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Excerpt from Angelos
literary fantasy

By Robina Williams
Chapter One

As he passed through the porch for the last time, Father Fidelis sensed that he was under scrutiny. He
turned sharply and saw the friary cat, a ginger tom, sitting on a bench, watching him. He eyed the cat
uncertainly. The creature stared solemnly at him for a few moments, then his green eyes glittered and
brightened, and Fidelis caught a gleam of gold. He surprised himself by stooping to stroke the cat.

“Hi, Leo! Have you come to say goodbye to me?”

Father Peter, who was standing by the doorway, clutching Fidelis’s suitcase, grimaced and held his
breath as he waited for the cat to claw Fidelis, for the two had never gotten along. Fidelis didn’t like
cats and didn’t bother to hide the fact. Peter had seen him aim a kick at Leo one day — and had seen
the deep and bloody scratch his guardian had received in return. Cursing cats in general and Leo in
particular, Fidelis had limped off to bandage his ankle.

Now, to Peter’samazement, Leo gave a friendly-sounding meow and pushed his head encouragingly
into the friar’s palm.

Fidelis was plainly taken aback by this sudden display of affection. Cautiously, he patted the
silken head. The cat purred invitingly. Fidelis patted him again, then caressed his soft fur. Leo purred
happily.

Fidelis smiled. It was the first time Peter had seen him smile in weeks.

“Well, how about that!” Fidelis said with some bemusement. “We're buddies now.” He laughed,
and added, “Unless, of course, he knows I'm leaving and he’ll be glad to see the back of me.” He gave
Leo’s head a final pat.

The cat nuzzled him — a little ostentatiously, it seemed to Peter.

“Well, ‘bye, Leo, it'’s time I was going. ‘Bye, old fellow.” Fidelis moved toward the open door,
glanced back, then headed toward the waiting car, where Father Valentine sat ready to drive him to the
railway station.

Before following his guardian outside, Peter stared suspiciously at the cat.

Green eyes gazed innocently back at him, then Leo bent to lick a paw. When he raised his head, his
eyes had changed color.

Peter turned away as a rich, fiery gold burned into him. He had seen those golden eyes before.
They had frightened him then, and they frightened him now. They belonged to a creature from another
realm, a creature that possessed powers beyond his imagining. This cat could skip from the land of
the living to the land of the dead and back again. This cat could dance through dimensions with ease,
which was considerably more than Peter’s late brother-in-faith, Jerome, could do.

The late Brother Jerome, Peter had come to realize, wasn’t exactly resting in peace. Death had given
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him itchy feet. Jerome, who had been a stay-at-home type during his lifetime, was now out and about
all over the place. The only problem was that he didn’t seem to have quite mastered the art of after-

death travel. It appeared he still had a certain amount to learn about the technique.
* ok %k

It’s only natural, he’s not gotten the hang of it yet — he’s not been dead for long. Peter paused and
corrected himself. No... it isn’t natural.

When a chap was meant to be lying quietly in his casket, it was no joke having him materialize
out of the ether and give you the fright of your life. It was a grave matter when the dead wouldn't stay
dead, or at least stay put.

As for the cat, well, the cat... who knew whether he was dead or alive? Life and death seemed to
be all one to him, for he lived with the living and with the dead... at the same time.

Peter forced himself to look at the cat again and found himself looking into those green eyes once
more. The golden fire that had blazed a moment earlier had been extinguished. There was nothing
unusual about the eyes that regarded him now. They were just... cat’s eyes. There was nothing special
about them, nothing out of the ordinary.

Peter gulped, turned and went quickly out of the porch toward the waiting car. He found the cat in
his incarnation as household pet profoundly disturbing, for he knew that the familiar exterior masked
something strange, something alien. He was trembling as he carried Fidelis’s suitcase to the car, and
almost stumbled.

Valentine quickly left the driver’s seat and hurried over to take the suitcase from him. He was
surprised to find that it wasn't particularly heavy. He eyed Peter curiously. “Are you feeling okay?”

Peter turned an abstracted gaze on him. “What?”

“Is everything okay? You seem a bit... unsteady.”

“I'm fine.”

You don’t look fine, Valentine thought as he stowed the suitcase in the trunk. You look like someone
who’s seen a ghost. Ah...

“You've seen something, haven’t you?” he said excitedly.

Peter looked momentarily confused, then glanced toward the front of the car, where Fidelis was
now sitting in the passenger seat, and frowned at Valentine.

“You'll tell me later?” Valentine whispered.

Peter nodded and went to wish his guardian a pleasant journey to his new home. He shook Fidelis’s
hand warmly. Though he had never really hit it off with Fidelis — the chemistry between them had
not been quite right — he appreciated Fidelis’s dedication to his task of looking after his friars, a task
recently made more difficult by the unwelcome arrival of a visitor from the past. Now, Fidelis had been
called away to serve elsewhere, and a new guardian was about to arrive.

Valentine walked round to the driver’s door and seated himself once more in the car. He turned to
his passenger. “Is that everything now? Is there anything else you'd like to take with you?”

“Nothing, thanks,” Fidelis assured him. “I've everything I need. I'm traveling light.” He smiled. It
was a happy smile.

Fidelis did indeed appear to be traveling light — in more ways than one. While Valentine was not
surprised that his guardian should be leaving with so little luggage — for what personal possessions
did a friar vowed to poverty amass? — he was surprised that Fidelis should be leaving with such a
light heart. Not only was he off to a tough new posting, exchanging a quiet rural parish for a troubled
inner city parish whose priest had gone awol in scandalous circumstances, but he was forsaking a
close personal friendship — to put it no higher than that — yet he seemed to have no regrets; in fact he
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looked as if he couldn’t wait to be on his way:.

Valentine watched his guardian give a final wave to Peter and the other friars who had come to
wish him well.

You have to hand it to him, he thought admiringly. A word from the Provincial, and he’s packed his bag,
ready to leave. There’s obedience for you! He’s an example to us all.

As he pulled away down the drive, he glanced in his mirror and saw that the cat had joined the
assembled friars watching the departing car.

As Peter turned to go back into the friary, he noticed the cat standing beside him, and bent to stroke
him. Though deeply uneasy in the cat’s presence, he was anxious to show him that he wanted them to
be friends. Well, it’s only sensible to be on good terms with such a creature.

As if reading his mind, and being ready for a petting, the cat purred and led the way back to the
porch. He jumped once more onto one of the benches lining the walls and meowed encouragingly.

Peter took the hint and sat down beside him. As he stroked the smooth fur, he remembered the
cat’s unexpected show of affection toward Fidelis a few minutes earlier. It had been so obvious as to be
unmissable.

Maybe, as Fidelis had jokingly surmised, the animal had known he was leaving and had been
expressing his pleasure at seeing the back of him. Yet somehow Peter didn’t think so. The cat’s display
of good will had seemed to be genuine. It was as if Leo had wanted Fidelis to know that he, for his
part, had put their differences behind him. Time to let bygones be bygones had been his unmistakable
message.

So unmistakable as to be... what was the word that had sprung into his mind earlier? Ostentatious.
Yes, that was it. The cat’s display of affection had been ostentatious. Theatrical.

Theatrical... hmm. Peter remembered that that word had occurred to him after the scene in the
cemetery. The dramatic reappearance of the late Father Egbert and the late Brother Jerome had been
completely overshadowed by the even more dramatic vanishing act performed by the cat.

As he stroked the creature’s furry back, Peter relived the episode in the graveyard. He watched
the ghost of Egbert, seemingly exasperated with the posthumous wanderings of his brother-in-spirit,
turn to the cat and wave a hand despairingly in Jerome’s direction. He heard him say to the cat, “Do
something about him. Please!” He watched Leo step over the coping stone and onto the grave, as if
answering the plea, and join the two apparitions. Then the cat had looked archly, teasingly, across at
him out of blazing golden eyes, as if to say, “Watch this!” — knowing he was about to dazzle him with
a display of his powers — had stretched out a paw, for all the world as if he had been holding a magic
wand, and had simply disappeared along with the two ghosts.

He had vanished. Just like that. And his vanishing had been far more frightening than the vanishing
of the two ghosts, for ghosts are known for disappearing — it's expected of them, part of their job — but
flesh-and-blood cats aren't. Yet this cat had disappeared. One moment he was there, the next he was
gone.

Yet, a few minutes later, on returning to the friary, he had found Leo sitting on a bench in the porch,
washing his paws as if nothing out of the ordinary had happened. Peter recalled how he had collapsed
onto the bench himself and had nervously run his hand along the animal’s back, half-expecting his
hand to pass through the fur. But he had found himself stroking the fur of a flesh-and-blood cat. There
had been nothing insubstantial about the creature, despite his having vanished into thin air a few
minutes earlier.

Now, as then, Peter ran his fingers along the ridges of the cat’s backbone, then slid his hand round
to the silky chest and felt the steady, regular heartbeat. He patted Leo’s head, then resumed stroking
his smooth back. He breathed deeply, trying to calm himself, trying to slow his own frantic heartbeat.
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Then he leaned back against the wall and closed his eyes.

Peter’s hand trembled as he petted the cat.

What kind of creature sat beside him? The cat seemed solid enough. He had bones and flesh and
fur and a heartbeat. And yet he could magic himself away into nothingness.

Magic. Peter repeated the word to himself, and the more he thought about it, the more appropriate
it seemed.

The cat had performed a magic trick when he had disappeared in the company of two ghosts. He
had stepped onto the grave as if onto a stage, looked at his audience with an archness that had been
quite actorly, stretched out a paw like a conjuror with a wand, and performed a piece of prestidigitation
that had left the spectator gasping with disbelief. He had put on a show, starring himself and with
a supporting company of ghosts. It had been a piece of pure theatre, lacking only a drum roll and
fanfare.

The episode in the porch had been another piece of theatre. Peter reviewed the tableau — the
cat sitting on the bench, with Fidelis standing uncertainly before him — and it occurred to him that
there had been something a touch judicial about the proceedings. Maybe the cat’s presence in the
porch at the precise moment that Fidelis had been leaving the building for the last time had not been
coincidental. Leo appeared to have a taste for drama: had he staged a final scene of judgment, pardon
and reconciliation?

Peter wondered if he was letting his imagination run away with him. And yet, the cat had made a
big show of making up with Fidelis before his departure; why, he had all but shaken hands with him
and wished him all the best. Come to that, how had he known Fidelis was leaving for good, and not
just going off on holiday for a few days? Certainly he had known: he had been saying goodbye and not
au revoir.

Peter caressed the soft fur warily. He was mystified by the cat. He was mystified by Fidelis, too. He
couldn’t understand his guardian’s eagerness to take up his new posting and his anxiety to be away.

Fidelis had wanted to be in his new parish as soon as possible. This had surprised them all, for he
had become a frequent visitor to the new parishioner’s cottage on the hillside — nothing unusual about
that, perhaps, for he had always been regarded as a ladies’ man. Yet when asked by the Provincial
to take on the care of a difficult parish miles away, he had agreed instantly and had gone to pack his
suitcase. His readiness to move on had impressed the friars. They would all have gone if asked, of
course, but they wouldn’t have wanted to, for who would choose to exchange a country parish for an
inner city one, especially one in a state of turmoil, the circumstances being what they were?

It’s all very curious, Peter thought. There was no telling with folk.

When Valentine returned from the station, he searched for Peter but could not find him, and
discovered he had gone to celebrate Mass at the nearby convent in place of Fidelis, whose sudden
departure had necessitated the drawing-up of an emergency rota for sacerdotal duties. He next saw
him at teatime and did not have the chance for a private word with him, but whatever had troubled
Peter earlier clearly no longer troubled him, for, his poise recovered, he sat laughing and joking with
those around him.

The friars were looking forward to seeing their new guardian the next day, for they all remembered
Father Aidan from previous postings and knew him to be an even-tempered, good-natured sort, who
understood the value of harmony in a community such as theirs, where people had to get along
together or they all suffered. While not as charismatic as Fidelis undoubtedly was, Aidan was easy to
get on with. He had been a guardian before, and a popular one, for he allowed those in his charge space
of their own. He gave them room, and it was appreciated. They chatted eagerly about his impending
arrival.
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Mid-morning, a battered red station wagon drew up outside the front door of the friary. It was a car
that had had a number of drivers, for it had been passed around various friars within the Order before
being allocated to its current owner, and its many dents and scratches bore witness to their differing
levels of skill. Aidan walked round to lift his luggage from the wayback.

Father Oliver, glancing out of a window, noticed the vehicle and hurried outside. Beaming at his
new guardian, he picked up the suitcases and waited for Aidan to lock the car. “It'’s good to see you
again,” he said warmly, his round, rubicund face lit with pleasure. He ushered his guardian into the
friary. “I'll show you to your room.” As they made their way along the corridor, he inquired, “Did you
have a good trip?”

“It wasn’t too bad, thanks.” Aidan sounded rather weary. “There were a few slowdowns on the
way. Did Fidelis get away all right yesterday?”

Oliver nodded. “Yes, he caught the train at three o’clock. He left his car here, of course. You'll
probably want to use it yourself — it’s a new one. It’s very nice,” he added admiringly. “I've driven it
a few times.”

“I don’t need a new car,” Aidan said sharply. “The one I have will do fine. It’s old, but there’s
nothing wrong with it. It gets me from A to B.”

“Oh, er, right.” Oliver, taken aback at the asperity of his tone, let the subject drop. It sounded as if
Aidan thought a new car was a luxury they didn’t need. Glumly, he pushed open the door to Aidan’s
room and stood aside politely as his guardian entered.

Aidan looked around impassively and said nothing.

Oliver deposited the suitcases on the bed, and, wondering if his guardian’s silence indicated
dissatisfaction with the accommodation, walked briskly to the door at the far end of the room, flung it
open with a flourish and announced proudly, “Your ensuite shower room.”

Again, he failed to meet with the reaction he had been expecting.

Aidan strode across to inspect the area, but far from expressing his appreciation of the facilities,
asked tartly, “How long has this been here?”

“Erm, about a year,” Oliver said. Hesitantly, he added, “We all have them.”

“Do you now?” Aidan remarked frostily. “That must have cost the Order a pretty penny.”

“Alocal chap installed them for us,” Oliver said miserably. “I don’t think he charged a lot.”

“Well, I think I'll be having a look at the accounts,” Aidan said, the frost in his voice having turned
to ice.

“Er, right.” Oliver shuffled his feet unhappily. He wondered what to say next. After a short silence
he ventured, “Can I get you anything? A cup of tea? Coffee?”

“Nothing, thanks. I'll get unpacked, then I'll be down to see you all.” Aidan glanced at his watch.
“You still have prayers at noon, I take it?”

“Oh, yes,” Oliver assured him enthusiastically.

“Good. You all attend, of course?”

“Of course.” Oliver edged toward the door. “Well, if there’s nothing you need for the moment, Ill,
er, get back downstairs.”

“I'll see you later,” Aidan said. “Thanks for fetching my luggage.”

“You're welcome. It’s nice to see you again. I'll let the chaps know you're here.” Oliver shut the door
quietly. He groaned to himself as he made his way back along the corridor. This wasn’t the Aidan they
had been expecting. What had happened to the man? He seemed to have had some sort of personality
change. Was he ill? Something was up with him, for sure.

Oliver’s usually cheerful face was gloomy as he quickened his pace and made for the lounge. He'd
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better get the chaps rounded up and into the chapel, ready for prayers at noon. He just hoped everyone
was in; he suspected, though, that one or two of the friars had gone out for the day. Oh dear, it looked
as if life was going to be a bit harsher than it had been under Fidelis; he had a nasty feeling that stricter
times lay ahead.

A delicious smell of food cooking wafted toward him from the direction of the kitchen and Oliver
remembered that Ignatius was preparing a special lunch to welcome Aidan. Oh dear, he thought again.
Maybe it hadn’t been such a good idea to greet their new guardian with a slap-up meal. Oliver groaned
aloud. Good food was one of the pleasures of life, and Ignatius was a divine cook. He hoped Aidan
wasn’t against eating — he seemed to be against just about everything else. The omens weren’t good.
He sighed as he turned toward the lounge. Passing the friary cat sunning himself on a windowsill, he
paused to stroke him.

The cat remained where he was for a moment or two, then yawned and jumped down. He sniffed
appreciatively, licked his whiskers and padded along toward the kitchen.

Angelos copyright © 2003 Robina Williams. All rights reserved by the author. Please do not copy
without permission.

Author bio:

Robina lives in north-west England, in a village in Cheshire. She has an honours degree in Modern
Languages from Oxford University, and a Master of Philosophy research degree in English Literature
from Liverpool University. Her research thesis was on the relationship between Wilkie Collins and
nineteenth-century art. Robina is very fond of English nineteenth-century painting.

Ms. Williams has taught French, Latin and English in schools and colleges. She has been a freelance
features writer, with regular weekly and monthly columns. Robina has also been a secretary in a
university and a computer data clerk in a hospital.

Jerome and the Seraph is the first book she has written. She has recently completed a sequel,
Angelos.

Visit Robina’s web site:

http://www.robinawilliams.com/



10 Twilight Times Books

Excerpt from Behold the Eyes of Light
Epic fantasy

By Geoff Geauterre

Chapter One

She awakened just before dawn, troubled, eyes narrowed, teeth bared. It was yet another night of diz-
zying dreams. She shook her head tiredly. This had to be the seventh time it happened and it was mak-
ing her uneasy. She’d tried meditation, fasting, and even a form of self-hypnosis, but it was no use. As
a last resort she tried screaming at them, but they returned worse than ever.

She coughed in disgust. The most powerful of the clan having nightmares. Then a thought sent a
chill right down to the tip of her tail. What would happen if others learned of it? She shuddered. If her
mental stability was openly questioned that could be reason enough for a challenge, and the last time
she was challenged for her position there’d been a killing. She didn’t need anything like that now.

Thankfully, thoughtfully, her pair of mates had taken refuge in another den not too far away. There
were times lately when she just needed to be by herself. Of course solitude didn’t give her the relief she
sought. What was happening to her? She was unapproachable, gruff, snarling and just four nights ago
she came out of a deep sleep with claws unsheathed.

That was when her odd behavior became too much. Her mates looked at one another, coughed in
disgust and stalked off. It was better for them to keep out of her fur, and besides, if she needed them
all she had to do was grunt.

Yet on the seventh night of this torture, she couldn’t take anymore, and rolling upright, she padded
out into the star-lit chamber. She glanced around and wondered which direction offered a way to clear
her mind. Maybe some fresh air?

Wearily she plodded upwards, paws treading softly in the silken sand, until finally she reached the
cave entrance and took stock.

She was sorry she’d been such a mess lately. Her tail lashed out. Why couldn’t she simply accept
what she was and where she was and be done with it? Her teeth glinted in a silent snarl. Why were her
dreams filled with impossible visions?

Golden green eyes fixed on the red tinted stars still visible in the sky. There was the trouble, right
there. Right above her head. Those stars; she wanted them. It was as simple and as idiotic as that. She
wanted the freedom they offered. She wanted to roam across the skies as she might her own territory.
That was why her dreams plagued her so, beckoning her on and on.

Sitting still, tail curling neatly around, her mouth opened wide into a yawn, revealing great razor-
sharp hunting teeth.

“Why do they draw me, so?” she asked of the night. “What is it about their glittering fire that
makes my mind yearn?”

Behind her, unseen and unfelt, two pairs of eyes peered worriedly down from above. Both her
mates shared the same troubled thoughts.

“There she is again, brother.”
“T see.”



Behold the Eyes of Light 11

“What can we do? Her distress grows, and with each day the danger of a challenge creeps closer.
Many are beginning to sense this change in her.”

The other took a moment to consider carefully, teeth bared, glinting. “The clan has forgotten her
gift. They forgot the day she vanished from one place and reappeared in another. They forgot the prom-
ise and the prophecy, and some have grown hungry waiting.”

So what do we do?”

The other shrugged. “We will wait, and watch, and protect. There is no other course for us.”

Then together they got up and turned, making their way back to their den. They would need all
the rest they could get. By morning’s early light the northern branch of the pride would have to begin
vacating the area. Those accepting the exchange of territories would come to inspect the holdings, each
family taking part in the old, old ways.

Yet left behind was one whose thoughts were distractedly elsewhere. The matriarch of her pride
sniffed at the air, her delicacy born of an aristocrat, her breeding and intelligence paramount in the way
her eyes glowed, her head canted.

How did she get to this state? Her mouth dropped open in a chuckle. Simple: History. The history
of a world where the climate grew more harsh every season; the history of a people, whose mental
development seemed to have stopped a number of generations before; and her history, which was en-
twined within it like a knot in a tree.

A history where, as a kit, she’d been playing a game of tag and lost her footing, and had tumbled
onto a shale-like slide overlooking the edge of a bottomless pit. She paused, remembering all too well.

Instinctively she cried out, and the other kits cried out too. The deep, endless looking drop lifted
the back of their necks. The slide thrust into the side of a slippery runoff. It was far too unstable for her
to climb, and too risky for anyone else to claw down to her to pull her up.

Her mother heard what was happening and rushed to the spot, perceiving immediately the deadly
predicament. “Get up and out of there this very instant!” she’d screamed.

There was a hush of astonishment, as she melted into nothingness from the promised death in the
rocks . . . and reappeared, shivering and crying, at her mother’s side. Without a sound the great cats,
who had been drawn by the cries, knelt and whispered among themselves.

That’s where it all began, she grunted sourly. That’s when the story started.

When the Great One of their clan heard what had happened, she assembled her two mates and
their best warriors, marched to the entryway of the den of the kit’s family and demanded entrance.

When she was admitted, she hurried to the burrow where the kit was feverishly sleeping, and with
an extended claw touched her upon the brow, searching through the other’s preadolescent mind for an
image of that moment, and when it came, she, too, was forced to kneel in the sand.

