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Underground and Over-The-Counter 

by Emily O’Neil 

“Tannen!” 

The gadgeteer jumped, nearly slicing her hand open with 

the knife she was using to pry bolts free from a scavenged 

cyberlimb shell she’d bought just the day before. A loud 

knocking followed her shouted name and she sighed, looking 

up from her mess of metal and nervewire. This mod was never 

going to be finished at this rate. 

Removing her cracked work goggles, she tossed them on 

the table beside the metallic monstrosity she’d been 

cannibalizing and headed for the door. “Hi, Ben,” she chirped 

with overblown enthusiasm as she opened it, stepping back 

abruptly as the tall, swarthy man pushed his way inside. 

“I need that Occucam,” he demanded by way of greeting. 

He’d brought a friend along with him, and from their previous 

negotiations over the past few days, she could only assume 

that this woman was to be the recipient of the mod he was 

requesting. In stark contrast to his bold entrance, his 

companion all but slunk in behind him, cheeks burning red 

with embarrassment. She was the shortest of the three of 

them, slight to the point of malnourishment and at least 

visibly unmodded. 

“I knew it was too much to hope you’d be by for a friendly 



 

 

visit,” Tannen lamented facetiously, crossing her arms as Ben 

settled his substantial presence into her makeshift lobby. He 

was a one-time customer back with friends, and he’d been a 

handful the first time around, before he had someone to 

impress. It didn’t look as though this would be any smoother 

of an arrangement now that he’d brought a guest.  

“So,” he began, mirroring her pose, “have you decided to 

come down in price at all?” 

She rolled her eyes. There it was: the pitch. It would 

normally be followed by a barrage of counter-offers from both 

parties, eventually ending at an arrangement palatable to them 

both. Except they had already done this dance, and as far as 

Tannen was concerned, the deal was struck. It wasn’t that she 

didn’t appreciate a good round of bartering, it was that, 

frankly, Ben was downright bad at it. 

“One electronodule,” she replied, not budging a bit from 

the price she’d already given him days earlier. “Final offer.” 

Tannen flipped the ragged brown ponytail back over her 

shoulder where it belonged, regardless of where it preferred to 

fall. She never could convince her hair to behave, not even 

when she was wearing this stupid blue army hat she’d 

scrounged from a pre-war consignment shop. She offered no 

ounce of concession in her voice despite the grin spreading 

smartly across her face, the small scar along her left cheek 

crinkling slightly. 

“I’m not paying that.” Ben towered over his companion, his 



 

 

lightly muscled frame and torn clothing belying his age. He 

couldn’t have been older than 18. No self-respecting adult 

wore their hair that shaggy once they hit their twenties. 

“Then you’re not getting the ‘Cam.” He was younger than 

her normal clientele, but it seemed as though kids were doing 

their growing up as quickly as possible these days. “From 

mother’s milk to Godly perfection in a decade and a half,” her 

colleague down the alley would often chortle in amusement. 

He was a shifty fellow, a dirty scalpel specializing not in 

cybernetics like Tannen, but the other American extreme of 

choice - synthetic genetic splicing. He had also allowed his 

daughter to get her first genetic modification at the tender age 

of twelve. She’d needed it, he proclaimed when Tannen had 

expressed no small amount of alarm at seeing a prepubescent 

child walking around with digitigrade legs reminiscent of a 

jackal’s hindquarters. She was too short, he asserted; her 

playmates taunted her. 

She smirked at the memory. No American needed their 

mods, but telling anyone that would earn you a look of 

incredulity or peals of raucous laughter. Sure, they didn’t need 

them, but given the option of becoming the Übermensch for a 

handful of bartered goods, few individuals had the emotional 

fortitude to say no. 

Besides, Tannen thought, biased as she was - some of the 

stuff you could mod with these days was just plain cool. 

The woman beside the young man squirmed 



 

 

uncomfortably, eyes shifting from him to Tannen and back 

again with a caged nervousness. Her light green eyes didn’t 

shine with health or intelligence, and the gadgeteer wondered 

– not for the first time – if it was the poor girl’s choice to be 

here or whether her boyfriend had coerced her into coming. 

Although easily more affordable, black market ModMart 

hackdocs like herself weren’t usually the first choice for mod 

acquisition. Even the most devout holy rebels would tolerate 

an acute case of hypocrisy and choose a sanctioned Church 

hospital for their mods when they could afford it. Pity, really; 

the Church doctors were rarely more skilled than their 

illegitimate black market counterparts. Probably had cleaner 

working conditions, though. The Church of Oruvos owned all 

of the good stuff, and were loathe to share it with those 

individuals who followed other paths. So, they made do with 

that they had, and right now, Tannen had an empty back 

room, enough ether to knock out a stim-stuffed horse, and an 

extremely limited amount of patience. 

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” Ben scowled. 

“No kidding. I don’t joke. The last time I tried to make a 

pun, I was punched so hard I nearly had to put my nose back 

on with scavenged nervewire.” Tannen chuckled, leaning 

against her rickety gurney and smirking at Ben and his mod-

aspiring girlfriend. He was a textbook Tavarrian brat, addicted 

to the knife and the power gained by enhancing the human 

body with metal. Technically, anyone who had any non-



 

 

medical cybernetic mods was considered a Tavarrian, but the 

real bread and butter of her little illegal operation were those 

Tavarrians looking for the next big thing. They stood in 

contrast to the Transgenics running rampant across the same 

philosophical landscape, convinced that genetic splicing was 

the true way of the future. 

It was all petty semantics, really. A mod was a mod was a 

mod, whether it was a line of flashing lights installed into your 

face or some strands of DNA coding the genetic blueprints for 

hyperflexibility. Even the Homo Puri, dedicated to remaining 

“pure” of all body modifications, had their complex gadgets 

and toys that accomplished the same goals without the messy 

invasive procedures. Once you chose a particular route of 

expression, there wasn’t any going back. The Church forbade 

the mixing of cybernetics and splicing and the Puri crafted 

their gadgets with kinetic energy and genetic inhibitors so that 

no one with invasive mods could use them even if they wanted 

to. 

As for Tannen, she dabbled in the Tavarrian lifestyle – 

installed the defibrillation panels into her palms herself, and 

was in the process of accumulating enough magnetic disks to 

craft herself a set of static armor. There was a line, though, and 

she drew it at modifying organs. Not that she doubted her own 

abilities, but, well, no one knew the risks better than she did.  

Sometimes they got pretty gross. 

The man ignored Tannen’s deflection. “You charged me 



 

 

half that for my Occucam. Why is it so much for Samara?” he 

gestured toward the woman he had brought with him. 

“Ben, please,” Samara begged. He disregarded her concern, 

fixing his own cybernetic eye scathingly on Tannen. His hand 

twitched and sparked as he clenched it into a fist, slamming it 

against the wall in an obvious threat. Tannen raised an 

eyebrow and wondered what new toy he was hiding under his 

skin. It certainly wasn’t her work. Her mods didn’t spark 

unless intended. 

She shook her head, holding up her hands. “All right, all 

right, if we’re going to start shooting fireworks, then come over 

here and we’ll see what we can work out.” Looking 

triumphant, Ben stepped forward to follow Tannen into the 

back. The gadgeteer motioned for him to go ahead of her, 

stepping back against her wall of tools to let him by. Nodding 

amiably at Samara, she reached out her palm and placed it on 

the back of Ben’s head, letting loose an electric charge that 

sent him tumbling forward face first through the doorway and 

into the concrete floor. 

The boy yelped as he hit the ground. Samara shrieked, but 

made no move to intervene as Tannen casually flipped him 

over with the toe of her boot and straddled his prone body, 

placing one defibrillation panel to his heart. His Occucam 

lolled uselessly in his head and his hand opened and closed, 

deactivated by the charge she had sent through him. Tapping 

into the remaining potential energy in her body, she revved it 



 

 

back up, the audible hum of electricity belying her intent. 

“It costs so much because I said so and because I can 

charge what I want, mostly,” Tannen replied, nonplussed. 

Truth was, his ‘Cam had been installed with sub-par parts and 

while she’d been high on fumes. Not her most admirable 

moment, but he’d come back for seconds, so clearly she hadn’t 

botched the job too badly. A grin crossed her face at the 

memory. She still had that original baby blue of his in a jar 

somewhere. 

This Occucam he was eyeing for Samara, though...this was 

state of the art black market Oruvian gold, it was. Tannen 

could have made a fortune selling it right back to the people 

she’d stolen it from, but this was safer, and arguably more fun. 

“I’ll give you three D-cells and access to the private scrap 

stash in the Sixth Circle. You can choose whatever you want,” 

he tried again, a bit more desperately this time, now that his 

enhancements had been rendered temporarily impotent. His 

functioning eye was on her hand and fear edged its way 

unbidden into his voice. 

“Oh, that’s quaint.” Tannen tilted her head in amusement. 

“A blowhard with no follow-through and a liar?” The Sixth 

Circle was one of the most heavily-guarded secrets of the anti-

Oruvian Left Hand Path, replete with pre-war materials 

allegedly so expansive that not even the Church had access to 

the knowledge held within its depths. Tannen thought it was 

all a bunch of bull, and anyway, she followed neither path. 



 

 

Hers was a much quieter devotion, to the Goddess of 

Perfection, Siddhi. She kept her morals to herself and stayed 

out of trouble as a result. No one needed to know the methods 

through which she achieved perfection. “You mean to tell me 

that you’d let a poor, misled Siddhite into your hallowed 

halls?” Ben exhaled, looking around for a means of escaping, 

finding none. “How would your compatriots in the Circle react 

to that? Would I be stabbed in the back before I left, or would 

you indulge a poor sinner for kicks and do it after I left?” Ben 

looked helpless, and Tannen sighed, relenting. She stood up 

and deactivated her panels. Samara rushed over to help him. 

Begrudgingly, he let her, the bravado gone from his demeanor. 

“I can give it to you for half a nodule, twenty two-inch bolts, 

and a dozen sheets of undented silver plating.” 

“I don’t have any of that,” Ben replied. 

“Then give me an electronodule.” 

“That’s outrageous!” 

“That’s commerce,” Tannen countered.  “You’re welcome to 

make your case with the Church for a sanctioned mod. I’m 

sure they would be more than willing to install illegally-altered 

hacktech into a poor-mannered Left Hand Path devotee with 

well-known questionable connections in his family.” Ben 

opened his mouth to speak, but clearly found nothing worth 

saying, and remained silent. “Thought so,” Tannen replied 

cheerily. Picking up her favorite scalpel, she smiled brightly. 

“So – shall we begin?” 



 

 

 

Tannen put Samara under for no extra fee - she always felt 

bad doing ocular surgery using only a local anaesthetic, and 

Ben just looked so damn pathetic putzing around and 

muttering to himself as she prepared the patient that she took 

pity on him. Plus, he refused to leave her in peace to work until 

she knocked Samara out, so the freebie was worth the cut in 

her supply. 

The surgery was simple enough. A quick slip of the scalpel 

around the eye, one slice to the ocular nerve, and out it popped 

- slippery and wet. She was getting better at not puncturing 

the iris and thus avoiding getting that clear viscous slime all 

over her workstation. Installing the Occucam was easier. 

Nervewires bonded readily with clean-cut organic matter, 

almost doing her work for her as they twisted and writhed of 

their own volition, seeking out neurological matter to bond 

with. Once the mod was in, she cleaned up the excess blood 

around the socket and prepared her patient for consciousness. 

“Thank you,” Ben shook her hand earnestly once Samara 

had come to, all gratitude and humility. Samara stood 

unsteadily at his side, blinking her new cybernetic eye. “I 

meant what I said: if you ever need anything, the Sixth Circle 

is open for you.” 

Tannen smiled enigmatically. “Oh, you flatterer.” 

“Here’s an encrypted IP,” he insisted, pressing a slip of 

paper into her hand. “If you need anything, we can find it for 



 

 

you.” 

