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Editorial

~

This month, Semaphore Quarterly makes a full circle, with four issues published since 

its inaugural issue in December of last year. It’s still too early to hit you all with the nostalgia 

stick and start blathering on about how wonderful it has been to have this experience and 

to be able to meet and work with so many amazing writers and artists, so I’ll do my best to 

resist that particular temptation. Suffice it to say – at least for now – that it’s all been 

fantastic, and that this latest issue is no different.

This issue of Semaphore showcases a variety of stories which cover sometimes 

completely different subjects and themes. Rory Pollock provides another thrilling exposé,

this time on a particularly aggressive piece of clothing. The lovely Kate Smith returns with 

“Flower Power,” a short story that gives us a glimpse into another part of the world she has 

created – a glimpse which we editors hope will become more of a languid gaze, should she 

let us see more of these particular characters and their problems. The rest of this issue’s 

contributors are all newcomers to Semaphore, and at least one is a complete newcomer to 

publication itself – Michael Drummond’s “Godsfather” is his first published story, and I hope 

all you readers enjoy it as much as I did. Still on the fantastical side of things, Stuart Sharp’s 

“Fishing for Worlds” is a beautiful piece of writing inspired by creation myths from around 

the world, while Jenna Morgan’s “Deliverance” offers us a taste of the spine-tingling 

mysteries that underpin an alien world. Then, of course, there are the teddy bears. Alice 

Leiper’s “A Fantastical Battle for Pride and a Leg” was a great hit with our editors for its 

sheer gleeful silliness. 

Something that sometimes falls by the wayside – shoved there by the relentless 

hordes of fantasy and wonder writers, no doubt – is the mystery or detective story. 

Although we’ve published our fair share of fantastical mysteries – hello again, Kate Smith –

there has been something of an absence of straight detective stories in Semaphore these 

past few issues. And so I am very happy to say that this issue contains two stories of that 

genre. Thomas Canfield’s “Malpractice” is a flash fiction about the murder of a widely-
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despised lawyer, and Joyce Carpenter gives us a cosy Golden Age-style mystery with “The 

Art of Murder.”

Finally, for those in need of a sci-fi fix, there is Lindsay Dubler’s “Help,” a post-

apocalyptic tale of life after a nuclear holocaust and what that means for one last surviving, 

nuclear family.

One last reminder, and then I’ll be off. The very first Semaphore Annual is coming out 

this December – a print compilation of what you have voted to be the best short stories, 

poetry and non-fiction (and “non”-fiction) of the last four issues. Remember that the stories 

from this issue have the chance to be included in the Annual along with older favourites – so 

long as you vote for them! So please, once you’ve read these stories, go over to the Survey 

page on our website and let me know what you enjoyed. What better way to reward an 

author for giving you a great story than giving them the chance to see their work in tangible 

print?

Congratulations once again to all the wonderful authors in this month’s issue, and my 

thanks to all our readers. See you again in December!

Marie Hodgkinson

Editor in Chief

Semaphore Magazine
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Fishing for Worlds

Stuart Sharp

~

Timothy sat by the shore of the burning sea, dangling his feet off the end of his 

grandfather’s dock.  He didn’t dangle them in the water, because it was after all a burning 

sea, but he didn’t feel it ruined the effect.

Timothy lived with his grandfather in a hut on the edge of the sea.  People didn’t come 

by often, but when they did they said that he looked just like his grandfather.  Obviously 

they said other things too, because they would have been strange visitors indeed if they’d 

come round just to say “Ooh, don’t you look just like your grandfather?” but they did say it.

Timothy mostly thought he looked like Timothy.  Certainly, he was tall, like his 

grandfather, and thin, like his grandfather, but his grandfather had a long white beard, and 

Timothy didn’t, and Timothy wore brightly coloured shorts and tee shirts, while his 

grandfather mostly wore a tattered grey robe.  If he tried, he’d probably be able to think of 

other differences, even if he couldn’t think of any right away.

Timothy’s grandfather called himself a fisherman, but there weren’t any fish in the 

burning sea.  There were crabs, and eels, and strange chintinous things without names, but 

his grandfather didn’t catch those either.  It was Timothy who checked the traps that caught 

them dinner, and Timothy who cooked it, though half the creatures were already partly 

cooked by the sea.

Instead, Timothy’s grandfather would go out with his rod, and his net, and would 

come back with globes of what looked like pearl before he’d worked on them in his 

workshop.  Then they seemed more like globes of glass, filled with darkness and light.  In the 

centre of each a tiny spinning thing, a lump of rock, or a lump of rock covered in other 

things, would sit, like the piece of grit at the heart of a pearl.  
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Timothy had once asked his grandfather what the tiny balls of rock were, and he’d told 

him to mind his own business, but Timothy had asked him again when he was drunk on 

cider from the apples that lay over the nearest hills, and then he told Timothy that they 

were worlds.  Timothy had laughed at that, because everyone knew that worlds were flat 

and infinite, not tiny and round.

From time to time, Timothy would ask his grandfather if he could help him fish, and 

his grandfather always said no.  “I’ve lost a son that way,” he would say, “I’ll not lose a 

grandson too.” That was all he would say about Timothy fishing with him, and all he would 

say about what happened to Timothy’s parents as well.  Since he had been very young when 

they died, Timothy couldn’t remember much more about them.  He remembered that his 

mother wore a tiger lily in her hair, but he might have imagined that.

When his grandfather had worked on the spheres, people would come to look at 

them, and sometimes to buy them.  There had been the man with the head of a falcon, and 

the one with the eye patch, and dozens of others.  Timothy’s favourites had been the three 

women who’d come round.  The old one had dozed in the sun, and the middle one had been 

busy discussing which sphere to buy, but the youngest had sat and talked with Timothy, and 

afterwards she’d kissed him, just once.

Something bumped against the base of the little dock, and Timothy skipped back onto 

the shore, in case it was one of the stranger things that lived in the burning sea.  Once, he’d 

had to fight a giant, lobster-like creature with nothing more than broken oar and his 

grandfather’s spare net.  They’d eaten well that night.  This time though, Timothy couldn’t 

see anything at first.

Then he saw it, bobbing in the fiery waves.  It was round and shining, floating 

temptingly close to shore as the waves moved it back and forth.  Timothy knew what it was 

at once.  It was one of the spheres his grandfather caught.
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Timothy ran to fetch the spare net, because he had an idea that perhaps if he could 

prove he was a good fisherman, his grandfather might let him go out fishing with him.  A 

young man will do a lot to show how useful he is, and even more if there’s a chance of 

getting out of cooking strange chintinous things at the end of it.  Timothy cast the net, and 

within a couple of tries he’d dragged the sphere to the shore.  

Timothy lifted it, and where the light caught it, the sphere was beautiful.  Some part of 

him wanted to show it to his grandfather, but another part told him it wouldn’t be enough.  

Merely collecting the thing as it washed to shore didn’t prove anything.  No, Timothy 

decided, he would have to keep it a while longer.  Because it was close to the time when his 

grandfather would return, Timothy headed back to the little shack they shared, taking his 

prize and his grandfather’s spare net with him.  He tucked the sphere beneath his pillow and 

left it while he started to prepare dinner.

The next day, when his grandfather took his boat out onto the burning sea, Timothy 

retrieved the sphere from its hiding place.  He took it into his grandfather’s workshop.  This 

would prove he was worth taking out in the boat, he thought, as he set about polishing up 

the sphere.  His grandfather had never shown him how to do this, but then, he’d never 

closed the window shutters either, and to Timothy that was almost the same thing as an 

invitation to watch.

Timothy worked with careful patience, because he didn’t want to chip his precious 

find, and pretty soon he had a sphere of what looked like glass, with a tiny blue and green 

ball at the centre.  Around it, a pair of smaller balls spun in a constant dance that made 

Timothy smile to see it.

Now, he thought, to show it to grandfather.  Strangely, that thought wasn’t as exciting 

as it had been.  Timothy looked at the glasslike ball, and after a moment’s thought he tucked 

it back beneath his pillow.  He could always show it to his grandfather tomorrow.

Tomorrow came and went, and so did the week following it and the one after that.  At 

first, Timothy kept his treasure to himself because it was beautiful, but soon he simply 



8

couldn’t bring himself to explain to his grandfather that he’d had it all along.  As he kept it 

though, Timothy began to notice it changing, and growing.  Within the first week, it was too 

big to hide beneath a pillow.  Soon, it outgrew even the bottom of his closet, cracking the 

wood before he could roll it out.

On the day after that, Timothy decided he had to move it somewhere else, so he 

rolled it up and over the hills beyond the shack, hiding it in a clearing where no one would 

see it.  He visited it daily, sitting and staring at it, and occasionally he would doze off beside 

it, dreaming strange dreams of seas made from salty water until he woke and had to rush 

back to the shack.

It was almost six months before his grandfather found out, and that by accident.  A 

visitor came round to buy one of his orbs, a strange toad-like man who for some reason 

wore a broad brimmed hat with a purple feather in it.

“I almost didn’t come,” the stranger said. “I found one in the woods near here, not far 

off grown.  It was just lying there, but it seemed someone had already claimed it.”

Timothy’s grandfather had paled at that, and demanded the visitor show him where it 

was.  It wasn’t long before he returned, sadness etched deep into his features.

“Come with me, Timothy,” he said, and led the younger man along the route he had 

trodden so many times in the last few months.  He didn’t speak again until they reached the 

clearing.  The sphere pushed against the edges of the trees, almost too large for the space 

that held it.

“I tried telling your father about these,” Timothy’s grandfather said at last, “but he 

was foolish, and loved your mother too much, so I lost him.  I tried keeping it from you, but 

now I lose you just the same.”

“I don’t understand.  What does this have to do with my parents?  Why are you talking 

about losing me?”
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“Do you know what this is?” His grandfather jabbed at the sphere.  Timothy shook his 

head.

“It’s a world.  Yes, I know it’s not a proper world, but it’s one just the same.  I find 

them for the others, those that want them.  Of course, once they’re down there, most of 

them claim they created the place, but if they’ve paid me for it, that’s not my business.”

“So they’re gods?” Timothy asked, and his grandfather snorted.

“If you can call them that.  Some of them seem more interested in chasing after every 

woman they see than running a world.  I hope you won’t be like that, Timothy.”

“What does this have to do with me?” Timothy asked, and his grandfather looked 

away, so Timothy repeated the question.

“You’re bound to it now, same as your father was.  He wanted a place of his own, so 

he stole one.  Now you’ve done the same.”

“I didn’t mean to,” Timothy tried.

“Doesn’t matter.  If I leave it like this, it’ll get too big to deal with.”

“So I’ve got to be a god?”

His grandfather nodded.  “And maybe you’ll do a good job of it, and maybe you won’t.  

There’s a lot of stuff I should have taught you that I didn’t.  Too late for that now though.”

Timothy nodded.  “Yes, too late.”

He thought about what it must have been like for his parents.  Was their world as 

beautiful as the one that turned before him in its sphere?
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“Why did they leave me behind?’”He asked.  His grandfather shrugged.

“They thought it wasn’t any sort of life for a baby.”

He took something from his pocket, and Timothy saw that it was another sphere.  

“You can’t come back here, not till it runs down, at least, but this might work.” He placed 

the tiny sphere next to the larger one, their edges touching.  At the very edge, Timothy 

thought he saw them overlap.

“Will it work?”

“Maybe.  It ought to anyway.  Time for you to go now, boy.”

Timothy nodded.  He looked from his grandfather to the larger sphere, and then down 

at the smaller one.  Maybe that would make this worth it.  

He stepped into the sphere.
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Flower Power

By Kate Smith

~

The city was in bloom, and so was Andrew Wentworth’s latest scheme.  He paused to adjust 

his cornflower and baby’s breath boutonnière, smoothed his hand down the sleeve of his suit, 

appreciating the silky linen and cashmere blend.  He checked his image in a gleaming window.  He 

was particularly taken with this hairstyle; the slashes of grey through the blond at the temples gave 

him a distinguished moneyed air, while his sartorial flair hinted at the devil within.  It would be a 

shame to retire this identity, but the payoff would be well worth it – would, in fact, be Wentworth it.

With one last indulgent look at his reflection he strolled on, eager to keep his midmorning 

date with the goddess Caffeina.

Oh, yes, it was a glorious day and Andrew realised he was humming as he turned into 

the park.   And why not?  The sky was a triumphant blue, the breeze a dreamy caress 

carrying the tang of citrus groves, and the slow clacking of sprinklers sent water arching, 

jewelled refractions trailing the lacy arabesques.  He waited for one such to clear the path 

before making for the break in the flowerbeds that surrounded the patio fanning out from 

the bar of the little café with the canopy of lattice and vine.

He wasn’t the only one with a routine.  He clapped a shoulder, invoked golfing terms for a 

moment of bonhomie amid the regulars and complimented each of the gaggle of gossips who cooed 

as he passed, only to lean closer and whisper whisper whisper over their mimosas once he’d moved 

on.

What the hell, he was in the mood to celebrate.  So he veered from the pattern he’d 

established and took a seat at the bar instead of his corner table beneath the looping 

clematis and its hubcap sized purple blooms.

Andrew settled onto the red leather stool, careful to preserve the pleats in his tailored slacks, 

cataloguing the pleasingly neat symmetry of glasses, bottles and supplies on the shelves behind the 
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bar from under his lashes.  The mirror-bright espresso machine at the corner dispensed café lattes 

and short blacks under the control of a laid-back young man with cool hazel eyes and a formidable 

memory for faces and the accompanying beverages.

Andrew had to admit that occasionally gave him pause.

But Lee was efficient, possessed of a quirky sense of humour, and his crooked grin was a big 

hit with the Venus sector.  He aimed it now at the ladies who brunched and sent them on their way 

in all their Monet prettiness with an extra flutter in their steps.

“Mr Wentworth,” Lee acknowledged.  He reached for a glass from the pyramid behind him, 

flipped it upright in a blindingly quick move and set it on the counter.  “Large café latte with a vanilla 

twist.”

There was nothing like coffee infused with genuine vanilla bean, with the specks of potent 

darkness sprinkled onto the froth.  Andrew splayed his fingers on the gleaming bar so shiny he could 

admire his tight pores.  “Let’s be crazy and sample something off the specials board.”

That earned him a raised brow but Lee slid the glass aside.  “What’s the occasion?”

“It’s a ridiculously gorgeous day and we’re alive to appreciate it.  That’s got to be worth 

celebrating.”

Lee flicked a scarlet butterfly investigating his hair towards a pinstriped Serendipity orchid.  

“Certainly can’t live life like buried treasure.  Now, what’s your pleasure?”

Andrew ignored the hint of melody and contemplated the blackboard and its neat white script 

hanging on the support post.  “Take it from the top.”

“White Chocolate and Passionfruit Martini,” Lee read.  “That’s a sweet and sour… vodka, 

passionfruit cognac, and white chocolate liqueur, finished with a passionfruit wheel and white 

chocolate powdered rim.”

Andrew winced.  “Too much chocolate.”
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“I’m a dark chocolate fan myself.”  Lee raked streaky tawny hair back from his face.  

“Screaming Sunset is vanilla vodka, chambord, champagne, fresh strawberries and lime.”

“Sounds a bit active for this hour.”