“So,” she whispered hoarsely, “the legend is true.” The others murmured thoughtfully, wonder-
ingly, “The legend . . .” they said. “And when she comes of age,” the Great One declared, “she will take
my place as our She of the North, and those of my bloodline will follow those of hers, and from this
then comes our legacy.”

That night, her mother, her mates, and the elders sat around the entryway to the cave and looked
about them as if the world were a different place. They did not know how or when the great change
would come, the Great Change that a seer far in the past had foretold, but now they knew that it would,
and they knew who would bring it to them. ‘For there will be a kit, as unlike any other, and She will
bring us up from the hunt!’

But years would pass and the miracle of that moment only happened once, and as the kit became
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a leader of the Ooroomoorii, became their She of the North, she too waited for a sign . . . a sign that
seemed to take its own sweet time.

Then other matters took predominance. The pressures of running a great clan, the problems deal-
ing with an ever-fretful growing number of crises made her tasks—even on a daily basis—more and
more difficult to handle.

The questions she asked herself never seemed to have any answers. The people had developed
mind to mind communication, and some even had the rare seer talent, but all were merely aspects of
the same. The ability to communicate. Why no further? Why did it seem as if the race had come to a
standstill?

What was really expected of her? She couldn’t help the climate, or game becoming scarce, or water-
holes drying up unexpectedly.

Was she supposed to be their sole means of deliverance? If so, how was she going to manage
that?

These questions plagued her more and more often, and even now, here on this ridge, scowling
into the darkness, she couldn’t escape the fear that gnawed at her. What if she never discovered the
answers? What if she was doomed to fail?

Of course, there were alternatives. They could begin hunting the great six-legged beasts in the
higher northern areas, in the forests, or the mountain ranges, but she cringed at the idea. Those animals
were dangerous. If they were annoyed enough, they could end up hunting you.

What about stalking the slim, weak creatures that flew in the tree lands? Yes, they could do that . .
. but something about that idea made her feel a bit queasy. There was something about those creatures,
the way they would pause, and look at you, that made her feel . . . they shouldn’t be thought of as food
either.

As the leader of her clan, she tried to subtly implement changes to help her people cope with the
diminishing resources, but in some areas they remained intractable. It was their feeling that because
‘She” was leading them, they had nothing to fear, and eventually all their problems would be solved.

But all their problems were not something she could snap a tail at and make go away. It was the
result of over-harvesting, over-population and underestimating the danger signs. And the worst of it
was losing their sense of awareness of the changing world around them. They were going to be caught
short and she knew it.

It was also affecting her health. Half the time the stress of it all made it seem as if she were going
to fall on her face, and several people began suggesting that she ‘take it easy.” But she didn’t just ‘need
a rest,” she needed answers. She shook her head.

Some thought she was going mad, especially when she started talking about ‘herding” animals
instead of “hunting’ them. Also, her proposal to lower birth rates? Didn’t she know having kits was the
true source of a clan’s wealth?

Worse yet was when she raised the idea of redistributing territory, not by family holdings, but by
family needs. Then there was her odd notion of collecting the hunted into packs and managing their
growth? Or water conservation? Or moving a number of their clan in a sort of rotation of the terri-
tory?

She shuddered recalling the overall response: ‘It would be the end of their way of life’; ‘It would
weaken the hunting instinct that was their birthright’; ‘It would signal a need for a change in the hier-
archy ... and that remark was the one that put her on notice.

Yet she knew that if something wasn’t done, the very existence of Her Pride would be in jeopardy.
Thus, with the instincts of an intelligent hunter looking for a way out of a dilemma, her questioning
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started the process of logically seeking other means of dealing with seemingly insoluble problems. It
was a daunting task.

What it came down to was this: the only way they could attempt to manipulate their environment
successfully was through their ability to communicate mind to mind with everyone. That was a prob-
lem. There was an unwillingness to let down too many barriers. Besides that, each family and clan had
secrets they did not wish to share.

Which raised another question: How was she going to convince a bunch of suspicious cats to co-
operate with one another? On the surface the idea that their way of life was in jeopardy didn’t seem
credible. If she was the only one who saw a need for change, why change anything at all?

After months of discussions, where the struggle to uncover certain startling truths forced intransi-
gent minds to appalling conclusions, it became clear change was inevitable. It was the only way they
could hope to survive a shared predicament.

Thus finally, deliberate and sensitive negotiations among the most important members of the four
great clans began, and crouched down in the Great Circle, they began to scheme how they might con-
serve what they had and prepare an entire race for restructuring. In her heart though, she knew it was
too late.

Too much damage had been done by countless generations of neglect, and as the bones of long
dead animals proved, when a species ran out of time, or when it was no longer tolerated, you were
removed by the great claws of Nature and that was the end.

It was to be nothing less than a choice of wisdom over stupidity. She snorted. But if that failed, what
was supposed to be her legacy? To battle destiny and see what came of it?

Her tufted ears twisted, casting for the sounds a feline hunter loves. The scurrying of a woods
mouse; the rush of wings; the stamp of some beast in the tree line; the slithering leather-like slide of an
eelskin creeping up the side of a swamp vine.

She looked round, then up. She could distinguish them all as no other hunter in the clan was ca-
pable of doing. Shouldn’t those skills have been enough for her? But they weren't. She wanted to hear
the burning howl of a star screaming in silent space. She wanted to know the turns of the dreaded sea
beast in its deepest caverns. She wanted to be able to—and her mouth dropped open in an excited
pant—to fly. To be one with the surging planet’s breath when it moans with every crying twist it makes
in the heavens.

Still, to be fair, she had been most fortunate. She couldn’t have chosen two better males to father
her kits. Both slightly older than her, but both handsome, brave, and cautious in the hunt. With their
unstinting aid she’d been able to raise a fine pride, and a few of the younglings were even becoming
mature enough to have dens of their own.

She had a right to be proud, having done what was expected of her, but still, she craved for more.
She stared into the darkness, the eye of her mind casting itself across the realm of race memory. They’'d
come a long way, but not far enough. Not nearly far enough. Troubled, she turned and loped for the
high ridge. There was someone she needed to see. Someone who could help her, if he would.

Several hours later, at the foot of the deep incline of a distant cave mouth, she spat in respect,
crouched down and coughed. “Elder? Elder are you within?”

At first nothing, then the air seemed to part and a consciousness rose from deep in the earth. A
quavering tone of a pure mind-thought emerged.

“Who are you?”
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She tried a similar mind pattern in response, but something defeated her. “I am She,” she replied
softly. “She of the North, come to seek wisdom.”

“I have nothing for you.”

She blinked. “I am —refused?” Silence. “I've a great many questions!” Silence. “Have you nothing
to offer?”

The thought that came then was direct. “Leave us.”

She blinked again. Leave? Why should she leave? Also why did the Elder use a plural term? Which
‘us’ was he referring to? With a shake of the head she coughed indelicately.

“No!” She gouged out claw marks in the sand. “I need your assistance. I won't leave until I have
it!”

“LEAVE!”

The voiceless shout practically lifted her up and threw her back. She screamed hysterically, scram-
bled round in a panic and raced over the lip of the bluff, moving faster than she ever had in her life.

“I've never been so insulted!” The bitter admission made the confession all the more galling. “Sure-
ly he could have heard me out.”

Her two mates looked at one another. Claw Selves coughed and shook his head. “Perhaps you
caught him on a bad day?”

“Why didn't he say so, then?”

Claw Shreves considered it and rubbed at an ear. “I have never heard of a Great Elder turning any-
one away before. Are you certain he meant what he said?”

She looked back at the memory of the experience and her fur sort of bunched up around her shoul-
ders and there was a shake in her voice.

“I was picked up like a kit and sent skidding clear up to the ridge line. If I thought it nothing more
than a story before, what this Elder showed he could do is incredible. Of our race, he is surely the most
advanced. When I was a kit and saved myself from that fall, I had no idea what I was doing, but this cat
knows what he can do—and does it!”

Suddenly aware of her surroundings, she retracted her claws, straightened up from her crouching
position, and got a hold of herself. It hadn’t exactly been the pose of a sound thinking adult. She licked
at a spot on her shoulder.

“Perhaps another day?” Claw Selves offered hopefully, stealing a look round at the rising sun.

“But I wanted some answers!”

Claw Shreves nodded thoughtfully. “Yes, and your purpose was correct, but we are speaking about
an Ooroomoorian who is three times older than any in the clan. He must be at least a 120. Perhaps liv-
ing to such an age increases one’s peculiarities?”

She sniffed. “What do you propose?”

“To wait,” he panted, smiling gently, tail curling round. “Wait, and see what happens.”

“I may never have my answers then.”

“Patience is the hunter’s way,” he quoted the younglings tutoring passage, “it gains for him who
waits, the food for clan and self.”

There was a long moment of thought, as she weighed the pros and cons, then easing onto her feet
she strolled over to them, and fondled and licked their faces one at a time. She was fortunate to have
such wonderful supporters.

Seven more days were to pass as their pride prepared for the great trek south. Claw Shreves went
scouting ahead to the coastline to ensure the way was clear of danger. Claw Selves had gone to the
western slope, to mediate a dispute between three smaller tribes.
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As a rule clan heads should not have to interfere in the petty squabbles of small families bickering
over tiny holdings, but sometimes it was necessary to do so, especially if it soothed quarrelsome na-
tures during a Migration. Anything that would help with the transfer of territory was acceptable.

Aside of this, heralds had begun to show up from the South, representing their quarter of the Great
Pride. The inspectors who followed nervously examined the grounds their parents had given up fifty
years before, but as far as they could see nothing was amiss.

Spoor tracks showed large herds of animals in the area. Waterholes were still plentiful, and living
areas seemed comfortable and clean. There were coughs of approval and many sighed with relief. But
those who thought less of what they had to offer narrowed their eyes. What would they be getting in
return?

Missing from these engagements was their matriarch, the famed She of the North. Some of the
newcomers respectfully asked after her and were told she was meditating. It was widely thought that
the constant use of her talent taxed her strength. In reality, she had used that gift successfully only once.
The few times she tried afterwards proved she had no control over the thing at all.

The concern of the elders of north and south was set aside. If She was meditating now, at such a
crucial time, then something extraordinary must be taking place. True, a Matriarch always oversaw
territorial transfers, but this Matriarch was far, far different than any before her.

Her mates, along with those who assisted them, were then allowed to do their jobs without hin-
drance and preparations for the great trek continued. The anticipated meeting between Southern and
Northern Matriarchs, as their branches swept by one another was shrugged off. If She of the North
didn't fuss over it, why should She of the South?

As it was between North and South, so then was it between West and East. Four great clans sepa-
rated for the good of the whole, each tracking their own paths, each working for the moment, when the
legend would come.

Lands and bloodlines would cross, and a time would be embraced with the great sharing, when
families adopted newcomers into their den, and yearning eyes might meet, and all was offered in trust
and safekeeping.

Upon the nineteenth day, after having meditated long and hard and coming to naught for all her
effort, she struggled up to the foot of her cave, looked wearily round and sighed. So, what was this
never-ending restlessness about? Couldn’t she be satisfied with the achievements she’d already man-
aged? The pride was in better shape now through some of the changes she’d been able to instill than it
had been in a hundred years.

Their resources and food herds were being hunted with more wisdom instead of the stupid slaugh-
ters of bygone times. Others were beginning to listen to her when she spoke of living in harmony with
the nature around them, instead of simply using up what resources were available as fast as they were
replenished —and that alone, she recalled, had taken a lot of near-begging.

If that wasn’t enough, was she to spend the rest of her life pining after something that couldn’t be
obtained?

Suddenly she sensed someone behind her. Whirling round, claws out, belly to the ground, she was
about to lunge or jerk away —and froze. Before her was an Ooroomoorian who was unlike any she had
seen before.

White coat, silver mane, august, he stood, or rather floated above her, looking down with eyes that
glowed. He was more spirit than flesh.

“Greatest Elder,” she coughed, groveling.

“Why have you not gone?” he asked, mind-voice powerful, resonating.



16 Twilight Times Books

“Gone?” she asked, shaking her head. “Gone where?”

“You sought me out because you were troubled, were you not?”

She blinked, realizing then who this had to be. “Yes,” she admitted, “I did.”

His eyes looked down on her. “Well?”

“Well, what?”

For a long moment he looked down on her, and then shook his head sorrowfully. “I have waited
three lifetimes to gain such insight and then to have it wasted on a kit!” He turned to leave, as if he’d
said all there was to say.

“Wait!”

The Elder did not pause, and walking upon the air as if it were ground invisible to the eye, he con-
tinued on and soon was out of sight.

“You never answered my questions!” she shouted after him. “What insight are you talking about?
What did you mean three lifetimes? What did you want to say to me?”

As a wind howling from the depths of a storm, the response came back, rolling in a sort of deep
thunder: “YOU MUST LEAVE US!”

With a lunge she came out of her sleep, fur shocked upright, eyes wild and wheezing like a Galomb
thrashing about in a full panic. Then she became calm and realized it was nothing more than a dream.
No, not a dream —a vision.

What did the Elder mean? If she left, where would she go? Troubled, she slipped out of the cham-
ber and turned for the entrance. Just before stepping out she paused to stare into the night. She’d never
been afraid of the dark until now. A shiver worked its way down her spine. There was nothing for it;
she had to face her fears, no matter where they took her.

Head up she stepped out and stood in the light cast off by the doubled moons, sucking in the crisp
clean air. Then a strange idea came to her. Could one become like a dream or a thought on the wind?

Her eyes closed, as if sniffing at the thought, studying it, weighing it by unsheathed claws. If one
became a part of the wind . . . her tail whipped back and forth in excitement. If the wind does not
think—she cast aside the effects of the meditation —could we not impose our own will and make it
think? If the wind had thought, could it not take us where we wished to go?

Her head straightened sharply, eyes opening wide. She knew her own limitations; knew herself to
be nothing more than a speck in the stream of time, but with every living fiber of her being, she also
knew —if they were to survive as a pride they had to change. It was that or extinction.

She snarled, taking up the challenge. Now she knew what the mystic meant. Her tail snapped back,
her shoulders rose and her claws gripped bedrock beneath. The way was before her. With a slow grow-
ing, nerve generating growl of will, and calling upon every ounce of power in her —she let loose with
an earth-shaking roar.

It couldn’t have been more than a few minutes after that when her mates and kin came scrambling
over the bluff in a panicked rush to the very spot. There they stood in wonder, staring down from the
edge of the still smoking remains of the huge crater, and then fearfully, they looked round, and then up
... but She of the North was nowhere to be found.

What happens when Destiny acknowledges something unforeseen? Might some benevolent sleep-
er awake, and wonder, what is the cause of such a commotion?

An eye of extraordinary brilliance opened; the other remained closed, refusing to submit to a hasty
whim. There was a whistling sound with breathy overtones mixed in the frigid air of that place, deep in
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the heart of the world. Crystal overhangs of ice tinkled from the upper stone galleries, resonating with
the perfection of those who slept below . . . and nothing more.

Wait, that wasn’t right. It was not a ‘nothing’ that awoke her, and the eye narrowed —and the whis-
tling suddenly shrieked.

“Hmm?” came her mate’s query. “What's this?”

“Something has disturbed me.”

A snort shifts the bedrock. “Oh, well then, thank you for ensuring I share in it and am disturbed
also.”

The sarcasm was ignored.

“See to it!”

The other groaned. Now two other eyes opened and brilliance poured forth. They glared this way,
that way, until finally they changed character and dimension. Beamed up and around and froze. They’d
found what the matter was and another snort erupted.

“This is nothing,” he reported disdainfully.

“See to it!”

Resigned to the matter, his eyes closed, and the lights of cosmic fire dampened. “Very well.” His
mate’s eye snapped shut and the last thought her lord and servant sent, was to one of their offspring.
For such a little thing one of them could deal with it. The order was cast, thus *! Now whoever picked
itup first . ..

“Stop that!” the voice commanded. Instantly the feline’s wails ceased, shocked at the sudden intru-
sion into her misery. She sniffled.

“Silly thing,” followed the comment. “Shifting yourself about like this, without safeguards, is sheer
folly.”

“Grrowwll?”

“No questions. Just allow your mind to relax, relax, and I will physically draw you to me, back
through that place you overstepped, back . . . back . .. drift withme . .. drift. .. drift. .. to me!”

Across the black enshrouded veil,

through the wall of the tunnel of light,

twixt stars

that sang

in the realm

of night . ..

Feline eyes peered through the raging storm, then scaled upwards, and froze. Upon the edge of a
great cliff, staring down at her, was a creature as big as a mountain. Gripping the escarpment of cold

granite with claws stronger than stone, there stood unmoved by the elemental violence about them, a
horned, winged reptile that threatened to freeze the blood in her veins
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Still she was not blasted at the sight of it. She was not destroyed. Taking hold of whatever sense she
had left, she realized this was the being that drew her from that awful place.

“Grrowwll, grrowwll . . .?”

“Yes, little one,” the great one above her murmured gently, “you are safe now, with me.” Then he
chuckled, and the chuckles rose until they became a warm laughter. The storm about them hushed for
Storoth the Dr’gon was pleased with his catch.
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“Kiowa Nights.” I grew up in Colorado. The legends of the Old West are strong in this western state,
and were especially so in the 1950’s. Colorado has had a unique relationship with its Native Americans.
While there were depredations by Anglo-Americans against Native Americans ( the Sand Creek Mas-
sacre comes to mind) the exchanges were often of a more respectful nature.

Still, there was a clash of cultures. This story is born of the spiritual differences between the Anglo-
American and the Kiowa religions.

“Gates of Ashtoroth.” Soon after the Gulf War, I began to write a short story about the most ancient of
archaeological sites, the ruins of Babylon. My experience of work and study in the area of archaeology
demanded that I write about it, and my love of the mysteries of the cosmos suggested I work the spiri-
tuality of that ancient place together with the most ancient mystery of all: the Cosmic Reality.

You won't find the answers to either of those mysteries in this story; merely a vigorous shove toward
your own solution.

“A Day’s Work.” How many times have you dreamt of some very important place for you in the future?
I wrote this story from a feeling of guilt at my own idle musings—when I should have been hard at
work writing.

“Dracu’s Lament.” It seems that we are a culture bent on inclusion of lifestyles, rather than a shunning
of life ways we don’t understand. I explore the fringes of political correctness with this story of a clash
between life style and techno-culture.

“Winter of 100 Years.” The United States has no solitary claim for cultural and religious imposition on
a native population. In this story, I explore the end of the Druids and a resulting consequence for the
Christian victors. The story is fiction, however, the horrors of the “Dark Ages” are historical fact. Who
knows; perhaps the gods Druids were so offended...?

“Welcoming Committee.” This is one of those “the universe is not only stranger than we know,” sto-
ries. While it is possible to conceive of the idea that a being is so alien, we can’t begin to understand it,
here is an alien being we might understand, but too late.

My one thought about beings so alien we can’t understand them: what could we write about them that
would constitute a story? That'’s a rhetorical question. If you have the answer, please don't tell me what

it is.

“Estre’s Night.” Sometimes, evil is in our perceptions, not in the actuality. If there is a world of spirits,
and if they could talk to us, then how would we perceive them?

“Last Word.” With the recent preoccupation of the news media regarding serial killers, I decided to try
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to climb into the mind of one. Surprisingly easy, was my conclusion.

“Reality Test.” As our culture of technological dependence unfolds, we are presented with individual
consequences once reserved to the ill-advised actions of governments. Add to this, the idea that ama-
teurs are often the first to exploit a new possibility, such as building a two-way radio, or an aeroplane,
or a computer or....

“Beta One.” In this story, I suppose the first use for a personal avatar in a virtual world will be for the
experience and entertainment of those daring enough to “push the envelope.” What if the line between
avatar and physical is slightly blurred by the technology?

“Alyse-X in Wonderhood.” I cannot be satisfied, it seems, staying inside the lines. My wife is of the
opinion that I will get myself into more trouble than I can handle with some of my stories. She hates
this one, but I find Alyse-X in a situation that requires my attention.

“Refuge.” This is my “give it back to the Indians” story. Perhaps we should. After all, they new much
more about “it” than did the Anglo settlers. The Indians did, from time to time, have their own prob-
lems with the environment. Sometimes, a writer can have it both ways.

“Terwiliker, Time Trader.” The Time Paradox often draws a writer to the time-traveler story: what if
you went back into time and killed your grandfather? The question is a lot simpler to ask, than it is to
answer. I have fun with the time paradox in this story. Don’t look for a serious answer here. Bring pop-
corn, wear funny cloths and think “iconoclast.”

“Old Salt.” This story was conceived during a substantial wait for service at a fast food restaurant. I try
to be productive with my down-time. By the way; this is a story of which my wife heartily approves. I
call this my “here, be dragonnes” story.

“Freighter’s Gravy.” When you drive a tractor-trailer truck for hours at a time, you tend to forget that
you ride a behemoth that can turn on you in an instant. Take my word for it. Another thing you can
take my word for, is that you have a lot of time to think. This story is the result of such a rumination.
Although the idea occurred to me twenty years ago, I didn’t write the story down. Writing behind the
steering wheel is an invitation to the behemoth. This one, you really should take my word on.

“Cold Justice.” One of the great things about writing, is the ability to place yourself anywhere in time
and find out what you think is important about then and there. This story evolved (literally unfolded)
out my own intellectual struggle between the ideals of law and justice. I throw in religion for no
additional charge.
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“Dracu’s Lament”

The call of the robot door startled him. He couldn’t seem to get used to the disembodied voice, nor to
the sudden apparition of a holographic image of his visitor. He wished he could turn it off.