“We should go, Ben,” Samara nudged him, frowning as he 

passed the slip to Tannen. “Never a good idea to stick around 

the Mart after hours.” Her ‘Cam whirred and spun as she 

shifted focus, and Tannen mentally patted herself on the back 

for a job well done. That was a beautiful piece of cybernetic 

art. 

Ben nodded.  “Thanks again,” he smiled at Tannen. Taking 

Samara’s hand, the pair turned from Tannen and left the 

room. 

“Good work, doctor,” a man’s voice came from behind a 

curtain in her makeshift theatre, causing Tannen to jump 

involuntarily. She’d nearly forgotten he was there. 

“That’s the only kind I do,” Tannen replied, unable to keep 

the pride from her voice despite her disconcerted state. She 

reached for a small, screened metal box sitting on one of her 

shelves and tossed it at him. He caught it with ease, turned it 

on, and the screen flickered to life to show the alleyway outside 

as seen through Samara’s new eye. She was looking at Ben as 

he checked around the corner and signaled the all-clear, 

unaware of her newly-acquired spyware. Nodding, the man 

pocketed the device, and slapped a transistor and a pile of D-

cells onto the blood-speckled gurney. 

“Give me the paper,” he demanded. Tannen looked the 

man over, getting a good view of him for the first time since he 

had entered her shop. He was not physically imposing, nor did 



 

 

he appear to have any visible modifications. His demeanor was 

calm and he was dressed in unassuming clothes, unadorned 

save for a small golden chain around his neck. He was simply 

an average man of average build who happened to hold a 

terrifying position of power.  

Tannen looked at the encrypted IP scrawled across the 

yellowed paper in her hand, thought over her options 

carefully, and closed her fist in resolute defiance. “That wasn’t 

a part of the deal,” she answered bravely, crossing her arms. 

She had no direct use for it, really, but the only thing that was 

worth more than cells and scrap these days was information, 

and this was solid gold. It was, she thought, worth the risk. 

“Have anything else for me?” 

The man’s expression darkened, and for a moment Tannen 

was afraid that she’d pushed him too hard. Veilcrafters were 

not exactly people you pressured. In fact, they were generally 

people you bent over backwards to avoid altogether. They 

could do what they wanted, when they wanted, to whomever 

they wanted, and no one would lift a finger to stop it. If she 

hadn’t been caught working two weeks ago in a ModMart raid, 

the man wouldn’t even be here, but now it was either help the 

Veilcrafters crack down on anti-Oruvian activities or suffer 

some extremely unpleasant consequences. Veilcrafters gave 

her the creeps. They made you disappear. Not your body - that 

stuck around until it expired naturally – but your mind. They 

erased who you were and replaced your thoughts, desires, and 



 

 

emotions with whatever suited them. All sanctioned by the 

Church, of course. 

Theocracy was a wonderful thing. 

Relenting, the man reached into his pocket and pulled out 

a small metal coin, adding it to the pile. 

“Is that Church favor? I might need that someday,” Tannen 

joked, picking up the coin and turning it over in her fingers. It 

had the Oruvian pomegranate emblazoned on one side, and 

the signature image of Lilith embraced by the serpent Oruvos 

on the other. “Actually, I will probably definitely need this 

someday.” It would certainly have come in handy two weeks 

ago, she thought. The man said nothing, holding out his hand 

expectantly. Tannen placed the slip of paper with Ben’s IP on 

it into his palm. 

“May godhood be close at hand!” she said by way of parting 

as he pushed past her without another word. Closing the door 

behind him, she smiled at a deal well brokered, turned back to 

her workroom, and went back to work on that damn stubborn 

cyberlimb. 
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Forgive Me 

by Collin Babcock 

Zedekah opened her eyes weakly. She was slumped against 

the wall of the dining hall, bleeding profusely from the 

stomach. She placed a hand to the gunshot wound, but did not 

have the strength to apply pressure. Directly across the room, 

Koenig sat slumped as well. His head bobbed loosely like a 

man trying not to fall asleep. He was trying to load the 

smoking Luger in his hand. 

Sitting to either side of him were two women that looked 

identical to Zedekah. They sat patiently, waiting for Zedekah’s 

attention. “Who are you?” she mumbled. 

“We are the angels of justice and vengeance,” they said 

together, their voices harmonious. They looked human, but for 

their eyes. Their eyes glowed white and empty. One frowned, 

one smiled. 

Koenig looked up to Zedekah, confused by her question. 

“You know who I am, assassin.” 

“Which of you is which?” asked Zedekah. Neither angel 

answered. 

“You’re seeing double, girl,” Koenig said. 

Zedekah looked to the man, his conscious was visibly 

fading. That he hadn’t died already was remarkable.  “How do 

you still live?” she wondered. 

 “I am very hard to kill,” he whispered. “I have been shot, 

stabbed, and beaten mercilessly in service to the Reich. Never 

poisoned though. That’s new.” 

 “It is fit that you die of poison, as you killed my people. It 

is justice,” she said looking to the smiling angel. 



 

 

“Fit, yes, but justice? Or vengeance? You are Nakam, yes? 

The very group is named Vengeance.” 

Zedekah took a deep breath and winced in pain. Her vision 

was already darkening. She looked to the smiling angel for 

solace, for surely that happy messenger was justice. Surely, 

justice brought closure and peace. “You are evil…” she said to 

Koenig. 

“You and yours brought poisoned bread to this meal. This 

was my son’s thirteenth birthday. He ate the first bite,” Koenig 

pulled a cloth pouch from his suit pocket. He held it out. 

“This was the gift I bought him. Marbles from Denmark. 

So, this is how I go? With only marbles in hand?” 

“You deserve to die.” 

“I do,” he nodded. “Good and evil are meaningless terms. 

Only truth is important. The truth is: I killed a great many 

innocent people. For that, yes, I deserve to die. My son did 

not.” 

He set the pouch on the floor and reached up to wipe the 

blood from his face. It wasn’t his. 

“No,” Zedekah whispered. “He did not.” 

Koenig pulled the slide back on the Luger, seeing the round 

in the chamber. 

“I have enough bullets for the both of us, if you wish to die 

now.” 

She shook her head, “I’d rather drift.” 

“Me, too. May I confess to you? Odd as that seems?” 

Zedekah’s breathing had become shallow, but she managed 

to whisper, “Yes.” 

“I am sorry. Deeply, soulfully sorry for the things I have 

done. I do not hate you for killing me. I shall accept God’s 

judgment and his wrath. I wish I could change the things I did 

during the war. I wish I had not been so blind. I… wish…” 



 

 

Koenig’s head slumped down and his hand reached heavily 

for the pouch on the floor, finding it just as his breathing 

stopped. 

Tears rolled down Zedekah’s face. She looked to the angels. 

“He confessed to the deaths he caused. He suffered in his 

final moments. He died with apology on his lips. This is 

justice. I know it is. I feel it is. So why am I not happy?” 

The frowning angel’s head hung in sadness. The smiling 

one looked away. 

“Then you are justice, frowning angel? And smiling one is 

vengeance? Am I right?” Zedekah asked as her eyes shut and 

her breathing stopped. 
“No one ever truly knows,” they said together. 
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The Choice of Ants 
by James Curcio 

I’m sitting, my arms wrapped around my legs, staring at 

ants crawling to and fro on the pavement. This was once a 

pastime of mine, when I was a child. When you are a certain 

indeterminate age, you can do things like spend hours a day 

watching ants. Eventually there are groundings and girls and 

grades and abortions and jobs and you pretty much forget 

altogether about the world that the ants live in. That is, until a 

moment like now. 

If they've missed me over the years, they show no sign of it. 

Dutiful. Dedicated. Did you know that sometimes they will 

build a bridge out of their very bodies, drown themselves, just 

so that others can cross a stream? 

Don’t judge. It isn’t the ants themselves that fascinated me, 

even as a child. It is the scale that they live in, and the truly 

magical way that they self-organize. I know it isn’t really 

magic, but we have no other word for it. Magic is what we call 

things that we don’t understand. (We don’t really understand 

anything, when you get right down to it, so the truth is that the 

entire universe is magical. But that’s something else entirely.) 

I can hear sirens in the background. The cops, dutifully, are 

arriving in a rush, and there will be questions and I’m sure at 

some point I’ll have to deal with the emotional weight of what 

just happened. But for right now, there’s just me and the 

ants—the not-so-benevolent God and His useless subjects. 

Sometimes I would squash one of them and watch it wriggle. It 

wasn’t viciousness. I didn’t revel in their suffering. It was just 

some primal urge. Every now and then when you see a long 



 

 

line of ants marching you just have to reach in and pick one. 

YOU, you say. And their body, half crushed by the mass of 

your finger, struggles against the inevitable fact that, for no 

reason at all, a choice was made, or it wasn’t, but either way, 

there is no turning back.  

That’s really what I’m getting at, I think, through all the 

shock. One moment everything is a certain way and the next it 

is completely different, and for no other reason than that you 

were picked out of a line because that’s just how it is, how it 

will be, forever and ever, Amen. 

My wife Sheila—she would have legally been my wife in 

three months but we had lived together for years—was broken 

just like one of those ants, a carcass tangled in the metal that 

used to be our new car. No more marriage planning, no 

more—well, none of it matters really. I reached down and 

pushed down, hard, on one of those ants. I picked his 

abdomen. It popped and spurted whatever ant abdomens 

contain onto the sidewalk, and he tried to drag the flaccid 

thing around for a while. Eventually other ants showed up to 

the scene and carried it off. I wondered if they were the cops 

and emergency personnel of the ant world, or if they just 

switched roles. 

The cops wanted to know a lot of details that seemed 

pointless. What was the make of the third car that hit us? 

Where were we headed? I looked at him dully and said, “Her 

favorite flavor was mint chocolate chip.” I couldn't think of 

anything else. Anyway, there were pieces of the car that hit us 

from behind scattered across the roadway. Did I look like a 

mechanic? It was a pileup. I remember the bus. The rest 

happened too fast. 

I thought back a moment. How many breaths separated 

me, now, breathing alone with the ants, and my wife and I in 



 

 

the car, breathing the same air together? A few hundred 

breaths? An endless chasm. 

 

I was in the car with her. She was pouting in that way she 

did when she was half toying with me and half serious, and of 

course she knew that if she did that long enough she would get 

almost anything she wanted. She wanted to get ice cream. It 

was no good for her stomach and my stomach certainly didn’t 

need the extra padding, but she wanted ice cream. How could I 

argue with that?  

So I caved. 

“It’s my period,” she said, as if that explained anything. She 

had her period at least six or seven times a month. She made a 

left hand turn. I smiled at her. So what if the crazy romance 

part was gone? I’d drown myself in the river to give her safe 

passage. That was love. Not mad or crazy, just that point when 

two organisms really become one. 

Another right. And then the driver side of our car became a 

part of the engine block of a school bus. 

It was like my train of thought refused to stop for a minute, 

to accept the reality of what happened. It continued—I could 

never say no to her. It’s why we were married, why we had 

pink curtains in our house. It was why our car was totaled. 

I could hear the children screaming after the impact, before 

I realized that the entire inside of my wife’s body had been 

turned to jello. Her outsides were in the right place, but then 

all the liquids inside her just started leaking out. 

Then, and I hate to admit it, but then my next thought 

was—I hope to God some of those kids died. Horribly, 

tragically, unbelievably painful deaths. I wanted to grab them 

and rip their jaws from their skulls, mid-scream, tongue and 

blood and palate flopping and splattering everywhere, every 



 

 

single fucking child smeared across the asphalt like jam on 

toast. I wanted a hundred mothers wailing over their broken 

bodies. They had taken my wife from me, split me in half like a 

chicken breast on the block. I know it was irrational. And I had 

nothing against children. But suddenly I was alone in a way 

that no one else could possibly understand, and it was all 

because we had decided to get ice cream. 

