to Rolf’s rambling and drive at the same time.  “Rolf, would you mind turning down 

the music slightly?” Said Thomas.  

 

THE SETER 

Then came the sound of the smooth whisking of long wet grasses as the car slowed and turned 

onto the property.  

The three sat there, looking out at a small collection of old farmhouses blackened by 

time, with grassy roofs which curved like slack hammocks towards the ground.   

The sound of the other car driving up right behind them got Rolf started again.  

He jumped out, slid his rucksack down and pulled out a small collection of neatly 

assorted papers and a pen. “Here are the papers, I only need your signatures right … here” He 

put the papers on the bonnet of the car and marked a small x next to a line. 

The siblings stepped out in a daze. Both tired from the drive, they got out of the car 

sore and stiff. Solveig approached Rolf as Thomas started looking across the field.  

“So where’s Locksley?” asked Solveig.  

“A tenant? There is an old lease that has yet to run out but we were not aware of 

anyone actively living here.” After a brief pause Rolf shuffled through a couple of the papers 

and picked up what looked like a black and white photo of an old rug.  

“Well it is on the old hunter’s cabin, it should be around there, on the edge of the 

clearing.” Rolf looked up at Solveig, his face gathered up, his brow fell onto his large eyes. 

“Which hotel are you staying at tonight?”  

“We thought we’d just camp out here, you mentioned in your letter that the barn was 

still standing. We’ll need to be up to survey the place in the morning anyway,” Solveig said.  
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“We can get you a room at the Hotel Fjord, our associates stay there during 

conferences,” Rolf said with concern. 

“Thank you, but we’d rather not,” answered Solveig. 

“The proprietor is an old family friend and is a good customer of my firm. He’ll let 

you stay the night.  On the house, I’m sure.” 

“It’s okay,” Solveig smiled. “That’s very gracious of you, but we’re okay.” 

There, across from the barn and at the lip of the forest, was the cabin. Less than sitting 

it had sunk into the landscape and the grass roof had folded in with the hill. The stone and the 

wood were all dark and time had curved all that once was straight. Above it stretched a forest 

canopy composed of rays of wilted greens. Beneath, the underbrush swelled like a black 

pincushion in which the needle trees took root. The cabin was hollow. Like the gaping maw 

of whale swallowing krill, water and all, the decaying architecture and emptiness drew the 

whole landscape in towards it. The siblings felt the grim pleasure that comes when defying 

the repulsion humans naturally feel towards such a place. A place which so much resembles 

either the lair of an animal too vicious to fight or the eye of one too large to escape.  

This place was old, it smelt, looked and - if you stuck your tongue out - tasted it. The 

roof could be newer, maybe only a few hundred years, but the stones, they could have been 

there since the beginning of time. 

As Solveig and Thomas had taken to walking about the place, they quickly resolved to 

walk by the hunter’s cabin. They looked around. Down below the valley looked beautiful, but 

the place itself seemed uninhabited. Moss grew on stones which made up the doorframe, moss 

which she guessed would have been rubbed off if anyone had walked over it with any 

regularity. The door was open, and as they peered into the maw they saw nothing.   

Thomas meandered over to Solveig. 

“There really isn’t much here at all,” he said. 

“The wood is ours, but yes, the ground is coarse and I doubt much will grow,” she 

thought it was better if she was frank now. 

“Winter comes early and leaves late too.”  

“Yeah.” 
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Thomas leaned against the wall to the left of Solveig. 

“It is regulated as forest, right?” Thomas turned away from her to look up at the pine 

behind them as he said it. Solveig looked down toward the few derelict cottages “Yeah, it’s a 

“historic” site too.”  

“No building permit then,” Thomas sat down in the grass. 

“No” said Solveig.  

“How much if we sell?” 

“Not much.” 

Solveig sat down next to her brother. “If we are lucky it should be enough for a nice 

trip somewhere. We could travel to America, rent a decent car and road-trip for a few 

months.”  

“But then we’d come back” Solveig could feel the weight of those words. 

“Yes, we would have to come back”  

 

LOCKSLEY 

“You look like you are feeling a little peaky,” Thomas was looking back at her now.  

“The drive was long,” she said. 