Ordinarily he would have, but not today. Today, his monthly supply was delivered. Other deliveries
might be left for him in the delivery bin—but not this one.

“Delivery is by hand, Vladimir. You are required to receive it in person.”

“I know. Announce that I'm coming, please.” He didn’t know why he tried to hide his irritation with
the door answering device. The device wasn’t neurologically intelligent enough to take offense. The
biological enhancements were restricted by law from possessing anything close to human intelligence.
This one was, in Vlad’s opinion, dumber than dirt.

Vlad made his way to the front entry, turning the lights up to dusky glow. He disliked doing so, but
he thought the delivery-waif might not have low-light vision.

“Yes?”

“Vladimir Drakeson? I have a delivery for you. Do you have your certificate?”

Vladimir fumbled with the plastic card, turning it so that the little connection strip was available to
the delivery... person? Vlad stopped in mid-gesture.

“Are you bio-engineered?” The comment passed from Vlad’s lips before he could stop it. The
question was impolite, and worse. Vlad was always concerned that such a personal question would
invite unwelcome curiosity in return.

“Yes. This is my first day. Virtual Intelligence Certified, number Ten, six sixty-six. You are a
hematosexual, aren’t you?”

Oh mother, thought Vlad, here we go. “Yes. Yes I am. Is that my package?”

“Yes it is. Insert your certificate here, please.”

“I didn’t know they were approving virtual intelligence. I thought it was prohibited.”

“Not anymore sir. We were authorized by World Congress joint bill A-six sixty six. I'm the tenth
VIC grown.”

“I just can’t seem to keep up anymore.”

The VIC-ten smiled. “Sir?”

“Yes?”

“I would like to know more about hematosexuals. You see, delivery will be my occupation. I am
expected to learn on the job. You seem very open. Do you mind?”

“Hummf. I suppose not. What do you want to know?”

“Well, I know that ‘hemos’” were declared a legitimate alternative life-style by the Civil Rights
Extension Act of 2056. I understand that your lifestyle is a protected one. I just don’t know what ‘hemos’
do differently than other people. Could you explain it to me? If you have time, that is.



22 Twilight Times Books

“Well, first of all; I'd rather be called a vampire, than a hematosexual. Do you mind?”

“Oh no, sir. This is the sort of information I need.”

“Good. We aren't really all that different. We do use bio-farmed blood. That is a bit personal
though.” Vlad looked more closely at the VIC-10. It looked rather generic; asexual, really. Rosy skinned
and full of life, he thought. Full of life.

“Would you like to come in? I'd rather not explain it out here in the vestibule.”

“I suppose so—but I can’t stay long. I have other deliveries.”

“Just drop the blood on that table. Say, tell me, are VICs biologically similar to human beings? You
look amazingly like a little boy. Do you know your blood type?”

* % %

Dracu, the Old Dragon, stirred. The great serpent who slithered between the Realms of Light
and Dark had awakened. It had indigestion. The pitifully meager soul it just received was decidedly
substandard.

No substance really, Dracu thought. Everything seemed so bland these days. Dracu yearned for
the old days. My son Dracula, he ruminated. Now, there was a vampire. What feasts we had! He knew
how to harvest souls....

“Dracu’s Lament” copyright © 2001. Robert Marcom. Previously published in Twilight Times ezine. All
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It seems many ages have passed since the original publication of this volume and much has
happened during that period. I have moved through time, space and knowledge in the same way a

cloud moves through the sky. I feel as if I've been propelled by the forces of nature, completely out of
control of my destiny, unlike many of the characters in the stories you are about to read.

It is a challenge to analyze a volume of your own work as an outsider might, looking for a

common thread explaining how each idea has managed to find its way into

your consciousness. It’s even harder when the body of work encompasses multiple genres, time periods
and styles of writing. I suppose, if nothing else, the restless nature of my soul might be evident from the
range of tales contained in this volume.

Yet, there are two themes that do tend to occur throughout my fiction. Much of my work centers
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on duality; more than one reality in a single tale. At times, it takes the
form of perception (as in Dream Sequence), while at others, the world is physically divided (as in
Worlds Apart).

The second theme that runs through my writing involves my protagonists, who tend to have
their adventures forced upon them by circumstance. Seldom do my
characters set out to accomplish something. In most cases, the world requires from them a specific
reaction, which they must perform in order to be true to themselves.

In this, many of my characters are like me, for surely in my life, I have been motivated by
circumstance rather than my own needs. I see nothing particularly noble in this, but rather only seek
to understand myself through analysis of the tales that spring forth from my rather non-pedestrian
imagination.

So why am I bothering you with this? Because when I read a book, upon occasion, I'd like to know
just how an author views his words, apart from the sort of questions you might find in interviews.

Here is what I think of my work... I like it or I wouldn’t have written it. That said, I like some
stories more than others, though each story is an attempt for me to say something about my life, my
condition, my philosophy or, in some cases, my past.

The stories in this book are, as indicated in the title, much like a sequence of dreams. They’ve all
sprouted from a single, unconventional mind. Yet like a dream, no matter how they might diverge, on
some level, each story must contain just a little bit of me. And if you like a particular story, perhaps it
will call to a little bit of you. Is it not
conceivable you will recognize a piece of yourself in the characters and events that have emerged from
my own skewed vision?

It is entirely possible, for I recognize bits of me in the works of other writers. I'm not sure what
conclusions might be drawn from such an observation, except perhaps in
many ways we are more alike than we care to consider. And yet, no matter how many authors write
the same story, each is as different as night and day, a duality that permeates the very world in which
we dwell.

It is my greatest hope that within the pages to come, you will recognize something you share
with me; that you might, from my words, understand your own circumstance
better; that you might see these stories as more than just a bit of random entertainment; that the images
they place in your mind might dwell for a time with others that have
already spent some time there.

At the very least, I hope these tales offer you some small amount of pleasure; that they may for
a time, help brighten your existence as you travel your own roads to
destinations I can not begin to imagine.

One final note, I highly recommend these stories be read in order. At least two are sequels and
would make no sense without reading the first installment and one makes
reference to an earlier tale.

I wish you well on your journey.

Steve Lazarowitz

Moonah, Tasmania
January 2003
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“Dream Sequence”

When consciousness first found her, the moonlight seemed impossibly bright. Powerful gusts of wind
continually shuffled all but invisible leaves. At the edge of vision, a wall of trees stretched leafy arms
toward the heavens. Momentarily disoriented, she shifted her gaze, first to the dark clouds moving too
rapidly through that luminous sky, then to those remarkably tall trees and finally to a small gray flash
of movement off to her left.

Shaking sleep from her eyes, she propped herself into a sitting position in order to get a better look
at it. At first she could not find the cause of the disturbance. Then it moved again and she saw it. It
seemed so ordinary next to the rest of the tableau, that she laughed. Startled, the creature sat up on its
hind legs and froze in the manner of rabbits throughout history.

“Well, hello there,” she said. “Don’t be afraid. I won't hurt you.”

The rabbit, perhaps sensing her gentleness, began to shift about, though it still kept a wary eye on
the stranger. A night bird, hidden within that impossible forest, added its unearthly call to the scene.

“It can’t answer you,” rasped a voice from the shadows.

At once the woman snatched up her blanket and held it before her, as if somehow it might have
power to protect against a stranger in the night. The approaching rustle of footfalls through leaves
chilled her. She held her breath, until the intruder was close enough to behold.

It was tall, perhaps nine feet, with brownish skin not unlike the bark of a sycamore. Its legs
resembled the boles of saplings, its arms, slender branches. Its eyes, only now illuminated, were brown
and so very old. Its lips, a shade paler, were thin and cracked. The creature shook itself and she realized
it wasn’t only its approach that created the dry crackling that preceded it. She rose slowly and waited,
not yet certain whether or not she was in danger.

“Animals can no longer speak, since the Grand Dawteer has taken the magic.” There was such a
note of sadness in that all too ancient voice, that she took a step forward and reached out a tentative
hand.

“Who is the Grand Dawteer?

“A Shadowlord. A creature made of dreams and darkness.”

Somehow, she could almost recall such a being. She wrapped herself in the blanket, the sudden
chill caused by more than the wind.

“l am the Elvar, guardian of the forests.” He bowed low, displaying more flexibility than his
hardened exterior would suggest he possessed.

The woman bowed back. “My name is Marlayna.”

“I know who you are. I know why you have come. You will follow. There is time to eat and sleep.
The trip, no doubt, has been taxing.”

“How did I get here?”

“We will speak later when you are rested.”

“Where is this place?”

“Do you not remember?”

The area was familiar, as if long ago she had stood in this very spot, yet she could recall no such
circumstance. When she didn’t reply, Elvar turned and moved toward the forest. Marlayna followed.
The trees seemed to mutter and sigh as she walked amongst them and, though she could not understand
their meaning, she had no doubt they were communicating with each other. For a time she listened, as
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if she might suddenly remember the language they spoke. Like everything else, there was something
almost familiar about it.
* %k %k

The cave mouth appeared before them so suddenly, it seemed as if it had been evoked by magic.
Elvar gestured for her to enter. Once inside, Marlayna gasped. She had been here before.

The inside of the cave looked rather like a living room, complete with a large leather sofa, two
chairs seemingly made of feathers and a table that was nothing more than a giant inverted tortoise
shell. Intricate carvings decorated much of the rough hewn stone walls. She walked to the couch, sat
and ran a hand gently over the table. For a few moments, she could almost recall. Only then did she
realize Elvar had followed her inside and was watching.

“Alyar died when the magic was stolen. Do you remember now?”

Alyar was the creature that had once inhabited the shell. She could picture him clearly. He was
gentle, friendly, soft spoken, engaging... her mind recoiled when she realized she was thinking about a
reptile. Elvar saw her confusion and looked sad.

“Where am I? What’s happening to me?”

“You are in the Lands Beyond. You have been here before, though not for many seasons. We have
all missed you. Why did you abandon us?”

“I didn’t abandon you. I wanted to come back, but couldn’t find the way.” The memories were so
close, their proximity was almost a physical pain. For a few seconds, she battled amnesia, then began
to cry.

Elvar watched for a time, until he could stand her sorrow no longer. Then he began to sing. The
song was deep, melodic and timeless. It was a tune most humans would never hear, though it was
available to all who sought it. It embraced her, caressed her, eased her breathing. She had almost never
heard a sound like it. Her sobs diminished until they disappeared altogether. Marlayna drifted, until
she fell into slumber.

* %k %k
It was a sound that should have never been there. She struggled to remain asleep, but as it persisted,
she found herself drawn toward consciousness. She sat up suddenly, momentarily disoriented. She
turned to stare at the source of the disturbance. It took her a few moments to recognize the object. When
she did, she moved automatically to silence it. She stared at the device for a bit longer before its name
resolved in her mind. It was an alarm clock.

El Tigre, the orange tabby she’d adopted for company, sat on the edge of the bed, gently licking
the white tips of his paws. Marlayna absently scratched his head as she looked around her studio
apartment, located just off the New York University campus in Manhattan. The room had not changed.
Her clothes were still strewn unceremoniously about, a constant condition until her mother came to
visit. The television was too small and too old, but most of the time she was too busy to care. The books
that lined the single shelf by the front door were her most treasured possessions, but now, they did not
comfort her. For something was once more missing from her life.

She thought back to the odd dream. She really could almost remember being there. She looked
at the alarm again and panicked when she realized the time. Marlayna jumped from bed, startling El
Tigre into flight. She grabbed a pair of jeans she hoped she hadn’t already worn, pulled on a sweater
she could wear without a bra and slipped into sandals. By the time the door slammed behind her, the
Lands Beyond had given way to a far more tangible reality.

* %k %k

Washington Square Park, located in the middle of Greenwich Village, is where Marlayna often

found herself when classes were over. She bypassed the dope peddlers, the students on roller blades,
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the Manhattanites walking dogs and the ever-present chess players who fought their wars in the park’s
southwest corner. Instead, her eyes sought the trees. She sat for a time, watching the occasional squirrel
climb upwards, and wondered, not for the first time, whether it was aware the ability was in any way
remarkable. Marlayna loved the trees, but knew they could never compare to the majestic towers that
inhabited the Lands Beyond. The thought startled her and she remembered.

She’d dreamt of a place she had once dreamt about and in that dream remembered. She was glad
she was no longer in therapy. She didn’t relish having to explain that to her analyst. In fact, she didn’t
relish the idea of therapy at all. She had tried it on and off for a few years, but it always made her feel as
if something was wrong with her. After all, she wasn't insane. And it had never helped to fill the ever-
present void in her soul. Nor had anything else.

Marlayna was a business major. She attended school, worked to pay for what student aid didn't
cover and when she was done, she studied. No wonder she was having odd dreams. She couldn’t
remember the last time she’d been on a date or even out with friends. When there was time, there was
no money. When there was money, there was no time. Marlayna Kipperling was too busy to enjoy
living.

Even now, she’d spent too much time sitting in the park. When she realized, she rose and jogged
the rest of the way home, just in time to shower and change for work. As she dressed, she briefly
considered quitting school, waitressing, or both, but knew she never would. Her mother would never
be able to handle it.

She thought about her mother then, the one stabilizing point in a world of constant motion. It had
been that way since her father died. Marlayna had been nine. She remembered her father more as a
concept than an image. It had been the two of them after that and would always be that way. Because
of her mother, Marlayna would stay in school and continue to carry food to the hungry denizens of the
East Village, no matter the toll on herself.

Work that day was a blur of people, food and snatches of conversation that never quite made sense.
Since it was the Village, most of it wouldn't, even if she did stop to listen to an entire exchange.

By the time she reached home that night, she was exhausted. El Tigre, waiting patiently by his food
dish, regarded her with large sad eyes. Marlayna had forgotten to check his bowl when she’d stopped
home to shower.

“I'm sorry, little one.” She reached into the cabinet and pulled two cans of cat food. El Tigre watched
with undisguised interest. She held both cans out, as she did each night, and waited for her pet to
choose his meal. As usual, he rubbed his face against one can immediately. She knew from experience,
no matter how many times she switched hands, he would continued to pick the same can, as if he could
read the label. He couldn’t, of course, but it entertained her to believe otherwise.

“Is it chicken and gravy tonight? Yes, I think that’s what you want.” She rose, opened the can and
dumped its contents into the bowl. As soon as she placed it on the floor, El Tigre attacked it greedily.
She watched, smiling. Without him, she would be lonely indeed.

When she turned toward her bed, she noticed the light on the answering machine blinking. She
stared at it. She really didn't want to know who it was, unless of course it was Gregory, the cute guy
from her accounting class she’d given her number to days ago. She walked to the machine, prayed
silently and pressed the button. When her mother’s voice began, she sighed.

“Hi honey, it’s only me. Just wanted to check in on you. Call me when you get a chance. Bye
now.”
It wasn’t Gregory after all. She didn’t realize how much she had hoped for that call, until she didn’t
get it. She sat on the bed and stared at the phone. She fought back tears, though she was aware it was
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somewhat more than a phone call that was missing from her life. She waited until she was calm again
before she picked up the receiver and dialed.

“Hello.”

“Hi, Mom. Did I wake you?”

“ No. I was watching a movie.”

“Anything good?”

“I don’t know. I came in the middle. It's some suspense thing. I'm glad you called. I shouldn’t be
watching it at this hour.”

Marlayna tried to think of something to say that wouldn’t give away her depression, which pretty
much eliminated school and work. It took her a few moments to think of something harmless. “I had
the oddest dream last night. I dreamt I was in a place called the Lands Beyond. There was this tree man
and this crazy forest. It was so real.”

There was a long silence on the other end.

“Mom?”

“I'm here.”

“What'’s the matter?”

“You used to have dreams like that, just after your father died.”

“Dreams like what?”

She could hear the pain in her mother’s voice. “You called it the Lands Beyond back then too. You
said it was a beautiful, magical place, full of talking animals and love and laughter. All the things that
had gone out of your life after daddy died.”

“When did they stop?”

“When you were ten. I had put you into therapy and based on the doctor’s recommendation, you
were placed on medication.”

Marlayna couldn’t believe what she was hearing. “What kind of medication?”

“It’s called Desipramine. It was used to treat Attention Deficit Disorder in children.”

Marlayna gripped the phone tighter, but said nothing. After a few seconds her mother continued.

“Try to understand. You weren't paying attention in school. You were lost in a dream world most
of the time. I was worried about you. I didn’t know what else to do. And I was so afraid to be alone.”
Marlayna could hear anguish in the voice she loved most and couldn’t bring herself to be angry.

“It’s okay, Mom. I'm just surprised, that’s all. How come you never told me?”

“I wasn't certain I did the right thing. I'm still not sure. I didn’t want you to hate me.”

“I could never hate you.” That much was true, whatever had happened. “I'm sure you made the
best choice at the time. How long was I on it?”

“About a year. You started getting dizzy spells, when you first began to menstruate. The doctor
recommended I take you off. You went through pretty bad withdrawal. It hurt me so, to watch you
suffer.” Her mother’s voice was little more than a whisper.

“Oh, Mom. It’s okay. Really. I know you had only the best intentions.”

It took Marlayna another half an hour to calm her mother before she was finally able to hang up.
By that time, she was exhausted. She barely stopped to remove her clothes before falling into bed, but
she did not find sleep immediately. Instead she spent a long time trying to remember the lost year of
her life.

When she woke, she stretched painfully. She was surprised to find herself on a couch. Elvar was
waiting. “Did you sleep well?”
Startled, she twisted into a sitting position, ignoring her muscle’s protests. “What?”
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“You were very tired. Do you feel better now?”

She shook her head. “I don’t know. This is all so strange.”

“You didn’t used to think so.”

“I don’t know what to think. Why am I here?”

“To bring magic back to the Lands Beyond.”

Marlayna stared at the tree man for a long time. “And how am I supposed to do that?”

“If I knew, I'd have done it myself.”

Marlayna stood, slowly making her way around the room. “This isn't real. It’s a dream.”

“How do you know? Perhaps this is reality and your waking world is the dream.”

“I can’t afford to think that way.”

“We can't afford for you to believe otherwise. Don’t you see? You are our only hope. If you desert
us, if magic is not restored, we will fade from existence. That is why you’ve returned.”

Marlayna walked to the cave’s entrance and looked out. By the light of day, the forest was both
peaceful and beautiful. If it wasn't real, it should have been. “What must I do?”

“You must cross the River of Time. No one has been able to, since the Grand Dawteer has stolen
the magic.”

“How am I to then?
“You'll find a way.”

Or the Lands Beyond would fade from existence. Vaguely she remembered crossing that fabled
river before. She had been on a raft. At the fore, a slender, well muscled man guided the craft. She could
see him clearly, the sun reflecting off his intelligent blue eyes. Marlayna drew a breath.

“Is Keryl still around?”
Elvar nodded. “The ferryman still lives, but refuses to make the trip.”
“He’ll make it for me.”

“Dream Sequence” copyright © 2003. Steve Lazarowitz. Reprinted by permission of the author. All
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Excerpt from Eyes of Truth

fantasy detective story

By Linda Suzane

Eyes of Truth

The gods looked upon the world they had reformed and on the creatures they had placed within it and were
concerned their work would be destroyed by the barbaric, unknowing ways of their creations. So they sent the
God Insu.

Insu brought order with his wisdom and his laws, uniting many of the battling tribes into the Kingdom of
Naj.

Insu was not like others, for he could tell when a man spoke the truth. His sons and their sons, the Insu-
has, had the gift and wore the Eyes of Insu tattooed across their foreheads.

When Insu’s time was fulfilled, his sons came together in a great Trial of Truth to choose the one who had
the clearest Eyes to rule Naj as the Dyamu, for the Eyes were stronger in some than in others. And so down
through the centuries, the Insu-has ruled the people of Naj.

But despite their great talent, they were simply men, some good men, some not.

“Horez take you,” Insu-ha Zomo cursed loudly. “I know you're cheating.” Zomo threw down his cards.
They slid across the polished table to rest against Waulo’s folded hands.

This late at night, the Nu parlor was quiet with only a scattering of occupied tables. Zomo’s
accusation stopped all play; curious faces turned. Dar tensed, glancing from Zomo to Waulo, ready to
interfere.

“I don’t cheat,” Waulo said, her gravelly voice low with a threat to which Zomo was oblivious.

Anticipation charged the air, waiting, hoping for a fight. Dar leaned closer to the table.

Waulo looked down at her winning hand, the cards laying face up in the middle of the table. Her
cold dark eyes blinked once, then twice. The decision made, she smiled, which did nothing to gentle
her broad, homely face. “Great sir, I'm as surprised as you that I won. When I bet, I was almost certain
I would lose, for you are a strong player. The God Tazar must have walked across my path tonight.”

Dar relaxed a bit. Waulo took accusations of cheating seriously. Men had died for making them.

She had spoken the truth. She never cheated at Nu. She didn’t have to; she was that good.

Waulo continued, “I'm sure that next time you will win.”

“It’s getting late,” Dar said, throwing down his own cards on the table. “Why don’t we quit?”

Zomo looked at Dar. “I still think she was cheating. What do you think?”

“She wasn’t cheating,” Dar said calmly, hating to get dragged into it. He had warned Waulo against
playing with the Insu-has. They were too used to winning. “The Eyes of Insu tell me she is speaking the
truth. Don’t the Eyes tell you?”

Zomo glared at Dar. The colorful tattoo that proclaimed Dar an Insu-ha ran across the width of
Dar’s forehead and possessed five eyes among the swirls and curlicues. Zomo’s didn’t reach across
his forehead and only had three eyes. He didn’t like Dar’s insinuation that he might lack the Eyes to
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perceive the truth of Waulo’s words. He turned to the other player of the foursome, Insu-ha Emmir.

“What do you think?”