A few weeks later, I’d been through I don’t know how many 

therapy sessions. It was like being interrogated by the 

bureaucracy of an alien planet. I don’t know how else to 

explain it. None of their questions made any sense. Did I have 

hope for the future? On a scale of 1 to 5 rate your feelings 

about today. I had no idea how to answer these questions, so I 

just made things up. All I know is that I am never, ever getting 

ice cream again. The rest seemed so obvious and pointless. 

“You are depressed because of the death of your wife.” 

Gee. Does that take a PhD? 

But there was a real problem. I was terrified to make 

decisions. Little ones. The seemingly inconsequential choices 

we make throughout the day: vanilla latte or mocha? Left or 

right hand turn? Paper or plastic? Do you say hello or keep on 

walking? These aren’t problems for most people. Most people 

fret and toil over the "big" questions. What am I doing with my 

life? What is my five year plan? Is my career on track? We are 

all trained from an early age to hunt The Prize, the career path, 

the blood diamond ring (better put a ring on it!), the right 

Man—fuck it all though. True, that line of thought might be 

valid, but it’s still all bullshit. You can’t rationalize true loss. 

You can’t replace it. Nothing ever will. Either it gets better 

little by little, and you get a new life, or it doesn’t and 

nothing—sure as fuck no rationalization—can fix it. 

Deciding what to invest yourself in, and what to let slip by, 



 

 

is a very tricky thing. All the chance occurrences are often the 

most significant. If you think about this, you too might become 

completely paralyzed. Even before the accident, sometimes I 

would feel it, like ice crackling its way through my legs, arms, 

eventually even my head, that pins-and-needles sensation of a 

“sleeping” limb that just won't listen any longer. I can't think, I 

can't choose. The only way to break out is to just choose 

something, anything at random. These decisions define us, 

and they are in the end defined not by free choice but by 

identity: our choices become us, and so, at the same time, they 

are as static or fluid as our Self is... 

Never forget: The number of moments we have is fixed. 

You get to live the illusion of big dreams and big plans until 

that giant finger slams down on your abdomen, pop! Your 

dreams were a distraction. It’s all the little choices that 

determine everything that matters, and each one of us can 

never, ever, not in a million years—not if you pray and cry and 

plead and cut yourself with a razor in penance—never be able 

to make that little decision again. There are no do-overs. 

And never in all the women I can meet in my life will I 

meet one just like her. It’s plain unfair to love someone 

because they remind you of someone who's dead. 

Maybe that is my fault. Some men seem attracted to 

women that seem cut out of a mold, women that can be 

described by the color of their hair, the tone of their laugh and 

what TV shows they like. Go out and get a new one. Your life 

isn’t over because your red corvette got demolished. 

I fall in love with the unique ones. The ones that, through 

some freakish convergence of genes and events and yes, even 

choice, will never appear again on a million worlds. The only 

downside to this predilection is that they are not replaceable. I 

know it’s been said a million times, but there really is no way 



 

 

to describe what it is like for someone to be beside you and 

smiling one moment, and then gone forever after. I wish I 

believed in some kind of light beyond the veil. But I felt no 

such thing. Her death was a hole inside me that I carried with 

me every day. 

I started to cry. I’d been saying all these things to my 

therapist and finally a nerve was struck, like a chord on a 

piano that someone had carted into the center of an empty 

auditorium. That was the first time I’d cried since the accident. 

My therapist told me that it was an improvement. It changed 

nothing. The chord vibrated in empty air and died off. The 

auditorium, empty. The air remained. I remained. So did that 

hole, the little grave I carried in my pocket. My life sustained 

her absence, the memories of two people kept alive by a single 

beating heart. 

A little crying led to a lot more, but I was still paralyzed. I 

had to be driven to and from therapy and kept myself shut up 

in my apartment. For a few months friends would stop by and 

awkwardly ask how things were (it was pretty obvious how 

things were), but eventually they stopped. Which was for the 

better, because their mere presence added to the uncertainty 

of the situation. It was the tiniest of decisions I was most 

concerned about. If it would have been possible to work a job 

or fly to the moon through some grand gesture and not a 

thousand tiny choices, I’m sure I would have been ready for 

the task. But I simply couldn’t do it. I insisted that food 

delivery be left outside, and caught myself worrying about the 

trek up and down the stairs. I can’t even say what I was really 

worried about, since I’m sure a part of me wanted to die more 

than anything else in the world. 

One thing did change: I decided to start farming ants. At 

first it was just one of those little ant farms you get as a child, 



 

 

formicarium is the technical term, but we all know what they 

are for. They are so we can watch them work and then shake 

up the sand and laugh at the unfairness of it all. Soon enough, 

our apartment was full of an elaborate maze of insect habitats. 

Not just ants, either. Cockroaches, cicadas, grasshoppers, 

spiders. At night I sometimes thought I could hear her 

shuffling around in slippers, and I'd call out, realizing as my 

voice cracked in dry air that it was just the sound of insect legs 

and beetle wings rubbing against one another. Maybe just a 

dream away my wife wandered through empty halls, calling for 

me and finding nothing but insects in my place. 

I tried to stick to random chance as much as possible, even 

deferring to a set of dice: which cockroach would get fed, and 

which would be locked in a jam jar with ventilation but no 

food until it ever-so-slowly starved to death? 

I know that we like the big payoff of a happy ending. The 

myth that, despite all the challenges set in our way, we will 

overcome and emerge victorious. But that’s not really how life 

works out most of the time, is it? 

Eventually, my therapists gave up on me and instead 

committed me to an institution, (“...they can care for you 

better than we can...” I hardly heard them or cared) which is 

unfortunate for all my insects since they all surely starved to 

death with no one to look after them. 

To heal I had to let go of her, and she was the one thing in 

my life that had ever actually given me true joy. To let go of her 

was a betrayal. Even if there was some way that I could do it, I 

wouldn’t do it. I died with you, Sheila. This body shuffles 

through these corridors, but I died with you. Your grave is in 

my pocket, and I lie down every night beside you, still making 

room on your side of the bed, until the day when I can join you 

for real. 



 

 

Though maybe there is a silver lining after all, as they say. 

Few decisions are left up to patient discretion in here, aside 

from what we have for food from a very limited selection, and I 

have made arrangements so that someone even makes that 

choice for me.  

Most days I sit by the barred window, and stare outside as 

the sun rises, peaks, and sets, and think of nothing at all. 
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The Perfect Dream 
by Corinne A. Dwyer 

I need to tell you about my people, about how they lived 

and what happened to them. I need to tell you because they no 

longer can and because . . . well, because they’d never have 

known how. Since I’m the only one left, I have to try. 

The story starts . . . oh, hell, I have no idea where it actually 

starts. I never really knew, and there’s no one left to ask. The 

beginning’s either so far back time’s enveloped it in mists, 

grown over it like the forests encroaching on the town, or fairly 

recent—just a bit before my lifetime. I just don’t know. My 

feeling is the beginning is long, long ago. It makes more sense 

that way, to believe all this started in another time, another 

age, when the range of possibilities and peoples was, perhaps, 

wider than it is today. I’d like to believe if I’d been a little 

older, there would have been some ritual, some coming of age 

ceremony—like a bar mitzvah—where so much more would 

have been revealed to me than I knew at eight. 

I draw on this Jewish comparison because, in a way, the 

plight of the Jewish people brought on what happened to my 

people. No blame intended, mind you, just a set of 

circumstances that swept my people up in the same flood that 

washed over the Jews at that time. The time frame of events, 

of course, was World War II. Being Jewish in Germany had 

already become a severe risk to one’s life, and while many fled 

the net being cast by the Nazi regime, others did not. Some 

simply refused to believe such a thing could happen. Many of 

those people died. 

My people weren’t Jewish, which is probably why they 



 

 

didn’t flee their one small village on the eastern border of 

Germany as the machines of war began to rumble into motion. 

They weren’t Jewish, weren’t rich, really didn’t have anything 

more than a circle of stone huts thatched in marsh grasses. 

Small fields surrounded them, buffering them from the forest 

that grew right to the edge of the fields like a living fence, a 

fortress, an ultimate end to our world, except for the road. 

The road—a narrow dirt track barely wider than two people 

walking abreast—snaked through the forest, connecting the 

village to the outside world. One had to travel through the 

dark, forbidding ranks of trunks to get beyond our pastoral 

realm, and the primeval woods held untold dangers, not the 

least of which being access to the world that lay beyond. Why 

the Nazis widened the trail through the woods enough to fit 

their tanks, why they thought my people posed any kind of 

threat, why we didn’t just melt into the forest and away—these 

are things for which I just don’t have answers. I only know my 

people vanished from the face of the Earth at the same time so 

many Jews and Catholics and gypsies and political opponents 

to the Nazi regime disappeared, just not in the same way. No, 

my people had a very different way. 

But, I’m letting emotion subvert the telling of this tale, 

pushing too quickly to the end of the story, and that’s not what 

I intend at all. This was to be a calm rendition, a simple 

sharing of facts as I know them, with just enough conjecture to 

fill in the yawning gaps, of which, unfortunately, there are 

many. It amazes me, after all this time, how much emotion 

still shadows these memories. 

We called ourselves the People—not a particularly 

enlightening name—as many cultural groups used that same 

simple title. Four hundred fifty-nine, to be exact. I ought to 

know. I’ve looked carefully at every one of them, hoping one 



 

 

would link me to my own people. None did. I’ve wracked my 

brain trying to remember if there was something more to the 

name, but “the People” is as close as I can translate our most 

unusual language, one unlike any other. 

At the beginning of this story, or, shall we say, the 

important events of this story as I experienced them, I was 

eight years old. I was the youngest child in the village. Veru, 

next in age, was seven years older. If I recall correctly, there 

were about twenty-five families, maybe seventy-five to ninety 

people total. Each family had a small round hut; each kept a 

few chickens, ducks, and geese, but pigs and goats shared 

space in a communal barn. Each household had a small 

vegetable garden. Communal fields supplied grain for bread 

and forage for the animals. Families rotated caring for these 

animals and helping with crops. A lovely stream flowed 

through town. I used to fish there with Veru and a few of the 

older children—Guinene and Rush and Mabelone—or wade 

across it on stepping stones. 

On hot summer days, we drank the cool water directly from 

the flow, and it tasted of mountain snows even in the heat of 

summer. The fields, the town, my very world seemed framed 

not so much by the cathedral forest but by the great unknown 

world that loomed unseen beyond. Though men and older 

boys hunted in the forest and the women and children 

gathered berries and firewood from under the shadows of the 

tall trees, I feared the gloom created by those solemn trunks 

and wouldn’t wander there alone, afraid of finding myself lost 

in the vastness beyond. 

Life in the village was complete. I can’t remember anyone 

ever following the dirt track through the forest with the intent 

to go beyond our village, to visit the outside world or leave 

home. We never went for supplies beyond the borders of our 



 

 

land or incorporated into our lives products or resources from 

“out there.” We wore simple homespun clothes we made 

ourselves of wool and flax, worked in the fields and with the 

animals, gathered what we could. No one went without or 

wanted for anything more than we had. 

I’ve read of lives like the one I lived back then, cringing at 

the descriptions of the “meanness” of “hard subsistence 

farming,” the drudgery and endless work small pastoral 

villages usually defined. Descriptions seem to put such places 

as left over from the Middle Ages or feudal times, emphasizing 

the coarseness and ignorance of people bent to that life. I can’t 

speak for anyone else’s roots, but it wasn’t like that for us. 

Granted, I was only eight, but I don’t think people in the 

village looked upon their lives as drudgery. I remember 

singing all the time. I remember skipping after the goats and, 

hand in hand, walking with my mother to gather berries. We 

talked, we laughed. I had a wonderful early childhood before 

the Germans came, not one moment of which seemed hard or 

coarse. Almost every evening, the whole population of the 

village gathered in the center of the town for a communal 

supper, followed by a bonfire. So much laughter and song and 

wonderful stories. Night after night. One of the favorite things 

we did around the fire was tell about our dreams. People in my 

town loved to talk about their dreams. 