Lee reached for a martini glass, let it dangle upside down from his fingers.  “Then let me 

introduce the Flower Power Martini.  It’s delicate, it’s fresh, with lychee juice, blush vodka, rose 

syrup, charged with champagne and finished with a lychee rose petal blanket.”

Andrew stroked his jaw, eyed the board thoughtfully.  “I’m sensing something of a floral 

theme here.”

Lee shrugged.  “We are in the heart of a garden, in the middle of a town devoted to botanical 

pursuits.”

“Point,” Andrew granted.  “Flower Power, it is.”

Well, really, how could he resist a name like that?  Flower Power… so apropos, and proof that 

the universe had a sense of humour. 

So it was surrounded by the glow of appreciation that Andrew idly watched Lee build the 

drink.  He moved fluidly as he lined up bottles, constructed the delicate layers and assembled the 

fragile garnishes.

When the elegant glass was set on the bar before him, Andrew nodded approvingly.  It was a 

thing of beauty from the shining colours to the enticing bouquet, and the taste . . . Andrew rolled the 

sip around his palette.  It was sunshine and bliss, jelly crystal roses and childhood innocence . . .

He reverently set the glass down.  “My God.”

Lee grinned.  “Guaranteed to make a believer out of all of us.”  He moved away to serve a 

customer at the takeaway window.
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Andrew swivelled, leant an elbow on the bar behind him for support and watched sunlight 

play hide and seek with the foliage around the café as he sipped.  A ray would turn this leaf 

translucent, highlight the tracery of veins of another, and limn that one with gold.  He tipped his 

head back, blinked.  The entire canopy glowed mellow and rich, and that was appropriate too.  After 

all, he had successfully seduced away the secret to developing an exotic strain of hybridised scented 

roses guaranteed to revolutionise the cut flower industry.  Now he basked in the afterglow.  In the 

warmth and wellbeing turning his limbs languid, rewarded with the bell-like notes of sleek birds the 

colour and speed of fighter jets.  Andrew twirled the stem of his glass, looked down and saw only 

bits of flower in the base.  He turned to put it down on the bar.  Except the air seemed to have more 

solidity than usual and he had to strain to push the glass toward the counter.

Lee took the glass from him mid-motion and raised it to the streaming sun.  “Yeah, it was a 

good day when I invented this one.”

Andrew concentrated.  He had to tune in to the sound of Lee’s voice.  And it was as though he 

saw him clearly for the first time.  Saw the authority in his stance.  Saw the way the ring on his hand 

glittered.  Saw the knowing in that crooked grin, so much like a grin the Cheshire Cat would wear.

“Not so good a day for you,” Lee observed sympathetically.  

Andrew’s pulse tripped to a rock n’ roll beat as his senses tingled, honed by a lifetime of 

relying on his wits, but his body ignored the flight instinct.  He was numb from the neck down and 

upwards his head felt too free and floaty, practically detached and that was a very bad situation for a 

con man to find himself in.

On the heels of that realisation came the awareness of how empty the café had become.  It 

was just him and Lee.

“I didn’t mention which species of rose went into the rose syrup component of that 

cocktail, did I?”  Lee rocked back on his heels.  “Remember Briar Rose, the Sleeping Beauty?  

The rose featured in that legend is the paralysis rose, strong enough to enchant an entire 

castle.  Luckily, you got a minute distillation so it should wear off, unlike the plans Carlotta 

Maguire has for you.”
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Andrew managed to roll his eyeballs.

Lee shook his head.  “You slipped up there.  If you wanted to drag out the role, savour 

the victory, you should have kept up the sweet words and snuggling.  That’s what made her 

suspicious.  That’s what made her angry enough to hire me to determine if you were 

cheating on her.  Which you were, but with your own sordid self instead of another 

woman.”

Someone walked in to the café and their shadow brushed Andrew’s consciousness.  

He struggled to gain control of any muscle, no matter how small.  His tongue was dry and 

swollen, his pulse beat so hard it hurt, and his lungs worked overtime to drag enough air 

through his nostrils.

“We’re closed,” Lee commanded and stared until the caffeine seeker left, unnerved.

Lee locked the till, hung up his black half-apron.  “Losing to another woman Carlotta 

may have accepted, eventually, with a minimum of maiming, but losing to money?”  He 

emptied the stainless steel jug of tepid milk down the sink, hit the tap to wash the dregs 

away, and turned the jug upside down on the draining board.  “Nah uh.  That’s adding insult 

to injured pride.”

A flick of a switch wound the shutters down around the patio, blocking out the 

sunshine.  As the gloom made itself at home, Lee walked from behind the bar and leaned in, 

spoke as one operator to another.  “You started celebrating a little too early, and within 

your victim’s reach.  I suspect you won’t make that mistake again.  Not after she’s through 

expressing her feelings, and I bet she’ll find a way to say it with flowers.”

Andrew’s swollen tongue and throat put pressure on his vocal chords but he achieved 

a gahhkh anyway.  He could feel the sweat building on his forehead, sticking his tailored 

linen shirt to his back.
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“But here’s the thing.”  Lee stepped back, rolled his sleeves down.  “The sample of 

Carlotta’s rose you snitched?  It’s worthless.  You obtained it from one of her controlled 

release plants, one genetically imprinted not to propagate.  For that, you needed a seed or 

cutting from the mother plant and even then it would require certain conditions to 

reproduce.  So I’m thinking that right down at the subconscious level, Carlotta didn’t fall for 

your charms.”

Sweat gathered at the peak of Andrew’s eyebrow, fell into his eye to sting.  It was 

nothing compared to hearing a lifetime of skills denigrated.

Three paces from the door Lee turned, snapped his fingers once and pointed.  “Oh, 

yeah.  As you’re the first to ingest distilled paralysis rose, I have no idea how long the effects 

will last.  Especially when combined with alcohol.”  Lee angled his head, thoughtful.  “It 

could be five minutes, it could be five days… it could be before Carlotta’s gardeners arrive.”

Andrew bore down, was rewarded by a twitch of his little finger, a scrape of the 

manicured nail against the bar. 

Lee clicked his tongue and reached for the clock on the wall.  He brought it over, leant 

past Andrew’s shoulder to lay it on the counter right in Andrew’s line of sight.  Then Lee 

walked back to the door, opened it.  “But you were right about one thing: it is a ridiculously 

gorgeous day.”  He shut the door very quietly behind him.

Andrew’s vision was hyper-sharp, sharp enough to distinguish the colours in the 

fingers of light that stroked the hands of the clock as they swept the seconds away. 

And as footsteps beat closer, he smelt roses.
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DELIVERANCE

By Jenna Morgan

~

Caria gar Hiresta rode the high winds, scanning the ground below for her destination. The sun 

was westering to her left, making the mesas below gleam, their bare golden rock dazzlingly bright. It 

had been five days since she saw a settlement, and the rocks below showed no sign of a road. How 

did the hermit out here eat if there was no way to make deliveries?

A flash of green and a smudge of smoke against the mountains to her right alerted her, and

she dipped her shoulders, her wings rising as she dove down to investigate. The speed of her dive 

whipped the few loose strands of her blue hair back and stole the laugh from the corners of her 

mouth. This freedom made her solitude glorious – if she had tried to fly courier speed in the capital, 

she'd be knocking fledglings into the river by the score, bless their wobbly winged indignation.

Not that solitude was inglorious at any speed. She might prefer to rest in a city after weeks on 

the wing, but she would never cease to rejoice in the vast swell of the mountains in the shadow of 

her wings, the whisper of the wind bearing her across the world, the cold kiss of the sky on her 

cheeks.

She was closer now and could see that the flash of green was a terrace. There was a goat 

wandering along it, his mouth full of leaves. A small door was set into the cliff at the back of the 

shelf, but there was a proper entrance platform above. A narrow stovepipe stuck out of the rocks 

beside the entrance, trickling smoke. 

She spread her wings, slowing into a glide. The landing platform was polished smooth beneath 

her feet, not just rough stone like most high mountain settlements. She flexed her feet against it 

through the thin soles of her boots, glad not to have rubble or scree welcome her back to earth.

She made her way inside, releasing the flight trance as she went. At once she felt heavier and 

colder. She curved her wings round for warmth and called, “Gracious day, good friend. Is this 

Liakalaas?”
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There was no reply, though her voice echoed faintly. Caria bit back a sigh. She had rather been 

hoping for one of the more sociable breed of hermit – the type who could offer a well-cooked meal 

and a warm guest room and a chance to rest her aching back and preen in comfort.

There was a whimpering sound from ahead and she tensed, wings lifting. As a royal courier, 

she was exempt from harm, but the kings' law was more a matter of courtesy than rule out here in 

the mountains. She drew her sword slowly, trying to keep quiet, and narrowed her eyes, sliding back 

into the trance. Better to be over alert than overwhelmed. 

With her senses heightened, the soft shuffle of cloth on the floor rasped in her ears.

“Who –” a faint voice gasped. “Who passes?”

“Caria gar Hiresta, in the service of the three kings. Is this Liakalaas?”

“Oh, Farailin save us,” the voice whimpered. “The courier! The courier come already.”

Caution be damned. She was in the right place and had fallen straight into trouble. Fluffing 

around would serve her poorly. She hurried round the corner, squinting in the dim glow from the 

wall light.

There was a man leaning against the wall, his dark wings slumped behind him. He seemed to 

be clinging to the rocks for support, but he turned his face towards her, blinking out from behind 

round spectacles. “I hoped you were the healer. I sent a pigeon. Did you not pass a pigeon on the 

wing?”

“Not that I espied,” Caria said warily. A step closer and she could see the wash of sweat on his 

brow. “What ails you, good hermit?”

“Sliced open my arm,” he muttered. “Chasing the goat. And now the fever and the message. 

Unless-” He staggered forward, eyes bright. “Tell me it is another message! Tell me it is not from the 

kings!”

“From the Shaman King's own hand,” Caria said, confused. “I have not lost it. It is here and 
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safe, yireol. You may rest.”

He clutched at her arm, his fingers clammy against her skin. “It must be delivered.”

“It is here,” she said soothingly, flicking open the tube on her belt to get it out. “I have it for 

you.”

“Not for me,” he said, reaching for it feebly. 

“It is not for you?” Caria repeated, surprised. Why would they send a courier if she was not to 

take her message all the way? Did they not think her competent?

“It must be delivered. I must take it.”

“When you are healed,” she said firmly. In his current state he would only be able to get 

airborne if the wind was perfect. She had no intention of standing by and watching him plummet.

“There is too little time. It must go. In the kings' name, let me go.”

“Good sir, you are too sick to fly.” 

“The garriah,” he said. “It must go to the garriah on Crown Mountain.” He took another shaky 

step forward and stumbled.

Caria caught him. His wings brushed her chin and she screwed up her face against the whiff of 

stale sweat and grimy feathers. She set him back against the wall, chewing at her lip. Her mission 

had been to bring the message here. She had fulfilled the letter of it, but this had come to her direct 

from the king's own hand. She had never had such an important mission before. Whatever the scroll 

contained, it was of vital importance.

What could affect an entire garriah? Plague? Some other disaster which could not be held off 

without aid from the kings? An imminent flood or landslide? A flock of garvakhe roosting in their 

flight paths?
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“I shall go,” she said. 

He shook his head at her.

“Aye, good sir, I shall. Am I not the wings of the king? Let me bear the message.”

He blinked at her, his eyes bright with fever behind the lenses. Caria had the sudden, uneasy 

feeling that she was being measured. She shook her wings out and stood a little taller. She had flown 

into the teeth of trouble before. What courier hadn't?

“Sir,” she said gently. “You cannot fly. Where is the garriah?”

He hesitated for a long moment, before he closed his eyes and murmured, “I have a map. My 

study.”

She followed him down the hall, catching him every time he stumbled. His study, when they 

entered it, seemed to be the main chamber of the hermitage. There was a table under the wide, 

west-facing window, heaped in papers and dirtied plates. Against one wall was a sleeping cot, a thin 

blanket trailing off it to brush the smooth stone floor. The entire back wall was lit by the sun through 

the window opposite. It was carved into a vast and intricate relief map. 

Caria, fresh from the sky, immediately picked out landmarks she recognised. A nub of polished 

turquoise marked her current location. A few hands lengths away, perhaps an hour's flight if she 

scaled it up, another was set into the flat top of a mountain.

“The garriah,” the hermit said, stumbling past her to slump onto the bed. “You must hurry. 

They will know you are here.”

She paused long enough to pull the blanket over his legs, and then hurried back out. Her wings 

were still itchy, her back ached and she was hungry. Nonetheless, his urgency had made her uneasy. 

It was only two more hours in the air, and she could manage that before the sun set completely.

By the time she reached the landing platform she had slipped back into the flight trance, her 

body temperature rising as her breaths deepened. She stretched into a run, lifting and spreading her 
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wings to meet the wind. As the ground dropped away beneath her feet, the wind slid under her 

wings, carrying her into the cool air. She beat her way up, her back tingling with the effort, until she 

could relax into a glide again, sliding through the sky towards Crown Mountain.

She looked for smoke as she grew closer. The mountain wildernesses were too vast and cave-

riddled for any government to ever clear out all the bandits, and monastic communities were always 

the most vulnerable. She had flown emergency runs before, in the aftermath of an attack. There was 

a chance that the trouble out here might be some particularly pernicious bandit chief. There had 

been a warrior near Corvih a few years back who had decided to declare herself queen of a small 

domain, striking down the laws of the three kings. Another such would be a reason to send a courier 

straight from the hands of the kings.

There was no smoke, though, not even the threads she would expect from cooking fires. Had 

she come too late? Had whatever disaster threatened already taken its toll?

She was flying into the sunset, and she had to narrow her eyes and squint at the ground below 

to keep her direction. Half-dazzled, it was a while before she realised that the shadows on the 

ground below were not mere tumbled stones but the remains of walls, their soft edges tracing 

straight lines as far as the eye could see, street by street by street.

The canyon city of Saasiaah, the distant capital, was less vast than this. No maps she had ever 

seen showed a city here, and no history books she had ever read mentioned one. Was the garriah

here to maintain this against the slow hunger of time? What city was it? Who had been its kings? 

Where were the fields and rivers to feed its people?

One of those questions was answered as she drew nearer the garriah. Great raised aqueducts 

ran down from the heights, their carven sides broken and dry. There had been water here once, 

then, though there was no sign of it now, not even the hint of cooler air rising off damp land.

The roads were widening below her, leading up towards the mesa, where they rose on pillars 

to approach the summit. On the top of the cliffs, a low complex of buildings marked the citadel. This 

was what the map had shown as the garriah.

Caria's younger sister Estara had already begun to devote herself to archaeology, and she had 
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been particularly obsessed by roads for a while. A road, if Caria remembered rightly, indicated a 

need to transport goods too heavy to be flown. Numerous roads meant commerce on a grand scale. 

So, the ruins of a trade city, with nothing left but a spiritual retreat in its heart, and a crisis so 

urgent that kings and sick hermits alike were anxious to the point of recklessness. Beyond curious, 

this was.

Coming over the citadel, she could see no sign of life, so she coasted down to land in the 

deserted main square. The soft thud of her feet settling seemed loud.

“I greet you!” she called at the weathered buildings around her. “In the name of the three 

kings!”

Her voice echoed thinly.