“Tazar didn’t just walk across her path, he stomped on it. I've never seen such luck.”

Zomo grinned, sure that Emmir was agreeing with him.

“Surely as Insu-ha Emmir says, it was only luck,” said Waulo. “For I have rarely played against
such challenging players. You're both very skilled.”

Zomo looked for a moment as though he was going to challenge her statement, then he subsided
back on his cushion, believing her. Dar smiled.

Waulo didn’t cheat, but she certainly could lie. Not that the Eyes of Insu told him she was lying.
No, he couldn’t tell. But then neither could the others.

“Come on, old woman,” Dar said, “let’s go.”

“No,” Zomo said. “Another round. My luck is bound to change.”

Waulo hesitated for a moment, obviously weighing her purse against future winnings.

“Waulo,” Dar warned.

“The Insu-ha is right, it’s late, and I am an old woman. I need my rest. I'm not young like you.”

Waulo was approaching fifty, her black hair liberally streaked with grey, but her squat body was
muscular and strong, well honed, compared to the pampered softness of Zomo and Emmir. Dar was
twenty-four, Zomo and Emmir maybe five or six years older. But Dar would match Waulo against
either one of them for stamina and strength.

And she was more than a match for them in deadliness for, though long retired, as a young woman
Waulo had followed her father’s trade as an assassin. She still possessed the instinct and the skills.

“Dar,” Emmir called after them as they were leaving, “what we talked about before. My winter
wife really wants you to paint her portrait.”

“I'll think about it. Now that I'm the head of the family, I don’t have as much time to pursue my
other interests.”

“I would consider it a great favor.”

Dar and Waulo emerged from the ahabu into the predawn darkness of the quiet street.

“I appreciate that you didn't kill the fool,” Dar said.

“I didn’t think your brother would approve.”

Dar laughed. The Dyamu Coiji, Dar’s brother, most certainly would not approve.

They walked home together in companionable silence. Around them, Dar sensed the great city of
Suterama begin to stir, as the servants rose to prepare for another busy day.

The gatekeeper, watching for his master, had the gate open when Dar and Waulo reached it. He
bowed low as Dar entered.

The grand house had been his father’s before he died two moons ago, naming Dar his heir and
therefore head of the family. There had been many, including Dar, who were surprised. They had
expected his father to choose his younger son, the Dyamu, rather than the disgraced elder son.

Dar wondered if his father had known that Dar had cheated during the Trials of Truth and let his
brother win, let Coiji be named Dyamu in Dar’s place.

Had his father understood the uncontrollable rage that had driven Dar to take retribution on Insu-
ha Nito for beating and mutilating the beautiful So, Maku? To do precisely to Nito what he had done to
the woman Dar loved. That might have been all of it, but Nito’s wounds became infected and he died.

Had his father forgiven him the shame brought to the whole family by the resulting scandal? Was
naming Dar heir his father’s way of making amends? Or a way of forcing Dar to do what his father
considered his duty as an Insu-ha? Dar had never asked, never talked to his father about it, and now
that his father was dead, he never could. Still, he was curious. And at times, he heartedly resented the
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burdens of responsibility that had been shoved upon him, especially Ravra.

He glanced toward her pavilion. It was his duty to honor and care for his father’s winter wife,
along with his father’s other three wives, but Ravra had once been Dar’s spring wife, until she betrayed
him. In his anger and disappointment he had fled, afraid of himself and what he might do. Abandoned,
Ravra had convinced his father that marrying her was the only way to preserve the honor of the family.
Had his father understood what had made Dar forsake his position, his family, and flee Suterama?

A warbling cry from the throats of the watch dragons bugled through the stillness. Then the
ground began to shake. Dar, thrown off balance, grabbed Waulo. As quickly as it came, the earth tremor
was gone. Stillness returned. Dar stood poised, expectant, but after a moment, relaxed. Just another
earthquake.

“Something bad is going to happen,” Waulo proclaimed solemnly.

“That’s just superstition,” Dar said. “It was an earthquake. They happen all the time. It doesn’t

mean that something bad is about to occur.”
“Little do you know, boy.”
Dar sighed. He knew better than to try to argue Waulo out of her superstitions.

* sk ok

Po hurried across the courtyard as fast as his fat body would allow. The sun rested on the horizon,
a round golden ball far too bright for him to look at. For the first time he could remember, he had
overslept. Already the cookfire should have burnt down to glowing coals, the daeshi boiling in the big
kettle. He knew he would be beaten if breakfast was late, yet he stopped to bow in front of the garden
shrine, sending a prayer to the house elementals that the slumber that had held him in its spell would
also hold the master. Perhaps the gods would smile upon Po. Had he not brought a garland of orange
and yellow leaves from the nazo tree to decorate the shrine of Ata, mother of all gods? And just last
moon he had given a large koy-sen cooked in sauce to the priests of Nosawee for their feast day, and he
always remembered the house elementals with gifts of cakes.

He placed his palms together, fingertips touching his forehead, and bowed three times to the
elementals, then hurried on. Perhaps the elementals had heard his prayer. Usually Oen, the gardener,
rose with the light to work in the garden, but he was not to be seen. The garden lay quiet and still, only
the trilling of birds greeted the sun.

Po rushed to the stone-built okomi, which stood behind the kitchen area, to grab a fresh bag of
daeshi and a haunch of xylo that had been curing.

The only light was from the door and the small windows placed high up under the eaves, but he
went unerringly into the dimness, not bothering to light the lamp. He grabbed the small bag of grain
and turned toward the back corner for the haunch of meat, when the smell hit him. He knew it for what
it was, after all he had slaughtered enough animals to recognize the smell of blood.

He saw the shape of an animal carcass hanging from one of the ceiling hooks, but in the darkness
he couldn’t tell what it was. He fumbled for the lantern, lighting the wick, before turning back to see.

It was as naked and bloody as an animal carcass, but it wasn’t an animal. It had been human.

Arope tied about the waist looped over the ceiling hook; arms, head, and legs dangled down. Long
slashes scored the calves and forearms, and the hands and feet were red with blood.

The body turned slowly as it dangled, and Po saw that it was Oen.

Beneath the body sat the large kettle that Po used for rendering. Po watched as a drop of blood
slipped from a fingertip and fell. It seemed to take forever until it splashed into the pot. The sound rang

so loud as to deafen Po. Then he heard his own voice screaming. He could not stop.
* ok %k



Eyes of Truth 33

Raku picked up the ten-day report from the Master of the Guard in Dak-moon and read of the
murder in distant Funara Province. When he finished, he picked up his stylus and carefully inscribed
his mark and the date upon the page. His brow furrowed and he bit his lip in concentration as he
worked to get the symbol just right.

Raku sat on pillows at a low desk in a room in Suterama’s great Hall of Records. Floor-to- ceiling
shelves held boxes, each marked with the name of a town or place in Funara Province. Raku knew
everything that happened in Funara Province. It all came here to be read, marked, and filed. This
document belonged in the Dak-moon box. He had lived near Dak-moon, and on market and feast days,
his whole family traveled there. He didn’t like Dak-moon now because its box was on the top shelf and
beyond his eleven-year-old arm’s reach. He would be forced to call one of the adult servants to reach
it.

With his perfect recall, he reviewed in his memory the contents of the Dak-moon box. There wasn't
much, for the previous clerk had retired only four moons before. All that remained in the box were
deeds, records of honors and grants, and a few unresolved matters like the reports of a mysterious
illness. To that, was now added a murder, a particularly gruesome murder. The young boy, which in
truth he still was, thrilled to the detailed description of the death of Oen, the gardener. Shivers ran up
and down his spine at the thought of a deranged killer stalking his prey, then bleeding it dry.

Then Raku realized something was missing from the box, something important. He was almost
afraid to tell, for he should have noticed its absence sooner, but he was more afraid not to tell.

He hurried down the corridor to where the master clerk sat ensconced on pillows behind another
low desk. Raku trembled as he bowed. “Great sir, I beg to report something of concern about Dak-
moon.”

The master clerk frowned. “Where is Dak-moon?”

Raku blushed, realizing that though they had met, the master clerk didn’t realize that he was now
the clerk for Funara Province. He mumbled the words.

“Speak up.” The master clerk waved his stylus at him.

“Funara Province.” The words echoed about the room, sounding way too loud to Raku’s ears. He
blushed in embarrassment.

“Tell me, child,” the master clerk said, his tone softening. “What have you found?”

Raku looked down at his feet, afraid to look at the master clerk. “I have no excuse for my
laxness.”

“Don’t worry. It takes time to learn to be a good clerk. Mistakes are made, but you have come to
tell me, and that is how it should be. We can rectify whatever has happened.”

Encouraged, Raku told him what he had just realized. “For the last four moons we haven't received
a report from the Insu-ha Shoki, High Magistrate of Dak-moon. I didn’t notice, not at first, because
there weren’t any, not since I became clerk.” He knew he was babbling.

“There’s no mention of any problem in the Guard Master’s ten day reports?”

Raku shook his head.

“It’s strange,” the master clerk said, then he smiled. “But not all that uncommon. Insu-has are not
known for being report writers.”

Relief flooded through Raku.

“Still, it is important. Is there anything else?”

“Today, the Master of Dak-moon’s Guard reported a body was discovered, murdered, hung above
a pot, and drained of all blood.”
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“A sad business, but why have you brought this to my attention? Was there a request for
assistance?”

“No, Great sir.”

“Well, then, why?”

Raku was surprised that the master clerk didn’t find the matter of a murder important. Of course,
the master clerk must hear of murders all the time. Raku felt foolish and struggled to regain what he
had lost.

“One moon ago, a local healer, Torren, begged assistance from the medical college to discover the
cure for a mysterious illness that has killed many.”

“You have communicated the request to the medical college?”

“Yes. Along with a note of censure from Physician Chismu, in which he claimed that Healer Torren
exaggerated the problem and didn’t follow the proper protocols.”

The master clerk looked at him expectantly. Raku continued, “It’s just that the man who died was
a member of Physician Chismu’s household. In his request, Healer Torren accused Physician Chismu.”
Raku closed his eyes and brought the document into his mind’s eye, quoting exactly from it. “Physician
Chismu’s continued refusal to recognize the seriousness of the problem threatens all of Dak-moon and
possibly all of Naj. All cures fail. People are dying.”

“I see. You were right to report it.”

Inwardly, Raku gave a sigh of relief. He had been right to report it.

The master clerk continued, “I doubt that the murder and what appears to be a rivalry between
Physician Chismu and this healer are connected. Still, this Torren has made a serious charge. I believe
the problems in Dak-moon should be reported to the Dyamu.”

Raku swelled with pride as he bowed. An event in his province would have the attention of the

Dyamu, ruler of all Naj.
* ok %k

Insu-ha Coiji, the High Judge and Arbitrator, the Dyamu of Naj, tried not to look bored as the
master clerk droned on. He longed for the daily report to be over. He leaned back against the carving
of the high-backed audience chair and tried, unobtrusively, to shift back and forth, hoping to scratch an
annoying itch. His secretary, Hakoni, saw the slight movement and frowned, the corners of his mouth
matching his long drooping mustache. Coiji found himself responding to that frown like a small boy
caught daydreaming by a stern teacher. He straightened. Then he stopped himself. He was the Dyamu
and had been for six years. He was no longer a frightened 14-year-old, unsure of himself. Still, he
returned his attention to what the master clerk was saying.

“In Dak-moon of Funara Province, there are troubling circumstances. A murder, a gardener was
killed and drained of all blood. The city is also plagued by a mysterious illness.” At least it wasn’t floods
or food shortages. “And we haven't received a report from the High Magistrate in four moons.”

Coiji was disappointed. He didn’t care that a magistrate hadn’t bothered to write a silly report.
Hakoni continued to take notes. Coiji saw the tip of the man’s tongue at the corner of his mouth, as
though he was concentrating hard, but it was an old signal from the time he had first become Dyamu.
It told him to pay attention to this matter.

“Who is the Magistrate?”

“The Insu-ha Shoki,” the master clerk responded.

Now Coiji understood Hakoni’s interest. “There’s no indication of a problem?”
The master clerk shook his head.
“And what does the Guard report?”
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“Nothing regarding the Insu-ha, Dyamu. If his greatness has no more questions that concludes my
report.”

Coiji glanced at his secretary, wondering if there were more questions he should ask. Hakoni put
his brush down and folded his hands across his stomach. Coiji took that as a signal and gave a wave
of dismissal. The master clerk bowed his way out of the small audience chamber. Once the doors were
closed, Coiji gave up all pretense and vigorously scratched his itching shoulder blade, ignoring the fact
that his nails snagged the delicate embroidery of his ceremonial robe.

With a sigh of relief, he turned to his secretary. Hakoni had served his father and now Coiji. In the
last six years, Hakoni had grown an elder’s beard. The wispy, grey-streaked chin whiskers were long
enough to reach his folded hands, a respectable length. His drooping mustache, which Hakoni kept
trimmed to half the length of his whiskers, was still coal black. Coiji wondered if Hakoni judiciously
helped it to remain so dark. “So, old man, what are you thinking? Should we do something about this
murder?”

“It's more disturbing that Insu-ha Shoki hasn’t sent his reports. He may be planning something.”

“If Shoki was, as you say, planning something, he’d be sure to send his reports so we wouldn't
suspect. Is this one of your little feelings or do you have other information that makes Shoki suspect?”

“Nothing new, but as you say, perhaps a hunch. When the master clerk spoke of Dak-moon, I felt
a sense, well, of heaviness, darkness. I can’t recall ever having such a feeling. It is most puzzling.”

Hakoni was famous for his hunches. His little feelings he called them. Coiji’s father had learned to
listen to them, after encountering several disasters when he ignored Hakoni’s warnings. Coiji always
listened.

“I will send a Hand,” said Coiji.

Hakoni grabbed a fresh sheet of paper and poised the stylus above the blankness.

“Send for my brother, Dar.”

“My Dyamu!” Surprise and doubt filled Hakoni’s voice. “Is he a wise choice?”

“A perfect choice.”

Hakoni frowned, Coiji grinned back playfully. He held up his hand, counting his reasons on his
fingers.

“First, I can’t send anyone but another Insu-ha to investigate Shoki.” Another finger joined the first.
“Name another Insu-ha who would be willing to travel so far without complaint on such minor matters
as a few missing reports and the murder of an unimportant gardener.” He put up the third finger. “Dar
will care passionately about justice for this gardener and will search for the truth, no matter where it
leads.”

Hakoni’s dark eyes acknowledged the truth of Coiji’s statements.

“A wise choice, my Dyamu.”

“Stop lying to me. I can always tell.”

Hakoni sighed. “It’s just that sometimes your brother cares too much about the wrong things and
too little for the consequences.”

Now Coiji frowned; anger tinged his voice. “Insu-ha Nito deserved what Dar did! Must that
scandal haunt Dar for the rest of his life?”

“It's not easy to forget that Insu-ha Nito died.”

“But Dar didn't kill him,” Coiji objected. He rose and stalked the length of the room and back.
“Not four moons ago, Dar and Waulo saved my life. If not for them, the assassin would have killed me.
Surely, if people knew, it would change their opinion.”
“No,” Hakoni said firmly. “It’s better that the matter remains a secret. Your brother agrees.”
Coiji frowned. He had wanted to award his brother a medal so that the whole court would know
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his brother’s bravery, but both Hakoni and Dar had told him no. “If I can’t reward him in public, at least
I can make him my Hand.”

“There are those who would use Dar’s reputation against you. If he makes a mistake, it’s you who
will suffer.”

“He won't make a mistake. I know my brother. He will find the murderer. If Shoki is up to

something, as you suspect, you must agree that Dar and Waulo are the ones to uncover it.”

“You can’t be thinking of sending Waulo!” Hakoni protested in alarm.

“Waulo will make an excellent legal assistant. She’s well versed in the law.”

“Well versed in criminal pursuits.”

“Her husband was an advocate, and so was she.”

“I would hardly call her an advocate. She helped him on occasion. Surely, someone more
experienced. Someone who has previously assisted a Hand. Someone who understands the difficulties
of being a Hand and can advise your brother.”

“Waulo is very qualified; besides, she has other skills.” Hakoni paled. Coiji grinned impishly. “Not
that she’ll need them.”

“I should hope not!”

“Moreover if I send Waulo with Dar, I may avert a financial crisis within my court. Far too many
of my subjects have lost to her at Nu, including, I believe, you.”

Hakoni looked guilty. His eyes no longer met Coiji’s. “The god Tazar favors her too often. I'm sure
she’s cheating, but I can’t figure out how.”
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Excerpt from Monkey Trap

sf suspense

By Lee Denning

Monkey Trap

Chapter One
Jungle of Purace District, Colombia | Sunday 0505 EDT

The Assassin sat in the crotch of a tree awaiting the time his target would appear. He contemplated
the full moon, cradling into the mountains to the west. To the east, the sun would be easing toward
the treetop horizon, a fat glowing orange in the humid air. The artist in him admired the ethereal light
of the approaching tropical dawn. Viewed from space, he was under the terminator: half the planet in
darkness, half in light.

Like me, the Assassin smiled crookedly. The smile faded as his hard hands unfolded the delicate
gossamer-winged angel of death. The morning birdsong of the jungle grew muted around him.

Creating the little killer drone had been complex, yet it operated so simply. He marveled again at
the miniaturization and technology, proud of his part in its creation. Then he ran down the preflight
checklist on his laptop computer screen.

The drone’s soft feminine voice whispered confirmation in his ear:

“Wings configured.

“Power up.

“Control surfaces functional.

“Telemetry up, both directions.

“Global positioning engaged.

“Target acquisition up.

“Laser guidance operative.

“Darts armed.”

The tiny laptop showed an all-green board. He disconnected the umbilical cord connecting his
laptop to the killer drone and stepped out of his tree hammock onto the branch. With the foliage
pushed down by his weight, the drug lord’s compound became clearly visible, pocketed into a hillside
over two miles away on the north side of the valley. The straight lines of the crop fields on the valley
floor, and the clear fields of fire they allowed, defined the compound for what it truly was: a well-
defended enclave.

The Assassin studied it carefully through his binoculars in the growing light, his soldier’s training
appreciating their thoroughness. He spoke into his headset microphone, ticking off key points:

“The file on security is quite accurate.

“Electronic surveillance and random roving patrols extend almost this far out.

“Physical barriers, landmines, concertina fences closer in.
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“Not just your usual small arms; confirm Vulcan cannon on the Hummers.

“Armored vehicles, probably custom-built hybrids, under the camouflage netting; I can’t ID.

“They have an array of heavy-caliber machine guns and rocket-grenade launchers, also under the
netting.

“Both fixed and mobile antiaircraft platforms; I see four and two.”

The Assassin thought back through the intelligence file he had memorized. Security run by ex-
Israeli intelligence officers and former Legionnaires; criminals all, but nonetheless some of the most
devious minds in their craft. Probably the latest and best technology drug money can buy, he admitted.
They certainly had the best security operation in the entire drug trade, both people and equipment.

“Feeling pretty secure, are you?” he concluded the analysis. “Well, not this morning, and not from
me.” The threat slid out easily through his crooked smile.

The Assassin kissed the little killer drone, and pointed it toward the compound. Within seconds,
it integrated its camera view with that of the high-altitude recon drone above them, solving out the
global positioning equations, computing its flight path.

The drone whispered into his headset, “Object location acquired, release when ready.”

“Fly true, angel,” he blessed, and the drone slid from his hand. It lofted with delicate grace and
eerie quiet eastward away from his treetop nest, taking a meandering course through the uppermost
canopy of the jungle.

No one could pick up the little killer drone by instrument; even tuned radars would paint its
composite materials as a small bird. No one would likely pick it up by eye; with its gossamer wings and
pale colors it flew ghostlike through the skies, day or night. Even so, the Assassin guided it in from the
east, keeping it in the dawn light at treetop level.

The intelligence profile said the target would appear on the balcony right at sunrise. He did—a
huge, hulking, dark-skinned man, a barrel chest with a thick cover of black hair, on top of oddly short
legs. The recon drone, hovering at 84,000 feet in the air ten miles east, picked him up immediately.
Another marvel of technology, the recon drone was solar-powered; it could hold on-station in the
stratosphere above the clouds for months or years. It had been watching the compound for the past
two weeks, preparing for this moment. Now, the stereoscopic vision of its wingtip cameras transmitted
an image of superb resolution to the Assassin’s laptop. Diego Corrano, el Jefe, was unmistakable, right
down to the wart on his ugly nose.

The target Corrano started his stretches and tai chi on the balcony outside his bedroom, slowly
working into a rhythm. That balcony also served as the box seat from which he oversaw tortures and
executions from time to time, if the reports were to be believed. The Assassin had studied them all
carefully, and believed them.

“Stand up nice and straight, asshole,” he smiled at the target so highly resolved on his laptop
screen.

Corrano obliged, and the Assassin clicked the pointer on the image’s hairy chest. The software
limned an outline around him, and held it, no matter how the man moved. A brief pause followed
while the codes in both the killer drone and the recon drone ran their preloaded subroutines. Target
Confirmed flashed on his laptop screen, and almost simultaneously the killer drone’s soft voice
whispered in his ear.

“Target acquired, engage when ready.”

The assassin scrolled to the Execute Auto selection, clicked on it and sat forward in his tree
nest, watching the screen intently. The little killer drone folded its wings back and accelerated. Now
operating under its own logic scheme, it would react faster and more reliably than his ability to control
it from a distance.
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Diego Corrano, el Jefe, undisputed leader of the world’s foremost cocaine and heroin conglomerate,
stretched his arms to the tropical sky, a light sweat building on his skin. He turned east and squinted
into the rising sun, unaware of the laser bead steadying down on his hairy chest. The dart followed
immediately, burying itself in the hard fat and muscle under the rib cage. The strange warmth of the
paralytic blanked out the minor sting of the dart almost before he could feel it. The recon drone showed
his face clearly. The target stumbled, confused, as his left side went numb. A dark exultation flooded
into the Assassin, hard-edged and cold. El Jefe screamed something into the bedroom behind him as
he staggered and turned.

