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INTRODUCTION

e might have titled this anthology  When Lovecraft Met Howard and Moore. But we didn’t. Because we didn’t think that sounded too sophisticated. But that is the impetus of this book

— to unite two pulp sub-genres. Not that they haven’t been united before. 

Sword and sorcery, which can trace its roots to the works of Robert E. 

Howard and C.L. Moore, melded with the Cthulhu Mythos a long time ago. 

Considering the strong friendship between Howard and Lovecraft, along with Moore’s presence in their circle of writers, one could say it was bound to happen.  is union is present in some of Howard’s tales (Kul  and the serpent people, for example) and one could see hints in some of Moore’s creations (in

“Scarlet Dream,” for one). “ e Testament of Athammaus” by C.A. Smith, 

“ e Curse of the Monolith” by L. Sprague de Camp and Lin Carter -

featuring a monster (an amoeba-like creature) which is summoned by a strange piping - al  seem to blend a bit of Mythos and a bit of sword and sorcery. 

When we were blogging about this anthology, a Mythos fan, Matthew Carpenter, pointed to a number of other stories, including the tales of Brak the Barbarian (His nemesis is Yob Haggoth), “Oracle of Sadqua” by Ron Hilger in the Tsathoggua Cycle, “ e Golden Keeper” by Ian R. MacLeod in  Eternal Lovecraft, and   e  rone of Bones by Brian McNaughton. 

Suspiciously Mythos-like entities have gently permeated the silver screen, sometimes with a barbarian on the side. Who can forget the deity of that Conan sequel,  Conan the Destroyer? Dagoth, ” e Dreaming God,” is the kind of evil deity that might be happily at home in a Mythos tale. His name recal s Dagon and his nickname recal s Cthulhu. Plus, if summoned, he wil  bring darkness upon the world. In the 1980s animated movie,  Heavy Metal,  Den

saves a young woman from a sacri cial altar, surrounded by priests chanting, Uluht’c.  An anagram for Cthulhu? Perhaps. 

Sword and sorcery heroes, popular in comic book form during the 70s and 80s, faced Mythos-like entities in a number of (mostly) European titles like Manos Der Dämonenjäger. 

us, this is not the  rst time that swords have clashed against Cthulhu, Dagon and their ilk. 

One of the obvious questions when putting together this anthology, is:

“What are the racial issues inherent in some of these stories?” Lovecraft and Howard’s views of people of color are wel  known and there is no denying their visions can be highly problematic in this regard. 

Robert E. Howard is the man who wrote in a letter to Lovecraft, “I don’t know whether an Oriental smel s any di erent than a nigger when he’s roasting.” He then went on to pen “Red Nails,” an adventure in a quasi-Prehispanic setting. Here’s a description of one of the Prehispanic bad guys named Olmec:

 at smile [Olmec’s] contained al  the cruel cynicism that seethes below the surface of a sophisticated and degenerate race, and for the  rst time in her life Valeria experienced fear of a man. 

Lovecraft and Howard’s stories are riddled with such moments.  e question then becomes: Can we and should we continue to access these pulp visions? 

e answer, we think, is yes.  ough that does not mean that our visions have to be the same as the ones prevalent in Lovecraft and Howard’s era. While hardly a woman might have made it into Lovecraft’s short stories, and while

Howard might not have featured many a person of color in a lead role, we are not the same writers they were. 

In 1981, Charles R. Saunders wrote  Imaro, a sword and sorcery col ection with an African hero. He spawned what has become the sword and soul movement.  irty years later, our speculative  ction is changing and wil continue to change.  e boundaries and heroes of yore are di erent, as are the stories. We hope that what remains constant is the vibrant impetus of sword and sorcery paired with the thril ing darkness of the Mythos. 

Silvia Moreno-Garcia and Paula R. Stiles

FICTION

THE IRON HUT

BY MAURICE BROADDUS

I. 

When they unearthed the mysterious shard, a sense of excitement rippled through the archaeological camp.  ey were onto something staggering. Professor Leopold Watson arrived  rst and examined the shard with reverent care. Kilwa Kivinje had disappeared into antiquity with no clues as to its whereabouts. Despite his col eagues’

skepticism, he was certain that the forgotten city was here — not far from the Olduvai Gorge — and this shard was the  rst evidence he’d seen that he was on the right track.  ough anxious to send a report to the Associated Press, he opted to hold o  until they knew what they were dealing with. 

Leopold removed his broad-rimmed hat long enough to wipe the sweat from his scalp then tucked his few gray tufts of hair back under its protection. 

Smal -framed glasses  xed to the bridge of his nose. Leopold possessed a thin face with weary creases radiating from his deep-recessed eyes. Miskatonic University, a smal  — though storied — university, couldn’t  nance the expedition without the aid of the Nathaniel Derby Pickman Foundation. 

Dealing with the Foundation meant su ering their representative, Stanley McKreager. His crooked smile, as if he never quite got the hang of it, greeted the slow approach of his col eague. 

“You know what this means?” McKreager pu ed, his severe girth impeding his movements.  e mere act of walking caused him to break into a sweat. 

Leopold wondered if the trek from the camp might be McKreager’s  nal undoing. 

“Of course I know what this means.” 

“ e  rst extra-folkloric proof of Kilwa Kivinje.” 

Leopold sighed and adjusted his glasses. He opposed this expedition — this

“intrusion,” he cal ed it. He suspected that McKreager dreamt of gold mines and the opportunity to plunder the city in the name of science. 

McKreager scrutinized the shard. His oval face reminded Leopold of a soft-boiled egg with a bulbous nose. His heavy head, like a turtle without a shel  to withdraw into, craned about, feigning something akin to academic perusal. 

Leopold hated the way McKreager pul ed the strands of his hair into a ponytail. A ponytail, for God’s sake. 

“Do you see these markings?” McKreager puzzled over the shard. 

“You are quite the fount of rhetorical questions today.” But Leopold couldn’t begrudge him his brand of excitement. He, too, felt the swel  of pride. 

“Can you make them out?” 

Leopold took the shard and felt the press of McKreager’s eyes on him. For a moment, Leopold fantasized about the shard being the earliest known inscription ever to be discovered, written in an archaic proto-Bantu. “ e shard wil  require intense examination. And carbon dating to be sure.” 

“To be sure of what? Stil  being confounded by the indigenous myth cycles?” 

“Mount Kilimanjaro features heavily in local mythology. One of these legends, told by the Chagga people, has it that an ancient chief cal ed

‘Mawenzi’ convinced his younger brother Kibo to fetch him coals from a mighty  re to light his pipe. Besides the fact that Mawenzi and Kibo are the names of the peaks, the legend could be a possible reference to volcanic activity, maybe as far back as the Stone Age.” 

e peaks of mystery loomed above them, their shadow always felt. Leopold lamented that there was not much left of the ice caps now. Within  fty years they might be gone entirely, though they must have been magni cent centuries ago. Returning his attention to the shard, he  ipped it in his palm.  e strange markings on the crystal ine piece made him nauseous if he held it or stared at it for too long.  ere was simply no earthly way the markings of the shard could be real.  e weight of age enshrouded it. He knew without the tests that the words, and they were words, of a tongue long-dead and not quite human, pre-dated the written word. 

McKreager snatched the shard with a near-mania. “I say we announce that this is the work of the artists of Atlantis,” McKreager pronounced, obviously impressed with the quality of the work. 

“Atlanteans? And you say that  I spin tired tales.” 

“If not Atlanteans, then who?” McKreager couldn’t return to the Nathaniel Derby Pickman Foundation with news of African Negro artisans producing such exquisite work. Not before Europeans. 

“Perhaps Portuguese artists,” Leopold started, his stomach turning at the thought of indulging such a ruse. Stil , he needed the funding. “If dated four or  ve centuries ago. Or natives trained by the Portuguese.” 

“Yes, yes. You may be onto something.” McKreager’s heavy eyes locked onto his. “Maybe you ought to lie down. You look positively dreadful, my dear boy.” 

On the walk to his tent, Leopold’s mind brought to bear thoughts of those Elder  ings. He suddenly regretted the long hours spent poring over the arcane papers of the Miskatonic University Library and the favors burnt in order to peruse that damnable book. Creatures of Prehistoric folklore that McKreager took special pains to dismiss, tales long whispered in dread. 

Leopold  dgeted in his cot, fal ing into a troubled sleep, and dreamt of ancient times and ancient warriors. 

II. 

What price friendship? Dinga focused on that single thought, his  ngers groping for the next handhold in the rocky crag.  e piercing gale tore through his heavy fur and hammered nails of ice through his body. His thickly muscled legs grew heavier with each tenuous step up the treacherous mountainside. Cursing the rocks that shifted underfoot, Dinga moved with the practiced ease of a hil man, his soft-booted foot  nding purchase.  e tempests blew torrents of snow and reduced the peak to a smoking cone. 

He had been promised that his journey would be easier, not that he trusted the  laibon who had sent him on this fool’s errand. Dinga had fol owed the narrow ridge, a kind of ramp that wound its way along the mountainside at the outset of his journey. He rested at  shambas along the way and refreshed himself with the bananas and vegetables that grew in the smal  holdings. When the passage turned more arduous, he pressed on, heedless of the grim peril hidden by the white immensity. 

Climbing coursed in his Nokian veins, as did bloodlust and the need for vengeance. Nothing, not the remoteness of the pinnacle, not the rari ed air, not the gnawing cold, not whatever unfathomed mysteries awaited him, would stop him from reaching his destination.  e hilt of his dagger jabbed him in the waist with each step, a gentle plea to be unsheathed in battle.  e weight of his sword pressed against his back — he preferred an enemy to  ght and a mountain in whose shadow many vil ages chil ed would not su ce. 
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e forest roof looked like a verdant mat below him. A rol ing ocean of green that only stirred longings in him to revisit the coast, a desire compounded by the sense of unease he experienced whenever he stared too long at the looming slopes and their irregular peaks. Drifting snow carpeted the shelf before he had  nished his ascent to the snow-denuded summit. A sudden gust of wind nearly unseated him from his lofty ice shelf. In his scramble, he latched onto crystal ine outcroppings. 

No enemy to  ght, only an immovable mound of earth and ice — the thought gal ed him. He’d put his blade to any foe. Yet, Onyame damn him if a rock bettered him.  is mountain was a beast like any other he’d faced and it needed slaying. Remembering that his time drew short, that a friend’s life weighing in the balance, he pressed on. 

e Berbers, wandering barbarians that they were, prepared to set upon Dinga as if he were some unassuming cattle herder.  ey were ready to make o  with whatever valuables he might have. A gold ring dangled from his broad nose and he wore a brass armlet. A tattoo covered the left half of his body, lines like a maze, broken by dots. Little did they know that he valued nothing as much as his weapons.  eir numbers gave them false con dence, nine of their barbarous horde to his one. 

He had them right where he wanted. 

Dinga traveled Azania, the little-known country south of Kush, not expecting to see anyone this far into the interior. His restless nature often got the better of him, roaming without searching for anything in particular. 

Berbers were  erce, worthy to join with him in worship of Onyame. Lanky

gures, able-limbed with knots of muscles poised to spring, their mad glares focused on Dinga. He sensed the impending attack and had tensed himself when an approaching  gure distracted them al .  e swagger of his stride had a familiar bearing. He was giant in stature, even compared to Dinga’s not-inconsiderable height.  e man’s muscles rippled graceful y with each step, more dancer than warrior. 

“What have we here? A lamb beset by a pack of jackals?” Naiteru spoke in a Bantu tongue, despite being Masai. Dinga also spoke Bantu, a good thing since he knew none of the Nilotic tongue of most Masai. Naiteru was not most Masai. Dinga knew loneliness as his primary companion, though, on occasion, he encountered a friend that he had made along his journey. Naiteru stared at him. A familiar admiration danced in his eyes. 

“ ere are no lambs here, wayfarer, save for the gentle thing dangling between your legs,” Dinga said. 

“You have a funny way of asking for help.” 

“I never asked. My worship is a private a air, saved for these mongrels.” 

“Come now — al ow me to commune with your god. Is your heart the only one that beats to the sound of the ancient drum?” 

Dinga knew the Berbers had planned to converge on him in the midst of the upcoming clearing. Instead, the pair of warriors plunged into the barbarians’

swarming formation.  ey crashed through the branches and hurtled into the nearly dozen men. Dinga had sinewy shoulders and a lean waist. His belted loincloth held a dagger hilt jutting from one side, with the belt supporting a short, heavy sword. 

Dinga kil ed the  rst two before they knew they could bring their weapons to bear then ducked the wide arc of the blade path of a third. Quick on his feet, Dinga moved toward the empty swish of sliced air. He parried the next

slash and then cut o  the Berber’s choking cry at his throat by severing him from ear-to-ear. A weird inhuman cal  announced another Berber who crashed through the dense forest wal  like a rhinoceros crashing through saplings. 

Dinga clubbed him with the  at side of his heavy sword and the barbarian’s brains poured from his split skul . 

“What say you?” Naiteru said, engaged by two Berber himself. 

“When I need the help of a stray bamboo reed, I wil  shout.” 

“Heh.”  e Masai side-stepped a thrust then moved in close and snapped his foe’s neck with a quick twist. Another Berber attempted an attack from the rear, to trap him between himself and another approaching barbarian, but Naiteru caught him by the wrist, twirling him around into his companions’

thrusting spear. Naiteru let the impaled corpse fal  to the ground and caught the spear.  e Berber’s partner lunged forward, but the Masai tripped him with his spear then spun it and plunged it into his foe’s back. He ran his spear through the Berber’s spine and breastbone. Naiteru smiled as the Berber coughed out bloody foam and spasmed in death. 

Naiteru’s height and skinny build belied his strength. With an elegance to his movement, he wheeled like a panther on cords of muscles, hard like steel rope. His wild and arrogant eyes measured the course of the fray. A lethal whirlwind, his combat was beauty to behold, an honor to Onyame. A Berber, through more luck than skil , managed to slice Naiteru along the side.  e Masai reacted immediately. An upswing of his spear caught the Berber in his gul et and sent up a shower of red rain. Blood surged over the Berber’s hands as he clutched at his bel y in a futile bid to contain his innards. 

And then it was  nished — the forest was stil  and silent except for the sound of two men breathing heavily. 

“ e wound doesn’t look too bad. It should heal wel .” Dinga studied Naiteru’s side. 

“It could be worse.” 

“How?” 

“I could be you.” Naiteru glanced at the wound. “AKilwa lies not too far from here. Maybe a maiden or two could speed my healing?” 

“If it is a wet nurse you seek, who am I to prevent it?” 

ey moved deeper into the thicket, the tangled copse growing ever the more impenetrable.  e dark wood felt even darker in the cool penumbra of the mountain. 

III. 

e swirling drifts of snow erased any trace of Dinga’s trail, the sound of his footfal s swal owed by the encroaching gloom. He pul ed his fur hood low upon his head. Layered clothes shielded the worst of it.  e terrain held few surprises for him — his wanderings had led him through more than one mountain pass and even the biting wind was more familiar than foreign. A white, long-dead world with the feel of being older than life. Doubt gnawed at his insides like icicles ground into him. He had reached what passed for a plateau among the ice peaks and searched for any hint of where to go next. It had been a few days since his last real meal. He soothed his parched throat with mouthfuls of snow, praying for Onyame to take him before he lost al feeling throughout his body. Stil , his limbs kept moving, determined to survive. He spied a shal ow shaft in the distance and staggered toward it, relieved to  nd anything close to shelter. 

e subterranean passage was like a gaping wound in the earth.  e jagged aperture hid the black recesses of the shaft.  e sounds of the storm  aying the mountainside reverberated through the shaft.  e peculiar howl of the wind, heightened by the darkness, unsettled him within the horrifying enclosure. He lost al  sense of direction, only knowing that he felt as if he climbed down the throat of a giant creature in a tight, downward-angled shimmy. 

A faint amber light glowed in the distance. As Dinga got closer, the chute yawned like a ravenous mouth, spitting him into a high roofed cavern. 

Luminous markings along the wal s possessed the air of the sacred about them. 

For the  rst time, it occurred to him that the whole mountain might be holy. 

e wal s bent at strange angles, cold but not freezing. Stones jutted from them, fangs, covering branching tunnels. A menacing maze, but Dinga knew that the trick of mazes was to always stay true. He kept to a path that always wound left.  e winding path took him deeper into the bel y of the mountain. 

After several interminable hours, the staid air gave way to moving air currents. His ears perked to attention at the sound and smel  of trickling, fetid water. His animal instinct bristled inside him. Waste run-o , like bait — it was meant to draw him in. 

e violent gale assaulting the mountain took on the sounds of disquieting music.  e ground appeared as if it had been undisturbed for ages. He could make out an odd geometry of shapes from the unearthly glow that emanated from whatever grew on the cave wal s. Cones and pyramids piled upon one another like a city with an architecture no man designed. 

Upon closer inspection, he noticed a familiar pattern inscribed upon some of the stones.  e designs were similar to those that had been tattooed onto him. He couldn’t hazard a guess as to what it meant, though he knew it to be a mystery for another time. More troubling were the bones of fal en warriors
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scattered al  about the cavern. A large, oblong shape drew his attention. As he approached, he slowly made out the features of the object before him: a man encased in ice. At  rst, he feared that the nude corpse was a mirage, little more than the heat-induced fever of when he crossed the great desert alone. 

Mummi ed, the man’s grimace reminded him of one privy to an ancient joke, a nomad much like him. Scars and open wounds laced the man’s body. Only the face disturbed him with its calci ed eyes of a madman. 

Only then did Dinga realize that he wasn’t alone. 

He stil ed his breathing and waited for his heartbeat to slow. No sound, not the slightest shu e betrayed any movement — yet he knew lurking horrors surrounded him. First, a strange cal  answered from deep within the cavern. 

en came the sound of nails scraping stone. 

Dinga raised his sword. 

e pair’s progress proved slower than Dinga would have imagined. Two stout warriors such as he and Naiteru should have traversed the short few miles within the hour. Yet, the sky pul ed on its night cloak, held up for it by a forest of ancient trees.  ey tarried as if robbed of the wil  to move.  e throb along his ribs alerted Dinga to his own wounds.  e steep cli s of Oldoinyo Oibor, the white mountain, rose from the jungle, looming over the brooding primeval forest.  e entire val ey lay in its shadow.  e silence of the journey troubled him. No birds, no tel -tale rustling among the lush undergrowth. 

Naiteru’s wound kept bleeding, to Dinga’s dismay, though he gave no sign of it save the occasional grunt. He hadn’t lied to assure Naiteru earlier:  e wound was slight and should’ve closed on its own. He thought of Naiteru as a

brother, one he didn’t always have occasion to like but a brother nonetheless. 

Not like that Spartan dog Gerard who vexed him on occasion by way of misadventure. 

ough they were an easy-going people, Dinga also knew the Masai to be more  erce than the Berbers. It was said that to them, “No one else matters except the Masai and their cows.”  at wasn’t entirely true. Naiteru’s father had taken him in for a time soon after Dinga left his home vil age. 

“You wil  have many adventures and great days ahead of you,” Naiteru’s father often opined. Dinga never said anything to that. He only knew that he had to wander the four winds, the rite of Onyame, before settling among his people. “‘Happiness is to lie on one’s back surrounded by many sons.’ I could always use another son.” 

Often, he thought that Naiteru’s father said such things to stir up Naiteru, instil  in him the threat of a rival for his father’s a ections. Instead, it stirred an unrealized yearning for an older brother.  ey competed, sure, but not as two vying for their father’s approval. 

ey staggered to Kilwa Kivinje’s gates wel  into the evening. Dinga expected a col ection of dark-skinned men and their scattered huts — huts of mud and wattle, thatched with brush. Instead, he found a palisaded city, with sweeping stone wal s that enclosed it and hugged the terrain.  e wal s were built from the very stone of the mountainside. Impressive hil  terracing served to grow grains. Magni cent houses dotted the landscape. Near the center of the village, cone-like blast furnaces with bel ows worked their iron smelting. 

e tal  men mil ed about in their ease postures, standing on one leg, and stared with grim curiosity at the two men staggering toward them.  e women were exotic beauties: tal , buxom, strongly built, with burgundy cloths fastened at the waist by jewels draped around their wide hips, and with shaved heads

and the middle teeth of their lower jaws pul ed out. Rumor had it, so Naiteru said before his wounds silenced him, the women did everything that needed to be done in the village since work was beneath the men’s dignity. 

Dinga col apsed with Naiteru. A cadaverous man with a nose too narrow to trust ran to them and waved the others back. Dinga reached for his sword, but Naiteru’s hand stayed the blade. 

“Bring food and drink for our weary guests!” the man shouted. 

“We …,” Naiteru said. 

“Hush now. We’l  talk when you are refreshed and strengthened.” 

Naiteru gorged on wild game, refusing any fruits or vegetables. He requested fresh cow blood mixed with cow milk, a staple of his warrior’s diet. Dinga ate from al  that the maidens brought and his goblet over owed with wine. He observed the tender ministrations of the maiden that  itted about Naiteru, noting the lingering caresses to her otherwise e cient work. He dreamt of returning to Ifriquia’s tender embrace and felt a dul  ache whenever he thought of her, like a peace he didn’t deserve. However, she was in Wagadugu and that country was in the distant north. 

“And what would your name be?” Dinga asked. 

“Esiankiki.”  e young woman averted her gaze. She carried herself like a woman with strength, Dinga’s eager eyes drank her in, reminding him of a thirst in need of slaking. 

“Your spirits seem lifted. I am Kaina,  laibon to the Chagga people.”  e medicine man’s voice was the low, deep rumble of a threatening storm.  e laibon reminded Dinga too much of the dwel ers of Kawkaw, the land of magicians. 

“I am Dinga of the clan Cisse, a Nokian.” His pulse quickened with pride. 

He knew how his people were thought of: a barbaric, war-like tribe, intel igent

but uncivilized; an ancient and proud people who kept their old ways and secrets to themselves. 

“Naiteru,” he muttered between gulps of blood-milk. 

“I know you, Naiteru. We were saddened to hear of the death of your father.” Dinga cut Naiteru a terrible glance. “We fear more such deaths.” 

Dinga listened careful y to the story the  laibon spun — tales of a river sickness infecting the land, kil ing cattle and weakening the people of the village. What devil’s secrets  laibons didn’t keep to themselves, they spread only in dark whispers. He hinted of necromantic magic and strange creatures cal ed from the Night, searching for any reaction on Dinga’s face. He found only boredom. 

“Does anyone know the mysteries the jungle conceals?  is is none of my business. I wil  take my leave and you can keep your concerns for yourself.” 

“Stay. Let us show you the hospitality of the Chagga,” the  laibon said. 

Dinga, despite his youth, cast a wary eye at the  laibon. He spoke with a general amiability that bothered Dinga. However, the sport of drink was new to him and the e ects far more debilitating that he remembered. His concerns about overstaying his welcome curdled into something approaching apprehension. “No, the horizon cal s me. Show me to my chamber so that I may be fresh tomorrow.” 

“ at’s  ne. Let none say that the Chagga do not know how to treat their guests. Esiankiki, more wine.” 

e light of warning re ected in her eyes as she re l ed his goblet. At least that was the cast of her countenance once he re ected upon it. Far too late. 

IV. 

Before seeing the obsidian outlines, he reckoned the number of beasts at ve. His innate hunter’s skil  guided him, sensing a conscious malignity al about him. He moved with a reckless speed, barely avoiding the charge of the rst creature. Dinga had never encountered an animal like them before.  ey resembled a kind of bat, with their large, membranous wings lined with a serrated edge.  e folds of the unsturdy frames of their wings, like bamboo shoots, hid short, muscular arms with long, taloned hands. Star-shaped heads sat atop their squat bodies. Each had a slit in the center of the top of their heads, the center opening guarded by thin, raking teeth. Bowl-like eyes the color of old wine scanned for movement in the steep night. Dexterous tentacles, like undulating  ngers, radiated from their bel ies. 

Dinga remained motionless, his skin twitching, eager for combat. He held his dagger in one hand and his sword in the other.  e arms of the nearest creature thwarted his initial e orts at a clean stab. In fact, the brute’s skin proved nearly impervious to the casual slicing of his blade. Great, hammer-like blows sent Dinga sprawling to the cold ground. He recovered quickly and leapt at the beast, but was quickly ensnared by it. Its hide reeked of deep earth. 

Dinga plunged his dagger into the inviting bal  of an eye.  e creature let go immediately but not before Dinga tore into the opposite eye. 

Another creature reached for Dinga. He grabbed the outstretched arm and threw himself forward along the icy pathway. In one  uid movement, Dinga wrapped his powerful legs around the creature’s body, entangling its wings as the two of them tobogganed down the trail.  e beast retaliated by raking its nails across his shoulder.  e entwined pair slid toward the wal  of jutting ice spires that mirrored a col ection of spears, until Dinga turned at the last instant so that the beast withstood the brunt of the impact. 
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Dinga ran his hands along the nape of his neck. A familiar slickness greeted him as he muttered imprecations to himself.  e scent of fresh blood stirred the remaining  ends’ passions. In such close quarters, the creatures did more damage  ailing at each other than at him. Two of the beasts tore into each other until they both fel  dead.  e last creature pummeled Dinga with a  urry of  erce punches, and sent him face rst into a wal . He clutched at its neck as the opening in its head frantical y tried to bite at him. His dagger pierced the soft  esh of its underbel y. Dark-green  uid answered for blood and sluiced in a streak against the rock. Dinga sealed his lips shut, fearing that its taste might match the gamy smel .  e blood pooled in a viscous curd. Dinga’s neck and shoulder felt numb. He piled the corpses in the center of the chamber, settled into them and warmed himself in their cooling  esh. 

Dinga opened his heavy eyelids, stil  groggy from what felt like an evening spent in a wineskin. Or  ve wineskins. Images slowly coalesced from some sort of sinister dream. Bits of the scene he recognized. When he attempted to move his arms, he realized that each was bound to a wooden rack.  e  ames from the iron works danced before him,  ghting the chil  of the strange mountain’s shadow. Naiteru lay stil , barely conscious on the gentle lap of Esiankiki. She met Dinga’s stare then turned away quickly. 

“What madness is this?” Dinga pul ed against the ropes, testing them. 

“ e madness is yours, thinking you could come into our vil age to watch your handiwork in action,” Kaina said. “We stil  live and to our last breath we defy you.” 

“Naiteru?” 

“His arrival was an omen. He is known to us, a friend of this vil age. Yet, he, too, has succumbed to your blight upon us.” 

“ en your madness threatens to consume you al . I am a warrior. Servant of Onyame, the god above al  others.” 

“Eng-ai trembles before no other god. Even the red god of drought and the black god of the rains serve Eng-ai. And Eng-ai sent you to us for a reason.” 

“And that reason is what?” Dinga asked. 

“You were the one sent to destroy us.” 

e villagers stared on, dul -eyed and weary. Dinga could believe that they were beset by some malady.  e  laibon – a desperate  gure responsible for their physical and spiritual wel -being had latched on to any belief that might relieve his charges. His supposed powers of divination prophecy and healing availed him not. 

“Either give me a chance to prove myself or else let me die on my feet. A warrior’s death.” 

“We shal . You shal  undergo the Trial by Ordeal.” 

“What is that?”  ough Dinga suspected torture, which he was prepared for. 

Kaina nodded toward Esiankiki. Gently, she slid Naiteru’s head from her lap to the ground then brought Kaina a bowl. She held out her hands and he slit her palm with a smal  dagger. He col ected some of the blood in the bowl then lofted the bowl skyward as if o ering it to an air spirit. Turning to each of the four directions, he similarly prayed before attending to Dinga. Kaina shook a powder into the liquid and held the bowl to Dinga’s mouth. 

“What is it?” Dinga asked. 

“Fresh cow blood mixed with the blood of a virgin. And ground  tenga root.” 

“ e poison?” 

“So it is. One that burns in the veins. Should you be innocent, your life wil be spared. Otherwise, Eng-ai wil  consume you in his  res of judgment.” 

“I serve ‘He Who Roars So Loud that the Nations are Struck with Terror.’ If I have done this cowardly deed, may Onyame strike me down now.” Dinga spat. He had little faith in the dark arts and found the whole matter distasteful. 

Magic was too removed, made combat impersonal. It was too easy, almost civilized, to in ict harm from a distance. However, to physical y engage your enemy — to watch and feel his life blood ebb from his body — that kept the value of life, the true measure of worship in Onyame’s name,  rmly in one’s mind. 

Kaina forced the mixture into Dinga’s mouth. Dinga threw his head back, taking in much of the foul liquor.  e liquid burned his throat and gul et —

waves of liquid  ame coursing through his blood.  e blood- re bulged his veins to near bursting. Dinga pul ed on the ropes and snapped the supporting beams. He let loose his death scream, to alert the guardians of the afterworld that a warrior would soon join their ranks, and fel  to his knees. His skin bristled like seared  esh in the cool morning. He crawled toward Naiteru. 

Kaina, Esiankiki, and the on-looking vil agers moved out of his way. Dinga pul ed himself toward Naiteru’s head. Sweat poured down Naiteru’s face, his eyes bloodshot and tired — the picture of a man trapped in a fevered nightmare. 

“Give me one reason why I shouldn’t kil  them where they stand,” Dinga whispered hoarsely. 

“I’l  give you two. Onyame saw  t to spare you, but you look so weak a foal could topple you. And ...” Naiteru glanced toward Esiankiki. “If she was a virgin, she certainly wasn’t when she left my chambers.” 

“Heh.” 

“Dinga. Son of Cisse. Eng-ai has judged you and found you worthy,” the laibon said in a congratulatory tone. Dinga felt for his dagger, hoping to rid the world of one of its medicine men, only to realize that it had been stripped from him. 

“If this is the hospitality of the Chagga, Onyame take you al .” 

“Truly, you have my apologies,” Kaina said. “We are a desperate people. I had to be sure that you were not one of the Brotherhood of the Higher Ones.” 

Naiteru moaned. A troubling rattle settled in his throat. 

“What troubles him?” Dinga asked. 

“He is not long for this world. It is the work of the Brotherhood.  ey spin their magics.  eir ways poison our land, our livestock, and our people.” 

“Why haven’t you done anything about them? Performed another of your rituals?” Dinga sco ed. 

“ e legends say that the Brotherhood of the Higher Ones abides in an iron hut high atop Oldoinyo Oibor. Guarded by their servant creatures. None have returned to tel  the tale of the hut’s master.” 

“Who built the hut?” Dinga asked. 

“ e Iron Hut was ancient when we settled the land.” Kaina turned his attentions to the now-groaning Naiteru. “He doesn’t have much time. I fear that none of us do.” 

“ en I suppose someone must go and ask the Brotherhood to stop their magics. I wil  ask them as nicely as possible.” 

“If you take up this quest, the Chagga people wil  remember you in our songs.” 

“I’m not doing this for you,” Dinga said. 

“ en at least with the rainy season ended, your journey should be easier.” 

V. 

e silence was so perfect, so profound, that Dinga thought he had passed through the veil into the next world. He only had to traverse two chambers from the site of his ambush to reach the iron hut.  ick and stout, the door of a palace’s keep, it stood three heads tal er than him and broad enough for three men of his size to pass through at the same time quite comfortably. A sense of foreboding rippled through him.  ough he knew that the massive door was set correctly, it had the illusion of being crooked. It canted  rst to the left then, in his next glance, to the right — a back-and-forth sensation that inspired a sense of seasickness. He reached for one of the iron handholds and pul ed the door open. 

e door opened into a dark cavernous hal way, though light danced at the end of it.  e glow wavered like heat lines from desert sand.  rough the wavering ebon murk of the desolate hal way, Dinga made out wal  paintings depicting a story he could barely comprehend. Decadent art depicted people at worship to the mountain, of creatures rising from the oceans. Blocks of ancient carving, like stone corpses, in an o -kilter arrangement induced more of the nauseating vertigo.  e sensation abandoned him immediately if he didn’t look directly at the art.  e sounds of prayerful murmurs half-heard, almost like music played in a dream, echoed from the end of the passage. 

Dinga stood outside the room and peered around the corner at the strange scene. Half a dozen naked men knelt dumbly in a half-circle. Each had rings through their noses, large enough for them to be herded like a favored cosset. 

Each man had been crudely castrated. Judging from the burn scars radiating from the emptiness of their groins across their thighs and bel ies, their wounds had been cauterized by torch  re. Like living scrol s, the men had words — old

words not meant to be pronounced by human tongues, carved into their  esh. 

Rough leather cords ran through their lips, sewing their mouths shut.  eir sounds had the dissonant quality of cries from a gagged mouth.  e vacant expression each wore gave them the semblance of being kin. 

A white-skinned woman, not pale like the Spartan, but possessing an unhealthy pal or of color having been drained from her, mil ed at the center of their entranced ardor. Her head wrapped in a cloth, she doted on them like some horrible mother. Down-turned slits passed for eyes on a face with sagging jowls and endless folds. She squatted before them, rearing back on her haunches, her body like a rotted pear. Rows of what appeared to be gelatinous eggs lined the wal  behind her. On an altar of bones, candles in golden holders re ected light re ected onto jewels on the far wal , a thousand gleaming eyes. 

Incense wafted from bronze bowls. 

Suddenly sensing the presence of an intruder, she met Dinga’s eyes squarely. 

Red froth escaped her lips. If she had said any words, Dinga was already moving and didn’t hear them.  e men stirred to somnambulance and scrambled after him. Dinga ran the  rst man through; the next swipe of his sword severed another man from his shoulder-bone to his breast. Pity was the closest thing that Dinga felt.  ese were no warriors; there was no honor in this slaughter. No, these were mercy kil ings.  eir littered bodies were like fal en leaves.  e last man turned to run away, but he was cut down in an instant.  e man left a bloody smear, a red snail’s wake, as he crawled toward the woman. 

Her merciless eyes fol owed Dinga. What he thought was an ancient story writ into the ice-scarred veins of her skin, upon closer inspection, was the scale-like quality of that skin. She had dwelt with her Higher Ones for so long that she was no longer quite human.  e air in the room became stagnant, 

growing hot, as if heat was generated within him, slowly cooking him from the inside. A sickly yel ow-green glow emanated from a split in the space between them.  e witch-mother began to laugh uncontrol ably. Terrible and maniacal, her laughter was more unsettling than if she had started screaming. 

“You are too late,” she said in her queer,  at tone. “ e vitality of such a  ne warrior may  nal y prove enough to cal  them forth.” 

e pale green light, accompanied by a strange buzzing, revealed black spots, which soon split and opened into mouths. It was as if the hut itself attempted to give birth to an old and hungry power. Dinga could feel it coming. His mistake, he realized, was believing the woman to be the owner of the hut. No, she was its priestess and the hut its temple. It.  at which dwel ed outside, and that was how Dinga knew it — the Dwel er Outside — neared. Over the tittering of her age-dimpled face, her fat tongue lol ed over her teeth. She began to chant. 

His heart pumped madly. He had no knowledge of the dark arts. He knew no ritual to undo the opening that she wrought. Al  he knew was the sword and the blessing of Onyame. He ran the cold iron of his blade through her heart. Her half-closed eyes sprang open, terribly bulbous, distracted but stil standing despite the hunk of metal protruding from her chest. Unaware, her arm drifted into the  ssure she had created.  e burning light of a terrible sunset blistered and charred her arm to a  eshy red ruin. She continued her atonal drone, forming words he almost recognized — al  despite her life quickly draining from her. With her life ebbing, the doorway she opened started to close. A bestial howl cried from beyond. With a last gasp, an ebon tentacle lashed out, a taloned  nger carving into her  esh. Before Dinga had a chance to study the words, the tentacle withdrew, just as the crack in space sealed itself. Her vacant eyes congealed, then hardened. Her entire body
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appeared to gain the sheen of ice, her skin transformed to crystal. Dinga could stil  feel the steady pulse of energy building. 

e throb of power intensi ed.  e altar tore from its perch on the wal  and revealed a shaft that led further down the mountain. Dinga dove for the tunnel and scrambled madly, as fast as he could, praying for passage through the honey-combed mountain. He turned his head, only to see arcs of lightning crackling throughout the room. A few moments later, a terrible explosion roared in his ears. 

Dinga re-traversed the course of the mountain in much shorter time, his route now much more direct. He noticed the lights dancing around the mountain the moment he emerged from the tunnels and trekked back along the ridge of forest.  e  rst smel  of smoke alerted him to trouble. By the time he reached the village, al  that remained was the smoldering ruins.  e great houses were smashed to rubble, the wal s scorched to screes of pebbles.  e ironworks lay topped and a ame.  e cloying stench of burnt  esh choked the air. He imagined the screams of the poor souls now silenced. Numbness washed over him, not the dreadful cold stil ing his body’s warmth but more a chil  of the spirit.  e scent of death was heavy in the air, though no bodies could he  nd. Shards of crystal littered the area. 

“Victory comes at a great cost,” Naiteru said from behind him. Dinga whirled at the sound of his voice, disturbed that he had never heard the man’s approach. He rested his hand on the hilt of his dagger. 

“ e village?” Dinga asked. 

“Her wil  bound the land,” Naiteru said. “ e ... witch-mother.” 

e man that stood before him wore the face of his childhood friend, but his bearing, his manner, was that of a stranger, not the warrior he knew. 

“Who are you?” Dinga asked. 

“You are perceptive, gentle warrior. You may cal  me Naiteru-kop. I have been touched by the Old Ones. I wil  usher them into this plane when the time comes.” 

Dinga drew his dagger. Naiteru-kop stripped it from him, with the e ort of a parent taking away a child’s plaything. 

“We wil  meet again, young Dinga,” Naiteru-kop tossed the dagger aside and turned to walk away. “For your sake, let it be later rather than sooner.” 

Dinga watched him for a time then turned to the horror of the vil age. With nothing left to keep him there, he searched the camp for what he knew remained. After a few minutes, he found it: Naiteru’s spear. Dinga used it as a walking stick and headed out of the vil age, his eyes forever  xed on the horizon. 

VI. 

e incessant howl of the wind stirred Leopold to wakefulness. His clothes were clammy; the coppery taste of fear  l ed his mouth. He was quite aware of his heartbeat, but his dream had the eerie clarity of memory. And prophecy. At rst, he thought it further excitement at some new discovery. He had gone to bed with the men re-doubling their e orts at the dig.  e stone ruins of many buildings, the acropolis, the el iptical temple.  e certainty of their expedition having awoken something seized him. 

Possessed of the singular notion to  ee, and to leave al  of his things and run. Neither the direction nor the destination mattered, only the fact that he

needed to leave this dead, cursed city, lest he re-live the terror of the original denizens.  e desolate summit cal ed to him, hidden by the Stygian shadow of the leering mountain. 

Leopold had an irresistible urge to glance back, maybe to gauge the pace of the pursuit of whatever stalked him. Maybe it was the same bit of regretful longing that caused Lot’s wife to turn back toward Sodom and Gomorrah. 

Regardless of the reason, he looked back and what he saw rooted him to his spot every bit as much as if he has been changed into a pil ar of salt. 

McKreager staggered toward him. 

Whatever damnable fervor in which he had taken to the shard stil  possessed him. Wearing a loose cloth around his head, he stil  clutched the crystal. His hand appeared white, as if the color had drained from it, his vessels a network of blue bulges. Terribly sloth-like, with sweat streaked down his face, he hu ed with each step. Watching him had the prescient cruelty of watching him give birth. Tenebrous power curled about him.  e hastily-thrown-on cloth slowly fel  from his head. McKreager’s skul  splintered and protruded, the jutting bones pointed in  ve directions. He opened his mouth. His words had a musical quality to them. 

And Leopold began to laugh. A terrible, cold laughter. 

JON CARVER OF

BARZOON, YOU

MISUNDERSTOOD

BY GRAHAM J. DARLING

Jon Carver of Barzoon, you misunderstood. 

e True Love whom you met in dreams was the goddess of this planet: pluripotent relict of a vanished race, marooned here eons before you ever were. 

(Do not doubt her love; she was made for love.) Your crash-landing awakened her to purpose.  e honeyed tongue she thrust between your lips divided to sample your every cel ; while she cradled your broken body, you and she populated an empty world. 

Its seas were model ed on your tears and its bogs on your bile.  e waving jungles you hacked through came from your hair; the vitreous plains you traversed, from your  ngernails; the sluggoths you battled, from your own lymphocytes; the steeds you rode, from your heart.  e warriors you led to blood and glory were your sons, working out their destiny; the princesses you rescued, your daughters; the Transfederation you built by the seat of your pants, already your family. (Have you not wondered why they al  speak your tongue?)

e caecal dungeons in bone citadels you regularly woke in, and escaped from, were hospital wards, where your eyes or limbs sliced in ivory swordplay were switched out; here they al  are, mounted and healed, looking and waving at you, in the Museum of the Man. 

e Darkened Lord against whom you strove is yourself, enthroned. We surrendered Brain-Priests are your own. Here is your crown. Please be seated. 

She’l  be with you in a minute. 

SUN SORROW

BY PAUL JESSUP

…and then Beyla sat down under the lost arch and thought again of Carcosa, and the hidden secrets she’d searched for in its crowded temples and burning libraries. She picked up the rabbit head, deep in her own thoughts, staring into the dead eyes. Wanting to forget. Wanting to remember. Perverse, the way her mind worked. She rubbed the tips of the ears, pushing them back against the head. Slick, like hair.  e oracle. She had found him. He was dead, but she had found him. 

She ran her hands over the fur of the rabbit head and felt the cool, glassy bone jutting out from where the neck used to be. She spun it in her hands, severed from the corpse that sat behind her, large head, rabbit head, head as big as human head. Teeth of human teeth placed in rabbit mouth, dead eyes staring at her. She was pressed between two al eys and under the stained glass arch, the red sun above like a staring eye, dead man eye looking right at her, staring right at her. 