Also unlike histories of other pastoral people, we weren’t 

ignorant of what went on in our world, and here I’m referring 

specifically to the “outside” world. I remember the elders 

talking about the Nazis, saying how horrible it was that anyone 

could find it within himself to harm anyone else. How the 

People, as isolated as they were, knew anything about the 

outside world, I just don’t know. That narrow dirt track 

through the forest didn’t get much travel, and no one carried 



 

 

in information to us. Until the Germans came, I never saw 

anyone I hadn’t known my whole life. 

Still, the People knew about worldwide events and 

mourned the horror of them. They hoped the Poles would 

repulse the Germans, that the Russians would push them 

back, that the British and Americans would involve themselves 

in what was happening in Europe before too many people 

died. 

Invariably, after discussion progressed that people started 

to quiet with the emotional weight of so many terrible things, 

someone would announce a dream from the previous night, 

and people would drop the discussion of war and listen 

intently. Soon others would share their dreams, which, oddly, 

often dovetailed together, and everyone would discuss the 

merits and beauty of each addition. People in my village put 

inordinately large stock in dreams. 

As I was young, I often found myself dozing on a blanket at 

my mother’s feet, the dreams others described filling my head. 

I’d dream of flying horses and cloud cities—fantastic things 

and amazing places. Music and flowers abounded. The forest, 

so frightening to me in everyday life, in dreams became a 

wonderland of exciting passages and sunlit trails, and the 

creatures of the forest were my friends. Nothing, even in the 

larger, outside world, held any threat then. The dreams I had 

in the square always seemed more colorful, more inventive, 

more satisfying than anything I dreamed alone in my bed and, 

certainly, anything after the Germans came. 

In the decades since that time, what dreams I remembered 

paled by comparison. They seemed nothing more than the 

brain’s mundane gray processing of the previous day’s 

activities. They meant nothing. That wasn’t true of dreams 

then, and, thankfully, not now. 



 

 

I didn’t understand the nature of my people at all when I 

was a child. What child does? I wish I could capture the 

fullness of that meaning now, but it’s lost, beyond my reach. A 

child’s view is so incomplete. More than that. Voicing what I 

think I know will sound too strange to ring with truth. I can’t 

speak my memories with even a tinkle of chimes, though 

symphonies thunder in my heart. Ah, but again I diverge from 

my tale into the remembered emotions of the past, and caution 

is needed. Stories need to unfold at their own pace, and truth 

is something whose favor must at times be curried and coaxed 

so belief can tag along. 

When I think back, dream-telling was different in the first 

years of my life than near the end. The dreams related were 

less like normal life, more fantastic in my earliest memories. 

At least that’s my impression. Up until I was nearly seven, the 

telling of dreams in the square in the evening seemed just 

wonderful storytelling with the idea to entertain, and the tales 

often leaned to fantasy and heroic events. Then old Hobst, one 

of the elders, began talking at length about the Germans. 

It seems to me, now that I really think about it, what he 

said might have come to him in dreams as well. Maybe that’s 

how my people knew what went on in the world; they dreamed 

it. But, alas, that’s really not an explanation at all, is it? Pure 

and fantastic conjecture. I accept that. Let that go. 

Old Hobst’s tales were horrible nightmares where people 

were rounded up from their towns and city homes, put in train 

cars and shipped away, never to return and coming to a mortal 

end. I couldn’t imagine such a thing. Being torn from home 

seemed such a terrible fate. I should know. I experienced that 

soon afterwards. 

I lived in a village with little more than goat carts and 

hand-pushed vegetable wagons, yet I knew about trains, had 



 

 

seen them in my dreams many times. Though no plane had 

crossed the skies above the village, I knew about them as well. 

I knew what a city looked like, what roadways and cars and 

tanks were. How? I don’t know. 

Later, in New York City, I knew every street and building 

and the subway system as if I had lived there always. This is 

why I believe old Hobst and others learned about the world in 

dreams, strange as that notion might be. They knew a great 

deal about that world they never actually experienced. So did I. 

School, for example. None of us went to school. We had no 

building for it and didn’t spend time, as I know children did 

and still do, sitting at desks reading books and reciting tables. 

We didn’t have books. Yet, later, when I was away from the 

town, I found I knew how to read, was actually far ahead of 

other children my age in almost every area of learning. I can’t 

say I really know why, nor why I can read and speak any 

language. My people, I think, were somehow very advanced, as 

if our tiny pastoral culture with less than one hundred people 

trumped the huge, centuries-old cultures around us and the 

knowledge of the billions of people who populated them. 

When old Hobst talked of the Jews, I sensed great pity and 

concern; when he spoke of the Nazis, he called them “nasty 

children.” The People considered themselves more mature, 

maybe, than other people, but, again, we weren’t rich or 

powerful and led simple pastoral lives on a what authorities 

generally define as a subsistence level. 

When I was a child in the village, living with the people 

there and listening to the stories and dreams at night, I don’t 

think I believed what was said was actually real. I believed in 

the life I lived, in waking with the sun, gardening and tending 

the animals, fishing and swimming with my friends. That was 

real. The images that came to me in dreams – and what people 



 

 

spent so much time talking about from their dreams—that was 

not real to me at the time. I wondered why everyone spent so 

much time dwelling on nightmares. Dreams were like stories—

made up, imaginative expressions of cultural norms, ways to 

get a child to pay attention to some caution or validate some 

general principle of living. Yet, still, a child can be such a 

foolish, simple creature, and truth becomes what which is 

lived each day. Truth is larger than that. 

I’ve spent my whole life studying other cultures, trying to 

find a correlation between any other people and my own. After 

the name led me nowhere, and the language matched up with 

no other, I focused on the dreaming. The closest culture I 

found was the aboriginal Australians, who have their Dream 

Time, but even here so many differences separate us I don’t 

see more than a remote similarity, a parallel development, 

perhaps. Even how a link could exist between my rural village 

home in Germany and bushmen in Australia is beyond my 

imagination. Dream Time to the Australians is a spiritual 

thing; dreaming for us was like anyone’s nightly experience, 

only perhaps more imaginative, more vivid and somewhat 

more under our control. 

Lucid dreaming, another of my life interests, is consciously 

affecting the outcome of a dream or purposefully putting 

oneself into a specific dream. This concept nears what my 

people used to do. When I fell asleep in the square, the very 

colourful images that ran through my head related directly to 

the discussions of dreams going on just as I dozed. The telling 

of dreams continued even as I closed my eyes. I suppose it’s 

not so surprising I dreamed about what had fired my 

imagination just moments before. Certainly a child’s mind can 

do that sort of thing. I think, however, it went further than 

that, much further. I think my people could somehow put 



 

 

dreams into each other’s heads, so what one person saw in a 

dream became the image filling everyone else’s head, filling up 

my head as I lay in the square. But it isn’t my life I want to talk 

about; it’s the People’s lives. 

I must make confession of a lie I spoke to make another 

point. I did know of one person who left the village and came 

back, but not in my lifetime. My mother. 

Ours was the only household that did not include an adult 

male. I remember questioning my mother about this, asking 

where my father was, why he didn’t live with us. Mother said, 

“I walked the road.” I had no idea what that meant. She told 

me I shouldn’t worry about it, that she’d be both mother and 

father to me, and the village would protect me as any child 

born there. 

I’m sure, had I been older, my mother would have 

answered my question differently, more completely enough, 

perhaps, to satisfy my adult mind. But I was only eight years 

old. Her response filled me with comfort and content as it was 

supposed to do. I was her child. I was loved and cared for and 

cherished. But now, as I recall the faces of the people who lived 

around me then, I know I was different from every other 

person I knew, even my mother. My face was rounder, my hair 

darker, my ears shaped differently than those of my mother 

and others there. I was taller than most of the elders. At eight 

years of age, I was just beginning to understand my 

differences, but as yet I hadn’t even formulated the questions 

that asked why. I believe now my mother had given me the 

answer: she had walked the forest road. I believe I was 

fathered by someone outside the village, and, while I have 

absolutely no information of the genealogy of any of the 

People, I believe they were not of the same German blood as 

others who lived in the region, as my father. 



 

 

Strange as it sounds, I don’t believe my people were 

German or Austrian or any other geographic group who lived 

in the area, maybe anyone in all of Europe . . . but maybe that 

information is coming a bit too soon and reaches too far. It 

hints at a connection I’d really like to make but can’t because 

there is simply no information. 

I have had many long years to reflect on the events of that 

time when I was young. I can’t change the fact that images 

from that far in the past have been clouded nor that things 

experienced by a child are difficult to process accurately as an 

adult, but I wish to relate a conversation I had with my mother 

and the events preceding the day the Germans arrived. Yes, 

that might be the best way to proceed. I will relate these things 

and let them stand for themselves. 

My mother, Caroweyne . . . I see her still. She rose with the 

dawn every day, like a blossom blooming, like a butterfly 

spreading its wings. She awoke singing and happy. She would 

comb her long hair, and it shone like morning sunshine. 

Together we’d eat a breakfast of cheese and bread and go out 

to the garden behind our cottage as the new dawn awakened 

the wild creatures. Every bird call she knew, every cricket’s 

violin and frog’s throaty warble made her smile. For maybe an 

hour, we’d tend our vegetables, feed the striped chickens, 

gather eggs and listen to the day begin. She’d exclaim over 

every bean flower, admire each big, yellow squash blossom 

that had burst open overnight, laugh in glee at each hen’s egg 

found and hold it up like a diamond or ruby. I noticed, 

however, that she sometimes paused in her work to lean on 

her hoe and gaze off over stream and field to the forest, and a 

certain smile would brighten her face even as she looked just a 

little sad. Though I didn’t notice this at the time, her gaze 

always seemed to be in the direction of the road. 



 

 

After garden work, we returned to the house for some fruit 

and goat milk. Then we’d head out again, this time often to the 

barn near the center of town. 

Mother didn’t milk the goats—that was done much earlier 

in the day by the goat matron, Kurobena, a lovely, rotund 

woman with laughter always in her throat and soft, gentle 

hands. Whether the goats appreciated the laughter, I don’t 

know, but she was goat matron because of her hands and very 

proud of that honor. When she’d cup my cheek with her plump 

palm, her fingers were as silky soft and gentle as gossamer. 

We’d help clean stalls and spread fragrant straw for pig and 

goat beds and offer them sweet green hay for their meal, 

always taking time for play and joking and teasing. We’d hug 

baby pigs, cuddle new-born goats, give scritches and pats to 

all. It wasn’t work. We’d laugh at the antics of the baby goats, 

pausing to watch them play king-of-the-hill in the manger or 

butt their wooly heads together, and giggle as little pigs 

gamboled about their huge mothers. 

At noon, everyone returned home, ate a meal of wild 

berries and fish from the stream. Then we rested. For an hour 

or more when I was young, I napped. As I grew older, Mother 

and I chatted during this quiet time, and she always seemed 

interested in my dreams. Sometimes she drew pictures of 

flowers or birds as we talked, and she was such a wonderful 

artist they seemed almost alive, every feather softly drawn, 

every pose natural. And, if my memory is at all accurate, which 

I can in no way verify, I would see that exact bird flitting 

through the garden or that precise flower blooming there later 

that afternoon. What does this mean? Perhaps that very bird 

or flower had been the model to inspire Mother’s art. Yes, 

sure. That makes sense. Anyone could accept that. The fact 

that I never saw that particular variety of bird or flower until 



 

 

after Mother drew it is . . . what? Childhood lack of awareness? 

That makes sense, too, doesn’t it? 

About mid-afternoon, after another small meal, people 

began to come from their houses. Mother and I might join 

with other families to gather berries in the long afternoon or 

pick ripe produce from our garden. Some tended the animals 

again or worked out in the fields, and others distributed the 

morning milk, already chilled by the stream. Kurobena milked 

again just at dusk. 

Evening meals were communal affairs at sundown each 

day. Vegetables from gardens, a chicken or two, bread still 

warm from the oven—everyone brought something to share. 