“Hit confirmed,” the drone’s soft whisper reported to the Assassin.

Corrano collapsed into the arms of a sunburned bald-headed man in jungle fatigues who ran from
the bedroom out onto the balcony.

Aviram Glickman, the drug cartel’s security chief, from the file photos, the Assassin thought, and
laughed quietly.

“Ah, well, why not? Reinforce our message.”

The little killer drone executed a steep climb away into a barrel roll for another pass. The genomic
toxin, keyed to Corrano, probably wouldn't affect Glickman much, but the paralytic would be nasty
while it lasted. The Assassin scrolled to Backup Target and clicked on the security chief’s screen image.
The software limned an outline. He bypassed the protective checks and clicked Execute Manual.

“No innocents in this place, Avi,” he muttered as he headed the drone out of its roll and straight
back toward the balcony.

The security chief pulled the dart out of a moaning Corrano, looking at it in amazement. With
maybe a sense of motion in his peripheral vision, or maybe just primitive instinct, the man yanked over
a table and crouched behind it, blindly firing his pistol sunward and screaming the alert into his lapel
mike. It was little use: the targeting software compensated and the dart took him in the cheek.

“Manual execute hit confirmed on backup target,” the drone’s voice whispered. “Wing damage,
implementing reverse course retrieval program.”

The little killers had to be retrieved whenever possible; they were fiendishly difficult to replace.
So the Assassin tracked it on his laptop, faithfully following its zig-zag programmed return path just
above the treetops.

“Shit! It's only making half-speed,” he muttered, “this is dangerous. Let’s hope they can’t see it.”

His finger hovered over the Self Destruct command on the laptop. But he couldn’t do it. The
machine embodied both art and engineering of the highest order. It represented skill and knowledge
and other things he once had lived for and still admired. And it was a friend, a fellow hunter, a comrade
in arms, more than a machine. A predator, like him.

So he waited patiently, catching his damaged angel of death gently in his arms when it finally
arrived. A message sounded instantly in his earphone, relayed from the recon drone above.

“Omega-One, Omega-One, you've been sighted. We have a scramble from the compound, three
jeeps headin’south toward your position. And about one klick west we have movement toward
you showin’ on infrared. Maybe a foot patrol; three or four troops. Withdraw immediately. Repeat,
withdraw immediately. Proceed to primary EZ and signal for rendezvous.”

“Roger, understood,” the Assassin replied. “Heading out. Setting angel to SDC.”

He sighed and stuffed additional malleable plastique into the drone body and set it into the crotch
of the tree, where its shredded wing material would be invitingly visible from the ground. He toggled
the red internal microswitch labeled Self-Destruct on Contact. The drone would detonate thirty seconds
after being moved. With any luck at all, it would take out one or more of the security troops, and make
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them think twice about ambushes. That should slow them down a little. He slipped the laptop computer
in his weapons harness, loaded his backpack, dropped the rope and rappelled to the ground.

He ran at hard lope southward through the jungle along one of the game trails picked out and
memorized earlier from the recon graphics. They couldn’t track him from their helicopters under the
triple canopy, and they couldn’t get jeeps down the trails. But the dogs would be a different story, and
thinking of that he picked up his pace. He ran for nearly ten minutes before hearing the explosion,
mulffled through the heavy canopy. He said a brief requiem for his little killer drone.

Running hard now, out of the jungle through a clear area of low shrubs near a gorge, the Assassin
finally heard the dogs. No problem, he thought, I'll go downstream and drop the pack on the bank,
with a contact detonator. The dogs will go for it and chew it to pieces and blow themselves up for their
troubles. That should buy me plenty of time to reach the extraction zone. He put the pack down and
loosened the Kevlar vest that also served as a weapons harness. An explosive charge taken from his
harness went quickly into the pack, wired with a detonator to fire on a broken circuit. He looked at his
watch as he straightened up. Thirty minutes to work westward to the EZ. Plenty of time.

The Assassin was about to turn on his transponder and call in the extraction team when the rifle fire
stitched across his partially unprotected back, knocking him into the gorge. As he fell, in what seemed
like micro-slow motion, the analytical part of his mind put the shooter at over a quarter- mile. Another
random roving patrol, he thought. Ah, shit, with those you just have to take your chances. A lucky shot
from a distance. And me with my vest off. Life is all probabilities, isn’t it?

John Jacob Connard, former Special Forces soldier, US Army. In the context of this mission, the
Assassin. Uncertain professions, both. He had been shot before, and knew the numbness of shock
would yield to pain. This time, though, he would be dead before he felt it. A blessing.

He watched the pack fall ahead of him. He saw the sheer drop to the river below, and admired
the rising sun sparkling the top of the waterfall as he fell past. Colombia is a beautiful place to die,
he thought. Then, as he turned in the air and his view rolled down the gorge, he dropped face-first
through foliage growing out the side of the cliff and collided with an explosion of white feathers, a beak
digging sharply into his cheek.

A dove’s nest. The Assassin silently apologized for the unintended harm as his mind slid into
shock. His falling motion seemed to slow to nothing and the cliff wall ballooned out to embrace him.
The pain hit, unexpectedly, too early, in a brilliant flash of deep blue light. His vision tunneled, then
faded out entirely.

Goddard Space Flight Center, Greenbelt, MD | Sunday 0530 EDT

A bit over 2,500 miles north of the Columbian jungle and its jagged cliffs, the night crew for the
SDI exercises at Goddard Space Flight Center was just wrapping up, unaware of the Assassin or his
activities.

Edwin Edwards, night-shift controller for the exercises, smiled broadly at his crew as he rose from
the control chair, congratulating them.

“All right, ladies and gentlemen, that was a very good response, on a challenging exercise. This
segment is hereby complete. Thank you so much for your hard work and focus. Shift change is coming
up. So relax a moment, then get your notes together to brief your day-shift replacements, please.

“And speaking of the day shift... hey, good morning, Aaron. Can't sleep? Or are you just real
anxious to get into it?”

Aaron O'Meara, a day-shift player for the exercises, rolled his wheelchair smoothly over the
threshold into the big room as he spoke.
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“Can I play with the system for a few minutes, sir? While there’s a break? I'm wondering if it will
still pick up those asteroids we were looking at yesterday afternoon.”

“Sure, Aaron, why not? You're here early for your shift, and after all this is basic research.” Edwards
chuckled as he added “and maybe at some point we’ll need to defend ourselves from space as well as
from the surface. Disgruntled North Korean asteroid belt miners boosting a few into collision paths,
that sort of thing....”

This pleasantly dissolved the remaining tension in the big room, the “X-Room” at Goddard. The
Center as well as each of the team members had a lot vested in the outcome. The two-week long,
round-the-clock exercise had been designed to test the ability of satellite sensors to detect, and lasers to
destroy, simulated ballistic missiles arcing up out of the atmosphere. The program was still called SDI,
Strategic Defense Initiative, a throwback to the Reagan era. A game, here in this time and this place, but
possible life and death in the future. Rogue governments. Terrorist groups. More of a concern every
day. A brave new world.

The night crew smiled tired greetings at Aaron and stretched weary backs. The controller exited
the X-Room and went to relieve the pressure of too much overnight coffee.

Aaron O’Meara, Ph.D, Goddard’s most youthful astrophysicist, tapped the keyboard, and the
gimbaled sensors on the satellite array swung spaceward. He admired the angled view of the earth’s
blue envelope on the big screen as the sensors traversed the southern horizon. But then, as the field
of vision rotated away from the planet and outward into space, the impossibility appeared. Aaron’s
breath left his lungs in a whoosh of shock. His professional decorum deserted him.

“Holy shit!” he yelled, “Tracking on! Tracking on! Turn the fucking tracking on!”

But Jack Walton, the tactical tracking technician, had seen it too, and his hands already were flying
over the control board. The sensor array on the satellite stopped its traverse.

“History! Plot it, for God’s sake, Jack, plot it! Gimme the history! Amy! No, I mean Bill, go find Ed.
If he’s in the can, get him out of there quick!”

“History plotting, coming up, a few seconds,” Walton yelled, fingers flying. Then, anticipating the
next commands, “Recording all. Tac computer and mainframe both. Full archival engaged.”

The big screen split into two displays. The top one showed double-stranded flaming interwoven
spirals; erratic, disjointed motions flashing through space. They watched, fascinated. Jack Walton made
the first coherent statement.

“I don’t think the digitizer can keep up with those motions.”

Aaron was thinking about that when the plot came up on the bottom display, the tactical computer
displaying the object’s trajectory.

“Jesus, Jack, you may be right. What the hell is that thing? It just came out of nowhere, south of the
ecliptic, must be half the distance to the moon. Incredible delta-V’s. And it’s headed in... Omigod!”

On the top screen, the object bifurcated, a small part dancing with a bigger part, all crazy erratics
and transverses and reverses, spiraling explosions of light and motion.

“It’s a fucking dog-fight,” Walton muttered, fingers flying with the afterthought of instructing the
mainframe to increase the scan capture rate.

“Jack, the thing’s gonna impact. Gimme a plot projection solved to the earth’s surface, can you?”

“Aye sir,” Walton said, his old Navy reflex kicking in even though now a civilian who outranked
Aaron O’Meara by a huge margin in age and experience. “Coming up.”

The team watched in rapt horror as the berserk dance ended in a flash of light and two separate
objects hurtled earthward at high velocity.

“Entry coming up,” Walton announced. “Larger object projected impact northwest South America,
probably Columbia. Smaller object mid-Atlantic coast, US.” The plot followed the trajectories, still
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erratic and spiraling, but now clearly separate. The projected impact points flickered around on the
screen as the computer tried to update solutions to motions outpacing its software. Then probability
algorithms kicked in, painting somewhat steadier crimson oval impact zones.

“Delmarva looking likely,” Walton amended. “Jesus! Could be this area. At that speed if this thing’s
got any size to it, we're fucking toast! Brace yourselves!”

Aaron O’'Meara slammed home the brake locks on his wheelchair and grabbed the edge of the
control console. Tension streamed into the room. Adrenaline levels tracked the two plots on the bottom
screen. The objects intersected the atmosphere. The top screen optical showed strangely distorted blue
and green flaming patterns in the earth’s envelope.

Random thoughts of imminent death ran through ten minds. My children; they have to live. I left
dishes in the sink. I wish I had. I wish I hadn’t. Now I'll never...

Then, a few seconds later, the patterns abruptly snapped off just as abruptly as they had snapped
into being. The crimson ovals of ground-zero impact zones flickered out. The real-time clock above the
big screen showed 05:48:01 EDT.

Dead silence filled the X-Room, except for the exhalations of held breath. A few signs of the cross.
Then Amy McLaughlin’s shaky voice: “Are we dead yet?”

A burst of nervous laughter erupted.

“Because if we're not, I gotta pee.”

Edwin Edwards, exercise controller, ran back into the room into the midst of raucous hysteria.

“All right, what the hell is going on?”

Ten voices clamored as one. The controller calmed them.

“Okay, I think I've got it: incoming object, high speed, split in two, one of the projected impacts
right here. But I didn’t hear a boom. Anybody hear a boom? Feel anything shake? No? So that’s good,
right? We're all still here, right? So let’s all calm down! Jack, can you show us a replay?”

They watched the replay, fascinated. The object just snapped into existence at 05:45:58 EDT, with
no hint of any precursor motion. The ensuing division and crazy dance took two minutes and three
seconds elapsed time to projected impact, then just as abruptly snapped out of existence. Chattering
commentary from ten of the brightest minds in the business peppered the controller as they watched.

“Okay, I don’t know what happened here any better than you,” Edwards told them, “but we weren't
annihilated. I guess we gotta report it. Aaron, come with me, please. The rest of you, please just try to
calm down. Reset the satellite to the exercise scenario, and get ready to brief your shift replacements.
Jack, would you carve this event out of the data file and tag it as Non-Exercise Anomaly or something?
That way anybody interested can fool with it on the backup system down the hall and not interfere
with the exercise. We’ve got a mission here, and it’s costing the taxpayer big bucks, so we can't let
ourselves get blown off course by this. Although it sure as hell is fascinating. C'mon, Aaron.”

In his office, the controller took off his glasses and rubbed the bridge of his nose tiredly.

“Aaron, I've got to call this in. I don’t even know to whom. But it’s clearly something odd enough
and seems real enough that I can’t just write it off. Now, here’s my problem,” he enumerated the points
on his fingers.

“One. You have this wonderful wacky sense of humor.

“Two. You're far too partial to practical jokes. And so’s your buddy Jack Walton.

“Three. You came on shift a half-hour early, wanting to peer into space.

“And four. The next thing you know we’ve got an invasion of freaking flaming vortices that scares
the shit out of everybody.

“So, Aaron, before I go making a public fool out of myself, and possibly even hurting our program
here, this would be a good time to tell me it’s one of your jokes. We'll all have a real good laugh. Talk for
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weeks about how O’Meara suckered us. Again. But there won't be any harm done. You understand?”

Amazement and consternation and hurt flashed in alternating patterns across Aaron’s open
countenance. He stuttered to get the words out.

“Ed...” he began, but the insistent buzz of a high priority call interrupted. The controller held up
his hand.

“Hold it; I gotta take this, Aaron. It’s the hot line.”

“Sorry to bother you, sir,” the Goddard duty officer said, “but we have a priority call from the
Pentagon holding. A colonel in the Situation Room over there wants to know since we had the satellite
active, did we track any atmospheric anomalies with our SDI arrays. They got a buncha ghosts on east
coast radars and some visual sightings of strange stuff in the DC area. They’re scrambling some F16s out
of Andrews and choppers out of Quantico and Pax River. No ground impacts reported, but Homeland
Security is antsy. Helluva whoop-ti-doo, sir, they want to know can we shed any light on it.”

“Okay. Tell them we do have something. We'll send it over the secure defense net. Couple of
gigabytes, probably. Take us about five minutes to prep it, maybe five to download. Tell them it’s about
two minutes of digital MPEG. That’s m-p-e-g. Give me two minutes to get to the backup X- Room, F117.
Patch them in there.”

Then, hanging up, “Aaron, I'm sorry. It did seem like a logical question to ask, but unless you're so
good a hacker you can also create real effects in the atmosphere, I have to apologize.”

Aaron had already deduced the nature of the conversation.

“No impacts or explosions, I take it?”

“Apparently not.”

“Ed, no offense taken. Hey, I'm fantastically flattered that you think I could manage to pull off a
stunt like this. Wow! What a compliment! Come on, I'll help you set up the files for upload before I
report for the exercise. Who wants them, anyway? Isn’t this something? I haven't been this excited since
I went too wide on the turn down the handicapped ramp in the parking garage....”

Aaron O’Meara’s youthful exuberance played counterpoint to his precocious technological
knowledge, and he chattered stream-of-consciousness ideas at the controller as he wheeled beside his
boss down the hall to the backup X-Room.

C&O Canal Bike Trail, Washington, DC | Sunday 0546 EDT

Legs pumping, heart thumping, sweat rolling down her back, bike tires humming, Lara Picard
was in a Zen-like state. Some distant part of her mind efficiently processed details: pace, gearing,
braking, twists and turns and occasional discontinuities in the asphalt. The rest of her mind was totally
immersed in the present moment: pulsing with the rhythm of her body, devoid of thinking, open to the
universe. Fatigue was a distant thing, unimportant. Had she looked at her stopwatch, she would have
realized a personal best was imminent on this ride along her favorite bike training route.

She encountered little traffic at this early hour, Washington DC sleeping off its Saturday night
excesses on a Memorial Day weekend. A fat full moon illuminated the pre-dawn morning, giving
plenty of light to see. The cool air bore a slight humidity. Wispy fog tendrils layered over the river,
reminding her of her farm-girl roots. A young healthy organism riding flat out, her soul hummed in
tune with the beauty of the river and the bike trail and the sun coming up over the horizon. She became
one with the universe, a resonant frequency, on this fine early Sunday morning.

Head down, Lara barely sensed the eerie flashing ahead of her; the trees between the trail and the
river mostly shielded it. She never saw the strange spiraling fire in the sky, nor the splash in the water.
She only saw, speeding downhill a minute later, the bee’s motion at the top of her peripheral vision. She
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had no time to react before it flew into her open mouth at full air intake. She tried to cough it out. In an
instant of inattention, her front tire caught a rut off the asphalt, and she and the bike were airborne over
an embankment. Her perceptions sped up and the world turned in slow motion, as if clicking through
freeze-frame images. Impact with the ground came in a brilliant flash of green light as she blanked
out.

Inert on a pebbled rocky shelf above a drainage swale, her breathing labored, her body broken and
bleeding, Lara’s mind sought another place....

God, he’s a great lover, she thought, her body still sweating lightly from their exertions. She
admired his body in the dim light, sinewy muscle over a bone structure that came as close as she’d
ever seen to perfect aesthetic balance. Michelangelo’s David, she mused. Or maybe more like those old
movies of Bruce Lee when he’s in motion. What a wonderful body.

Her lover slept on, a slight smile twitching the corner of his mouth as she knelt by the bed and
ran her hand down from shoulder to hip. He gave a tiny moaned exhalation of contentment, but
stayed sunk into post-coital relaxation, sound asleep. She nuzzled him gently in the small of the back,
whispered how much she loved him, then pulled the sheet up and went to take her shower.

He woke and studied her as she came toweling herself out of the bathroom.

“You are looking exceptionally gorgeous this morning, my love.”

“Now, I wonder why that is?” She laughed, toweling off unabashedly in front of him.

He patted the side of the bed.

“Sit down, I think I have an answer. It will make you even more gorgeous, if that’s remotely
possible....”

“Later, satyr.” She laughed again. “I'm going for a bike ride.”

“My God, woman, you should be way too tired for a bike ride! Am I not doing my job here? Please
let me make amends. I'll really try to do better!”

His good intentions were punctuated by a rising under the sheet, which she studied interestedly.

“Nah, I'm not tired, I'm energized, and I'm going for a bike ride, before the traffic picks up. It’s
getting light enough outside. You put your head back down on your pillow and have a little snooze,
and then you can massage my sore legs and buns when I get back. You know how much we both like
that.”

“Umm, that'’s all well and good, but how about a quickie to energize you some more, speed you on
your way, make you nice and limber, keep you from getting saddle-sores or something?” He threw off
the sheet to more expressively salute the idea.

She felt herself moistening.

“You've already given me saddle-sores, buster. So I'm going to wriggle into my biking shorts...
unless... something should just happen to wriggle in before that,” she said coyly. “So, hey, catch me if
you can, big boy.”

She grinned, flipped the towel over his face, and fled to her dressing closet on the other side of the
bedroom....

Lara Ellen Picard, lawyer and mother and triathlete and lover, lay inert and bleeding on a shelf of
rock between the C&O Canal and the Potomac River. As the morning sun and its heat rose over the tree
line, her mind spiraled around and around that erotic event, struggling to pull up more detail. Did it
take place this morning, or last Sunday morning?

She couldn’t recall. Her mind seemed to have fuzzed into a state of hyperactive unspooling;
remembrances and emotions flashed through it as if that most recent memory had been on the surface,
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and like the fastened end of a runaway ball of string it was now unwinding other memories. What a
strange sensation, she thought. Almost like her consciousness was being unraveled from within her
brain. Almost like it was being read into some kind of legal record. Ah, she recognized dimly, that must
mean I'm dying.

But as if to counterpoint that thought and thus deny death, the unraveling suddenly reversed. The
erotic memory flooded back. An overpowering sense of warmth and love ran alongside passion and
spun into the forefront of her consciousness. She saw her lover in a vision so clear and acute it was
almost painful.

Passion, she acknowledged fondly, oh yes; but love the far greater part of it. Even with a body in
shock and pain, Lara moistened in reaction to her vision, validating once again those elemental forces
that exist at the base of the brain and serve to drive life onward. Her mind, beckoned, fled toward those
elemental forces. Toward survival.
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Excerpt from Strange Valley
sf suspense

By Darrell Bain

Chapter One

The small city of Masterville is located in extreme northern Arkansas, near the border of Missouri in
the heart of the Ozark mountain range. It sits at the bottom of a valley which is surrounded by rather
large foothills. The hills grow even larger in the distance, rising finally to heights of several thousand
feet before turning into rounded mountains, worn down by time. The valley, and the city it enclosed,
might never have been noticed, or at least come into public awareness, had it not been for an obscure
government clerk who worked as a statistical analyst for the Census Bureau. He was a career civil
servant and conscientious to a fault. His name was Harry Beales and he had spent most of twenty
years in the same office, sifting data from census figures as if the fate of the nation depended on what
he wrought from his tables and graphs and rows of numbers appended to obscure facts. However, the
fate of the nation paid Harry no mind until well after the turn of the century, when the Census Bureau
computers became sophisticated enough to sift out some anomalies, which Harry then noticed.

Other, more modern computers might have picked up on the figures earlier but Harry had no
access to them, and he was the only person in the bureau whose job description specifically directed
him to search for unexplainable blips. Even after the new computers were installed, it was several years
after the census had been completed before the amoeba-like distribution of data was completed and
found its way to Harry’s desk. He could then begin the plodding search for unusual facts and figures
from the last census that he was responsible for finding.

Give Harry his due. He recognized the first little oddity buried in the wealth of newly updated files
and he followed up on it relentlessly. What he saw first was that in the small little city of Masterville,
high up in the Ozarks, the national divorce rate didn’t seem to apply. There were very few divorces in
Masterville. Not only that, as his curiosity was piqued and he looked further, he saw that there weren't
that many marriages, either. Both facts were anomalies and Harry was very good at anomalies. That
was his job, after all. He searched some more.