— Do you know who I am? 

No response. She shook the head. Hoping to revive it. Hoping it would twitch its nose, move its whiskers. Nothing. Behind, she heard the caws of the birds crying out and missed the red shores of Carcosa. She wished she’d never left the cursed city. Shehe thought again of the sleeping gods and the spiral towers and wanted to go back. But no, no, banished. 

— Answer me. Tel  me what you know. Do you know who I am, what I’ve done? 

[image: Image 6]

She lifted the skul  right up to her lips. Eyes staring at eyes. It did not smel . 

She expected it to smel . She saw glowing maggots in the eyes, eating away at them, devouring them and laying eggs. 

— Can you give me redemption? Can you save me, change me? I’m not my actions, am I? I’m something more than the things I’ve done; that has to be it. 

I’m not a bad person. I’m not a demon or a witch-eater. I’m a good person, deep down inside. Can’t you understand that? Can’t you take this away, clean me from the inside out, wash these memories away? 

e smile was crooked, human teeth too big for rabbit mouth. She saw a grin at the corners of the lips and wondered if it was laughing at her. She felt like screaming and crying and pounding her  sts. She just didn’t understand, couldn’t understand at al . In life, the Loryx would’ve been able to do these things, been able to see her for who she real y was and wipe her mistakes away. 

But the Loryx was dead. She let the skul  drop to the ground. It rol ed around, spinning with worm-eaten eyes glancing at her, weighing her with death. She turned, walked away, walked back into the city where the paper lanterns were just starting to glow and the red light of dusk was washing over the towers like a rag from a wound. 

e city of a hundred  res, the city of the burning towers, the city of Xylos, the city of the dreaming dead.  is was the city where others went to forget, to lose themselves amongst grand and simple pleasures, the city where the red owers blossomed on the al eyway corpses and the air was  l ed with the light of glowing night worms.  is was a city whose name was etched at the  rst hours when the sun broke and the world started spinning towards decay and
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death. It was the  rst city of the new world, the dying world.  e  rst city born in the age of constant death. 

ey say that before the sun cracked, the world was  l ed with life and everyone was expected to live forever.  ey say that before the sun cracked, the world was a place of constant wonder, of amazing things that were never seen again.  ey say al  sorts of things about the world before death, but many discount it as idle dreams and escapism. Stories told to pacify the weak of spirit. 

Beyla ran her hands over the red-clay wal s as she walked, her head bent down and staring at the cobblestones beneath her feet. It was a pattern of red, white, red, black, red, gray. Maybe she should’ve kept the rabbit skul . Maybe it would’ve spoken to her, told her about her life, forgiven her for her mistakes. 

Maybe al  it took was time for the oracle to shake o  the cold hand of death and tel  her what she desperately wanted to hear. 

e clay wal s felt like bones under her hand.  e red sun was gone now, set beneath the swol en crust of the world. Cold settled under her skin and she kept herself from shivering by wrapping her arms around her shoulders. She tried to keep warm.  at was the curse of the broken sun: hot, sweating daylight hours  l ed with moist  re and dark, cold, blue nights that froze and iced the skin. She had to  nd a place to sleep for the night, before the cold real y came in and she became like the many homeless dead on the city streets. 
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Where did Mims want to meet? She couldn’t remember. Some part of her didn’t want to remember. Remembering would bring back al  the life she’d lived until now and she didn’t want any of that. She fought against her nihilistic impulses and remembered brie y where she was supposed to meet him.  e Shrinking Giant. A house. A grand old place near the edges of the city. 

With that memory fol owed another memory tagging along behind it, grabbing onto it and riding it up into her thoughts. Climbing into her mind before she could forget it, make it go away, or make it stop. Clear, clear, clear. 

Like a bel  ringing in her mind. So clear. 

She remembered:

Shoving little face under the water and it struggled and she held it down and it was  ailing and she pushed harder. She couldn’t look down. Couldn’t look into the eyes. She wanted to stop existing, she wanted to stop being, but she couldn’t. She had to keep on living, so pushed it down harder. Cramming the head against the rocks at the bottom of the lake. 

She was crying. She remembered that. Remembered her cheeks wet with tears and she would lift the head up, thinking,  No, no, I’l  let you live. I love you so much I’l  let you live,  and then she would see the face, wide eyes and screaming and terri ed, and she would shove it back down under the water again. And she was crying again. And the body was  ailing again. 

Why couldn’t she forget these things? If only it had been the once .... 
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Mims: raven hair, piled up on head. Stick-thin body. Low-lidded, sleepy-eyed. Nose-like bird beak, lips plump and crooked in a constant sarcastic grin. 

He rol ed dice in his hands when he was nervous and cheated at cards whenever they stopped for a drink. He had nightmares of snakes devouring him. He had known Beyla since they were young, and lived up in the far north and dreamt of Carcosa together. 

He knew of her memories and didn’t care. He didn’t believe in absolution and didn’t believe in the concept of the soul or a spirit. He believed in  nite existences, human beings like  re ies, our lights going out al -too-fast. He knew she would probably kil  the oracle; his cards had told him as much earlier on in the day.  e oracle was meant to die and we was waiting to die. Beyla just happened to be the one who kil ed him each time, each repetition of the action creating a greater weight around their necks. 

Today, his body felt so heavy. And he knew, he knew. It was al  about to repeat again. 

Beyla did not like this place. It had too many doors, too many windows, too many  oors, and too many eyes. It seemed empty, but there was always someone somewhere walking. If you listened closely, you heard the voices of people talking in next rooms over, but there was never anyone there. It was a dream house, a house built on the ghosts of another time, built on the memories of a world before the cracked sun. 

Mims was in the center of the room. Table. Cards on the table: face up. He had his head down and was not even remotely looking at the cards. Beyla knew these cards and she knew that they were used to predict the future. One had a wolf swal owing the moon and another had a nude woman riding a lion to war.  e third and  nal card had a sword on  re on a  eld of stars. Beyla knew, just looking at the way they were laid out on the table, that Mims was trying to predict the future again. 

He looked up at her as she walked in, his eyes not going up, not reaching her eyes, avoiding her stare, her guilty stare. As he watched, he grinned his own grin and Beyla was reminded of the rabbit grin, the skul  grin, the too-big-for-mouth-teeth grin. 

— We need to go back, she said. 

Mims picked up the cards, put them back in his pocket.  e room was trashed. It looked like he’d destroyed it the night before, with chairs smashed on the  oor, splinters rol ing, bed chopped in half with his axe, broken wine bottle spinning, window smashed, stained glass on the ground pointing up like daggers. He rubbed his hands over his eyes. Looked at her. 

— We can’t go back, Beyla. You know this. 

She calmed her nerves by running her  ngers along the pommel of her sword: Sunsorrow.  e ancient dreaming sword, stuck at the heart of the glass-god sea. It was hot under her hands. She thought it was breathing and alive and that it too missed Carcosa, of al  places. It, too, recognized it as the heart home and longed to go back. 

—  ere has to be a way.  ey can’t keep us out.  ey don’t have the right. 

He tilted back on the last chair in the room and stared at the ceiling, his eyes closed and his mind deep in thought. He drummed his hands on the table, 
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humming to himself. Beyla watched al  this with a calm, detached interest. 

Like watching a machine slowly calculate the center of the universe. 

—  is isn’t just another mark, right? We can’t just waltz in there. Even if we had a back door to the place, they’d recognize you right away. 

She pul ed a dagger from her boot and threw it at the table. It struck there and stood stil , vibrating with a sharp note. She barely moved. Mims pul ed the dagger out of the wood, rol ed it around in his hand, and looked at her, stared right through her like she wasn’t even there. 

— Your existence is my death. 

Before:

When they  rst arrived in Xylos, their ship was on  re.  e crew ran around screaming. People had  ames on their backs, spread like wings, ready to take ight. It smel ed like burning meat, like burning hair, like burning wood and cinder and ash and decay. Beyla thought about the children of the crew on board and something inside of her curled up and died. 

So, she howled and threw stu  and tried to put it out, but eventual y grabbed Sunsorrow and ran over and jumped into the sea and watched from the clear blue waves as it burned.  e air was so hot with  re and the sea was cold, ice cold, daggers of cold brushed against her skin. 

She heard the screams and the shouts, and wondered when it would stop. 

e masts crumbled and burst and made noises like thunder. She gulped for air as she swam away, towards the bay where people stood stil  and watched, wearing animal masks. 
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Fish brushed against her legs.  ere went everything. Al  of their belongings burnt to a crisp, money melting into gold pools, loose gunpowder exploding and sounding like giants stepping on the earth. Even al  of the memories of Carcosa curling and black with ash, blowing and bil owing towards the city. 

e heat from the  ames was too much to bear. Even from back here, she felt her skin was burning up like parchment, curling up and ashen. She wanted to disappear, to blow away, to drift towards town like a stray scrol  unravel ed. 

Now:

Klack, klack, klack: Mims rol ed the dice on the  oor. He watched the etched bone spinning, his palm itching, his mind racing. He was trying to pay o  their debt and to pay o  their room for the past few days.  ey had no money, no possessions, not a single thing they could o er in trade that they were wil ing to give. 

Beyla stood over the moving dice and watched them rattle. She crossed her ngers and thought that she didn’t want violence, not now, not just yet. 

Violence was always there, that she knew, but for once, just for a little bit, she wanted to be freed of it. 

e innkeep was a man with a  sh’s head. He watched with black  sh eyes, waiting to see if he would get double what he’d owed or if he’d be out of everything. His  sh-eyes dilated, his gil s struggling to breathe the air.  e dice stopped, crisp and sure, revealing: a skul  and a sword. 

— Wel , then. Looks like you owe me quite a bit of money now, don’t you? I suggest you two pay up nice and proper. We don’t want to get the law here, do we? 
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Beyla laughed and it was a hideous sound. It looked like she’d have to kil him after al . Sunsorrow stirred in her hands, stretching and waking and yawning. It glowed rust-orange in the dim light of the inn, the whispering shadows shying away from it. She walked forward, sword hungry, sword wanting, sword breathing and bloodstarved. 

e  sh man blinked at her, looked back at Mims, and sighed. 

— Go on, get out, you thieves. And you best run, once you do get. You best run. I’l  have the red-and-gray in here as fast as I can and they’l  be hot on your tail. 

Mims didn’t say anything. He scooped up his dice, slung them into his pocket. He then glanced outside, towards the glittering street. Beyla slid her sword back into her sheath and it fel  back into endless sleep. It dreamed of wars and  ghting and violence. It dreamed of cutting the heads o  kings and drinking their blood through its steel blade. 

ey turned and they left.  e  shman stared. His head tracked them, fol owing them, unable to stop glaring at them. His eyes were like two glass marbles, rol ing towards them, watching them. As if he were forcing their features onto his memories, forcing them to engrave themselves deep within his mind. 

A memory:

Beyla, child Beyla, Beyla running and hiding in shadow-coated streets. Beyla with black hair behind her, braided and  ying. Beyla wearing an oversized fur coat since it was the monthlong night, the snowless winter, the middle of summer that brought out the cold and the howling wolves crawling through

the streets. Her mother was back in the towers, caring after ghosts that thought they were stil  dying. Her father was hung upside down in front of the gates, slowly begging for food, punished for kil ing four men with his own bare hands. 

She saw him now, saw him hung by his feet, saw his face red, bright-red with blood, and his hands swol en and swinging. He laughed as he swung. She saw his lips were cracked and bleeding and his eyes were oozing. She looked up at her father and reached her hand up. He smiled down at her, cracked-lip smile. 

Around his neck were rabbit bones hooked into a necklace, with a rabbit skul  as the centerjewel. 

— Dad, daddy! 

— Httthhhhmmmmm …

Muttering, chanting, barely words. Yet, his hand reached hers and held it for a moment, a moment too long.  e guards walked over and poked her away with their long spears. She looked at them crossed and then smiled up at her dad. She told him she’d get him out of this, she would. She would come and save him.  e guards laughed at her for being so smal . 

Later, she would  nd an icebridge in the sea and walk across it to a castle that grew in the middle. And she would  nd in the center of it, deep in the center heart, cold and godless and waiting for her, she would  nd her sword. 

e sleeping.  e dreaming. Sunsorrow. 

Next day and the monthlong night faded away.  e icebridge melted and everything was hot and burning in the light of the cracked red sun. She found her father dead and naked and vulture-pecked.  ey’d slit his throat in the night, and stolen his clothes and belongings. She went and found the guards
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from the night before, and she woke Sunsorrow from his century-long slumber. 

Death came so easy to her then. It was so much more di cult now. 

Sometimes, she dreamt of her dad and woke up to a feeling so lost and empty and stolen. As if somewhere along her life, a piece of her broke. A piece of her childhood, maybe, a piece of her memories, her soul. Something forgotten, lost and left in that ice castle so many years ago. And when she woke, she felt that if she could walk backwards in time and  nd that broken piece and put it back together, then ... wel  ... then everything would right itself. She would be good and happy and no longer shattered inside. 

She’d hoped to  nd that in Carcosa. Instead, she found only masks and more masks. 

e road was the road of old roads, the oldest of the roads known from before the time of the cracked sun. It stretched across the known world and was as wide as  ve people standing shoulder to shoulder. It was gray-cracked and yel ow lines dashed in the center of it, darting o  into in nity. Monks would walk the yel ow lines, making the pilgrimage from Yardoza East to the Mazaa Gardens along the western shores.  ey prayed as they walked, heads bowed and shaved and sunblistered, hands working long beads between stick-thin  ngers, their mouths low and chanting. 
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is was the road they traveled.  e oldest road, the road that led from sea to sea and from mountain to mountain. At night it was lit by the lanterns of the dead, where ages ago, the King in Yel ow walked the road and hanged anyone he found walking there from iron posts he carried with him on a satchel slung over his back. After the bodies became dry and dead and dust, the light that they held within them crawled out and was trapped by the lanterns above. 

And now at night, every night, they turned on after dusk, glowing an eerie bluish-white and whispering of the lives they once lived. 

—  at innkeeper was strange. 

Beyla was in the front of the line, Mims right behind her, monks chanting right behind him. Like an arrow pointing backwards, towards the sea and the islands of Carcosa. Mims scratched his head, looked towards the red sky, and made thoughtful sounds, sounds of wondering, of hmming and hawing, and –

oh, yes — of coursing.  en, he said:

— How was he strange? Because he let us go? I think he feared for his life and didn’t consider four shil ings worth dying over. 

— No, no, I don’t think that’s it. 

She stopped and the monks kept walking.  ey would always keep walking. 

— His head, I mean. What? A  sh’s head? Is he a mutant? Under a curse? I don’t understand. Is he a living metaphor? A realization? A symbol, a sign from the gods? What does it mean? 

Mims looked at her for a moment, rol ing his dice in his palm, weighing her, trying to see if she was pul ing his leg or not. 

— You do know it was a mask, right? 

Beyla stopped, stood stil , looking towards the edges of the road, towards the horizon, where some sort of future waited for them. She was always amazed at the idea of a future, o  in a place and time other than now when she was stil existing. She thought about that future and it felt like the past, as if it had already come and gone and left her, and now she wasn’t in the middle looking towards tomorrow. She was in the middle, looking towards the history. 

Even this conversation felt worn and old, heavy with repetition. 

—  at couldn’t have been a mask. He had gil s and the eyes blinked.  e lips moved when he talked. Masks don’t move like that.  ey are stil , motionless. 

Mims started walking forward again, hoping Beyla would fol ow. She didn’t. 

It was as if she were frozen in that second, hung stil , a pendulum between not the future and the past, but rather, between two pasts that had already happened. 

— It was a mask. Didn’t you notice the parades, the carnival?  e dancing and the lights? Were you so caught up with your quest for the Loryx that you completely ignored your surroundings?  e Festival of the Whispering Red Wind! It’s what Xylos is known for.  at and cheap entertainment, if you know what I mean. 

She ran up, grabbed him by the shoulders and she stared into his eyes, feeling this moment, existing completely in this moment. She wanted so badly to be anchored to this moment, anchored and real. She wanted to crawl inside of it, to dig deep down with her  ngers pushing against the membrane of the moment, to lay a nest and live right here and now. No longer swinging through time but stil . Stil . Her eyes were manic, wide, desperate. She felt as if she were repeating everything again. 
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— It wasn’t a mask. He was real, I saw him. 

Mims pushed her hand away, shook his head, walked further along. 

— It was a mask, your memory is fooling you. A mask, nothing more, nothing less. A complicated, clockwork mask, maybe. Like a puppet, in a way. 

But a mask, nonetheless. 

Later, hours later, and red foxes paced on the road, about ten al  told, starved thin with eyes like wild lightning.  e monks didn’t stand a chance.  ey fought and prayed and chanted.  eir spirits heard some prayers and not others, and ripped the foxes apart but not others.  e road was covered in red and the bodies were chewed through, bone broken. 

Fox corpses and monk corpses and praying hands tilted upwards. None of them survived on either side. Beyla had watched, calmly, from a short distance away. Her sword woke to the sound of the violence. It begged her to go out and join it, to  ght and relish in it. She knew that the sword would not tel  fox from man and she did not want the blood of the monks on her hands. So, she turned and did not watch, just looked back towards the silver mountains. 

Mims ran forward and joined in. He was bit in several places and had a claw scratch right over his eye. It would scar, that was sure, and there was blood soaking his shirt and his hair. But he had this wild, joyful look on his face, smiling and laughing as he used his ax to chop-chop-chop. 

He pul ed back and walked towards Beyla when the monks summoned the spirits. He did not want to be a part of that.  e spirits were angry things and Mims had led a shit of a life. He knew they wouldn’t spare him, any more than they’d spare the foxes. And so, they both stood with backs turned, and waited
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for the sounds of violence to  nal y ebb out and  ow away, gently towards oblivion. 

e Spirits Summoned:

Gold and blue and glory-coated, silver hair like  re on head, skul -faced and angry with bodies like mist and dust and ash. Razor  ngers reaching through esh and pul ing apart from the inside. Teeth for tearing, tongues for tasting the living, the stil -breathing, the unworshiped. 

When al  was dead, they were satiated and appeased.  e sacri ces pleased them and they walked o  the road trailing into the twisted petri ed trees, essences disappearing behind the stone echoes of plants and vegetables. 

A memory:

At the new town, the sea town, the town they lived in after their old home had turned to rust and poison, and the locusts came and devoured al  light and al  clouds.  ey were strangers here, at  rst, at  rst. Strange people, other people, and they were not used to the sweaty bare backs on the longships, the nets slung in the air and sparkling in the sun, the spears sharp and thrown, and pul ed back with sword sh stabbed. 

ey were outsiders here, her and Mims, refugees, wanderers: forbidden. 

ey were not used to the smal  mudhuts.  ey were not used to the spiny-backed crabs the people there rode like horses through the sand and the orange wastes. Everything was di erent, everything was changed. 

is is the memory, here, right after they arrived: Beyla went down with Mims to the beach.  ey were older now, old enough stil  that he yearned and she pushed away.  e memory of her father’s corpse stil  clear in her mind from the last city, the locust-eaten city. 

Beyla went and stripped and lay  at on the beach while the harpoons seared the sky. She saw mil ions of  sh, al  di erent colors swimming in the waves. 

e waves crushed and washed over her, over and over again. She lay there, just lay there and let the sea take her in, drag her in, pul  her in. 

And there, beneath the waves,  oating,  oating, she was breathless and free, with the countless  sh moving around her, dancing against her skin. She felt herself being pul ed, further and further down, and there, right there, far under the sea, at the center of the sea, at the heart of the world she saw Carcosa: sparkling city. purple towers glittering. Not a ruin, no, no. It had a bubble around it. An air bubble. And she saw tal  men and women in elaborate masks wandering around in beautiful robes, robes covered in diamonds and jewels, rising up and out of their bodies like cathedrals of fabric. 

She opened her mouth in awe and swal owed water and laughed. She wanted to swim closer, closer, but it was too late. She was tangled, caught up in a silverweb strangling. She was pul ed now, pul ed up and closer to shore, and there her  shfriends were caught, as wel . And she could breathe again. She could hear Mims sobbing at the beach, worried that she’d been captured and taken by the sea. But no, it wasn’t the sea that had caught her, but the shermen, who laughed and joked about it later.  ey said that they’d caught a beautiful  sh that was trapped in the body of a little girl. 

THE WOOD OF EPHRAIM

BY EDWARD M. ERDELAC

 2 Samuel 18:8: For the battle was there spread over the face of al  the country; and T

 the forest devoured more people that day than the sword. 

he Judean soldiers had run al  day previously from Mahanaim, plunging into the wooded hil  country of Gilead, where they surprised the massing forces of the rebel prince Absalom. 

e  ghting was bitter and terrible.  e outnumbered Judean loyalists of King David drove into the heart of the wayward Israelite tribes, beguiled by the King’s son into open revolt. Al  day, they fought a confused, bloody skirmish. By nightfal , Absalom’s forces had broken and scattered across the countryside. 

Just what had brought about their overwhelming victory was a matter of excited debate between the ten Gibborim, David’s elite warriors who had spearheaded the attack behind General Joab. 

ey talked around the  re as they broke their evening bread, stu ng their bel ies with old Barzil ai’s kine cheese, there being no game to be found. 

“We’ve the craftiness of the King to thank for this victory,” Zalmon the Ahohite mumbled as he chewed. “Had he not secretly sent his man Hushai into Absalom’s council, the old wizard Ahithophel would surely have advised the prince to run us down as we  ed Jerusalem.” 

“Be careful when you mention Ahithophel, idiot!” hissed Elez the Paltite, who looked up just then from rubbing balm into a cut on his forearm. “You know the Wizard’s son, Eliam, fought for us today. I hear Ahithophel went

home and hanged himself because he knew what David would do to him when Absalom failed.” 

“What you don’t see with your eyes, don’t say with your mouth,” Zalmon admonished, waving Elez o . “Anyway, Eliam is loyal to David. He can’t help his father was a sorcerer or a traitor.” 

“It was General Joab’s might that swung the day for us,” Naharai of Beeroth gasped, having just taken his lips from a bulging wineskin. “I was at the siege of Kinsali, when the army was threatening to desert, and Joab ordered himself slung over the wal . Ten days later, blood  owed under the city gate and Joab threw it open.  e Amalekites thought Asmodeus was loose in their streets!” 

“I’ve heard that story,” said Zalmon, shaking his head. 

“No story,” Naharai insisted. “I was there.” 

He raised the skin above his head. 

“To Joab, a hero great enough to knock the rebels back across Jordan!” 

Several raised their cups toward the General’s dark pavilion and roared their assent. 

Gareb the Ithrite added, “And to we Gibborim, who played no smal  part!” 

“To the Lord of Hosts,” said young Obed the archer solemnly. 

“ e Lord of Hosts!” they al  agreed. 

A  gure stepped into the  relight. He was grim-garbed and odd-eyed, with a wild, white- ecked beard and a dented helm, testifying to the work he’d done that day. It was Eliam bar Ahithophel himself, the son of Prince Absalom’s old wizard. 

Zalmon shot a hard look at Elez, who shrugged as if to say,  As I told you. 

“What if,” said Eliam, in the awkward silence, “it were none of those things?” 

“What do you mean?” asked Naharai. 

Eliam stared into the  re. 

“Did any of you … see anything strange during the battle?” 

“I saw an Israelite cleaved with an axe from his beard to his bal s,” said one cal ed Hiddai, laughing. 

“ at’s not what I meant,” said Eliam, his dark eyes lifting from the  re to look over their heads. “Where are the stars tonight?” 

Naharai and the other Gibborim craned their necks to peer with mild interest at the night sky through the camp smoke. It was a black hole, lined with the bare branches of the trees that ringed the clearing. 

“What are you talking about?” 

“It is very dark,” said Eliam, after a moment. “Dark as the  Olam ha-Tohu, the waters of chaos that preceded the  rst day.” 

“As you say,” said Naharai, smirking. 

“My father told me once that in Noah’s age, men heard the whispers of the Old Ones in their dreams and moved the great  Even ha-Shetiya, the Foundation Stone with which the Lord had stoppered them up.  e waters of chaos burst forth and  ooded the earth, and many things that knew nothing of man were loosed.” 

“ e Old Ones?” Obed asked. 

“ ose that swam in the darkness before the light.” 

“Blasphemy,” warned Joshaphat the Mishnite. 

“Yes,” said Eliam quietly, turning from the  re. “But let us keep the  re burning. I’l  take  rst watch.” 

He went o  to gather fuel. 

e men looked to each other. 

Zalmon shrugged. 

“Wizard’s son,” he whispered, rol ing his eyes. 
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One by one, they sank to their bedrol s, exhausted. 

“Zalmon,” Naharai asked. 

Zalmon stirred, nearly asleep, already. 

“Where  are the stars tonight?” 

Zalmon sleepily opened his eyes. 

“It’s overcast,” he mumbled tiredly. 

“Quit gabbling, you hens!” hissed Hezro the Carmelite. “In the morning, we hunt Absalom.” 

Naharai laid his ear to the earth and watched the shadow of Eliam at the edge of camp, looking towards the woods and murmuring as if in prayer, in words he could not hear. 

Morning came with the clink of iron and the rustle of canvas as Naharai and Zalmon pul ed down the General’s tent.  ere was a faint, rank smel  in the air. But for the rising of their fel ows, none would have known the day.  e sun was far above a cover of murky cloud, which hung heavy and low over al . 

e woods were  l ed with white mist. No birds sang. 

Naharai noticed Eliam standing aloof and staring o  into the woods. 

Perhaps he expected the routed Israelites to break from the cover of the mist and attack. 

General Joab paced anxiously, tugging his black beard. He wore his dark-blue cloak, his polished bronze helm, and his bright corselet, one powerful hand on the hilt of his sickle sword. 

“ e General is eager to join the hunt,” Naharai observed. 

“He’s going to kil  Prince Absalom,” Zalmon muttered. 

“David ordered his son spared,” Naharai reminded him. 

“ e King has commanded Joab not to kil  before,” Zalmon shrugged. “But he is a vengeful man. Remember Abner?” 

“Abner slew his brother!” Naharai exclaimed. “Joab loves and reveres David more than any man. He stayed our hands at Kinsali until the King arrived, though the victory was his alone – just so the city would bear David’s name and not his.” 

“Didn’t Prince Absalom once burn Joab’s  eld because he was tardy in answering his summons? You think he’s forgotten that?” 

ey had  nished folding the tent and now stood within a hand’s breadth of each other. 

“David is the Lord’s king. Joab is David’s general. To speak against Joab is to speak against the Lord,” said Naharai. 

“Your reasoning, such as it is, is clear, brother.” 

“Good,” said Naharai, crouching down to heft the tent. 

“But I wonder sometimes if the Prophet Samuel was right,” Zalmon mused. 

“Perhaps we Hebrews have no need of kings. Remember what he said?  is wil be the manner of the king that shal  reign over you: He wil  take your sons and your goodliest young men, and your asses, and put them to his work ...’” 

Naharai shoved the bundled tent into Zalmon’s arms. 

“Put  your ass to work and tie this,” he said. 

Just then, young Obed came running into camp. He had been sent out before dawn to scour the wilderness for sign of the fugitive prince. 

He ran straight to General Joab, and had to be given water because he could not summon his voice between sucking breaths. 

“Speak. What news?” Joab demanded when water had  ushed the redness from Obed’s beardless face and he straightened again. 

By now, al  the Gibborim were gathered around. 

“General, I saw Prince Absalom,” Obed gasped, as if the news might have kil ed him had he held it longer. “He hangs in a tree not half a  parasa from here.” 

e archer was red-eyed and trembling, every muscle in his body taut as drawn bowstrings. 

 “What?”  Joab said sharply, pul ing Obed to his feet by his sheepskins. 

“Dead?” 

Obed shook his head. 

“I don’t know, sir.” 

“Explain yourself!” 

“I found an empty camp and heard the step of a mule on the road. Prince Absalom was mounted on it. We saw each other at the same time. He kicked the mule and went o  down the road, but then …” 

“ en?” Joab pressed, pul ing Obed closer, as if lessening the distance for the words to travel would bring the news sooner. 

“I think his hair must have caught in the low branch of an oak.  e mule went o  without him.” 

“You didn’t kil  him?” he said to Obed. 

“No, master.” 

Joab smirked and released the young archer. 

“He was alone?” asked Hezro. “No escort?” 

“I saw no one,” said Obed. 

“ e King’s orders are clear, then,” Zalmon said, leaning on his spear. 

General Joab’s eyes met his. “We are to bring him alive to David.” 

e General whirled away from Obed and stalked across the camp to his waiting chariot. 
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As they fel  in marching order, Eliam went to Obed’s side. 

e boy stil  shook. It seemed to Naharai more than exhaustion. Hadn’t he said the Prince was less than half a  parasa down the road? Why would a youth like Obed be wasted by so short a sprint? 

“Obed,” said Eliam, laying a hand on the boy’s shoulder. “Is that al  you saw?” 

Obed would not look Eliam in the face. 

“Yes!” he stammered, standing up to march with the others. He swayed. 

Naharai reached out and caught him. 

“What’s wrong?” Naharai asked, looking to both Obed and Eliam for an answer. 

Obed only shook his head. 

General Joab’s chariot rumbled out onto the road. Zalmon grabbed Naharai by the elbow. 

“Let’s go, brother!” 

e Gibborim ran through the dust of the General’s chariot. 

e mist grew so thick that the world seemed half-made, a shadowy, angled place of oblong, grasping trees that sprouted from nothingness.  e ground at their feet came into existence only to support them, then fel  away behind them into a dreamy material soon forgotten.  e smel  of slow-rotting vegetation was stronger. 

“What is this place?” Naharai asked. 

“ e Wood of Ephraim,” answered Eliam. 
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ey began to see signs of the rebels’  ight. Weapons, armor, even torn clothing lay discarded in the road, as if the traitors had cast o  al  evidence of their in delity. 

ey came across a man’s foot lying in the road, stil  in its sandal.  e end was ragged and bloody, as if torn, not cut from the ankle. 

“An amputation?” Naharai wondered. 

“If it is, the Israelites have no surgeons among them,” said Zalmon. “Lions?” 

“ ere are no  ies,” Elez observed. “Yet, the blood is dry.” 

“Keep moving,” urged Hezro. 

“Do any of you remember the  ood early in David’s reign?” Eliam asked, watching the trees closely at they left the grisly thing behind. 

“I remember it,” said Naharai. “It was when the foundation for the Temple was dug. Al  the val ey  ooded for a month.” 

“Al  but these hil s of Gilead,” Eliam con rmed. 

“Save your wind for the run!” Hezro cal ed. 

A little further on, they heard the clacking of branches and a man blubbering. 

e horses of the General’s chariot began to buck and  ght. Jeribai the driver halted them, al owing the Gibborim behind to catch up. 

Among the many sharp and jagged shadows, one towered before them to the left of the road, a great, bare-limbed oak with weirdly pale bark and a host of wild branches that fanned out into the air in complex patterns, so far reaching that the tapering boughs disappeared in the mist. 

In one thick bough that spread in an erratic arch across the left half of the road, a man dangled and fought like a  y in a wooden web. 

Joab stepped from the chariot, spear in hand. 

Naharai pressed forward with Zalmon.  e others parted around the mad-eyed horses hopping in their harness. 

At their approach, the aspect of the hanging man grew clear.  e ostentatious purple cloak, better suited to the court than the battle eld, the handsome mail, the golden spangles adorning the thin, struggling arms, the rich, jewel-studded sandals ten feet o  the ground. 

Prince Absalom’s grimacing face was partly obscured in the tangle of branches and his own famously long and lustrous hair, which was drawn tightly across his eyes, likely a result of his own e orts to extricate himself. 

ey came to stand immediately below him in the road. Some of them smiled to see the unfortunate traitor so lucklessly suspended by the chief object of his own vanity. 

Joab laughed aloud. 

“It seems your pretty locks have caught you up, O Prince,” he remarked. 

“Shal  we pluck this persimmon down for you, General?” roared Ira ben Ikkesh. 

“Let it ripen!” shouted Hezro. 

“Yes!” laughed Gareb, “it’s yet too bitter for the General’s plate!” 

“Perhaps we should leave it here to rot,” Elez suggested in al  seriousness. 

“Or divide it amongst us.” 

e laughter died down at that. Al  eyes went to Joab. 

Naharai frowned. 

“No,” said Joab. “We wil  cut him down.” He looked back at Zalmon. “ e King’s orders are clear.” 

“Yes master,” said Zalmon, nodding his approval and glancing at Naharai, who smiled broadly, vindicated. 

Joab looked up at the Prince, kicking and whimpering in the branches. 

“Don’t worry about sparing his lovely hair, men,” said Joab. “He left me once with a bare  eld because I didn’t come quickly enough when he cal ed. 

Now we’l  leave him stubble-headed because he didn’t come running when his father bade him.” 

Zalmon and two other men moved o  the road, intending to scale the tree and hack through bough or hair. 

en Jeribai the charioteer cal ed out from behind. 

“Wait!” 

e three Gibborim stopped and looked back. 

Naharai felt a chil  then, as something wet splashed his bare arm. He looked down to see a perfectly round spot of blood, fol owed quickly by another. 

“Look to his face!” Jeribai urged, pointing up at Absalom, his eyes bugging. 

e men on the road moved around to Jeribai’s vantage to get a better look. 

Naharai backed away, smearing the blood down his arm. 

ey saw that the spindly  ngers of the tree branch were hooked into the corners of Absalom’s clenched mouth, which oozed blood. 

For a moment, Naharai wondered why Absalom su ered the intrusion. A simple movement of his jaw could have easily dislodged the o ending branches. But then he saw; they al  saw.  e tendons in his neck, the muscles in his jaw, were bunched in an e ort to keep his teeth shut against the pul  of some unknown force.  ere were ragged cuts in his lips. His breaths came out in terri ed white pu s in the cold air. Before their eyes, his jaw wrenched open with a pop and he screamed. 

en, with a hiss, something snaked its way rapidly up the branch, faster than any serpent, snapping twigs and shedding a few brown, crackling leaves in its haste. White, shiny tubers circled up the base of every branch, converging on Absalom.  ey  owed down his throat,  l ing his gaping mouth with thick wood stu , choking o  his screaming. 

e whole tree shuddered as if in ecstasy. A wet sucking sound came down to them.  e slick tubers in his mouth quivered.  e men staggered back at the perverse spectacle of the blindfolded prince dancing jerkily in the tree limbs. Something dark that was not blood  l ed the tubers spil ing from his mouth, which were translucent enough to see the course it took back to the trunk of the great tree. 

“Lord!” Naharai exclaimed. “What is it?” 

Eliam looked about to answer when Joab commanded:

“Save the prince!” 

Zalmon and the two other warriors at the edge of the road drew their swords and axes, and hesitated, unsure whether to pursue their earlier course and climb the tree to reach Absalom, or hew it down, instead. 

“General!” 

It was Eliam, now at Joab’s shoulder. 

“It’s too late.” 

Joab opened his mouth to protest, but then saw the weird wet stalks thrusting themselves further down Absalom’s throat, so far his neck bulged hideously outward beneath his chin. 

He  ipped the spear in his hand, drawing it back over his shoulder. 

“No!” Naharai interrupted, pushing forward and grabbing Joab’s arm. 

“Remember the King’s edict!” 

By now, word had reached King David that the battle had ended in victory and that his son had  ed. If Absalom were kil ed, no one would believe Joab had not murdered him. 

But the General was a bul  and the strongest of them. With a mere shrug, Naharai clattered to the road. 

Joab regained himself and cast the spear. It trans xed Prince Absalom through the chest, a kil ing blow. Yet stil , the Prince thrashed and fought. His teeth ground loudly against the tubers,  nal y cracking o  in his mouth under the strain. 

“Spear!” Joab cried. 

Jeribai took hold of one of the General’s spears and tossed it to Joab. 

Joab ran Prince Absalom through a second time.  e body lurched and sagged in the grip of the tree, blood spurting down the haft. 

e  ow of stu  from the corpse ceased.  ere was a sound like a cross between the groan of fal ing timber and a hysterical chittering. 

en, before their eyes, the branches entwined about the dead prince’s head moved. 

e tubers retracted from the mouth as swiftly as they’d entered.  e barbed, blood-dipped ends emerged thrashing, whip-like, as if in outrage at having had their repast swept prematurely from the table. 

e branches over the road curled impossibly and heaved the corpse about by its head, battering four of the Gibborim aside.  ey fel  sprawling. 

Joab, Naharai and Eliam ducked the grisly bludgeon, drawing their weapons. 

As the largest branch completed its swing, it released Absalom’s body.  e cadaver turned limply in the air and crashed through the trees, vanishing in the brush and mist. 

en the limb returned in a great backswing, surprising Elhanan, who had rushed to help his fal en fel ows, sweeping his legs out from under him. Jeribai the charioteer screamed as the bough made for him.  e ends splayed like skeletal  ngers and wrapped about his torso.  e branch lifted him into the air and met with a second large limb, which entangled his legs.  en the two thick boughss sprang apart, as if they had been bent and fastened together as a snare.  e charioteer was torn in two halves, his legs going one way, and his head and shoulders the other, leaving the rest to spil  down on the confused men in a shower of blood and bouncing organs. 

Zalmon, Elez and Hezro began to yel . 

Naharai ran toward his friends and saw that the tubers had turned on them. 

e three men were hopelessly bound in the mass of tangled rootwork. 

Naharai saw the barbed ends sliding around their necks and creeping up their faces, rearing to plunge into their mouths like striking serpents. 

Naharai fol owed the twisting roots back to the thick trunk, which was cleft in the middle where the tubers disappeared.  ere was a strong, rancid smel here, the same stench they had detected al  morning, overwhelming here at its source.  e white mist that encircled them bil owed out of the open trunk like smoke. He hacked at the tendrils with his sword, but they were tough and coated with a viscous sap. It was like trying to cut a wet hay bale in half with a dul  knife. 

Gareb and General Joab joined him. Every blow they struck against the tubers caused the tree to shudder. Above their heads, the great limbs swayed violently as if bu eted by a storm. One heavy branch came down like an axe and struck Gareb on top of the head with such force Naharai heard the disquieting sound of the man’s bones crunching together and was splashed on

the cheek by a jet of blood from his ear. He narrowly avoided becoming the tree’s next victim when the General pul ed him away toward the road. 

“Obed!” the General shouted as he dragged Naharai past Zalmon and the two other trapped warriors. Zalmon’s eyes watched him pleadingly, half his face torn away by the branches, the tubers packing his bleeding mouth. 

As Naharai and Joab regained the road, Obed rushed out of the mist to meet them. 

“Fire arrows!” Joab yel ed, shoving him back with one hand to the opposite side of the road nearly out of the tree’s reach. 

Obed nodded and hastily turned to break open a wax-sealed jar from his pack with his knife. 

Naharai pul ed away from the General, but felt himself jerked back again by his breastplate. 

“Zalmon!” Naharai cried. 

“Avenge him,” said Joab, releasing him only when Naharai ceased struggling. 

“Ral y!” he shouted at the others. 

e four men who had been knocked to the ground came running at the sound of their commander’s voice, raising their round shields and staggering against the blows the tree directed down on them. 

Ira ben Ikkesh was slammed down on his bel y by a great bough, which battered him again and again until his broken body was driven partial y into the dirt. 

Elhanan, Joshaphat, Hiddai, and Naharai put their backs to Joab, raising their shields and hacking at the questing ramage with their swords and axes, batting it away with their spears. Obed plunged a  stful of arrowheads into the open jar. 

Joab dug into his own pack and came out with  int. He tore a scrap from his cloak and began to strike the  int against the blade of his sword. 

e tree whirled and struck at them, the branches hissing like knives through the air but unable to mount a viable attack. Only the spindly ends found their mark.  ese raked ine ectual y at the bronze shields or were quickly cut away. 

en there was a tremendous crackling sound.  e entire tree canted abruptly. Another great shearing noise and the lower portion rose to meet the rst. 

e tree was uprooting itself. 

It began to inch towards them, tilting as it clambered slowly up onto the road, its muddy roots slithering beneath it, carrying it like the legs of a ponderous mil ipede. 

Joab’s curses became more desperate as each clink of  int yielded nothing. 

“Master, let us  ee!” Elhanan whined. 

But his protest was barely heard in the wordless yel  of triumph that burst from the General’s lips as the bit of his cloak  ared into  re.  ey smel ed the smoke and felt the  are of heat behind them. 

Joab held the  aming cloth out to Obed, who  tted an arrow to his bow. 

Joab touched the  re to the dripping arrowhead and shouted for them to get down. 

Obediently, they crouched.  e  rst of Obed’s  aming missiles hissed across the road and struck the trunk of the advancing tree with a hol ow sound, punctuated by a terrible groan. 

e tree wavered in the road and began to retreat, slow as a snail. 

It almost made Naharai laugh to see, especial y when Joab ordered them to pursue. 

ey crept behind the thing, just out of its reach. Obed  red arrow after arrow, till it was lit up and streaming  re, bel owing its distress with an unnatural, beastly babel. 

Black smoke joined the white mist issuing from the thing and a noisome stink of burning rot  l ed the air. 

By the time the Gibborim had reached the other side of the road, the thing was blazing about twenty paces out into the forest. It shambled and staggered to get away, howling and jiggling, pushing over lesser timbers in its plodding retreat. 

“Shal  we give chase, sir?” Naharai asked eagerly. 

“Yes, by God!” Joab exclaimed, his blood up. 