Men would roast meat on spits over open fires while others 

sliced bread and melted thick, yellow gobs of cheese on it. We 

ate and talked and laughed and played. Then, at full dark, the 

cooking fires were extinguished, and the story bonfire was lit. 

Hilarity would settle into a contented quiet as families drew 

comfortably together and the stories started. Stories about the 

outside world and dreams anyone wanted to share. 

It’s often said time speeds up as one ages, that a year to a 

child is far longer than the same time period to an adult. As 

I’ve aged, I’ve experienced this. But I’m not sure it explains 

how long the days were when I was young. We rose with the 

sun each day, but it would still be rising when we ate our meal, 

still showing brilliant dawn color as we tended our garden, just 

cresting the distant hills as we sipped goat milk and prepared 

to head to the barn. Then we’d work in the fields or clean the 

barn and still have time for leisurely fishing before returning 

home for noon lunch. 

And though it would feel as if we lazed about all afternoon, 

the sun would still be high in the sky when we went back out to 

see about gathering berries or helping again with communal 



 

 

work. As the sun slid toward the western forest, we’d still have 

time to go back home, bake bread or butcher a chicken before 

heading to the commons for our evening meal. The sunset 

might be coloring the western sky with pinks and purples 

when we finished all that, but we still had time for cleaning up, 

the evening milking and animal tending before full dark 

marked the beginning of the storytelling around the fire. 

Stories continued for a long, long time before people headed to 

their homes and beds. I could not do so much in a week as I 

did then in a single day as an eight-year-old boy, and the sun 

speeds across the sky now like a meteor blazing compared to 

its leisurely course then. I can accept that my memories were 

measured in child’s time, but I don’t believe it. That doesn’t 

feel as if it explains anything. And yet I can’t say our days then 

were longer than other people’s days because that seems too 

crazy a notion to bring to voice. I don’t want to lose 

momentum toward the truth I’m trying to build. And I am 

trying very hard to limit what I say to truth. Let’s agree, then, 

that time wound its way more slowly then in my mind. That’s 

true enough to satisfy the most skeptical. 

This is so much harder a tale to tell than I thought it would 

be. Every little point seems to wrench itself trying to be true. 

Truth should be simple, obvious. Nothing seems to fit, and yet, 

it all fit at one time. I know it did. 

Days and seasons blended one into the other. I never knew 

strife then, never felt crabby or contrary, never remembered 

any unhappiness or problems in the village. Life was beautiful. 

Idyllic. But, as stories about the outside world took more and 

more time around the bonfire each night, as I watched my 

mother and others wipe tears from their eyes at the horror 

being described, I felt a growing dread deep in my heart. I 

didn’t want to believe the horror they described. I wanted the 



 

 

unpleasant stories to be only dreams, vapors that vanished in 

the strong light of day. I think I wanted so much for that to be 

true I pushed the rest of the storytelling into that realm as 

well. Maybe that’s where I went wrong. 

Usually the telling of dreams after the dreadful stories 

lifted my spirits as it did the others, but my mother slowly 

slipped into a quiet depression as the stories of the plight of 

the Jews continued over several months. She remained quiet 

as others began to enjoy the dreams, didn’t take part or add to 

the storytelling as she had only a few months before. And the 

dreams themselves changed. Once so fantastical, filled with 

dragons and heroes, epic adventures and mysteries, the 

dreams came to mimic typical village life. I hardly saw the 

point of that. We all knew what living in our village was like. 

Then one evening, two days before the coming of the Germans, 

I witnessed my mother argue with several of the elders. Argue. 

No one ever argued. In the morning, I woke to find my mother 

sitting quietly at the table in our cottage, staring out into the 

forest, her large eyes so sad I started to cry. 

“No, no. Don’t cry, Edal,” Mother said. 

“I want you to tell me why you’re so sad, why you were 

angry with Hobst and Kurobena and Druel. That frightened 

me, and I don’t like it when you’re sad,” I said, tears falling 

down my cheeks. 

She came to me, enveloped me in her soft dress and sweet 

scent, her delicate arms around my shoulders, her long golden 

hair soft against my skin. “Sit down, Edal,” she told me and 

drew my chair next to hers. I sat, and she sat next to me, still 

holding me all the while. For a long moment she looked at me; 

eyes bluer than violets searched my face. Emotion overtook 

her again, and she pressed me to her breast and kissed my 

head. I could feel her shaking, and it frightened me. Then she 



 

 

gained control again and smiled. 

“Edal, I need to tell you so much, but there isn’t time, and, 

dear child, you can’t begin to understand. Still, I have to try. 

The People need to leave soon.” 

“Leave!” I said, panic rising into my throat immediately. 

We would have to go through the forest, and I knew I didn’t 

want to do that. “Why?” 

She looked out the window a moment, then back. “Events 

in the outside world have spread hate and horror far wider 

than anyone could have thought possible. It’s still spreading.” 

“No! Those are dreams, just bad dreams. None of that’s 

real.” 

Mother sighed and patted my hand. “Dear child, those 

images, though they’re frightening and horrible, are very real. 

War is coming again, and it’ll soon envelop the whole world. 

Again. The People can no longer live in that world.” 

“You mean we’re going to die?” I said. Though I 

understood the concept of death, had eaten fish and fowl and 

knew they had been alive, had listened to the horror stories of 

death coming to so many of the Jewish people at the hands of 

the Nazis, I had never witnessed death among the villagers. 

Since I’d been aware enough to know people, no one had died. 

Though Hobst and Emurelle and Sida the Weaver looked older 

than the forest to me, I had never experienced the loss of any 

member of my small community, not by age or accident. With 

a terror that stilled my heart, I believed everything I had ever 

known was about to change. And, of course, it really was. 

Mother rested her hand on my shoulder. A quiet 

confidence seemed to fill her, to glow in her fair face. My fear 

receded. She smiled again and said, “Do you remember the 

dreams—the good dreams—we tell each night in the square?” 

I remembered lots of dreams, like the ones told just the 



 

 

night before. “About the land with flowers and soft streams 

and music?” 

“Yes, dear, those dreams. Do you ever have dreams like 

that at night?” 

“Yes,” I said. 

Her face lighted up. “You do, Edal? You really do?” 

“Yes. Every time I close my eyes when they talk about the 

dreams, I’m filled with them. I can see them as clearly as if I 

were there.” 

Her joy tarnished. “In the square, though. Only there? Not 

on your own, not in your own bed?” 

I had so wanted to please her, so wanted to ignite the 

beautiful joy I loved to see glow in her face, to make her happy. 

But I couldn’t lie to Mother. “No. After we leave the square, I 

never seem to dream those kinds of dreams.” 

Tears sparkled in her eyes like jewels but didn’t fall. “It’s all 

right, my love. Don’t worry about that.” 

But, of course, I did worry, and I feared I had somehow 

displeased her, disappointed her at very least. “Why is that 

important?” I asked. 

Another long look out the window. “We’re looking for the 

perfect dream,” she said in a voice soft and filled with longing, 

filled too with a sad knowledge I could not yet understand, 

“and when we find it . . . we want to go there.” 

I didn’t understand. How could I? What she said made no 

sense. Dreams were dreams, and real life was different. But 

that wasn’t my primary concern. “What happens if I can’t 

dream it?” 

Her smile came amidst tears that sparkled like sundrops as 

they slid down her flawless cheeks, and she kissed me. “It’ll be 

all right, Edal. It’ll just be different for you. It’ll be all right. 

You must trust me and believe that.” 



 

 

That evening, when the bonfire was lit and Hobst and 

Kurobena and the others began to tell of the events of the 

world, of destruction in a place called Pearl and how that 

changed the complexion of the war and would force the 

Americans into it, I steeled myself to pay close attention in a 

way I never had before. I listened to the stories and felt the 

dread and hurt of the many people who suffered within the 

horror called war. My heart all but burst for them, and tears 

rolled down my face in a steady stream. I didn’t know how the 

world could be so awful, so ugly. 

Then the renditions of dreams supplanted the tales of 

horror and began to ease the pain. I heard bits and pieces I 

was sure I had heard many times before, images that had been 

spoken repeatedly: Mountains in the distance, tumbling 

streams cold as snow, fertile fields and great trees, quiet glens 

touched with dew and filled with berries. I saw colorful birds 

and small, gentle creatures, rugged trunks and canopies of 

leaves high overhead. I saw a village like ours in a beautiful 

valley and heard the singing and laughing of lives at peace. I 

had never concentrated on the image so strongly as I did that 

night and knew immediately when a few began to add to it, to 

refine the features of the place formed in dreams, as if a new 

clarity brought pieces into sharper focus. The new images: 

multi-colored goats and striped chickens wandering in yards, 

red berries plump and flavorful on the table, frothy milk 

brimming a pail. The faces of all those people around the 

bonfire seemed to complete a picture almost finished, as if the 

last dabs of paint were being added, the last highlights 

defined. Mother then spoke. She had not taken part in the 

storytelling for months. “I can see my child, laughing and 

smiling. My beautiful child. I hope he will find us soon.” 

And, for the very first time, I saw myself along with 



 

 

everyone else living in this wonderful dream. Awake and 

standing with all the other People, my body pressed to my 

mother’s side, I saw that place different from the village I 

knew, yet so much like it that it felt like home. Breezes teased 

my hair and birdsong threaded to my ears. I could almost 

accept this place as home. 

Then I felt a shift, almost as if the square filled with people 

telling their dreams around the fire really formed the 

dreaming, and the dream itself had more substance, almost as 

much to be real. That image began to mist, taking on that 

other reality that was part only of dreams. 

I panicked. I didn’t think this was supposed to happen, and 

I forced myself to hold onto my reality, the one I knew best, 

the one that had been real to me all my young life. I forced 

myself to believe the dream world could not be real. 

I must have fallen asleep. I awoke with the dawn as I 

always had, but I found myself near the smoking ashes of the 

bonfire hearth instead of in my bed. I was alone. I saw no one, 

heard no one, not even the animals we tended. Not even the 

wild birds. The huts were empty shells devoid of anything I 

recognized as possessions, the gardens behind them tangled, 

weedy patches. The whole village looked abandoned and 

lonesome and . . . old. 

As I ran from hut to hut, screaming and crying and calling 

for my mother, I became aware of another sound, one I found 

rough and harsh to my ears. Then I saw trees topple, their 

roots ripped from the black earth near the dirt track leading to 

the outside world. The tearing and splintering registered as 

screams, and I watched as tree after tree screamed and died. 

Large, mud-colored machines broke out of the forest. They 

rumbled through the fields that once had been golden grain 

and roared into the village, their metal gears clanging. 



 

 

I hid. Of course, I hid. Running to the very edge of the 

forest, I crouched among brambles as men taller than any I 

had known strode through the huts shouting orders. Dressed 

in metal-gray clothes like their metal-gray machines, I knew 

these to be Nazis. The tanks flattened fields and gardens, the 

men marched about as if they owned the place. It was my 

village, my home, and they behaved as if they had a right to be 

there. The men and machines stopped right in the middle of 

the square, obliterating the stone-ringed fire pit and digging 

great long tears where the perfect lawn had been and where we 

sat each night. Teams of soldiers with Rugers and machine 

guns searched every hut, then returned to the square. Orders 

shouted in rough discord sent others off, and soon fire broke 

out in the barn. This spread to each hut, turning them into 

torches higher and more fearful than any communal, 

comfortable bonfire, as if they could redefine fire from a 

faithful servant into a weapon. I watched my own home’s roof 

roil with smoke, then burst into brilliant orange flames. Even 

the weedy gardens and grass-filled fields burned. 

When the fires had leveled the village, the men and their 

discordant machines left. I didn’t move all that day and stayed 

the night in the brambles in the rain. Then, feeling lost and 

more alone than I ever knew possible, I left my hideout and 

returned to the center of the village. Nothing remained of my 

home. Nothing. Not even the stone walls. Even the ashes 

seemed to have melted into the earth with the rain, and the 

stones that had made up the walls of the huts and barn had 

scattered themselves. Sprouts of oak and fir already poked 

through the naked soil and reached toward the morning sun. It 

was as if, while only a day had passed for me, weeks had 

passed in the shattered village, maybe months. An oak 

seedling sprouted a leaf as I watched and stretched an inch 



 

 

toward the misted sun. The forest was filling up the fields as 

well. Trees already higher than my head grew where grain had 

grown just two days before. 