It wasn’t the drive. She didn’t know what it was, but she had caught a shadow moving 

in the corner of her eye, ascending from the cold black. All of sudden Thomas saw the man.  

Thomas jumped. Solveig stepped back turned and scanned the thin man that was 

standing with one foot still in the cabin. His hair was draped long behind his ears and across 

to his back. He was pale but his face was warmed with a soft allure. “Welcome to Skartveit, 

Skartveits.” 

Solveig saw his open palm reflexively stretched out her own hand despite tremors of 

the initial shock still running through her legs and chest. “Locksley?”  

“In the flesh, you must be Thomas and Solveig, very pleased to have you here.” 
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Thomas, just having overcome the initial shock, got up, stepped forward and shook his 

hand. “How did you come to live here Locksley?” He asked. 

Locksley smiled “It’s a sad story, I was travelling to places such as this blessed spot to 

preserve them, to remind people of just how valuable places like this can be, when I met and 

made a deal with your uncle. While we had similar ideas, we fell out.” 

Thomas’ eyes widened “So you think there may be value to this place?” 

“Oh yes, much more than most realise, this whole valley used to be a vital part of the 

regional economy with its good soil and even better people.” Locksley was handsome, but 

when he spoke they forgot his looks as words melted into each other, and the sentences 

flowed by like a quiet river, the soft entrancing movement of his story holding them both 

tight. He told them to survey the landscape, so they did, he pointed to a spot far away and 

their collective gaze followed. 

Solveig had been listening eagerly, but her sense of unease shook her out of it. 

Locksley’s stories were fine, not all true, but well told. They seemed askance with what Rolf 

had said, about drink and hunger, and what she knew. She looked down to gather herself, and 

then over at Thomas. He was still engorged in the story Locksley was telling. Locksley stood 

next to her brother, quite a bit taller than him and had clearly found his favourite listener. 

As she scanned the pasture which the evening sun had set in amber, if it wasn’t for the 

car it could have been any summer of the thousand last summers before now. Practical as she 

was, seeing the car Solveig reminded herself that they had to unpack. She left her brother and 

Locksley to empty out the car. She found the barn, laid out the inflatable bedding and stopped 

for a moment to examine the barn. It consisted of two beds on either side with feet towards 

the entrance, a fireplace or cooking station in the middle, and a long second room for the 

animals it once housed. Solveig walked over to the walls and put her thumb over what seemed 

to be gaps between the planks. It was too hard to tell, but she couldn’t feel a draft and it was 

still summer so it didn’t matter. Having brought it all in, she went out to fetch Thomas. The 

hunter’s cabin looked little more than a fold in the landscape from where she was standing. A 

former storage house, another small cabin and the car all seemed to make up a small circle 

around an overgrown meadow. The forest surrounded their little collection of human 

trappings but grew no closer than fifteen or twenty meters from them. She looked over 

towards the tree line and spotted a traditional wooden fence that were common even in the 

valley, to confirm her suspicions that it girdled the seter she swung around the corner of the 
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barn. She saw that although it had come apart slightly further up the hillside and in towards 

the woodland deep, it was mostly intact.   

She started walking back towards the hunter’s cabin. Her brother was still looking out 

towards the valley with Locksley behind him.  

“HEY, time to help out!” Solveig shouted. Her brother cocked his head, Locksley 

Looked down at her brother. “Hi Locksley. Come on, Tom, I want to sleep.”  

Finally, Thomas stood up and turned towards her. “oh okay, I’m coming.”  

 

THE NIGHTMARE 

It didn’t take long to get it all out and ready for they hadn’t any more than the bare 

necessities.  

Thomas, now in a t-shirt and underwear with a toothbrush in one hand and a mug of well 

water in the other was doing circles in the small room while brushing his teeth. He only 

stopped to spit and to ask: “did you remember to knock and warn the good spirits?” 

Solveig looked over at him from her bunk on the other side. “Sort of, didn’t know you 

paid attention to stuff like that.”  

“Well, customs are important,” he replied.  

“Okay, well Rolf also said to lock everything carefully too,” Solveig said. 

Thomas walked to the door rinsed his mouth and spat “Sure, but I think that is 

probably city talk, also what if this place caught fire and the lock got stuck.”  