Harry thought that the low divorce and marriage rate would indicate a greater percentage of
people with different last names living together and that turned out to be the case. He knew from
previous census data that as a rule, those households where couples lived together without benefit
of marriage should have fewer children in residence, regardless of which parent they belonged to, or
whether the offspring belonged to both. That turned out not to be the case; there were more, not less.
Apparently the citizens of Masterville cared little for marriage but lots for children. About this time, he
noticed that it was near five o’clock, and bureaucrat that he was, he called it a day. The next morning he
plodded back to his figures.
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During the course of that day, Harry discovered several other disconcerting facts. Following up
on family statistics, he keyed into Department of Human Resources files and found that, contrary to
his expectations, very few of the unwed mothers in Masterville were on welfare or Medicaid, or ever
had been; in fact, most of them lived with the father of their children. This led him back to educational
levels, an indication of income. These women had an average of three years of college and an average
income even higher than that bit of data should indicate. He thought then that the racial balance in
Masterville would be skewed toward a lower percentage of minority groups than average, but again
the facts were contrary; the racial classification was about average for that area of the country. By this
time Harry began developing a personal rather than a professional interest in the cluster of statistical
aberrations. His curiosity was highly aroused, even though he was only doing what he was paid to do.
It was simply that his work had finally become interesting rather than routine. He became so involved
in his study that he actually put in more than two hours of overtime that day before remembering
he was working for nothing. Overtime wasn’t authorized in his department. He hastily shut off his
computer terminal and locked his little cubbyhole of an office and went home to his statistically normal
wife and two children, a boy and a girl.

Usually, being a considerate husband and father, Harry tried to spend some time after work with
Bertha, his wife, and John and Mary, their two children. After that, he watched TV, scanning over the
several hundred channels his receiver would accept while looking for an interesting program.

This evening though, Harry was distracted. Right after dinner he zapped into a bland, uninteresting
movie and left the channel selector alone while his mind wandered. Later, in bed, he found that he
couldn’t sleep; the problem from work kept intruding. In all his years as a statistical analyst, rising
slowly but surely from GS-6 to G5-13, he had never seen anything like the data he had pulled from the
computer files over the last two days, and he really didn't know what to do with it. The figures kept
turning over in his mind like a school of fish slowly breaking the surface of a tranquil lake, rising and
falling back into the depths, leaving only ripples behind. He finally slept, but badly.

The next day being Saturday, Harry was off work, of course. He rose, red-eyed and irritable at his
inability to sleep during the night. He showered, shaved, had his usual breakfast of bacon and eggs and
toast then went out into his garage and began tuning up the lawnmower. Winter was over and tufts of
St. Augustine grass were beginning to send out green tendrils in the front yard.

The mower wouldn't start, perhaps because Harry wasn’t paying much attention to what he was
doing and didn’t tighten the sparkplug securely enough after replacing it. A little later he came back
into the house, washed up and informed Bertha that he was going back to the office to catch up on some
work. Bertha stared at him. Harry had never gone to work on a Saturday as long as she had known
him.

“Harry, dear, is anything wrong?” She asked.

“No, honey,” Harry said. “Just a little problem at the office. I'll be back soon.”

Before Bertha could question him further Harry departed in their new van, purchased after his last
promotion. Once on the way, he drove faster than normal, anxious to get to work for the first time he
could remember, notwithstanding that it was his day off and that he certainly couldn’t expect to get
paid for his time. Nevertheless, he entered his little office and booted up his computer terminal with all
the enthusiasm of a four year old turning on Saturday morning cartoons.

Harry did not return home soon. Once ensconced at his desk he forgot all about what time it was.
Following up on the facts he had already gathered, he flung his net wider and discovered that his data
applied not only to Masterville, but to surrounding towns and villages, spilling out into the broad
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valley for miles around before beginning to taper off to more normal findings.

Once he had the anomalous area pretty well mapped, Harry began a search for other statistical
aberrations within the plat. They were not hard to find, once he began looking, and knew what he was
looking for. Crime seemed to be almost nonexistent in the valley and the surrounding area. Masterville
had never accepted any government grants for parks or sewer systems, no government money to
maintain or develop historical sites or any of the other programs congressmen were so fond of grabbing
for their districts to help them get reelected. Federal and state welfare programs were being utilized
hardly at all. Masterville College, a private school, had never accepted a government grant. Both of the
Masterville hospitals, and its single nursing home, operated entirely without government funds, not
even Medicare reimbursement.

Indeed, neither would have been reimbursed by the government because they had never applied
for Medicare or Joint Commission accreditation, a prerequisite for government help. Harry checked
and found that both hospitals and the nursing home were inspected by the state, but that was all, as if
the directors did only the minimum required by law.

This fact led Harry to check on the public schools. None of them were registered with the federal
nutrition program or for school lunch funding or any other federal or state program other than those
specifically prescribed by law.

This induced Harry to search out income distribution for the whole population, not just the
plethora of unwed mothers. He found that income followed a normal bell-shaped curve, but the curve
itself was shifted somewhat to the right when compared with national figures.

Valley residents earned more, on average, than would be expected for that area of the country and
its industries. Home ownership also turned out to be much higher than in other parts of the nation,
though he was hard put to find much financing by government programs. The local banks appeared
to hold most of the mortgages on homes in the valley. These facts made him wonder whether he had
misread the minority population statistics. He went back to them.

No, they were about normal for that area of the country, but the minorities in Masterville seemed
to get along unusually well in life, as if no one there cared about their color or origin or religion. That
didn’t seem right, given the contrariness of human nature, but when he delved into other files he was
accumulating at an astounding rate, he could find very few instances of discrimination suits or racial
unrest, not as far back as he could check. In fact, he could find very few lawsuits of any kind when
he decided to check into that area of Masterville’s business and sent out electronic feelers for the data.
Stranger and stranger, he said to himself, as intrigued as a small boy who has just discovered tadpoles
or garden snakes.

The next thing Harry delved into was religious affiliation, and there he soon found another glaring
blip. The most common religious preference of the inhabitants appeared to be “none.” Although that
was implied data rather than hard figures, since a number of people typically marked none on their
census forms. But he also determined the fact that there was a dearth of churches in Masterville. There
were far fewer than usual for a city squarely in the middle of the “Bible Belt” of America, an area
stretching from the Appalachian Mountains to the Midwest, where religion played a great role in most
communities and the lives of their citizens.

By the time Harry had pulled all these bits from the files he had gathered, he was becoming excited.
There seemed to be no end to the phenomena. At this point, impelled to action by all the statistical
abnormalities, Harry did something which was specifically forbidden to government employees: he
began looking into political affiliations. In order to get into this area, he had to use a few techniques
which were generally known but almost never used by the computer operators. The techniques
bordered on the illegal.
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Ordinarily, he wouldn’t have thought of doing such a thing, but by this time he was far gone in
his research. He hooked into the voting rolls of Masterville County and discovered that a very high
percentage of registered voters listed themselves as independent rather than giving a party affiliation.
Feeling guilty, he began checking local, state and national election results from Masterville. He found
that most of them, and most especially the local elections, had all been very one-sided, almost as if the
citizens had agreed beforehand on what the results should be or whom they should vote for.

Harry worked most of the day. He turned up other peculiarities, none of which would have caused
alarm taken alone, but added to all the other oddities about the valley, were disconcerting to a degree.
Average life span was several years longer than in the rest of the state or nation. Illegal drug use was
very low. Enlistment in the armed services was high, though there appeared to be few military retirees
from Masterville on government rolls. Interracial marriages, where there were marriages, were high.
Most residents had been born in the valley, and apparently intended to die there. It took a while to
ferret out the data from obscure sources, but Harry found that Masterville apparently did not cater to
the tourist trade. There were few motels or hotels in the area, unusual for being so near other highly
rated vacation spots.

This last datum made Harry wonder how the residents of Masterville supported themselves.
It took a while but eventually he discovered that the little city supported many cottage industries
specializing in products which were usually imported from overseas. Masterville charged higher
prices but produced such quality goods and niche items that they found a ready market. He smiled
to himself when he found that one little factory employing a dozen or so persons was making a good
profit by hand sewing shirts in the old sizes of neck and arm length rather than the three standards
from overseas, small, medium and large. Harry remembered gritching to Bertha about how he could
never find a shirt that fit right anymore. He happily book-marked that data for his personal use later.
Someone in Masterville was making a good living supplying that want, it seemed, and he intended to
add his business to their list of customers.

There were more bookstores per capita in Masterville than would be expected, and fewer Movie
theaters and game rooms. The city supported a publishing house which specialized in books of fiction
and nonfiction which didn’t quite fit the mold of the big New York Houses, and checking their web
site, Harry saw that they were making no attempt to imitate the giants; they simply looked for good
literature to publish, and were doing so at a profit, though few best sellers had come from their presses.
There were also a couple of ebook publishers with thousands of titles in each of their catalogs.

It went on and on, but finally Harry had to call a halt. He had skipped lunch entirely and it was
already past time for dinner. Reluctantly, he shut down his computer then locked up and went home.

Bertha insisted that Harry stay home and attend church with her Sunday morning and mow the
lawn that afternoon. Harry would much rather have been in his office sitting at his work station, but
he did as she asked. Besides, he needed time to think about what to do with his findings, and the
monotonous rounds of the mower (which he had fixed) gave him leeway to consider the problem.

Masterville and the valley in which it sat was a strange place indeed if his data was accurate, and
he had no reason to doubt that it was. By the time the yard was mowed level and Harry came in for
dinner he thought he could sum up his thoughts in one short sentence: Masterville was just too good to
be true. There must be something wrong there, though for the life of him, he couldn’t figure out what it
might be. He just knew that such serene, peaceful prosperity as the valley seemed to typify was as out
of place in present day America as an oil derrick on the White House lawn. He made up his mind to see
someone about it, which he did on Monday morning.
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Harry Beales should have had a place in the history books, or at least a footnote for being the first
to uncover the gentle mantle of peace and prosperity hovering over Masterville Valley, but he was after
all only a GS5-13 clerk and his role in the subsequent investigation was soon forgotten by those higher
in the hierarchy of government service. Perhaps Harry would have wanted it that way. Once he turned
his findings over to others, he went back to working his normal hours and channel surfing from his
easy chair and mowing the lawn on Saturday mornings. Eventually he put the whole episode out of his
mind and didn’t think of it again until it became national news. Others did no such thing.

Chapter Two

“Idon’t getit,” Daniel Stenning said as he finished reading the condensed version of the Masterville
data. He tapped an impatient finger on top of the stack of papers. He looked around the table to see
if anyone else agreed with him. Besides himself, there were three other persons in the NSA briefing
room located in the bowels of the headquarters building in Washington. Opposite him, the FBI liaison
shrugged, but said nothing. To his right was a woman, an NSA field agent like himself, but one whom
he had never met. She ignored him and continued perusing the report.

“What is it you don’t get, Daniel?” his boss asked. Mandel Crafton had a chisled face and hard
flinty eyes that he used like a weapon.

“First of all, I don’t see what this business has to do with national security. And second, why is it
stamped secret?” He tapped the papers again. “Most of the data here is available to anyone who cares
to sift through the census statistics or look it up on the web.”

Crafton’s eyes focused on Daniel like an invisible laser, hunting for a hint of insubordination. He
hadn’t wanted him on this case; though mild-mannered, the agent was far too successful at his work
for Crafton to think of him as anything other than a potential competitor. Better to use someone like
Shirley there, whose loyalty to him was unquestionable. She had already pinned her career to his rising
star. However, he hadn’t had a say in Stenning’s presence. His own superior had specifically ordered
him to assign him to the case. Given Stenning’s previous history of successful operations, it made him
believe his boss already thought there were wider implications to the assignment than he had voiced,
and wanted one of the best field agents on it right from the start.

“It’s not up to field agents to question an operation, Daniel. And as far as the secrecy goes, no one
else other than that little stat clerk and his superior have made all these connections. They have been
ordered to stay silent until we determine what’s going on here.”

“But why? I don’t see anything about Masterville that’s really earthshaking. So what if the
population is a little different? From what I've heard, some of those communities up in the Ozarks
and Appalachians have been inbred for generations. Maybe that’s the reason. Besides, they seem to be
getting along fine as they are and not hurting anyone. Why go in and make people start wondering
about it?”

“Maybe too fine,” Shirley Rostervik said from beside him. She turned to him and smiled to take
the sting out of the contradiction before addressing Crafton directly. Daniel sensed a layer of incipient
sexuality beneath the smile, but it did little for him, even as attractively blond and slim as the other field
agent was. Sometimes he wondered about himself.

Crafton allowed himself to return Shirley’s smile as she continued. “There’s something strange
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about that place. Just look at the gradient map.” She pulled a sheet of paper from the bottom of her
stack and pushed it to the center of the table. It contained a map of northern Arkansas and southern
Missouri, the heart of the Ozark mountain range.

“See here, the anomalies begin tapering off the further away from Masterville you go. After thirty
or forty miles, you can't tell any difference from the normal population. It’s almost as if that city and
valley are at the center of an epidemic.”

“If it’s an epidemic, it’s been going on for a hell of a long time,” Daniel said. “Previous censuses
show the same pattern once you begin looking for it.”

“That’s the point,” Crafton interjected. “Whatever those people are up to, it is part of a long range
plan. Perhaps a conspiracy.”

“I really can’t see where they’re up to anything, much less having a plan,” Daniel said, dropping
his copy of the report onto the table in front of him. He reached for the coffee pot and poured himself
a refill. Crafton might be a bastard, but his coffee was always excellent.

“That’s enough, Dan. Our superiors think there’s some phenomenon there worth looking into and
that’s all we need to know. You and Shirley have been assigned to the case. You're to go in there, posing
as tourists and find out what'’s going on.”

“It seems to me we already know what'’s going on.”

“Enough, I said.”

Daniel shrugged. He had said what he thought and was willing to let it go at that. If the powers that
be wanted him to go undercover into a happy, prosperous little valley and unobtrusively question its
inhabitants, then he would do it, and do a thorough job while he was there. He looked across the table
at the FBI liaison agent. “Is the FBI going in, too?”

Crafton answered, looking smug. “No, it was just the first agency notified. When the Attorney
General refused them a writ, the problem was passed along to us.”

No wonder the Federal agent looked so glum, Daniel thought. All he was there for was as a hanger-
on, just in case something illegal turned up that fell under his agency’s jurisdiction. That government
clerk, Harry something-or-other, must have gone to the FBI first, or his superior had. But then the
problem had been passed on to the National Security Agency, and given the paranoia of President
Smith, it was no wonder an investigation had been ordered. Well, whatever else, the operation would
get him out of the stifling weather of Washington and up into the mountains where it was cool. And
perhaps there was a phenomenon in that valley not as benign as he imagined, though he couldn’t begin
to think of what it might be.

“We're going to need some more information,” Shirley said, “Like the names of all the prominent
citizens, addresses and workplaces and so forth.”

“I'll have it for you tomorrow morning, along with your orders,” Crafton said. “In the meantime,
let’s move on. As Daniel said, this business has been going on as far back as census figures go.” He
looked down at a sheaf of papers in front of him, thumbed through the stack, then glanced back up.
“For instance, in the Civil War Arkansas was a slave state, yet records show that most of the men from
around Masterville served on the Union side. Not only that, very few slave owners lived in the area at
the time. Doesn't that strike anyone as strange?”

Daniel thought about it. “Not really. The valley is located up in the mountains, not a good place for
large plantations. That’s where most slave labor was used.”

Crafton tossed it back at him. “Records show a normal proportion of slave owners outside the
valley. Besides, according to news accounts of the day, sentiment in the valley was overwhelmingly
pro-union.”
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Daniel shrugged. He didn’t think that meant much, especially if the valley people shared a common
heritage, something yet to be determined.

Shirley spoke up again while brushing a strand of fine blond hair away from her forehead. “Here’s
the anomaly I think is the most significant: the valley is smack in the middle of the Bible Belt, yet most of
the population apparently has no religious preference. Now why should that be? It doesn’t compute.”

“That’s one of the things you're going to find out,” Crafton said.

“Why?” Daniel asked. “Or rather, let me put it this way: Wouldn’t nosing into people’s religious
beliefs get us into Constitutional questions?” He didn’t bother mentioning that not only did he have no
opinion one way or another on the existence of God, he thought all religions were rather silly and had
never understood why anyone would believe in them.

Crafton stared at him, then answered, “We’ve already gotten a legal opinion on that. There’s no
conflict so long no attempt is made to change or influence beliefs. Mr. Phillips is very interested in the
why, though.”

Daniel had never met Murray Phillips, the NSC director, but he knew of him. Like many of
the current cabinet members subject to Congressional confirmation, he was an avowed, born again
Christian. With congress edging ever further toward the philosophy of the religious right, and President
Smith already there, it was hard for any other type candidate to pass muster.

Worse, in Daniel’s opinion, four new Supreme Court justices of the same ilk had been appointed
over the last several years and the court was now delicately balanced on the issue of separation of
church and state.

Daniel thought that something like the present investigation, especially with Phillips in charge,
might well tip the balance if the proclivities of the valley residents became public. He couldn’t help
wondering, though, why such a high proportion of non-religious folks should be concentrated in that
one area. Perhaps there really was something wrong there, but he decided not to comment any further
and simply wait and see what turned up. After that he would decide. Over the years he had rarely
prejudged a case. Sometimes he thought he had been born a natural skeptic.

Crafton gazed at Daniel as if his eyes could bore holes into him, then dropped his scrutiny back to
the stack of forms in front of him. He shuffled the papers for a moment then looked back up. “I think
that’s about it for now. Daniel, you and Shirley get together this afternoon and get your stories together
so you won't contradict each other. Probably it would be best to pose as a married couple.”

Daniel caught the beginning of a smile from Shirley. Her beauty irritated him for no reason he
could discern. He thought of telling Crafton that he preferred to work alone, then abandoned the
idea. The cover would be reasonable in the situation, a married couple on vacation. He just hoped the
investigation wouldn't take that long. He began picking up his copies of the background analysis.

Shirley’s smile brightened. “Shall we have lunch and get started while we eat?” She knew of Daniel
only by his reputation. Now she decided he was handsome, too, with that short reddish brown hair
and long-lashed brown eyes. He was tall as well, and she liked that in a man.

Daniel glanced at his watch and saw that it was nearly noon. He shrugged. “May as well. Any
preference?”

“I’know a place.”

“Let’s go, then.” He was already thinking of a reason why, as a married couple on vacation, they
would be lingering in the unobtrusive little city of Masterville.

Just as they were about to leave, a briefing officer called them back. They spent an impatient hour
with him, including ten minutes when Daniel joined him outside for a cigarette break. Afterwards, they
were presented with some facts and figures about Masterville not mentioned in the initial brief, and
were given Credit cards for the Operation.
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Daniel left his car in the parking garage and let Shirley drive. He raised his brows at her when she
stopped by a Lucullan Deluxe and popped the two front doors open.

“I picked the right parents,” she said, sliding into the driver’s seat.

Daniel went around to the open passenger’s door and seated himself. The new car smell of leather
and plastic, oil and paint, upholstery and polish were as pleasant as he remembered it from years
ago, but the distinctive odor was long gone from his little hybrid Ford Kitten, an aptly fuzzy name
for its environmental friendliness, although he had bought it for fuel economy rather than a deep
concern over global warming or ozone levels. Personally, he would much rather be driving a big, well-
cushioned vehicle like Shirley’s Lucullan than his own, but they cost so much that he declined in favor
of investing his money.

“Nice car,” he told Shirley as she drove away, heading east. Daniel hoped she didn’t pick an
inordinately expensive place to eat. Once they received their orders and an expense sheet from Crafton,
it wouldn’t matter, but right now he didn't feel like spending three times what the food was worth in
one of the trendy Washington restaurants.

“Thanks. This little dive we're going to doesn’t look like much, but the burgers are good.”

“Burgers? Somehow that doesn’t go with a Lucullan.”

“Not to worry; we're eating at Marvin’s because I know it’s just been swept for bugs. I finished up
a case there yesterday.”

“How come you're being reassigned so soon?”

Shirley shrugged. “Guess they thought I'd fit the Op, same as you. Crafton may act like an ass
sometimes, but he knows what he’s doing.”

“That he does,” Daniel agreed, remembering a bust he had been in on with Crafton. It had gone
down bad but his boss never lost his cool, even with one of his agents down and another wounded.
Daniel couldn’t even remember him raising his voice as he gave orders in a clear, concise voice devoid
of even a tinge of emotion, much less hysteria. Too bad he was so insecure that he worried about
underlings upstaging him, he thought, then wondered where he had learned that bit of data. He
couldn’t remember anyone saying anything like that. He turned it over in his mind for a moment then
dismissed the thought as something dredged up from his subconscious, unprovable and therefore
meaningless.

Marvin'’s café did look like a dive from the outside, but once past the entrance it turned into a clean,
neat diner, with numerous alcoves set with tables and comfortable chairs with armrests. Daniel pulled
a chair back for Shirley and held it for her while she sat down.

“No one has done that for me in years. You must have been brought up in the south.”

“Guilty. Mostly Texas, as a matter of fact. Sometimes my attitude gets me in trouble, though. Not
all women like the little amenities.”

“I don’t mind. I've been called a bitch before, but I can't find a thing wrong with good manners.”

Daniel seated himself, wondering again why he felt no attraction toward the agent. He felt as if he
should have, given her blond good looks and a figure which was slim but possessed perfectly adequate
curves. It was a puzzle he had run across before and still didn’t know the answer to. He certainly wasn't
gay; it was just that some women turned him on and some didn’t. Shirley apparently was one of the
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latter. Well, it would make working together much simpler, assuming she didn’t get the hots for him.