The ground was cold beneath her feet and her wings were tensing now she was down, fluffing 

to protect her from the chilly air. She unwound her cape from where it was twisted around her waist 

and slung it over her head so it hung down to cover her arms and chest. She did not dismiss the 

trance. It might slow her reactions, but the heightened awareness of her surroundings was worth 

the risk.

She couldn't hear anyone. The wind wuthered between the buildings, its voice low and wary.  

Her footsteps echoed as she crossed the square and entered the largest building, passing between 

great pillars to step through its high door.

The hall beyond was open to the sky, the broken shards of its roof still lying in the centre of 

the tiled floor. The parts of the mosaic still visible were dull and she could barely make out the 

shapes of vast stylized wings. There were no other doorways, so she backed out again.

As she stepped through the doorway, the edge of her wing rasped against the pillars. She 

jumped, clenching her shoulders until her wings bunched.

It took a few deep breaths before she was able to scold herself. She was a royal courier. Her 

task was to deliver her message, whatever stood in her way. There was no space for cowardice in 

the courier service, and what was there to fear here? She would find these elusive anchorites, 
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deliver her message and fly back to tend to the sick hermit. When he was recovered she would head 

home again and this would be nothing but a story to entertain her family.

She worked her way through the complex, deciding how to embellish this to make the little 

ones' eyes bulge. There would have to be demons. No good story was complete without demons. 

Silent demons, who crept up behind one when one was alone in an ancient, deserted city and froze 

the soul out of you with –

This was possibly a line of thought to postpone until she had returned to civilisation.

She sped to a brisk march. It was possible that the community was secluded somewhere. She 

had heard of a few lunatics whose vows made them forsake the sky, chaining their ankles to the 

ground or dwelling solely below roofs. She did not see the point herself. If you were intent on 

breaking your own sanity, far better to do it through drinking and dalliance and enjoy every moment 

of the fall.

The last building she came to was a low hall, its intact roof slanting back to brush the ground 

behind it. There did not seem to be enough room for one person to hide within, but unless she had 

come to the wrong settlement entirely it was the only place left to look.

As she stooped through the door, she thought she heard a whisper of music.

The murals were flaking off the walls and the floor beneath her feet crackled with strips of 

ancient paint. The only light was what streamed in through the door behind her, tinted blue where it 

shone through her wings.

What she saw in that dim light made her flinch.

Steps led down into mountain.

Surely they did not live underground?

As she stepped forward she heard the music again, sighing out of the dark stairwell. 
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She hesitated as the sky outside began to dim. The stairs were barely wide enough for her 

wings and not high. Yet the couriers' code said that the message must be delivered. They said too 

that all storms eventually gave way to clear sky. 

One step at a time, then.

As she placed her foot on the first step, a light spell in the wall began to glimmer, a thin thread 

of light descending into the earth. Caria pulled her wings in and began to pick her way down.

After ten steps she desperately wanted to shake her wings out. She clenched her fists against 

the urge and hurried her pace, rushing down the stairs. After twenty steps, she had driven her nails 

into her palms to fight off her panicky instincts. After thirty she finally glimpsed light below.

She almost dived at it, not hesitating until she had air around her again.

Then she simply stared.

She stood in a vast cavern, its walls glimmering with intricate threads of light. All around the 

cavern lay heaps of worked gold and fist-sized lumps of turquoise, meshed belts gleaming with 

amethysts that shone like falling water and hawkish bronze helmets. Between the piles of treasure, 

people lay sleeping, folded under their wings. There was a great throne at the far end of the cavern, 

gilded and glimmering with turquoise inlay. A bronze bell hung behind her, its clapper furred with 

dust.

There seemed to be no one awake to take the message. Strange, that they should all sleep so 

early in the evening. Perhaps this was part of the trouble the message had been sent to answer.

Shrugging, she bent down to the nearest sleeper, who had curled under their folded, dusky 

wings, their face completely hidden by the swirl of their long hair. At the touch of her hand the 

sleeper rolled over with a clatter.

Its naked skull stared up at Caria, eyes empty and grin fixed. She could see its wings through 

its bare ribs.
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She screamed, her wings flaring out in shock.

The tip of one wing hit the bronze bell and it began to ring, a high, sweet sound that hurt her 

bones. As the sound rang out across the cavern, it was joined by the strains of other music, thin 

pipes and slow strings that made the very air quiver.

And the dead woke.

Slowly they lurched onto their knees and then upright, their bones grinding against each 

other. Their wings, impossibly feathered, stretched out slowly. Then, as each rose fully, they turned 

their empty faces towards Caria and began to walk forwards. 

She backed towards the stairs, gaze fixed on the first one she had touched, now lurching 

towards her, its thin hand drawing a bronze sword. It wasn't until she heard the rasp behind her that 

she realised she was cut off from the stairs.

She went for her own sword first. Then she thought again. She had been sent here for a 

reason. 

“Courier!” she shrieked. “I am a courier! From the kings!” She grabbed the message tube off 

her belt and held it up, hoping desperately that neither the design of the thing nor couriers' 

traditional immunity had changed since they had been alive.

They all stopped, freezing in place as if they were mere wired curiosities in an apothecary's 

shop. Then, row by row, they fell back, withdrawing into ranks, their wings overlapping like tiles. 

Between them a single skeletal figure came walking, bone feet clacking against the mosaic floor. 

Unlike the others, it did not carry a sword, but wore a bronze torc over its neck and shoulders, which 

shifted against the bone with a faint ringing sound. Its wings and hair were whiter than its bones.

Caria drew herself up, groping for eloquence. If she was fated to be cut down by creatures 

from a bad nightmare, she would go down gloriously, even if there was no one to witness it. 

The approaching skeleton stopped before her, clacking its jaw at her.
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Caria dipped her head in response, spreading her wings low. “I bear a message from the hands 

of the kings, most respected host.”

It reached out towards her as she offered the message tube. It did not take the message, but 

tapped the end of the tube with one long finger-bone. Then it sighed.

More sighs spread through the hall, as every dead figure turned towards her, wings rustling.

The creature before her turned, beckoning her to follow. Caria obeyed, trying to bite back the

urge to flutter as the ranks of the dead closed behind her. The music was louder again now, and the 

lights were growing brighter, casting reflections off gold and bronze to dance on the pale wings and 

bones before her. Streams of chunky, square cut coins and delicate jewellery spilled across her path, 

making her watch her footing.

When she looked up, the figure in front of her was no longer bones. Bare skin covered its 

back, as soft a brown as Caria's own, but more green-tinged than anyone she'd seen this side of the 

Laapeks. The bronze torc now fanned out over narrow shoulders. The tips of its wings and its feet 

were clawed. She was not tall, but her eyes were level with the high crown of its head.

At the end of the hall it turned, and she could see it was a woman, her ribs prominent and her 

face longer and sharper than was natural. Her eyes were heavily lashed, but had almost no whites.

She said something to Caria in a soft language which almost sounded familiar and gestured at 

a curtained doorway behind the great throne. Caria went through it obediently and found herself in 

a small high-ceilinged room. A basin of water and a plate of flatbread and fruit sat on a low stone 

table. Caria, who had suffered a craze for overwritten horror novels in her teens, washed her hands 

and face, for politeness' sake, but blotted her lips on her sleeve before any water could pass 

between them. She did not eat.

The woman said something which sounded approving. Caria smiled at her and offered the 

message tube again. She was suddenly very conscious of her own flat nails showing against the tube.

Again, the woman did not accept it. Caria, away from the threat of imminent death, had 

relaxed just enough to feel irritation. She had come here to deliver this message, despite the 
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startling obstacles in her path. Somebody could at least take it!

Instead, she was ushered to another room, where two more women waited, with bone combs 

pinched between their claws. They tried to take her uniform off her, but she clung to it, letting out a 

stream of polite protest in the hope they would understand her tone. They were perfectly free to 

flap around in nothing but a strip of bronze, but they were dead. They had no dignity left to protect.

She let them comb her hair out, though, and clean her wings, though it felt somehow 

distasteful to allow someone else so intimate a task. She wound her cape back around her waist, and 

they sighed mournfully and merely draped a jewelled mesh over her flying vest.

Then, finally, they allowed her back into the main cavern.

There was a feast in progress, the long tables lined with bright-winged figures. Many had 

gilded their wing-claws, and all were a-glitter with jewellery. The piles of treasure had vanished from 

the floor. Wide dishes were set along the centre of the tables, gleaming with meat in thick sauces 

and brightly dyed rice. 

Considering how little life she had seen on the flight in, Caria had no wish to speculate on the 

origin of the food.

The white-haired woman led her through the feast, her hand cold on Caria's wrist. Around 

them, the gathered ranks continued to eat, seeming to ignore them, though Caria caught glimpses of 

darted glances from those ahead and beyond. Neither men or women seemed to be wearing more 

than a torc or, in many cases, a sword belt. Caria, who was beginning to shiver, wondered how they 

could endure the chill.

Then she remembered they were dead.

The great throne at the end of the hall was now occupied, though the face of the seated man 

was shadowed. Caria's guide led her towards the throne. As they grew closer, Caria grew colder. All 

things that lived within the world had a power and resonance within them, like the slow heat of sun-

warmed stone. When she slipped into the trance, whether to fly or watch the world around her, she 

could feel the glow of them. Whatever sat at the end of the hall was like a wildfire, beyond any 
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control or comprehension.

When at last she stood before the throne, the figure rose and stepped forward. The chatter in 

the hall behind her faded to silence.

He was taller than she was, by a head at least, and his wings, as he unfurled them, cast 

shadows across the entire hall. His face was hidden by a blank bronze mask, its eyes mere dark slits. 

Unlike his followers, he was dressed, in a blue silk tunic, with both a jewelled torc and a broad sword 

belt holding the silk close to his torso.

He held out his hand to Caria and her knees folded under her. Kneeling, she offered him the 

message. As his fingers closed around the top of the tube, it went cold and she flinched away.

At once, the white-haired woman seized her arm, turning her away. She gestured towards the 

door and then pressed her arm over her eyes, her actions jerky and urgent.

Behind her, Caria could hear the slow rasp of the tube being unscrewed.

The woman pointed at the door again, dragging her the first few steps.

Her message was gone, and Caria gar Hiresta had not been born a fool.

She ran, and she did not look back.

~

It was dark when the wind bore her back to the hermitage, but the moon was bright enough 

to fly by. Even if it had been overcast, with a storm wind rising, she would not have waited on Crown 

Mountain.

It wasn't until she was well inside the hermitage, back in the chamber where the feverish 

hermit lay, that she looked out of the window. The sky to the west was bright, though it would be 

hours before morning. She could hear a distant, high wailing, of glee or lamentation. Shuddering, she 

turned away again, and went to forage for food and bedding. 
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It took two days nursing before the hermit was well enough to answer her questions. The 

mountain had been bright again the second night, but then faded. Nothing had followed her out of 

the garriah. 

By the third morning, her curiosity was almost painful. The hermit, Liastor yir Jiallat, was still a 

little weak and vague, but he was lucid enough to listen to her account.

“Fascinating,” he said when she was done, his eyes bright behind his glasses. “I must admit 

I've never been beyond the top of the steps.”

Caria stared at him.

He fussed with his glasses. “That is where I deliver the message from the king every year. Oh, 

this pernicious fever. Surely I did not fail to mention that?”

“It is possible,” Caria allowed, trying not to grit her teeth.

“Oh, I do apologise, good lady. Your account is extraordinary, though. Only two of my 

predecessors have ever ventured down those stairs.”

“What did they see?” Caria demanded.

He looked up, not meeting her gaze. “Most unfortunately, good lady, they never returned.”

Ah.

“Of course, both incidents were some centuries ago.”

“Centuries?” Caria echoed. “How long have messages been coming out here?”

Yir Jiallat shrugged. “Every year since records began.”

“Every year?” 
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Now he looked at her, face sombre. “Once, and once only, the message was not delivered. At 

that time the hermit of Liakalaas was responsible for collecting the message directly from the kings. 

My predecessor at that time was shot down by bandits on her way back to the mountain. That was 

the Year One Nialaah.”

“When the earthquake toppled Niatakh?” Caria asked sharply. “And the floods broke the 

bridges over the Kreealra and drowned the fields of Riatia?”

“That year,” he said gravely. “And three great rivers have their beginnings in these 

mountains.”

Caria nodded slowly, choosing her words carefully. “The year before the royal couriers were 

founded by the new line of kings?”

“Was it?” Yir Jiallat exclaimed, his eyes widening in delight. “Oh, good lady, to learn something 

new about my charge after all these years. Surely not a coincidence, when half the responsibility has 

fallen into their hands. Perhaps I could impose on you to send me some histories of the early years 

of the courier service. It would be invaluable to my library here.”

She nodded vaguely, looking out of the window towards the flat top of Crown Mountain. Since 

its founding the courier service's motto had been the same: The message must be delivered. Now 

she wondered if that promise referred to but one message. She wondered too what the message 

said, what promise or threat centuries of kings and queens had used to bind the garriah on Crown 

Mountain.

Then she shook her wings and rolled her shoulders. The hermit was on his way back to health, 

her message was delivered and the skies were clear before her. Another day would bring another 

challenge, and a courier never looked back.
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Fashion or Fearsome?

By Rory Pollock

~

Two infamous Dunedin “Bowlers,” Andrew MacKinnon and Angus Dingwall. Photo taken by Rory Pollock.

Can a piece of clothing be frightening? Can the simple act of wearing an item cause others 

alarm? Can this be true even of clothing without symbols or words? According to a recent study the 

Bowler Hat, long associated with gangs and Tea abuse, is the most intimidating piece of clothing a 

person can wear.
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The Bowler first became popular during the Royalist 

marches of the sixties. Protesters opposing the 

diminishment of Royal authority resurrected an ancient 

Victorian tradition of wearing Bowler hats as a sign of 

fidelity. The Bowler became a symbol of Royalist groups 

such as Monarchy International and the Queen’s Youth 

Network until the eighties, when Royalist groups became marginalized by the increased liberal 

sentiment of that decade. As Royalism became a weaker voice, the Bowler was adopted by more 

violent elements, and the now-tarnished reputation of the Bowler led most groups to drop the 

image. However a few, including the Royalist Reform Party, still have a Bowler as part of their logo. 

Many believe the Royalist protests to have been the genesis of Tea culture or “4:00 

culture”. Certainly the Bowler has become 

increasingly associated with the abuse of brewed 

substances. Bowlers went from being worn by Tea 

drinkers to being worn by Tea brewers; soon it was a 

symbol of fear. The Bowler hat is now commonly 

associated with the most violent gangs. 

Harriet Aims, a professor of behavioural 

psychology, explains why these elements of society are attracted to the Bowler hat:

“First, and perhaps most important, is the colour. Other colours have been tried, from 

time to time, but they have never lasted. Now, as it was with those first protests, Bowlers 

are almost always black. Black is a very powerful, very dominant colour, and as such imbues 

the wearer with power and dominance. Second is its shape. The shape is basically a dome 

with a curled up brim. A dome is an ancient design, 

and one of the strongest shapes. The brim stands out 

– it makes sure you are seen, sets you apart from the 

crowd. So when you wear a Bowler hat you are 

saying, ‘I am here, I am strong, I am in charge.’ Other 

garments may also achieve this effect, but the bowler 

“Back in the sixties it was just a 

bunch of radical Monarchists. But 

now it’s all violent gangs on the 

fringes of society.” – Chris 

Featherton

“You people get off on 

oppressing the masses. I wear a 

Bowler to express my 

individuality.” – P. G. Tipps

“I see those Bowler groups all the 

time, what type of degenerate 

lowlife would think a Bowler hat 

appropriate? Ban them all, I say. 