“Wait, General!” It was the voice of Eliam, behind them. 

He alone crouched in the road, rummaging in his pack. 

“Listen! Look!” 

It was something of a struggle to turn their attention away from the stumbling, burning monster, but Naharai’s blood iced when he did. 

e trees. 

Al  around them, the trees were moving in the mist, though there was no wind.  e forest sounded as if every timber were fal ing, every trunk creaking and rubbing against each other. 

e whole Wood of Ephraim was moving towards them, pale, swaying limbs and slithering roots already encroaching upon either side of the road. 

“God! What do we do?” Elhanan gibbered. 

Obed, out of arrows, knelt in the road and began to pray. 

“Here!” Eliam beckoned from the road. 

Seeing no other course, Joab led the way, pul ing Obed to his feet. Soon they were surrounding the Wizard’s son. 

“My father warned me about Ephraim,” Eliam said rapidly, drawing something from his pack and holding it out to them. “He gave me this. Said if ever I found myself here, it would protect me. Maybe it wil  keep them back.” 

In his hand was a smooth, greenish stone almost the size of the General’s  st, a faint, star-shaped design etched whitely upon it: a  aming eye in the center of a pentagram, with a smal er  gure within, like a stylized branch. 

“Philistine deviltry!” Joshaphat declared, spitting into the dirt. 

“What is it?” Joab asked warily. 

“My father told me it was a piece of the Foundation Stone and that the sign was the Lord’s own.” 

“Don’t listen to this one,” Joshaphat protested. “His father was a damned wizard! Everyone knows — !” 

“What choice do we have?” Joab thundered. “Get in front of us, Eliam. 

We’l  go back the way we came. Shields! Be  rm! And may God defend us!” 

Shoulder to shoulder, they encircled Eliam in their round shields like the palisades of a fortress. He held the stone before him and over his head, and began to drone a low, strange incantation, in a tongue none of them knew. 

ey advanced, huddled close together. 

After a few steps, Elhanan whimpered and dropped his shield. He ran, gibbering, straight into the woods like a  re-maddened deer. Obed lunged to catch him, but Joab pul ed him back and ordered the gap closed. 

ey heard Elhanan shriek wildly somewhere o  in the mists, and then there came a terrible sucking and snapping sound. 

After that, only Joab dared to look. He urged them on with news that the trees were holding. Eliam’s arm began to tire. As with Moses stretching his sta over the battle of Rephidim, Naharai and Hiddai reached up to steady his

wavering arm. Obed prayed in a loud voice the whole time, as if to counteract Eliam’s bizarre incantations. 

Naharai glanced once past the rim of his shield and saw a pair of the monstrous trees rocking at the edge of the road, the tendrils waving slowly, like hair underwater.  e smoking, gaping vertical clefts in their trunks yawned like hungry mouths, slavering sap as they passed. 

eir branches were strung with garlands of corpses, rebel Israelites who had ed into the woods from the previous day’s battle. Al  of them were shriveled, desiccated, bone-thin and skeletal, every jaw cruel y broken, opening and closing in mute entreaty, the teeth clacking together like macabre wind chimes as they pendulated in the lurching trees. 

Naharai did not raise his head again until Joab announced they were safely out of the forest. 

No one mentioned the shocking whiteness of the General’s beard. 

Behind them, the forest menaced, swaddled in stinking mists.  e crackling of timber could stil  be heard faintly, as if a herd of great beasts were negotiating the dense woods. 

“What are they, Eliam?” Joab asked. 

“I know only what my father told me,” Eliam said, hunkering down breathlessly and removing his helmet to run a shaky hand through his dripping hair. “He said that David heard an Old One’s cal  and thought it was the Lord. 

He broke the Temple ground and moved the Foundation Stone. My father replaced it but not before an Old One and her dark young were freed.  ey must have come to these hil s as the waters receded. He told me that as trees inhale the exhalations of man and renew the air, those things draw the life of men and spew death, a kind of chaos that unmakes everything around them.” 

“ at’s why no  ies or birds, no game of any kind,” whispered Hiddai. 
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“And why the temple was never  nished,” Obed added lamely. 

“We must tel  David,” Naharai said. 

Joab put his  st to his mouth, staring back at the wood. When his hand came away, he said, “No. When we rejoin the armies of Abisahi and Ittai, I wil order these woods burned. No one wil  speak of this to the King.” 

“But what of Absalom?” Naharai asked. “He wil  think you murdered his son.” 

“Wil  he believe  this wild story?” said Joab. 

“We wil  al  vouch for it, General,” Obed said. 

e other men voiced their agreement, but Joab waved them quiet. 

“You would al  be named accomplices to my crime,” Joab said tiredly, “and lose the King’s trust.” 

“As my father did,” Eliam said quietly. 

“We wil  rejoin the army and burn the Wood of Ephraim,” said Joab. “I alone wil  take the blame for Absalom. Now let’s be gone from these cursed hil s.” 

With that, he turned and marched o  down the road, his cloak torn, covered in blood like a common soldier. 

Naharai was the  rst to fol ow, with tears in his eyes. 

at night, the horn of General Joab sounded. 

e Judahite armies broke their vessels and  red their arrows, sowing the hil s of Gilead with seeds of  ame. 

e Wood of Ephraim blazed through the night. A great groaning was heard.  e smoke that poured down into the val ey was putrid, and black ash

fel  like snow. 

Just before dawn, the smoke cleared and the stars shone brie y in the deep-blue sky. 

TRUTH IS ORDER AND

ORDER IS TRUTH

BY NADIA BULKIN

Ididn’t go alone into the outer darkness. A huddled legion came with me, men and women and children, al  of whom would have been purged for their devotion to my mother. My mother was dead, so she could not summon any army. My father was dead as wel , so he could not protect me. 

But I was alive, their only child, and I’d promised my mother’s fol owers that I would deliver us to strength and sanctuary in my mother’s homeland, Jungkuno. Because al  the rivers  ow north and Jungkuno is on the southern shore, we had to go overland. 

We had no soldiers.  ose men were loyal to the Prime Minister, Jaya Megalang. He was their god.  ey would have fol owed him anywhere. It was to my parents’ credit that the soldiers let us pass through the brick split gate. 

We had one healer, a very old man who I didn’t think understood what he was giving up.  ere were my mother’s friends, disgraced and confused and clinging to their jewelry, more convinced than I that we would ral y an army in Jungkuno and re-take the Alunijo throne.  ere were farmers. I’d expected them al  to be farmers, because they were the ones whose crops my mother blessed with irrigation.  en there were my mothers’ servants, some of whom would have been gladly buried with her, others who just had no family to vouch for them — these few slogged behind, bemoaning their fate and the insects and the heat. 
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Except for the reluctant servants, they came of their own accord. No, they didn’t choose to trek through the infested rainforest toward a half-forgotten kingdom. But they did choose to bow to my mother Dyah, to cal  her “Mother of Kingdoms,” to see divine providence in her.  ey saw her Truth, as stark as the silent face of a cold, white moon. Once you have looked into her eyes, once her  ngers have grazed your scalp, she is hard to shake. She was my mother. I should know. 

When I walked away from Jaya Megalang for the last time, when he laid bare his sordid accusations against my mother, he yel ed, “Who knows where you come from? You belong to the outer darkness!” I bit my bottom lip until my mouth  l ed with blood so he would honor my request to rebury my mother’s bones.  en I forced myself to continue walking past the dead kings’

banyans, through the brick split gate, and into the wilderness that birthed me. 

Jaya Megalang cal ed my mother a shaman queen. He dug her up and looked under her shroud and said her skeleton was misshapen, that her eyes were too large and her mouth too wide. He said her  ngers and toes had grown too long from “too much magic.” He said she consorted with demons while my father secured Maluku and her body paid the price.  is was ludicrous because my mother had been agelessly beautiful.  e concubines stood no chance against her, which is why they pinned their hopes for power on their sons, my half-brothers. 

I wasn’t worried, at  rst. I didn’t care that Arda and Murti were men who looked like my father, because I was his only legitimate child. And then he —
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Jaya Megalang our Prime Minister — said my mother, the “sorceress,” had been unfaithful.  at I wasn’t  real y blood. 

As early as my father’s funeral procession, I could feel the landscape shifting

— temples coming down, houses going up, clouds moving fast as warships. I realized after I screamed at a maid who brought the garden’s last jackfruit to Arda instead of me that I had lost my footing. Jaya Megalang had a far stronger voice and reach. Amassing power was not a skil  I’d been taught between courtly dance and batik painting. Sycophantic courtesans went slithering after Arda’s heels, whispering things about my mother, each more terrible than the last. My ministers would not meet with me. I had been buried, alive, with my parents. 

A gap-toothed child grabbed my hand and asked, “What wil  Jungkuno be like?” I didn’t have an answer. So I murmured, “My mother’s people wil  meet us. Do you remember my mother? She was the Queen. We wil  hear them singing.  ey wil  give us crowns of seashel s. We wil  eat  sh. We wil  swim home ...” I don’t know what I was saying after that.  e air was so heavy, the ground so unsteady. I remember squeezing the child’s hand until someone snatched the sprite away. I heard whispers of “Princess” and didn’t know who that “Princess” was. 

I had never been to Jungkuno. None of us had. Al  I knew was that my mother ate spiny purple crabs in what she cal ed “harbor-style” — raw and salted — and told only one story about Jungkuno, and only when I was feverish. It began, “My Mother and Father live under the sea.” I don’t remember the rest, except for bone-fragments about a thousand siblings, 
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whirlpools and swimming “al  the way up” to Father’s golden eyes.  ey were an opiate. I asked her for them nightly — even pretending to be sick — until she shook me o . 

“You aren’t ready,” she said. 

She’d come inside Alunijo’s brick wal s to pay tribute and renew ties, on the 20th anniversary of Jungkuno’s acquiescence to the Alunijo Empire. By then, the man who’d subordinated Jungkuno, King Tungga, was dead, and it was my father Sora who was sitting in the pavilion when she emerged from under the banyans, this wide-eyed woman wearing so much gold she was shining. Sea-music, the kind you hear from a conch,  ooded his ears.  e hermits said it meant she was the Mother of Kingdoms, so my father married her right away. 

Her few attendants disappeared soon after. She never went back. I asked if she got homesick and she said, “ e water is too shal ow here,” which I took to mean, “Yes.” 

Maps couldn’t decide exactly where Jungkuno was — behind that cove, on that headland? On some days, trees didn’t seem to change and bad thoughts would worm in like ants chewing under  ngernails:  Jungkuno does not exist. My mother was insane. I have kil ed us. 

Jaya Megalang cast his wives aside like rotting fruit, and hated kneeling to my mother and me. I felt the sourness of his hate and snapped my teeth at him like a cornered dog. Once, I cal ed him an impotent ogre. He cal ed me a demon. I was 17. 

“You need to humor him,” my father said.  is was years before he was trampled by the elephant — my father believed he could control everything, 
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and had indeed expanded the empire to Maluku and tamed the Bugis, but his mind weakened after my mother died. “What proud general wants a little girl talking back to him?” 

“My brothers don’t have to kiss his feet and they’re not even princes.” 

“Arda and Murti also don’t argue with him. Consider the battles he’s won for us.” 

Jaya Megalang once subdued a smal , restless kingdom in western Java by arranging a marriage between their princess and my father, and then deciding after their ship docked in Alunijo that their princess was to be a concubine instead.  ey objected, so he kil ed the entire royal family. My father, only 15, sent them riches in atonement. 

“Dhani, the best kings, and queens, know when to be diplomatic.” So self-satis ed. “You see?” 

I did see, but I never bowed my chin deeply enough for Jaya Megalang. 

Couldn’t stay out of matters of kingdom that were none of my concern. I said those  were my matters because I was the future Queen. He said I never listened, and when I said I saw no reason to listen to a bitter old soldier, he spat, “You’l  never be Queen, you spoiled wretch!”  at is why he cal ed my mother a shaman queen and I a creature of the outer darkness. 

Tigers stayed away from us.  e jungle is ful  of them; they carry o scavenging children. But they left our children alone. One night, I saw amber eyes peering at me through foliage, but when I shifted my gaze for a moment, they disappeared. My people cried, “We are blessed!” and “Dyah watches over
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us!” but I couldn’t feel my mother anywhere in that su ocating greenery. I wondered if the tigers knew we were marked for something worse. 

About a week in, someone suggested that we should be on the coast by now. 

ese destitute people, half-mad with heat, looked to me for leadership and I froze, as if I were stil  staring at that tiger. Every forward step brought me closer to my greatest fear: I would make a terrible Queen. 

ey could have left me.  ey would have had the right. My title was worthless, I didn’t know the way, and I couldn’t speak. I stil  believe it was fear of tigers that stopped them from deserting but no matter — they gathered at my feet, stroked my hem, and muttered good-luck incantations. 

A few days passed of this quiet praying. And then the old healer saw me cradling a woman so sick she seemed to melt and asked if I wasn’t scared of disease. By then, we had lost four; tigers may have ignored us, but  ies and mosquitoes didn’t. But plagues never touched me, nor my mother and father, I assumed because we were royalty. I once smiled when I heard a handmaid say Arda and Murti had water poison — she later told Jaya Megalang that I’d rejoiced at my brothers’ su ering, but it wasn’t that. I’d rejoiced to know I was sole heir to my father’s throne. 

“No,” I said, “because I am my parents’ daughter. I have their blood.” 

is was nothing new, but from then on, “ eir Blood!” became a ral ying cry.  ey tested me: Fed me foul water and spoiled  sh, had me bury the infected woman when she died, had me sleep in insect nests. Every time I survived, our col ective trust in my being, in my essence and power, swel ed. 

ey threw themselves to the ground. I could have walked across their backs. 
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My mother’s death had undone me. I’d believed she would live forever. With that rule broken, nothing else seemed real. I started swimming maniacal y, paddling across dingy palace canals, sleeping in rice paddies. My father sent me to a house on the beach to “recover.” If I’d gotten hurt, I might have been shocked back to reality, but even when I crashed into a rock at sea, my body just swal owed the impact and washed ashore. 

I realized, as I lay on the sand watching black coconut fronds stir the white sky, that though the sun is blinding, we are ruled by a great dark Truth.  e rst Truth is this: People Die.  e second:  ere Is A Place Beyond. 

My father took me home after I agreed to sleep indoors again and declared me cured. Truly, I was altered. When the elephant tossed him o  its neck and crushed him, I did not cry. “He has joined my mother,” I said. “I wil  see them in time.” 

After My Blood and I were hailed as bearers of the kingdom eternal, I made up my mind about four things: We were going South; we would continue until we reached Jungkuno; there, I would receive my inheritance; and we would take back Alunijo. I rol ed my conviction up with my people’s devotion into a little leaden bal  in my head that I cal ed “Truth.” 

At  rst, it was strange to carry Truth inside me instead of worshipping its black shadow-shape from a distance. But as soon as I accepted that these four things were True, the fecund jungle began to make sense. I started to smel  sea-salt and hear the caw of gul s under the giggles of jungle-birds. I chose easy-going paths. A profound calm that only comes from self-assurance settled upon me. It can lead you into fol y, if you are like my father. So, you must
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wind your focus tight as a closed  st, as my mother did, and listen, not only to the whine of your own hunger but to the roar of Truth. In our  nal days in the jungle, I thought only of Jungkuno, never of being Queen. In my dreams, clouds roiled like tentacles above wind-whipped  ags. “ ere is a place!” I cried when I was particularly overcome. My people cried with gratitude. 

A month after our father died, Murti and I met beside the pool where Arda once drowned a palace pup. Murti was just a little boy trying to grow a mustache. He was born when I was  ve. When he melted into crybaby tears, I’d often had to console him. “You must leave,” he said. “Arda wil  hurt you if you stay.” 

It was only natural that my brothers betrayed me. Nestling birds peck their siblings to death, to eliminate competition for love or food.  e boys’ mothers always whispered to them, at sunbaked ceremonies where they sat two rows behind me — but my mother whispered to me, too: “You are the one, my sweet. You were made to be Queen.” 

I told Murti so. He’d read the law enough times. I was afraid to say it aloud, but if my mother was Mother of Kingdoms, the Kingdom could only reside in me. 

“Sister, I know. But the Prime Minister has the soldiers ... they don’t answer to you.” His eye twitched. I think he was suggesting he become my minder and talk to men on my behalf — a terrible idea, since he was just a weak-spined scholar. 

“ ey have no discipline,” I said, “and Jaya Megalang is a brute. Decline’s already started. Since my mother died, it’s been nothing but accidents and
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terrible weather. We have no luck at sea. Soon, al  our rivals wil  come to our gates and start nibbling.” 

Murti shook his head. “Don’t talk about decline, Dhani.  ey don’t want to hear it.” 

“Declined” is a polite word to describe Jungkuno. More accurate is probably

“abandoned.” We saw the remains of houses, temples, guard posts — now, al was water-logged and riddled with seaweed. Tiny white snails like maggots crawled across every manmade surface. And there was not a single soul. It felt as if we’d been delivered out of Hel , only to  nd the world of the dead. 

We camped on the beach.  ere were scattered protests from those who wanted “a roof, after al  this time,” but I was taught not to go uninvited into the houses of strangers. “ e weather is  ne,” I said, trying to keep my voice calm because I too was close to ruin. “We sleep outdoors.” 

ere was barely any talk, save when a girl shouted that the surf was “ful  of sh!” — then we quietly reaped that harvest that belonged to whoever had lived in those dark, time-eaten houses on the dunes. I didn’t know if we’d survive this disappointment, if I could coax them to accept this dilapidated village as compensation for their lost membership in the Alunijo Empire. I went to sleep curled like a nautilus. What else can you cal  a dark sea but the end of the world? 

en, in the dead of night, they came: out of the houses, and out of the sea. 

ose from the houses had long gil s like knife slices instead of ears; their gray skin shone in the moonlight.  eir mouths opened deep into their cheeks. 

Long, gangly  ngers dangled at the ends of long gangly arms.  e ones from

the sea looked even less human.  ey stood slumped and uncomfortable, with water thrashing their legs. 

“Princess Dhani,” said one from a house who wore an old  shing net like a shawl. Its voice was too pure for its soggy corpse-skin. “Why did you come back?” 

No one knew what to say. My people were so startled, stil  stuck in a restless sleep, that I don’t think they understood it as language. I was the only one who could look at them without wanting to scream, because I’d been looking into those black, bulbous eyes my entire life: my eyes in the mirror; my mother’s eyes, after midnight; my father’s eyes, when he was hungry. “I have never been here before,” I said. “I don’t know you.” 

“Truth. We are Wong Jeru and you should be Queen of Alunijo.” Little smile. Long teeth. “Where is your mother? Your father?” 

“Both are dead,” I said and the creatures howled. After a few anxious heartbeats, I realized they were yel ing,  Murdered!  “No! My father had an accident. My mother had a sickness …” I lost my voice, remembering her sudden disintegration — one day, we were watching the boats haul in  sh, breathing in sea-salt because my mother said it kept us young — the next, she was dying, a blackened and bloody mess on a foul bed. I was ushered out. 

 Princess might get sick. But what about Our Blood? 

e creatures did not like this explanation, either.  ey sounded like gul s swarming a school of  sh and children began to cry.  “Sickness! Sickness!”   e one wearing the net lunged forward on thick frog-legs and hissed, “She was a daughter of Dagon! What sickness could touch a Wong Jeru? Your mother was murdered, girl!” 

It was the  rst time I heard the name of Father Dagon.  is must have been how my birth-father felt upon seeing my mother and hearing music swirl
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around her like a ribbon coming unwound. It isn’t lust, nor fear. It’s an awakening. It’s the blow of the heavy gong of Truth. I saw the great golden eyes my mother spoke of and felt his two-note name  (“Da-aa-ay-gonnn ….” ) drum against my bones. It gave my people an uncomfortable shudder — they are human through and through, nearly numb to Truth as I now understand

— but I was cracked open, my raw soul quivering and metamorphosing before this tremendous power. 

By the time I could think again, some in my party had started to argue with our hosts, these “people of the deep.” Who did these clammy Wong Jeru think they were? What abominable place did they come from — “Sea is home,” the Wong Jeru interrupted, pointing webbed  ngers at the dark water, “with Mother and Father forever” — and why they were tel ing lies about Queen-Mother Dyah? 

“Silence!” I screamed. My people closed their mouths and hunched their shoulders.  e Wong Jeru curled their lips and the heavy blackness at the center of their eyes fel  upon me. “I want to hear what they have to say.” 

ey came from water.  ey are al  descendants of Father Dagon and Mother Hydra, whose tentacles touch the surface from time to time.  ey reached out to the villagers of Jungkuno, and o ered them enough  sh and gold that they could gobble up three nearby settlements, including a struggling trade town, and prompt Alunijo to come bearing gifts and col ecting tributes. 

e only “tribute” the Wong Jeru col ected for al  this prosperity was the chance to make hybrids. Strong, undying hybrids who would serve Father
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Dagon and Mother Hydra on the only terrain that posed a chal enge: land. 

Jungkuno made a pragmatic decision and many hybrids were born. 

Some hybrids looked just as amphibious as their Wong Jeru parent; others, like Dyah, were beautiful, with faces like drowned stars. Prince Sora was another beautiful hybrid, though he was raised in Alunijo and had no waking memory of Mother or Father, or the Wong Jeru female who birthed him after meeting his father, King Tungga, on the beach. As a baby, Sora was brought to Alunijo and presented to his royal father. “Here,” the mother gurgled, “Your heir.” King Tungga’s queen was infertile. She had little choice. 

So, together, my mother and father made an empire for the Wong Jeru, for Father Dagon and Mother Hydra. Until Jaya Megalang kil ed my mother. 

Until my father thought he could tame elephants. My stupid father. No wonder he failed. Fish do not tame elephants. 

e beach was cold; the night had endured forever. A clammy hand touched mine, and I took a sharp and painful breath. “Take back the throne, Princess. 

Make Alunijo great again, as your mother and father did. Show them what immortality means.” 

“You’re the only one that can, Princess Dhani.”  at time, it was one of mine, a human. My long-su ering people looked terri ed, their eyes swol en nearly as badly as the Wong Jeru’s, but they let the Wong Jeru squeeze close and drool on their shoulders. Only one Wong Jeru gnawed a human.  ey were al  my people now. “Your brothers don’t have  e Blood.” 

But I only said yes after I asked the Wong Jeru what they wanted with an empire.  ey answered simply, “Mother and Father want to grow and be

[image: Image 36]

glorious,” and we suddenly understood each other perfectly. 

I told my people to return to Alunijo and stay quiet, to tel  the court I’d drowned. I promised to return on the  rst Kliwon of the next month. We would need time for the swim and for me to grow my gil s. “I’l  remember every one of you,” I said. “You wil  not be unrewarded.”  ey kissed my hands

— my alien hands, but they did not care; they loved me so — and said they would meet me at the beach. I might have cried if Truth weren’t armor-plating my heart. 

en I turned, shed what remained of my soiled clothes, and went into the water.  e sea was no longer dark but glowing, not from moonshine but from something deep and hidden. Something within.  e lumbering Wong Jeru are ful  of grace beneath the waves, silken and smiling and cosmic blue, not gray. 

e music down below is overwhelming. 

My half-brother Arda was getting married. I didn’t know the girl. I assumed she was some princess of another subordinate people. She seemed excruciatingly unhappy, even before I made it clear that I had not come back from the outer darkness to wish them wel . I like to think that when I removed her head, I was saving her from a lifetime of pain. 

Arda ran as soon as the Wong Jeru climbed onto the stage, leaving behind his bride.  is did not surprise me. He had shown me no loyalty, either. Some warriors think family must “take care” of family — I respect such honor codes, but Arda surrendered the right to be kil ed by me. I sent the Wong Jeru after him, after giving them license to consume. Best not to waste fuel, I say. 
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But I did kil  Jaya Megalang — not to do him any honors, but to be sure he was dead.  is was the man who had kil ed my mother and dug up her bones. 

After his bodyguards had been knifed or bitten or bludgeoned, after the wedding stage was slick with blood, I approached him. “I always knew you were a monster,” he hissed. “You and that damned witch you cal ed a mother. I should have slit your throat when you were a baby.” 

“Yes, we are monsters,” I said, “but so was my father. You live in a monster’s empire. You’re only upset because you’re not the biggest monster anymore.” 

“You’re mad. You’re  mad if you think you can run a kingdom with salamanders. Do they even have brains?” His breathing was heavy. He was, nal y, the fearful one. “Or just teeth?” 

I smiled. “ ey are Truth and you only have lies. Truth is Order, Prime Minister, and Order is Truth.” 

I did not kil  Murti — I saw him standing dumb like a manservant and told my army, both human and Wong Jeru, not to touch him. Instead, I let him stand in the center of his unraveling world, and when it was al  over, when I took my seat on the throne of Alunijo and lifted my bloody keris above my head, he knelt with the others. By then, it was dawn. Someone shouted, “Hail Queen Dhani the Undying!” and a great roar of triumph burst out from the sea, sending waves al  the way to the coconut palms tied with batik, swaying high upon the sand. 

Ask about Queen Dhani the Undying, Priestess of the Faith, Shaman Queen. Ask the traders and longshoremen at any of Asia’s busy harbors. Ask at any of the courts of Song, Chola, Khmer. Ask them if they have ever seen a

dead Wong Jeru.  e answer wil  probably be no. If a sailor tel s you he’s kil ed one personal y, you’ve met a liar. Ask to see something from an Alunijo tradeship and they may show you, for a price. Alunijo gold is probably their greatest treasure. You wil  not  nd it on the market because no one ever parts with it. It is handed down on deathbeds, mother to daughter and father to son, often as little dancing idols fashioned in memory of me. If you ever see one, in the Asian Peoples wing of some European history museum, note the arms —

an Alunijo idol wil  have arms like a sea-snake. Or you could simply ask the curator if the museum is “haunted.”  at wil  probably show you the Truth. 

Ask and you wil  hear fear. We weren’t unfriendly, but we were ruthless. Our boats never sank. Even if they had, our people never drowned. When I was nearly  fty, Father Dagon gifted me control over sea-winds and currents. In the Indo-Paci c, that is al  that matters. I only unleashed a monsoon once, against over-con dent Nippon; fear did the rest. 

If you’re unlucky, you’l  meet a “true believer” in this or that Abrahamic religion. To them, I am the Demon Queen.  ey’l  say I was in league with Satan, even though I only ever served Truth. And Truth is brutal, yes. Truth does not care for human dreams. But I had no interest in converting anyone, least of al  the weak and foolish, the ones unchosen by Father and Mother. 

Truth is Order and Order is Truth.  eir place is down below, with Jaya Megalang and other detritus. Fear’s the primal god of humans, anyway. 

If you are extraordinarily lucky — and ready — you wil   nd a man or woman who knows R’lyeh. It happened to me when I was 412 and I met a shipwrecked chieftain from the Bird of Paradise, Papua Island. “Queen Dhani,” he said, grinning to show his chattering teeth, “I have been to the most amazing city.” 
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Insane people are the reason I never got bored. I usual y let the Wong Jeru eat anything they pul ed from the sea, but this time, I stayed them. My guard, the latest I had named Little Murti, licked his grouper lips impatiently. “What city, little man?” I asked. “Is it better than Xanadu?” 

“Oh, yes, Queen Dhani. In his house at R’lyeh, dead Cthulhu waits dreaming.” 

en he tumbled over laughing and promptly died. Little Murti asked for permission to eat him, which I gave with an absent nod. I had already begun once more to alter. I felt My Blood boiling over, felt the rest of my sensory life go numb. I saw the lead bal  of Truth opening before my eyes, cleaving once, then again. 

When I turned 500, I left. I dove o  my ship at sundown and swam away. 

By then, I took no joy in empire — the al iances and processions, the shal ow exotica. I thought of nothing but R’lyeh, of waking this High Priest Cthulhu. I no longer cared for names, or faces, or food. I did not sleep. I saw my great empire for what it Truly was: a pile of children’s toys, nothing but a game. 

Father Dagon and Mother Hydra wrapped me in tentacles, and whispered, 

 “ is is Enough,”  but “enough” was a compromise I was not wil ing to make. 

I know Alunijo died without me. I know the al iances broke and the hybrids disappeared into the mainland and the Wong Jeru slipped back into the ocean and Father Dagon produced no more gold, and eventual y, the tiny ships of Europe came whistling around the Cape and enslaved everything that had been mine. When I see Java  oating on that glassy sea, I do worry that I have disappointed my parents — my birth-mother Dyah, that is, and my birth-

father Sora.  ey loved that island so, wanted only greatness for it, and now look. But Truth was waiting for me in the South Paci c and I had to heed that cal . 

“Homesick” my mother was and I am, too, sometimes. I’m sure the pain gnaws because I haven’t found R’lyeh.  e High Priest is not ready.  e stars don’t yet align. Every now and then, while I  oat on stil  waters and wait for Cthulhu’s cal , I go to my old southern shore and walk amongst the ruins.  e brick split gate stil  stands, and although my banyans died, new banyans grew in their place. I haunt whatever kingdom has taken root on my mother’s bones. 

e Muslim sultans gave me new names; that is probably how you know me. 

Nyai Roro Kidul. Queen of the South Sea. Spirit-Queen. 

When the light is right, I can see in their eyes the awed devotion of my very rst legion, but they claim to worship other gods now. Everything is veiled. I know you feel it, too. Only the humming promise of Cthulhu remains, a  nal signal of Truth emitted from some deep crevasse of the world. Listen. 

SPIRIT FORMS OF THE SEA

BY BOGI TAKÁCS

I. 

The newcomer strides across our camp. I see people halt for a moment, sensing the power, and turn their heads. He  aunts the strength within him, spreading it across the tops of the yurts, making a cold wind blow. 

Hajna is the  rst to snicker. She smooths her hair back and chuckles, not even noticing she’d just smeared her head with  our. A spectacle is brewing. I step into the shade — I cannot share in the general cheer. 

e stranger walks up to the chief’s tent and declares he’s come to  ght our táltos.  e chief’s guards pass a glance between them and I know they are struggling to hold back a laugh. Declarations like this never fail to amuse. 

At least the newcomer has the forthrightness to declare a  ght.  ere are those who sneak around, attack our horses, attempt to weaken our livestock. 

ese days, Réka notices them before we do. Sometimes, we even miss the beginning of a battle and have to come running. 

e guards do not even bother to lift the  ap and ask for approval from the chief; one of them simply walks away to  nd Réka.  e stranger is beginning to realize something’s wrong. He shifts his weight from one leg to another, looking orphaned without a horse.  e cold wind dissipates. 

People gather around the space before the chief’s tent, silently, nodding to each other.  is is their regular entertainment now, more exciting than the wrestling matches, more frequent than the annual  köböre. Everyone thinks our

 táltos is easily bested because Réka is so young, but the spirits choose whom they choose, whenever they please. 

I think that in a few years, people wil  wise up; word wil  spread. For now, we watch. I watch, too, though for entirely di erent reasons than most of the crowd. I hope the shade hides my face. 

Réka steps forward from between two tents. She looks dazed and one of her braids is partly undone; the guard must’ve found her asleep. 

She frowns at the stranger and her eyes narrow even further in the morning sunlight. 

He smiles at her the way he would smile at one of his younger sisters, or even one of his own children. My stomach turns.  en he lets loose his spirit form and it ascends to the sky, a majestic white horse not matching his pedestrian self. 

Horse forms are very common, but he seems to be good at guiding his, making the horse gal op around the sky, bringing in storm clouds and distant thunder. It’s almost as if night has returned once again. Réka watches without much emotion. 

is one seems to be good at the rules, at least. Parading around his form in the right way, for the right amount of time. Réka nods, just barely, her face grim — most of the other onlookers probably fail to notice this.  ey aren’t close to her. More importantly, they weren’t there to see what I saw barely a few seasons ago …. 

II. 

“Oh!” Her eyes grew large. She ran up to me and hugged me  ercely. 

“Delin! I’m so glad it’s you!” 

[image: Image 39]

I felt slightly embarrassed as I hugged her back and shared in her happiness. 

“Chief Ajtony picked me, is al .” 

She pushed herself out to arm’s length and beamed at me, so much like a child. “Dad promised me he’d pick the best! I’m so happy!” 

I nodded and liberated myself from her embrace. “Wel , then, let’s start packing.” I never liked it when people praised me for my martial prowess, even though I knew that most seasoned warriors struggled to match my feats. 

Maybe it was just a dislike of praise — I never liked when people complimented me on my thick braids or my raven-black eyes, either. 

Réka danced around as she gathered her items. I sat by the entrance of their yurt, barely inside — the place of a stranger. Her father sat in his seat and eyed us dispassionately al  the while. He only spoke when Réka  nished. 

“Delin, I trust you’l  take good care of her.” 

 I wouldn’t dare to do otherwise,  I thought, but remained silent and only bowed my head. 

Farkas the elder  táltos came up to me just as I parted from Réka, heading out to say goodbye to her mother and her younger brothers. He sneaked up to me. 

Even with my keen hearing, I hadn’t heard him move — I shuddered when he spoke up right by my left ear. He always enjoyed doing this, showing how far the spirits’ power extended, demonstrating that with their aid, he could hide in plain sight. 

“ e spirits have cal ed out to her, but something’s stil  missing. No one’s claimed her as their own and she stil  doesn’t have a spirit form. She knows, but it’s best you don’t raise the issue with her,” Farkas said. 
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I nodded. Chief Ajtony had already explained the situation to me. 

“My friend at the farthest reaches of the world might know what to do. 

Don’t forget to tel  him I sent you.” He looked around, grinned at me, then added, “And bring back a bag of seashel s — you know, for decoration.” 

I wasn’t real y sure what seashel s were, but I trusted him that they weren’t overly heavy. 

We rode along the western border region, al  the way down south. After a while, we left our tribal settlements and reached the land of the Croats — a decent folk with a language entirely impenetrable to most of us. I belatedly realized that the reason Ajtony chose me was probably not because of my skil at horse archery — though that must have played a part, too — but my knowledge of the language. I used to  ght Croats at the borderlands, but the area was peaceful now and we could  nd lodgings with ease. We even made our way through the rocky mountains without any issues, but the sea only appeared in front of us after the very last turns. 

“ is isn’t the end of the world,” Réka pouted, looking at the smal  town from afar. “It’s not even Venice.” 

I wanted to slap her. “ is is as far as our in uence extends.” Hardly much in uence, at that. Just a network of friendships. Would our might ever grow so strong as to reach here, invade these lands?” I thought invasions distasteful, but many did not share my opinions. And what was wrong with not being Venice, anyway? Venice was our enemy! 

She must’ve been aware of my thoughts the way her kind often are, because she sighed softly and apologized. 
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We rode into the city and found an inn, took care of our horses. People were talking about the tax the Venetians had recently imposed, the Istrian pirates haranguing  shermen, and the boxes of odd-looking, but sweet-tasting, fruit that traders had brought in from afar and were sel ing at the market for what was unanimously deemed an exorbitant price. 

When we’d passed through Croat country, the land changed ever so slowly, but here by the coast, everything had abruptly become di erent — new sights, new smel s and tastes. Even the air felt unusual. We were out of our element here, land-dwel ers, horse people. Some of the peasants who had come into town to sel  their produce stared at us, marked by our unfamiliar clothing, our Eastern features ... but no one outright glared.  e borderlands weren’t close enough for open animosity to surface here and I was relieved I wouldn’t have to use the dagger in my belt. 

ere was only one problem: I had no idea how to  nd the  táltos Jutos, friend of Farkas. I was sure he’d stand out in any local crowd and yet, no one seemed to have heard of him. I’d inquired after him at the inn, at the market stal s. I even asked a city o cial. After our second round of tries at the market, Réka pul ed me aside and said, “Maybe he doesn’t want to be found.” 

“Can that be done?” In a place where you are a stranger, your di erence obvious at  rst sight? 

“Sure,” Réka nodded. “It’s one of the more common arts.” 

I sighed. “ en we’re lost. Farkas didn’t tel  me anything about how to  nd him.” 

Réka frowned, concentration on her stil -childlike face. “Maybe ... he only wants the right kind of people to  nd him?” I was about to interrupt her and

ask whom that might be, and whether we quali ed, but she lifted one hand. 

“Psst! I think I can —” 

She fel  silent and moved around her hand. Was this the method they used for  nding lost objects, livestock that had wandered o ? Could that method be used to locate a person — not just any person but an experienced  táltos who might not want to be found? 

Found by the right kind of people ... It suddenly made sense to me. 

Réka broke into a fast-paced walk, not a run outright but close. She kept on frowning, her right hand palm up in front of her. We walked past the large wel  of the marketplace and she stopped for a moment, stared at a  sh stand sel ing octopus — or squid? I wasn’t sure — shook her head, and moved on. 

We turned this way and that, away from the sea. She came to a sudden halt, closed her eyes, moved her hand around, then set o  again, nodding. 

She stopped in front of a smal , crooked door in a side al ey, hesitating. I reached over her shoulder and knocked. 

A stout, long-mustached man opened the door right away. “Wel  met, wel met,” he nodded at us without smiling. “Do come in. I’ve been waiting for you.” 

It was one of their arts, I understood. When this man said he’d been expecting us, he was tel ing the truth. He closed the door behind us and switched to Magyar without any prompting. “I’m Jutos son of Bulcsú. And you are ...?” 

I got the impression he knew exactly who we were, but I explained it to him, nonetheless. Réka  dgeted on a creaky wooden stool while I paced the room. 

Jutos was looking increasingly gloomy. 

“I have little to o er you,” he  nal y said. “But there is much crossing these ports from far-o  lands and many discoveries to be made. Perhaps the spirits

wil  give a sign.” 

Meaning the spirits hadn’t yet given a sign. I nodded, a sour taste in my mouth that felt similar to the salt in the air. 

Jutos sent us away with a bundle of food, the  avors of home; he couldn’t bring himself to apologize in words for the lack of advice. 

III. 

I listened to the rumors, hoping they would be tel ing. I shared the day’s harvest with Réka as I would a basket of fruit.  e pirate ship marooned o the coast.  e noble ladies from Venice visiting the town on a frivolous outing. 

e o cial making o  with a chest ful  of gold, in broad daylight. 

Nothing. 

“Everything tastes of olives,” Réka complained. 

We were sitting by the seaside, looking at the gently lapping waves tinted orange by the setting sun. 

“I like the taste of olives,” I said and shrugged. 

She hu ed. Her further complaints remained unspoken. 

“It’s because they cook with olive oil,” I added after a while. I had complaints of my own. However amicable I tried to be with her, the fact stil remained that I was her guardian here, more than twice her age and a warrior of many battles. Her mother instead of her own back home. Our funds were running out and the only thing that had occurred to me as a solution was to rent myself out as a sword for hire. Or, preferably, a bow. 

After another long silence, I decided I might as wel  break the news to her. 

She nodded. “I expected as much. I’m sorry.” 

She didn’t say,  We should return to our land. Oddly enough, at that point, it felt like a good sign — perhaps the spirits were  nal y compel ing her to do something about her predicament. What good was a  táltos without a spirit form? 

I  nodded  gravely.  I  had  little  idea  the  spirits  were  compel ing  her  to  do something else altogether. 

“I’l  go with you,” she said. 

I gasped. “You what?” 

“I, I —” She stammered. I’d never before heard her stammer. “I can make myself useful. I can ride a horse. I’m good with bow and arrow. I have  táltos blood …” 

“And no spirit form,” I mentioned with forced nonchalance. 

She was close to tears. “I’m working on it, al  right? But I can’t respond to a cal  if there is none!” 

“I can’t take you with me. I’m supposed to guard you!” 

She stood, trembling. “ at’s exactly why you need to take me with you! 

You can’t just leave me alone!” 

“I can leave you with Jutos.”  at wasn’t a real o er; Jutos hadn’t seemed like the kind of man able to take good care of her. Morose, occasional y hostile …

Nothing like the friendly coastal Croats. 

“You’re not going to do that.” 

I also stood. “No, I’m not. And I can hardly leave you with a stranger.” 

“I can  ght, I can —” 

“Have you ever been on a ship?” 

Her face told me al  I needed to know. I sighed. “Maybe we can  nd a job on land ...” 
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Réka whispered to me in Magyar. “But Delin, he thinks we’re al  going to die!” 

“Very promising,” I whispered back, grinning. 

“But  Delin!” 

“Sshh.” 

e man was standing on top of an upturned wine-barrel, giving his recruiting speech. Final y, a warrior’s job on land! I didn’t want to tel  Réka that I was made just as uncomfortable by the thought of serving on a ship as she herself had been. 

A nearby harbor was haunted by a monster of confusing and contradictory description. It apparently had tentacles, claws, wings — al  manner of monsterly paraphernalia. It sounded like an octopus crossed with the dragon of Western lore. Or was that a squid? 

e dragon-octopus sounded imaginary, but Réka had said the man was sure we’d be kil ed. I signed us up, despite her protestations,  nal y quel ing her with: “We don’t  need to come back to the gathering tomorrow if you want out.” 

Long, thin clouds striped the evening sky. Réka kicked at a rock, played with it. She tried to hide her anxiety, but I’d seen scores of people before a decisive battle and knew better. 

“Do you think it’s a real monster?” I asked. “It sounds like something conjured by an enterprising  táltos.” 

“It’s hard to hold a form that doesn’t exist in nature,” Réka said, not looking up from the rock. 

“Maybe that’s why it sounded confusing.” I shrugged. “Or maybe it’s just that I don’t speak the language that wel .” 

“If the  táltos is not bound to the spirit, it’s hard to hold even the shape of a real animal,” she said. “And I don’t think it’s a real animal, from what you’re saying.” 

“For al  I know about sea animals, it could wel  be one!” 