I know this sounds fantastic, and I’m sorry. I’m working so 

hard to maintain truth and sort the differences between the 

perception of a child and that of an adult, but I have no 

explanation for this. As I stood in the ruined square, I watched 

another oak leaf appear on the reaching green stem and 

stretch and broaden as if some camera had filmed its 

development for weeks. I wasn’t a camera, though, set up to 

watch seedlings sprout and grow. I was an eight-year-old boy, 

a frightened, lonely eight-year-old boy, and I sure couldn’t 

have stood in place for weeks. 

I’m getting angry. I’m sorry. It’s so hard to mitigate 

memories, to be reasonable about things way, way beyond 

reason. Let’s say this impression of my village melding back to 

forest before my eyes was not real, that I was in shock, and 

what I saw was somehow within my own mind and not 

actually happening. If it gets us past this, fine. 

I knew I could not stay, as my people had known they could 

not stay. But I knew I would not be able to go where they had 

gone. I left by the rough road carved by the tanks through the 

forest, followed the muddy tracks the Germans had left 

behind. The wound cut into the forest had also started to heal. 

Trees toppled just the day before had grown green with moss, 

and seedlings had sprouted from their roots. I knew when they 

grew tall, even the thin track through the woods would be 

gone. 

For some time, I was angry because I was alone. I missed 

my mother and my village. I felt abandoned and homeless. I 

didn’t understand why I had been the only one left behind. 

How could my mother go without me? But I wasn’t alone, not 



 

 

really. When I closed my eyes, I could feel her warmth and 

presence. I could almost hear the cadence of her melodic voice. 

As I began to wander, I also began to discover myself. I never 

went hungry, never suffered from thirst or cold. I always 

seemed to find something to eat just when I felt I should, find 

water to cool my tongue and shelter when night came. Though 

troops of German soldiers crossed and recrossed my path, they 

never found me. I saw them often, but they never saw me. 

I grew bolder. I began helping people who seemed in so 

much more difficulty than I. I shared food I found in the forest 

and field, found people shelter and sanctuary. I thought myself 

a gossamer mist drifting through the dark shadows of war. I 

disarmed soldiers as they slept, left ammunition and weapons 

at the roots of great trees where I knew they would be covered 

over, hidden by roots and growth that accelerated because I 

needed them to. Though I doubt my miniscule efforts ended 

the war even an hour earlier, I found I liked thwarting the 

great war machine and moving innocent people from its path. 

When the Americans finally came, I gave myself to them, 

and they took me far across the ocean. I went to school, then 

college, and taught for a time in universities. 

I took a wife late in life and had a daughter with pale yellow 

hair, and beautiful milk-white skin almost like my mother’s. 

Her richly blue eyes could melt my soul if a single jeweled tear 

tarnished their joy. I called her Caroweyne after my mother. 

I talked to Caroweyne about dreaming and discovered she 

had the gift of the People to dream amazingly beautiful 

dreams. I loved listening to hers, and she never had a problem 

believing in them. 

 

Now, in the fullness of my life, I’m quite alone. My wife 

died decades ago, an elderly woman. Caroweyne lived a long 



 

 

life as well and passed into dreaming with a large family 

around her. They’re all gone too. Gone so that none of the 

descendants who still might live are at all known to me. It 

seems that, when I was a child, I never had the gift of dreams 

that my people had, but I did inherit something of those 

beautiful, happy people. Long life. 

My days since leaving the village might have became little 

flurries of activity with brief naps in between, almost synopses 

of days I knew before, but my years have stretched longer in 

time than any other life I’ve known. And now, with the 

ripeness of great age upon me, I’ve finally begun to understand 

and accept some of the People ways, to accept a reality that 

was true to me as a child and is true again. When I found it in 

my heart to believe what my childhood had to be, I also finally 

began to dream. At first the dreams washed only with soft, soft 

color but a satisfying peace, and I would awaken with a smile 

on my lips and laughter in my heart. I paid attention and put 

energy into those dreams. The colors are richer now, the 

landscapes as complex and vivid as the dreams I dreamed on 

the blanket at my mother’s feet near the bonfire, the peace 

magnified into true and lasting joy. And in those dreams I am 

eight again, and my mother is happy. 

Who were my people? Wood sprites? Faeries? Elves? 

Ordinary peasant folk living an age past from everyone else? I 

don’t know. Surprisingly, it no longer seems to matter, and it 

was so important to me when I started this telling. Only that 

they really existed matters to me now. They, whoever they 

were, existed, and I was once one of them. That’s important. If 

one believes nothing more from this tale than that, my 

purpose has been accomplished and I’ll say no more. Tonight 

when the universe wraps the moon in velvet, and the stars 

sparkle like my mother’s joyful eyes, I’ll dream the perfect 



 

 

dream. When it blossoms to its fullest, when the colors dazzle 

me with brightness, and the detail is complete down to the last 

whisker on the smallest mouse, the caress of breezes against 

my cheek, the wafting fragrance of bread just from the oven, 

and the sound of melodic voices joining in laughter and song 

around the evening story fire, then I’ll turn and walk into that 

dream and, finally, go back home. 
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Cold 
by Ismael Manzano 

Daddy used to say, 'When you can smell trouble coming a 

mile away, you'd best start walking the other direction.' Living 

in small town Hanover, Ohio nothing ever smelled particularly 

troublesome enough to inspire a sudden run. Plus, it’s hard to 

listen to good advice when your parents are dead and you’re 

hundreds of miles and a big city atmosphere away from where 

you grew up.  

I am sitting at my new favorite spot in Central Park, on a 

bench overlooking a wide expanse of open field used for 

various activities during the spring and summer seasons. 

Today, a group of high school kids are indulging in some after 

school soccer fun, with neither team doing the sport justice, 

but everyone having a good time. I like that kind of 

sportsmanship, the kind where everyone is a winner; so I 

spend my extremely overdue lunch break watching kids only a 

few years younger than me, trying hard to be the next David 

Beckham, my coffee cup accompanying me on the bench, 

waiting to be cool enough for me to drink. Mama would be so 

disappointed in me to learn my quirky little habit of drinking 

lukewarm coffee survived into my adulthood, despite all her 

‘real coffee drinkers’ speeches that used to annoy me. Now I 

just wish she could be here to tease me about it again.  

I am silently routing for a spiky-haired boy to make the 

goal he's been trying really hard to get, when this man appears 

beside me, tall and thin with long brown hair and a face two 

days shy of a decent shave. He is handsome, with his strong 

jaw and striking blue eyes. I am not a fan of long hair on men, 



 

 

but it doesn't look too bad on him. Unfortunately, the ankle-

length black trench coat he wears in the middle of the spring 

gives me the impression of someone trying to hard to show off 

their most valuable possession in the world. He has two cups 

of coffee in his hands, one of which he silently offers to me as 

we make eye contact; I turn it down with a shake of my head, 

hoping that will be the end of it.  

He doesn’t leave.  

“Afternoon, Miss,” he says boldly, like we are friends. He 

lets the word drag in the air, like he’s waiting for me to finish 

the sentence for him. Then, after a moment, he adds, “Can you 

tell me your name?” 

My name is Bess Harefield, but I refuse to give it to him 

and don’t ask for his either. He seems nice enough, if a little 

cocky, the kind of boy I would have fawned over in high school 

and chased all over the school grounds for a date. But that was 

then. I’m a big kid now, I remind myself, and I’m not in 

Hanover anymore. Big kid city; big kid behavior. Think like a 

big kid.  

“You must be hot in that thing,” I say to him about his coat. 

“It’s almost seventy degrees.” 

“Thanks for your concern, but me and this coat are 

inseparable.” He has a roguish twinkle in his piercing blue 

eyes and his voice sounds like music.  

“Wow, that’s incredibly shallow,” I tease, as I try to wink at 

him without committing the rest of my face to the effort. I 

don’t want to appear forward, but I can’t help but find him 

charming in a way.  

I actually like the way he looks, despite how uncomfortable 

it must be, but I'd learned over the last four months if you 

don’t give some attitude, people in this city will walk all over 

you. And I really don’t want to be pegged as an out-of-towner 



 

 

again. He looks about my age, maybe two years younger, 

which puts him out of college and in the work force, assuming 

he isn’t lazy or stupid. He doesn’t look either. He looks smart 

and confident, and maybe a little dangerous, but not slow in 

any way. It is this hint of danger that keeps me from accepting 

the cup of coffee offered to me when he first approached.  

“May I sit here?” he asks, as polite as a child in church. I 

guess he took my rebuke to heart.  

“Dunno,” I reply, trying for coy but failing. “You kinda 

smell a bit.” 

As soon as I say the words I want to bury my face in the 

soccer field in front of us. That was unbelievably rude of me 

and I feel my cheeks redden as shame flushes through me. I 

was attempting to seem jaded but I know I just came off as 

bitchy. I didn’t lie, though. He does carry a faint smell of dung 

on him—cow dung to be specific, which I find odd because 

cows don’t live in the city, but I’ve been around enough cows 

to know the smell instantly. I don’t blame him. We all step in 

something sometimes; I’d just stepped in a big pile of it 

myself.  

“Picked it up a while back,” he says easily, making no move 

to sit beside me, though his expression doesn’t change one bit. 

“You don’t want to maybe scrape it off?” I want to slam my 

fist in my mouth for being so blunt. I’ve been watching way too 

much TV and this is the reward I get. “I’m sorry,” I finally get 

out, meaning it. “It’s just....well...there’s plenty of grass here. 

Why haven’t you done it already?” 

"I’m working on it," he says with an edge in his voice that 

says he will not discuss this further. And then I think that 

maybe he didn’t step in crap after all. Now I think, maybe he 

had an accident. Gross.  

Eager to change the subject, I blurt out the first thing that 



 

 

comes to mind. "That’s a really nice coat, whatever the 

weather. Where’d you get it? Does it come in a woman’s size?" 

All the discomfort drains from his expression then and he 

offers me a smile that might have made me giggle, if I was still 

the sixteen year old giggling type--but I want to. I remind 

myself for the hundredth time, this is the big city, and I’m 

among big city people. No one appreciates giggles here. For a 

second, I wish I am back home where my guard doesn’t have 

to be up all the time. It would be nice not to be so suspicious of 

everyone. 

“I’m glad you asked that,” he says mirthfully, sitting down 

beside my coffee without asking for permission, discarding his 

own cups to the floor underneath the bench. I leave the coffee 

there as a clear barrier not to cross, but don’t move away. That 

might be seen as fear, but I can’t willingly offer him that extra 

foot of space. “There’s an interesting story about a coat, much 

like this one. A history if you will. You want to hear it?” 

“You want to tell me a story?” I say, skating the line 

between sounding firm and indifferent. “I have to get back to 

work in a minute. I’m sorry.” 

He doesn’t stop me when I stand, but he doesn’t stop 

talking either. “That’s great, because it will only take a minute. 

And I know you’re eager to leave, so I’ll make it brief and then 

you can go on your way. I promise.” 

He doesn’t smile when he says that, he just stares at me, 

big blue eyes pleading his case for him. I hesitate, but relent 

when I see a police officer strolling down the path leading 

toward our bench. The blue-clad knight of the park is close 

enough that if I scream, he could be here to help in seconds, 

and if this guy tries to touch me, there is no way he won’t get 

caught.  

“Sure. One minute, okay. Then I really have to go. Tell me 



 

 

your story.” 

“Well, it’s not my story, actually,” he corrects, not unkindly. 

“It’s the story of a coat--not unlike mine. The story of a man 

named Bo--short for a name even dumber than Bo--and how 

he came upon the coat, which, I’ll tell you right now, is not an 

ordinary coat. It’s a very, very special coat. You still want to 

hear it? Or would you like to call that nice officer over there I 

saw you eying?” 