“Rolf is from the valley, his last name is literally the name of a farm down there, if 

you want to follow custom lets follow custom.” She got up, and walked to the door.  

Her brother climbed into the bunk across from hers.  

Solveig looked out through the door. It was the kind of dark you only really get out in 

the countryside. She let her eyes drift over the landscape and towards the hunter’s cabin, it 

seemed that Locksley was still up, standing there. She locked the door quietly. She walked 

back to her bunk and stretched over to reach the light. “Good night, Tom.” 

“Good night!”  
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The lights were out, but there was a faint glow to the mist she could see from the gaps 

in the barn walls. She put her head up on her pillow to look through and saw the meadow. It 

should be darker she thought. She froze. In the middle of the meadow stood Locksley. She 

couldn’t see his eyes or most of his face, though she could see his jaw, opening and closing 

like door to a draft. She laid back down, put her hands at her side, tried to squeeze sleep out of 

tired and frightened eyes. She couldn’t, they wouldn’t shut. She looked down her bed. The 

mist felt like it was seeping in through every crack and gap. In some places it looked as if 

someone was breathing in from the outside. The nausea churned in her stomach, where did 

this bone shaking revulsion come from? She looked back out. She couldn’t see him. There 

was no seeing beyond the light of the cabin anymore. The air whisked the grass and bushes 

against the barn, or was it fingers looking for purchase? The wind calmed, she heard steps 

outside the door. A faint tapping against the metal of the lock. She drew breath. “Come in” 

she instinctively thought. She bit down, resisted the motion as hard as she could and fixed her 

gaze on the ceiling. Her nails digging into the soft, splintering wood of her bed. 

“… Come in,” she whispered.  

What the fuck! She thought to herself. The door is locked, he can’t come in anyway.  

Having momentarily forgotten her  brother was there she rocked over to look at him, to check 

if maybe he was awake too.  

He was sleeping peacefully. But there, at the end of his bed, like a tree bent by snow 

and time, stood Locksley. Tall and long as a shadow. His skin pulled tight over sharp teeth in 

a thirsting grin. Through his teeth he whispered, “he is mine” She felt as if someone had 

poured cold liquid lead into her bones while watched as he pulled Thomas off his bunk, 

dragging him by the back of his shirt out of the barn. Solveig tried to will movement out of 

muscles that could not move while her bones were leaded with fear. Tears had clouded her 

eyes and obscured the direction Locksley had taken Thomas. She the clawed the fabric of the 

bed and started rocking herself back and forth until she rolled out of her bunk.  She fell and 

landed with a hollow thud, rattling the floorboards. Bounding out of the cabin she spotted 

Locksley hauling Thomas out towards the woods. Now, all was just black on black, seeing 

nothing. Still she ran out, just out, towards the woods.  A root grabbed her foot and she trips 

up against the scaly bark of a pine. Reaching up to right herself she remembered her phone, it 

was still in her shorts. “Can’t phone home. flashlight!” The light was too weak, or the wood 

too deep - no, both! Taking a step back she fell over the same root that tripped her coming in. 

The flashlight flooded the shape of a smiling man with a tail carved into the tree.   
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The dream shifted. The next dream had less form but she thought she was in Prague, 

maybe Edinburgh, a former partner made an appearance in a place they never were.  She 

woke up seeing her brother making breakfast in the cantina their father had bought years ago 

but never used.  

 

THE WORMS  

Her unease still sat in her frame. But Thomas saw her come to.  

“Nightmare? You okay?” 

“Yeah” She said as she got up.  

“How did you sleep?” She asked 

“Well actually, I had some strange dreams too,” said Tom. “But that is to be expected 

in old houses like this, full of fumes and all that. Also, a little itchy, but next time we come 

I’ll just not sleep with my back to the wall.” 

“Do you have anything more that needs doing here?” She grabbed a mug and started 

spooning the porridge her brother had made from the cantina.    

“In a hurry?” He asked.  

“Just restless. I’ll do a perimeter check, you do what you feel you need to do.”  

“How about we stay one more night. Then we could really get a feel of this place”  

“Let me think about it,” she washed out the cantina with some of the water they had 

brought.  

They got dressed and halfway through the meadow she heard Thomas greet Locksley 

good morning.  