“ en why was the man so afraid? Surely, they know what lives in their seas,” Réka retorted. I had to acknowledge she was right. She was sharp, quick-witted — she’d make for a great  táltos to succeed the elderly Farkas. If only we could …. 

I shrugged, banishing the despair. “We’re going to  ght it, either way.” 

She turned around, peered up at me. “You’re not going to change your mind, right?” 

I shook my head. Combat was what I did best. 

“Care for a round of practice shooting before the sun sets?” I asked and began to walk away from the sea without looking back. 

IV. 

ere were about a dozen of us, mostly sword ghters. Réka and I were instructed to stay back.  e single remaining eyewitness had told us the monster would rear up when assaulted and that it had many large eyes, clear spots of vulnerability. Of course, the eyewitness had also said it had  imsy wings and that sounded blatantly wrong — what use would a sea animal have for wings? 

In any case, I hoped we’d be able to aim our arrows at the eyes, blind the hostile creature to help the sword ghters cut it down. I was relieved we’d be able to stay out of trouble for the most part — what would Chief Ajtony say if I lost his eldest daughter, the future  táltos of the settlement? 

I resolved to guard her with my own body if need be, but I knew she could hold her own — the previous evening she’d demonstrated to me that she indeed had skil  with the bow. I only had to take care she wouldn’t panic at the most inopportune moment. 

“I cheated,” she told me out of the blue. 

“Eh?” I glanced up — she was sitting across from me in the open carriage. 

“ e arrows. I made them hit.” She bit her lower lip. “I can’t aim worth a farthing.” 

“What do you mean you made them hit?” I was confused. 

“With ...” She made a vague gesture. “You know.” 

Ah. I understood. “Look, I don’t care if the spirits help you hit the target, or your  táltos blood, or your skil  at handling the bow. As long as it hits.” 

She looked dubious. 

“Trust me, I’ve fought many battles. What matters is not how you fought, but whether you won and won with honor.” 

I wasn’t real y sure how honor came into the picture when assaulting some sort of oversize sea animal, so I said nothing further. Réka was also silent. 

e carriage rol ed on, shaking and noisy. We’d have to walk the last mile of the way to be able to strike with an element of surprise and I wasn’t looking forward to it — the air was growing unspeakably hot. I wished I had lighter clothing — we didn’t expect arrows to rain down on  us, after al . 

e two carriages halted and we clambered down.  e drivers looked anxious, eager to get away from the harbor, even though it was stil  beyond an

arrow’s shooting distance.  e sea was calm. 

Réka hissed and clutched at her stomach. 

“What is it?” I turned to her and whispered. 

She straightened up, pain in her eyes for a moment. “I — I think I’ve heard it,” she whispered back. 

“ e monster?” I looked back at the harbor. 

“ e cal !” Her voice was insistent. “ e spirits —” 

“Just save it until after the battle, al  right? We’d best not get distracted.” 

I turned back to her and she nodded, acquiescing. She could be obedient if the need arose. If she wasn’t scared away by her  rst battle, then — who knew? 

— she could even become a good warrior. Not only a  táltos who fought using a spirit  form  but  also  an  archer  in  her  own  right.  It  al   hinged  on  the  rst impressions ... 

Our leader signaled and we sneaked closer and closer to the harbor, using whatever meager cover we could  nd. We had to attack in broad daylight because the man who’d hired us claimed the monster gained in strength and size after nightfal . 

e two sword ghters at point had almost reached the sea when the surface moved, bulged. A round,  at head rose above the water line, its skin a shiny dark green. 

What emerged didn’t look like a spirit form; it looked like a real animal. But I could feel the power emanating from it, hitting me in the gut, hurting. I understood Réka’s hiss — she’d simply experienced it earlier, being much more sensitive to the spirits. 

I reached into my  tegez and readied my  rst set of arrows for quick-draw. 

It opened its eyes. 

My hand froze mid-motion. It saw into me — right into me — and I knew it wasn’t an animal, not in the ordinary sense. Not like the wind-horse, either, majestic but ultimately connected to the human soul. It was akin to the  turul bird, the ancestor of al  Magyars, a vast, strong and carnivorous spirit. 

And it walked this earth, swam in the sea. 

Who were its people? Whom did it claim for itself? 

No one was moving. It seemed to me that no one was breathing. It was as if the water in the sea had stopped  owing.  e monster rose and I knew with a cold certainty that was beyond even fear that it wanted to feed. 

 Tel  them to stop,  Réka’s voice whispered in my head. 

My mouth opened almost unbidden. “Stop! Don’t move! Don’t attack!” I didn’t know the proper way military commands were phrased in Croatian, but my words had an immediate e ect. 

Or maybe no one could move either way. 

I’d like to think I made a little change. 

Réka walked forward among us, a col ection of  eshy statues. “You have awoken?” she said, a statement with the tones of a question.  en, “You’ve slept for a long, long time.” As if talking to a child. 

It towered above us, blocking the sun, and our heads fol owed it until our necks bent al  the way back. My lungs burned. 

“Here I am,” she said to the creature. “You cal ed.” I wanted to scream at her, drag her away. 

Protect her with my body. 

ere were promises, convictions stronger than the sea. My legs moved. My neck snapped forward, muscles smarting from the sudden motion. I wanted to shout, but my larynx felt stopped up and my tongue numb. Every step was a battle against unimaginable force, the world itself pushing me back. 

Réka stopped, turned back to look at me in amazement. “Al ow me,” she said, her voice apologetic. “Please. I was cal ed.” 

I gasped for air, the pressure easing up a little — probably because I’d stopped straining forward. 

“It cal ed me,” she said. “It wants to bind me to itself.” 

 is?  is monstrosity?  I didn’t even dare to utter the words, because I knew even the smal est expression of my fear would nourish its hunger. Final y, I managed, “It wants to eat you.” 

It sounded so pedestrian. So mundane. 

She pursed her lips. “Al  spirits want to eat us.  e  táltos is someone who has enough strength to feed them.” 

I didn’t want to hear this. I was helpless against it. 

“I brought you here to help you. To protect you.” My throat tightened —

this time, not from the mysterious force but from the emotion swirling inside my body. 

She spread her hands. I stared at her in the shadow of the giant. Her braids had become undone and her face was so open, so vulnerable — and yet, no longer childlike. 

“I vowed myself to this,” she said. “I was born for this, chosen for this.” 

Why was our way so cruel? We o ered up our own young ... Why had I never seen this before? 

“Only those see who need to see,” Réka murmured and it was as if a veil lifted from my eyes. 

People talked of the spirits cutting the  táltos apart, putting the body together as they saw  t. How  gurative was that? How literal? 

But most spirit forms were of peaceable animals.  e horse, the bul  might seem intimidating, but everyone knows they eat grass, not  esh. No one
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o ered themselves to the  turul, a bird of prey — no one, save for someone in a half-forgotten, ancient legend ... It only led us, as an al -powerful  gurehead, a creature of the sky that had come to us from the stars. 

en why would she o er herself to this monster? Trust it with her soul? 

She shook her head. “Trust is unimportant. I need to sate its hunger, if only for the smal est moment.” 

 And future moments, again and again,  it rippled through the sky. I fel  to my knees. Did that come from her?  e creature was so vast I felt it was beyond our earthly cares, outside our world, even as it swam in its waters and trod its soil. 

“Don’t blame yourself,” she said. “I was the one who stopped you.” 

She turned around and walked into the sea. I could only watch, helpless. 

e water was to her thighs when it started and I more felt than heard the  rst crunch of bone breaking, resonating through the earth itself, invading me through my knees, my legs touching the ground.  en she fel  face forward into the water, ever so slowly, and the sea mu ed the sounds altogether, drank up the blood. 

e men had left, staggering away in twos and threes, making their way back to the town on foot even in the sweltering heat. I stayed. 

e monster did not acknowledge me. I knew it was busy digesting. Did it eat the  esh? Did it eat the soul? What need did it have for such a smal  body and a mind it could easily eclipse? Did it want a servant on land, someone who could spread its fear, provide nourishment at every step? Or did it have motives entirely incomprehensible to us? 

What was the endpoint? 

When the creature al owed me to stand, I stood. I paced. I railed at it. I begged it to give her back to me. I shouted and swore. I yel ed for the  turul to appear and bring down its wrath from the skies, but the  turul never appeared. 

Maybe I wasn’t strong enough. Maybe it was intimidated. Overpowered. I shuddered to think. Stil , I screamed. 

I’d like to think I made a change. I know it’s probably not true. 

Final y, the monster left, submerging itself in the clear seawater, too shal ow for such a giant. Making its way for deeper regions. 

As it vanished from my sight, the water washed her ashore. Unbroken, if only in shape. 

She sat up slowly, gingerly, and we walked back to the town in silence. 

Prepared ourselves for the long trip ahead. Her words came halting, hesitating, but, even stil , with newfound maturity. 

We ended up staying for a week, getting ready ever so slowly, with regret. 

e creature did not return to the harbor and the man who hired us showered us with wealth. Among our gifts for the people back home, I bought some choice seashel s from enterprising children. 

e chal engers started showing up soon after we’d arrived in our camp, drawn by the youth of our new  táltos. 

V. 

I shake my head slowly. 

Réka steps forward and the crowd murmurs before quieting again. She is among her folk here, but she doesn’t draw on our strengths the way it is customarily done. She discards the advantage. 

I could never be a  táltos, but even I can feel the way the stranger’s stomach contracts, the way his fear engulfs him — just for a moment. Réka disregards this. She always plays by the rules and it is not yet time to attack. 

She looks to the distance, over and above the clouds, but reaches  down, into the depths. 

e creature rises and had I not seen it with my own eyes on that day by the seashore, I’d assume it to be unreal, a  gment of the imagination as easily dissolved as the clouds, as ephemeral. 

e monstrous shape holds. Tentacles twist around, eyes move to survey the land. Sacs bulge and de ate. 

e stranger is breathing fast, a hoarse, wheezing sound almost like the whinnying of a horse. His spirit form tries to gal op away, but in an instant, the sea-creature is upon it, tentacles whipping, claws ripping into ghostly  esh. 

Dark blood streaks the sky.  e sea-creature triumphs, even faster than the previous time; it changes shape, unfolds gooey wings semi-transparent against the sunlight reemerging through clouds. It gloats, sitting atop the disemboweled carcass of the horse, head tentacles rippling in a soft motion. 

Does it smile at us? 

en it vanishes and only the stranger is left, lying in his own vomit, his trousers wet. Réka sits down, shaking, and someone puts a warm, thick  guba across her shoulders. She pul s it close to herself and closes her eyes. 

I don’t think she’s upset.  e man wil  live, though he probably won’t  ght anyone ever again. It’s only that cal ing up such an unusual spirit form takes a lot out of her and she looks exhausted. It’s only that, nothing more. At least, so I tel  myself. 

THE BONES OF HEROES

BY ORRIN GREY

Hush, my child. Quiet now. Save your tears. Your sadness and your terror hold no savor for me. 

I know how it must seem to you, what you must think, but I assure you that you’re in no danger from me. My appearance is distressing, I know. For al  the trailing cloak I wear, you can see that I no longer move …

correctly. And though I keep my hood up, you’ve seen the  re’s light glint o too many eyes, maybe even seen it catch the edge of a mandible. You’ve seen enough to know that I’m not some misunderstood crone, peddling poultices and tinctures out in the woods, and you’re right enough. 

I’m the real thing and my kind tra c with great, old powers. Powers that can change the very face of nature. And in so doing, our own faces are changed. We become like those things we favor.  e bat, the toad, the rat, the spider. And eventual y, yes, we are driven to cannibalism. I’ve never known it to fail.  e greater powers come with greater prices. You’ve heard stories, no doubt, of children carried o  by witches and eaten up, cooked in an oven, boiled in a pot, turned over a spit, or just gobbled raw. And certainly, there are some of my sisters in whose tender mercies you would su er just that very fate. 

But my palate is attuned to other fare. 

Somewhere out there, in the dark and the storm, a hero is coming for you. 

He’s getting close now.  e sinews of his mighty arms stand out as he grips his sword in a white-knuckled  st, anticipating the feeling of it slicing through my hideous neck.  e spiders that spin their webs in the corners make music that tel s me of his approach.  ey hear it from the bats and from the rain that

beats on the roof and from the whispers of the very stars. And from there, they bring it to me.  ey tel  me of his journey, of the perils he faces, and I grow impatient. 

I’m counting on him, you see. Counting on his having grown up with the same stories you’ve heard. I’m counting on his belief that he’s saving you from a terrible fate, from being eaten by the monstrous witch. He needs to know that, without him to intercede, your fate is sealed. 

e fact is, the  esh and blood of children do nothing for me.  ey taste sweet enough, I suppose, but they cannot sustain me. Perhaps it’s because I, too, once dreamed of towers and princesses and gal ant heroes on rushing steeds. Whatever the reason, I’ve come to live on the bones of heroes. 

It doesn’t matter if he comes with money in his purse, or with a heart  l ed to bursting with noble sentiment. It doesn’t matter if he’s your brother, or your father, or a stranger to whom you are unknown.  ough they tel  themselves di erently, the noble man-at-arms and the ruthless mercenary are not so di erent where it counts. In every would-be hero is the same thirst for glory, the same unerring sense that they are right and whatever stands against them wrong.  at’s what I need from them, what I feast upon, and I know that your hero wil  be bringing it with him. 

en, when I trick him, when I trap him, when he fal s and when he fails, he’l  know, in his last moments, that he  has failed. He’l  believe, as the life drains from him, that he’s done more than die - he’s kil ed you in the bargain. 

And that belief wil  seep into his heart and his blood. It wil  sweeten them and strengthen them for me, so that when I drink his blood and eat his heart, they wil  sustain me for that much longer. Long enough for me to disappear, to slip away, to build my web anew someplace far from here. 

And when I’ve kil ed him, when I’ve drained him and eaten him and there’s nothing left but the marrow-sucked bones and the tarnished sword, I’l  free you from your prison, I swear it. I have no use for you, except as bait, and I’l not harm a single hair on your head. You’l  be free to return to your family, to the loving arms of your parents, to whatever brothers and sisters you may have left behind, but in exchange, I ask you this one boon. 

Never speak of this. When you’re free and back among your people, do not tel  them this story. Tel  them that I was an ogre, a monster. Tel  them I spoke of grinding your bones to make my bread, of bathing in your hot blood. Tel them I meant to destroy you, to devour you, that I spoke of nothing but how I longed to dine on the supple  esh of young children. Tel  them the hero died saving you, gave his own life so that you could escape. Tel  them al  of this and thus let the story grow, and spread, so that when some other hero, in some distant land, hears of a child abducted by witches, he’l  know, in his heart, what fate awaits them. So that he wil  come to me in the dark of some night, with that heart ful  and ripe and delicious with his belief. 

I ask only that you give me that oath. Should you ever think to break it, remember the ease with which I snatched you from your bed this time and think again. 

LIGHT

BY DIANA L. PAXSON

What I remember most about the dig in Greenland is the perpetual light.  at, and the taste of the air, as if no one had breathed it since the beginning of the world. Which is ironic, since what we found there was older than the earth and darker than man’s deepest fears. 

For me, it began with a dream. 

I was in a great, timber-framed building like a Viking hal . In the long hearth blazed a  re. Shields hung on the wal . Men were sitting on benches to either side, singing as the mead horn went round.  ey cal ed out to me, but it was the man in the high seat who held my attention. One eye was hidden, the other  xed on something no one else could see.  en he straightened and that single gaze speared me. 

 “So, my dark battle maid.”  I heard him clearly though his lips did not move. 

 “You are here. Welcome. We have work to do.” 

en I woke up, grateful that it was only the dream that had haunted me since I was a leggy black kid looking for a way out of the slums of Baltimore, and not the nightmare of  eeing endlessly down dark passageways pursued by something that would swal ow my soul. I had been living with that one since I arrived. 

By the time we had put in most of a day’s work on the Norse site halfway up the western coast of Greenland, I had forgotten it, until I saw an old man who wore an eye-patch fol owing Dr. DuBois, our director, up the path. He leaned

on a tal  walking stick and his worn sealskin poncho  apped as the breeze strengthened once more. 

“I hear he’s cal ed ‘Harbard,’” said Susan. Red-haired and fortyish, she was an assistant professor from the University of Indiana and the only other woman on our team. “From one of the Ministries in Nuuk.” 

“Hoar-beard … A nickname, I’d guess.” I frowned, trying to remember where I had heard that name. 

e site lay above a ridge of green turf scattered with Greenland bluebel s. 

e members of our team added a further note of color — Susan in her pale blue anorak and beyond her, the Danish boy in the red hoodie.  e two guys from UCLA had stripped down to the neon orange sweatshirts with the logo of the expedition. On a blue sea dotted with chunks of ice, one of NUNAOIL’s research vessels  oated like a toy ship. Behind us, toothed mountains snarled at the sky. 

“I suppose he’s come to check on our progress,” said Stamford, a University of Alberta grad student with the build of a footbal  player. 

“What progress? Whatever we’re digging, it’s not a farm.” I looked up at the ice shelf beyond our site, stained with brown at the edge and glowing a startling, electric blue where the sun shone through. No other Viking site had been found at the edge of the ice. 

Harbard’s single gaze came to me and the bushy brows came down. 

I glared back.  Haven’t you ever seen a black woman before?  But maybe he hadn’t. Not a long-legged, co ee-colored woman with close-cropped black hair. Not here. I, on the other hand, was used to people who wondered what I was doing in col ege, or in a graduate program in archaeology, or in medieval armor on a SCA tournament  eld. It was an old anger, as swiftly repressed as recognized, but it always took me by surprise. 

“Tonya, that’s why it’s so important!” Josh exclaimed. He picked up the brush and began to tease away the earth he had loosened with his trowel. 

Blond and enthusiastic, he was a friend from the Kingdom of the East who had gotten me the place on the dig. “Maybe this site wil  show us what real y happened to the Greenland colony.” 

Greenland archaeologists and multinational corporations looking for minerals must be the only people who are blessing Global Warming.  e only question was whether we could  nish excavating before the company whose explorer had noticed the ancient timbers sticking out of the mud bank moved in. 

Susan swore as she stepped in a puddle. “ e last dig I was on was in New Mexico. Hot, dry, ful  of scorpions … never thought I’d miss them.  is is interesting,” she went on, “but my specialty is the Anasazi.” 

Another people, I thought, who like the Greenland colony, had mysteriously disappeared. 

“If I weren’t up for tenure next fal ,” she went on, “I would have stayed home.” 

“Whereas, here it’s cold and wet and ful  of mosquitoes.” Josh slapped at his neck. “But a good place to chase legends.” 

Why was  I here? I wondered as I picked up the bucket. Why did a black girl dream about Norse gods? I dumped out the earth and dipped up a handful of icy water. It tasted clean, stony, with a slight hint of sulphates. How many years ago, I wondered, had this water fal en from the sky? From here, I could see up the channel the water had carved beneath the ice. Water dripped from the sparkling lacework of ice at its rim. Some said that the entire base of the ice cap was melting, and one day, the whole thing would col apse and come sliding down to the sea. 

Josh joined me, staring down at the sparkling stream where sunlight struck sparks from the surface and set the rock beneath aglow. He scooped up a pebble,  ushed when he saw me watching him, and dropped it again. 

“I know perfectly wel  that the Greenlanders were poor.” He bent to drink. 

“No one digging here has ever found any hoards.  e last colonists took al their goodies away.” 

“So, why did you expect an artifact?“ I asked, as he stood up again. 

“Wel , there’s this manuscript in the Princeton library by a professor of Anthropology cal ed Webb who toured Iceland and Greenland in 1877. He wrote that the natives showed him a strange image and said it was from the Tornasuk cult.” 

“Which no anthropologist since then has heard of,” I observed. 

“Wel , no … but the name has to have come from somewhere.“

“Has anyone ever told you that you read too many fantasy novels?“

“Speak for yourself,  Sir Svarthild. ” Josh accompanied my SCA name with an ironic bow. 

I made a face at him. I was one of the rare women to earn knighthood, and he was only a squire, after al . 

I began to pick my way upstream.  e sun had dipped low enough to shine into the cavern the river had carved, giving it an eerie glow. Eons of ice had carved the black granite into spires like the pil ars of some abandoned temple. 

What strange rocks, unseen since the early Pliocene, would be revealed if the ice cap disappeared? My boots crunched on wet stone as I picked my way around the boulders.  en I heard a footstep that was not my own. It was the old man. 

Suddenly, he looked tal er. Now that il -tempered frown seemed thoughtful, like a picture of Einstein I had seen. 

“Ymir’s bones are close to the surface here. Other places, they are covered by growing things, but this land has never real y belonged to Midgard.” His gaze travel ed over the stones. Oddly enough, his speech, however strange, was now that of an educated man. 

“Whose is it, then?” 

“ e Old Ones.  e  jotnar — the ones your folk cal  the giants …” 

“ e Frost Giants?” A chil  drop fel  on my neck as we passed under the arch of icicles. Surely, that was why I shivered and not because I suddenly felt as if I had crossed a threshold. 

“And others …” he replied. “Many things sleep beneath the ice. It is my task to learn if the sun, or your digging, has released them.” 

“Oh, I don’t think you need to worry,” I said quickly. “Al  we’ve found are some timbers and a line of stones. We think it might have been a chapel.” 

“A church?” He made an odd sound that could have been laughter. “But of what faith?” 

“By the time the Greenlanders settled up here, they were al  Christian …

unless, at the end, some went back to the old ways.  at’s what the Danish missionaries were afraid of when they came back in the 18th century, but al they found were Inuit, so they baptized them, instead.” 

He gave that snort of not-quite-laughter once more. From outside, I could hear a rumble that might be Stamford’s bass voice and Susan’s laugh.  en another sound brought my head up, heart pounding. It came again, an echoing groan like a god in pain.  Or a giant,  I thought, remembering his words. 

“ e ice is unstable,“ I quavered. “We should get out of here.” 

“Not yet,” he murmured, sweeping the mottled curves of ice with that disconcerting single gaze. “It is not quite ready to fal .” For a moment, I
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thought a shadow extended from his walking stick, as if he were holding a spear. But there could be no shadows in this place where a di use il umination ltered through the ice from above. Slowly, he turned, pointing it at each wal . 

“Now!” 

As we lurched through the entrance, I heard the ice shriek, then a resounding crash that shook the stone. I leaped for the bank as a wave of muddy water churned down the channel behind us. Josh looked up, eyes widening, and scrambled up the slope.  e Danish boy was not so lucky.  e waters swal owed his  ailing form and carried him away. 

I took a deep breath and began to count. No one else had been lost. 

e ice had col apsed inward. Our cavern was now a wide bay supported by glistening planes of sheared ice and ribs of dark stone.  e ice that had covered the edge of our excavation had gone, as wel .  e line of stones we were uncovering extended straight into the hil . 

Dinner that evening was a somber a air. Dr. DuBois had radioed for a seaplane to col ect the body that now lay packed in ice behind the supply shed, but the connection had been garbled and it was not clear when the authorities would arrive. On the western horizon, clouds were looming up in gray towers, bringing a twilight that, by rights, was a month away.  e sea heaved uneasily, its surface an oily pewter beneath the fading sun. I understood now why today’s Greenlanders painted their houses such bright colors. As the light dimmed, the orange nylon expedition tents that had glowed so cheerful y in the morning sun seemed forlorn. 

[image: Image 46]

We cooked on a solar-powered stove, but someone had managed to gather enough trash for a little  re.  e bright  icker warmed our souls. 

Josh sipped his hot chocolate and set it down. “You know, when I came here, I liked the theory that the colony might have simply died out because al the young people gave up on it and moved away, but I’m beginning to wonder.” 

I suppressed a grin, recognizing the one topic that was guaranteed to get arctic archaeologists talking. 

“You can’t rule out disease,“ I put in. “An isolated population like this would be vulnerable to any bug a visiting ship brought in.” 

“ en why are there no mass graves?” asked the man from Cambridge. 

“ ey didn’t have the wood to burn bodies, even if it was plague.” 

“I think Basque slavers carried them away,” said someone else and the debate was on. 

“You can’t rule out attack by the Inuit, when the Norse gave up on farming and began to compete with them for game —“

“But tribal traditions say that their ancestors came and found the settlement almost deserted.” Dr. DuBois pushed back the strand of silver-streaked hair that was always fal ing over his eyes. “ ey ate the remaining livestock, and took the few women and children into their tribe.” 

“And what do you think, Harbard?” asked Stamford. I looked up. When had the old man joined us at the  re? 

“I think … there are worse things than humans in the world. You should get under cover.” He pointed at the western sky, now a mass of curdled clouds. 

“Soon comes the storm.” 

Of course Harbard had meant the weather, not the old powers he was talking about yesterday, I thought as I began a careful probe along the line of the string that outlined the sector we were to excavate today. Last night, we had huddled in our tents for hours while sleet lashed the hil side, but as the sun pushed higher, the storm had ceased, leaving a  at gray sky. 

Far from stopping work because of the accident, Dr. DuBois was urging us on. I could understand his fear the authorities might forbid us to continue. 

With the terrain changing so swiftly, there was a real danger that anything we did not record now would be swept away.  e director stood by the ice wal , hair tossing as he gestured toward the hil . Stamford faced him, seeming more solid than ever as he shook his head. 

“You can’t do it!” His voice rose suddenly. “You’l  ruin your reputation and the data —“  e rest was lost as Stamford turned, but I could see the desperation in Dr. DuBois’ eyes. 

ere was a shout from the opposite corner. I looked up to see Josh struggling to his feet, a chunk of rock in his hand. 

We gathered around. In the pal id sunlight, the grooves in the dark surface were clear. Runes? I did not think so.  ere was something oddly disquieting about the way these marks twisted across the stone. 

“Is it Inuit work?” asked someone. “Maybe it’s that Tornasuk cult you’re always going on about —“

Dr. DuBois went down on his knees where Josh had been working, scraping away with the trowel. “Give me light!” he muttered and Stamford, who was the kind of man who always seemed to have a screwdriver in one of his many pockets when you needed one, pul ed out his  ashlight and directed the beam along the trench. 
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“It’s part of a design…” breathed the director, “that leads toward the ice.” He looked up at Stamford. “Now do you see why we have to uncover the surface of the stone?” He jumped up and started shouting orders. In a few moments, the USC boys came running up, pickaxes in their hands. 

“What is he thinking of?” Josh turned the fragment back and forth in his hands. “ is is not how you do archaeology.“

“Not when you have time,” Susan replied. “But I’ve heard some stories about cutting corners in rescue digs that would curl your hair.” 

“I hope they know what they’re doing.”  e USC men were attacking the ice with enthusiasm. I jumped as a large chunk crashed to the ground. 

“ at ice has been there a long time,” Josh began, but his voice failed as we heard once more that anguished groan. Halfway up the slope, a spray of snow pu ed into the air and then, with a roar, a whole section of white hil side detached and came thundering down. 

“Once is an accident.  ree feel like enemy action,” said Susan. We had managed to dig out the boys who had been using the pickaxes.  eir bodies lay now with that of the  rst man to die. 

“Yes, but who is the enemy?” 

Josh looked up the hil . Above the debris from the avalanche, we could now see a rim of bare stone.  e stream was already beginning to wash the snow away. 

“  at…” he whispered. From his pocket he took the bit of carven stone. “I don’t know what this is, but it’s not what I came here for.” He lifted his hand as if he would  ing it into the stream. 

Susan grabbed his arm. “What are you doing?  is is the only artifact we’ve actual y  found! You can’t throw it away.” 

“Put it in the box, then. I don’t want to look at it anymore.” 

Susan’s brow wrinkled in distaste as he set it in her hand, but when I went back to camp for a break, I saw her going into the prefab shed where we kept the expedition records.  e scienti c part of my mind was relieved, but the other part, that had grown up with a grandmother who used ghost stories from the bayou to keep me in line, wished that Susan had not stopped him. 

When she came out, she was frowning. 

“What is it?” 

“ e computer’s not working. I was going to check some of our records, and al  that showed on the screen were wavy lines and  zz. I tried rebooting, but nothing changed. It’s like the poor thing’s brains are fried.” 

“What about the radio?” 

“I don’t know. Could it have been struck by lightning? Nobody noticed a strike, but we were al  huddled in our own tents during the storm. Stil , Dr. 

DuBois radioed the police commissioner in Nuuk yesterday.  ey‘l  send someone,” Susan added brightly. 

“If they can,“ I responded.  e gray sky was fragmenting into heavy clouds. 

e white bergs in the sea bobbed uneasily, lashed by whitecaps raised by the rising wind.  e sun was stil  high, but the light seemed to have thickened and there was an odd, electric tingle in the air. 

“We’d better tel  him,” said Susan. I nodded and fol owed her up the hil . 

Ice from the avalanche stil  covered much of the grid laid out for excavation, but that no longer mattered.  e stream was now rushing from a gap that led straight into the hil . Emerging from the tumble of ice we could see stone
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blocks like the ones we had been trying to dig out of the ground, several courses if them, forming a seamless join with the stone of the hil . 

Dr. DuBois’ eyes were blazing. “In there,“ he breathed. “Answers …” He shuddered and looked around as Stamford grasped his arm. 

“Yes, but we should not go in now,” murmured the younger man. “We’re al tired. In the morning, we’l  see more clearly.” 

e director blinked, but he nodded and let Stamford lead him down the hil . 

at night was a bad one. I was not the only one who was having evil dreams. Somewhere in the middle, I woke from visions of amorphous horrors and crawled out of my tent, gasping for air.  e wind o  the sea smel ed as if half the  sh in the Arctic Ocean had died there, and banners of sickly-green light danced across what should have been a peaceful twilit sky. 

e old man stood in front of the prefab, gazing upward. As I started toward him, I heard the scrape of a zipper and Stamford emerged from his tent, his blunt features creasing in a scowl. 

“ is isn’t right, is it?” he asked. “Surely, the northern lights shouldn’t be visible at this time of year.“

Harbard sighed. “It can happen … when the veils are thin …” 

 e atmosphere?  I wondered.  Or did he mean something else? 

“An electromagnetic anomaly would explain why the computers are wonky,” 

muttered Stamford, but the old man did not reply. Presently, Stamford crawled back into his tent. After a little while, I returned to my own. 

In the morning, Susan was gone. 
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“Dr. DuBois, are you sure this is wise?” Stamford was trying again to be the voice of reason, or perhaps Cassandra. But if the director had ever been wil ing to listen to him, he would not do so now, when footsteps in the mud showed that Susan had already entered the passageway. I knew why she had gone. She was desperate to win tenure. To be the  rst to see what might be a historic discovery would make her famous in our  eld. 

e air was heavy. Flickers like heat lightning veined the sky. In that light, even the most familiar things looked strange, and the jagged summits of the mountains wavered as if about to shake free of their dappling of snow and come lurching down to the sea. 

DuBois stared at that opening in the hil . “I have to go in there,” he said softly. “You must understand.” 

And we did.  e summons from that shadowed gateway beat in our blood. 

 Come to me and I wil  show you wonderful things,  it cal ed to us.  Come to me…. 

DuBois picked his way across the mud, at his side Stamford, the perfect lieutenant, who would advise his leader against any fol y — and then fol ow him into it.  e man from Cambridge was next and then the other two Canadians. In a moment, Josh and I were alone. When they came out, disappointed or triumphant depending on what they found, would I be remembered as the one was too wise, or perhaps too fearful, to go in? 

“What about you?” I asked Josh. “What if this is a lost temple of the Tornasuk cult? Don’t you want to make your reputation as one of the  rst to see what’s inside?” 

“Some things are more appealing on paper than in reality.” He gestured toward the entry. “ at gaping mouth gives me the wil ies.” 

“You are wise.“ a new voice made us turn. Harbard. Not the scru y old man but the nobler  gure I had spoken with before. 

“Do  you know what’s in there?” 

“An old enemy,” he replied. 

“A  jotun?” I asked, remembering our conversation. 

Harbard sighed. “ e  jotnar who dwel  in Midgard have their place, if the balance is maintained. It is tipping now —  you have tipped it.  e stars shift their alignment and the veils grow thin. Many of the oldest Powers were destroyed when we dismembered Ymir and used his  esh to build this world. 

But not al  of them.  eir true home lies beyond the circles of the world, but there are stil  places in Midgard where a portal can open to the dimension in which they dwel .” 

“Is  that what Dr. DuBois is going to do?” squeaked Josh. 

“If they are not stopped, this gate wil  open to Ragnarok.” 

I shook my head in denial. “I haven’t heard the Gjal arhorn!” I dredged up details from the Norse Lit course I’d taken so long ago. “Where are the Sons of Surtr? Where’s the ship made of nails? Where are the rest of the gods?” 

“ is is a Ragnarok before its time, unheralded, with no hope of a new world. It is a doom released by men and so, I must work through men to  ght it.” Facing me, he seemed to grow tal er. “Dark battle maid, wil  you fol ow me?” 

Instead of worn clothing, I saw a gleam of armor. Instead of the old hat, a helm. And in the place of a walking stick, a spear.  e reference I had been seeking came to me. 

“You are not Harbard but Odin the Old!” 

His lips twitched beneath the beard. “And you are not a  völva but a valkyrie!” 
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I forced myself to stand straight beneath his gaze. “Why me?” 

“What is your name?” 

“Tonya” I began, but was that name, and the surname inherited from some man who had owned my great-great-grandfather, truly my own? “‘Svarthild,’” I said aloud. It was the name I had made for myself and in the East Kingdom it had earned some renown. 

“Dark Lady of battle.” He nodded. “A name worthy of a valkyrie. I chose you long ago, but I think you have also chosen Me.” Our eyes met, and I trembled at what I recognized in his gaze. 

Josh cleared his throat. “ at’s al  very inspiring, but what if we don’t come back? It wil  be like the Lost Colony, except that we’re leaving our stu behind.” 

I looked at him. I saw the good heart and a soul that had not undergone the testing that armored my own. 

“Josh, you stay. If we don’t return, somebody has to tel  them what happened. I order you,” I added, when he began to object, “knight to squire.” I was not  his knight, but it was an appeal that would save his self-respect. 

“Yes, my lady.  ough they won’t believe me,“ he muttered, but I could see the relief in his eyes. 

e passageway was cold. Near the entrance, we found Susan’s notebook, dropped where she had begun to move faster, compel ed by that beat in the blood. I could feel it, too, but it came muted through the armor I had built around my soul. 

A few yards in, the tunnel diverged from the course of the stream and bored more directly into the hil . Wal s and  oor were smooth, as if some large object had ground o  the irregularities as it passed. I found the surface slimed with something acrid and wet. I did not touch it again. From time to time, a side-branch forked o , but it was clear which way my friends had gone.  e sound of water faded, but a deep chanting echoed unnervingly through the passageway. I could not identify the words. 

Beyond the third turning, we found bundles — furs, clothing, rusting knives, ornaments of silver or bronze, preserved by the dry cold. Treasured possessions had been dropped as if they had no more meaning.  e archeologist in me longed to examine them, but the human trembled, understanding where the lost Greenlanders might have gone. 

Here beneath the rock I at last found darkness, but my companion seemed to carry a light of his own. I no longer recognized him as the man I had cal ed

“Harbard.”  is was Al -Father, Sig-Father, Val-Father, the enigmatic  gure that had haunted my dreams. Some cal ed him a god of madness, but there had been times when that madness was al  that had kept me sane. 

at might be about to change. Another turn revealed a pale glow that il uminated without warming. I moved with care, but I could have shouted and the people in the cavern before me would not have heard. Dr. DuBois, Susan, Stamford, and al  the rest of them shuddered and swayed in some obscene ecstasy, chanting words that hurt my ears. “Tornasuk” might have been among them and a phrase —  Ph’nglui mglw’najh Cthulhu R’lyeh wgah’nagl fhtagn.  But the name I heard most often was “Yog-Sothoth ….” 

Within the whirl of light beyond them, a crystal about the size of an orange emitted an eerie glow. As one of the Canadians touched it, the light  ared. His face contorted in a last re ex of sanity as he screamed and was consumed.  e

sphere exploded in a maelstrom of tumbling globes scintil ating through a shimmering veil, manifesting and dematerializing in hideous alternation. 

Dr. DuBois and Susan were the next to go. Tendrils of bril iance snaked out from the curdling light to reel the others in. With each sacri ce, the evil il umination grew. “Yog-Sothoth … Yog-Sothoth!” they chanted and died. 

“What are they saying?” I whispered. “What is that thing?” 

“He has many names, some of them very similar to mine. You might say we are two faces of the same power, but he is a creature of the Outer Darkness and I chose long ago to bind my  wyrd to that of Middle Earth.” 

Stamford was the last. His features were writhing as he fought the compulsion, but as he, too, passed into Yog-Sothoth’s embrace, his voice was silenced. And in that moment, the ful  weight of that monstrous consciousness focused on  me …. 

I took a step forward, drawn by a light that was darkness, a desire that was the extremity of fear.  e Being beyond the veil needed only a last spark of life to burst free. And the horror was that I  wanted to give myself to that obscene embrace. I cast a desperate look back at my companion. 

“Bolverk! Bale-worker! Do not betray me!” 

“Valkyrie, you have a warrior’s wil  to  ght and a woman’s wil  to survive. 

Use them!” He closed my  ngers around the hard wood of his spear. 

A radiance blazed beside me that was, in its own way, as terrible as the one I faced. For a moment, the hunger that drew me lessened and I was able to turn away.  e cavern reverberated with words in a dialect of Norse far older than anything I knew. Runes vibrated in my bones. 

Harbard’s body lay like an abandoned husk on the  oor. What stood above it was the god as he walks in Asgard, a clean, clear light that pulsed against the
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foul illumination beyond. But while the voice of the far-crier shook the stone, I also heard him in my heart. 

 “Spirit to spirit, I can keep the portal closed. Run! You must shut the Gate in the Middle World.” 

Weeping, I stumbled from the chamber, the spear clutched in my hand, and forced my shaking legs to move. I had passed the  rst turning and was just beginning to settle into my stride when, behind me, I heard a sound like something heavy being dragged over stone. A wave of stench fol owed. 

 “Run, my long-legged battle maid! Run!” 

I ran on, the god’s command resounding through my brain, ran until light bloomed ahead and with it, a breath of sweet air. Now I could hear the rushing of the stream. I put on a burst of speed, rounded the last turn, and splashed through the water into the innocent light of day. 

My pursuer recoiled. In that moment of respite, I turned and brought up the spear. 

“Be thou forever shut, in Odin’s name!” 

With al  the force that remained to me, I struck the surface of the stone.  e rock face shattered with a roar like a dying god and the hil  col apsed in a maelstrom of shards and spray. As the earth heaved, I was hurled outward and knew no more. 

When I opened my eyes, Josh was bending over me. I stil  gripped the splinters of Harbard’s walking stick. Our site and the hil  behind it had become a pile of rubble, and the stream had disappeared.  e sky was an ordinary

summer blue. In the distance, I could hear the “chuk-chuk” of a helicopter and knew that the constable from Nuuk had come. 

ey were very kind. 

Josh told them how the others had gone into the passageway. When I refused to speak, they decided I was in shock and did not press me.  e area was deemed too unstable to search for bodies. Later, they decided to close it to mining, as wel . 

Josh’s stone fragment sits now in a case in the National Museum, labeled, 

“Tornasuk cult. Date unknown.”  e story of the lost archeologists has joined that of the Norse colonists as a Greenland mystery. 

When I recovered enough to inquire, I found that there was no entry for a man cal ed “Harbard” in the records of the ministries. 

Could the god who took Harbard’s shape be imprisoned beneath that pile of stone?  e old texts say that at Ragnarok, Odin wil  be devoured by the Wolf, not fal  in battle with one of Ymir’s elder kin. 

I stil  have nightmares, but sometimes, he speaks to me in my dreams. 

THE SERPENTS OF ALBION

BY ADRIAN CHAMBERLIN

Bedevere rode into the sunrise, leaving Arthur alone with the slain warriors and the creature that had caused their deaths. 

e knight’s helm and mail armour  ared gold in the rising sun, brie y hiding the scarlet gore of battle and bloodshed. It reminded Arthur of his brotherhood of knights’ former glory: how they were like shining gods riding to battle evildoers, to uphold the laws of Arthur’s kingdom and ensure the land prospered for al . 

e dream of Camelot had ended.  is was the reality of Arthur’s reign: a charnel pit of twitching corpses, of man and horse bleeding their last together, of raptors gorging on the  esh of fal en warriors and  ies secreting eggs into the  esh wounds of dead knights.  e realization it was al  over, that Albion would become chaos once more, pained Arthur more than the head wound from Mordred’s broadsword. 

 Oh, Merlin. Did you not foresee this end? Why did I not listen to you, old friend? 

He closed his eyes against the sun’s glare. He kept them shut, despite the tears that wel ed and demanded release. He didn’t want to see the departure of Excalibur: the sword that made him King, that united him with the land he had conquered, ruled, loved … and now lost. 

He cried out softly. A raven looked up from its feast of entrails. It  apped its wings once and then resumed its meal. Only the sinuous approach of the serpent along the churned mud, as inexorable as death, made the carrion bird y from the corpse. 

Arthur’s head drooped. Bedevere had attempted to remove the King’s dented helm with its dragon circlet, but the steel was too deeply embedded into the skul .  e crown of a warrior king: now a burden, one Arthur would wear until death. 

e snake extended its tongue, caressing the charnel air with relish. Arthur shifted, moved his sti ening body in an attempt to stave o  death’s remorseless advance. 