My eyes dart away from the cop and find the floor at my 

feet extremely fascinating for a moment as I ride a guilt wave 

all the way to the shore. I have no reason to be guilty, but I am. 

I feel like I did when I was caught sneaking food into the attic 

to feed a puppy my mama forbade me to keep. “I wasn’t,” I say, 

just as pathetically as I had when poor mama, red-eyed and 

sniffling, asked me if I was hiding the source of her allergy 

attack in our home.  

“It’s okay,” he assures me, crossing his legs and stretching 

his arms over the back of the bench. “A girl’s gotta be careful 

out here. Right?” 

“Right.” And just like that, I relax a bit. Maybe it’s the 

nearby cop, or his acknowledgment of the cop, or maybe it’s 

his casual and open manner, but I am not quite as afraid of 

him anymore. I sip at my coffee which has cooled down 

considerably and offer him an apologetic smile which I 

accompany with a slight tilt of my head, to be extra friendly. 

“So this great and fantastical story of yours?” 

“Right,” he says, leaning back against the bench. “I 

wouldn’t want to keep you waiting…So, like I said it’s a story of 

a man named Bo, and like lots of us, Bo, had a problem. You 

see, Bo smelled like Death, and he had only himself to blame.” 

“I thought this was about a coat?” I ask, feeling the point of 

the story slipping away already. 



 

 

He holds up a hand and smiles broadly at me. “In a 

moment,” he assures me. “I’m establishing background. Trust 

me, it’s important to the story. May I continue?” 

I admit, I am curious, the black trench coat that hangs off 

his back is like a dark mane of leather and I can’t help but 

want to know about it. “Go ahead,” I say, wondering if he will 

tell me where I can get one of my own once this tale is done. 

“Thank you,” he says evenly, leaving me to wonder if he is 

being rude or not. But he doesn’t give me time, and launches 

back into his story. “Sure, Bo could--and had at first--

complained and said that life was unfair and that he didn’t 

deserve to be saddled with his current affliction,” he says as 

casually as if we were old friends, talking about an old friend. 

“But in the end, he had to accept responsibility. He’d stolen 

from a man who turned out not to be a man at all.” 

“What’s that supposed to mean,” I say, taking another sip 

of my coffee. I flit my eyes over to the police officer who is still 

patrolling around the pathway, not hurriedly, but observantly. 

He catches my eye and holds it for a second as if waiting to see 

if the overdressed man in front of me is giving me any 

problems.  

“I’m getting to that part,” the stranger continues, and I 

suddenly realize, I never asked his name. But it shouldn’t 

matter, since I’m only half sure I want to continue this 

conversation now. “So, where was I? Oh, yes, this man who 

wasn’t a man. You’ve got to stop interrupting; you’ll ruin the 

flow of the story.” 

“Sorry,” I squeak out in spite of myself. The police officer 

notices something and starts to slowly aim toward us. Guilt 

swells up in me and I wonder if I should stop the cop before he 

gets here. After all, we are just talking and this stranger hasn’t 

done anything wrong.  



 

 

“It’s okay. Just give me a minute, like we discussed, and 

you’ll see why this story’s important.” He lets me sip my coffee 

and then continues. “Bo--he’s a thief, by the way--thought the 

man looked like such an easy mark, a blond, stuck-up rich kid 

playing with daddy’s money. He’d walked into Bo’s favorite 

pool hall like he’d owned the place, barked a few orders at the 

‘help,’ threw his to-die-for duster--not unlike this one--over 

the barstool as if it were a coat check room, and disappeared 

into the bathroom without looking back. Imagine that, leaving 

an ankle-length, pure leather duster, as black as a raven’s 

feather with a gloss like an afternoon sun over a still lake, on a 

barstool! The prick was practically begging to have it stolen, 

Bo thought, and so, had no qualms about obliging him. It was 

so easy, he felt guilty for not having put in a solid effort into 

lifting it but he’d been happy with his prize nonetheless.” 

I open my mouth to insert a sarcastic comment, but don’t. 

One, because I don’t want to delay the ending of the story any 

more than I already have and, two, because I am starting to be 

intrigued by the telling of it. I can’t place what it is about this 

stranger’s tale, but I feel a calm settling over me, and the urge 

to leave is growing less and less urgent. Even his faint cow 

dung smell is not enough of an incentive, and in fact, I’m 

already beginning to get used to it because I hardly smell it 

anymore.  

“Well, it wasn’t until Bo placed the snug-fitting piece of 

irony over his shoulders that the rich kid returned, with a 

sinister smirk on his face.” He says this part so dramatically, 

that I actually giggle now, and I feel like a kid being told a 

campfire story. I think, maybe I’ve misjudged him, and this 

whole situation. Maybe he’s just a nice but weird fellow who 

likes to tell stories to girls. Like a bard. I think, ‘bard, that’s a 

funny word,’ and then I giggle again. And then I fall silent and 



 

 

listen.  

“Slowly, a smell emanated from the coat, something like 

skunk spray marinated in urine.” I try to imagine what that 

must smell like and can’t but I pull a disgusted face 

nonetheless. “The hall’s patrons searched for a source of the 

smell and moved away from the bar. Casually, in a whispering 

voice, the blond explained to Bo then that he was Death, and 

that by wearing the coat, Bo had accepted the powers, 

privileges and--unfortunately--burdens of its former owner. 

Bo didn’t want to believe the man, but the unnaturally putrid 

smell of the coat was irrefutable testimony in the man’s favor. 

Needless to say, Bo was not quite so happy with the duster 

anymore.” 

“Well, he should have just taken it off,” I hear myself 

saying, though my voice sounds funny and I giggle again. 

“He wanted to, I’m sure,” the stranger explains, without 

reprimanding me. I am glad. I don’t like getting reprimanded. 

“But he couldn’t do anything about it. The duster’s velvet 

lining clung to his arms and upper back with adamant 

determination, leaving him unable to shower or change his 

shirt--which didn’t help his odor problem much.” 

What a horrible way to live, I think to myself. A second 

later, I wonder whether I’d said those words aloud or they’d 

stayed in my head.  

“Walking through Central Park, Bo found refuge treading 

the unpaved thickets and forests of man-made nature, where 

people seldom wandered--not like this very public area right 

here. There he ambled alone, his new layer of black leather 

skin billowing behind him as if caught in a very localized 

torrent. Can’t you just picture it? I mean just picture it. 

Visually, it must have looked great--action movie poster great-

-but to his nose it was torturous; he couldn’t even throw up 



 

 

anymore because he hadn’t managed to eat with that smell 

surrounding him.”  

The tall police officer--I didn’t notice he was so tall before; 

how weird--isn’t walking toward me as fast as before. He’s sort 

of inching this way, his dark eyes small and critiquing, like he 

is getting ready to take an exam. I am not sure anymore 

whether I should call him over, he looks confused now, and 

the stranger doesn’t seem so strange anymore. And his story is 

so interesting.  

“What happened next? I ask, now fully enveloped in this 

dark, fantastical tale.  

The stranger looks over his shoulder to the police officer 

for a brief second before turning back to me and standing up. 

As he speaks he walks closer, boldly, his expression no longer 

playful, but stern and kind of sad. “In the two days that 

followed he’d learned much about his new and permanent 

piece of clothing.” Now his voice was so low I think he was 

whispering; it made the story sound more a ghost story than 

before. “He learned he could become invisible, which was 

useful in keeping people from trying to slug him for smelling 

like moldy bacon cooked in a pan of vomit. Ironically, though 

he was Death, Bo was immune to it, and any other form of 

bodily harm; he’d found that out the hard way, by running in 

front of a truck in a desperate bid to avoid a mob who’d taken 

offense to his rancid, sour-milk-in-a-microwave smell. Now 

his only goal was to find a way to rip Death’s coat off of him 

and return to his normal, bar-hopping, pick-pocketing, 

carefree life. If it meant giving it to someone else, saddling 

some poor sucker with the coat of Death, well, he wouldn’t lose 

any sleep over it. He was, after all, when all was said and done, 

not a nice guy.” 

“Why do I feel so strange?” I struggle to remember the 



 

 

words that has just left my mouth.  

“We’re almost done,” he assures, now directly in front of 

me, so close I can smell the peppermint of his chewing gum. 

When he speaks again, his words are fast, and eager, like he’s 

been waiting to say this his whole life. “A small, gray-striped 

squirrel scurried past him undisturbed by the odor, and 

stopped right in front of him as if to say hello. Bo extended a 

hand and brushed its back--the first thing that had allowed 

him to touch it in days. The squirrel’s hair fell out in clumps 

and the poor thing flipped over onto its back with a single yelp 

of rodent agony—dead. Disgusted and horror-struck, Bo 

collapsed to the floor and backpedaled away from the tiny 

corpse. A strange thing happened then; the smell--that 

wretched, stomach turning smell--subsided for just a moment 

and in that moment, the duster remained placid against his 

back.” 

“Wait. No, seriously wait,” I say, loud now, a strange, 

frightening feeling sweeping over me. I still can’t place why I 

am so scared, but everything feels strange, sounds are muffled, 

colors blunted to the point of being shaded, and my skin 

tingles like someone really big is blowing air on me. When I try 

to breathe, I find I can’t do it easily; I think something has 

slipped into my lungs, filling them with a non-air substance. 

“What’s happening to me? What’s happening to me?” 

“That’s when it occurred to him,” he says, ignoring the 

question. “Death had owned the coat; death tames the coat. A 

small death helped temporarily, but a larger one, maybe 

several larger ones, might assuage the coat’s hold over him 

long enough for him to take it off. Now Bo had a choice, but it 

wasn’t one he could make easily. He was, after all, not a nice 

guy, but he wasn’t--didn’t want to be--that bad. To his 

surprise, the thought of killing someone for the coat did not 



 

 

immediately repulse him as much as he’d assumed it would. 

But could he do it? He sat back against the trunk of a tree and 

contemplated whether or not he could do what he now 

believed he needed to do--and become the thing that he need 

to become to shed the cloak of Death. It would have been 

easier if he could have answered that question immediately, 

but he had to think about it, and that scared him more than 

the dark future that lay ahead. In order to get out of this, he 

needed to give the coat to someone else; there was no other 

option.” 

Breathing is now so difficult, my chest hurts and my legs 

start to lose their strength. I can’t remember who this stranger 

is or what we are talking about. “Coat? Why are we talking 

about a coat? Is the story over?” 

I feel hands on my face, and feel hot breath on my forehead 

as he talks. I feel like I will collapse at any moment, but he 

holds me up. “No. This the part of the story where you learn 

never to leave an open coffee cup in a public place where 

anyone has access to it.” Something slips out of my hand and 

makes a splashy noise by my feet. “This is also the part where I 

tell you I’m sorry.” 

“I’m going to fall,” I say in a panic, though my heart doesn’t 

seem to be beating any faster. Actually, it feels slower. I find 

that weird.  

“Not yet,” he says softly into my ear. All the light is fading 

from the bright spring day. “You won’t fall yet. I’m holding 

you. Now, this part is extremely important. When the police 

officer you've been looking at gets here, you have to tell him 

that you’re very cold. Don’t say anything else. Just that you’re 

very cold.” 

I am cold. “I am cold.” 

“I know,” he says, and his voice sounds strained. “Tell him 



 

 

that. Say it over and over again. Say that you’re cold.” 

“I can’t,” I say, because I don’t think I can. “You tell him for 

me.” 

“He won’t see me,” he explains. “No one but you has seen 

me since I first approached you. As far as they see, you’re 

talking to yourself. By the time he sees me, I’ll have taken off 

the coat and just be part of the crowd.” 

“I’m cold,” I say, and my voice sounds so weak I want to 

cry.  

“Good,” he says. “Now say it again when he comes. As soon 

as I let you go, he’ll see you and come rushing over. And then 

you say it again. Don’t ask for the coat, just say you’re cold. He 

has to want to use it to help you. It has to be a specific way. 