The fence was broken in several places instead of the one that she thought she had 

seen yesterday. She righted a couple of posts along the way. Overgrown, sodden, rotten… 

untouched.  

The dream had sapped her sleep of rest,  and her were eyes sore. The morning sun was sharp 

so she thought it better to continue her inspection in the shadow of the trees. She reached out 

for the odd tree trunk to steady herself while traversing the fence.  
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But as she stepped over a dead branch that lay shattered on the stone and moss, and 

the rough furrowed bark she grasped gave way. With a soft crack it came off the trunk and 

Solveig plunged forward, knee and arm first with the bark still in hand. “Fucckch!” She 

turned around, closed her eyes. She took a deep breath. The air tasted of moss and pine. She 

stayed sitting started to dust herself off, checked for bruises and put her arms to her side so 

she could push herself up. She felt the piece of bark under her hand and looked up at the trunk 

of the tree stump where she broke off the bark. It was half bark half dry wood, but reached 

just high enough up into the canopy to look like any other living tree. A part of the bark on 

the other side had been peeled off long ago and the wood underneath looked dry and pale, 

however it too seemed furrowed. She tilted herself a little to the left and there, splintered and 

flaking smiled the same carved man she had seen in her dream. She shot back in disbelief, her 

hand feeling again the piece of bark she had pulled off. It was slippery, moving, wriggling. 

Still staring at the trunk she saw something crawl out of the back of the dry wood. Like a tiny 

hand it waved and then the hand fell to the ground and more tiny hands came out and did the 

same. She jumped up, and shook her own hand vigorously. 

 “WORMS! FUCK WORMS.  FUCK..CK FUCK FUCK. FUCK IT ALL. FUCK 

THE WORMS. FUCK THIS PLACE. FUCK YOU. FUCK THIS CREEPY SHITSTICK” 

She shot the carving a glance. She stared at it, as if waiting for it to say something. 

This time she would listen to her instincts. She broke open a large hole in the fence with her 

foot. She then marched a beeline towards the barn. Her walk had taken her almost all the way 

around the property, and past the hunter’s cabin. As she marched she noticed that her brother 

was there with Locksley, again. From this angle the conversation took on a different hue, it 

seemed more intimate somehow. She was almost jogging towards them now. Then she saw it. 

Locksley’s hands were not simply resting on her brother’s shoulders as she had thought. 

Instead, they were reaching back behind Locksley’s own spine. As she drew closer, Solveig 

saw Locksley pinch and pluck thick worms from his own back. Carefully dropping them into 

the collar of her brother’s shirt.  

“Fuck fuck fuck, what is this shit?” She turned straight towards the two of them. 

“What the fuck is going on?! Tom? Locksley… you fucker, get away from him!”  

Locksley drifted back, his eyes now fixed on her. A shiver rushed from Solveig’s 

spine as she realised this was the first time he had aimed those eyes at her. 

“What is… fuck, Solveig! You scared the shit out of me!” said Thomas. 
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“We are leaving, Tom. Right now,” Solveig said.  

“We can’t leave, I have things to do here, I could build this place up again” Tom’s 

eyes darted between her and Locksley, who was looming behind him.  

“He is putting worms in your back!” She said, now in full fury.  

“No, and what worms? Is this one of your metaphors? If it is something you think 

Locksley is doing you lay off!” He turned his back to her and moved towards Locksley who 

was now closer to the trees than to the cabin, his figure melting into the greenery. 

“I am packing the car, and we’re leaving,” Solveig growled.  

She ran into the barn, pulled out their bedding, grabbed as many of their things as she 

could, just dodging the doorframe on her way out. The rage flowed in her now. She found the 

key to the car and put it in the ignition. She then  jumped out of the car and started walking 

across the meadow back towards Thomas and Locksley. 

On her approach she saw Locksley was back, and he was speaking into Thomas’ ear. 

Narrowing her eyes, she saw Locksley pinching and pulling something glistening from his 

own back and placing it carefully on her brother. Locksley looked more and more like the 

monster in her dream. But she couldn’t reach him with this rage that had gripped her so. She 

looked down at the valley, over at the car, she drew a deep long breath and focused. She put 

her hands to her mouth and called: “TOM! Come over here!” As hard as she could she tried to 

shake the thought of all those gross mealworms burying into her brothers back.  