Bedevere had fashioned a crude support for his king with blankets and saddlebags, but it gave little comfort; when Arthur’s vision clouded and light-headedness returned, he felt Bedevere had propped him against the moldering bones of long-fal en warriors, their skeletal  ngers piercing his side for warm, fresh blood and sustenance.  en the spel  passed and he realised the protrusions were nothing but the stirrups and pommel of the saddle, shifting as it sank into the churned mud of the battle eld. 

e hoofbeats of Bedevere’s mount — slow and glutinous as the destrier picked its way through the marshy ground of the blood-soaked battle eld —

faded from hearing. Now only the buzzing of  ies and the harsh cries of the gluttonous ravens  l ed Arthur’s ears. 

e snake’s sinuous approach reminded him of why this had come to pass. 

 Men  ght and die for an ideal, Arthur, Guinevere had once said.  What glory is there in that? God does not approve; God hides his face on the battle eld. 

Arthur opened his eyes, wincing with the pain of bright, golden light from the mocking sun. Bedevere had departed from the plain of Camlan, now descending into the val ey and, beyond that, to the lake where Excalibur’s creators — and, Arthur  nal y admitted to himself, its true owners — waited to reclaim the sword. 

He remembered Merlin’s disapproving glare at his words,  I can conquer the world with this sword!  But had there not been sadness in the gru  wizard’s eyes, also? Disapproval that the young king was more enraptured by the sword than the scabbard; disappointment that the chosen one delighted more in the destructive properties of the gift from the Lady of the Lake than its healing powers. 

 But I listened to you, Merlin. I took your counsel, tempered my hunger for battle and glory with the mission to ensure the sword’s power served the common good. 

 Were you not pleased as I grew to ful  manhood, that I did not make the same mistakes as my father? 

e tears  owed freely now, down Arthur’s blood-streaked cheeks and into his gore-soaked beard. He imagined they washed the blood away, that the gray of his whiskers was not visible to the newborn sun. 

 An old fool, weeping for his loss. Oh, Merlin, I lost the greatest possession in the world. I have lost Camelot, the Brotherhood of the Round Table, the peace and security of Albion. 

His vision hazed and pain  ared in his skul . He shifted, averting his eyes from the light, and felt the spear thrusts of warrior spirits from his backrest. 

He shivered, felt coldness steal into his body as his life  uid leaked away. 

Now the feelings of guilt, regret and pain at the betrayal subsided. 

Numbness, emotional as wel  as physical.  e sight of the stil , mangled corpses and motionless, broken bodies of the Brotherhood of the Round Table neither disturbed nor pained him. He no longer felt the hatred that had fueled his savage spear thrust into his bastard son’s abdomen. Like his knights, Mordred was stil , at peace. 

 Stil . Motionless. Just as we were before the serpent caught the sun’s rays, forced Kay to unsheathe his sword and attempt to strike it. 

How ironic that a serpent had brought about another Fal  of Man. Here on this plain, just as in Eden, a snake had unleashed a cataclysm.  e parley had progressed wel  — Mordred was content with Arthur’s o er and it would buy the King time to replenish his forces to hold back the chaos Albion threatened to slip into. 

A  ash of steel, quicksilver in the spring sunlight, and the message was clear to Mordred’s knights: betrayal. 

 God hides his face on the battle eld. 

e serpent was now  ve paces away. Its sightless eyes and pale, translucent scales made Arthur frown.  is was no adder, surely? In truth, it looked more like a worm freed from grave soil. 

e serpent’s head twisted to the corpse the raven had vacated. Arthur’s son and murderer, the usurper Mordred, lay in blood that was as black as his armor.  e spear driven into the Pretender had seemingly spil ed ichor onto the earth rather than blood, as though Mordred’s life  uid was a physical manifestation of the darkness that had possessed him.  e serpent’s tongue icked again, sensing the corruption in the air, and the snake shot forward like a lance: no longer a side-winding reptile but a sickly-white, otherworldly missile. 

Wrapped around the broken spear shaft, it writhed and turned inwards, widdershins, angling closer to the wound in Mordred’s abdomen.  e blood darkened further, became a liquid blackness that sucked al  trace of dawn’s sunlight. To Arthur’s tortured eyes, the very sky darkened, the sun hiding from the sight of the unholy act of resurrection. 

For Mordred now stirred, his muscular chest rising and fal ing as he learned to breathe again.  e blackness of his armor was indistinguishable from the ichor that poured in great waves from his stomach wound.  e gash undulated
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and formed new shapes, like the grinning, toothless maw of an ancient witch, or the leering smile of Morgana, who imparted her love of battle eld violence and chaos into her son. Arthur groaned with the memory of his beguilement, how Morgana had sowed her womb with his own seed. 

 My only heir. A veritable serpent. 

Feeling returned to Arthur, one of revulsion, the sensation he was in the presence of something far more evil than his own son had been. What the serpent did next made him scream. 

But it was a cry that had no voice, tore from his inner being. It would be heard in only one place and only one individual could hear it. 

e serpent thrashed in the black void, a pale tongue in the mouth of chaos. 

Hissing became vocalised sounds, words uttered in a human, female voice: familiar and horrifying. 

 “God hides his face on the battle eld.” 

Nimue’s harp strings no longer keep me from wakefulness. I have slept for too long. My rest has not eased my weariness; far from it, for I am more tired than when she  rst approached me. But now, I must rise once more, for Arthur has cal ed. 

Ah, Nimue. How wel  you deceived me! You do truly know how to  atter an old man, how to play upon his heartstrings as you play upon your otherworldly harp! I forgot I have human leanings, human desires … human weaknesses. 

Vanity and lust … how proud I was of the tower I created for you. How my blood pulsed through my veins when I beheld your joy and childlike happiness

when the waterfal  froze and fragmented, the shards of ice smooth as glass so nary a join could be seen when my structure rose. A tower of dreams. 

e tower you imprisoned me in. Rather, the tower I  al owed myself to be imprisoned in, for I was ready to rest. I believed my duty done, that Arthur was the one who would keep the Light shining on this humble little island: a beacon to keep the darkness and the Crawling Chaos at bay. 

And for a time, he did. But that is al  mortal man has: a little time. Camelot, the brotherhood of the Round Table, the spirit of Albion … it has a  nite lifespan. It is only immortal as a dream, an ideal to spur man to nobility and the Light … but Arthur has sown the seeds. His task is done, and his example wil  shine for future generations. It is time for him to rest, as I have done …. 

But I cannot whisper comforting words to him now. I cannot tel  him not to fear the darkness, or the barge that wil  ferry him to Avalon. 

His cry awoke me and now I am aware of the monster on the battle eld. 

Who is more foolish now, Nimue? Myself, for succumbing to your lies and enchantment? Or you, for your … forgive me for saying, your rather human arrogance and conceit?  e serpent’s hissing that accompanied Arthur’s despair and horror — of course it is familiar! You disguised it wel , but I know now the overture to your suite of dreams. 

Even now, I hear the lustrous chords, attempting to lul  me back to my rest. 

Do not think I am not tempted, fair Nimue; your music has a beauty that would make even the Old Ones weep themselves into eternal slumber, to embrace your lul aby’s dark oblivion. 

But you forget my love for Arthur, the son I was unable to have. I hear his cries now and they pierce me, strike me to my very soul, in a way you cannot fathom. It is a human reaction and that is what you cannot understand, Nimue. 

Humanity. 

at is what stirred me from my slumber, made me realize the deadly enchantment I have been put under. 

But how do I escape? Truly, there is nothing more secure than a prison one has built himself. 

e ice-clear wal s of my cel  are warped, contorted into crazed angles that press inward everywhere I look, the product of an insane geometry of which only a sorcerer could conceive, that only a foul goddess of the night could use to her own ends. 

But I built them, so I can undo them. I have that power remaining, at least

…. 

e harp’s strings are strident, no longer birthing the mel i uous tunes that bewitched me. Now they screech and hiss, just as the unearthly serpent that stalks Arthur. 

My eyes falter. I feel the desire for sleep press on me, forcing my eyelids shut. 

No more, Nimue. I wil  not rest now. I raise overgrown  ngernails to my cheeks and press deeply, forcing through the blanket of thick, gray beard into wizened  esh beyond. I draw blood and the pain makes me alert, wide awake once more. 

I wil  not close my eyes. So, the wal s of my cel  shimmer, become clear as ice: a multi-faceted screen on which you play images of beauty and temptation. 

But Arthur’s cry banishes your glamor, shows you for what you are. Your raven locks, rustling in the summer breeze, are tentacles writhing in a dead pool. Your eyes, emerald as the lake from which Excalibur came, are cold, gray orbs of cosmic indi erence. I see through you now, see you as you real y are, for a human cry of anguish has broken the il usion. 

Just as I shal  break my prison. You can no longer hold me, Nimue. 
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Now you smile coldly, mocking me. I see something new in your eyes: your irises are gold and your pupils elongate, become the horizontal slits of a goat. 

e arrogance in your imagined triumph makes me smile. I wil  laugh as I break your glamor. 

For I now know your true nature. Now it is time for you to know mine —

and the name of the master I serve. 

e darkness retreated, became an indistinct, angular form of broken limbs shrouded in black mail and plate armor.  e blood was red and the serpent that formed the hideous mouth that uttered Guinevere’s words had gone. 

e rising sun shone on the returning knight.  ere was alarm in Bedevere’s eyes at the sight of his king’s deterioration but also evasiveness. 

“My Lord King,” he began, his words distant to Arthur’s ears. “What frightens you so?” 

Arthur’s heart, so close to stopping, now raced.  e King tried to speak, but his words stumbled over a swol en, dried tongue. He could only point to the prone body of Mordred. 

“Drink, sire.” Bedevere dismounted and passed Arthur his waterskin.  e liquid was ice cold, containing a faint taste of the sea, but the King drank greedily. He al owed Bedevere to cradle his head while the water refreshed him. 

“Do you not see, Bedevere?  e serpent that caused the battle. It lives stil . 

In my bastard son’s opened stomach …” 

Bedevere fol owed Arthur’s pointed  nger. Nothing but  ies stirred in the congealed morass of the usurper’s abdomen. He looked at Arthur quizzical y, and then glanced away. 
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Arthur hesitated.  e serpent was gone, the vision of a grave-worm nothing more than a hal ucination brought about by the approach of death. Yet, Bedevere’s expression reminded Arthur of his last command. 

“Excalibur,” he murmured and his voice hardened when Bedevere’s eyes refused to leave the ground. “When you cast it into the waters, what did you see?” 

e buzzing of feasting  ies  l ed the silence. Final y, the knight looked up and answered. 

“I saw nothing, my liege, but wind and wave.” 

“Bedevere.” Arthur’s words were iron. “Return Excalibur to the water. Obey me this last time.” 

Bedevere frowned. “My lord, I cannot do this! Excalibur must not be lost. 

Surely, another man, another king — ” 

“Obey me, Bedevere. My time is at an end.  e Old Ones who fashioned the sword wil  decide when the time is right to bequeath it to a new owner. We must trust in that. Its power, its magic, is too great to be wielded by one who is not chosen. For did not Merlin tel  of Excalibur’s power to destroy even gods?” 

Arthur’s head lol ed on his chest as Bedevere gently released him. He watched his knight’s reluctant departure through a tilted landscape.  e feasting of the carrion crows and the egg-laying of the  ies continued, the corruption of the Brotherhood of the Round Table uninterrupted, and Arthur sighed. 

 “God hides his face on the battle eld.” 

is time, the words were his and were his last. 

 In the name and by the authority of Yig, Lord of the Ages, Father of Serpents, I cal  upon Yog-Sothoth to open the Gate upon the way to the Dark  rone. 

 Strengthen and protect me along the way, Yig, and banish she who cal s herself Nimue, the Mother of Harlots, the Daughter of Lies, whose rightful name is Shub-Niggurath, from my presence. 

e wal s shatter as easily as winter ice before a  rebal . I hear her screams of rage as the prison fal s about me, the ice crystals a multitude of jewels that capture the light unleashed from my incantation.  ey cartwheel and spin, like the stars that hold the secrets of the Old Ones. 

Shub-Niggurath’s cries are distant now, as the gulf between us increases. My eyesight is unharmed by the light from the portal’s opening. Instead of exhaustion from the sorcery I have unleashed, I feel revived. 

Renewed. 

It is urgency that powers me as wel  as exhilaration. It is little wonder the foul beast assumed the form of a Lady of the Lake and enchanted me to sleep forever. 

In my dreamless slumber, I was unable to see the shifting of the stars, their new alignment, and what horror it foretel s for mankind.  e Maidens of the Waterways must al  be dead, if the dark gods have taken their form. 

Al  you needed was for the brightest star, the sun of Albion, to pass into oblivion. For him to relinquish the sword of power. Do you think I wil  al ow that, Shub-Niggurath? Wil  I al ow Arthur to grant Excalibur to the new Beasts of the Lake? 

I see your dread siblings now, pol uting the Lake from which Arthur took the enchanted gift so many years ago. Its beauty and sanctity are gone, corrupted by the foul sisterhood that await the sword of power. 

Not a moment too soon! For I see a lone horseman, battle-weary and bloodstained, approach the pool. He lifts his sword … no, not  his sword.  e one sword, the sword of kings. 

I sense the stirring of the Deep Ones; they know their time to rise is here at last.  e waters of the oceans churn and writhe, as the sleeper of R’lyeh stirs from his slumber, awoken as I surely have. 

But I wil  send Great Cthulhu back to his dreamless sleep. Mother Hydra and Father Dagon wil  not take ownership of the seas with the power Excalibur grants them. I wil  banish them, renew the Lake and restore its purity. I wil

…. 

I am on the shore, but something is amiss. Why do I crawl upon the ground, struggling to see above the reeds? I cannot part them, for I …. 

 I have no arms. 

I cal  out to the knight to get his attention. I recognise the man: Bedevere. 

How he has grown, a true warrior. He holds Excalibur aloft, his mailed  ngers caressing the crosspiece.  ere is no reluctance to cast the sword into the waters; there is a calm resolve upon his features. His arm goes back …. 

But my voice, so commanding and inspiring fear and respect in al  Arthur’s knights, is gone. Nothing but a sibilant hiss escapes my lungs, and horror  l s my heart. 

Almighty Yig! Lord of the Ages, and Father of Serpents! Has the power of the Dark Ones grown so, that you could only free me by casting me into the form of a serpent? 

I hear a dark, feminine chuckle, which sounds like the sing-song voice of the one who cal ed herself Nimue …. 

I do not succumb to despair. I am aware of your blessing, Almighty Yig. 

With the viper’s body you have also granted me its speed and power. 
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e side-winding movement is now as natural as breathing.  e reeds part before my approach, and the moorhens and ducks  y from me.  e knight looks in my direction, a frown on his face as he ponders the disturbance. 

e greave on his right ankle is dented, its fastenings loosened.  e mail is holed around his ankle, and I can see bare  esh. My jaws extended, venom owing through new vessels, I rear above the reeds, and I strike …. 

A glare of silver, tinted with luminous green, fol owed by bright red. It is a while before the pain registers; I see my severed body twist and writhe, neatly sliced in twain by the sword of power, splattering fresh blood into the marshes. 

My vision fades.  e world tilts and I see Excalibur  y through the air, sunlight burnishing the blade into an arrow of purest silver. I see the hand arise from the Lake’s rippled waters, but no shimmering samite sleeves her arm.  e three  ngers of the hand are pale and sinuous, more like water serpents or tentacles than human appendages. 

ree times the cold-blooded talons of the Deep One brandish the sword of power. Triumphant, exultant, and then Excalibur slides from view, and into the depths to give fuel to the  res of horror that wil  inevitably fol ow. 

Now al  the gods of light must hide their faces. Arthur, forgive me. I have failed. 

Arthur awoke, brought back from unconsciousness by the slap of seawater on wooden gunwales. His head felt light, clear, and there was no heaviness or pain. He opened his eyes, and his vision  l ed with the bil owing white sails of a seagoing vessel. A crack of fresh, salt-scented air, and the sail bel ied, thrusting the barge from the narrow inlet and into the open sea. 

He  pul ed  himself  up  on  revived,  energized  arms  and  caressed  the  velvet covering  of  the  couch  he  lay  upon.  It  was  far  more  comfortable  than  the makeshift rest Bedevere had made, but this saddened him. He knew the velvet was his kingly shroud. 

He  turned  to  face  his  companions,  three  maidens  clad  in  shimmering samite,  their  palms  held  aloft  in  benediction,  piety.  Veiled  heads  inclined; mute, faceless gestures of acknowledgement. 

Behind the Maidens of the Waterway, he saw Bedevere: a distant  gure on the water’s edge, his armour shone once more in the bright sun.  e last of the Knights of the Round Table stood with his head bowed and shoulders slumped, mourning his king’s departure. He raised his arm in a farewel  salute and Arthur returned it with a bow of his head, content to know Bedevere had ful l ed his  nal command. 

But the knight was not alone. A  gure, clad in armor that was as dark as Bedevere’s was golden, stood behind him.  e sun shone on the  gure’s abdomen, illuminated the parted  esh and the things that writhed within. 

ey extended from their corpse-home, pale and sinuous, yet  l ed with an unwholesome energy. A power that strengthened their serpentine bodies made them elongate, thick as the strongest swordsman’s wrist, and pulse with the same dark life that fed the unearthly worm who had twice visited the battle eld. 

 Its mother, Arthur realised with fresh horror.  Morgana’s last gift to our son. 

Birthing new monstrosities in her own image, to which a screaming, writhing Bedevere succumbed. 

One of the giant worms found his mouth, forced his lips apart to widen entrance into a warm, new home.  e crack of Bedevere’s breaking jaw echoed around the inlet and not even the waves sti ed the sound. 

Arthur closed his eyes. God had indeed hidden his face from the battle eld and now, only the Dark Ones held sway. 

Sunlight dappled the green water,  l ing the smooth waves with emeralds. 

Beyond the western horizon, the sun dribbled red into the sea and a new light shone from the depths of the ocean. 

e light reminded the despairing Arthur of the glow Excalibur made when it soared through the air, a quicksilver circle of otherworldly power, a green-hued  ash like a striking serpent. 

It reminded him of the sword of power’s watery home, and the guardians to whom he had ordered Excalibur be returned. He turned to face the three sisters of the barge. 

ey lowered their veils. Horizontal, goat-like pupils blacker than night regarded him from golden irises and lipless mouths opened in imitation of the womb of Morderd’s bel y. 

e serpents of their tongues writhed, extended, and welcomed Arthur to the afterlife. 

THE CALL OF THE

DREAMING MOON

BY THANA NIVEAU

Ghostly plumes of smoke rose from the peaks of the mountains as Sunoyi climbed to reach them, losing her way among the thinning trees and unfamiliar spiny plants. At last, she came to an immense deep lake. It, too, was strange. It was wider than any lake she had ever seen and its waters boiled as if a great  ame heated them from far beneath. 

rough the waves, she saw the darting silhouettes of terrible  sh, their bodies huge and ungainly, as though the water was not their natural home.  e creatures seemed to sense her nearness and she watched nervously as their movements began to slow. Soon they had stopped swimming entirely.  e bulky shapes turned beneath the water and countless heads rose black and dripping above the surface, each with a gulping mouth that appeared to be trying to form words. 

Sunoyi stepped back, her  esh crawling at the sight.  e eyes of the  sh were cold and empty and she knew they could see every dark thing in the world. 

ey could see deep inside her and they knew her thoughts, her fears. She stared, unable to look away. Her eyes burned for want of blinking, but she was trans xed. Soon, her vision began to darken, as though someone were pouring black paint into her eyes. And then she saw beyond the darkness. She stood now at the crest of the mountain, staring down with her new black eyes at the world below.  e cold plateau was the gray of ashes and bones, the color of eyes when al  sight has gone from them. And swarming across its pale expanse
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were strange animals, so many more creatures than the Great Spirit could have made. So many more trees and plants. And in the impossible distance, so many more mountains. Mountains so vast they might reach al  the way to the Upper World. Or perhaps to an even higher world above it, one her tribe knew nothing of. 

In the center of the dead plateau, one creature stood apart from the others. 

At  rst it seemed human and she took it for a warrior of another tribe. But the unknown colors it wore could not be paint, for they seemed to pour from the body of the creature itself, staining the ground beneath it. Inhuman sounds escaped its mouth, a mouth far too wide for its thin face. As she watched, it unfolded great dusty wings like those of a moth and turned to look at her, waving a multitude of spiky, jointed legs. Its eyes were the most terrible things she had ever seen.  ey were of an even deeper black than those of the gulping sh, a swal owing, bottomless black that threatened to reduce her mind to dust with the horror of its emptiness. 

She trembled, wanting to run but unable to  nd the wil . Her own eyes were burning with the sight, the visions becoming unbearable. In terror she clawed at her face, her  ngers splitting and lengthening into vicious talons as she pierced the softness of her eyes.  e pain was agony and she screamed. And then, as the fear-sickness spread through her mind, she began to laugh — a wild, hysterical and somehow liberating sound. 

She woke violently, with Tawodi shaking her and cal ing her name. For several moments, she glanced around blindly before realizing it had only been

a dream. Gingerly, she pressed her  ngertips to her eyelids, relieved to discover that her eyes were whole and uninjured. 

“What is it?” her husband asked with concern, gathering her in his arms. 

“It was terrible!” she gasped, but could think of no way to describe the awful visions. Worst of al  was the terrifying sense of freedom she had felt at the end of the dream, when her mind had ful y gone. 

e sound of running feet reached her, along with concerned voices.  e whole tribe was soon clustered around her, demanding to know what she had seen.  e elders seemed to know something she didn’t, as though it had been more than just a dream. At  rst she could only shake her head in bewilderment as she tried to remember, but gradual y, the images began to return. 

“ ere was a lake,” she said. “A very long and deep lake with black  sh. And I stood on the highest mountain. Below, there were ... other creatures. One of them watched me with eyes as black as forever.” 

Ta’li Ajina, the medicine man, looked uneasily at the others before turning back to her. “You have been to the Edge of the World, my child,” he said gravely. “You have seen forbidden sights.” 

Tawodi held his wife close, as though to shield her from what she had seen. 

“But Father, she has broken no law, done no wrong. Who has done this evil to her?” 

Ta’li Ajina shook his head sadly. “No one.  is is not witchcraft. It is the wil of the Dreaming Moon.” He clasped Sunoyi’s hands and looked deeply into her eyes. “He has chosen you, my child.  e place in your dream is real. You must go there. You must see what they wish you to see.” 

She clung to Tawodi, frightened and uncertain. “But I felt lost and separated from the world. From myself.” She touched her forehead, indicating. “What if I can’t come back?” 
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e old man’s face creased with sorrow. “It is the risk you must take.  e Edge of the World cal s you.” 

e next night, the moon rose high and ful , painting the vil age blue with its fantastic light. Crickets sang in the whispering grass. From somewhere up in the mountains, a golden panther screamed.  e voice was so much like a woman’s and Sunoyi shuddered to hear it. She couldn’t help but wonder if her own screams would be heard tonight. e tribe had gathered to wish her wel . 

ey sang and danced round the crackling  re, but only Sunoyi was given the Black Drink. It would hasten her return to the dream. She drank, wincing at its bitter taste. Soon her body was contorted with pain and she fel  to her knees, heaving and purging herself of the foul liquid.  e magic poison it left behind in her body would protect her. 

In her trembling hands she clutched two smal  stones, given to her by the chief. Animals were painted on their smooth surfaces. One would give her the courage of Wahya, the wolf, the other the swiftness of Ahwi, the deer. As the sickness passed, her eyes grew heavy and the dancing feet around her began to blur and spin into multiple images of swirling color.  e  re leapt higher, the sparks soaring like tiny birds set alight, and the beat of tribal drums became the beating of wings. She heard her husband’s voice, praying for her safe return. She felt his kiss and then al  was darkness. 

She opened her eyes in cold silence.  e  re had faded to glowing embers. 

e tribe lay sleeping al  around it in deep pools of liquid shadow. Confused, she raised her head and clambered to her feet. As her eyes adjusted to the

moonlit scene, she realized with horror that they were not asleep.  ey were dead. Her husband, the medicine man, the chief. Al  dead. 

Tears wel ed in her eyes and she lowered her head.  en she gave a little cry at what she saw at her feet. She knew the young woman wel , had seen her many times before, re ected back at her in the clear waters of the pond and in her husband’s eyes.  e totem stones lay beside Sunoyi’s silent body, released from her limp hands. She must be dead herself to be seeing her own body. Had the visions kil ed her? 

A piercing animal cry shook her out of her confusion and her thoughts cleared at once. What she was seeing was not the world of  esh and blood. She had returned to the dream. 

Her heart pounding, she took her  rst uncertain steps away from the dying re and the bodies of her companions. She hoped they only appeared dead to her sleeping mind. She had to believe that, or grief and fear would destroy her. 

Above her, the moon shone like a glaring eye, cold and cruel, as she left the safety of the camp.  e mountain was cal ing. 

e winding path was hidden in shadow and she heard the scurrying of creatures beyond. Some sounded tiny and fearful, and she wondered what was making them run.  ere were other sounds too. Large, shifting noises, like the shu ing of immense feet, the snapping of huge mouths. Something shrieked then, close by, and she whirled round with a cry, clutching the little  int dagger Tawodi had made for her. She was a hunter, but not a warrior, and she was terri ed of the things she knew were lying in wait for her. 

e crash of rol ing waves reached her ears and she pressed on, guided by the sound of the water.  e vast lake lay up ahead and she heard the voice of the terrible  sh, cal ing as one, cal ing  her. She couldn’t see them against the blackness of the water, but she could feel their eyes on her. 

With a shudder she turned away, towards the Edge of the World. Chaos had come.  e sky churned, blood-red in the unnatural night. Shards of light split the darkness with a terrifying crash, il uminating the living things al  around her. Baleful eyes turned to her, gleaming with hatred, but she could not see the one who had summoned her, the black-eyed creature with the moth wings. 

She heard the damp step of something behind her and knew that the  sh had crept out of the lake.  ey stood whispering behind her, reaching out to touch her with their dripping  ns. Her  ngers trembled on the handle of her dagger as she turned to see.  ey stood upright, large as bears, their slick mouths gulping, their hideous pink gil s  aring. 

“What are you?” she forced herself to ask. “What am I here to see?” 

But they only continued to gulp, turning their awful heads to look upon the scene below.  en they inched towards her. 

She recoiled from the slimy wet slap of their  ns against the ground, but there was nowhere to go.  ey had herded her to the edge. Below lay the cold plateau, strewn with creatures she didn’t want to face, indescribable creatures that cal ed her, speaking her name in guttural tones.  e dagger wavered in her hand as she brandished it, but the  sh were not deterred.  ey shu ed forwards, their intention horrifyingly clear. She could never hope to kil  them al . 

ere was only one place to go. She closed her eyes and jumped. 

It took her endless moments to realize that she had reached the bottom and that the fal  had not kil ed her. 

She lay in the dust of the ash-gray plateau. Al  around her was the sound of hissing, slithering things as they came towards her. She had dropped the dagger. 

Backing away, she clawed frantical y at her back, feeling for her bow. Her arrows lay scattered around her and she snatched one up and slipped it into the notch of the bow, raised it and aimed. Her  ngers trembled and she loosed the arrow hurriedly. Stil , it struck one of the creatures, a toad-like thing with pincers and scores of tiny red eyes. 

e beast screamed, rearing back in rage and pain. It  ailed at the wound and Sunoyi gasped as she saw its skin  icker, changing color like the shel  of a beetle in the sunlight. Blood seeped into the dust at its feet and it lurched towards her, its  esh like mud, soft and shifting. 

Sunoyi lifted the bow again, but the creature gave another howl and scuttled away. She careful y got to her feet, turning in a circle to see how many more there were.  ey were monstrous to look at, but it seemed they were easily wounded and easily frightened. She spied the dagger lying a few feet away. She inched towards it until she was able to drop to her knees and grab it.  e creatures parted for her, clacking insectoid jaws she couldn’t see but only hear. 

She slung her bow over her arm and held the dagger out in front of her as she advanced along the plateau. A fetid mist was rol ing down from the mountains al  around her and Sunoyi felt dizzy looking up at it. How could she have fal en so far and survived? For a moment, her confusion threatened to disorient her and she reminded herself that this was al  a dream. 

But hadn’t the medicine man told her that the Edge of the World was real? 

She looked up at the Dreaming Moon but the churning red eye o ered no guidance. What if she never woke from the dream? Worse stil , what if al  the creatures around her were dreaming too? What happened if they woke alongside her? 

She shuddered and continued on. She had no idea where she was going, but she felt pul ed in the direction of the descending mist.  e creatures quivered

as they moved aside for her, giving strange voice to their fear.  e one she had wounded stayed closest, burbling like a leaf-choked stream. She felt lul ed by the sounds they made, as though they were honoring her in their alien language, changing her name to one of their own. 

e fog made her wary. She didn’t like the idea of being lost in it. But the creatures had begun to hang back.  ey seemed unwil ing to fol ow her any further. Sunoyi took a deep breath and plunged forwards, into the swirling arms of the mist. 

It enveloped her like smoke, writhing around her like the ghosts of a thousand snakes. It smel ed of colors and tasted of sound. Almost immediately, she found herself yielding to its seductive embrace.  e vapor seeped into her mouth, her nose, her eyes. She gasped as it slipped beneath her deerskin tunic, teasing her skin with a powdery touch that was unnervingly pleasant. She felt as though she were drowning in the air. 

And then he was there.  e black-eyed moth. 

He rose on four of his many legs, his great wings unfolding above her. Light streamed through jagged rents in his wings and she saw that his body was little more than a husk, a papery shel  like the cicadas left behind when they woke from the strange sleep during which they grew wings. Sunoyi sensed that this creature was very old. Older than the wisest chief, the oldest tribe, older even than the world and al  the living things that had ever walked upon it. 

She met his black eyes and her mouth opened as if to scream although she herself felt no fear.  ere was something human in the face that peered down at her, something of remembered movement in the spiky legs he wrapped around her. 

Without thinking, Sunoyi raised the dagger and plunged it into the creature’s body. It sank with a solid crunch, disappearing inside. But there was

no cry of fury, no spasm of pain. Instead, the creature clutched her tightly and drew her close. Now she did scream, as her body pressed against the brittle husk. Her hands crushed its outer shel  and she felt something soft and sticky within it, like sap inside a tree. Uncountable legs enfolded her and she struggled desperately, to no avail. 

It was then that she realized the creature was singing. Its voice was so alien she thought her ears would burst from the sound of it. Each whispered exhalation was like a knife slitting the threads of her mind one by one. She felt the nearness of death and something beyond, something distinctly  other. She dug inside the monster’s body, searching for her dagger. 

Al  at once her back was alive with searing pain. Time seemed to slow as she struggled to see anything but the clutching legs and crumbling husk of the creature holding her tightly in its grasp. Its wings began to beat. Slowly, purposeful y.  e fog swirled around them and the pale dust of the plateau rose into the sky like a swarm of tiny insects.  ey rose with it. 

Sunoyi cried out again but no sound came. She was past believing any of this was a dream. She knew that if she woke now, she would fal  and die. Far below, she could see the hideous forms of the creatures that had  rst tested her and then led her to the monster that held her now. 

It carried her higher and higher, up to where only the mighty condor  ew, and then it  ew higher stil .  e world below was a writhing mass of insigni cance, of tiny lives that were of no consequence to the terrible world in which she now found herself. But al  the while, her captor continued to sing, its voice transforming her like slow, delicious poison. 

At last she found the dagger. She pul ed it free and began to hack at the creature’s left wing as it carried her over the range of jagged mountains. It

seemed to feel no pain as she chopped and sawed through the papery skin and crumbling bone. For a moment, she even thought she heard it laugh. 

When the creature dropped her, she screamed. She fel  and fel  and fel , her arms and legs  ailing in the air as she tumbled towards the gray expanse that was rushing to meet her. She was ready to die, ready to hit the ground and be torn from life forever. It took her a long time to realize that she was no longer fal ing; she was  ying. 

Extending to either side of her were large powdery wings, like those of a moth. And as she  uttered to the  oor of the ash-gray plateau, she realized with a dawning sense of terrible joy why she had been chosen.  e creature who had transformed her lay in the dust a few feet away, its sole wing thumping uselessly on the ground. 

It was not the Dreaming Moon that had brought her here but the creature itself, the one with wings like hers and eyes like the end of everything. 

And as she  exed her wings she began to smile. Al  around her were voices raised in strange song.  e toad-like creatures, the  sh, the hidden monsters in the trees and mountains and the crawling things beneath the dead earth.  ey al  sang for her, praising her, welcoming her. 

And the creature that had once been Sunoyi raised her head and gazed with wild black eyes at the sleeping sky. Soon the tribe would wake her and she would lead the dream-creatures out, into the waking world. 

BLACK CAESAR: THE

STONE SHIP RISES

BY BALOGUN OJETADE

“Yo ho, haul together; hoist the colors high. 

C

 Heave ho, thieves and beggars, never shal  we die.” 

aesar’s ebon-hued hands worked deftly, swiftly.  e barrel upon which a mankala game board sat shook, making the beans — used as playing pieces — dance erratical y within their bowl-like spaces. 

e young man who sat opposite Caesar slapped his olive-toned forehead. 

“You play mankala like a man possessed!” 

“In my homeland, we cal  it  wari,” Caesar said. “ e game is very popular and to lose is to su er teasing from one’s entire vil age.” 

“So, you practice … err …  wari as diligently as you practice that tricky African fencing of yours, eh?” 

“Yes,” Caesar answered, staring at the gently rol ing ocean. 

 “ Wari? African fencing? Sounds … intriguingly savage!” A voice, with a thick Westminster accent, said from behind Caesar. 

Caesar reset the beans on the mankala board and then closed it.  e brass latch locked the two wooden halves of the board together to form the shape of a  sh. “Leave us, Yuen. Tel  Sifu Bo that my wife loves the tea.” 

e young man leapt to his feet and bowed in respect to the ebon giant. 

Caesar returned the bow. 

Yuen sprinted o  and Caesar placed the mankala game between his feet, never turning around to look at who stood behind him. 

e middle-aged man — dressed in a ru ed, white shirt, tan trousers, and a tan leather vest — sat down in Yuen’s place. 

e man extended his wel -manicured hand. “Hel o, sir. Hawkins, at your service.” 

Caesar shook Hawkins’ hand. It was smooth and soft. “So, Mr. Hawkins, are you buying … or sel ing?” 

“Neither. I am merely here to exchange stories with fel ow adventurers.” 

“And what tales might  you have?” Caesar asked. “You don’t seem to be a man of the sea.” 

“I have one  very interesting tale with which to regale you,” Hawkins replied, placing a gold doubloon on top of the barrel. “It is a tale of mutiny … and death.” 

“I’m listening,” Caesar said dryly. 

Hawkins slid a silver  ask from his vest pocket. He unscrewed the top and thrust it toward Caesar, who shook his head in refusal. Hawkins shrugged and took a sip, frowning as the contents of the container hit his throat. “ is tale is about a mutinous dog with supernatural abilities that made him one of the most dangerous men alive. He was once a slave — as black as a mil ion midnights — who toiled upon a ship cal ed   e Gol iwog — a  tting name, for the majority of the crew was just as black and savage as the subject of our story.” 

Hawkins studied Caesar’s strong, African features. “No o ense, mate.” 

“Please, continue,” Caesar responded. 

“Wel , the Captain of   e Gol iwog was a wealthy merchant and a man wel -

travel ed,” Hawkins continued. “ is Captain — ‘Delaney’ was his name —

had su ered great loss at the hands of pirates and turned to the dark arts to rectify the problem.” 

Caesar locked his gaze on Hawkins’ angular face.  e Brit seemed to be searching for something deep behind Caesar’s eyes. 

“Interesting,” Caesar said. 

“One night, Captain Delaney used his knowledge of the occult to summon and bind an elemental spirit of molten stone,” Hawkins said. “Delaney’s crew of Irish indentured servants and black slaves hammered and carved the creature until — months later — it was formed into the shape of a war-gal ey.  e crew then set about adding wooden decks, masts and the like. Within a year, the rst seaworthy stone ship set sail.” 

Hawkins took another swig from his  ask and then continued his tale. “ e ship was nigh impenetrable and no ship or sea-monster could defeat it. 

Captain Delaney, however, had not bound the elemental stone-spirit properly. 

e ship began to infect the Captain and his crew, its sickness spreading faster than lice in a brothel.” 

“Infected?” Caesar inquired. 

“Yes, and it changed them,” Hawkins replied. “Al  became monstrous creatures of earth, stone and sea … and their hearts grew as dark as the ocean depths. Al , that is, except that mutinous black bastard of whom we speak.” 

“And what of him?” Caesar asked. 

“He changed, too, but di erently from the rest,” Hawkins answered. “ e slave grew to be twice as strong as the strongest man on land or sea…and a hundred times smarter than the most sagacious royal advisor or architect. So smart, in fact, that he  gured out a way to cripple   e Gol iwog and send it —

and its crew — to Davey Jones’ Locker.” 

“If the slave sank the ship, how — pray tel  — did you come to hear the story?” 

Hawkins slid the  ask back into his vest pocket. “You see, that’s where the story  real y gets interesting! Captain Delaney had time to cast one last spel before   e Gol iwog went down. One last spel  … and the captain and crew of that old, stone ship yet live. And that slave — none the wiser — went on to Captain his own ship, thinking his secret was buried a hundred leagues under the sea.  at slave — Black Caesar was his name — thought he was safe …

until now.” 

Caesar leapt to his feet, driving his  ngers into the top of the barrel that stood between him and Hawkins. With a swing of his powerful arms, he hurled the barrel o  the dock. 

e heavy oak container  ew over the ocean toward the horizon until it was just a tiny dot in the sky. 

“You were foolish to come alone,” Caesar said. 

Hawkins stood, smiling. “I didn’t.” 

Suddenly, six men peeked from behind the Brit.  eir faces were perpetual y grinning caricatures of Hawkins’ visage. 

Caesar’s eyebrows rose. “Sink  me!” 

e squad of Hawkins doppelgangers exploded forward. 

Caesar drew something from under the wide left sleeve of his overcoat that looked akin to a barbed riding crop. 

As the  rst doppelganger closed on him, Caesar slashed downward with his weapon, ripping a gash in the creature’s forehead.  e doppelganger froze in place. 

Caesar pressed the tip of his index  nger to the doppelganger’s chest and pushed the paralyzed monster onto its back. He then raised his weapon above his head. “Come on! Come taste Manta’s sting!” 

Caesar carved  gure-eights in the air with Manta — a short whip made from rhinoceros leather, with the barbed, venomous tail of a stingray sewn into its shaft. 

Hawkins and his doppelgangers encircled Caesar slowly. 

In unison, each doppelganger drew a  ask — identical to Hawkins’ — from their vests. In the hands of the grinning creatures, the silver  asks began to pulse and to warp, becoming soft and then breaking down into a liquid that owed around each doppelganger’s right hand. 

e doppelgangers extended their right arms, brandishing the blades of  esh and silver that now protruded from their wrists and then — in unison — they charged forward. 

Caesar leapt high into the air, avoiding the thrusts from the doppelgangers’

blades.He thrust his hand into his overcoat and quickly withdrew a bronze disc about the size of his palm. Around the circumference of the disc were triangular blades, which gave the weapon the appearance of a sun. Caesar hurled the disc toward the ground as he somersaulted backward, high above the doppelgangers’ heads. 

e heavy weapon skipped o  the ground with a dul  thud and  ew upward, its razor-sharp blades tearing into the arm of a doppelganger. 

e creature col apsed. A scream erupted from its stil  grinning face as its severed arm bounced across the dock. 

Caesar hurled another blade toward the ground just before he landed.  e blade skittered along the dock three times before it found its mark — a doppelganger’s leg, just above the knee.  e doppelganger fel  onto its face as its lower leg was separated from its body. 

Two more blades  ew from Caesar’s deft hands. Two more doppelgangers fel  as their legs were rent from beneath them. 
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A doppelganger slashed at Caesar’s neck. He ducked the blow and then exploded upward with a crushing head-butt to the doppelganger’s chin.  e creature’s eyes rol ed back in its skul  as it was sent  ying o  the dock and into the ocean. 

Caesar spotted movement o  to his left side. He spun toward it, slashing with Manta.  e whip struck the last standing doppelganger across the jaw, tearing open its grinning maw.  e creature froze as the whip’s neurotoxin severed the connection between the creature’s brain and its muscles. 

Caesar drove the heel of his boot into the doppelganger’s chest.  e creature ew backward from the tremendous force, landing — with a loud splash —

several yards from the dock. 

Hawkins turned on his heels and ran, but Caesar was on him. 

A quick slash across the back of Hawkins’ neck from Manta stopped the Brit cold. 

Caesar walked around Hawkins to face him. “You are paralyzed, but you can stil  feel pain.  e paralysis lasts about an hour. During that time, you wil  feel every cruelty I in ict upon you. I promise you — I wil  make your death quick if you tel  me  exactly where I can  nd Captain Delaney.” 

A gurgling sound rumbled in Hawkins’ throat as he tried to scream, but no sound could escape his lips. 

“ e Devil’s Triangle is purported to wreak havoc with navigational systems and clockwork, sir.”  e smel  of copper  l ed Caesar’s cabin as a pu  of steam escaped the bronze lips of the metal man that sat opposite Caesar. “We do not want to the entire crew to shut down on us.” 

“I believe it’s  Captain  Delaney who is wrecking havoc in  e Triangle, Kol,” 

Caesar replied. 

 “ Only one way to  nd out.  ” 

A beautiful woman, with smooth, cocoa skin, entered the cabin. On her back — strapped snugly and securely with a colorful blue-and-white cloth that matched the woman’s dress — was a plump, dark-brown baby who possessed a head ful  of curly, black hair. 