He let Shirley do the ordering, a relatively simple affair since all Marvin’s served were hamburgers
in various guises. He asked for a Coors draft beer to go with it. Shirley asked for white wine. The drinks
were there within a minute or two of ordering.

As soon as the waiter was out of hearing, Daniel leaned forward and asked a direct question.
“What do you think of all this?”

He got an enigmatic smile in return. “Actually, I don’t have a clue. It should be damned interesting,
though. I can’t wait to meet some of those people in Masterville. They seem too good to be true,
somehow.”

“There is that,” Daniel admitted, “but I still can’t see where national security is being
compromised.”

“Well, you know what the grapevine says about our leader: he sees a conspiracy against America
under every rock, and Phillips aids and abets the paranoia.”

“Yeah, I've heard that, but who knows, really?”

“It seems pretty obvious if you follow politics at all. Bobby Lee is a slick one; he lets Congress do
his dirty work, then just signs the bills and gives them all the credit.” The media had tagged President
Smith with a shortened version of Robert E. Lee Smith during the presidential campaign.

“I don’t follow politics much.”

“You should. The country is moving way too far toward the fundamentalist religious agenda. It’s
getting scary. You didn’t hear me say that, though.”

Daniel nodded and smiled mirthlessly. Shirley was going to stay on the good side of Crafton and
Crafton was staying on the good side of Murray Phillips. The NSA director would prefer a theocracy
rather than a democracy, or so it was bandied about among lower echelon agents. As for himself, he
simply tried to do his job as well as possible and avoid politics, office and national both, just as he had
done in the Marines.

Daniel drew a finger across his lips in a zipping motion just as their food arrived. He took a bite
of his burger and raised his brows in appreciation. As soon as he had the burger a few bites along, he
asked, “Does posing as a married couple in Masterville suit you?”

“So long as it’s a pose. You?”

“Crafton had the right idea. A married couple on vacation is likely to arouse the least suspicion. We
may have problems finding a place to stay, though. There seems to be a dearth of motels around that
city.”

“Terrell told me there’s a bed and breakfast listed right in the city. Why don’t we try there?” Terrell
was the briefing officer who had called them back before they left the agency.

“Suits me. Do you have a number for them?”

“Yup. Wrote it down while I was going over all the data sheets. Here, you call.” She handed him a
slip of paper with a phone number below the notation, Ruthanne’s Bed and Breakfast.

“Okay.” Daniel pulled out the new credit card he had been issued. “I'm still listed as Daniel
Stenning. What does yours say?”

Shirley set her wind glass down and rummaged in her purse. She held up the new card and
chuckled. “It appears that we got married while talking to Terrell. I'm Shirley Stenning now.”

“Sounds good.” Daniel pulled his phone out and dialed. A few moments later they had reservations
for a week, beginning three days from the present, time enough for the drive to Masterville Valley.

“That was easy, Dan. How does it feel to be suddenly married?” Shirley said, giving him a Cheshire
Cat grin that promised further teasing if the assignment didn’t become too serious.
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Daniel simply nodded. He had never been married, even as a cover. This operation promised to be
interesting in more ways than one.
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Excerpt from The Casebook of Doakes and Haig

collection of fantasy detective stories

By Patrick Welch

Foreword

Mystery and fantasy may appear to be unlikely bedfellows. A typical mystery, after all, relies on
logic and analysis to establish and maintain the story line. Fantasy requires imagination and suspension
of disbelief if it is to hold the reader’s interest.

Yet there are precedents for “fantasy detectives” if you will (ignoring the obvious that Sherlock
Holmes and other fictional characters are in a very real sense always “fantasy”). If you wish, you can go
as far back as Poe’s “Murders on the Rue Morgue” to cite a “fantastic” mystery. I prefer to go no further
than Randall Garrett’s series with Lord Darcy and Master Sean. These characters and their alternative
universe are direct inspirations for Mssrs. Doakes and Haig, who reside and practice in a universe of
their own, an England which remains a colonial power around the world.

Investigating and expanding their particular reality has been a delight for me. It has also been
a continuing matter of discovery as I have chronicled their adventures over the five stories and one
novelette in this collection. Four of their cases - A Small Matter of Murder, Savage Customs, Murderous
Obligations and Cat’s Moon Rising — have appeared in Alternate Realities. In completing this
anthology, I have slightly revised the earlier episodes to correspond to what has developed later in the
backgrounds of the characters, specifically Mr. Haig.

Sharp-eyed readers of those stories might catch these minor revisions. For me, revising is a never-
ending process in any event. I doubt there is one piece of writing I have ever published that, when I
read it in print or on the ‘net or wherever, I didn’t want to go back and tweak this or that. And I suspect
most writers are the same way.

Anyway, you're probably eager to get into the actual casebook of Doakes and Haig.

“A Small Matter of Murder”

The tinkle of the bell roused me from my crossword puzzle. I glanced at the clock as I made my
way from the back room to the front of my store. Only two hours had passed since my last customer
...this was turning into a good day after all. I paused at the curtain to straighten my coat and don my
friendliest smile, then parted it to greet my visitor.

My smile widened when I saw Mrs. McLeary. As regular as clockwork she was, once a month
making her painful way from the upper West End to my little shop. “And how are we this lovely day?”
I asked as I reached for a jar of Doakes and Haig Recipe Sweetener.

“It’s this hip,” she patted her left side. “The rheumatism does rage like the wind on damp days like
this.”

I carefully wrapped the jar of condiment in newspaper before setting it in a box. “If you wish we
could post your order each month. Save you the trip and all.”
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“I don’t mind. A body does need to get out on occasion.” She reached forward and pinched my
cheek. “So like your father you are, bless his soul.” She carefully set seven pence on the counter. “He
would be proud he would. Children these days, so eager to fly out on their own. Never mind the family
or tradition. Shame it is.”

“Indeed.” I maintained my smile until the door closed softly but surely behind her. Mrs. McLeary,
bless the dear old lady, had yet to realize after all these years prices for everything had inevitably and
inexorably risen. I didn’t have the heart to ask for more, being as she was on a fixed income and all, but
I knew I would hear about it anyway.

I set the seven pence in the cash register where they could safely enjoy their near solitude, then
studied my reflection in the polished silver of the old machine. Children indeed. Thirty-five I was now,
looking every day of it and more. Just so I could carry on the “family tradition.” I glanced at the clock
once more. Just past two. I could be confident I would see no more customers for at least another hour.
Preparing myself for what was to come, I want to the back to talk with Haig.

As per usual, he was hard at work in the kitchen. On the stove a huge kettle boiled merrily away,
reducing a leg of lamb to bits of meat and suet. Sprigs of fresh wintergreen, clover, thistle leaves and
lavender were piled high on the table waiting to be blended with the fat. Several boxes of clear glass
bottles - which cost me nearly six pence each - rested safely on the floor. At his bench, glasses perched
high on his head, feet dangling several meters from the ground, Haig was busy pouring a fresh batch
of Doakes and Haig Recipe Sweetener into a pint container. “How much did you sell?” he asked, not
looking up.

“Just one container. Mrs. McLeary.”

“So the old cow is still alive! And what did you charge her this time?”

“The usual.” Here it comes.

The leprechaun turned and glared at me over his glasses. He looked so ludicrous; not a hand high,
dressed in wool waistcoat and trousers, the tools he worked with as large or larger than he. How he
did it I knew not and he refused to say, in fact refused to allow me to watch him at work. Somehow
he managed. “How many times have I told you, boyo? Money. We need money!” and he rubbed his
fingers together.

He was right about that. “Yes, so you have.”

“Never do, never do,” he turned his back to concentrate on his work. “Your father and grandfather,
they understood. You, you have no more sense than the poorest inmate in Debtor’s Prison.”

“Better a little than none at all.”

“Bah! If your father could see what you're doing to his business, he would turn over in his grave yes
he would!” He continued muttering as he forced the stopper into the full bottle, then made a gesture.
And another bottle of Doakes and Haig Recipe Sweetener was ready for market. If there was one.

“People’s tastes have changed. They eat healthier meals ...”

“Healthier? Hah!” He jumped up on his chair and stretched to his full height. “Rabbits they be
if rabbits they eat like. Look at me! I eat Doakes and Haig everyday! I'm as healthy as a horse!” He
pounded his chest for emphasis.

“You're a leprechaun.”

“What of it?”

I shook my head. We had had this discussion before. Years gone by, our concoction of lamb fat,
some herbs and a touch of Haig’s magic graced the tables of the rich and noble throughout the land.
Now we would probably never get to market if Doakes and Haig Recipe Sweetener wasn'’t already
recognized and honored as a purveyor to the crown. If the Health Office ever bothered to check ... “I'm
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sure we have enough,” I said as I pointed to the shelves along the back. They were sagging from unsold
bottles of our single product. “You can relax if you wish.”

“That'’s the trouble with you, you are always ready to ‘relax.”” But he did pause long enough to fill
and light his pipe. Another health code violation to be sure. “When I agreed to work with your father,
I could have never imagined the future would look like this.”

I suppressed a smile at his choice of words. The story of how my great-great-great-and so on
grandfather had captured the creature had been passed down and embellished by my family for
generations. We had been dirt poor, so the latest version went, and forced to live in a cave while
greatXgrandfather went out hunting and stealing and poaching. Luck of the Irish indeed when he
stumbled upon Haig drunk and asleep on the moors. But not so lucky, either; for a leprechaun, Haig
had a remarkably small pot of gold. Instead of wealth, then, it was work that Haig offered for his
eventual freedom.

I admit he earned it. He had turned an old family recipe (and how we had first stumbled across
it I'll never know) into something that was actually edible. My greatXgrandfather had first sold it to
several pubs in the area, then to establishments in the nearby cities. It was happenstance and luck that
grand-ancestor Doakes crossed paths with one of the King Georges during a periodic spot of bother. As
a reward for his assistance, the King named Doakes and Haig a Supplier to the Crown ...and the family
fortune was established.

Yet Haig stayed on, passed on from one generation to the next like a family heirloom. Which, in a
sense, he was. “You are free to leave at any time.” It was an offer I had made more than once, especially
as the “family fortune” was dissipating rapidly.

“I live up to my obligations,” he sent an angry puff of smoke toward the ceiling. “Best you do the
same.”

“Indeed.” The bell from the front precluded further discussion. Instead I pointed to our inventory.
“Let’s not get too far ahead of ourselves. We don’t want to be disposing of unsold stock that has
spoiled.”

“Doakes and Haig never spoils.” I did notice with some satisfaction that he had put his feet up on
the table as I went to service our customer. It would probably be our last of the day.

k %k 3k

The distressing news came the next morning. We were in our apartment above the store. Once we
had shared six rooms; now I rented out four to cover expenses. But it wasn’t enough. I was morosely
going over the accounts trying to decide how to juggle the bills this month when a snort from Haig
interrupted me. He was standing on the kitchen table, the newspaper spread below him. He was
walking atop one article. “A shame, a most grievous shame,” he said when he realized he had my
attention.

“What is?”

“Mrs. McLeary is no longer with us.”

“What?” I grabbed for the paper and nearly knocked him to the floor.

“Relax, boyo,” he said as he regained his balance, then adjusted his waistcoat. “Says right here,” he
pointed with a foot.

He was right. The article described a break-in that had occurred early evening last. A Mrs. Liam
McLeary was found dead in her apartment, all valuables missing. The bobbies had no leads. A wake
would be held within two days. “Who would do such a thing?” I said after I regained a semblance of
composure.

“A hooligan from the Colonies most likely. Uncivilized they are; we should never allow them to
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return. They left once, be done with them.” Haig stomped his foot for emphasis.

That was Haig’s explanation for every spot of trouble, from scuffles with Spain to wars with
Argentina and Sweden: somehow, some way, the American colonists were to blame. “I'll have to go.”

He frowned. “To the Colonies?”

“To the wake.” I read the article once more. “We’ll have to close for a few hours; the wake is in the
afternoon.” I was surprised when he offered no protest. Although he did make a surprising request.

So two days later I knocked on the door of the late Mrs. McLeary. It opened slowly and two eyes
peered out. “Who are you?” the woman asked.

I removed my hat and bowed. “Sean Doakes. I was a friend of Mrs. McLeary. I just wanted to visit
for a moment and pay my respects.”

“Sean Doakes?” The half-hidden face considered. “I don’t know ...of course!” and the door flew
open, revealing a very attractive woman of about 25. “Mr. Doakes, please do come in,” and she grabbed
my hand and pulled me into the room. “My grandmother used to talk about you all the time! I'm
Colleen Wickes.”

“A pleasure, Mrs. Wickes.”

“Miss. Please, just call me Colleen.”

“Delighted.”

“May I take your coat?” I handed it to her gratefully. “You can put your satchel by the wall if you
wish.”

“No, thank you.” I slung it over my shoulder. “I prefer to keep it with me. Force of habit.” Inside
was Haig; it was the way we traveled when he had a mind to “stretch his legs.” He never complained
about the accommodations so I didn't, either.

“If you wish. Let me introduce you to the family.” I was treated to a whirlwind of grieving names
and faces, mostly family and neighbors. The men were drinking, the women weeping; I participated in
a few toasts and sobs, then made a break for the kitchen and a spot of tea.

I broke in on a conversation between Colleen and a very well-dressed gentleman. He frowned
when he saw me. I apologized immediately.

Colleen was clearly relieved at my intrusion. “Sean, Mr. Doakes, please meet Barrister Weems.”

Reluctantly we approached and shook hands. With one glance at my worn trousers and frayed
collar he dismissed me as someone worth forgetting immediately. “You have my offer,” he returned
his attention to Colleen. “It is more than fair. Considering the circumstances, I'm not sure how long my
client will maintain his interest.” With that he nodded to us both and left the room.

I apologized again. “I was just looking for a spot of tea.”

“Delighted.” She managed a smile but I could see the tension in her lips. “I think she keeps her
supplies here.” She opened a cupboard door, but instead of tea there was jar after jar of Doakes and
Haig Recipe Sweetener. At least three years” worth. I let out a low whistle; Colleen looked at me, then
the jars, then smiled. “She did love your product so, poor dear. But the last few years, her health. The
doctors insisted she watch her diet. Let’s try another cabinet, shall we?”

While she continued opening doors I stared at the larder. Every month she had made that long,
painful carriage ride to my store. Just to buy something she couldn'’t enjoy, couldn’t really afford. I
wiped a tear from my eye; it took Colleen three tries before she got my attention. “Cream? Sugar?”

“Yes. Both.” The hot tea brought my ruminations back to the here and now. “What was that all
about? If I may be so bold?”

“Barrister Weems represents Malcolm Crosley. He has been trying to buy my grandmother’s
property for the past year or so. There was no reason to sell before. Now?” She shrugged. “I suppose
there’s no reason not to.”
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“Yes.” We finished our drinks in silence. The distress I had felt over the news of her death was now
trebled by my discovery in dear Mrs. McLeary’s kitchen. And, not being family, I did not want to wear
out my welcome. So less than ten minutes later I was returning home in a carriage.

I was lost in reminiscing when I felt a kick. Haig was demanding my attention so I unclasped my
satchel and looked inside. “What is it? Can’t we wait until we get back?”

“I like this naught,” he said, then climbed out and sat on my knee.

“Like what? The satchel? There was really no need ...”

“Not that. That Weems fellow. Something is not right here. This smells like Liverpool on a hot
summer’s day.”

He had heard everything, which didn’t surprise me since leprechauns have extraordinary hearing.
He was right; something didn’t smell right to me, either. And it was much stronger than rotting fish.
“So what do we do about it?”

He told me. That afternoon I made an appointment to meet with Barrister Weems.

The barrister didn’t recognize my name, but when I told him I had some property to sell he
reluctantly agreed. Promptly at 10 the next morning I was sitting in his well-appointed office. In the
satchel next to me were the deed to my property, relevant tax and income information ...and Haig.

Weems greeted me perfunctorily when I was admitted to his inner chamber and gave no indication
he remembered me from the McLeary wake. “You say you have some property you might be interested
in disposing of, Mr.,” he glanced down at the calendar on his desk, “Doakes?”

“Yes.” I casually reached into my satchel and pulled out some papers. I also made sure to knock
it over on its side. “Been in the family for generations. But my business is not what it used to be. I am
considering relocating to the Colonies.”

He accepted the paperwork and glanced at it quickly. “Doakes and Haig. I believe I have heard of
the name.”

“Our product has been enjoyed by royalty for generations.”

“Indeed. I may have a client who would be interested,” he offered after five minutes of silence. “But
I will have to contact him.”

“Of course.” I rose and offered my hand. “I will leave the papers with you. Will a day be sufficient?
I would hate to have them out of my possession any longer.”

“A bit rushed, perhaps, but we can make a preliminary estimate of property value at least.
Tomorrow at 10 then?”

“Yes. And thank you.” I was whistling as I left. Haig had had ample time to escape and hide;
tomorrow morning I would retrieve him.

Which I did, but not before enduring a sales lecture from Weems. “Your business is failing rapidly,”
he explained the obvious. “You have a mortgage on your property and it is not in the best condition.
Only the location makes it of any interest to my client.” He handed me a slip of paper. “This is his one
and only offer.”

I'looked at the figure, let out a low whistle, then stuck it in my pocket. “I was hoping for much more
than that.”

“It is more than fair considering.”

“I respectfully decline. If you would.” I held out my hand and he returned my deed and other
papers. Out of the corner of my eye I saw Haig dart back inside my satchel. I placed my documents
carefully around him and closed my case. “Thank you for your time and expert opinion.”

“If you change your mind the offer will remain open for one week. Oh, and I will post my consulting
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tfee on the morrow. Good day, Mr. Doakes.” I winced as I made my way outside. I had not expected a
fee. It would be dear, I knew.

“Weems is as low as a mine rat!”

We were now safely in my apartment, ensconced over dinner, the day’s work done. Haig had
steadfastly refused to discuss any of what he had learned while we were open for business, afraid
perhaps I would use it as an excuse to do no work. Now he was nearly bursting to tell me.

“Aren’t most barristers?”

“Let us not profane an entire profession from one poor example.”

“Sorry. Go on.”

“I spent the entire night going through his files. Weems is indeed representing Crosley. They are
attempting to purchase that entire block of buildings, including Mrs. McLeary’s, for some new venture
Crosley is planning. Much of it they already own. But the others...” He stopped to refill his pipe. He
had become so animated he was nearly hidden by the tobacco cloud.

“Others?”

“Yes. They’ve been filing lawsuits and liens against anyone refusing to sell. Tie them up in court on
false charges. Force them to expend precious funds on legal fees. Eventually, force them to sell. They
had done the same to Mrs. McLeary, nearly exhausted all of her savings they did. But,” he smirked,
“she won in the courts.”

But lost outside them. “So now what do we do?”

“Take them to the bobbers! To justice.” He stamped his foot on the table and threatened to overturn
my teacup. “This is not right!”

“We can't take Crosley to court. Or Weems for that matter. We have no evidence. And Crosley
... T knew of Crosley. Everyone did. A high financier with friends in very high places. In the papers
frequently as philanthropist and speculator. Beyond reproach he was. But then the tabloids like nothing
better than a scandal.

“We have to do something! That dear Mrs. McLeary. And the lass Colleen. A sweet thing she is. You
could not do better than with her, getting along as you are.”

I winced at his reference to my bachelorhood. It had become an increasingly frequent subject of
our conversations. I had been engaged. Once. But the turmoil of my increasingly failing business had
driven her to the arms of a more successful man. After three years I was still licking my wounds. “He
will come after her, won’t he?”

“I saw the paperwork ready to be filed. Another will. Fraudulent I am sure, but sufficient to cause
legal difficulties.”

I stirred my tea thoughtfully. “I don’t suppose you found any records of Weems hiring ...help?”

“Come now, laddie, do you think he would be as foolish as to keep a written receipt or such if he
was using hooligans?”

“Never hurts to ask.” After a pause I set down my glass. “I guess we’ll have to do it ourselves,
then.”

“Do what?”

“Find the men who murdered poor Mrs. McLeary. But we’ll need bait.”

He knocked out the ashes from his pipe on a saucer, then studied me. “And what would that be?”

“Me.”

O’Toole’s Barking Dog was the seventh unsavory establishment I had entered this evening. I had
decided that the murderers were probably thugs from the vicinity of dear Mrs. McLeary’s residence
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as they would be more familiar with the neighborhood, less likely to be overly conspicuous, make a
mistake and enter the wrong residence and so forth. I had left Haig at home, much to his dismay. “You
are a city boy; you have no idea how to deal with ruffians,” he had pointed out angrily.

“And how can you help? I think I need to travel light tonight.”

He had no rejoinder for that, so after doing the dinner dishes I took a carriage and made my
way to Mrs. McLeary’s neighborhood. My approach was the same at every establishment; enter as a
loudmouth drunken lout (an act which became increasingly easier as the hours wore on), sit at the bar
and rail on to one and all about the injustices of the world and most especially the fate of the late Mrs.
McLeary.

* sk %k

Now I was seated in the Barking Dog and repeating my performance. “I know who did it, sure
as the sun rises and the Queen rules the world,” I slurred to those around me. “Hired thugs of that
thieving Crosley they be. Cowards one and all.” This last statement had never failed to earn nods of
agreement and a toast condemning the evil rich. This time, however, I noticed several unwholesome
characters at a table immediately break into a heated conversation punctuated by occasional glances
at me. I quickly ordered another pint and prattled on. “Kind woman she was. Such a pleasant soul, no
bad word for anybody. I would love to get these two hands around the throats of the hooligans who
did her in.”