Ban the Bowler!” – The Right 

Honourable Edith Clay
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is absolutely unique in that it does not lose this effect when more than one member of a 

group is wearing one. In fact the message is enhanced when groups of Bowlers collect 

together. WE ARE HERE!”

Recently the Bowler has become a popular accessory for young people. This trend 

worries some psychologists as it is believed that the popularization of Tea-related habits 

may lead to a generation of addicts. Some schools in Britain have gone so far as to ban 

Bowlers on school property, believing them to be oppressive to others and therefore 

inappropriate for school grounds. 

Mike Fandson, owner of Fandson's Hats, has this to say:

“I don't know where they got the idea to ban Bowlers. Banning children from doing 

something has never, ever worked as a deterrent. Anyway, just because a kid wares a 

Bowler does not mean he'll be 'in the Conservatory' come 4:00. It is not that hat you wear 

that makes you scary, it is how you act.”

Bowler gangs are undoubtedly frightening. You would never see a member of polite 

society wearing a Bowler hat. It may well be, that how you act determines who you are, but 

there is no reason for a person to wear a Bowler hat other than to intimidate and frighten 

others. Perhaps banning the sale of the Bowler goes too far, but I urge any parents that may 

be reading to dissuade their children from degenerative fashions such as the Bowler hat.
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The Godsfather

By Michael Drummond

~

“Godsfather!”

The voice rumbled rich and deep, like the roar of water cascading over a waterfall, and 

it did not take Volon Coretei long to locate its source.  A dwarf ran towards him with the 

nearly stumbling gait of one unfamiliar with haste.  Rivulets of sweat glistened down from 

his hairless scalp, disappearing into his bristly, iron grey beard.  Massive arms, covered in 

coarse, brambly hair, bulged out from a heavy leather apron.  He lurched to a stop and 

swept a bow so low that his beard picked up a few twigs from the path.

“Godsfather,” he repeated, “it’s been so long, decades at least, since we’ve last seen 

you in Narric.  I know you won’t remember me, but I am —”

“Tanrick the Smith,” nodded the Godsfather.

A bright smile shone through the tangle of beard.  “You honour me, Godsfather.”  Still 

panting like the bellows in his forge, the dwarf knelt and reached into an apron pocket.  He 

withdrew a knife, careful to draw it out hilt-first.  In cupped hands, he offered it to the 

Godsfather.

Volon Coretei lifted the proffered dagger and studied it.  The hilt was sturdy if plain, 

but the obsidian-black steel of the blade scintillated with an incandescent brilliance.  

“Starsteel,” whispered the Godsfather.  “A worthy gift, Tanrick.”  He withdrew one of his 

own knives from a belt sheath and held it out to the dwarf.  “I offer you in return this 

humble token, as well as the twin blessings of Bonnad the Anvil and his brother, Hollonan 

the Hammer.  May their divine struggle continue to grant you wonders, like the one you 

have shown me today.”  The awestruck dwarf neither moved nor spoke, so Volon simply 
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dropped his knife, which sunk point-first into the path.  He turned, knowing that his token 

would no doubt receive a place of honour on the dwarf’s mantel. 

Less than a dozen steps later, he heard the clop of hoofbeats approaching from over 

his shoulder.  He did not turn to face the noise, knowing that if his enemies had managed to 

track him to this ramshackle village, they would have greeted him with the quick death of a 

crossbow bolt rather than the noisy clanging of a mounted knight.

The hoofbeats slowed, and a centaur colt trotted up alongside Volon.  “M-m-mmmy 

Lord,” stammered the young creature.

Volon quelled his frustration at being further delayed.  A half-breed himself, with an 

ogre mother and an elven father, he felt a kinship with the horse-boy that transcended the 

barriers of social status.  “I’m not a lord,” he corrected, not un-gently.

“No, my lord.  I mean, yes, my lord.  Er, that is… Godsfather,” he said.  He favoured 

Volon with a centaur bow, inclining his head and lifting his right foreleg, then held up a reed 

basket.  “I’m sorry, Godsfather.  My dam wanted me to give this to you, but I’m nervous 

because my sister is missing and I haven’t —”

Volon held up a hand, halting the flustered apology.  He lifted the lid of the basket 

with a thick finger and peered inside.  He reached inside and withdrew a small, marvellously 

warm pie.  The crust was the colour of freshly tilled soil, and the scents of sage and 

rosemary danced tantalizingly in his nose.  He took a bite and savoured the gamy hen, 

piquant gravy, caramelized onions, and buttery richness of the crust.

“They’re delicious,” proclaimed the Godsfather through a second bite of the pie.  “And 

fowl is usually not to my liking.”  The colt blanched at the near-criticism, so Volon forestalled 

another unnecessary, and no doubt stuttering, apology by popping the rest of the pie into 

his mouth and sighing with pleasure.
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He swallowed and licked his fingers clean.  “Now, you say your sister is missing?” 

asked Volon.  The colt gave a single, sad nod.  “And I imagine she helps your dam out a great 

deal in making these pies.”  The colt nodded, vigorously this time.  Volon reached into a 

pocket, withdrew a small gold coin, and passed it over to the lad.  “Well, we’ll need her back 

then, won’t we, if she’s to help your dam make more of these delicious pies for me.  Go to 

the magistrate, show him this, and tell him that if he’s too tied up to find one centaur filly, 

then I’ll get four centaurs to really tie him up.”

The colt pranced in place.  “Thank you, Godsfather!”  He gave another quick centaur 

bow before he raced off.

Volon continued into Narric.  After a gnome stopped him, to beg for the Godsfather’s 

aid in dealing with a halfling who was poaching all of his business, Volon drew the hood of 

his cloak and kept his head low.  Incognito, he managed to reach his destination without 

further harassment.

He smirked at a brown tenement building, as unremarkable as the dozens of others 

that lined the street, and entered.  He climbed to the third storey, each stair protesting his 

bulk with whiny creaking, and then took a left.  The corridor was cramped and dim, lit only 

by the pale sunlight filtering through a dirty window at the far end.  He stopped at a door 

undistinguishable from any other, and knocked.

The door behind him opened a crack, then slammed shut again.  Frowning, Volon 

knocked again, more insistently and much more forcefully.  The door swung open mid-

knock, revealing a short man, little more than half of the Godsfather’s impressive height.  

Even in the weak light, Volon could make out the slightly pointed ears and faint greenish 

tinge that betrayed the man’s goblin ancestry.

“Godsfather?” asked the man, his tone suggesting that he knew that his guess could 

not possibly be right.

“Kethon,” acknowledged the Godsfather.  “May I come in?”
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Wordlessly, Kethon stepped to the side to admit the Godsfather. The air in the room 

was stifling, and it was no lighter than the corridor.  Volon could make out little more than a 

sleeping pallet, a rough, knife-gouged table, and a shelf containing a few brightly coloured 

bottles and some mostly empty sacks.

Volon turned to regard Kethon.  With sweat pouring from his brow, the half-man, half-

goblin reached a hand around behind his back.  “Fool,” snapped the Godsfather.  “Do not 

reach for a weapon.  Do you think I am here to do you harm?”

Kethon slowly brought his hand back around.  In it was a soiled handkerchief, which he 

used to mop his sweat-drenched face.  “Of course not,” chuckled the man ruefully.  “All 

know that Volon Coretei still has a, ah, deadly sting.  But I can’t imagine anything I could do, 

even in a hundred lifetimes, to deserve the, er, honour of being allowed to feel that sting 

personally.”

Volon snorted in amusement.  “So.  You think yourself beneath notice?”

Kethon grinned.  “Godsfather, I make my living on being beneath notice.”

The Godsfather nodded.  “So you do.  And so how do you explain me being here?”

Kethon barked a laugh.  “The very question I’ve been frantically trying to answer ever 

since I saw you through my spyhole,” he answered, gesturing to a knot in the wood of the 

wall.  “If you were someone less, ah, formidable, I would assume that one of my . . . creative 

financial endeavours did not escape notice, and I would have, er, greeted you with a dagger 

instead of a kerchief.”  He lifted his sweat rag to his face again.  With a quick flick of his 

wrist, a throwing knife burst forth from the cloth, spun across the room, and plunged into 

the wood frame of the window.  He smiled apologetically and tossed the handkerchief onto 

the table.
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The Godsfather smirked.  “So, you at least realize that I am not here to kill you.  But 

you still haven’t answered my question.  Why am I here?”

Kethon licked his lips.  “It seems clear that you want something from me.  And, as you 

can see,” he said, gesturing around the room, “I own little.  And so that must mean that you 

want something I can do rather than something I have.”  He jerked his head at the knife 

lodged in the windowsill.  “And, while I do have my, er, little tricks with a knife, Volon 

Coretei must employ, ah, servants who surpass me in that area.”  The Godsfather showed a 

slight grin in response.  “As I thought.  So perhaps the only, er, talent I have that could be of 

value to you is the one we have already mentioned – my ability to, ah, avoid being noticed.  

Although you appearing personally here in my squalid little dungeon makes me wonder if 

that, ah, ability is worth anything after all.”

“Don’t be so hard on yourself.  Fedor mentioned you to me, and if you were so good 

at subtlety that you escaped the notice of your employer, you wouldn’t be very smart, now 

would you?”

“Your son told you of me?” whispered Kethon, without any of his usual self-assurance.

“He did.”

“Then that answers the riddle,” sighed Kethon.

“It does?” asked Volon.  He knit his brows.  “How so?”

“Forgive me, Godsfather, but I, er, better not say.”

“You will say,” snapped the Godsfather in the brook-no-arguments voice he had often 

employed in the climb to his seat of power.

Kethon sighed.  “You employ assassins better than I.  You employ those who can sneak 

better than I can.  And you employ many who have access to your . . .”  He gulped.  “To 
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Fedor.  But I am the only one of your, ah, subjects who can sneak, who can kill, and who can 

readily get to Fedor.”

Volon stared at Kethon.  “You think I want you to assassinate my son?”  In answer, the 

goblinoid exhaled deeply and closed his eyes, as if in preparation for his execution.

“Impressive,” admitted the Godsfather.  Kethon cracked an eyelid.  “Fedor told me 

that you were cunning, but for the job I have for you, I needed to see it for myself.”

“You mean . . .” breathed Kethon.

“No, I don’t want you to kill my son,” chuckled Volon Coretei, “although that’s perhaps 

the best guess you could have made, given what you know.”  He reached into his jacket and 

withdrew a sheathed dagger, an amulet, and a ruby the size of Kethon’s mouth.  He set 

them on the table.

Volon grinned at the baffled half-breed.  “I want you to kill . . . me.”

~

“Kethon, you can’t kill the Godsfather,” whined Durthick.

“Thick, do you know what he’ll do to me if I refuse his offer?  The way I see it, I can’t 

not kill the Godsfather,” replied Kethon, tossing the ruby back and forth between his hands.  

Out of the corner of his eye, he saw the troll scratch at his blue head as he tried to puzzle 

out the meaning of the double negative.  Kethon paced about his cramped apartment in 

silence while the troll slowly shook off his confusion.

“But why does he want you to kill him?” asked the troll.

Kethon frowned.  “I don’t know, exactly.  He said that it was for his sons, but he 

wouldn’t explain further.”
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“And you’re gonna do it with this teeny little knife?” asked Durthick as he picked up 

the sheathed weapon.

“Durthick, I told you not to touch that,” barked Kethon.  The troll dropped the 

Godsfather’s “gift” as if it had burned through his thick, leathery flesh.

“I’m sorry, Kethon,” whimpered the beast.

Kethon sighed.  “Thick, I didn’t mean to snap at you.  It’s just that the Godsfather said 

that the knife was enchanted to penetrate his magic armour, but only if it hasn’t been used 

yet at all.”  Despite the conciliatory tone of his explanation, Durthick’s vapid cow-eyes were 

already filling with tears.  “You can play with the amulet,” suggested Kethon in an upbeat 

voice.

Durthick lifted the necklace and sniffed at the medallion.  “It smells funny.  What’s it 

do again?”

“He said that it’s supposed to protect me from one blow.  I guess he figures—”

“Even if Littlefather hits you?” whispered Durthick in a child-like voice that bordered 

on panic.

“By the Hundred-and-One, I hope so,” prayed Kethon.  The troll had good reason to 

fear Littlefather Coretei.  Despite the innocuous nickname, Ostanin, the eldest son of the 

Godsfather, was truly a monster.  He had inherited all of Volon’s ogrish tendencies – size, 

strength, and, especially temper – but he had received absolutely none of the restraint and 

rationality of his father’s elven background.  From his human mother, it seemed that 

Ostanin had inherited little more than a cruel streak.

Kethon’s favourite tale of Littlefather – and Durthick’s least favourite – involved the 

torture of a priest of Carran, the Dark Healer.  Ostanin bit off one of the man’s fingers, then 
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threatened him with castration unless he called upon his god to restore the lost digit.  He 

repeated the grisly ritual for hours until the man finally died of exsanguination.

Enraged, Littlefather carried out his threat on the man’s corpse.

“It smells funny,” repeated Durthick, jolting Kethon back to the present.  “If the 

Godsfather has any trolls with him, they’re gonna mark you right away.”

“Mark . . .” whispered Kethon, his mind racing through a plan.

The troll held the amulet in one hand and batted it with the other, despite its “funny” 

odour.  “Yeah, because it smells funny.”

Kethon snatched the necklace from his friend’s hand and placed it over his neck.  He 

tucked the silver medallion beneath his tunic, then slipped the Godsfather’s knife into one 

of his goatskin boots.  “You’re right, Thick.”  The troll beamed upon hearing the rare words.

The half-goblin went over to his windowsill and pulled out the throwing knife still 

embedded there.  He used it to pry up a floorboard, revealing a hidden cache of coinpurses.  

He buried the ruby, then grabbed four heavy, jingling bags.

“Come, my friend.  Let’s go see Sweet Beans.”

~

Every race in Fallantis tells stories that are inspired by the adventures of Sweet Beans 

the Pixie.  The orcs that roam the Plains of Tantun tell fireside tales of Karanthak, who can 

steal the saddle right out from underneath a rider without being noticed.  The dwarves warn 

of Jolly Joll, who can charm the greediest miner out of an entire year’s haul.  The elves 

praise Cris-Thyna, whose beauty surpasses even the splendour of an autumn forest.  