Caesar smiled warmly. “Fatou, is the crew wel -fed?” 

“Wood chips, iron shavings, and hot water for al , my husband,” Fatou replied. 

“And what about my Binta?” Caesar snickered. “Are you wel -fed too?” 

e little girl peeked under her mother’s arm and smiled. “Yes, Baaba. 

Baama’s milk was quite satisfactory.” 

“So, when does   e Anunnaki set sail?” Fatou asked as she sat down beside Caesar. “My blunderbuss has not tasted battle in months!” 

“You  do love a good  ght, don’t you, ma’am?” Kol sighed as he tilted his head in order to tip the iron top hat attached to it. 

“ at I do, Kol,” Fatou replied. “It’s in the blood: Fourteen generations of warriors.” 

“Fifteen,” Binta said, raising a tiny hand. 

“Apologies, love,” Fatou said. “Fifteen generations of warriors!” 

‘We set sail for the Devil’s Triangle immediately,” Caesar said. “Captain Delaney won’t wait long before he sends more of his monsters to kil  me. I want to take this  ght to him!” 

Kol rose from his seat.  e hum of gears and the steady tick of a clock could be heard behind his thick, iron breastplate. “I wil  get the crew into gear, Captain.” 
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“Into  gear?” Caesar chuckled. “ at was a good one, Kol.” 

“I try, sir,” Kol said as he exited the cabin. 

Caesar turned to Fatou and placed a gentle hand upon her cheek. “Eat and rest wel , my love. We’l  have to be at our best when we come up against that monster and his hel ish ship!” 

e gentle breeze felt warm and pleasant against Caesar’s skin. He turned his gaze from the stil , deep, azure ocean to his crew — 30 men of iron and bronze

— standing shoulder-to-shoulder upon the main deck. Steam bil owed from their top hats as Kol and Fatou fed iron shavings into the  ames that burned within their bel ies. 

“Don’t let the calm fool you, hearties!” Caesar shouted. “ e stone ship  wil show and when she does, we wil  al  step to and give no quarter!” 

A metal ic cheer rose from the crew and echoed across the noonday sky. 

In answer, a sound, like thunder, rol ed across the stil  waters, kicking up waves as it grew louder and louder. 

 e Anunnaki rocked from side to side as the waves became more violent. 

“Prepare yourselves!” Caesar shouted over the terrible din of thunder. 

Suddenly, the clouds above   e Anunnaki grew thicker and turned from pristine to a muddy brown. 

Out of the clouds descended a massive war-gal ey of earth and stone. 

“Sink  me!” Caesar gasped. “ at old bastard has given the ship the power to y!” 

Caesar turned to his wife, who stood a few feet away, nursing Binta to keep her calm. “Are you ready?” 

“Of course,” Fatou answered, nodding her head, which was covered by a large oval hat that made it look like the bulbous cranium of an octopus. 

“Cannons!” Caesar shouted. 

“Al  hands…cannons!” Kol repeated as he pul ed a cart ful  of cannonbal s toward the crew. 

e crew sprang into action, forming  ve columns of six steambots each. 

Kol busily snatched cannonbal s from the cart, placing a pile of the ammunition at each steambot’s feet. In unison, each metal man reached down, grabbed a cannonbal  and then stu ed the heavy, iron round into the muzzle of its top hat. 

“Fire!” Caesar shouted. 

“Fire!” Kol echoed. 

e steambots  red a pulverizing vol ey into the hul  of   e Gol iwog. 

Pebbles of stone and gray dust fel  upon   e Anunnaki’s quarterdeck. 

 e Gol iwog answered   e Anunnaki’ s attack with a storm of  st-sized, aming stones. 

Kol darted about the main deck, spraying jets of water from his mouth to extinguish the  res set by the stones as the crew  red another vol ey of cannonbal s. 

More  aming rain pummeled the main deck of   e  Anunnaki. 

 e Gol iwog descended lower. Ropes dropped from the sides of the hovering ship. 

“ ey are about to try to board!” Caesar shouted. “Prepare to drop!” 

e steambots maneuvered themselves into one row that ran the length of the ship. Each steambot locked arms with the one on either side of it.  e metal men folded themselves over the cannonbal s, forming a pipe-like

structure. A whirring sound from beneath the  oor of the main deck signaled the activation of the massive magnet that locked the crew into place. 

“Let’s go!” Caesar shouted to his wife. 

Fatou nodded and — with Binta cradled in her arms — sprinted through the door that led to the bowels of the ship. 

Caesar fol owed closely behind them, taking a  nal look toward   e Gol iwog before darting into the doorway. Creatures with  esh of moist soil descended the ropes with one hand. In their free hands, the dirt-creatures carried cutlasses forged from jagged stone. Yams and other tubers grew, in rows, down the center of each creature’s back like a  n. 

 e Anunnaki began to sink into the ocean. 

e force of the ship’s descent generated a column of air that snatched the boarding crew of   e Gol iwog from their ropes and the creatures went, screaming, into the deep. 

 e Anunnaki disappeared from sight moments before   e Gol iwog bel y-opped into the water, kicking up a massive wave. And then …. 

Stil ness. Silence. 

 e Anunnaki shattered the silence, rising up through the surface of the water less than two yards from   e Gol iwog’s starboard. 

Caesar burst from his cabin. 

Fatou — with a giggling Binta on her back — sprinted behind him. 

“Kol, have al  hands beat the barnacles of   e Gol iwog’s keel if we haven’t returned within the hour!” 

Kol unfolded himself and craned his neck up toward the quarterdeck. 

“Boarding   e Gol iwog, sir?” 

“Yes,” Caesar replied. “Fatou and I.” 

“Ahem,” Binta coughed, placing her little  sts on her plump hips. 

“And Binta,” Caesar sighed. 

“Very good, sir,” Kol said with a slight tilt of his head. 

Caesar took a knee. 

Fatou climbed onto his massive back, placing the brass barrel of her blunderbuss — which she gripped in both hands — across his barrel-like chest, and wrapped her legs around his sinewy waist. 

Caesar exploded upward, propel ing himself — and his passengers — from the quarterdeck of   e Anunnaki to the main deck of   e Gol iwog. 

Fatou climbed down from Caesar’s back and pointed the  ared muzzle of her blunderbuss under her left arm. 

Binta reached her hands into a slit in her mother’s “octopus-head” hat and withdrew two  stfuls of smal , white cowry shel s. 

Binta dropped the shel s into the muzzle of the blunderbuss and then repeated the process. 

“Ready yourselves!” Caesar shouted. “Here they come!” 

A score of the dirt creatures charged toward Caesar and his family.  eir stone cutlasses were at the ready as they sprinted from   e Gol iwog’s fore to its aft. 

Caesar hurled two skipping blades toward the deck.  e heavy, sun-shaped blades ricocheted o  the deck and struck two of   e Gol iwog’s crew. 

One creature col apsed onto its back as the blade sank deep into its earthen neck. Slick oil sprayed from the wound as the creature  opped violently on the deck. 

e other creature staggered backward, clutching at its groin. It let loose a raspy scream as two turnips fel  from the tear in its trousers. 

“Kil  these wretched abominations while I deal with Captain Delaney!” 

Caesar said, pointing up toward a hulking  gure standing on the poop deck. 

Fatou nodded as she twisted a knob on the mahogany stock of her weapon. 

e hissing of steam rose from inside it. 

Caesar leapt up to the poop deck in two powerful bounds. Below, he heard the  rst thunderous shot from Fatou’s blunderbuss, fol owed, a second later, by the screams of those whose bodies were ripped to shreds by the blast of cowry shel s. 

“So, the prodigal son returns.” 

Caesar locked eyes on Captain Delaney, who was even more monstrous than his crew. His head and chest were stil  that same Captain Delaney that Caesar knew — and loathed — so wel  — tan, wel -groomed and a bit of a fop.  e rest of the Captain, however, was quite … di erent. 

His mid-torso downward was what looked to be a massive squid tentacle. 

His lean arms were human, but his hands had been replaced by the gaping maws of Great White Sharks. 

“If I  am your son, demon, then I have only returned to commit patricide.” 

Captain Delaney extended his arms. His shark-maw hands bore razor-sharp teeth. “We have un nished business, boy, so come, let me send you to Davey Jones’ Locker!” 

Caesar drew Manta from a sheath on the leather gauntlet strapped to his left forearm. 

Captain Delaney slithered toward Caesar, the suckers on his underside leaving a moist trail behind him. 

Caesar swung Manta at Captain Delaney’s head. 

e Captain parried the blow with his left shark hand.  e teeth sank into Caesar’s right forearm, rending  esh and pulverizing bone. 

e onyx colossus screamed in agony as the shark hand maintained — and tightened — its grip on his arm. 

Caesar somersaulted sideways, grabbing the shark hand with his left. At the apex of his somersault, Caesar twisted the shark hand forceful y, breaking its

“neck.” 

Captain Delaney released his hold on Caesar’s arm.  e shark hand  opped lifelessly and a line of spittle fel  from its mouth. 

Caesar exploded forward, slamming his shoulder into Captain Delaney’s chest. A loud crack fol owed the blow and a mist of bilious, green ichor escaped the Captain’s quivering lips. 

Caesar felt something spongy and slick encircle his right leg. He looked down — Captain Delaney’s “tail” had wound itself around his leg from ankle to thigh. Caesar screamed as the tentacle tightened its grip. White-hot pain burrowed through  esh and sinew as hundreds of needle-like teeth — forming a circle around the inner edge of each sucker — bit into his leg. 

Caesar slashed downward with Manta. 

A chunk of Captain Delaney’s  esh  ew across the deck. 

e Captain  ipped into a one-armed handstand, hoisting Caesar high into the air by his thigh. 

e Captain slammed the giant onto his back, driving the air from Caesar’s lungs. 

Captain Delaney col apsed onto his back next to Caesar. Delaney’s chest heaved violently and his muscles tensed. 

Caesar could tel  the Captain was trying to  ght the paralytic e ects of Manta’s neurotoxin — as he was struggling to shake o  the e ects of the neurotoxin searing  his veins. 

With tremendous e ort, Caesar shoved his left hand into his vest. 

Captain Delaney roared as he whipped his arm toward Caesar’s throat.  e shark hand opened its maw wide and a hiss escaped its “throat.” 
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Caesar snatched his hand out of his vest and thrust his  st — and the bowl-like object he held within it — into the shark mouth. 

Captain Delaney smiled as the shark hand slammed its powerful jaws shut. 

Caesar screamed as his hand separated from his wrist. 

e giant fought back the pain and rol ed sideways, quickly distancing himself from Captain Delaney. 

A moment later, the Captain erupted into a bal  of  re and then burst into chunks of smoldering, black meat. 

“Caesar?!” Fatou screamed. 

Caesar crawled to the edge of the poop deck. He peered over the side. 

Fatou was nursing Binta as she stood amidst a sea of dirt and yams. 

“ at was the  grenado,” Caesar replied. Captain Delaney is dead. I’m afraid I’l  soon fol ow.” 

“Hush,” Fatou said, placing her index  nger to her lips. “You’re supposed to be the smartest man in the world. You should  know better.  e Devil’s Triangle can’t claim Black Caesar!” 

Caesar stepped onto the quarterdeck. Fatou, with Binta on her back, Kol, and the steambot crew stood on the main deck, looking up toward their Captain. 

Caesar raised his left arm and formed the mechanical, bronze hand at the end of it into a  st. 

e crew cheered. 

“Bril iant work, sir!” Kol said. 

Caesar studied his handiwork.  e clockwork gears ticked, whirred and hummed as they brought life to the hand. 

“Where to now, my love?” Fatou inquired. 

“To the nearest port,” Caesar replied. “I have to  gure out how to make   e Anunnaki  y!” 

AND AFTER THE FIRE, 

A STILL SMALL VOICE

BY E. CATHERINE TOBLER

The winter was cold — that is to say, winter was as it ever had been, gray and hazy at the outermost edges, every tree clawing snow from the sky with skeletal hands.  is land I found myself in could wel have been my own Domremy, for they shared this bleak nature, though I knew it was not.  e air tasted di erently upon my tongue, everything in this place foreign. It was not the strangeness of another country but another world entire. 

Far from the point where the leaden mountains folded against the sky (as one might fold linens, so  at did they appear from the ground), beneath the crackle of the ever-present roiling light that streamed across the sky, I dropped to my knees and built a  re upon the cracked peat bog. Fire was a thing I both required and loathed, and it took some measure of encouragement to get my benumbed hands to work the stones that would summon a spark. 

e angels told me how  re was to be made in this world, though I had not heard their voices since waking here. I could not say how I otherwise knew, so surely it was their silent work.  ey told me to take of the beasts that frolicked in the sludge rivers, to sever their tentacled arms and dry them until hard as wood. It was only the dried  esh that would ignite and provide any warmth. 

ese tentacles were to be arranged in triangular shapes, one piled atop the other, no more than three high. Indeed, I tried four and there came no  re that long blue night. 

e stones were reluctant to give up their sparks, my hands aching with every strike I did make. Would  re fail me at last? Part of me cheered this turn of events, because  re was ever my doom, but the other part, the logical part that yet remained and guided me from day to day, knew I required heat were I to survive another night of bitter cold. When the stones at last sparked, I held my breath and tipped them toward the precise stack of tentacles.  e dried esh was slow to catch. When at last it did, the spark burrowing into the cup of a sucker and deeper down where it il uminated the tentacle, I bowed my head. 

“Holy God, I praise You, even in this wretched place.” 

He gave no reply; nor did the angels that had fol owed me for so long. If this was to be part of my trial, it was di cult indeed. I ached for their voices, but there was only a sodden breath from the mammoth I had christened “King Charles,” so majestic was he against the strange sky of this world. He shu ed his weight from one foot to the other, to the other, and the other. If he was cold with even his coat of coarse hair and fat, I could not imagine what hope there was for me; the air felt colder than it ever had, the tentacles reluctant to heat. 

“Have I not done al  You asked?” 

Was it doubt that thickened my voice? I cast my eyes to the sky and it stared in return, brooding and blackening with the swift fal  of night. One might blink and miss the transition in this place; there was no sun to set. Scudding clouds parted to reveal the pinpricks of stars and the pendulous spheres that hung in con guration, ever moving.  ey rotated as if on center pikes, revealing their di erent faces as the days wore on — this was the only way I had of truly knowing time’s passage, for day and night seemed to come when they would, without evenly paced hours. In the early days, I had tried to touch

these spheres, but they were pinned beyond my reach. Some seemed made of copper dust, others whol y of water, be it  uid or frozen. 

King Charles shu ed closer as the tentacles began to burst open and expel their heat. We both sighed in relief as the  re pushed the cold night backward. 

I extended my hands toward the heat, which burned without  ame. I knew what  ame would feel like, could remember the searing lick of  ame up my skirts and calf — I smoothed a hand over my hose now, to remind myself that was long ago and also far away.  is was a new trial.  is was — I did not know.  e angels would not say. 

I thought them about to speak, the quiet of night torn with a sudden shriek, but the mammoth reacted to this sound as wel . Would such a beast know the voice of Michael or Catherine? Had Mary ever touched his broad brow to soothe him into sleep? I did not doubt it possible, for I have seen such spectacles in my few years, and came to my feet.  I am here, I wanted to say;  I have awaited your word and am ready for whatever task you have for me. I am your servant, as ever.  But these words did not come, for the shriek was true and human and in the near distance. It pierced me like a spear, for I had not heard such a sound in — Was it years? I could not say. 

“What would You have of me?” 

Wind whipped across the frozen peat bog, carrying the scream with it. I needed no more answer, even if it meant abandoning the  re. Even as I ran toward King Charles, instinct bade me to check my belt, my sword. Both were secure and King Charles dipped his head, al owing me to lodge a foot in the crotch of his curled, yel owed tusks. 

I would never have cal ed him tame — his  rst inclinations were largely for himself and for that I would never fault him. It was the way of survival in a strange place, but we had made an accord in my early days here. It could only

be the work of angels. Why else would such a beast stay with me? It was true I could lead him to fresh water as I found it for myself, but he had no need of meat. Grass was not plentiful in this place, but we had found enough of it to keep him living yet.  e grace of angels, even if they did not speak outright to me. 

“Al ons! ” 

It was a practiced dance, this. I held to his tusks as he lifted me skyward. 

is motion al owed me to run up his tusk and leap into the dip between head and shoulder. I had not broken him the way I might a horse, for he seemed acquainted with the guidance of thighs while riding. Whose mount I had questioned in the early days, but no longer, for the answer seemed only to be

“my mount,” so readily did he respond. He came around now, thundering toward that awful scream al  on his own. Often such a sound meant meat for me. 

I  sted my hands into the coarse hair which covered him as we  ed toward the con ict. Across the frozen peat, I could see dark  gures, two human and three not.  ey could be anything, though it seemed the more I saw of this world, the more pieces of my own had been carried and dropped here. I had seen horses once and birds wheeling in familiar patterns against the odd sky. I could not say what creatures these were, though one seemed catlike, sleek and stalking close to the ground, its golden hide splotched with black.  e other two were smal , stout, and sported singular horns atop their scru y heads. Like King Charles, they were covered in hair, this gray and black in patches. 

e humans were an odd pair, an older man and a younger girl, and I might have presumed them father and daughter but for the di erences in skin color. 

ey shared only a common look of terror as the horned beasts charged.  e squat creatures slashed with their horns as they advanced, forcing man and girl

toward the broken edge of the peat bog.  ere, the black ground fel  in a ragged cli  edge, into the frozen sludge of another stagnant river.  e cat creature seemed content to stalk a serpentine path that prevented any escape other than that which led toward the sludge. 

e young girl screamed anew at the sight King Charles charging. I could not blame her — what a terrible creature this mammoth was, with his yel owed tusks and furious bulk. She turned her back on us and  ed toward the broken edge of ground. She would not know which was worse, the mammoth or the cli , would want only to get away, and I could not say she was wrong. It placed her outside the reach of the horned creatures at least. I screamed for her to stay clear as the horned animals skewered the man through and wrestled him to the ground. 

e scent of blood came to me, sharp in the cold air. It cal ed to mind countless battle elds. In my mind’s eye, I saw horses and pennants sweeping as we surged on an enemy army.  is was rage igniting open  elds, hard breath taken only to be expunged. I heard horns and angels crying. Whether truth or fancy, I did not care. Both  l ed me with exaltation.  is was what I knew, the battle and the blood. King Charles lifted his head, al owing me the tusk once more. I held to him as he lowered his head and leapt o  once near the ground, my sword in hand. I had taken this sword from a body half buried in frozen sludge and it had served me wel  ever since.  e blade was Catherine and Michael and Mary by turns. 

In this moment, the blade was Michael, furious and  l ed with the Lord’s re. It seemed I could feel it burn in my hands — so wel -acquainted with  re was I — and surely it did light a deadly path through the night’s gloom. It was the cat that saw me  rst. With the man down and the girl  ed, it advanced on

me. Its sabered claws churned up gouts of black peat as it charged, no matter the mammoth at my back. 

Before  nding myself in this foreign land, I had never kil ed a creature other than man, for hunting was left to men even in the armies. But was this God’s wil  I survive this trial, I had now kil ed such and would again.  ere was a basal satisfaction in halting the cat’s progress toward me with the sharp thrust of my sure blade into its bel y.  e cat’s blood was a hot  ood over my numb hands, a relief as I plunged the sword deeper. I pul ed downward, using the cat’s upward motion against it. Viscera and splintered rib spil ed to the frozen peat in a steaming pile. 

King Charles bel owed behind me and charged the horned beasts. He thrust his tusks into the animal that did not heed the warning, tossing it over his shoulders.  e beast squealed a protest, but did not move once it hit the ground. Silent and broken it splayed there, as King Charles and I turned upon the last creature. Blood dripped down its horn and tattered  esh hung from its maw. I did not think it had eaten of the man, had only rooted around in that body and thrown pieces where it would.  is world was often wasteful, awful, contrary — ever like my own.  e animal took a step backward from us, its beaded eyes moving from King Charles, to me, and back again. 

It was the little girl that drew my own attention; she was running toward us now, screaming. Her smal  face was a portrait of agony, her arms  ailing in the air. 

“You cannot! You  cannot!” 

Stil , we could. As the beast turned toward the girl’s renewed shriek, King Charles thrust his tusks toward it.  e beast lunged away to avoid the tusks as I came up on its other side. I skewered its heaving side with my blade, slashing down this time. Blood rained everywhere, steam spiraling upward from the

body as the creature screamed in chorus with the girl.  is song was not of the angels and though I waited, it did not come. 

But for my own breath I heard nothing for the longest time. I sank to my knees beside the fal en beast and reveled in the warmth of the blood that soaked into me.  is was not  re.  is was a safe heat and I did not care of the mess it made of me. Al  battles were thus; if one emerged clean, one had not been entirely victorious. 

I waited. I waited for the voices to come as they had come the  rst time, on a summer’s day in my father’s garden. I waited for the voice and the light, and I was whol y saddened, for al  was quiet and dark.  en the child’s voice. 

“You cannot.” 

e young girl had crawled her way to me and crouched on the other side of the beast, which lay dead between us. Its hide would make a warm drape and with some di culty, I hauled my sword free. I exchanged it for the dagger at my waist and began to make careful cuts in the hide.  ere could be two more hides, I thought as I worked, for these bodies lay scattered about the bog. Hide and meat and both meant a longer survival. A longer trial. 

“You  cannot.” 

Did this girl possess any other words, for these two were al  she spoke. I knew it to be English, understood through the silent grace of the angels, though they stil  held their silence.  e girl was smal , older than I had expected. Hunger had worn its way into her dusky cheeks, had chewed her nails ragged and left her clothing hanging from her body. Her black coils of hair were held back from her face with ribbon-like bands and the fur that edged her coat was the color of faded roses. 

“What manner of beasts possesses such fur?” I kept to my native French, for I could not speak English, and she understood me, angels be blessed. I reached

a bloody hand for the coat, but the girl shied out of my range. I had seen no such creatures here and wondered if she also had a homeland that was not this place. Had she come here as I had? Had she been brought to trial? 

“Nothing here is pink,” she snarled as though she were part-beast. “I was …

supposed to kil  them,  me, and now you have, and I … I won’t ...”  e girl choked on her tears and sat hard on the ground, sobbing into the fur. “Stop cutting them!” 

I couldn’t stop, intent on getting the hide o  before my hands chil ed, before some other manner of creature came upon this bloodshed and decided to make a meal of us. “It is not a magical process,” I said. “It involves some butchery.” 

e girl exhaled a shuddering breath. She seemed smal  crouched in the blood — a tiny, furious angel fal en into this place. When she crept toward the man’s stil  body, she seemed even smal er. She tried not to step in blood, but this was impossible, so sodden was the ground. By the time she reached her target, her already-wet shoes were burnished in fresh crimson.  e girl only stared at him. 

I paused in my work, the blood already beginning to cool on my hands. 

“Shal  we pray for him?” 

“I didn’t know him. I was supposed to — “  e girl burst into tears again. 

I waited and waited for the angels to come, that I would know what to do with this girl. I was but a girl myself, no matter al  I had done. I closed my eyes and prayed for the voice, for the light, for the comforting heat of my king’s hands enclosing my own.  ese things did not come. I could not wil  them into existence and my breath was but a ragged sigh. 

I spoke the words of prayer, the words I clung yet to even in this place, and stil  there was no holy light.  ere was only the bleak sky above us and the

child’s anguished sobs. King Charles paced toward the beast he had thrown and gave it a  rm nudge, as if to ensure its passage from this realm. 

“ ey would have kil ed you,” I said as I resumed my cutting. 

“I was supposed to kil  them to get out of here.”  e girl kneeled now and began a hasty search through what remained of the man’s pockets. His coat was also like none I had seen, sewn leather, but I left it for the girl should she wish to claim it. She did, pul ing it on even though it hung to her knees. 

It was the girl’s words I wanted more of. To hear her voice after hearing none but my own for so long, yes, but also to understand what she meant. “A passage out of here?” Could it be? 

e girl did not answer me. I worked in silence, freeing the hide and setting to work on the meat. My arms screamed exhaustion, but I was not  nished, so did not stop. My body knew no rest would come until I was done. If I could only butcher one of the bodies, so be it. I could carry the meager meat in my pack once cooked. 

Alas, once cooked, the meat tasted terrible. It was tough no matter how long or short it cooked, but made for easy packing once I sliced it o  the bones. I turned the legs over and over within the stack of burning tentacles,  inching as a curl of  ame emerged from one burst sucker. I remembered yet the lick of re. 

e girl ate as though she had not eaten in years, or had only eaten with censure. Her brown eyes stayed on me as if her food were under constant threat. I minded the meat that had yet to cook, keeping watch for King Charles. We had al  bathed in the river sludge, but the mammoth had not returned. Ful  night claimed this place and I could not discern his hulking form against the horizon. Not even the mountains made themselves known, 

though the storm in the heavens raged silently on, curling between those suspended spheres. 

I cannot say when sleep claimed me, only that it did. It was the post-battle exhaustion that came over me, pul ing me hard into dark and dreamless places that smel ed yet of blood. When I woke, King Charles had returned and the girl was gone. Despair was sharp on my tongue; I had not thought she would leave, not when I had food and water, but I saw that she had taken equal portions of both with her. 

Beyond the ring of impressions King Charles had left in the peat, there was a bloody shoe print. I packed the camp, rol ing what remained of the meat into my pack before I smothered the tentacles. If the girl knew a way out of this place, it was my trial to discover it. Too long had I been apart from my own world, from the sweet hush of angels. 

King Charles grunted as I hefted my pack and set out to fol ow the bloodied prints upon the ground.  ey headed away from the peat bog and toward the mountains.  e mammoth fol owed me, even if he doubted my wisdom in this. At some point, my steps began to stray from the path of prints, so tired was I stil , and King Charles nudged me back. I could not remember a ful night’s sleep in this place, no matter how much exhaustion I brought to my bed.  is, too, was a trial, a thing to be endured until complete. 

I stopped walking only when a rough stone wal  rose in the distance. Behind it, the mountains loomed.  ere was no sense in hiding — King Charles was not a thing to be hidden — and if this wal  marked the boundary of a settlement, surely we had been spotted. We walked the length of the wal  until we found a place where the stones had crumbled, where countless feet had left their impressions upon the dusty ground. And there, one set that was

bloodied, stil  leaking blood from the day’s battle. Nothing came easily clean in this place. 

is path gave way to a smal  encampment of tents, with the remains of  res and cooking pots scattered about. But I saw no people, and King Charles and I passed through.  e camp led us toward another wal , this of sharpened tentacles lashed together.  ey stood in the place of wood, ringing a deep, wel -trodden ground upon which people battled. 

ey were human and not, most caged, chained, pinned to posts of wood or metal. Captors strode among them with long lashes that should have been leather, but seemed more alive, wriggling of their own accord to strike the il -

behaved.  ere were creatures here I did not understand, even if they walked upright on legs as we did.  eir skins were colored like a church’s stained glass, so many colors did I see. Others were more bestial, squat and lumbering, with countless eyes and tongues. Among these creatures, I saw the girl with her rose fur coat, bound now in metal, crouched in the cold mud. 

e creature in the center  eld was scaled and squat, backed by boundless green-black wings and dripping as though it had emerged from dank water. Its mouth was a mass of writhing  esh, tentacles that slithered down its own arms and torso, hands and feet both clawed in ways that made weaponry needless. I felt sickened as I looked upon it, so terrible a thing was it. 

A human male faced it, smal  but  eet and able to elude most of the grasping tentacles. His skin bore the marks from other strikes, but the human was victorious, his blade striking a devastating blow to the creature’s bal ooned head. Head met sword and de ated with the sound of bat wings in  ight.  e writhing body hit the ground and a breath later, the human man vanished.  e humans in the crowd cheered; those inhuman did not. And then eyes befel  me and King Charles. 

I had been looked upon, for as long as I could remember, by eyes curious and condemning.  is was no di erent but for the one man who broke from the crowd.  e man who cried my name:  Jeanne, Jeanne, by the angels, the Maid.  And he fel  to the ground, this man I did not know, and gripped my bloody hose and sobbed. 

He knew me by my pennant and my mount, by the angels’ light that clung in the corners of me, he said later in his tent. I looked at the ragged drape that cloaked me and pondered on King Charles. I did not refuse the warm, fragrant drink this man pressed into my hands. He stroked a hand down my cheek then studied his palm as if it were strewn with starlight. Perhaps it was; he closed it into a  st. 

“You have come to deliver us,” he said. 

I said I had not and he laughed.  ere could be no other reason that I should be here, he said, and I thought on this as I drank cup after cup of liquid warmth. When he left to bring another to see me, I waited. I waited and stil there was no angel to tel  me of this path. In the distance, I could hear the slither of drenched  esh over dry ground and I shuddered.  is place was not mine and I longed to leave it. 

e man who entered the tent was not the man who had left — not a human man at al , though yel ow silk draped him as if to fashion a robe. He had no eye that I might meet, for he possessed no face, but I felt certain he saw me al  the same. His look was not curious or condemning, but somehow amused, for his black  esh seemed to writhe with laughter and darker sounds. 

He moved the way an ocean does, not on legs, but rol ing end over end, and his breath was the undertow to drag a person down. When he settled into the chair near mine, I felt the warm stream of tea down my leg as my hands went slack, but could not look away from him so that I might right my cup. 

is man was not a messenger.  is man, this creature, control ed this place, its people, its heart. I had known men like him, kings and those who presumed to be such.  is creature beheld me the way I did him: equals? I remembered the old man, the tremor in his voice as he saw me. 

“Galilei says you have come to deliver these people.” 

e voice startled me, so akin to the angels was it. Or was it only that I had been so long bereft of the angels that I heard them even in this monstrous form? I heard myself make a choked sob — the sound of that little girl, bent to the bloody ground.  e sound I had made in a tower far from this place as questions from the Cardinal befel  me. I spoke words half-familiar. 

“If I have not, may God put me there; if I have, may God so guide me.” 

His laughter was the parting of  esh, the spil  of blood onto dry ground. 

e cup dropped from my  ngers, lodged in the muddy ground beneath me, but I could not move.  at black body slithered closer — there was nowhere he did not move, so like the heavens above and those strange spheres, pinned yet moving. I felt the chair come out from under me, but he held me so I did not fal , did not kneel. 

“If you save these people, you condemn yourself.” 

Had that not always been the way? As winter was cold and bleak, one gave themselves so that others might survive. I knew none of these people he spoke of, though felt each as though I did; there were children and surely mothers, fathers, people who, like me, did not belong in this strange dreamland, but cal ed other countries home. 

“Nothing wil  remain of you. None wil  remember.” 

is voice was like thick, black water. It broke over my head, intent on smothering, but I turned my head and breathed yet. His words wormed their way into my bel y, burrowing with falsehoods and truths twined. 

 Catherine! Mary! Oh God, bring me Michael and his  res — Bring me -

“ ey wil  burn you three times.  ey wil  burn your body, your bones, and so, too, your ash.  ey wil  scatter you across water and none wil  remember. 

Each must  ght their own way back to their own time — you cannot deliver them al .” 

I closed my eyes as the black wet of him enveloped me, as the awful thing he was  owed over my shoulders and down my chest.  is was not the worst —

there had been worse and worse was yet to come, for I could feel (could indeed remember before I had been carried here) the hot lick of  ame against my skin. 

e skin would bubble, the skin would burst, and there would be those who would remember.  at old man had known me. Had known what I had done. 

It was the angels, I told myself, who al owed me to reach my sword. It was the angels gave me strength to plunge the length of metal into that black bel y and rip up, the way I had ripped into the cat. 

It was Michael’s hands upon my own that burned holy  re down the length of my blade, into this putrid horror. His shriek pul ed the world down around us in plumes of ash and smoke, the dust of bones and blood. Every person and every beast vanished from this realm as though they had never been. I felt them go — felt them leave his control as the holy light blazed through me. It was Catherine’s certain cel  inside my mind that closed every awful door this foul creature meant to open, that locked him tight, if not forever. And it was Mary who did what needed doing, as she ever did, even knowing the paths it would open. Where a path had burned, others would certainly fol ow. 

So, too, it was me in this instant, burning with God’s  re to consume this beast, this madness.  e Maid, her pennant snapping in the warm uprush of re.  Blessed  re, consume me. Work through me. 

I felt the heat of it now as I moved from this dreamworld and into my own. 

As that shadowed dread fel  to pieces around me, golden  ames shot upward against a French sky, enveloping my shoulders the way he had moments before. 

Galilei’s tent poles buckled into the cross that the fathers elevated so I might see.  What would You have of me? 

e girl screamed —  You cannot! You cannot! — and it was her eyes I saw as my own, drowned in tears. 

 You cannot! 

Where shal  I be tonight? 

I am not afraid. I hear the angels. 

NO SLEEP FOR

THE JUST

BY WILLIAM MEIKLE

Augustus Seton was not the best of sailors and the short trip across the Forth in a sti  westerly was made worse by the remnants of last night’s ale rol ing and tumbling in his guts. He’d much prefer to be back home sleeping it o , but the King had insisted and you don’t turn a Stewart down if you wanted your head to be stil  a xed to your shoulders afterwards. 

“ e monks think they are a law unto themselves,” James had said.  ey were in the King’s chamber in Linlithgow Palace, a draughty hole only made tolerable by warm mul ed wine and a roaring  re that took up a whole wal  of the room. “I have sent three excise men this past month. Not a one has returned. I wil  put up with much, but when it comes to taxes, my patience has grown thin. You wil  impress on them the seriousness of their situation. And if they wil  not see sense, put them to the sword.” 

e sword in question had  thrummed in its scabbard when Seton strapped it on as he left the Palace, but it fel  quiet again in the tavern and gave him no further warnings. He thought the trip might be an uneventful one. But as the ferryboat brought them up to the island dock on Inchmalcolm, the weapon sent a burst of heat against his thigh and rattled in the scabbard. He put a hand on the hilt to quiet it, but it continued its activity as he stepped o  the boat onto the stone jetty. 

“Be sure to be ready before nightfal , sir!” the ferryman shouted at his back. 

“ ere’s a storm coming in.” 

Seton turned to speak, only to see the ferry already pul  away, the boatman rowing for al  he was worth as if most eager to depart. Seton was left alone on the jetty and soon, as the ferry moved further o  to be lost in the mist, there was no sound but the gentle lapping of water on stone. 

e smal  village of thatched longhouses at this end of the island housed the workforce that served the Abbey. By Seton’s reckoning, there should be near a hundred people living in the cluster of dwel ings on the shore. But if that was the case, there was no sign of them.  is late in the year, there should at least be smoke from the hearths, but al  the chimneys were quiet. He stood stil , listening, hoping to hear anything that might tel  him he wasn’t alone. 

ere was nothing — not the  caw of a crow or  chirp of a  nch. And something else bothered him.  ere was no sign of any livestock: no cattle or sheep, nor any cats or dogs. It was as if al  life had been lifted from the island, leaving it as empty as a tomb. 

e sword  thrummed at his thigh again, eager to be free. He gave in to the inevitable and drew it from the scabbard. In truth, despite his antipathy to the sword, and his disgust with himself over the bargain he had made so many years ago for its power, the feel of the weapon in his hand gave him a sense of security he would not have otherwise. 

He walked o  the jetty into the vil age, strode up to the nearest building, and rapped hard on the door with the hilt of his sword.  e sound echoed around him but silence fel  al  too soon. No one answered his knock — not there, nor at the rest of the long houses that made up the smal  vil age.  e largest building was the one furthest from the jetty, looking over a grassy track that led to the Abbey at the other end of the island.  e door lay open, only

darkness beyond.  e sword sent a fresh burst of heat into his palm as he stepped over the threshold. 

“Hel o?” he shouted and immediately wished he had kept his mouth shut. 

e sound seemed to be  stolen as soon as it left his throat, fal ing into the empty dark beyond. He took another step inside and his eyes slowly adjusted to the gloom. He had entered a tavern of sorts. Two long trestles dominated the  oor space and two large barrels sat at the far end of the room.  e thought of a jug of ale was enough to get Seton to step ful y inside.  e sword hummed a warning, but he ignored it and made for the ale barrels. 

He only got halfway there before he had to stop, almost gagging as a foul stench of rotting  sh assaulted his nose and throat, and brought watery tears to his eyes. He turned, looking for fresher air. 

And then he heard it — a far-o , mu ed chanting. 

 Rorate caeli desuper, et nubes pluant iustum. 

He turned, a ful  circle, trying to pinpoint the source of the sound, but even as he did so, the chant sank away and everything fel  quiet once more. He had a last, regretful, look at the ale barrels and went back outside, taking in huge gulps of air that tasted as sweet as any beer. 

Something  splashed, something big, down near the jetty. But again, the noise wasn’t repeated. 

 Bugger this for a lark. 

He sheathed the sword. It sent a condemnatory burst of warmth al  the way up his arm then fel  quiet at his side. He turned his gaze to the far end of the island and the Abbey. 

Mist hung over the highest towers, but he saw more than enough to recognize that it was a huge edi ce, one of the oldest surviving in the country. 

Back in Linlithgow, the King had told Seton how much tax was drawn on a

yearly basis from the island. He had found the  gure impossibly high to believe at the time, but standing here on the island, it was al  too clear that this was a place ripe for taxation. Or rather, it would be – if there were any people around to raise the money from. He strained to listen, expecting to hear more chanting when a breeze blew from the direction of the Abbey. He heard nothing … but he smel ed rotting  sh again, little more than a taint in the air but unmistakable. 

e sword started to hum and complain, but went quiet again when he put a hand on the hilt. He knew from long experience not to ignore the warnings the weapon sent him. After al , wasn’t this exactly what he had asked for when he made his bargain with the  Wee Man al  those years ago? Power, fortune and glory. He’d got the  rst, but the other two continued to elude him. He suspected they always would, as long as he clung to his love for wild women and  uisque. 

e sword sent him another burst of heat, almost enough to bring pain. 

“I’m going, I’m going,” he muttered, pul ing himself out of his reverie and walking, faster now, along the path that ran down a ridge in the island’s middle, straight to the main door of the Abbey.  ere was no sound save the soft thud of his feet on the trampled grass and even the smel  of  sh had gone again by the time he reached the building. 

He was about to rap on the door when the chant came again. 

 Rorate caeli desuper, et nubes pluant iustum. 

He heard the words clearer this time, and translated them in his head. 

 Drop down dew ye heavens from above, and let the clouds rain on the Just One. 

It wasn’t anything he knew, but then again, he had never been much of one for  churching, so he didn’t think the chant in any way strange. 

“Hel o?” he shouted. Once again, the sound was  stolen, deadened as it left his mouth. He rapped hard on the oak door with the sword hilt, hard enough to leave several smal  dents in the surface. 

e chanting stopped and he waited for the door to be opened. 

No one came. 

He rapped even harder on the door, knocking chips and splinters from the oak.  ere was no reply. He put his shoulder against the wood and pushed, but there was no give in it, and it would take hours he could il  a ord to hack and hew his way in. He started to walk around the northern extent of the building. 

e grass was thicker here and the ground heavy underfoot. Soon, he was squelching through mud and cursing the monks for their intransigence. By the time he had reached the far corner of the building, he was not in the best of moods. His temper didn’t improve when the chanting started up again. 

 Rorate caeli desuper, et nubes pluant iustum. 

 Peccavimus, et facti sumus tamquam immundus nos, et cecidimus quasi folium universi. 

e sing-song voices had taken on a di erent tone, one that sounded almost menacing.  e sword  thrummed at the same instant that Seton smel ed rotting sh again, stronger this time. 

 What the hel  is going on here? 

ere was a door set in the eastern wal  of the Abbey, much smal er than the main one at the entrance. It was locked, but gave way readily enough to a couple of swift kicks and a heavy shoulder. He drew the sword as he entered the Abbey. 

It had fal en quiet again. A short stone corridor opened out into the main body of the building.  in light came in from the high windows, enough to
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show him that the place was completely empty.  e smel  of  sh was even stronger here and he discovered why as he approached the altar. 

A silver cruci x sat in the center of the stone. A xed to the top of it, impaled, was the rotting head of a large cod, dead eyes staring straight at Seton.  e chant started up, from everywhere and nowhere. 

 Rorate caeli desuper, et nubes pluant iustum. 

Seton spun on his heel, sword raised. He was quite alone in the Abbey, even as the sing-song chant swel ed and rose to  l  the space with a throb and din that started to ache in his ears. He gagged as the smel  got suddenly worse.  e mouth of the cod fel  open in what looked like a sardonic laugh. 

Seton stepped forward, sword raised, meaning to sweep the foul thing to the ground.  e noise swel ed to a howling cacophony that he couldn’t ignore, a pain in his head and chest that threatened to crush him.  e sword sent him a burst of strength, enough to get him staggering away down the aisle. He hit the main door at a run, with enough force to burst out through into the gray day. 

e chant fol owed him al  the way. 

 Drop down dew ye heavens from above, and let the clouds rain on the Just One. 

It started to rain. 

Seton turned, thinking to go back inside the Abbey. Although he had heard no sound, the heavy oak door was once again shut against his entry. He heard the chant, coming from a great distance. 

 Rorate caeli desuper, et nubes pluant iustum. 

e rain got heavier. He chose discretion over valor and headed back across the island to the empty village, passing straight through and making for the jetty. By now, rain lashed against his face. He looked out over the Forth, peering, trying to see the far bank. Al  he could see was mist and rain. A large bel  sat in a cradle at the end of the jetty. He rang it, long and hard, but either the ferryman couldn’t hear it, or, more likely, Seton thought, he chose not to answer. 