“TOM, Tom, I am sorry, please just come, this place is no good.” Pointing at the 

sandy earth and then at the pine above she said “Nought but pine, grass and evil memories 

will ever grow in this place. Rolf was right, maybe if we had money we could change this 

place. But we don’t! Come with me, let me help you find something else. I know you’re tired, 

I feel it too.” She locked eyes with her brother ”This place will only ever drain us and it will 

give nothing back.” 

The words fell heavy on her brother’s shoulders 

The anger that had tightened his lips and tensed his jaw was washed away by his 

sister’s honesty. Her brother put his hand on his face to massage his temple and whispered 

just so she could hear “I am just so lost.” 
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She ran up to him “That’s okay, but we need to get out of here. I am your sister, 

please, trust me like before, remember?” 

“Yeah” He said hoarsely. 

“Yeah, let’s go!” For a moment, Solveig was sure she could see woodworms falling 

out behind him. His eyes teary, his knees failed, just close enough to her for her to catch him. 

“Fuck, alright.” Behind her she heard feet moving through the dewy grass towards them. As 

she looked up from the wriggling creatures in the grass she saw Locksley, prowling towards 

her white knuckled, snarling, and violent intent. She could feel his temper fold in her stomach 

as she looked at him. She put two fingers up in an appropriate salute and yanked her brother 

up on her shoulders before she placed him in the passenger seat. Jumping into the driver’s 

seat she stomped on the reverse.  Hunched and fuming, Locksley circled the meadow. In the 

rear-view mirror, Solveig could see that his eyes were now black and bulging like a seals. For 

a second, she thought she glimpsed, his back; hollow and rotten as the carving in the tree. 

“Fuck this,” she mulled to herself. Putting the car in drive she first wheeled towards him fast, 

but then veered off onto the road away from the monster.  

“You awake Tom? You okay?”   

“I think I need some sleep, Sol” His voice was languid and soft. No longer able to see 

the seter or Locksley in the mirror she let her eyes track the road.  

“Sure, I’ll wake you when we get home.”  
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“Untitled” 2016. 
 

“Untitled” 2016. 
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Poetry 
 

The Cruel Sea 
By Thomas Chivers 

 
I live and love and lose and learn 

And live to love again.  
I learn and live and lose and I  

Yearn to love again. 
 

The sea of love is fraught with rocks. 
And stiff with hidden peril 
And I, chartless and naïve  
Endeavour to hit them all. 

 
A light I see, a guiding light  

To banish my fear to ease my plight. 
But alas unlucky and in love  

I follow the light to the wrecker’s cove 
 

Before this knave of hearts wrecks me 
All washed up on the shore. 

Where undoubtedly, I would there lie 
And beg and beg for more. 

 
I spy down in the murk below 

 a fishy tale, a fairy glow, 
Of seaweed eyes, skin of coral. 

A mermaid’s lips pass nothing moral. 
 

She beckons me near, and as I lean, 
I catch in her eye a wicked gleam  
Red lips reveal sharp pointed teeth 

And a long-forked tail that flickers beneath. 
 

I pull back with a cry. 
No mermaid will my heart entrap, 
No fishy kisses from lips that lie 

Can catch us creatures born to die. 
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And as I see my shore draw near. 
A sweet soft sound caresses my ear. 
No wax have I with which to plug  

My ear against the sirens drug. 
 

Kind words and loving solicitudes. 
Adoring love songs in multitudes. 

Compliments to make my ego grow 
And that is not all there is to show. 

 
I am enraptured until a thunk! 

I shake my head to clear the gunk. 
I turn my head around and see 

A herculean coastguard rescuing me! 
 

And with a smile she takes my hand 
And leads me safely onto land. 

We walk the road nice and slow. 
Where it leads I do not know. 
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Reviews 
 

Hunter Bulkeley’s Reviews... 
 

Robin Hobb’s The Farseer Series 

Are you sick and tired of the same old generic European medieval fantasy worlds? Well then too bad, 
this series is still one for you if I have to drag you to it kicking and screaming. You won’t be here for 
the world. While later books add some more fantastical elements to the world, like a genuinely 
unique take on dragons, for the most part The Six Duchies are simply medieval fantasy. The magic 
system, while fascinating, is nothing special in early books.  