Kethon’s own people, the Light Goblins, look to Hodier for inspiration, as she is reputed to 

be able to accomplish any task set before her.
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While each of these legends relate certain truths about the pixie, Kethon had always 

thought that the tale about how she earned the unlikely nickname “Sweet Beans” revealed 

the most about her nature.  One day, many decades ago, an ogre named Yabban came 

seeking the pixie’s help to remove a curse from a magic sword.  The curse was so potent 

that it rendered the weapon useless, despite its keen edge and great size.  Despite her 

incomparable talents, the pixie found that she could not completely eliminate the curse, but 

she was able to remove it from the sword.  It hung in the air in front of the ogre, a sickly 

black miasma.  Fearful of the cloud – and not wanting to pay the pixie’s characteristically 

high price – Yabban claimed that the pixie had not finished the job.  Even though she was 

roughly the size of the brute’s toothy maw, she flew right up into his face and screamed that 

the curse was gone from the weapon.  In response, he swung a meaty fist at her.  She flitted 

to the side and, with a word, sent the curse cloud into one of Yabban’s rings.  He dropped 

his sword and proceeded to swat at her with both of his ham-hands.  Furious rather than 

frightened, she buzzed all about the monster, insulting him ceaselessly.  When the ogre 

finally managed to line up for a straight, clean punch, the pixie had him so twisted about 

that he didn’t realize that she was floating in front of his own crotch.  Needless to say, she 

dodged the blow and, with a grunt of, “Oh my sweet beans,” the cursed ring rendered the 

monster impotent.

She took the dropped sword – and a new name – for her troubles.

And that is why, when Sweet Beans the Pixie demanded a price thrice as high as he 

had anticipated, Kethon dropped the coins onto her counter with a smile.

She smiled in return, her hazel eyes shining with an alluring light.  “You’re such a doll, 

Kethon,” she breathed in a husky voice.  Despite her tiny size, Kethon felt himself stirring in 

response to her lush, curvy body and her sultry voice.

She floated up to Durthick’s bare chest and trailed a slight hand along its azure 

musculature.  The troll giggled.  “Now, what is it you want the tattoo to say?” she asked.
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“I don’t want it to say anything.  Just gibberish.  Symbols that look like they say 

something.  But I can’t risk that anyone will actually be able to read it,” answered Kethon.

Sweet Beans shrugged, her diaphanous gown clinging to the curves of her body.  She 

snapped her fingers, and her left hand transformed into an amber flame.  She placed her 

other hand on the troll’s chest and whispered, “I’m sorry, Durthick, but this will hurt even 

someone as mighty as you.”  The troll tensed, and, with a cute look of concentration on her 

pixie face, Sweet Beans plunged the golden flame into his chest.

“It tickles!” he giggled.

“Hold still,” warned Sweet Beans as she floated in front of the troll, searing golden 

runes into the troll’s blue body.

“Why?” asked the troll in between titters of amusement.  “If you’re not writing any 

real writing, you can’t mess up.”

Sweet Beans laughed, a honey-sweet sound that made Kethon smile.  “I suppose not, 

gentle heart.”  She traced a final character, then floated over to Kethon’s shoulder to regard 

her artistry.

“Is that what you had in mind, Kethon dear?” she whispered, teasingly, into his ear.

The goblinoid crooked a smile.  “More or less,” he replied.  She answered with her 

dewy laughter.  He reached under his tunic and drew forth the amulet.  “I also need you to 

take a look at this.”

Sweet Beans danced down from his shoulder and studied the medallion, her face 

crinkling in distaste.  “Kethon, wherever did you get such magic?”

Kethon shrugged.  “Must have picked it up somewhere.  Durthick says that it ‘smells 

funny.’”
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Sweet Beans nodded curtly.  “It would,” she said, her tone businesslike.

“So, can you do something about its smell?  And, while you’re at it, can you make it so 

that no one can see it either?”

The pixie plucked a wand out of midair with a graceful flourish.  “With pleasure,” she 

muttered.  She swept her wand in a tight circle and flicked it at the medallion.  The necklace 

disappeared, although Kethon could still feel its weight around his neck. He knelt and 

withdrew the sheathed knife given to him by the Godsfather from his boot.  “One last thing.  

Could you make this invisible to everyone except me?” he asked.

Sweet Beans sang softly, and the knife slid out of its sheath as if drawn forth by an 

invisible hand.  It was, to all appearances, a wholly unremarkable knife, the kind owned by 

every farmer, craftsman, and warrior across the land.  The pixie frowned up at him.  “But 

Kethon, this is—”

“I know, Sweet Beans.  Please don’t ask, because I don’t want to have to explain.  

Could you just . . ?”  He wiggled his fingers.  With a decidedly unpixielike snort, she made 

her wand disappear into thin air and clapped her tiny hands once.  She then whispered a 

word that made Kethon’s skin crawl.

“There, it’s done,” she snapped.  Kethon reached into his tunic, withdrew his last 

coinpurse, and set it on the counter next to the other three.  The pixie hissed another 

arcane word, and the four bags disappeared.

“Sweet Beans, did I do something to offend you?” asked Kethon.

“Did I?” echoed Durthick in a quavering voice mere moments from tears.
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The pixie drifted up to caress the troll’s rough face.  She fixed her eyes on Kethon’s.  

“Just don’t let anything happen to him, all right?” she breathed.  She kissed the monstrous 

troll on the cheek.  “Or to yourself, gentle one.”

With a wistful sigh, she disappeared.

~

Kethon tightened the rough hempen rope around Durthick’s ankles.  As he moved to 

check the cord binding the troll’s wrists behind his back, the goblinoid said, “Let me hear it 

again.”

He straightened and studied his handiwork as Durthick spoke.  The troll was tied to a 

thick basalt pillar, with ropes binding him at his forehead, his collar, his waist, his ankles, and 

at each bicep, wrist, and thigh.  The only parts of the troll’s blue skin that were visible were 

his face, his neck, and his chest – which itself was covered by Sweet Beans’s handiwork.  

“That’s good, except you forgot to add the screaming.”

Durthick smiled.  “I won’t forget, Kethon.  This is just practice.”

The half-goblin bent to pick up another length of rope.  “Fedor will be here soon.  Say 

it three more times – with the screaming – while I tie your stomach down some more.”  The 

troll repeated his line and then howled his pain so convincingly that Kethon put a little slack 

into his most recent loop of rope.

“That was perfect!” cried Kethon.

Durthick’s answering grin quickly faded.  “I just had to think of Littlefather, and that 

really scared me.  He won’t be here, will he?”
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Kethon flashed the captive troll his most winning smile.  “Thick, if you scream like that, 

the bastard won’t want to do anything to you except make you say your line over and over 

again.  So you’d better practice it some more.”

During the troll’s encore performance, complete with a scream just as convincing as 

the first, the door swung open to reveal Fedor.  The Godsfather’s middle son was the 

opposite of his older brother Littlefather in almost every way.  Whereas Ostanin had their 

father’s brawn and bluster, Fedor was thin, almost to the point of being frail, and he was 

generally quiet and even-keeled.  Most unlike Ostanin, Fedor lost his temper only on rare 

occasions.

As Fedor marched across the granary, his fullblood ogre bodyguards in tow, Kethon 

saw that this would be one of those rare occasions.  “You idiot, why haven’t you gagged 

him?  I heard his screams from clear across the field!”

Rather than point out that the granary was deliberately chosen because all the nearby 

fields were unfarmed, Kethon instead raised a finger to point at the runes on Durthick’s 

chest.  “That’s the reason I haven’t gagged him.”

Fedor stopped in his tracks a dozen feet away from the bound troll, then inched 

towards the prisoner as if he were approaching the edge of a cliff.  “What… what are

those?” he asked, the bravado in his voice now wholly gone.

“They’re runes, sir,” answered Kethon.

“I know,” he replied in a soft voice, “but . . .”  He trailed off and stared imploringly at 

the goblinoid.

“They’re some sort of, er, goblin runes, I think.  I can’t read them, because they’re, ah, 

definitely not Light Goblin letters, but that last one,” he said, pointing at the character 

directly above Durthick’s heart, “is close enough to, ah, a word I do recognize.”  He turned 

his head slightly, hiding the wink he flashed to his friend.  “It says ‘Dreago.’”
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On cue, Durthick intoned, in a flat, practiced voice, “And so let Volon Coretei choose 

the weapon of his demise with his own hand.”  The troll then threw his head back as far as 

he could, given the restraining ties, and yowled.  Kethon nearly broke character with a laugh 

as he watched his friend’s eyes roll up into the back of his head, a new – and very convincing 

– addition to the act.

Fedor drew back as the troll roared his agony.  He dry-washed his hands.  “I see.”  

When the troll’s echoing cry faded at last, he turned to his bodyguards.  “Go and get my 

brothers.”  The ogres, both of whom also seemed unnerved by Durthick’s howling, fled the 

warehouse without even a token protest about staying by Fedor’s side.

As the ogres trotted away, Durthick’s eyes widened.  “Not . . . not Littlefather!” he 

moaned.  Tears rolled down his blue cheeks as he began to wail, in fear rather than in false 

pain.

Fedor was too rattled to taunt the blubbering captive.  “And he’ll . . . he’ll do that 

every time you read that last word?” he asked.

“I assume so.  I’ve said it a dozen times, just to watch the bastard squirm.”  Kethon 

gritted his teeth.  “It’s not right for him to threaten the Godsfather like that.”

Fedor shook his head slowly.  “Where did you find him?” he breathed.

“I caught him driving a haywagon – a very noisy haywagon.  A haywagon that sounded 

an awful lot like it was carrying something metallic.  Something like, er, I don’t know, 

swords.”  Kethon grinned.  “Our friend here was either too lazy to put hay in between the 

blades, or too dumb to realize that he should.  Or maybe both.”

“And where are those swords now?” asked a new voice over Kethon’s shoulder.  He 

turned to face Halemic, the Godsfather’s youngest son.  While Ostanin inarguably possessed 

too much of his father’s ogrishness, and Fedor too little, Halemic had the “just right” 
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amount, like in a fairy tale.  He was tall, well-muscled without being brawny, and was 

blessed with the elven smarts of his grandfather mixed with the human craftiness of his 

mother.  Although Durthick most feared the unrelenting savagery of Littlefather, Kethon 

knew that Halemic was by far the most formidable of the Godsfather’s children.

“They are, ah, elsewhere, sir,” answered Kethon.  “I didn’t think it wise to, er, 

interrogate our prisoner in one of our secret weapon storehouses.  Nor did I think it best to 

store weapons in this unsecured facility.”

Halemic shrugged.  “It wouldn’t matter that you showed the troll one of our secret 

warehouses if you were just going to slit his throat afterwards.  So I assume that you’re not 

going to do so.  Why not?”

The manner in which the Godsfather’s youngest son asked the question – coolly and 

with the hint of a threat – reminded Kethon of his earlier conversation with Volon himself.  

“I, ah, think the captive can best answer that.  If I may?” he asked, glancing at Fedor.  His 

boss looked to his younger brother for guidance, who nodded his assent.

“Dreago,” whispered Kethon.  Durthick, his voice hoarse from his fearful sobbing, 

croaked out his ominous warning, followed by his pitiful yowling.  Kethon saw that, while 

Fedor cringed away from the troll’s ear-piercing shrieks, Halemic moved closer to study the 

screaming captive, his eyes darting all about as if they could locate a clue to decipher the 

meaning of the words.

When the troll’s false screams trailed off into real sobs, Halemic cleared his throat.  

“Who do you suppose sent us this rather ominous portent?”

Kethon knit his brows.  “The goblinesque lettering would, ah, seem to lead in that 

direction.  If we could, er, identify which tribe uses those exact, ah, characters, we—”
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“We would know very little.  It could be a simple ploy meant to lead us astray,” 

interrupted Halemic.  Kethon tried his hardest not to knit his brows in consternation at the 

astute guess.  “In any event, I agree with you that we cannot kill him.”

“Can’t kill him?” bellowed Ostanin as he thumped across the granary, his heavy 

booted steps threatening to collapse the entire structure.  “By the Hundred-and-One, I will

bite his damned head off, Halemic!”  Durthick, despite being nearly the same size and build 

as Littlefather, cried like an infant as the monster barrelled towards him.

Kethon leapt out of Littlefather’s way to avoid being trampled.  “Dreago!” he shouted, 

praying to every god of the Hundred-and-One that Durthick’s pea-sized brain would answer 

the cue despite his terror.  As Littlefather shouldered Fedor to the side, Kethon’s prayers 

were answered.

“And so let Volon Coretei choose the weapon of his demise with his own hand,” 

bawled Durthick, tears running down his face to mix with snot and spit.  Littlefather paused 

upon hearing the cryptic words, and then smiled when the troll started to shriek in anguish.

“Oh-ho!” he cackled.  “You’re right about not killing this one, brother!  At least not 

right away.  We’re going to have some fun first.”  He jabbed a sausage-finger into Durthick’s 

chest.  “You must be a real tough guy, to get something about my Pop branded onto your 

body.”  Durthick answered with a bubble of spittle.

“What’s that, tough guy?” asked Littlefather, slapping Durthick.

“Got an answer for me, chief?” he asked, slapping the troll again, harder.

“Huh?” he yelled, his own spittle flying forth from his lips.  He backhanded the wailing 

captive.

“If you really want to hurt him,” said Kethon, in a voice that he hoped sounded mean 

rather than concerned, “then say—”
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“Dreago!” spat Ostanin.  The troll again sobbed his warning, and then convulsed with 

false pain and real terror.

“Kethon,” demanded Halemic impatiently.  The half-man, half-goblin turned in time to 

see the youngest Coretei roll his eyes at his oldest brother.  “What do you think the troll’s 

words mean?”

Kethon frowned and pondered.  He figured that it’d raise less suspicion if one of the 

brothers figured out the riddle’s meaning, but if none of them….  He broke off his reasoning 

as he saw a knowing glint in Halemic’s eyes.  The goblinoid quickly revised his thinking, 

seeing that it would raise more suspicion if he feigned ignorance.

“Your adopted brother Athmos—”

Halemic cut him off with a rare snap of anger.  “Our brother Athmos.  He is our 

brother.”

“Er, of course,” stammered Kethon.  “Your brother Athmos is, ah, planning on 

entertaining your father by showing him the finest weapons from across the land.  In fact, I, 

er, had hoped to offer the Godsfather the troll’s wagon full of swords.  But I’m thinking now 

that that is, ah, probably just what the bastard intended.”

“Is that it, pretty boy?” asked Littlefather sweetly, a grin on his face.  “Is that what you 

were gonna do, before we caught you?”  His grin broadened as he again invoked the spell.

“Dad’s not going to want to miss Athmos’ show,” noted Fedor.

“And he’s not going to,” vowed Ostanin.  “I’m not going to let this bastard ruin Pop’s 

fun.”  As if to emphasize his point, he slammed his fist into the corded rope and muscle of 

Durthick’s stomach.  The troll, already bawling, cried even more lustily.
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“No,” agreed Halemic.  “Father’s not going to miss the show.”  He rubbed his chin and 

knit his brows as he considered.

“If I may?” asked Kethon.  Ostanin shrugged, as positive a sign as the goblinoid could 

hope to receive.  “The prophecy, or warning, or, er, whatever, says that Volon Coretei will 

choose the weapon of his demise with his own hand.  It does sound like it’s referring to, ah, 

Athmos’ show, and the Godsfather will be there.  But what if, er, you three managed to 

convince him not to, ah, actually choose any weapon?”

“Pop’s going to want to choose something,” snapped Littlefather.  “He’s not going to 

insult Athmos—”

“What if we were to choose the weapons for Father?” mused Halemic.  Ostanin 

offered another one of his noncommittal shrugs in response, and even Fedor nodded his 

approval.  Kethon allowed a smile to slowly bloom on his face.  “Well, then, it seems we 

should go tell Father of our plan sooner as opposed to later.  Wouldn’t you agree, Ostanin?”