Seton was completely soaked through by now and was surprised to see that the light was going from the sky. It would be dark soon. He rang the bel  one last time then retreated to the nearest dwel ing. 

He had to kick in the door to gain entrance.  e longhouse was basic, being little more than wal s, a hearth and a bed of straw. But it was dry, and there was enough wood and twigs to get a  re going. Twenty minutes later, he sat, warming himself by a newly lit  re and, if not exactly cozy, was starting to feel more like his old self. 

He could not shift the memory of what had happened in the Abbey. Even now, he felt the heft and weight of the building like a physical presence, brooding there on the far side of the island. Outside the cottage, a howling wind had got up, driving rain against the door and shutters, but even then, Seton imagined he could hear the chanting, rising and fal ing with the burgeoning storm. 

 Rorate caeli desuper, et nubes pluant iustum. 

e sword  bucked at his side and he felt fresh heat from it. 

 Something is coming. 

He unsheathed the weapon, went to the door, and looked out. 

Twelve cod sh lay, hauled out on the jetty, barely  fteen feet away, each as long as a man and nearly twice as heavy.  ey al  had their heads raised into

the teeming rain and al  had their jaws wide open.  ey  sang. Even above the storm, Seton heard the chant rise up again. 

 Rorate caeli desuper, et nubes pluant iustum. 

He took a deep breath and opened the door ful y. He raised his weapon and cal ed up a banishing spel .  e sword  ared, blue-white, lighting the whole length of the jetty. 

e nearest cod sh  swel ed and grew. It rose up, tal  as a man. Its body morphed until it looked like a large, hefty, robed  gure, a cowl covering its head. Seton ran forward, sword swinging.  e weapon hissed through the rain and embedded itself in the thing’s head.  e cowl fel  back to show a face that was more  sh than man.  e cowled  gure  blazed, orange and yel ow that stayed behind his eyelids when Seton blinked.  e  gure fel  away, burning, into the rough water below the jetty, with a  hiss that was clearly audible even above the wind. Before he could raise the sword again, the other cod sh slid, silently, into the Forth, leaving Seton alone on the jetty. 

He returned to the cottage, slammed the door shut and sat by the  re, breathless. 

He stayed there for the longest time, until his heart stopped thudding and the tightness faded in his chest.  e sword kept up an almost constant throb, but it was not unwelcome, reminding Seton that at least he was stil  alive and breathing. 

He remembered another wet night, much like this one. 

 He was barely out of his teens, and had gone to the bar in Arbroath with his best friend Duncan in search of a good time.  ey had not found any women, but they found plenty of ale. Talk turned to what they might do with the rest of their lives and bravado more than judgement had caused Seton to shout, at the top of his voice:

 “I would happily sel  my soul to be able to bed any woman I choose!” 

 e bar went quiet. 

 An old man came over and pushed a new  agon of ale on them. 

 “Be careful what you wish for, lad. It might come true.” 

One promise to a wee man in a tavern and Seton’s life was forever changed. 

He made a bargain, got a sword, and gained the power that came with it. He even got women, for a while. Al  that power had come at a cost, of course. 

 But doesn’t everything? 

Now that he had calmed, he realized he could hear it again — soft but already getting louder — the same chant, rising against the storm. 

 It’s coming from out on the jetty. 

He couldn’t help himself. He went back to the door and looked out. 

e  gures had returned.  ey were no longer cod sh.  ey stood tal  like men, cowls obscuring their faces, arranged in two ranks, one of six, one of  ve. 

A shimmering blue light lit the length of the jetty, shimmering and swaying like the aurora of more northern climes. It came from the  thing that was hauling itself out of the Forth. 

It looked like nothing less than a huge, bloated cod sh — but a  sh that was near thirty feet long. It looked nearly translucent, where a cod sh would have been scaled, and the blue light shone from a vast maw that gaped and pulsed as it drew itself up the jetty. 

e chanting rose again, loud enough to completely drown out the storm. 

 Rorate caeli desuper, et nubes pluant iustum. 

 Peccavimus, et facti sumus tamquam immundus nos, et cecidimus quasi folium universi. 

Seton was suddenly struck immobile. He  wanted to turn and slam the door behind him. But the blue light surrounded him and held him as tight as if he’d

[image: Image 62]

been chained. 

His legs started to obey other orders than his own. He stepped out into the storm. 

e chanting immediately got louder and more urgent. He translated it in his mind, even as his throat started to articulate the sounds. 

 Drop down dew ye heavens from above, and let the clouds rain on the Just One. 

As he stood  nal y in front of the   sh, he knew what it wanted of him. 

One of the twelve had been taken. A replacement was needed. 

 It is only just. 

He was held rigid, locked inside by the power of the thing’s mind.  e sword sent him a blast of heat at his side, which served to clear this thoughts somewhat, but did not loosen the hold the thing had on his body. When the sh moved away through the village, the cowled  gures fol owed and Seton, held tight in a vise-like grip, fel  in step at the rear. 

e procession made its way through the storm. Lightning  ashed as the Abbey loomed black in the night ahead of them.  e chant started up again and Seton joined in, his voice raised in the chorus that sounded even above the roar of the wind. Rain lashed his face and ran into his mouth, but he was powerless to do anything other than walk and sing the praises of his master. 

 Rorate caeli desuper, et nubes pluant iustum. 

 Peccavimus, et facti sumus tamquam immundus nos, et cecidimus quasi folium universi. 

And as he sang, pictures formed in his mind: the story of  the Just One, a tale of descent from man to something less than a man. It was also a tale of old

families, united above and below, and of people who took more kindly to the sea than the land.  ere was more to the tale: a more recent act, of monks bewitched by a god older than their own, a name that had long since passed into myth, a name that now  l ed Seton’s mind, demanding prayer, worship …

 obedience. 

A new chant rose as they approached the Abbey, a single word, a name, shouted in praise of the very god who led them to worship. 

 DAGON. 

Seton felt the sword’s heat at his side again. He strained, knowing that if he could only put his hand on the hilt, the power would be there for him to command. But the grip on his body was too tight to break. Al  he could do was hope for respite at some time in the future. But in the meantime, he sang, and he walked, fol owing in procession through an open main door and deep into the heart of the old Abbey. 

ey stopped in front of the altar.  e pale form of Dagon lay outstretched across the width of the Abbey, almost touching the wal s on either side, the only illumination coming from the maw of a mouth, a spectral luminescence that sent shimmering shadows dancing around them.  e chant rose again, l ing the building and echoing, reverberating and growing in strength until it sounded like a great host was gathered in worship. 

Dagon trembled, a wave running the length of the pale body. Seton felt it touch his mind with a joy so strong it almost overwhelmed him. But there was something else in his head: a voice reminding him of another duty, one that took precedence, even over the white thing before the altar. It was the last thing his only friend Duncan had said before the Grim Reaper himself took him and Seton heard the voice every night in his dreams. It was stronger by far than any  chant. 

 “Just promise me one thing Augustus,” Duncan had said as the cold death took him. 

 “Name it,” Seton replied, “and it shal  be done.” 

 “Promise me you wil  someday redeem yourself for the soul you so lightly gave away in exchange for yon sword.” 

And Seton had made that promise. 

 And I intend to keep it. No matter what the cost. 

He scarcely had to make the command.  e mere act of recal ing his promise al owed him to move. His hand grabbed the hilt of the sword.  e grip on his body left him as quickly as it had come as he pul ed out the weapon. 

“For Duncan!” he shouted and thrust the sword deep into the nearest cowled  gure.  e sword howled as the thing that had once been a monk withered in  ame and col apsed in on itself.  e Abbey fel  quiet as the chant faltered and failed, the only sound being the drum of rain on the roof, wind in the rafters, and Seton’s howls of battle lust as he hacked and hewed his way though the  monks. 

ey scarcely put up any defense, fal ing beneath the sword and burning like so much dry tinder. In a matter of minutes, he stood before Dagon, only the two of them left among the stil -smoldering remains of the old god’s acolytes. 

e whole place stank of burning  esh and rotting  sh. Seton’s sword arm was getting weary, but there was power to be tapped there yet. Once again, he heard the Wee Man’s voice. 

 Be careful what you wish for, lad. 

And immediately fol owing that, Duncan reminded him again of his purpose. 

 Promise me you wil  someday redeem yourself. 

“I promise to try,” Seton whispered. He stepped forward and stood before the   sh. 

e pale thing trembled and once again, Seton felt it try to grip his mind. 

But the power in the sword was stronger. He swung the weapon over and above his head, and brought it down, point  rst, driving it straight through the thing’s eye and down, burning now, through  esh and cartilage until the sword hit the stone slabs of the Abbey  oor. 

e   sh squirmed and trembled.  e wound beneath the sword hissed as it burned, and Seton had to hold his breath as the stench assaulted his nose and throat. 

e whole Abbey shook. Dust fel  from the roof, a trickle at  rst, then faster as the death throes of Dagon got more violent. Seton pul ed the weapon out of the ruin of the eye and struck, again, and again, hewing great wounds in the quivering body.  e Abbey wal s shook. Long cracks appeared in the wal s as the stone complained of the attack on its integrity. A portion of the roof fel  in behind Seton,  l ing the air with dust. He felt wind and rain on his face as the roof opened to the elements. He stepped back, just in time as another portion of the ceiling caved in, burying half of  Dagon’s length under tons of stone.  e sh bucked and contorted, but the stone had it pinned tight. 

Seton felt its last attempts to get at his mind, but Duncan was stil  there, stil stronger. 

 Promise me you wil  someday redeem yourself. 

With one last mighty cut, Seton cleaved the  sh thing’s head from its body. 

He walked out of the Abbey just as the wal s fel  in behind him, burying Dagon and the acolytes forever under the old stones. 

“I promise to try,” Seton whispered as he walked away into the dark, wet night. 
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IN XOCHITL IN CUICATL IN

SHUB-NIGGURATH

BY NELLY GERALDINE GARCÍA-ROSAS

 Translated from the Spanish by Silvia Moreno-Garcia

“ ese Tolucans — and, by another name, Matlazinca — did not speak the Mexican language but another di erent and obscure tongue.” 

S— Fray Bernardino de Sahagún.  Historia general de las cosas de la Nueva España creams.  e sun had not risen yet when the Mexica priests entered the Val ey of Toluca, carrying the e gies of their gods.  ey carried the whistles of death tied around their necks: smal  clay skul s that produced terrifying shrieks when they blew them.  is is how they announced the arrival of war, and with it, of Huitzilopochli and Tezcatlipoca, the lords that the Matlazinca would be forced to worship after being defeated by the Mexica. 

Šuti spat when she saw the procession coming closer.  ose feathered puppets would never be her gods. 

Dawn came.  e mist lifted like a ghost that received with cold claws those who wished to make war.  e eagle and jaguar warriors would arrive the next day; the rest of Axayácatl’s army in a couple of more days. Šuti only needed one night.  is one. So, she walked without hurry, breathing the freezing air of the morning at the skirts of the volcano. 
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ree days have passed since I touched Matlazinca soil and I stil  do not know anything of the lost warriors.  e people of these parts have a mysterious character and speak little to outsiders.  ough I know their tongue, it is sometimes di cult for me to understand what they say:  eir speech is cryptic.  ey communicate with subterfuges — mention one thing, but mean something else. 

e priests say that words created the world. Perhaps this place may hide something, like the obscure words that are spoken here.  at must be the reason why Axayácatl, the  huey tlatoani, decided to take over these lands. 

Sent by our ruler, other eagle warriors of my order came before me to study the battle eld and discover the weaknesses of the enemy. None returned. I came to the Val ey of Toluca to  nd my brothers and, together, prepare for war. 

Despite this, Axayácatl decided not to wait any longer; soon, he wil  send the army. 

She began to climb.  e corn  elds had been left behind to give way to a coniferous forest where the fog seemed to be a prisoner, impeding the passage of the sun. Šuti whispered something unintel igible, then undid one of the nets tied to her waist, extended it over the ground, and took a step entering the woods. 

As she entered the forest she asked Xinantécatl, the extinct volcano, if it would al ow her to climb its side. She opened the cotton bag she carried over
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her shoulder and extracted a shapeless mass of  esh, blood, hair, and feathers, covered by a black snot. It squirmed. She placed it on the net that was lying on the ground.  en she took out a canteen of water, had a sip, spat on the creature, and drank the rest.  e  tecui tasted like fermented orange and left an echo of warm vomit in her throat, but it cheered her heart. Šuti smiled. 

“Tzinantécalel y, whom others cal  “Xinantécatl,” naked Lord, one of the nine lakes, Husband, al ow me once more to climb up your body and walk amongst your children.  Iä! ” 

e air became thinner as she ascended and the day grew shorter. Everything was dark in the forest no matter the time of day. Šuti breathed without di culty. She was used to walking amongst the trees and rocks of the volcano, searching for the favor of her gods. 

Her gods. Since she was a girl, she’d learnt to love and fear them. She had spil ed her blood and that of others many times, so that the world would continue to exist, and until now, they had never despised her o erings. 

ere was a screech that interrupted her thoughts. An eagle  ew above the thickets. She took it as a bad omen. 

We cal  them Matlazincas because they are capable weavers of nets. Not only do they use them to  sh, but also in the harvest, in their clothing and abodes. 

is morning, I found a group of children that played with an old net.  e only girl picked one of her playmates to be enveloped by the net then he was wrapped and squeezed while the other children screamed and sang words that made no sense.  e mother, realizing I was watching, seemed to become angry and ordered the children to enter the house without giving an explanation. 
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I remained for a moment, watching the place where they had been. Traces of saliva and tufts of hair remained as markers of a very strange game. “ ey imitate what they see,” a voice behind me said. 

An old, dirty man, with his hair knotted, clutched a wavering cane. He seemed morbidly thin. His gray and wrinkled skin was so cracked that it seemed as it would burst. He was drunk. 

“You are not from here.” 

I replied with a nod of my head. 

“We don’t like strangers snooping around our things. No, we don’t like it.” 

“What were the children doing?” I asked. 

“I told you.  ey imitate what they see.” He approached me, stumbling. His breath smel ed like a rotten corpse.  en he continued in a low voice. “ e girl. Did you see her eyes? Like obsidian blades. And the black hair. She is an apprentice of the night: Šuti, the priestess.  e girl has been in the sanctuary.” 

He went quiet. His eyes seemed to grow lost. 

“ e sanctuary?” 

“ ey say that in the ceremonial center of Xinantécatl, magical things happen. I know. I saw them. I saw the Wife,” he said with a strange smile. 

He did not want to speak to me after that. 

e old man walked away, babbling to himself. 

When Šuti arrived at the limit of the forest, the sun began to hide towards the horizon.  e sanctuary of the gods, barely protected by the trees, rose at the spot where the path that led to the crater of the volcano began.  e hut covered with nets was decorated with deer legs and antlers.  e scent of the
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copal disguised the stench given o  by the bloody organs spread over the  oor and the wal s. 

Šuti took a jar of  tecui from the great earthenware vessel in the middle of the hut. She poured it into a gourd and lit the  re. Smal , blue  ames il uminated the ceremonial center. When almost al  the alcohol had been consumed, the Priestess blew out the  re and drank with closed eyes. She thought of al  the ways the  tecui could move the heart.  en she washed her face, her arms and legs. 

“Iä!  Xinantécatl! Naked lord, Husband.  Iä!  Shub-Niggurath, black deer, Wife!” She said, raising her arms towards the sky. Someone whimpered in a corner. 

 In xochitl in cuicatl,   ower and song:  is way shal  begin the poems that tel the feats of this war. No name shal  be forgotten. No drop of blood spil ed in vain. No sacri ce ignored. 

I woke due to the whistles of death in the Val ey of Toluca.  e shrieks sounded far away, as if in a dream. I wished this was a dream. 

e sun was setting by the time I began to climb the side of Xinantécatl, seeking the sacred place of the Matlazinca; perhaps, using their magic, I could nd my eagle brothers. When night fel , I penetrated deep into a forest where the air felt so thin that it was di cult to walk and I had to slow down. Every time I stopped to rest, I could hear behind me, very close, the sound of the hooves of a deer. However, the almost-extinct moon and the tenuous light of the stars hardly al owed me to see anything a few feet from me. 
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I climbed towards the top of the volcano, where perhaps I might  nd a path or some signal of the sanctuary. It was then when I stumbled onto an old hut covered with nets. A penetrating stench, like death,  l ed the place. I stood in the threshold of the hut; the ground was sticky and wet beneath my feet. 

“Is there someone here?” I asked cautiously. My answer was the whimpers of a man, fol owed by the steps of a deer.  en silence. Darkness. Nothing. 

An eagle  ies above this cursed place. Huitzilopochtli has not forgotten us. 

Darkness crept over Xinantécatl and al  the Val ey of Toluca. It was the night of the new moon. In the ceremonial center, Šuti thought about pleasing the ones who would always be her gods to ensure the moon would rise again in the sky and the world would not cease to exist. 

“Drink,” she said, pressing the canteen of water against the lips of the eagle warrior. He struggled beneath the net that kept him captive and took a long sip. He coughed several times, arched his body, but stopped weeping. 

“ anks to your sacri ce tomorrow, the moon wil  rise and swel  in the sky until the Husband grows hungry again. Your blood wil  stop the world from being extinguished. You must feel joyous,” Šuti said with a smile. 

“Witch!” cried the other eagle warrior who was also being held prisoner. 

“Wait, eagle man, your o ering wil  be wel -received by the gods. You wil al ow a greater good. Now drink.” 

Again the hooves of a deer. Someone entered the hut when the shadows lengthened until they disappeared. A woman: the Matlazinca priestess. She lit a re.  e  ames shone in her eyes as black as obsidian knives. Her head was shorn, except for a single lock of hair in the middle of the head that fel , reaching her hips, which were covered with nets that served as a dress. 

Beautiful and terrible, she blew until the  ames died away. 

en she gave a drink to my brother eagle. And as though she were weaving a net, she must have casted a spel  with her words because the warrior ceased to be afraid. Now he smiled with sickly stupidity. 

I refused to drink her strange potions. 

For a while, nothing happened, until someone or something lifted the nets that held the warrior, and began to twist them above his body with such strength that it broke his skin and fractured his bones. Blood and guts drained over the lattice that once held a man, forming a thick puddle. I could do nothing except tighten my mouth because of the pain and impotence. 

“Iä!  Shub-Niggurath!  Iä!  Shub-Niggurath!  e Black Deer of the Woods with a  ousand Young!” the Priestess screamed over and over again, between spasms. 

Suddenly, the stars disappeared.  ere are no words to describe what I saw in the darkness. I do not believe the priests wil  ever be able to imagine it. A gigantic, amorphous mass appeared  oating above us. It had innumerable eyes and mouths. From the black snot thatoozed from the creature, the deformed legs and hooves of a deer emerged. 

e priestess screamed terrible words and danced over the blood and organs of the dead warrior. Her skin shone due to the sweat that plastered her long hair against her body. 
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e great beast opened one of its mouths. It resembled a cave with hundreds of sharp little teeth and a black, pasty tongue, which caressed the sorceress for a moment. 

en it swal owed her with a single bite. 

Silence. 

e monster began to spasm.  e hooves twisted; the mouths salivated. 

With a single violent motion, it expel ed the  gure of a woman.  e sorceress seemed more beautiful and terrible than before: Her obsidian eyes shone like ames, the long, dark strand of hair grew long and thick. From her hips sprouted two thin legs that ended in black hooves. She seemed as tal  as a tlatoani. 

I heard the sound of innumerable deer gal oping away. 

Šuti, the night, smiled gravely. She walked slowly towards the eagle warrior and kicked him twice.  en she raised her arms and closed her hands into  sts. 

e net that held the warrior began to twist and tighten until there was a crack and the blood  owed. 

e o spring of the Wife neared slowly; they looked like trees that shook their  brous arms. 

ere came a bleating. Dawn was arriving. 

From the Val ey of Toluca, the people were able to see how the entire forest descended from the volcano to battle the Mexicas. 

Šuti remained stil  in front of the threshold of the hut. She wondered how the poems that told the feats of this war would begin. 

THE SORROW OF QINGFENG

BY GREY YUEN

As Heaven should witness, in this  ird Year of Great Zhou, and by Her Majesty of Ten  ousand Years, this unworthy servant begs the esteemed reader for forgiveness.  ese crude strokes of the ink brush upon the scrol  are the transgressions of this oaf alone and that of no other, its fate to remain in the Imperial Archives or to be burnt in the Incineration Pits shal  be left to the wil  of Heaven. It marks the last record by this one after ten years in servitude to the Empire. Al  proper etiquette of the archivists ends hence. 

us, I shal  assure the reader this record is candid. 

us, I shal  begin with the pedantic nature of justice and I shal  begin from that Ninth Day of the Fifth Moon, when word came of the disappearance of an entire village in southern Hainan. Rice merchants from the town of Feng brought news of how a hamlet of forty had vanished overnight, and where it stood a day before, only burnt houses and blood trails were left. Children and adults alike were gone. No bodies or human remains of any kind could be found, however, and neither were there reports of vicious beasts or banditry in the region. Regardless, the signs of a massacre were obvious and His Excel ency requires far less to warrant a dispatch of constables with utmost urgency. 

But this time, the circumstances were delicate. Traitorous may be one who withholds praise and gratitude to Her Majesty of Ten  ousand Years for appointing the title of Grand Prefect to our Judge Di Renjie, but when caught between the horns of political obligations and the cal  of justice, it is justice that often falters. Parts of Huainan, particularly in the south, put him in a

precarious position, as various princes and lords loyal to old Tang control most of the area. For the candidness I promised, I shal  profess the truth that was never hidden — the air of rebel ion is stil  strong in the south. Treasonous these words may seem — Her Majesty Of Ten  ousand Years may have eased the transition of Tang into Great Zhou — but the Mandate of Heaven has not been accepted by the old loyalists. 

e most merciful thing in the world, I think, is the inability of the mind of the common man to understand the intricacies of the Imperial Court.  is simple mind is no exception. In lieu of the Judge’s di culties, and most certainly without his knowledge, I turned to our friends in the Residence. His Excel ency has always maintained good rapport with our friends in Jianghu, and has played host to the swordsmen and sages from various sects, families and clans. In the evening, the one who greeted me across the dinner table was a young man in his twenties who stood out from the rest of our guests. I recognised him as Master Yue of the Taishan Sect, disciple of the revered Old Man Kai himself. 

Since the age of 17, he has been the bearer of the treasure of Mount Tai —

Qingfeng, the last weapon forged by the Old Man before his retirement. But lest anyone think the sword makes the man, I stand witness to his mastery of the renowned Taishan Wulei Palm. On the stone wal  outside the Residence, a web of cracks now threatens its col apse. At the heart of that web is an unmistakeable palm print. And I can also assure any doubter that Master Yue was holding back more than half his strength. 

Our conversation that evening at the dinner table was ful  of candor. I can stil  remember it quite wel . 

“His Excel ency has his di culties,” he said, “but Justice has many faces. You can  nd it on the wide roads of Imperial chariots as wel  as on the little paths

of woodcutters.” 

e directness of one outside the protocols of the Court surprised me. 

ough scarcely soaked in the waters of Jianghu myself, encountering mostly elements who turned out to be little more than ru ans, I gained a new respect for their ways. Over wine — not so much that it impaired our judgment — we shared our stories. I found it easy to relate to him the murders solved over the years by His Excel ency, to which he reciprocated with tales of the moral retribution that was the code in his world. I learned who destroyed the bandit stockade on the notorious Red Tiger Hil  and how the elusive “Scourge-Of-Maidens,” Liao Kuang, was  nal y  persuaded to surrender to the authorities on pain of losing al  that had made him a man at al . 

Before the Hui Hour, we came to a pact. If His Excel ency’s hands were tied at the moment, the two of us could venture forth to ‘smooth the path’ in preparation for his arrival.  e words of gentlemen need no further elaboration. And with three bowls of Nu’er Hong, we sealed our agreement. 

We set out in the morning, leaving Housemaster Li to convey to His Excel ency my apologies and news of an urgent family matter. My new traveling companion brought two horses and we rode forth as the sun began to rise. My body wasted no time reminding me how I should have left the brutality of the road to someone ten years younger. For the humble-minded, though, there was much to learn. At the few rest stops along the way, I came to muse at how Yue seemed to  nd conversation with anyone and to later discover how it was his means of gathering information. He paid respects to the passing wagons of armed escorts and couriers. Friendly words and gestures go a long way. A shared pot of tea at the table was enough to acknowledge mutual goodwil . For my part, I kept mostly quiet in those conversations, preferring to listen to their exchanges steeped in elaborate jargon. 

Twice we changed our horses and by nightfal , we neared our destination. 

We could be there by early morning. But we agreed the vil age itself would not be the most ideal place to begin. Instead, we would survey the surrounding area and spiral in, catching any suspects with the element of surprise. To further push on our unannounced arrival, Master Yue suggested we rest within the ruins of an old temple in the area instead of seeking accommodations at Feng. It seemed like an odd proposal after a day on horses and he was apologetic about sacri cing our comfort. Not too far away was the site of the atrocity we were here to investigate. I looked at the rising gibbous moon and felt the chil  of the wind. Something more than just the cold air made me il  at ease in the open. But al  men should be ready to free themselves from luxury in the name of greater purpose. I gladly agreed. 

Our shelter, thus, was a dilapidated building in the woods.  e number of holes in the roof rivaled the grass patches on the temple  oor. Master Yue appeared to be familiar with the place,  nding no trouble picking the best spot for a smal   re. While I piled the  rewood and ignited the tinder, he strode up to one of the altar stones in the hal , lifted it, and drew a slip of paper from it. I stil  have much to learn about their ways, apparently. 

“You have more surprises than I thought, Master Yue,” I said. 

He laughed most politely. “Just a friendly gesture from my Jianghu brethren. 

Before we set out, I sent a message, asking for word about these parts from any helpful brothers in the area. I hardly expected anyone to leave a note at al . But it seems we are lucky.” 

No emperor — or empress — has ever succeeded in mapping out and de ning the borders of Jianghu. Like al  communities, it is formless without borders and beyond the control of any imperial power. I suspect the pugilists wil  continue to keep it so regardless of the dynasties.  eir share of feuds and

con icts de nes it, and also prevents it from uniting in a common cause to prompt imperial intervention. Stil , Master Yue’s resources set me thinking of how vast and far-reaching his Jianghu goes. 

Whatever he read from the slip gave him no joy. “Dark tidings. What we have heard so far seems to be true and things may be far worse.” 

“How bad is it?” 

“My friend mentioned a cult of demon worshipers in these parts. He drew a crude map here indicating a cave somewhere to the east of where the vil age was. A child took something from them, he says, an amulet or coin, and brought doom to the villagers.” 

“Doom?  ey murdered forty people because some child took something from them?” 

“It would appear so.” As he read further down, his brows furrowed. “And that amulet my friend managed to salvage. He is in danger now.  ey are hunting for him. But he has hidden the amulet —” He looked up and turned to one of the incense urns at the end of the hal . 

e horses neighed.  ey had been exhausted before the sun went down. 

We had tied them outside with ample feed and enough slack to let them catch their rest. Like al  beasts of burden, they were seldom startled by strangers.  e wrongness in the air came so intensely that even a sleeping drunk would have felt it. Out of re ex, I reached for my long dagger, but Yue maintained his composure, slowly folding the note and tucking it into his belt. Just as slowly, he turned to face the main door. Neither of us spoke.  e only sound apart from the wind was the cackling of our little bon re. 

en our visitor shambled in.  e  gure that crossed the threshold was shorter than either of us — possibly an adolescent — and was wrapped from head to toe in old tattered cloth, much like rags stolen from a corpse. His head

was hidden under a mix of a turban and a hood, his eyes unseen in the light of the  re. 

“Good evening, fel ow travel er,” I heard Master Yue say. “You are welcome to share this shelter and  re with us.” 

I began to wonder if he gave his greeting out of habit, for there was nothing ordinary about the stranger. Perhaps he was entertaining the possibility we were in the presence of a leper, except the smel  was wrong.  e smel . It washed into the hal  like an ill wind.  e air became acrid and o ensive, yet smelt nothing like leprosy. I wanted to say that it reminded me of the swamp, but I kept quiet. We were both expecting the stranger to say something, to give some reaction. Instead of a word, a sound emitted from under the hooded face like a long-drawn wail. Slowly, one of the arms began to rise towards Yue. 

Looking lower, I saw the ground at his feet — if he had feet at al  — damp with some kind of slime. It was a trail stretching behind him. If he had previously stepped on slime, there were no discrete footprints, only a continuous stretch of foul ooze that had begun to corrode the ground. 

“Master Yue!” I cried, but he was already moving. 

Qingfeng sang out of the scabbard almost before the shapes  ew from the stranger’s sleeve. I hardly saw how Yue’s hand move and the sword was already re-sheathed. Ten squirming things lay strewn on the ground. For an instant, I thought they were human  ngers stil  twitching from fresh severance then I realised they were al  leeches — halves of leeches — slashed neatly at the middle. 

Nausea gripped me. Lacking Yue’s con dence, I went for my daggers. Fast as I was, I failed, for the stranger screamed again.  e sound was beyond the ability of any man or woman to utter — an unholy cry that bit at the mind. 

Master Yue kept his sword for a reason; his  qi swirled and his stance shifted. 

But my instinct pushed me into action. I hurled two daggers and watched them strike the stranger where the throat should be. My swordsman companion froze where he stood,  qi held in check.  e rags around the  gure col apsed, as if the person beneath was less than  esh and bone. I gasped in horror, hearing that gasp echoed from the swordsman with me. Under the cloth was no man. A mountain of leeches burst forth where a human  gure should have been, no longer held together by the trapping of the shroud — or was it the other way around? 

We could only watch while the writhing mass toppled itself. How we had mistaken the silhouette of such a profane col ection escaped al  reasoning. It had walked to us, had it not? And crossed the threshold at the door? 

Trans xed, we stood and saw the thousands of crawling madness dissipate into the soil, the crevices and the shadows. I tried to look away from the obscenity and found I could not. I stared, holding my breath until it was al  gone. 

Master Yue’s words returned before mine. “What … what sorcery was that?” 

“I know of foul arts practiced in the lands to the west,” I said, my mind racing through fragments of recol ections. Records of travel ers. Accounts of silk merchants.  ere had to be something to explain this. “Tricks. Il usions. 

Nothing like this.” 

Rational thought returned with time and made it worse. One cannot describe how it was to see a veteran wanderer of Jianghu recoil in the realisation of the horror that just transpired. 

“I thought I could subdue him,” he whispered. “I was going to strike ….” 

I shook my head. I cannot say if I was the stronger one of mind, but I took my gourd of wine, and doused it over the  re and al  over the temple  oor, burning everything on it. Sacrilege on holy ground, but I could not care for

any other peace of mind in the presence of gods and deities. I could have burnt the temple to the ground with a clumsy spil  and I did not care. Fire would cleanse this place. 

I did not defeat it, of that I was certain. Two daggers to a pil ar of leeches. 

rough the slime, everything burnt. I was going to be sure of that until Yue gave a cry and leaped over to scoop up something from the pile of cloth and ashes. By then, most of the cloth sandal was gone. 

“My friend,” he muttered, “the one who brought me this message. I gave him this sandal for his thirteenth birthday.” 

We scampered after the remaining pieces to stomp out the  ames. Only the straw frame of the other sole was left, but the match was easy to see.  ey were for someone slightly shorter than me. Yue’s face took on a pal id green. 

“He mentioned they found something,” I said. “What was it?” 

He leaped to the urn that had his attention earlier. Pul ing out the stems of old incense sticks, he tipped the entire container and poured the ashes onto the oor. Reaching in, he extracted something wrapped in yel ow cloth. My heart tightened and my blood ran cold. In the service of the Grand Prefect, I have seen corpses of al  sorts — burnt, decapitated and dismembered in al  manners. 

I have faced bandits who came close to parting my head from my shoulders. 

Never before seeing this little package had I felt a stronger urge to run, to get to my horse and ride away as fast as possible. 

He peeled open the wrapping to reveal an ornate box, about the length of a palm span and apparently carved out of wood.  e brown surface was old and dry,  and  the  images  al   around  it  depicted  something  dark  and  disturbing. 

Even the patterns on the edges formed something that upset the eye. I wil  give no description except that it was unsettling to look at. When Yue held it at a

slight angle, something inside slid and hit the sides with an audible tap. He took hold of the lid and I grabbed his wrist. 

“Master Yue, are you sure —” 

“Xiaozhong was a mere boy. I cannot let him just … I cannot! I need to know.” 

He lifted the cover. I closed my eyes and looked away. 

e wind fel  silent.  e  re gave neither sound nor warmth.  ere was only Yue’s  breathing  becoming  more  harried,  his  attempt  to  regather  his   qi,  and failing.  I  could  hear  the  sound  of  my  heart  l ing  up  the  space  in  between, going faster with each beat. 

en the lid clicked back into place. 

I looked back at a di erent Master Yue, one who had aged in the span of an eternity that had gone by in scarce moments.  e swordsman who travel ed with me in the daylight had black hair unblemished by streaks of white running through.  at swordsman did not have red veins in his eyes or bags that sagged under them. I saw this man  ght to control the trembling of his arms as he draped the rags back over the box. 

Of al  the questions that  ashed in my mind, I desired no answers, so I kept silent and retreated to my place by the  re. We sat across it without a decision to sleep or rest, to keep vigilant against something from the outside or from the ground itself.  e sound of insects was absent in the night. 

Neither of us slept or kept track of time, with only the smothering  re to hint how much longer we needed to wait for daybreak. Long before dawn arrived, Master Yue moved — if it was a shudder, it was too dark to tel . 

“We must go and destroy them al ,” he said. “We must destroy this thing. 

And I cannot ask of you to come with me.” 

My reply was quick: “ ere is no need to ask. Your words are already mine.” 

I thought he smiled at that, some of the burden on him lifted for an instant. 

“ ere is nothing left in the village. Just ruins and sorrow. Xiaozhong found a place more important for us.” 

“ e cave.” 

We set o  on foot before the horizon carried any trace of dawn. I kept up with Master Yue the best I could and not make obvious the chasm between our skil s. When he ran, his feet barely bent the blades of grass, let alone touched the soil of the ground. When I ran, my back was aching and my lungs were burning. I wondered how badly he was pushing himself, until I heard him speak, his voice clear without turning this head to me. 

“I thought he stole it from them and that they went after the vil age thinking he was there. I was wrong.  ey murdered the entire vil age just to plant it there, for someone like Judge Di to recover. But he found it instead, the young fool, and took it away.  at was why they went after him.” 

My mind worked as I ran. It touched on the image of the box and the thing within — and snapped back like a  nger that contacted candle  ame.  e sun came up and bathed the land in light. I found none of the darkness in me evaporating. Master Yue landed on both feet and turned to face me. I used every opportunity to catch my breath. 

“Do you trust me, sir?” 

I nodded as hard as I could, but he shook his head and clasped one hand on my shoulder. “Trust is not given easily. I need to know if you trust me.” 

“Yes, I trust you. I would trust you with my life.” 

Yue’s smile was lop-sided. “I don’t need your life. I just need you to understand and agree that the  thing … it must never be given to Di Renjie. It must never be passed on to the Empress, or Emperor, or anyone else.  at is what they want and I need to bring it back to them. Back to him. But you

didn’t see him, did you? You didn’t look in the box and you didn’t see it. Do you know how long I spent looking at it?” 

“No.” 

“I spent a lifetime staring at it. It showed me kingdoms of an unknown past, al  ruined and destroyed. In there, I lived and died, and lived again. I cannot explain how or why. It stared back at me.  He stared back me. He was … black

— not dark-skinned, not in his skin tone. He was black like the night. At  rst, I thought he was from the lands far to the west, where the sun scorches and the sands run yel ow, where an ancient city waits to be discovered again. But then I realised he was from much farther away, waiting to give away secrets that would doom us al .” 

“I … I don’t understand …” 

“You don’t have to understand. I must go on ahead. I cannot wait. Time is in his favor. I  ght him in my mind and with every moment, his whispers get stronger. Keep on in this direction if you want to fol ow, but I must go on ahead.” 

He took a great leap far forward before I could reply, and ran out of sight. I saved the strength to shout and chose to lumber after him, instead. His words would be insane to anyone else, other people. After the night, I found I was no longer of those people.  eir ignorance is a blessing they know nothing of. 

While mine is slipping away, Master Yue had his ripped out from him. 

Onwards I ran, not sure if my fears lay behind or ahead of me. Long the thoughts tormented me. I pondered his words again and again, trying to grasp the horror he seemed to be facing alone.  at the boy and the vil age were gone was a fact we cannot deny. But to let the Grand Prefect  nd the  ing In e Box …. 

When the ground turned rocky, the swordsman’s trail became obvious.  e corpses of two men lay in the open, throats slashed through with a precise strike that left no other mark on their bodies. For only an instant, I felt the grip of despair that Yue had gone berserk and started on a kil ing spree.  en I saw the weapons in their dead hands. On both their foreheads were similar marks — a set of tiny circular scars above the eyes, as if a trio of leeches had feasted there. 

I ignored the pain in my legs and picked up speed. Ahead were more of them. Five men had tasted Qingfeng in the hands of a master and two had their ribcages crushed by the strike of the Wulei Palm. Al  of their drawn swords were dry. 

Up ahead in the distance, I heard shouts and the clash of metal on metal. 

e cave was there, just as he had said, hidden by the folds of rock formations, but betrayed by the voices of screaming men and ... other things. A natural corridor led the way into what I could see was a cavern lit by torches.  e vapors emitted were foul enough to bring tears to my eyes. My stomach twisted in protest. At the entrance, a body sprawled with a dent on his head in the shape of a palm. Master Yue was not to be stopped there.  e long shadows from the cavern and the sounds of death told of the carnage he was dealing. 

“Do not come in here!” he shouted. 

I saw glimpses of him in the distance as the light from nearby torches ickered. It was a magni cent display of Taishan Swordplay. Men came at him and men died to the  uid slashes of his weapon. It could have been a dance, only no dance I have seen displayed such grace and power al  at once. Blood splattered onto the wal s with every stroke and the dark hue on the rocks drew my attention to the etchings. Drawings and patterns covered the entire place. 

My eyes started to trace the  ow and I had to force myself to look away.  e shadows that ran across the  oor and the wal s were not al  identi able.  ings dark and sinuous danced across the light. Not al  that ran on the rocks was blood. 

“Do not come here!” He was nearer to me now where the corridor widened to his cave. “Tel  my master I have vanquished what I could and tel  him not to avenge me.” 

I stared at him in horror, but his smile was the calm smile of the young man at the Grand Prefect’s residence. He tossed his sword gently into the air then struck it with the force of his palm. 

Qingfeng shot across like an arrow, missing my ear by a thumbs-width, and buried itself in the rock behind me. 

“Now run, my friend!” 

e deep intake of air told me of his gathering  qi and the imminent technique he was preparing. Screeching cries drowned out the shouts from human throats as the vague writhing shapes moved faster with the shadows. 

Master Yue let out a shout and struck the side of the cavern entrance with both palms. An impact of  esh and blood against stone, but the sheer force shook the wal s and threw me backwards.  e crash of thunder resonated through the caves and nearly deafened my ears. Pebbles and sand rained down. I scurried back to the entrance like the worthless rat I was. In my blind panic, I grabbed and recovered the sword of Taishan, not caring that it bit in to my hands. 

A rat I remained, until I reached the safety of the open rocks and sunlight. 

Al  strength failed me to run farther. I col apsed and refused to be persuaded up.  ere I waited at the mouth of that cave, stunned and wordless, staring at the heap of rocks that  l ed it, until the sun crossed the afternoon and barely

loomed over the horizon. Perhaps it was the fear of the night that  nal y jolted me out of that stupor, to turn back and return to the meager bastions of sanity. 

I took the horses to Feng, where I spent the night in an inn. I lit al  the candles in my room and requested more, and had them lit through the night. 

e innkeeper, blessed in his ignorance, took my extra coins and was silent. He could not believe there was not enough light.  e truth is there never was. 

I wish I could relate a more gal ant tale of Master Yue, a story of his triumphant return from a battle with evil. But I would be lying. And that would be the same lie I would be giving were this account be left unrecorded. 

As I now leave this scrol , and the service to His Excel ency, to carry the Qingfeng blade back to Mount Tai, I cannot help recal ing Master Yue’s words. 

He was sure he alone had crossed the threshold of sanity and was tainted with something that marked him as irredeemable. I am not as certain of that. What I have learned I cannot unlearn.  e teachings of the Sage and wisdom of the Classics give me no solace.  e arguments of whether a woman emperor on the Dragon  rone is against natural law sound petty in the grand sea of darkness that I have witnessed. What celestial right of Man or his position in the world can I speak of where such horrors exist? 

May Her Majesty of Ten  ousand Years forgive this servant.  e days go by with whispers that lurk at the edge of my consciousness. I can feel the urge to return to that cave to dig out what we buried — or re-buried — within and I am not sure if it is curiosity or something darker. 

ESSAYS

CONAN AND THE CTHULHU

MYTHOS

BY G.W. THOMAS

Conan, the black-haired, red-skinned Cimmerian, has become over the last twenty- ve years a di erent fel ow than the legendary swordsman who walked o  the pages of  Weird Tales  Magazine and out of the imagination of Robert E. Howard. First, col ections with pastiches by other writers and comic books, then  lms, have changed Conan’s “public image” greatly, making him a veritable household word as they increased his size, reduced his intel igence and obscured the fantastic back-drop that was a part of al  of Robert E. Howard’s best works. 

e Hyborian Age, that time between the Fal  of Atlantis and the rise of the world as we know it, is a vivid setting for the adventures of the Cimmerian who came down from the North to carve out an empire. But behind the Hyborian Age, as behind the worlds of Howard’s other characters — like Solomon Kane, Bran Mak Morn, and King Kul  — rests a macabre shadow, a world vision that is largely inspired by Howard’s correspondent, fel ow contributor to the famous  Weird Tales Magazine, and friend, H. P. Lovecraft. 

e in uence that Lovecraft had on the younger Howard was much greater than many recognize. 