So why am I insisting you need to read this series, because you really do? Because I am head over 
heels in love with Fitz Chivalry Farseer. You will watch Fitz move from the nameless dog boy to 
[spoiler] and be with him on every step of that journey. Your heart will break alongside his at times. 
You will weep tears of joy when he achieves something. When the entire world is standing against 
him, when he is standing against himself, you will be there cheering him on, rooting for him to 
succeed because you understand him. He faces struggles that all of us face, being an outcast, 
struggling with his first love, a work life balance, among many more. In the three trilogies of this 
series you will read of a perfectly encapsulated time of life that any of us can relate to, from being a 
teenager to a young man to now a middle-aged man. 

I could write much more on supporting characters, with even those that appear in very minor roles 
feeling alive to me, but I won’t even risk spoiling anything for you. Suffice it to say, you must read this 
series. It is influential in the fantasy genre, with its flash back story form showing up again in Patrick 
Rothfuss’ King Killer Chronicle. If you haven’t read that, well, I have one hell of a list for you, but it 
starts with Book 1, the Assassin’s Apprentice by Robin Hobb.  

 

Brandon Sanderson’s The Stormlight Archives 

Okay, congratulations, you made it through the eight or nine books of Hobb’s. By now, you’re 
probably going to be sick of that generic fantasy world, but you, like me, are in love with Fitz, the 
imperfect idiot that he is. You need a treat. Have you ever wondered what a fully realised fantasy 
world that has barely any resemblance to the standard run of the mill ones would look like?  

It looks like Roshar, where periodic massive storms sweep across the continent strong enough to rip 
cattle into the sky. Everything in this world revolves around those storms. Humans build cities in 
protected clefts in the earth. Plants retreat into the earth at any sudden motion around them, so as 
not to get ripped away by the storms. Giant crustaceans walk the earth. Do you have a problem with 
crustaceans the size of Godzilla being technically physically impossible due to earth’s gravity? Well 
Sanderson has an answer for you, since Roshar has a 30% weaker gravitation pull than Earth’s. Take 
that science student trying to find holes in my fun giant monsters. Do I have your attention yet? If 
not, then how about the fact that Sanderson has thought of a way to make those absurd fantasy fan 
art knights with overly large swords actually work. If that doesn’t grab your attention, then I think 
you’re in the wrong society.  



 123 

I am not in love with any one individual in this book, unlike the Farseer trilogy, but this series still has 
a stellar cast. There are roughly three main characters at the moment, depending on how you define 
main, and a whole host of supporting character. The first is Caladin, the slave with a tragic and dark 
past who really just needs to shut up, smile, and learn how to keep himself alive while sprinting at 
the enemy lines with a bridge on his head. Then we have Shallan Davar, the artist and ward to the 
greatest mind of the modern age, whose only goal is to steal from her teacher. At last, we come to 
Dalinar Kholin, the man, the myth, the legend. Once, he was a battle mad berserker that none dared 
question. Now, reaching middle aged, he’s come to actually consider what his life means. More 
importantly, he’s started having visions from someone who claims to be God. They tell him to break 
with everything he’s ever known for the apocalypse is come! Is he going insane? Is he hearing God? 
Well, just go read the books to find out! 
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Colossal review: why this acclaimed but underseen oddball gem 

deserves your attention. 

By Milo Farragher-Hanks 

 

If we may get all self-reflective for a moment, we sci-fi and fantasy 

geeks have a strange relationship to the concept of ‘weirdness’. 

Ostensibly, we love weirdness: we constantly say that we want our 

genre fiction to be more strange and esoteric, that we prefer the 

wacky and trippy to the dour and gritty, and proclaim our love for the 

‘anything goes’ madness of Silver Age comics and 80s cartoons. But 

when we’re confronted with something genuinely off-piste, truly 

challenging, we tend to blanche - just look at the rage some fans flew 

into when The Last Jedi didn’t, just as Luke Skywalker had warned 

months earlier, go the way we thought. But perhaps the most 

egregious and frustrating recent example of truly out-there genre 

storytelling being failed by geekdom at large is the way we all slept 

on Colossal last year. 