“Goblin,” barked Littlefather.  “Keep this maggot alive for me.”  He moved his face in 

close to Durthick’s.  “If my Pop makes it through this, maybe – maybe – I’ll just cut off your 

legs.  If not, then do you know what I’m gonna do?  I’m gonna get one of those talking birds, 

and I’m going to set it right here next to you.  And do you know what I’m going to teach it to 

say?” he whispered.

He yelled “Dreago” a final time before he turned and stormed out of the granary, the 

ogre bodyguards close on his heels.  Kethon knelt behind the screaming Durthick, ostensibly 

to tighten the bindings.  With a few quick slashes from a knife hidden in his sleeve, he 

instead cut some of the ropes, enough so that his friend could eventually struggle free.  

When he stood, he saw that the other two Coretei brothers had already taken their leave as 

well.

Kethon stood on his tiptoes and placed an outstretched hand on his friend’s bare 

chest.  “Durthick,” he whispered in a voice hoarse with sorrow.  “I’m sorry.  I didn’t know 
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Fedor would send for Litt—would send for both of his brothers.”  He lowered his hand.  “Are 

you hurt?”

“No,” whined the troll. 

Kethon chuckled.  “Wow.  He slugged you pretty good there.  A couple of times, even.  

If he didn’t hurt you, then maybe he’s not as tough as we thought!”

“He is tough,” insisted the troll in between sniffles.  “And mean.”

Kethon sighed.  “I know, Thick.  I know.  If it’s any consolation, I have no doubt that 

he’ll be the one to kill me at Athmos’ show.”  He snorted.  “If I somehow manage to give him 

a wallop before he does me in, I’ll tell him it’s from Durthick.”

The troll renewed his cries.  “He won’t know who that is!”

Kethon sighed again.  Realizing that it wasn’t possible to make amends for the terrible 

mistake of subjecting his best friend to a psychopath’s attentions, Kethon lamely whispered 

“I’m sorry” once more before trotting out of the granary.

~

“So,” grunted the orc inventor, “now that the kettle is heated, all I have to do is turn 

the crank.”  He nodded, and a gnome assistant lowered the visor of his helmet, pulled a 

lever, and started to turn a wheel as large as he was tall.  An arrow dribbled out of the 

contraption and fell to the ground.  A heartbeat later, the machine launched another arrow 

halfway across the Godsfather’s great hall.  The next arrow, however, was the start of a 

flurry of missiles that sped over to thunk into the far wall.  The orc adjusted the aim of the 

device by spinning some knobs, and soon enough, the Steam-Powered Crossbow Cannon 

was shooting arrow after arrow into the shields that served as targets.  The crowd oohed as 

one of the shields started to buckle from the onslaught.  The nascent applause of the 



53

onlookers died, however, when the kettle ruptured with a boom, scalding the hapless 

gnome assistant.

Athmos signalled the Coretei guards with a curt gesture, and, within moments the hall 

was cleared of contraption, inventor, spent arrows, and wailing assistant alike.

Kethon stroked his knife handle with nervous fingers; thanks to Sweet Beans’s 

enchantment, it looked like he was merely flexing his fingers.  The Coretei brothers eyed 

everyone in Volon’s great hall with suspicion, as if they possessed the ability to know the 

Godsfather’s would-be assassin on sight.  When the goblinoid met Halemic’s gaze, he 

prayed to the Hundred-and-One for the brothers to remain blind for just a while longer.

If the Godsfather’s sons looked anxious, Volon Coretei himself looked relaxed to the 

point of boredom.  Whenever a new presenter entered the hall, he leaned forward in his 

chair, keenly interested in the martial wonders on display.  He had applauded with great 

enthusiasm when a dwarven smith, one Tanrick of Narric, demonstrated the advantages of 

what he called his “chimera battleaxe.”  A starsteel edge provided unrivalled cutting power, 

and as the rest of the weapon was forged of lightsteel, it could be wielded for hours.  When 

Tanrick finished his demonstration by chopping clean through a plate helmet with one hand, 

Volon leapt to his feet along with the rest of the audience.  However, when the dwarf 

humbly offered the masterpiece to his Godsfather, Volon slumped back into his chair and 

waved a dismissive hand.  His elven son Athmos claimed the weapon for himself instead.

No weapon seemed quite good enough to warrant being chosen by Volon.  A dagger 

that could extend to the length of a spear with a thought was claimed by Fedor.  Halemic 

took for himself a sword that disappeared when sheathed – a choice that made Kethon 

sweat nervously, as it mirrored his own hidden weapon so closely.  Littlefather had a field 

day in his father’s stead, and chose a pair of lightweight gloves that hardened into steel 

when the wearer cracked his knuckles, a club that sprouted wicked barbs with a twist of the 

handle, and a helmet forged with a handle inside, so it could be used as a bludgeon in a 

pinch.
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The Coretei brothers tensed when the last presenter entered the hall, leading a 

donkey and a wagon whose contents were hidden underneath a cloth.  With a flourish, the 

man yanked aside the cover and drew forth one of his weapons.

“Peasant bows!” he announced with great aplomb, as if he were holding a golden 

longsword instead of a miniature bow.  The Godsfather’s sons relaxed, and Ostanin even 

barked a laugh.  “Cheap to produce, simple to make, effortless to use and easy to master!” 

proclaimed the presenter.  He set a small arrow to the equally small string and, with a quick 

motion, launched the projectile across the hall.  It struck home in one of the shield targets, 

surrounded by a forest of the larger bolts that had been earlier launched by the steam-

powered contraption.

With a hint of amusement in his normally clipped voice, Athmos claimed the entire 

wagonload, and then perfunctorily announced the end of the show.

While the audience departed, Kethon made his way towards the Coretei family.  

Volon’s natural sons were slapping each other on the back in hearty congratulations, and 

the Godsfather held his wife close to his body with a brawny arm.

“Kethon!” cried Fedor.  The Godsfather’s middle son put his arm around the half-man, 

half-goblin.  “It looks like your idea worked!”

“Definitely!” laughed Littlefather as he twisted the handle on his cudgel.  Seeing the 

blades burst forth from the dark wood, he cackled.  “Sorry to have to ruin your fun, Pop.  I’ll 

get you one of these later, if you want.”  The Godsfather shook his head, a smile on his lips.

“Do you want any weapons, Kethon?” asked Halemic.

“Yeah, we can probably get Athmos to give you one of those peasant bows,” said 

Littlefather.  He tousled Kethon’s hair and added, “They’re about the right size for you!”
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With a smirk, Kethon twisted away from the ogre – and towards the Godsfather.  He 

unsheathed his invisible knife, keeping his motion compact despite his confidence in Sweet 

Beans’s enchantment.  “Nah.  I already have the only weapon I need.”

And with that, he sprung towards the Godsfather, his arm extended and a high-

pitched yell bursting forth from his lips.  His enchanted blade slid home without any 

resistance, despite the Godsfather’s famed magical armour.  With a wheeze, Volon Coretei 

fell onto his rump, and then toppled to the floor with a resounding crash.

Before his wife could even fill her lungs for a scream, Kethon leapt to the side – right 

into the path of Littlefather’s bladed cudgel.  The goblinoid tried to twist his body in midair 

to take the blow on his shoulder, but the brute’s swing was unerringly aimed at his face.  As 

the cruel barbs raced towards his eyes, he felt a searing sensation on the back of his neck 

and in the middle of his chest.  With a deafening crackle, a bolt of lightning shot forth, 

seemingly from Kethon’s throat, to envelop Ostanin Coretei.  With a scream, the ogre flew 

backwards a dozen paces and crashed into a motionless heap.

Kethon looked at his still-aching midsection, expecting to see a blade jutting forth.  To 

his amazement, his flesh was whole.  He ducked and spun.  He saw the weeping form of 

Fedor, his magically extending dagger-spear lying uselessly at his feet.  Kethon flicked his 

eyes to his left and saw Halemic, poised with one hand resting on the thin air of his invisible 

sword’s pommel.  On his face was the pensive expression of a man on the verge of an 

epiphany.

He quirked a half-smile and whispered, “My father’s bodyguards will be here any 

moment.  They’ll take you captive and give you over into Littlefather’s care, once he regains 

consciousness.  Why don’t you take your own life with the blade that took my father’s?” he 

asked, his voice a tangle of amusement, confusion, and menace.

Kethon risked a quick glance over his shoulder and saw a horde of ogres surging 

towards him.  He shrugged and quirked a smile identical to Halemic’s.  “If Littlefather does 
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wake up, could you, ah, tell him that that was for Durthick the Troll?”  Before Halemic could 

answer, he jabbed the knife into his chest.

He felt no pain.  No warmth of blood spreading across his chest, no gentle draining of 

his strength, no welcome fading of his consciousness.  He felt so little, in fact, that he looked 

down at his abdomen to ensure that the blade had even penetrated his flesh.

It had not.  He gingerly poked at his chest, but felt not even the slightest wound.  He 

raised the knife and studied its clean blade.  Its unbloodied blade.

His eyes wide with shock, he reached underneath his collar to pull forth the 

Godsfather’s medallion.  Was its magic somehow keeping the knife away from his flesh?  

The question was answered when he found that the medallion had burned away, no doubt 

obliterated by protecting him from Littlefather’s rage.

“Hold!” barked Halemic.  Kethon spun about to see the Godsfather’s ogre guards and 

dozens of spears levelled at his throat.  He whirled back to face the Godsfather’s youngest 

son, who, to his surprise, wore a bright smile.

His surprise grew into amazement when Halemic said, in a calm voice, “Father, you 

may get up now.”  And Kethon’s amazement turned into stunned shock when he saw the 

Godsfather rise to his feet, a bright smile on his face.

“My son!” laughed Volon Coretei.  “How did you know?”

“Oh, this and that,” replied Halemic modestly, as if he had merely solved a simple 

problem of arithmetic rather than a conspiracy.  “When Mother stopped screaming, I looked 

over to see that she had stopped crying too.  I saw that, not only were you not bleeding, but 

you were breathing.  Then, when Littlefather flew across the room, I smelled acrid ozone.  I 

have smelled its like only once – when Ostanin lost his temper and tried to beat me when 

we were children.”  He reached into his doublet and withdrew an amulet identical to the 
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one Kethon had worn mere moments earlier.  “We’ll have to get you some salve, Kethon, or 

you’ll scar.”

The goblinoid eyed the groaning heap of flesh that was Littlefather.  “If that’s the least 

of what I get today, I’ll gladly take it,” he said.

“You could go over and stab him with that ‘enchanted’ knife,” offered the Godsfather 

with a touch of mirth in his voice.

Kethon smirked and tested the point of the dagger with his finger.  Despite 

appearances, it was not sharp.  As he pressed down harder, the blade slid down into the 

handle.  “A trick knife?” he sputtered.  “Oh for the love of the Hundred-and-One.”

Halemic laughed.  “Don’t be too hard on yourself.  When Father gave me one of those 

on my fifth birthday, I thought it was real at first, too.”  He glanced over his shoulder at 

Fedor.  “Fedor did, too.”

“So did Ostanin,” whispered Fedor, rubbing his shoulder.  “He still made it hurt, 

though.”

Rolling his eyes, Kethon jabbed the knife against his temple again and again.  He 

sighed and collapsed to the floor, exhausted now that the excitement had ended.  He sighed 

again, and looked askance at the Godsfather.  “Well, sir, you proved that you could, ah, 

outsmart an obviously, er, idiotic half-goblin.  I don’t understand why you wanted to prove 

that, but—”

“Father might have outsmarted you, Kethon,” interrupted Halemic, “but you 

nevertheless succeeded in outsmarting the rest of us.”

“Exactly,” confirmed Volon Coretei.  He glanced at the still prone form of his eldest 

son, then at the still sniffling form of his middle son, and finally at the calm form of his 

youngest.  With a knowing half-smile, he continued, “I took my measure of you today.”  He 
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then swung his head down towards Kethon.  “And I’ve found that I do have what I’ll need.  

Get up, Kethon.  An underboss should not let his men see him sitting around while there’s 

work to be done.”

Before Kethon could respond, Fedor interjected, “Dad, I already have an underboss.  

Did Gellan do something—”

“Fedor, I think that Halemic will soon have the most need for Kethon’s… talents, 

wouldn’t you agree?”

Kethon glanced back and forth at the twin, knowing smiles of Volon and Halemic 

Coretei.  A similar smile slowly grew on his own face.

Underboss to the next Godsfather.  He could live with that.
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The Art of Murder

By Joyce Carpenter

~

Mabel Gartner was in trouble again. Pamela and Trudy, her two sensible and 

unimaginative daughters, would throw a fit when they discovered she'd poked her nose into 

detecting again, and there would be hell to pay.  

She hadn't meant to misbehave, really. They could hardly expect her to give up the 

opportunity to attend a catered affair at the Wagner Art Museum; it was so seldom that her 

life involved anything more exciting than tending to the ferns and African violets in the 

conservatory she'd added to her little cottage at considerable expense, the lovely structure 

Pamela and Trudy had christened "Mother's folly." 

"It's the social event of the season, Mabel!" her friend Millie had chirped. "Alan got 

the tickets because he's on the board, and I have one left for you! That gorgeous artist 

Aaron Winters is being honoured for winning first place in the new artists' category, and Le 

Petit Bistro is catering." Mabel had dressed in her favourite bright red frock. She'd been 10 

years old when people told her that big girls like herself should always dress in quiet colours 

and nearly 60 before she'd developed the good sense to ignore them. She arranged a 

wonderfully colourful hat on top of her grey curls, the one her daughters had termed 

"ridiculous."

She and Millie walked into a glittering fairyland of twinkling lights, vintage silver, and 

exquisite china, but only after passing through the museum's metal detectors.  Several 

valuable seascapes had been stolen a few months ago, and the museum had tightened 

security accordingly. 
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"Oh, heck sake! Do I look like an art thief to you?" Mabel had muttered when the 

guard had rummaged through her huge black purse and spilled her favourite bright coral 

lipstick on the floor.

When they finally escaped the guards and got inside, they sat at tables covered with 

beautifully embroidered linens and exquisite floral arrangements. In the centre of the table, 

partly obscured by the enormous bulk of Hildegard Johnson, was the most astonishing ice 

sculpture Mabel had ever seen. As big as a real pony, the sculpture portrayed a prancing 

unicorn in honour of the mythological themes Winters sometimes used in his art. The whole 

setting was magnificent and it must have cost a small fortune. 

Abner Nelson, the museum's art curator, strode to the stage at the front of the room 

to introduce the guest of honour. As he did, the food service started. They inhaled the 

scents of coq au vin, saddle of lamb with fresh herbs, potatoes Anna, asparagus in lemon-

scented hollandaise, and tiny peas in butter. There were salads of fresh spinach with hot 

bacon dressing and arugula with shaved parmesan and garlic croutons, and everything 

tasted even better than it smelled.

Mabel ate with great gusto as she watched Aaron Winters take the stage. Mabel was 

6'2", and unlike most older women, she hadn't shrunk an inch. She wasn't fat, but she had a 

large, heavy bone structure, and was quite well upholstered. She'd decided to ignore the 

well-meaning advice to eat daintily and leave most of her meal on the plate at the same 

time she'd begun dressing in bright colours, and her happiness had increased immeasurably 

since then. It was a wonderful thing to be 80 years old and to finally give yourself permission 

to do whatever you damn well pleased, she reflected. 