At a convention, I asked L. Sprague de Camp, biographer of both Howard and Lovecraft, if he considered the Conan series to be part of what Derleth cal ed “ e Cthulhu Mythos.” Mr. de Camp only acknowledged a begrudged family resemblance.  ough no one has claimed the Conan stories as part of

the Cthulhu Mythos, that group of stories by HPL and his friends centered on Cthulhu and his kin, it does by proxy exist next to them. One of the King Kul stories, “ e Shadow Kingdom” ( Weird Tales, August 1929) is a Mythos tale. 

Kul  lived in the age before Conan, thus, they exist in the same world, though at di erent times. But this isn’t enough to place the Hyborian Age into the framework of the Mythos. Howard did write at least six undisputed Cthulhu Mythos stories, “ e Worms of the Earth” and “ e Black Stone” being two of the best.  ese tales name the beings of Lovecraft’s world, tel  of new books and monsters, but none features the beloved Cimmerian. 

Howard’s concept of the supernatural in his  ction can be best summed up by this dialogue taken from “Shadows in the Moonlight” ( Weird Tales, April 1934): “‘What gods?’ he muttered.  e nameless, forgotten ones. Who knows? 

ey have gone back into the stil  waters of the lakes, the quiet hearts of the hil s, the gulfs beyond the stars. Gods are no more stable than men.’” 

Here we can see Howard has created a world that was once inhabited by wondrous and terrible creatures, but most have  ed, leaving only a few remote survivors, much as Lovecraft wrote in his letters: “Al  my stories ... are based on the fundamental lore or legend that this world was inhabited at one time by another race who, in practicing black magic, lost their foothold and were expel ed, yet live on outside ever ready to take possession of this earth again.” 

Unlike HPL’s protagonists, Howard’s humans do not quail and go mad, but hurl steel and muscle against the unsettling forces of the supernatural — and one of the mightiest of these combatants is Conan.  is key di erence is the point of divergence for these two masters of weird  ction. 

In the De Camp-edited tale, “ e Vale of Lost Women” ( Magazine of Horror, Spring 1967), Conan shows us this underlying di erence as he tel s of the minions of the Dark:

 “A god,” she whispered. “ e Black people spoke of it — a god from far away and long ago!” 

 “A devil from the Outer Dark,” he grunted. “Oh, they’re nothing uncommon.  ey lurk as thick as  eas outside the belt of light which surrounds this world. I’ve heard the wise men of Zamora talk of them. Some  nd their way to Earth, but when they do they have to take on some earthly form and  esh of some sort. A man like myself, with a sword, is a match for any amount of fangs and talons, infernal or terrestrial.” 

How are such creatures to compare with: “ e thing cannot be described —

there is no language for such abysms of shrieking and immemorial lunacy, such eldritch contradictions of al  matter, force, and cosmic order” (“ e Cal  of Cthulhu” 1926). 

Robert E. Howard wrote at a furious pace, making his living by knowing what editors of action-adventure magazines like  Oriental Tales, and  Top-Notch wanted, often revising little or not at al . He cannibalized names without much regard for past stories, knowing his audience cared little for such details.  e very  rst Conan story, not truly a tale of the Hyborian Age, was cal ed “People of the Dark” ( Strange Tales, June 1932), featuring a reincarnated Briton named

‘Conan of the reavers.’

Later, Howard would revise his unsold Kul  story, “By  is Axe I Rule,” 

featuring Conan the Cimmerian, beginning a series of 17 stories to appear in Weird Tales between 1932 and 1936.  at Howard sold so many stories to the legendary pulp can only be attributed to the color with which he depicted the monster-haunted worlds of his imagination. Few of the Conan tales lack some

‘squamous’ beast’ or ‘unearthly horror,’ and those few that do feature other sorceries. 

In this revised tale, “Phoenix on the Sword” ( Weird Tales, December 1932), Conan, while lost in dream, sees a strange, unearthly place: “He shuddered to see the vast shadowy outlines of the Nameless Old Ones, and he knew somehow that mortal feet had not traversed the corridor for centuries.”  e similarity to the Great Old Ones, the Old Ones, or Ancient Old Ones of Lovecraft stories such as “At the Mountains of Madness” (1931) and “ e Dreams in the Witch-House” (1932), which Howard may have seen in rough form, is obvious. 

Conan’s protector, Epemitrius the Sage, warns:

“It is not against men I must shield you.  ere are dark worlds barely guessed by man, wherein formless monsters stalk —  ends which may be drawn from the Outer Voids to take material shape and rend and devour at the bidding of evil magicians.” 

Again, a description that could as easily apply to HPL’s “ e Cal  of Cthulhu.” 

e Nameless Old Ones may be the same Old Ones mentioned in “ e Queen of the Black Coast” ( Weird Tales, May 1934):

 “ is was the temple of the Old Ones,” she said, “Look — you can see the channels for the blood along the sides of the altar, and the rains of ten thousand years have not washed the dark stains from them.  e wal s have al  fal en away, but this stone block de es time and the elements.” 

 “But who were these Old Ones?” demanded Conan. 

 She spread her slim hands helplessly. “Not even in legend is this city mentioned.” 

e monsters in Howard’s Conan stories are often very Lovecraftian in their repulsiveness. Here in “ e Slithering Shadow” ( Weird Tales, September 1933), a horror stalks a city of opium dreamers. 

 She saw a giant toad-like face, the features of which were dim and unstable as those of a specter seen in a mirror of nightmare. Great pools of light that might have been eyes blinked at her, and she shook at the cosmic lust re ected there ... Only the blinking toad-like face stood out with any distinctness.  e thing was a blur to the sight, a black blot of shadow that normal radiance would neither dissipate nor il uminate .... 

 It towered above him like a clinging black cloud. It seemed to  ow about him. 

 His madly slashing saber sheared through it again and again; his ripping poinard tore and rent it; he was deluged with a slimy liquid that must have been its sluggish blood. Yet its fury was no wise abated. 

What these descriptions show is that though it is never named as either a frog-like Servitor of the Outer Gods or a shoggoth (“ e nightmare, plastic column of fetid, black iridescence oozed tightly onward ... a shapeless congerie of protoplasmic bubbles …”), it does bear a striking resemblance to both, di cult to see clearly, amorphous and black.  ese kinds of similarities can be found elsewhere. 

In “ e Vale of Lost Women,” Livia witnesses a decidedly Cthulhuian relative:

 It hovered over her in the stars, dropping plummet-like earthward, its great wings spread over her; she lay in its shadow ... Its wings were bat-like; but its body and the dim face that gazed down upon her were like nothing of sea or earth or air; 

 she knew she looked upon ultimate horror, upon black, cosmic foulness born in the night-black gulfs beyond the reach of a mad-man’s wildest dreams. 

Yag  Kosha,  the  imprisoned  elephant  being  from  “ e  Tower  of  the Elephant”  ( Weird  Tales,  January  1933),  describes  his  people  as  travel ing through  space:  “We  swept  through  space  on  mighty  wings  that  drove  us through the cosmos quicker than light ... But we could never return, for on earth our wings withered from our shoulders.” A description that might apply equal y to HPL’s Mi-Go in “ e Whisperer in Darkness” (1930). “ e things come  from  another  planet,  being  able  to  live  in  interstel ar  space  and  y through it on clumsy, powerful wings which have a way of resisting the aether but which are too poor at steering to be of much use in helping them move about on earth.” 

e beastly servants of Bit-Yakin in Howard’s “ e Jewels of Gwahlur” 

( Weird Tales, March 1935) are faintly reminiscent of the Martenses in HPL’s

“ e Lurking Fear”(1922):

 He ate the food the priests brought as an o ering to Yelaya, and his servants ate other things — I’ve always known there was a subterranean river  owing away from the lake where the people of the Puntish highlands throw their dead.  at river runs under this palace.  ey have ladders hung over the water where they can hang and  sh for the corpses that come  oating through ... At  rst they seemed like gray stone statues, those motionless shapes, hairy, man-like, yet hideously human; but their eyes were alive, cold sparks of gray icy  re. 

e fact that Howard mentions the eyes strongly suggests that “ e Lurking Fear” may have been of in uence, since the eyes in Lovecraft’s story are what give the  nal, terrifying clincher:

 What I saw in the glow of the  ashlight after I shot the unspeakable straggling object was so simple that almost a minute elapsed before I understood and went delirious.  e object was nauseous: a  lthy whitish goril a thing with sharp yel ow fangs and matted fur. It was the ultimate product of mammalian degeneration; the frightful outcome of isolated spawning, multiplication, and cannibal nutrition above and below the ground; the embodiment of al  the snarling and chaos and grinning fear that lurk behind life. It had looked at me as it died, and its eyes had the same odd quality that marked those other eyes which had stared at me underground and excited cloudy recol ections. One eye was blue, the other brown. 

 ey were the dissimilar Martense eyes of the old legends, and I knew in one inundating cataclysm of voiceless horror what had become of that vanished family; the terrible and thunder-crazed house of Martense. 

With so many extraterrestrial beings invading Conan’s world, it is only fair to assume some scholarly mage has created the Hyborian Age’s equivalent of the dread  Necronomicon.  e Book of Skelos is mentioned in “ e Pool of the Black One” ( Weird Tales, October 1933): “ He desired to learn if this island were indeed that mentioned in the mysterious  Book of Skelos, wherein, nameless sagas and strange monsters guard crypts  l ed with hieroglyphs carved in gold.” And in “ e Devil in Iron” ( Weird Tales, August 1934), 

“Conan had seen rude images of them, in miniature, among the idol-huts of the Yuetshi, and there was a description of them in the  Book of Skelos, which drew on prehistoric sources.” 

One of the most fascinating of Howard’s vil ains is Khosatral Khel from

“ e Devil In Iron,” a super-being with an Achil es’ Heel, which Conan discovers only in the nick of time:

 ... he was seeing the transmutation of the being men cal ed Khosatral Khel which crawled up from Night and the Abyss ages ago to clothe itself in the substance of the material universe ... He became a blasphemy against al  nature, for he had never known the pulse and stir of animate being ... Strange and grisly were his servants, cal ed from the dark corners of the planet where grim survivals of forgotten ages yet lurked. His house in Dagon was connected with every other house by tunnels through which his shaven-headed priests bore victims for sacri ce. 

Here, Howard clearly labels Khosatrel Khel as a terrible survival from another age, quite possibly one of Lovecraft’s other ages.  e use of the name Dagon seems to be another al usion to Lovecraft’s 1917 story of the same name. 

ough the references are never overt, the Conan stories are  l ed with Lovecraftian atmosphere.  e best example is the strange inhabitants of Xuchotl in “Red Nails” ( Weird Tales, July-October 1936).  ough it is never stated, the story has a weird quality reminiscent of HPL, as does the insidious

“crawler,” the giant devil-worm equated to Zogthuu in “Black Abyss” (a Kul story), and the Worm in Howard’s Mythos tale, “ e Val ey of the Worm” by Karl Edward Wagner in his excel ent pastiche   e Legion from the Shadow (1976). 

Conan was Howard’s last and greatest character.  e strong Lovecraftian elements shown in his early work had begun to fade with these  nal stories. 

Perhaps with “Beyond the Black River,” his last completed Hyborian tale, Howard leaves Lovecraft behind for good, substituting his own Texas locale and American history into the background. Ultimately, this change had to occur with the divergent ideas in Howard and Lovecraft’s  ctional goals.  e

world of Conan is a world of magic and muscle in con ict, a place where Lovecraft never dwelt. 

SWORD OF CTHULHU

BY G.W. THOMAS

 is article original y appeared on the Innsmouth Free Press website in 2011. 

Robert E. Howard wrote some Cthulhu Mythos stories, though most are admittedly minor ones. His Serpent Men were coopted into the cycle by H.P. Lovecraft in “ e Whisperer in Darkness” ( Weird Tales, August 1931), thus creating an entire branch of the Mythos dedicated to these loathsome snakemen and their degenerate children. “ e Shadow Kingdom,” the story  rst featuring the Serpent Men, was published in  Weird Tales in January 1929 and is important for another reason. It is the  rst ful -

blooded sword and sorcery tale, as wel . Howard had been trying out his ideas for a horror-oriented, fantasy-style tale with Solomon Kane, previously, but it is only with the creation of King Kul , the ancient Atlantean world of Valusia, and the insidious Serpent Men, that the mix is right. 

I’ve ponti cated on how the Conan stories belong in the Mythos (at least, tangently) at length in “Conan and the Cthulhu Mythos”, so I’m not going to cover that ground again. I’m not real y that interested in nit-picking, anyway. 

What interests me more is how HPL’s ideas helped to enrich Howard’s invention. Taking the excitement of historical  ction (such as the stories Howard read in  Adventure, or work by Harold Lamb, for instance), adding Howard’s own Dunsanian Fantasy world and,  nal y, the monsters that could only exist in a reality of the cosmic horror of Lovecraft, we get the  nal form of sword and sorcery. Nothing was quite like it before Howard and everything would change after him. 

“ e Shadow Kingdom” tel s the story of Kul , a barbarian who has taken the crown of Valusia by force, and his struggles to keep it.  ere is dark sorcery afoot in the castle of the King and his only al ies, the equal y barbaric Picts, must help him to survive a terror that threatens his throne, his soul and the safety of the human race. Kul  has his work cut out for him in facing the shadowy Serpent Men, who can assume the likeness of any man. Howard ends the ghostly tale with a splendid  ght scene, in which Kul  battles a room ful  of snaky assailants.  e  nal product features bloody combat, ghostly spirits, and cloak-and-dagger maneuvers, al  dressed in medieval splendor and romance. 

e Howardian tale deviates from the traditional Lovecraftian story, outside of the window-dressing of time period, in one important way. HPL worked in a form based on the ghost story, in which his hapless hero eventual y perceived the staggering vastness of cosmic horror.  e point is often that we are smal , unimportant specks in a terrifying universe. Howard’s fantasy does not embrace this philosophy entirely. Whether it is Kul , Conan, or Turlogh O’Brien, the barbarian warrior, no believer in civilization, rails against the forces of darkness,  ghting with his sword, his body, his brain. Despite Howard’s brooding mood, it is stil  one of survival against the universe; no crying, simpering victims need apply. 

As would be expected, the sword and sorcery tale does not usual y achieve the same pitch of fear as does the Lovecraftian terror tale, largely due to this Darwinian attitude of the hero. Stil , there are rewards to be had from the sword and sorcery tale. Instead of the pure frisson of horror, there is the color of the fantastic background. In the hands of C.L. Moore, in her Jirel of Joiry stories, in the best of Jack Vance or Fritz Leiber, this is enchanting, fascinating and evocative.  ere is also the pulse-pounding action of battle, personal or

epic. In this, Howard is closer to J.R.R. Tolkien, who also knew how to evoke a chil  (remember the Black Gate, Cirith Ungol and Shelob’s lair). 

ere have been other writers who have used the Lovecraftian style of fantasy.  e stories of the ironic Clark Ashton Smith feel as if they sit halfway between HPL and REH. “ e Testament of Atthammaus” ( Weird Tales, October 1932), “ e Charnal God” ( Weird Tales, March 1934) and

“Necromancy in Naat” ( Weird Tales, July 1936), to name but three, al  have the same combination of weird magic that Howard possesses. More recently, Brian Lumley penned similar tales for  Weirdbook, col ected in   e House of Cthulhu (1984) .   ese are what I think of when people use the term “dark fantasy” 

instead of “horror.” I’m sure it’s incorrectly used, but they are “dark” and

“fantasy.”  e term “sword and sorcery” is better-known. 

I would  nish with this last thought. Mythos is not a genre in itself but an idea that attaches itself to genres.  ere exists Mythos science  ction, just as there  are  Mythos  westerns  and  Mythos  mysteries.  I  know.  I’ve  written  al   of them.  e trick with any Mythos genre story is that it must stay true to both halves of the equation. It must be horror and fantasy to be good sword and sorcery. An example of what this is NOT is best il ustrated by Howard’s Kul story, “Swords of the Purple Kingdom”(written in 1928), in which Kul  faces no supernatural foes, but  ghts a great battle on an ancient stairway.  e story was  written  for   Adventure  not   Weird  Tales.  e  writing  is  ne,  but,  without fantasy elements, it lacks the spark that “ e Shadow Kingdom” has. (I almost (but not quite) wish L. Sprague de Camp or Lin Carter would have written in a monster or two, as they did with some of the Conan stories.) It is not necessary for sword and sorcery writers to name the deities of Lovecraft’s Mythos.  ey may want to create their own pantheon of terrors, albeit to evoke the same dark, lurking sense of the universe against the hero. 

Lovecraft’s cosmic horror added jet fuel to Howard’s fantastic visions. It can do the same for you. 

WHAT’S SO GREAT ABOUT

SWORD

AND PLANET? 

BY PAULA R. STILES

 is article original y appeared on the Innsmouth Free Press website in 2012. 

Sword and Planet. What is it? Wel, originaly, it was just science ction. Or adventure. Or Weird  ction. But with swords. And barbarians, alien cultures, and maybe a touch of what we’d now cal steampunk. 

If you’ve read a John Carter of Mars story, seen a  Flash Gordon comic strip, or watched  Star Wars, you’ve encountered Sword and Planet. Poul Anderson’s swashbuckling Flandry, the James Bond of a stel ar empire on the edge of decline, can sometimes be found in this subgenre. Lovecraft didn’t write it, but, just as there are Lovecraft-period Mythos sSword and sSorcery stories (Robert Howard’s “Queen of the Black Coast” (1934) being the  ur-tale here), you’ve also got some Sword-and-Planet Mythos. 

C.L. Moore’s “Jirel Meets Magic” (1935) has the doughty title character, the Countess Jirel of Joiry, leaving late-medievalesque France through a portal in a fal en castle in pursuit of a treacherous sorcerer. It is remarkably progressive in its two strong female antagonists, using the secondary male antagonist as a pawn between them. It’s also nice to see female anger treated as a  strength in the heroine and not a weakness. None of that submissive  Little Women crap for

Jirel, nuh-uh. Now that’s a woman who wil  use your intestines for yarn should you make the error of suggesting she go back to her knitting. 

“Jirel Meets Magic” does mostly Sword and Planet (disguised as medievalesque alternate-world fantasy along the lines of Andre Norton’s

“Witchworld” series) and only delves brie y into Mythos near the end. A later Jirel story, “ e Dark Land” (1936), goes straight-up Mythos and has Jirel get involved with a Prince Charming type who turns out to be a bit more like Nyarlathotep. I didn’t like that one as much, though, because Jirel is uncharacteristical y passive in it. 

It would be easy to say that Sword and Planet is any space setting with fantasy (or what we’d now characterize as fantasy because its science is outdated), but that’s not true.  ere is a distinct di erence between the Mars of Edgar Rice Burroughs’ “A Princess of Mars” (1917) or Leigh Brackett’s Stark series and that of Ray Bradbury’s   e Martian Chronicles (1950) that is based in the basics of their respective genres. Sword and Planet is set in a sort of historical version of Space Opera. People may have rayguns, but they prefer swords.  ere are sorceries, or at least religious mysticism.  e heroes and heroines are violent adventurers interacting with civilization (one usual y based on the Roman Empire, Egypt, or Bronze Age Mesopotamia).  e genre being referenced is Sword and Sorcery, or at least something like Historical Fantasy. 

And there are many di erent intel igent races, rather than a binary con ict between would-be conquerors and soon-to-be-conquered. 

In   e Martian Chronicles, the setting is modern and the basic genre referenced is the Western not Historical Fantasy.  e Martians could be the Calusa of Florida —  erce, highly cultured, secretive, and doomed. Robert Silverberg’s ancient Martian civilization in “A Rose for Ecclesiastes” (1963)

evokes the Far East by way of Egypt, but it’s a similar thing to Bradbury.  e fantastical canals of Mars can be used to evoke di erent genres. 

e aim of the protagonists in the Space Western is colonization, whereas the protagonists of Sword and Planet are not outsiders to their world. 

Exoticism is on prominent display in Sword and Planet, as much as in Sword and Sorcery. It is not on a frontier and it is not seen as a threat to the protagonist. In fact, the protagonist is often one of the most exotic of the characters, unlike the mundane, booted protagonists of more general Space Opera, who kick in the doors of mysterious cultures and bemoan the bad form of said cultures’ inhabitants for not dying o  and leaving a pristine frontier, as al  good ancient cultures should. 

Sword and Planet has its good points.  e protagonists have room to breathe into more than two dimensions and be quite close to anti-heroes at times (Howard’s original Conan is an unabashed thief, pirate and mercenary

— and smart about it, too). Jirel of Joiry has no compunction about kil ing her way across the new purple land she  nds in “Jirel Meets Magic,” just because she  rst meets the sorceress Jarisme while Jarisme is torturing one of her subjects — and because Jarisme is protecting a sorcerer whom Jirel has sworn to kil . So, Jirel’s main reason for taking on an opponent twice her size is (as is usual for her) simply that said opponent pissed her o . 

is aspect also has its bad side. Sword and Planet — even relatively good Sword and Planet — is a major haunt for the Mary Sue. And Mary Sue likes to indulge in a lot of hurt/comfort. 

is isn’t necessarily a bad thing. C.J. Cherryh’s Gates series is loaded with damage for its male narrator and it’s stil  great. Andre Norton practical y made a career of popular Mary-Sue-laced Sword and Planet aimed at the moody, 

misunderstood teenager. Even Heinlein romped through the subgenre in his novel  Glory Road. 

But the constant sexual y charged torture endured by the heroine, Alys, in Jo Clayton’s Diadem series gets real y uncomfortable, especial y when it’s reinforced by almost every female character Alys meets unfairly accusing her of being a red-haired hussy who steals their rather dim-witted and brutal menfolk. Similarly, while Marion Zimmer Bradley delved into feminism later in her Darkover series, making it initial y a Scottish-medievalesque, misogynistic world meant that she was always somewhat limited in what her heroines could realistical y accomplish. 

at’s not even getting into the race stu , which can be pretty uncomfortable. Yes, I am thinking of John Carter’s  orid Civil War backstory, the happy robot slaves of  Star Wars, and the Yel ow Peril paranoia embodied in Flash Gordon’s Ming the Merciless, among other historical embarrassments. 

Let’s not go there. 

But Sword and Planet revels in its warts. It’s not about the hard science, never has been. It’s about pushing the exoticism of its worldbuilding, and even characters, to the limits of space — like Norton’s ancient multilayered cities that are products of a hundred centuries of building, a setting that readily lends itself to Mythos. When you write Sword and Planet, you shouldn’t hold back for fear that it’s not scienti cal y realistic.  is is the realm of the technosorcerer, the vacuum-immune barbarian, and the ringed Saturn or dying red giant in your planet’s sky. Go for it. 

SPANISH CONAN: MANOS, 

GUERRERO INDOMITO

BY SILVIA MORENO-GARCIA

 is article original y appeared on Silvia Moreno-Garcia’s blog in 2012. 

When evil attacked in the 1980s, what sword-wielding barbarian would you cal  for assistance? Manos, Guerrero Indomito! 

 Manos was a comic book published in Spain by Editorial Bruguera. I’ve heard that it was actual y a translation of a German comic titled Manos Der Dämonenjäger.  Apparently, a single issues was published in Spain by Dalmau Socias Editores as  Wulkan before making its way to Bruguera, which published a variety of speculative  ction. However, I cannot con rm the existence of the German edition as I only read the Spanish-language comics. At any rate, it was drawn by a Spaniard, Correa, and was supposed to be an homage to  Conan. It was actual y a fairly blatant copy of  Conan, at least in the rst few numbers. 

Manos was not the  rst sword-and-sorcery hero to appear in Spanish-language comics. Víctor de la Fuente created Haxtur in 1971. Haxtur is a gueril a  ghter who is transported to a secondary world populated by warriors and wizards. Fuente also created Mathai-Dor and Haggarth. Esteban Maroto (credited with coming up with Red Sonja’s bikini) drew Manly and Korsar. 

Other barbarian heroes out of Spain include Andrax, Arcano and Sigfrid, plus a plethora of comics too numerous to name. Su ce to say there is a rich history of speculative history comic books in Spain and also in Latin America. 

Sword and sorcery has been but one sub-genre that got the comic book

treatment and Manos only one hero, probably one of the minor ones if we compare him to the likes of Haxtur. However, Manos was one of my  rst forays into sword and sorcery, which is why I’m bringing him up today. 

But back to Manos. Manos is the ruler of the city of Polis, where he lives together with his sister Parda and rules with the wise counsel of Zango. During his adventures, he meets the feisty Alana, who becomes his love interest. 

Although Manos does perform as a low-rent Conan, he sometimes moves in more interesting directions. 

First of al , Manos is a king who, on the side, goes on adventures. As the series goes on, things take a turn for the worse. He is forced to abandon Polis and heads to other lands with Parda, Alana and Zango. Eventual y, Parda marries an evil demon lord, Manos kil s the evil lord, and he continues onwards only with Alana (Parda having become his mortal enemy). We could say that while Conan climbs his way to a throne, Manos descends into bleaker situations. 

Now, for al  you Cthulhu heads, I’l  mention Issue #15, which has Manos meeting Cthulhu’s younger cousin. Okay, it isn’t real y Cthulhu’s younger cousin, but look at the cover illustration for issue #15, and listen to my tale, and you’l  understand the Mythos connection. 

Issue #15 opens with Manos and Alana at a tavern.  ey’re stil  on the run from Parda. A singer walks into the tavern and starts to perform. His music seems magical, so magical that for a moment, Manos sees the singer as a modern-day rock-and-rol  singer (yeah). 

Not everyone likes the music. Some of the patrons throw stu  at the singer. 

A brawl takes place. Manos intervenes and eventual y, Manos, Alana and the singer join paths as traveling companions. 

e singer is going back to the val ey where he was born to seek revenge. 

When he was growing up, a kind old woman took care of him (He was an orphan). But the val ey where they lived was cursed. A demon that demanded sacri ces of cattle to appease its hunger lived there. One night, the old woman went out and was slain by the demon.  e singer left the town and is now returning to rid the val ey of the monster. 

Manos decides to help the young man.  ey watch as a cow is left tied to a post in a clearing. A beautiful young woman emerges and takes the cow away. 

ey fol ow her and watch as she guides the cow towards a gigantic tentacled monster. Manos and his friends hurry to save the girl and kil  the demon. 

However, she doesn’t seem to be interested in being saved and begs them to leave. No matter, as Manos eventual y kil s the demon. 

e truth is then revealed.  e young woman is the singer’s mother. Years before, she had been o ered in sacri ce to the demon. He did not kil  her. 

Instead, she became his companion and gave birth to the singer, giving him away so he could be fostered as a normal child. When the demon dies, the young woman magical y ages ( e demon’s magic had preserved her youth) and kil s herself. 

Enraged, the singer attacks Manos. Manos knocks him out. Alana wants to kil  him, but Manos intervenes. When Alana pul s away the hair from the young man’s nape, they see he has a tiny demon’s face on the back of his neck. 

e issue ends with Manos and Alana  eeing the val ey, knowing they’ve made one more enemy. 

Now for the Mythos connection. I jokingly mentioned Cthulhu, but this tale probably has more in common with “ e Shadow Over Innsmouth” and

“ e Dunwich Horror.” As in “Shadow,” we have a young man returning to his hometown, only to discover the truth of his monstrous ancestry. “ e

Dunwich” connection comes from the sexual relations with a monstrous creature, which produce o spring. 

However, where Lovecraft saw the relationship between the woman and the creature as repel ent, the story seems sympathetic.  e monster is not evil; it just has “an eternal hunger” and needs to feed frequently.  e monster is also kinder than the slave owner who ties the woman to a pole, an owner who considers her suitable for sacri ce because she is “worth less than a cow.” While Lavinia is likely pressured to have sex with a monster, the woman here engages the creature wil ingly. 

Manos’ reaction is worthy of consideration: In a previous issue, he had kil ed his sister’s demon lover and had no qualms about attempting to murder her half-demon baby. Here, he stops Alana from murdering the singer. Is it because Parda’s husband was coded as an outsider, a Genghis Khan type of  gure, while the singer is a wholesome blond youth? Or is Manos changing his view of monsters and demons? 

Re-reading Manos for this article was interesting. Evil in  Manos is often the evil-bastard variety, but there are moments like these which seem to question the whole monster-and-slayer dynamic, such as Manos’ previous encounter with a girl who turns out to be a scorpion-like monster. 

ere are also details that I never paid much attention to when I was reading it as a kid. For example, why does Manos see the singer as a modern-day performer for a moment? It seems like an aberration unless you consider that the demon kept his lover eternal y young. Could the demon blood keep the singer alive forever? Could Manos be seeing him thousands of years in the future? Who knows? 

At any rate, there you have him — Manos, the black-haired warrior who thril ed Spanish-speaking kids even if he was nothing more than a poor man’s

Conan. He is but a smal  name in the history of Spanish-language comics, but perhaps this entry has awakened your interest in some heroes like him. I recommend  Haxtur, who looks like Ché Guevara, as a starting point. 

MEXICAN BELIT: CONAN GOES

VIKING

BY SILVIA MORENO-GARCIA

 is article original y appeared on Silvia Moreno-Garcia’s blog in 2012. 

Many years ago, there was a Mexican soap opera caled  Valeria y Maximiliano. It concerned the Mexican jet set and everyone had gigantic hair with matching shoulder pads. It wasn’t until some time later that I realized it was an unauthorized, unashamed adaptation of Gone With the Wind with the characters transported to the Mexico City of the 80s. Even some of the dialogue had been cribbed from the book. 

I suppose they  gured no one would ever know. 

I imagine that something similar happened with  La Reina de la Costa Negra (Queen of the Black Coast), which bears the honour of being the  rst comic adaptation of Conan.  e Mexican version of Bêlit, the Queen of said Black Coast, was published in 1952 by Corporación Editorial Mexicana S.A. 

(Cemsa), with stories by Loa and Víctor Rodríguez, interiors by Salvador Laval e, and covers by Héctor ‘ Hecky’ Rodríguez. It wasn’t an individual title back then, but rather seems to have appeared as part of  Cuentos de Abuelito. 

It didn’t last very long in this incarnation, but it was retaken by JOMA, this time under the name  Reina de la Costa Negra,  in the 60s. Fifty-three numbers were published during this run. 

e issues were reprinted in 2008. 

Robert E. Howard’s “Queen of the Black Coast” is very di erent from the Mexican version. In the original story, Conan is on the run when the ship he is

traveling on is boarded by Bêlit, the infamous Queen of the Black Coast. She spares his life and o ers him a chance to sail along her side. She eventual y dies at the hands of winged monsters, but comes back from the dead to save Conan’s life. 

e Mexican adaptation spares itself the tragic death, instead casting Bêlit as the main character of the series. She is the captain of a ship that seems to be manned by Vikings. Her sidekick is a blond Conan. 

Belit de Askalon’s appearance is a bit odd. She looks Latin American, but wears what could be Spanish armor. Staring at the drawings, I’m almost tempted to say the Malinche stole Hernán Cortés’s amour and his ship, then went on to have adventures. Which sounds kind of cool. 

I can’t say I know much more about this Mexican Bêlit. Salvador Laval e, who drew the interiors, went on to draw another female heroine,  La Llanera Vengadora ( e Avenging She-Ranger). He also seems to have been responsible for a 60s parody of Tarzan cal ed  Changoo el rey de los monos (which I would roughly translate as Monki , King of the Monkeys) in the 80s for the relaunch of Rolando el Rabioso. 

As for editorial Joma, which published  Reina in the 60s, they were best known back then for two horror series cal ed  Las Momias de Guanjuato and Relatos del Jorobado.  ey also had a comic book cal ed  Moby Dick. One time Moby Dick (yes, the famous whale) fought the Monster from the Black Lagoon. 

You know why I’m so weird now. 

At any rate, Mexico’s  Reina is a curiosity that predates Red Sonja, probably placing her as the  rst sword-and sorcery-heroine to get the comic book treatment. 
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THE AUTHORS

Maurice Broaddus has written hundreds of short stories, essays, novel as, and articles. His dark  ction has been published in numerous magazines, anthologies, and web sites, including  Asimov’s Science Fiction, Cemetery Dance,  Apex Magazine, and  Weird Tales Magazine. He is the co-editor of the  Dark Faith anthology series (Apex Books) and the author of the urban fantasy trilogy,  Knights of Breton Court (Angry Robot Books). He has been a teaching artist for over  ve years, teaching creative writing to students of al ages. Visit his site at www.MauriceBroaddus.com. 

Nadia Bulkin had a couple of not-so-close encounters with the Queen of the South Sea while living in Java. She  rst discovered Lovecraft after watching Dagon in high school. She’s since written another piece of Lovecraftiana set in Indonesia (original y published in  Innsmouth Magazine; reprinted in  Lovecraft’s Monsters) and one set in Nebraska (forthcoming in  Letters to Lovecraft). Now she lives in Washington D.C., doing policy research by day and writing scary stories by night. For more, see nadiabulkin.wordpress.com. 

Adrian Chamberlin is a British writer of dark  ction and lives in the smal  south Oxfordshire town of Wal ingford that serves as a backdrop to the UK television series  Midsomer Murders, not far from where Agatha Christie lies buried, dreaming in darkness.He is the author of the critical y acclaimed supernatural thril er   e Caretakers as wel  as numerous short stories in a variety of anthologies, mostly historical or futuristic supernatural horror. He co-edited  Read the End First, an apocalyptic anthology with Suzanne Robb (author of the acclaimed thril er  Z-Boat). His most recent release is the English Civil War thril er

“Shadrach Besieged” in the Lovecraftian novel a col ection  Dreaming In Darkness, which introduces the 17th century warrior Shadrach to the Mythos. He has also edited for Hersham Horror Books and the Lovecraft eZine. Live readings of his work are extremely popular and wel -attended. He is aware of the concept of “spare time” but swears it’s just a myth. Further information can be found on his website: www.archivesofpain.com
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Graham J. Darling (GrahamJDarling.com) is a research chemist who reenacts medieval science and technology on the side and writes as  ction what the world isn’t yet ready for as fact. Lately a denizen of Vancouver Canada, he enjoys long walks on twilit beaches, prodding ambiguous carcasses, turning over rocks to glimpse fanged worms scuttle away on numerous tiny legs. . He is unmarried. 

Edward  M.  Erdelac  is  the  author  of  the  acclaimed  Judeocentric/Lovecraftian  weird  western  series Merkabah Rider,  Terovolas,  Bu  Tea, and  Coyote’s Trail. His  ction has appeared in numerous anthologies and periodicals including  After Death,  Steampunk  Cthulhu,  Kaiju  Rising,  World  War  Cthulhu,  and   Star Wars Insider. Born in Indiana, educated in Chicago, he resides in the Los Angeles area with his wife and a bona  de slew of kids and felines. News of his work can be found at http://emerdelac.wordpress.com. 

Nel y Geraldine García-Rosas is Mexican and lives in the land of the ancient Matlazinca with her  ancé and three cats. Her stories have appeared in anthologies like  Future Lovecraft and  Penumbria, Año I. She can be found online at: www.nel ygeraldine.com

Orrin Grey is a writer, editor, amateur  lm scholar, and monster expert who was born on the night before Hal oween. He’s the author of  Never Bet the Devil & Other Warnings and the co-editor (with Silvia Moreno-Garcia) of  Fungi, an anthology of weird fungus-themed tales. His website is at orringrey.com. 

Paul Jessup is a critical y acclaimed/award winning author, poet and playwright. He has appeared in many di erent magazines, and anthologies, and has a few books placed out in smal  and large publishing houses alike. He is currently working on a  Zelda-style video game taking place in the same world as the short story included in this col ection, “Sun Sorrow.” 
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Wil iam Meikle is a Scottish writer, now living in Canada, with 20 novels published in the genre press and over 300 short story credits in 13 countries. His work has appeared in a number of professional anthologies and magazines with recent sales to  Nature’s “Futures,”  Penumbra and  Buzzy Mag,  among others. He lives in Newfoundland with whales, bald eagles and icebergs for company. When he’s not writing, he dreams of fortune and glory. 

ana Niveau lives in the Victorian seaside town of Clevedon, in the UK, where she shares her life with fel ow writer John Llewel yn Probert, in a gothic library  l ed with arcane books and curiosities. She is the author of  From Hel  to Eternity,  which was shortlisted for the British Fantasy award for Best Col ection. Her stories have been reprinted in   e Mammoth Book of Best New Horror (volumes 22 —

24) and other stories appear or are forthcoming in  Exotic Gothic 5;  e Burning Circus;  e Black Book of Horror (volumes 7 — 10),  Whispers in the Dark;  Horror Uncut;  Sorcery and Sanctity:  A Homage to Arthur Machen;  Demons and Devilry;  Night Schools;  e 13 Ghosts of Christmas;  Magic: an Anthology of the Esoteric and Arcane;  Terror Tales of the Cotswolds;  Terror Tales of Wales;  Steampunk Cthulhu;  Zombie Apocalypse 3;  Bite-Sized Horror 2;  Death Rattles and  Delicate Toxins. 

Balogun Ojetade is the author of the bestsel ing  Afrikan Martial Arts: Discovering the Warrior Within and screenwriter/producer/director of the  lms,  A Single Link and  Rite of Passage: Initiation He is one of the leading authorities on Steamfunk — a philosophy or style of writing that combines the African and / or African American culture and approach to life with that of the steampunk philosophy and/or steampunk ction — and writes about it, the craft of writing, Sword & Soul, and Steampunk in general, at

http://chroniclesofharriet.com/. He is author of  ve novels — the Steamfunk bestsel er,  MOSES:  e Chronicles of Harriet Tubman (Books 1 & 2); the Urban Science Fiction saga,  Redeemer; the Sword & Soul epic,  Once Upon A Time In Afrika, two Fight Fiction, New Pulp novel as —  A Single Link and  Fists of Afrika and he is contributing co-editor of two anthologies:  Ki:  Khanga:  e Anthology and  Steamfunk. 

Final y, Balogun is the Director and Fight Choreographer of the Steamfunk feature  lm,  Rite of Passage, which he wrote based on the short story,  Rite of Passage, by author Milton Davis. 
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Diana L. Paxson is the author of twenty-nine fantasy novels, including the Westria chronicles and the Avalon series which she took over from Marion Zimmer Bradley, and several dozen short stories. She has studied Norse mythology for over twenty years. She is also one of the founders of the Society for Creative Anachronism, which started in her back yard. She lives with her family at Greyhaven in Berkeley, California. For more on her work, see www.diana-paxson.com Bogi Takács is a Hungarian Jewish author, a psycholinguist and a popular-science journalist. E writes both speculative  ction and poetry. Eir works have been published or are forthcoming in a variety of venues like  Strange Horizons,  Stone Tel ing,  GigaNotoSaurus,  and  Apex, among others. 

E. Catherine Tobler is a Sturgeon Award  nalist and the senior editor at  Shimmer Magazine. Among others, her  ction has appeared in  Clarkesworld,  Lady Churchil ’s Rosebud Wristlet and  Beneath Ceaseless Skies. Her  rst novel,  Rings of Anubis, is now available. 

Grey Yuen dwel s in a smal  island nation in South-East Asia, subject to horrors both speakable and unspeakable. To deal with those he can speak of, he indulges in spicy food and the occasional good book to keep his sanity intact. For the less describable variety, he keeps the impeding madness at bay by organizing boardgame sessions with friends and conquering the world on the tabletop. In recent years, his friends started complaining about an obsession he developed — something about an unrevealed entity he named “A Novel.” Only time wil  tel  if he wil  survive this delusion, or whether it wil  eventual y consume him. 
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THE EDITORS & 

CONTRIBUTORS

Silvia Moreno-Garcia lives in beautiful British Columbia with her family and two cats. She has edited the Canadian zombie anthology  Dead North,  and other bizarre works. Her short stories are col ected in   is Strange Way of Dying. Her debut novel,  Signal to Noise, wil  be released next year by Solaris. 

Possessing a quixotic fondness for di cult careers, Paula R. Stiles has driven ambulances, taught  sh farming for the Peace Corps in West Africa and earned a Scottish PhD in medieval history, studying Templars and non-Christians in Spain. She is the author of horror novel,  e Mighty Quinn, co-written supernatural mystery novels,  Fraterfamilias and the upcoming  Confraternitas, and non- ction medieval history book,  Templar Convivencia: Templars and  eir Associates in 12th  and 13th  Century Iberia, as wel as over forty short stories and hundreds of articles. She is Editor in Chief of the Lovecraft/Mythos

‘zine/micropress Innsmouth Free Press. You can  nd her at: http://thesnowleopard.net. 

G. W.  omas became interested in sword and sorcery in 1973 when he bought his  rst   ongor comic. 

It was the role-playing game  Cal  of Cthulhu that introduced him to H. P. Lovecraft.  e synthesis of the two are evident in his current tales “ e Work We Have in Hand” in David Bain’s  Sword & Zombie and

“ e Deathmaster`s Fol y” from his own sword and socery anthology  Swords of Fire. Both are available at Amazon.com.  He  often  blabs  on  about  sword  and  sorcery,  and  Mythos,  at  his  website www.gwthomas.org. 
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