 

The fourth feature and second English-language film by Nacho 

Vigalondo – the bonkers genius behind Timecrimes, Extraterrestrial 

and Open Windows – Colossal is a hard film to describe, to put it 

mildly. In the broadest sense, it’s a monster movie, specifically a kaiju 
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film. But it’s also a black comedy about alcoholism. And an 

examination of toxic masculinity and abusive relationships. It’s also 

maybe sort of a superhero movie.  More specifically, the film is about 

Gloria (played by Anne Hathaway), an alcoholic online-magazine 

writer who is several months out of work and showing no sign of 

giving up the bottle any time soon. After she returns from yet 

another drunken night out, her boyfriend Tim (played by Dan 

Stevens) kicks her out of their New York City apartment and sends 

her packing back to her former home in a nowhere-special Middle 

American town. There, a chance reunion with childhood friend Oscar 

(played by Jason Sudeikis) leads to her taking up a job at the bar he 

runs in his late father’s stead. Gloria thus settles into a comfortable 

but futile routine of working the bar until closing time, drinking until 

the small hours with Oscar and his friends Garth (played by Tim Blake 

Nelson) and Joel (played by Austin Stowell), before sleeping it off on 

a nearby park bench. And then, one day, Gloria awakens to the news 

that a giant monster has suddenly materialised in the middle of 

Seoul, wreaking massive damage on the city before just as suddenly 

disappearing. As the world puzzles over the creature’s repeated 

apparitions, Gloria comes to a startling realisation: she is somehow 

psychically connected to the monster, it’s manifestations tied to her 

blackouts in the park. And that’s when things start getting strange. 
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From this description, it seems evident that Colossal is indeed 

‘weird’. What might surprise you, however, is the kind of weird it 

actually is. The premise might suggest that Vigalondo’s film is simply 

weird in the sense of being quirky or zany – weird in the way that 

Super Bowl commercials or student films or the aforementioned 

comics and cartoons are weird – which in places it undoubtedly is. 

But gradually the film becomes weird in the sense of being 

unpredictable, disquieting, and uncomfortable. Colossal modulates 

tone and mood in a way few films would dare to, using a premise 

that could easily be played for camp as the jumping-off point for a 

poignant meditation on the unforeseen external consequences of our 

self-destructive behaviour somehow blended with a witty 

examination of how a monster movie might play out in the social 

media age. But just when you think you’ve got Colossal pegged, it 

blindsides you again, revealing its true colours: a disturbing, pointed 

deconstruction of male entitlement and the dynamics of abuse. In 

some agonisingly taut, deeply uncomfortable sequences, the film 

dives deep into the dynamics of how men try to control women and 

how women cope with these acts of aggression. This is bold, often 

harrowing, material, unflinchingly confronting us with the emotional 

and physical violence of capital-letter ‘Nice Guys’ and viciously taking 

apart the sexist tropes of fictional romance we’ve come to take for 

granted.  Rather than blunting their edge, the fantastical scenario 

adds to the resonance of these heavy themes, Vigalondo using the 
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genre trappings to dramatize the skewed patriarchal power dynamics 

at play in potent ways, right through to the deeply powerful 

conclusion. Much like fellow 2017 gems Get Out and Raw, Colossal 

understands the primal anxieties at the heart of its genre and finds 

potent contemporary resonances in them, in this case fashioning a 

new and timely context for the monster movie’s fears of destruction 

at the hands of a force bigger than ourselves. It’s just about the most 

interesting thing anyone’s thought to do with giant monsters since 

Neon Genesis Evangelion filtered them through psychoanalytic 

theory and existential angst. 

 

Unapologetically mixing tones and genres, Colossal may simply be 

too offbeat for some tastes. But if you’re willing to follow it off the 

beaten track, you’ll be rewarded with something truly one-of-a-kind, 

headed up by a multi-faceted, awards-worthy performance from 

Hathaway and Sudeikis’s arresting slow-build. Even in a year full of 

original and ambitious genre works – from the far-flung metaphysical 

odyssey of American Gods to the candy-coloured and self-critical 

Thor: Ragnarok – Colossal stands out as a dazzlingly unique vision, 

and one too many of us skipped. See it and experience something 

smart, disquieting, oddly moving, and, yes, weird. 