She eyed Aaron's chiseled profile and muscled arms with appreciation. He looked 

more like a studly lumberjack than an artist, a true feast for the eyes.  

"He's lucky I'm not forty years younger, or I'd be chasing him around the table," she 

whispered to Millie.  
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"Mabel, you should be ashamed of yourself. You'd think by the time a woman turned 

80 she'd have gotten some dignity." Millie said.

"Dignity is overrated." replied Mabel as she continued to stare blissfully at the hunk on 

the podium. She even gave him a little wink, but he didn't seem to notice. 

Her appreciation for the scenery didn't prevent her from noticing what was around 

her, though, and some of what she was noticing was decidedly odd. She had a lively interest 

in other people's business, although she managed to exercise it so discreetly that few 

people ever realized how much she was taking in. She noticed, while still staring a Aaron, 

that Mr. Martin was also staring at him with a look of fury on his face. Connie Martin, a 

delicate beauty with jet-black hair, was looking at Aaron like a man who was dying of thirst 

would look at a glass of water he couldn't quite reach.  Adam Martin had all of the 

arrogance of the filthy rich, and it was widely whispered that the much younger Connie was 

his trophy wife. He was not used to being thwarted and it did not surprise Mabel that 

Connie's interest in the handsome artist would infuriate him.

What was even more intriguing was the way Winters was returning Connie's gaze.  He 

was addressing the crowd and the museum board, thanking them for his award, but he 

seemed to be focused only on Connie. The softness of his eyes and his tone made him seem 

to be speaking words of endearment directly to her.

Across the room, Mabel noticed Niles Witherspoon. No one else seemed to notice 

that the pale, bulging-eyed Niles was clenching and unclenching his fists as he watched 

Winters accept his award. Witherspoon had been painting longer than Winters, and had 

also been considered for the award. He was obviously furious that someone else had been 

chosen, especially since the latter artist's style bore a remarkable resemblance to his own.    

Andy Maggitson was standing stiffly at the door in his security guard's uniform, his 

doughnut belly spilling over his belt. He was a police officer who moonlighted to make some

extra cash. Mabel always thought of him as "mutton chop" instead of Andy because of the 

absurd whiskers he sported. You could look at Andy and know he was a cop even if you'd 
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never seen him before. He was a good-hearted soul and Mabel liked him, but he had a 

certain unwarranted pomposity. Andy was just a 10-year-old boy in a cop suit, with an 

inflated opinion of his own talents. You could tell he dreamed of single-handedly breaking 

up international spy rings and bringing down serial killers with his brilliant police work. 

Mabel was glad he'd wound up in a small town where not too much happened; she was sure 

he'd wind up dead if he ever found himself in one of his fantasies.

Hildegard Johnston was tut-tutting to herself and Mabel wondered why she'd come. 

Mr. Winters had done some paintings that showed Jesus as a fully human man, embracing a 

rather a slutty Mary Magdalene. Mrs. Johnston had announced at her church that Mr. 

Winters was most certainly going straight to hell, and the local paper had repeated it.  

As Mabel dug into her raspberry chocolate torte and caramel apple cheesecake, she 

listened to Hildegard's mutterings, wishing the woman would stuff a sock in it and wishing 

even more that she'd stayed home and shared her religious opinions with her dachshunds. If 

the blasted woman would only shut up, Mabel would have enjoyed sitting next to her 

because she was built like a sumo wrestler. Sitting next to Mrs. Johnston was the only time 

in Mabel's life when she had ever felt petite. As it was, though, Mabel hoped to find a little 

room for the Grand Marnier parfait and the fresh fruit tart before she called it a day, and 

Mrs. Johnston was spoiling her concentration.  Mercifully, she had only a few moments to 

listen to Hildegard's self-righteous blather before Abner Nelson strode to the podium and 

began to make another announcement.

"And now, the unveiling of the talented Mr. Winters's newest work," Nelson was 

saying. We'll turn out the lights for just a few moments, ladies and gentlemen, so you can 

focus your concentration. When we turn them on again, I want you to focus all of your 

attention on this easel at the centre of stage." On the easel stood an enormous painting, 

covered with a black cloth. "This work is called 'Fall From Grace' and it's truly a masterpiece! 

Mr. Winters has generously agreed to donate it to the museum and it will be auctioned next 

week for the benefit of our building fund." Murmurs of excitement rumbled through the 

crowd as they awaited the unveiling.
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Mabel watched as the lights went out, noticing that several of the attendees look 

unusually nervous.  She had an uneasy feeling that something terrible was about to happen, 

although she couldn't have said why. Several minutes went by, and when the lights came 

back on, she heard screaming instead of the "Oooh's and Ahhh's" the museum board had 

expected.

Mabel rose out of her chair, stretching all of her 6'2" bulk up as high as possible in 

order to see what the commotion was. In the center of the stage lay Aaron Winters, and in 

the centre of Aaron Winters was a large and hideous wound, still pulsing blood.

"Call 911! Mr. Winters has been stabbed!" yelled someone, but it was clearly too late. 

Mr. Winters had nearly dyed the stage red with the enormous quantity of blood he'd lost. 

Connie Martin had run to the body, kneeling over it and sobbing uncontrollably until 

her husband had grabbed her arm and jerked her violently away. Andy Maggitson 

swaggered to the door and locked it with a loud click. "No one leaves this room until I say." 

he announced. It was obvious that Andy was enjoying himself far more than was 

appropriate, given the circumstances.  

Andy stood in the centre of the room, glaring at each of the guests as though he could 

force someone to confess by the force of his stare. He circled the victim, his heavy footsteps 

resounding loudly in the dead hush that had fallen over the room and looked for a murder 

weapon, but there was none to be found. Mabel could almost see the wheels turning slowly 

in his head as he tried to crack the case. Suddenly he strolled over to Witherspoon and 

ordered him to submit to a search. He patted him down and gave a loud "Ah-hah!" as he 

produced a large knife from a sheath in Witherspoon's waistband.  

"It is obvious that you are the murderer, Mr. Witherspoon. No one else could have 

come through the metal detectors with a knife, but you were already in the gallery upstairs, 

weren't you?" He went on for several more minutes as Witherspoon's eyes popped even 

further out of his head and sweat stood out on his pallid forehead. He sputtered his 
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innocence and trembled all over as Andy clapped handcuffs on him, the crowd conferred in 

shocked whispers, and Mabel continued to study the scene thoughtfully.

She should keep her mouth shut, she supposed. Her daughters would throw a fit.  

After all, it was only a few months since she'd gotten involved in the murders at the sweet 

shop, and she'd promised them she'd mind her own business from now on. Still, she 

couldn't let an innocent man go to jail, even if it was only the pallid, puling Mr. 

Witherspoon.

"Now, hold up a minute there, Andy," she said, "I think you might have made a wee 

little mistake." Andy stared at her in irritation, as though she were an enormous and 

particularly repulsive insect. "How would YOU know anything about it?" he asked.

"Well, I'm not trained in police work," said Mabel humbly, "but it seems to me you've 

missed a couple things. "For instance, did you happen to see that the unicorn's horn is 

missing from that ice sculpture, and that the little sliver of it that's left is melting away in the 

fireplace over there? Seems to me that would make a lovely murder weapon, and a clever 

one, too."

"And did you happen to see the water stains on Mrs. Johnston's bosom, and the dark 

stains on her shoes? It certainly looks like blood, doesn't it?'

Mrs. Johnston coloured deeply and began to rage. "I was doing the Lord's work!" she 

shrieked. “That man has blasphemed!"

"I think if you check Mr. Witherspoon's knife, you'll find it's clean," said Mabel, as 

Andy looked around in a confused panic and then sheepishly tried to switch the handcuffs 

to Mrs. Johnston, who was calling down the wrath of God on everyone in the place and 

waving her huge arms around wildly as Andy struggled to subdue her.  Witherspoon shot 

Mabel a grateful glance and collapsed into his chair with a weak moan.
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"Show's over, folks," Andy announced irritably as he unlocked the door and went to 

wait for the paramedics to pronounce the artist's death. "Time to go home." People began 

filing out slowly, gaping at the body on the floor all the while and gossiping amongst 

themselves. Millie eyed Mabel with new respect and kept saying "How did you know?" as 

they filed out. 

~

Mabel pleaded with Sam, the editor of the Cedarburg Gazette, to keep her role in the 

whole thing out of the papers, but it was all over the front page the next day.  "Local woman 

solves murder mystery!" the headline blared, along with a rather unflattering picture of 

Mabel with a bit of raspberry chocolate torte still stuck to her teeth.  

"Mother, I swear, we're going to have to put you in a home if you don't start acting 

your age" scolded Trudy. "First this ridiculously expensive conservatory and now you're 

acting like Sam Spade again."

"My dear, I was only doing the Lord's work," smiled Mabel serenely. Ignoring their 

additional comments, she tucked happily into the piece of caramel apple cheesecake she'd 

managed to pilfer from last night's dinner.  
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Help

By Lindsay Dubler

~

The hatch door clanged shut.

“Everything all right?” Susan's voice was difficult to hear through the heavy static of 

the intercom. Ted pulled off the head piece of his bright yellow contaminant suit and hit the 

intercom switch.

“No petrol,” he said. There was no reply; he hadn't expected one. The suit was stiff 

and he had difficulty working his way out of it. He checked the hatch fastenings and hit the 

large red button. Instantly he was misted with decontaminant and his skin began to burn. It 

flooded over the pockmarks and rippled scarring on his arms. 

5...4...3...2...1... He hit the blue button and a spray of cold water doused him. The 

burning slowly faded and after 30 seconds, the water shut off. 

The main door swung open. Susan was waiting. Her cotton tank-top had dark sweat 

stains all down the sides. A wave of hot air rolled over Ted and he stepped forward into the 

hallway. Susan shut the door behind him. The loud clang of the heavy metal door echoed 

down the two narrow hallways that broke off to the right and left of the little small space 

they stood in.

“Where are the kids?” Ted asked. He did not want to talk about the surface. He did 

not want to know how much petrol they had left. The generator that kept them cool during 

the day and warm at night was vital. The most important heartbeat in the bunker. He could 

hear it thrumming overhead, the faint whisper of warm air ruffling his sweaty hair. 

“They're in the pod. They’re sleeping,” she said. She was picking a scab on her elbow. 

It was bleeding. 
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“I'm surprised they can sleep in this heat,” he said, turning right down the narrow 

hallway. As he walked, the motion sensors responded, flicking on and then flicking off as 

they passed. Ted ran his hand along the steel wall, its rough surface vibrating faintly.

“There's another crack,” Susan said from behind him.

“Thank God,” he said. He couldn't keep the bitterness out of his voice. 

“Don't say that.” They reached a heavy bulkhead door and he swung it open. The 

small room was a sparse living area with a small table and one chair. There was even a 

threadbare couch, its middle sagging like a smile. The only smile Ted had seen in a long 

time.

“Don't say what? Thank you, God?” Ted said and he lifted his hands toward the rusted 

ceiling. “I'm sure we managed to kill him too. But don't worry, we'll be de—” He stopped. 

“You always act like this when you get back,” Susan said. Her voice was filled with 

calm resignation. The fact that they had survived this long was a miracle, nothing short of it.

“Well it's not like it's a pleasure cruise. Going up there,” he said and sat down heavily 

on the couch. He could hear the wood frame creak. Any day now it would break. But maybe 

the couch would outlive them. 

“I wish you'd let me go,” Susan said and she came over and knelt on the hard metal 

floor. She rested her hands on his knee and gazed up at him. Her big brown eyes were 

ringed with red. She had been crying. Not long ago she had been a cheerleader. Ted could 

remember the smell of popcorn, the gentle swell of vanilla ice cream on his tongue. 

Watching her cheer in a blue and silver uniform. So pretty.

“You don't have to be the only one, I can go,” she said but already Ted was shaking his 

head.

“No. What if we both were contaminated? One of us must remain completely 

separate.” They had talked about this before. Ted was tired and he leaned back, closing his 

eyes.
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“It may not matter much longer. We only have a few days,” she said. He snapped his 

head forward and felt a muscle jerk painfully in his neck. He stared into her tired face. In her 

hair streaks of gray were becoming evident, slowly turning it from dark blonde to silver. 

There were still smudges of petrol on her arms. He imagined her peering fearfully into the 

giant drum of fuel, squinting in the darkness. How much hope does the drum hold today?

“Then we have to shut down.” He could not look Susan in the eyes. Their only hope 

was the radio, their one signal of life, bleeping through the silent and decimated world. But 

it probably didn't matter. Ted doubted anyone else was alive and even if they were holed 

beneath the ground, there had been problems. Many close calls. 

“Even if we do, that might give us an extra day but barely that,” she said. He sighed. 

She was being very unhelpful. But their life had been reduced to facts. Unhelpful facts. 

Perhaps that’s why they were so tired all the time.

“Then I'll go back up. Today. I'll go farther and search wider,” he said. Susan's eyes 

were pooling with tears. 

“Let me go. You look completely exhausted. Your skin . . .” she traced a pale fingertip 

over his pockmarked arm. He pulled away.

“I'll go. Don't worry, if I don't come back, you'll have your chance.”

“Don't talk like that,” she said. The tears rolled down her dirty face. But she did not 

sob. The tears were involuntary; they overflowed from the deep reservoir of desperation 

and fear. The same desperation and fear Ted felt. But his eyes didn't seem to work. There 

were no tears.

“I have to go,” he said and stood up. Susan got to her feet. She seemed to be in pain 

and Ted could see the shadows in her face. So thin. 

He moved to the door and swung it open. The dark hallway loomed before him and he 

was struck with a twinge of claustrophobia. But he stepped forward and the lights began to 

snap on as he walked. He could hear Susan's footsteps behind him.
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“Go check on the kids,” he said. He didn't want to see her face as he left. It always felt 

final. Susan brushed her lips against his. It couldn't be qualified as a kiss, their chapped lips 

merely brushing each other. A gesture. A reminder. She was walking down the left hallway, 

the lights snapping on ahead and snapping off behind her. 

Ted swung open the door and for a moment his heart leaped into his throat. He was 

always prepared for the top hatch to be open, the seep of radiation to flood their small 

home. But no, the top hatch was secured. The dark hollow of the room became even darker 

as he shut the door behind him. He struggled into his suit and clumsily snapped his helmet 

shut. His breath immediately fogged the small window in front of his face. He turned the 

valve at the back of his suit and he could feel the oxygen begin to flow. 

He unfastened the latch and with a hard push, the top fell open, a yawning square of 

yellow light. It was blinding. It was always blinding. He climbed the small step ladder and 

pulled himself up and over the metal lip onto the dirt of the outside world. Immediately 

heat began to press in around him. The familiar haze blanketed the bleak landscape. He 

closed the hatch behind him, the sound muffled inside his suit. He began to walk though his 

steps were slow.

Susan did not need to know. His mind was flooded with thoughts of her hopeful, 

straining face. Her skeletal face. It had become ghostly, her skin growing paler and paler 

with each year that had passed.

Three years. 