“She was a saint, that one,” a mate several faces down joined it. “When my missus was troubled
with the gout, she helped clean our rooms and cook our dinners until the wife was better.” Another
added a tale of her love for animals, and soon everyone at the bar was weeping joyfully and toasting
to the spirit of the dear departed, even though some, I was sure, had never heard of Mrs. McLeary in
their lives.

I was feeling warm and smug and was well into my third pint when I felt someone crash heavily
into me, followed immediately by curses. “Watch it, laddie. You trying to trip me, play some foolish
game now?”

I found myself looking up at one of the rough-looking strangers who had been eyeing me. “I'm
sorry,” I gurgled.

“Sorry, he says. Tries to knock me off my wickets and says he’s sorry?” A large fist suddenly
appeared below my nose. “I'll teach you some manners, that I will.”

“None of that, now,” the barkeep appeared immediately. “I'm sure this gentleman did not mean
any harm.”

“Any harm?” The man grinned at me while his companion walked to the other side, surrounding
me. “He could have broke my leg, that he could. Some loudmouth little yip that can’t keep his mouth
shut and opinions to himself, that’s what he be. Insulting the gentry as he has. Speaking things he
knows nothing of. Manners is what he needs.”

I felt something sharp press against my side, from where his partner was standing. A knife I was
sure. Would they do me in right here? “Again I apologize,” I blubbered. “I did not see you. The passing
of my friend has been most troubling.” I wiped away a tear.

The man was unmoved. “You best stop spreading lies about your betters. If you know what is good
for you.” Then he nodded to his companion and they stomped out of the pub.

My hand was trembling when I reached for my pint. My plan had succeeded much better and
much more rapidly than I had expected. To be honest I hadn’t decided what I would do when those I
had upset finally came calling. I had never thought they would visit that evening.

But being right was one thing; proving it to those who mattered was something else again. Those
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around me soon lost interest and I was able to leisurely finish my pint in peace. When I made my way
to the loo I was relieved to find a back door. I used it, just in case my assailants were waiting for me.

They were waiting for me anyway. The silent man grabbed me as soon as I stumbled out into the
gas-lit alley and threw me against the wall. He let out a harsh whistle while I tried to catch my breath,
then brought a knife up to my throat. “Not a word,” he whispered and poked me lightly for emphasis.
When he withdrew his blade, a drop of blood was on the tip. Within seconds I heard approaching
footsteps, then a grunt of satisfaction as the other hooligan stepped out of the shadows.

“So the mouthy one was trying to leave us,” he nodded smugly. “You were so willing to talk back
in the pub, now talk to us. What do you know about Mrs. McLeary’s death?”

“I don’t,” I shook my head. “I don’t know anything.”

He reached forward and patted me on the cheek while his friend held the knife fast near my throat.
“That is not what you said inside. And you mentioned our friend Mr. Crosley. Most distressing that
is.” Suddenly he punched me in the stomach; his companion barely jerked the knife away in time,
otherwise I would have slit my own throat when I doubled over. My interrogator grabbed me by the
hair and pulled me erect. “Now tell me, what do you know?”

“We know that Crosley hired you to kill the lady so he could purchase her property,” a familiar
voice called from behind them.

My assailants turned just in time to see a figure burst amongst us. It was about the only time they
had. I've never seen anyone move so fast; I was still catching my breath when the carnage was over and
both men were lying unconscious. Leaving a smiling Haig to help me to my feet.

“But you're, but you're...” I stared up at him, still in shock from the attack, still reeling from Haig’s
sudden appearance. “But you're tall!”

“That I am, laddie,” he wrapped one arm around me. “We leprechauns can assume your size any
time we choose. We're amongst you all the time even though you’d never know. Can you walk? We
have to call the bobbies before they come to.”

Which we did. They were skeptical of my report, but there were enough witnesses from the pub to
convince them to hold my assailants. They became even more curious when a barrister arrived the next
day to post bail. The barrister was Weem:s.

The next two months held a dizzying parade of events. The tabloids began to run stories, first
little bits of gossip, then full-fledged articles as both the Crown and public became interested in Mrs.
McLeary’s murder. The legal actions carried on by Weems and Crosley were matters of public record
and soon their targets began telling their stories to all who would listen. And the tabloids made
sure many were. My assailants had notorious records of their own, and under severe pressure from
prosecutors came forward and admitted to their involvement with Crosley and Weems ...and dear Mrs.
McLeary.

I had little time to notice; the publicity had generated intense interest in myself and my Recipe
Sweetener, so much so that when Weems made an attempt to foreclose on my mortgage I had sufficient
funds to meet my back obligations. Colleen had even visited to thank me. One thing led to another and
we found time to enjoy a dinner date, where I learned she was engaged.

But several questions remained and it was only after the dust had settled that I was able to ask
them. “You followed me that night,” I said as Haig and I were enjoying dessert one evening.

He nodded. He was back to his regular size; except for that single instance, he had remained as
how I had always known him. “You have no talent for fisticuffs, Sean. I thought it best.”

“I thank you for your help. But why?”
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He frowned. “Why what?”

Since learning of his real abilities, I had wanted desperately to ask so many things. Now was the
time. “Why are you still here? You could have left anytime. Especially since you can ...be like us.”

“Ah, laddie, you think you know what you know not.” He emptied his pipe, then sat back and
rested his feet on the ashtray. “When your grandfather found me, t'was nothing like you have been told.
I met him at a pub and I was pretending to be human. A most delightful companion he was, a witty
man, heart of a poet. Many a pint of the brewer’s art we put away that night! We were both singing to
the angels when we started back across the moors. Which is where I lost control and became ...me.

“Now any other man would have taken advantage, would have seized me and robbed me of my
fortune. But your grandfather, ah, he cared not a whit for money. Instead he took me to his home to
hide and protect me until I could regain my senses, protect myself. For that kind deed I owed him
deeply. In fact, I still do.”

I felt a surge of pride at my ancestor’s largesse. “Any debt you may have owed has long been paid
in full.”

“Sean, me boy, please understand. We leprechauns are normally solitary creatures. But I don't like
solitude. Your family had taken me in, made me one of their own. I am a Doakes as well as a Haig. As
long as I am welcome,” he finished softly.

“You're always welcome, Haig,” I smiled.

With a cloud of smoke he abruptly changed the subject. “You know, I enjoyed our adventure with
Crosley and his gang immensely. We should do that again.”

“What? Get attacked in an alley?”

“No, no. I take it you haven't read the mail.” I shook my head. “This came by post.” He shoved a
letter to me with his foot. I skimmed it. It was from someone I didn’t know asking if we could investigate
a matter of “grave importance.”

Which is how Doakes and Haig, Criminal Consultants, was born.
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Author’s comments

I believe there are two ways you can use mythology in writing fantasy. One is to accept the premises
which have been long established and use them as the bedrock for your story.

The other is to change that mythology to suit your needs and interests. A “mythology” after all is
chiefly a fantasy invention that has been around for centuries (more or less). Leprechauns are known for
their pot of gold (and that will become an important plot element in a later Doakes/Haig investigation),
but they are not reputed to be able to change into human form. But then this is my universe and my
leprechaun so basically I can bend the rules to how I see fit. Besides, for me it’s more fun. What is the
point of writing fantasy if you can’t invent something?

Some “purist” readers might object to that, but anyone who has read my other work knows I am
far from a purist. I did find it interesting that the editor who accepted “A Small Matter of Murder”
confessed in a column that she had vowed never to accept a leprechaun story because she didn’t think
anything new could be done with the concept. I like to think that I have (but friends say I am delusional
in many ways). I trust you will as well.
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Excerpt from The Thirteenth Magician

dark fantasy novel

By Patrick Welch

Chapter One
The Seventh Magician

Daasek swirled the gritty wine in his goblet and stared darkly into it. If he divined his future in the
dross his expression gave no telling. His had been a hard three days’ journey, and he was grateful just
to have a roof overhead and a wall behind. He fingered the solitary gold coin in his purse and sighed.
It was all the satchel allowed this evening, sufficient for a room, a meal and little else. No wench to
keep him company, and not enough to get him drunk. If such were possible.

He was in Ta’Bel, a small port that offered little more than several taverns and brothels. He was
here for the same reason he had previously visited Oio, Byrnhea, Phrion and several he would not
remember. He was here to kill someone. Who, or why, he did not know. He knew only that the urge had
set upon him ten days previous, an urge he could not ignore or control. So he was drawn to Ta’Bel. The
answers he needed, or at least was permitted, he prayed would come in time. That was a hope Daasek
clung to desperately. Because it was the only hope he had.

It was the silence that attracted him. As in any tavern, there was a constant undertow of
conversation, clinking goblets, the coarse laughter of the men and the feigned outrage of the women.
Although Daasek took no part in the festivities, it was comforting to observe them. But suddenly nearly
everyone stopped. He turned from his glass to discover why.

A tall, very thin man had entered. He was clad in a velvet jerkin and breeches, both the color of
blood. The man’s skin was gray, more from dust perhaps than a lack of sunlight. Gray and stretched
taut across protruding cheekbones and forehead. The urge, sometimes irritating like a stone in a shoe,
others a force that struck with fire, squirmed within Daasek as he gazed upon the newcomer’s face.
There was no doubt. This was the man he was being driven to kill.

The latter approached the bar, where a space was quickly made. He spoke briefly to the innkeeper,
who returned immediately with a mug of wine. Daasek noted the man made no effort to pay. Instead
he leaned against the bar with an unhappy smile and studied the room.

The stranger’s attention was drawn to a game of dice at a far corner, where the participants,
concentrating on the action, had ignored his entrance. Daasek had noted it earlier and regretted his
forced austerity. Not that he would have won. He was a terrible gambler, but the camaraderie, even
paid for, would have been enjoyable. What interested the stranger interested Daasek, so he decided to
pay more attention to the game.

Until then, the game had been reasonably friendly, with curses and threats immediately followed
by laughter and calls for more wine. Within moments of the stranger’s attention the atmosphere
changed. One player suddenly began enjoying a phenomenal run of luck. Four times in succession he
threw triple fives with the three dice. The first time he was greeted with cheers and congratulations, the
second mere wonderment. By the fourth time the competitors were no longer supportive.

Daasek glanced over at the velvet man. His eyes were closed and he was crooning softly to himself.
All the while he caressed the solitary black stone within the single ring he wore.
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Another winning roll and one loser had had enough. A short, burly man in leather jerkin seized the
dice and hurled them against the wall. Three fives came up again. Before the winner could protest, his
arms were pinned by two of the gamblers. The short man drew his knife and calmly, expertly slashed the
winner’s throat. His comrades held the victim until there was no more movement, then they dropped
him face down into his growing pool of blood. They divided the victim’s purse among themselves, then
stalked out of the bar. On the way one glared at Daasek, but Daasek offered no protest.

While the innkeeper and his help hastened to clear away the damage, Daasek returned his
attention to the stranger. The stranger was smiling sincerely now, and drinking deeply from his glass.
It was clear he had an erection. From the fresh stain on the front of his breeches it appeared that he had
also had an orgasm.

Daasek understood what had happened. The man, clearly a magician, had controlled the dice-
not the victim. Other patrons suspected the same, but no one would challenge him. Except himself, and
the time was not right. He would know when that time was. The urge, and his dreams, would assure
that.

Unbidden, a goblet of wine was set before him. He looked up, startled. The man in velvet was
standing next to him. “I do not wish to stand,” he said in a sandy voice. “The wine is payment for
sharing your table.”

Daasek nodded and pushed a chair forward with his foot.

The man sat with some difficulty, as if physical movement was foreign. There was a dusky odor
about him, but one due to time, not carelessness. “I must apologize for my people. As a stranger here,
I would not want you to get the wrong impression about the hospitality of Ta'Bel.”

Daasek shrugged. “A man who cheats at dice deserves such rewards.”

“A harsh code of behavior you proffer. One, I gather, you have learned in the wilderness?”

“Many places.”

“Tell me.”

Daasek stared at him through half-closed eyes. The closeness of the man made his nerves quiver.
He had been this close to magicians before. How many times he knew not, but he suspected the result.
“The glass of wine bought you a seat. Nothing more.”

“On the contrary. It bought me your life.” The man finished his glass, then stared at Daasek. “You
are fortunate. I'm going to give you a choice. With most men, believe me, my offer is not as generous.
The soldiers will be here soon. If you remain, you will be blamed for the murder. Everyone here saw you
switch the dice with your partner, clumsy fool. Or you can come with me and share my hospitality.”

Daasek sipped the wine slowly. It tasted much better than the vintage he had been enduring. It was
unfortunate he could not enjoy the physical benefits of alcohol as well. But he had ceased wondering
why he was impervious to poisons, including the most benign. He had ceased wondering about most
of his life, because the answers never came. It was the urge that mattered now, and the urge was to kill
this man. “A most convincing argument,” he replied. “Please lead the way.”

“You will find this superior to the sewage we were accosted with at that inn.” His host handed
Daasek a silver goblet filled with amber liquid. Daasek had finished his bath - the magician had insisted
upon it and Daasek saw no reason to refuse - and was now clad in the same red velvet as his host. This
room, as the others he had seen, featured red curtains and carpet, furnishings of exotic woods, objects
d’art of marble and gold. Yet there was no sense of comfort or hospitality, and the fireplace offered light,
not warmth. Daasek made himself as comfortable as the tight clothing would allow and waited for the
man to continue.

The man lit a silver pipe, exhaled extravagantly. “Travelers are either seeking or fleeing. Which are
you, whoever you are?”
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“You are my host, not my brother. Information should be shared, not demanded.”

“Please do not tire me. If you did not know who I was, you would not be here to kill me.”

The cool of the wine did not quell the fire in Daasek’s heart. “I was not aware I wanted to kill you,”
he lied.

The man fondled the ring he wore. In the light Daasek noted the single black stone in a silver
setting inlaid with arcane symbols. The stone was familiar. It had something to do with the power of
the magicians. He knew not why, but he would have to destroy the stone as well as the magician.

“Perhaps you are right. My name is Krujj. Now you shall tell me yours.”

“Daasek.”

“Your birthplace.”

“I must claim ignorance.”

“Of your birthright?”

“Yes.” Daasek casually let his hand fall to his side. His dagger nestled snugly in the too-tight jerkin.
It could be in his hand at the speed of a thought. Meanwhile the urge throbbed, but it was not yet
overwhelming. He could parley with the magician if that was what the latter wanted. And enjoy the
wine. There was plenty of time to kill him. So Daasek pondered the question, and decided to respond
turther. “There are areas in my past that are lost to me. If I am truly seeking something, then that is my
goal. If you can help me, then, yes, you are the one I seek.”

Krujjlaughed. “Yes, I can help you. If I care to. You look like a barbarian, fresh from the wastelands of
the west. Yet you lack their poor manners or tongue. Noble breeding must lurk in your background.”

“A pleasant thought if true. Perhaps I am claimant to a usurper’s throne. Or heir to a merchant’s
fortune.” Even as he said it casually, Daasek wondered, hoped that perhaps it was true. “If that is the
case, I will reward you handsomely for your assistance.”

“Give assistance?” he roared. “I give nothing! From you I will only take...everything.”

“Such as that unfortunate’s life in the tavern?”

Krujj gestured grandly. “Amusing, was it not? It was for your benefit, of course. And his.”

“His?” Daasek started. The conversation was taking a direction he had not anticipated, but one he
wanted to follow.

Krujj laughed cruelly. “I pity you, Daasek. Truly. You have no life, you have nothing. You can only
do what you are told. Tell me, where were you last?”

“Panot.”

“Previous?”

“BaniFel.”

“Two lies. Before that?”

“I don’t know.” This time he told the truth.

Krujj nodded. “You shouldn't try to mislead me, Daasek. You can’t deceive a man with my talents.
Not here.”

“If you think you can control me as easily as a set of dice, you are mistaken.”

“That is true. You I cannot control. Because you are already controlled. But I control everything and
everyone in Ta’Bel. That is why you shall fail.”

Daasek poured himself more wine. He couldn’t be poisoned, he couldn’t become inebriated. One
of the boons of being controlled, he was sure Krujj would say. The mage was right, terrifyingly so. Of
that he was sure. If he could learn more, perhaps he could escape, perhaps he could regain possession
of himself. If the magician would tell him. He had to prolong the conversation, at least until the urge
became overwhelming. Already he felt it rising inside him like bile, ready to spew forth. He took a deep
breath to regain some control. “If you are so secure, why did you seek me out? Why bring me here to
tell me this?”
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Krujj took a seat closer to the fire. He fed the flames for a moment, his regal manner gone. “My
master told me you would come. My spies informed me of your arrival. I could have had them kill you
instantly, but I doubt it would have accomplished much, not that way.” When he turned to Daasek, the
regal mien was gone, replaced by one approaching civility. “You see, I cannot divine the future, Daasek.
I have paid enough for what power I have. I will not pay more. If I kill you, he will send someone else.
If I can convince him, through you, that I cannot be harmed and I will not harm him, perhaps he will
leave me in peace.”

“And if I kill you?”

He glared at Daasek, all humanity gone from his face. “You are beginning to tire me. But I will
tell you this. There are spheres of power that control this world, spheres of power in conflict with one
another. Each of these spheres or gods or demons - whichever you can comprehend - has agents in this
world. Each has tools as well. I am an agent. You are a tool.” His voice darkened. “It is much easier to
destroy a tool, Daasek, than an agent.”

“Why do you tell me this, if I am in truth a helpless, hopeless pawn?” He dropped his hand near
his dagger once again.

The magician flicked his hand as if a gnat had bothered him. “For now that is true. But the time
may come when you can free yourself. The odds are against it, but dear Karmela has smiled upon you
much longer than any could have anticipated. If that happens, I wish you to remember everything he
has done to you, everything he has made you do. I believe you will feel very strongly about revenge.”

“Since you know, tell me who he is and where I can find him.”

“It matters not presently. Frankly, I doubt you will have the opportunity.” He yawned exaggeratedly.
“If you’ll excuse me, I'm rather tired. I hope you realize it is not my lack of hospitality, but my common
sense that makes me bid you leave. I have made arrangements for your transportation.” He looked at
Daasek coldly. “You will not return to Ta’Bel.”

Daasek suddenly found himself rising to his feet. He tried to reach his dagger, but he could not
move his arms even the few inches necessary. Instead they were caught in a steel grip from his shoulders
to his hands, and for all his strength he could not control them.

He tried to trip over a chair, walk into a wall, but his feet marched unbidden. But Krujj can’t control
me, he thought as he was walked towards the door, then outside and into the night-covered street. He
said so.

It was only when he was in the cool evening air and sitting on the back of a galloping mount, that he
finally understood. It was not his body Krujj controlled, but the clothing Daasek had been maneuvered

into wearing.
* ok ok

Daasek’s flight into the night was a dream born in Hys. He had no control over his body, his mount,
his destination. The entire journey was at full gait down winding stone streets, over tree- lined roads
and rock-strewn paths. Limbs slashed across his face, his horse nearly fell a dozen times, yet he could
only sit straight and rock still in the saddle and curse Krujj.

Near dawn the ride ended abruptly. The tension of the velvet disappeared without warning and
Daasek almost fell before grabbing hold of the reins. Then his mount collapsed below him. As he
picked himself off the ground, he finally realized how his steed had maintained the rapid pace for so
long. Daasek had been riding a corpse.

He slept in the open until sunrise. It was only after wakening, when he attempted to bathe the
dried blood and dirt and pain away, that he understood the full horror of Krujj’s plans. For he could not
remove the clothing at all. And it was slowly beginning to compress.
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Daasek caught and cooked a rabbit for lunch and planned. He must get the clothing removed.
Somehow. He must get back to Ta’Bel. Somehow. He must slay Krujj. Somehow. When he awoke from
a brief nap, he knew the answers. Somehow.

“I don’t think I can do it.”

“I've paid you sufficiently, have I not?”

“You may die.”

“I will die if you don’t. Every day they grow tighter. They will soon crush my very breath from
me.”

The healer looked at the array of knives, potions, and amulets at his disposal. None seemed
adequate. “Some I can cut, some I will have to burn. Are you sure you cannot take my herbs?”

“They have no effect on me. You have tied me securely?”

“Yes.” Daasek was suspended from two beams. His hands, ankles and head were fastened by
leather straps and metal chains. Once the pain began, neither knew if they would hold him immobile.
Or for how long. Only his head was uncovered.

“You may begin,” said Daasek.

The healer put a strap in his patient’s mouth to cover his screams, taking care to compress the
tongue so it could not be bitten through. Then he turned to the table where his instruments lay. He
sharpened and heated his knives while he studied his patient. Magician’s work, to be sure. A man as
muscular as Daasek should be able to burst through the velvet just through his own strength. He hoped
the man was indeed as strong as he appeared. He would need it all if he were to recover.

He approached and rubbed his hand along one of Daasek’s arms. The cloth was stretched so taut
that he could actually feel the pulse beneath. His patient was speaking truly. The man would die if he
could not be freed. He took a deep breath and slowly slit across the clothing. It parted reluctantly, and
blood quickly filled the gap. He pulled at the cloth. It pealed back slowly, as if it were part of Daasek,
and took hair and skin with it. The doctor looked up and saw his patient gazing fixedly at him. There
was pain in the eyes, but something else as well. He turned his gaze quickly. “Wait.” He placed a
blindfold over his patient. “You needn’t see this.” And I dare not look again at those eyes, he added
mentally.

* ok %k

During brief periods of consciousness, Daasek remembered the powerful and evil man in blue
who had come from a dying forest in another land. Who had imprisoned his village, then captured
him unawares. Who had stolen his soul. An old, evil man who commanded him by dreams and other
powers to slay for unknown reasons. A man who