The dirt kicked up beneath Ted's feet and he watched it swirl and get sucked into the 

whistling wind. The world was dead. There was no petrol. There had not been for a long 

time. They had been lucky in the first two years. The gas station on the corner had proved 

an important reservoir. But in the third year there was a fire. Ted had watched it burn for 

hours. He turned away from the crumbling building in the distance. He would not go there 

again. 

But Susan did not need to know this. She always asked him about what it looked like. 

It had become easier and easier to lie to her. He had even told her he could see sprouts here 
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and there. He wanted so badly for it to be true. He wanted so badly for something to be 

alive. But there was nothing.

His neighbours had laughed at him when he built the bunker. They had laughed but 

Ted had a feeling. He didn’t have many feelings in his life but this one told him that the sand 

was starting to stick, that the water was starting to boil. It was Jay Leno’s fault really. The 

jokes were no longer funny. Epidemics of disease, desertification of farm lands, and the 

growing callousness of those who ruled the world littered television screens and clotted 

front page news. Yes, Ted had a feeling that things were not going to be okay. He was a 

simple man, not taken to fantasy, much less imagination. He was a welder in the real world. 

But he had had a feeling when he bought the rubber yellow suit from a local armoury. 

“It'll keep you alive until help comes,” the cashier in the cameo had told him. 

Grinning. 

Ted bought it, bought two. Just in case.

Ted realized he had gone a mile. He looked around, a surge of panic filling his lungs 

with pain. How much longer would his suit last?

Until help comes.

His pounding heart began to settle. He could see the familiar bump of the hatch in the 

distance. He began to walk again. In the far distance he could see the hazy line of the 

horizon. He always had strange thoughts when he looked at the horizon. What would it be 

like to cross that line? Would he fall off the earth? His brain was becoming muddy. He 

hadn't even noticed that his breathing had become so shallow. Yes, the air was definitely 

running out. He groped at the valve on his back but then stopped. There was no point really. 

The kids were dead, Susan was a ghost, and Ted was the last man on Earth. 

He tried not to think of the pale, emaciated bodies of his children, curled up in their 

sleeping pod. Susan still tucked them in every night, kissing their slowly decaying faces. Ted 

had not seen them in a year but still Susan walked down that hallway to check on the kids. 
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Giddy, Ted quickened his steps. The horizon. Maybe there was help just over the 

horizon. But it was harder to breathe and Ted was seeing blackness and stars flickering in 

the dead wasteland around him. The first time he had seen the stars in three years. He 

stumbled and fell to his knees. He decided to stay there. The wheeze of his lungs disturbed 

him. They wanted to breathe. He watched as two figures appeared, shadows on the distant 

horizon. He unfastened the latch of his helmet, relishing in the hiss of heat against his neck. 

The shadows were running. Were they coming? 

Ted pulled off his helmet. 

Help.
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Malpractice

By Thomas Canfield

~

When you ran down the list of suspects no one of them seemed any more likely to 

have done the dirty deed than the others. The victim was, after all, a lawyer. And just about 

anyone who had come into contact with him, either personally or professionally, had had 

reason to want to kill him. He had been described to Braddock variously as a son of a bitch, 

a real son of a bitch, a dirtball, a creep, a lowlife creep, a thief, a liar, the dregs of mankind 

and “the principle reason my life has been reduced to destitution and despair.” Taken as a 

whole, son of a bitch probably claimed the honour as most frequent description although 

“thief” and “liar” were very respectable seconds. When you considered the sum total of the 

victim’s life it was not difficult to understand how he had ended up as he had. The only real 

surprise was that it had not happened sooner.

“What do you suppose,” Zach Cramer was nursing a cup of cold coffee between his 

hands, “our victim would have been, if he hadn’t chosen to become a lawyer?”

Braddock looked up from the report he was reading. “Wait. Let me think. He would 

have been – alive?”

“No, no, no. I was being serious. If he had chosen another profession, what do you 

suppose it would have been?”

“How the hell should I know. Seems to me the only thing the guy could have been was 

a lawyer. He was an exact fit, had all of the requisite character traits.”

Cramer shook his head in disapproval. “That’s no way to speak of the guy. He’s dead, 

for Christ’s sweet sake. You’re supposed to demonstrate a little bit of compassion, a little bit 

of understanding.”
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“I am demonstrating understanding. From everybody we’ve spoken to, and I mean 

every last single person, I understand the guy was a son of a bitch. What more do I need to 

know about him?”

“Well, I’ll tell you,” Cramer took a drink of his coffee, made a face, “it’s a pet theory of 

mine that unless you can relate to the victim on some level, you can’t really get a grip on 

what he was thinking. You can’t put yourself in his shoes and figure how it all went wrong. It 

makes it that much more difficult to solve the crime.”

“What makes you think I can’t relate to the victim?” Braddock demanded. “I’ve been 

called a son of a bitch myself. I’ve even been called a son of a bitch by you. That means the 

victim and I, we’ve plowed the same furrow. We’ve walked the same stretch of pavement. I 

don’t profess to be in this guy’s league as far as being a son of a bitch, mind you, but I have 

some faint idea of what it’s all about. What I haven’t got is any idea of who killed him.”

“That’s why you’re lucky to have me as your partner. You need me to act as a catalyst. 

You need me to provide you with direction.”

“I do?” Braddock started to shake his head then thought better of it. “All right, if that’s 

the case then start providing. Demonstrate this catalyst thing of yours so that I can see what 

it’s all about.”

“You don’t just summon it up offhand like that,” Cramer cautioned him. “This is the 

product of mature deliberation. This is the distillation of a thought process that’s been on 

the job from day one. Day one!” Cramer held up a solitary finger. “From the very moment 

we first got word of a possible homicide, I’ve been on it.”

Braddock grinned. “That’s one hell of a thought process. And here, all along, I’ve 

mistaken you for just another detective. Just another gumshoe. I guess an apology would 

not be out of order.”
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“Forget about it. You pick up our bar tab for the next couple of months, that’s all the 

apology I need.”

Braddock frowned. “You drive a hard bargain, Zach. I think you got a fair measure of 

the son of a bitch in your own makeup. Maybe more than a fair measure.”

“Like I said,” Cramer leaned back in his chair, “I try to immerse myself in my work. 

Don’t know any other way. So, you interested in knowing who killed our lawyer?”

“Only if I won’t be putting you out any.”

“Not at all. I don’t charge by the hour, the way lawyers do. Firstly, all of the people you 

think most likely to have committed the crime, they didn’t do it.”

“The ex-wife? The second one.”

“Nope. Wasn’t her. She hated the man, despised his every thought and deed. But she 

didn’t kill him.”

“What makes you so certain? She had motive, opportunity. She was cold, calculating, 

without any vestige of a conscience. In fact, she was as grasping, ruthless and amoral as was 

her ex-husband.”

“Ain’t love grand? Both of them hopeless romantics. I don’t say she wouldn’t liked to 

have killed him. But it wasn’t her.”

“The other ex-wife, then. The first one.”

Cramer closed his eyes a moment in blissful reverie. “The shrill, vindictive harridan, 

endlessly repeating the litany of wrongs done to her and demanding an accounting. 

Obviously suffering from some form of degenerative psychoses. The only reason she’s 

avoided commitment to a state mental institution is because her consuming hatred of all 
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lawyers gave her some semblance of balance and normality.” Cramer smiled. “The obvious 

choice. But she didn’t kill him.”

“That leaves the current wife, the passion flower. I suppose you’re going to tell me 

that she didn’t do it either.”

“Ah!” Cramer jabbed a finger into the air enthusiastically. “An intriguing possibility: 

the perfect trophy wife, slim, elegant, full of charm and vivacity. But behind the façade - a 

manipulative, narcissistic drama queen with a heart made of flint and the callow and 

unrelenting selfishness of a pampered child.”

Braddock nodded his head in appreciation. “Yeah, that about does her justice. You 

don’t like her for the murder then?”

“Alas, if it were at all possible . . .” Cramer shrugged, resigned. “I looked long and hard 

at her but couldn’t make the charge stick. The facts, you see, inconveniently absolve her.”

“Who then?” Braddock demanded. “You’ve just dismissed my three most promising 

suspects. If not them, then who?”

“Why, the question answers itself, almost,” Cramer said. “The woman who introduced 

him to each of his three future wives, who extolled their many virtues and ignored their few, 

inconsequential, flaws. It was she who attested to the suitability of each and nurtured and 

promoted their various prospects.”

“You mean . . .” Braddock shuddered, aghast at the very idea.

“Exactly so. The victim’s own mother.”

“It couldn’t be. I refuse to believe it!” 

“Nevertheless, it’s true,” Cramer said, his manner subdued and devoid of triumph. 
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“Dorfman was planning to sue his mother. It was his intent to charge her with false counsel, 

malicious pandering, negligence and . . .  alienation of affection. She faced financial ruin and 

disbarment from future employment as a marriage broker. She had no choice but to act.”

“Well of all the . . .  You know, it pains me to say this but she’s the only person I 

interviewed I never once considered as being a possible suspect. Now that I think about it, 

him being a son of a bitch, that was perhaps the first and most essential clue.” 
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A Fantastical Battle for Pride and a Leg

By Alice Leiper

~

Fluffy marched up the gangplank, followed by Ted and Sir Lovesalot. Each carried two 

forks; as the leader, Fluffy had a large wooden salad fork and a wickedly sharp cake fork, 

while the other two merely had dinner forks, though they were stainless steel. They halted 

in the middle of the deck, the sails flapping, furled high above them; ropes coiled on the 

deck metres from them.

“Greenbeard!” bellowed Fluffy, “We have come to avenge our sister, Curly. Come out 

and fight!”

They waited, and Ted looked around. He saw a small face looking at them from behind 

a coil of rope. Then all three bears heard the tramp tramp tramp of heavy piratey boots, and 

Greenbeard, named for his infamous sea-sickness, appeared on the foredeck, glaring down 

at them. In one hand was a toasting fork; in the other a small white furry object that Fluffy 

knew to be Curly’s torn-off leg. He could see the ripped stitching, the trailing thread, from 

where he stood. A shiver ran up his body to think that anyone could do such a thing.

Greenbeard laughed. “Three teddy bears against me? Insulting, that’s what it be,” he 

said. “In answer to that insult, I’ll be lettin' the lads deal with ye.” Then he roared, “Yarr, me 

hearties! I’ll double the rum ration for a month for the man who brings down that pathetic 

children’s toy!”

Instantly three hardened-looking pirates emerged from various places on the ship, 

each armed with two mismatched forks. They fell on the three bears, earnestly trying to tear 

at their fur and ruin the stitching at their shoulders. Lovesalot blocked the first, dodging 

beneath the pirate’s swing, and attacked the pirate with his own forks. One clanged against 

hidden metal armour; the other punctured cloth and leather and then skin, and blood 

trickled from the wound when he wrenched the fork clear, its prongs red. The pirate swung 

down with a three-pronged fish fork. Lovesalot blocked, darted sideways and attacked 

again. Soon blood flowed from numerous cuts in the pirate’s skin. Fury lighted in his eyes 
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and he ran in, ignoring the small blows Sir Lovesalot dealt him, and swung his fish-fork down 

onto Lovesalot’s shoulder, tearing stitching and spilling soft white stuffing onto the deck. 

The brown teddy bear staggered to his knees, then surged to his feet. He aimed his fork at 

the pirate’s heart, but it scraped off a rib and did little damage. The pirate attacked again, 

this time with a misshapen cake fork, and tore more stitching on Lovesalot’s shoulder.

Sir Lovesalot went down. His forks fell from his paws as he clutched at the wound, 

trying to hold his stuffing in. He knew he was a goner. And then Ted leapt over him and 

struck up at the pirate, slashing a long tear in the man’s shirt that soon became clogged with 

blood. Now fighting two injured pirates as the one that had attacked Fluffy went down, Ted 

spun faster than a hurricane as his forks darted out, catching first one pirate then the other, 

blocking, twirling, slicing. One stepped back against the onslaught; Ted jumped high in the 

air and struck down on the other’s neck, his elegant dinner fork buried up to the bear’s paw 

into the pirate’s flesh. He knew he’d not be able to tear it free; instead he twisted it, let go, 

and turned to face the only remaining pirate.

There was a sudden roar from the foredeck, and both pirate and bear looked up to see 

Greenbeard and Fluffy battling furiously up there. Then the pirate crewman snaked in, the 

prongs of his fork tearing a gash in the fabric of one paw. Ted turned back to face him, fork 

at the ready. The pirate swept down. Ted blocked, the forks clanging together and ringing in 

Ted’s ears; the pirate’s weapon was a tuning fork. He strove to ignore the sound, and lunged 

in, aiming his fork for the pirate’s stomach. A look of shock crossed the pirate’s face as he 

fell to the ground.

Ted looked up at the foredeck. There Fluffy fought furiously with Greenbeard. They 

seemed equally matched. First Fluffy darted in, and Greenbeard blocked, then the pirate 

captain slashed down and the bear jumped to one side. There was a tear in the fabric of 

Fluffy’s right arm, and blood flowed freely from Greenbeard’s left shoulder. Neither seemed 

to notice their injuries; each was intent on causing the other more damage. Ted knew he 

could not interfere. He hauled Sir Lovesalot up and helped him down to gangplank back into 

the rough stones of the dock. From there they watched the two deadly combatants.

Fluffy jumped back from Greenbeard’s swing, then ran in under it, between the 

pirate’s legs to score a scratch on Greenbeard’s left knee. The captain roared in anger, 
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turned to face the bear, swept down with his long toasting fork. It thudded into the deck a 

split second after Fluffy dodged out of the way. And Fluffy jumped again, slashing at the 

huge pirate’s face. But Greenbeard swayed back, and Fluffy’s cake fork only clipped the 

bridge of his nose. They moved back, circled, watched.

Fluffy jumped up onto a rail, then swung from a rope and made it into the rigging. 

Greenbeard tried to attack him, but the prongs of his toasting fork met only the rope where 

Fluffy had just been. The bear was too fast for him, out of sight in a second. Greenbeard 

turned, looking about him wildly. There was Fluffy: holding onto the mast as he stood on the 

fore course. Greenbeard clutched his fork in his teeth and scrambled into the rigging to 

meet the bear. There they both stood, balanced precariously on the yardarm, each baring 

their forks. Greenbeard attacked first, and Fluffy swung down, clutching at the furled sail as 

the ship’s captain lost balance of his immense bulk and fell to the deck, landing on his back.

Fluffy found a rope and a moment later stood on the deck next to the fallen 

Greenbeard. The pirate groaned in pain as Fluffy jumped onto his chest. The bear looked 

down at him, seeming taller and more imposing than before.

“Scum,” spat Greenbeard. “Landlubber.”

“You’ve lost, pirate,” Fluffy growled, and whacked Greenbeard across the forehead 

with his wooden salad fork. The pirate’s head fell back, clunk, to the deck. Fluffy jumped 

down, picked up Curly’s torn-off leg from the captain’s limp left hand, and walked over to 

the gangplank.

Ted and Sir Lovesalot cheered. “Praise be to Pudsy!” they shouted, and “Yeah, go 

Fluffy!”

Fluffy looked over his shoulder at the wounded, unconscious pirate. “And that is why 

you don’t go down to the woods today,” he whispered, and strode off down the gangplank 

amid the cheers of his companions.
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