Otherwise I lose my chance.” 

I think about all the time I’d spent at church, learning 

about the Trinity, about Salvation, about the Truth. I don’t 

remember any of it now. I remember the church itself with its 

white marble walls, its polished rows of brown benches, and 

its assortment of stained glass windows, depicting the heart-

wrenching Stations of the Cross. I remember the backyard, 

plush green meadows extending out for half an acre or more, 

tall trees that always seemed to be in bloom and a thick carpet 

of grass that felt good when you ran barefoot through it. What 

was that message again? I don’t remember, but I remember it 

sounded beautiful and warm and full of light. 

Now I don’t feel warm or full of anything. I am empty and 

so cold. And the world is quickly growing darker and my 

thoughts are slowing down to a sluggish crawl. “I shouldn’t 

help you,” I say to some man, but already I’m forgetting why. 

“You should,” he says back to me, and I believe him, 

because there is nothing else in the world now but that voice. 

“Because I can’t just give the coat away, I’ve tried. It has to be 



 

 

taken. And if you don’t get him to take it, I have to start all 

over again and more people will die.” 

I remember something else now, a coat, black as death, 

devouring a man’s back, I don't know where I have seen it 

before, but the image seems burned into my mind. “If he has 

the…” 

“Officer Daniel Lynch, isn’t me,” the voice says to me. He 

sounds sad, and I am sad for him. I want to pray but I can’t 

feel my hands to fold them up and it isn’t a proper prayer if my 

hands aren’t folded. “If he grabs the coat, right after I take it 

off, it’ll cling to him--it has to. It’ll cling to the first person who 

touches it. If he takes it to help someone instead of stealing it, 

then maybe, just maybe, it won’t control him. But you have to 

tell him you’re cold.” 

“Why?” 

“Because,” he says, and he sounds so tired. “Because maybe 

the devil can’t tempt a good man as easily as he tempted a bad 

one.” 

“You sound nice,” I hear myself saying. Or did I just think 

it. He does. He sounds like a nice man. His voice sounds like 

music. “Are you bad?” 

“Bad enough,” he replies. “I’m going to let you go now. And 

then I’m going to leave you here. The officer will find you. 

Remember, to tell him you’re cold. And hope that he takes the 

coat I leave for him. Hope that it doesn’t find me and this 

whole game doesn’t start again. Hope, like I will, that he’s 

good enough to fight where I wasn’t. Goodnight Bess.” 

I do feel like I’m falling, but I don’t feel the impact. What I 

feel is a hand checking my wrist for a pulse an eternity later, a 

strong, but gentle hand. And then I hear a voice, a different 

one from the one I heard last. He says his name is Daniel and 

he is a police officer and he is here to help me. He asks me if I 



 

 

need anything.  

I tell him that I am cold. 

The air is filled with a sweet flowery smell. 
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Beneath the Barrow of Ardegen-Unfilgod 

by Matthew Schoen 

Thirteen days after Amaleric, Veya’s lover, disappeared the 

elderly Reynka were murdered in the night. The bucks and 

does awoke to see the structure, caved in with fieldstones piled 

like a cairn on top of the bodies. Nobody had heard a sound 

beyond the crickets and coyotes in the night however. When 

the half dozen bodies had been pulled from the rubble and set 

out everyone gasped. The ebony horns of the old bucks had all 

been snapped off, Worse though, a sacrilege had been 

committed against the corpses; parts had been eaten. When 

the first body had come out the Reynka had assumed falling 

stones had cut the grey fur and tore up the muscle below, but 

as they kept coming, mutilated and torn it was impossible to 

deny. A Reynka had taken the flesh of another into its body. 

The Reynka believed that their dead fed the earth which then 

fed their villages. By fattening the fields they ensured the next 

generation would receive on the power of the previous. To 

circumvent the fields and take the flesh of a Reynka directly 

was monstrous. The bodies were buried by the mares and their 

foals while Hermarr the village chief organized the bucks to 

pay a visit to the barrow of Ardegan-Unfilgod.  

Generations upon generations earlier Ardegan had been a 

great hero, forcing the men from Biscii to keep their 

settlements along the northern coast of Terrareynka. The 

humans had used a black necromancy which allowed them to 

summon bloodthirsty wraiths called lamia. Ardegan had 

turned one of these creatures and so forced the humans back. 



 

 

Traveling south he had taken ill and died. The ancestors of 

Veya’s village had built him a great barrow which loomed upon 

the horizon like a small hill. It had become a place of fear. 

Rumors swirled around its summit, stories of the spirit which 

watched its former master waiting for venerating throat to 

whet his fangs upon. Killings this unprecedented had all faces 

turning to the barrow and soon Hermarr took twenty Reynka, 

spears in their hands and horns rubbed sharp, marching to 

investigate. They left as the sun had begun to drive back the 

dew, when they returned the yellow orb was at its zenith and 

the Reynka were panting through their long muzzles from the 

digging and prayers associated with delivering the dead to the 

dirt.  

As the warriors re-entered their home with powerful 

strides it was clear they were unsettled. Their coal black eyes 

were downcast, while every ear rested flat against the back of 

bucks’ head. Purposefully Hermarr climbed the rubble and 

addressed the entire village from atop this tiny mound.  

“Something foul roams here, a lowly evil,” his eyes met 

Veya and she took a step backwards, bumping into Barakon, 

the father of her missing lover Amaleric.  

“We went up the hallowed barrow of Ardegan-Unfilgod and 

found it had been desecrated, stones had been piled at the 

summit making a smaller cairn atop the proper mound. We 

began to destroy it, prying the stones free and casting them 

away. But, from within there was a smell of blood and rotten 

dirt. The further we dove, the more we disturbed the hill of 

stones, the stronger this rotten reek grew, though we found no 

source to the stench. This evil is beyond us; today we will send 

our swiftest bucks to the city of Arrma Nova to find a sorcerer 

and have him rend the evil from our village. Tonight and from 

every night forward barricade your doorways and leave as an 



 

 

offering whatever fowl or lizards you raise. It is only the mercy 

of the earth and our ancestors which may protect us,” he 

intoned signaling the villagers to disperse and prepare their 

families for the coming terrors.   

When night came Veya quickly went to the sod home of 

Barakon and helped him wall the structure up. Just outside his 

door a pair of hens clucked in their cage, irritated to be so 

tightly confined. The sun disappeared as the barricade of rock 

grew taller. Light entered as orange beams through the cracks 

giving the cool structure a weak glow. Barakon set a tight 

bundle of thatch to the dying coals of his evening cookfire. The 

material burned slowly and gave off a sallow light, they kept it 

for the warmer months to save themselves the effort of fueling 

a hot uncomfortable fire through the night.  

“How was your day,” Barakon asked absently.  

“Fine,” Veya responded. He had taken the disappearance of 

Amaleric poorly.  

“Do you think my son will be alright out there, can he 

protect himself from this lamia,” he said the last word with 

particular disgust.  

“He is a strong warrior; the blood is of our ancestors flows 

through him.” 

“But not in his wake,” responded Barakon dejectedly. Veya 

sighed and clenched her fists. This was their sore place; this 

what would make Barakon eventually ask her to leave unless 

Amaleric returned.  

Amaleric’s was known properly as Amaleric-Falb. His 

second name allowed all to know he could produce not a single 

seed. He would father no foals, and when he died the fields he 

would fatten would strengthen none of his offspring.  

For years it had been of no consequence to Amaleric, he’d 

fought and killed Reynka from rival tribes to demonstrate his 



 

 

strength, to make his body worthy food for the foals of the 

village. This had been his purpose until Veya began to show 

interest in him. He had not known love and as she encouraged 

him to court her, the warrior gave way to the lover. They’d 

been met by disapproval, she could bear plenty of foals, it was 

seen as a waste that she chose Amaleric as a mate. In that her 

fight with Barakon was born. As Amaleric and Veya grew 

closer the buck grew more distraught over his inability to 

father a foal, and then he’d disappeared. Though he was in 

shock Veya knew Barakon would cast blame on her, she’d 

already gotten hateful looks from the other bucks who blamed 

her for driving away one of the village’s fiercest warriors. 

She lay down and propped her head against her haunch. 

The dirt could take them all; she’d lost her lover that was much 

worse than losing a powerful spearmate. Even following the 

frightful murders her heart moaned for Amaleric and the 

impossible home that he would return.  

“Goodnight,” said Barakon stiffly as he lay down on the 

opposite side of the coals. Yes, it wouldn’t be long before he 

cast her out. 

Hours later only pale moonlight stole through the cracks of 

the barricade. The chickens were silent and some creature 

stalked the along the outside of Barakon’s home. Veya heard 

the footfalls and slid quickly to Barakon shaking him awake. 

His black eyes snapped open reflecting the glow from his fire 

bundle. He did not have to be told, resting in the nearest 

corner was the spear he’d carried until Amaleric came of age. 

The family weapon was natural in his old hands. 

“Keep behind me,” Barakon whispered planting himself in 

front of the door. Veya did and listened as the footfalls circled 

around and around Barakon’s home. The moonbeams 

disappeared as the creature passed the doorway. In their cages 



 

 

the chickens clucked quietly, Veya could feel their fear.  

Go away, go away, she thought as the rocks began shifting. 

She could see the spear wobbling in Barakon’s hand even as he 

ground his teeth together and snorted loud and defiantly at the 

monster. His challenge gave the monster pause as a few stones 

gave way, exposing a broad swath of moonlight and the grey 

belly fur of a Reynka. Barakon’s grip on the polished wood 

grew tighter and he advanced a few cautious steps, almost 

within range of his spear. But whatever the Reynka monster 

was it wandered off before he could work up the courage to 

make the fatal lunge. Veya and Barakon listened as the steps 

faded away and finally stopped.  

Barakon fell backwards panting, his tongue lolling out 

while his arms shook uncontrollably.  

“We must get Hermarr,” he gasped, teeth shaking, his 

blood was up from seeing this monster but reason was still 

driving his action.  

Veya nodded and looked through the stones. The moon lit 

the pathways snaking through the village; nothing could be 

seen except a solitary mouse leaping along the edge of a 

nearby dwelling.  

“Come on!” she whispered, quietly shifting the rocks away 

from the doorway and piling them next to the fire. It did not 

take long to make a wide enough hole for both of them to pass 

through. Veya went first followed by the spear and then 

Barakon who gingerly pulled himself through before taking the 

spear back. Hermarr’s home sat next to where the elders had 

lived, it was a short walk from Barakon’s sod home.  

“Keep your eyes forward, I will look backwards child,” said 

Barakon as they took cautious steps away from the safety of his 

home. Veya nodded her ears alert and swiveling at every tiny 

sound. There were no footfalls however besides Barakon’s, all 



 

 

she heard were their feet, the sleepy clucks of the chickens and 

the sluggish rasps of the banded lizards some Reynka kept for 

their meat and eggs. They moved slowly, peering into the 

shadows pooled between the homes and down the less used 

footpaths. Veya ghosted her feet over the ground careful to 

avoid crushing the grass and making noise. For all their fear 

and precautions the two Reynka ignored the sky.  

 

Far above a figure glided down, falling in the lazy seesaw 

manner of a leaf. The lamia could have dropped more quickly 

but with the moon at its back there was no way for its prey to 

see it falling. The calculating beast descended lackadaisically 

smiling revealing gruesome serrated fangs which were the only 

distinguishing feature separating the lamia from a human. The 

creature angled itself hoping to land between the Reynka its 

disciple had spooked out of their hut. Missing wasn’t a 

problem, the spear being clutched by the Reynka reeking of 

the most fear would do nothing. The lamia was dead after all.  

 

Veya heard nothing before a sharp hiss reached her ears, in 

the same moment the side of her face was splashed with 

wetness as she turned to warn Barakon. He was struggling 

against a creature, but it wasn’t the same monster which had 

poked at the barricade. This was a tall slim creature which was 

pale white. Barakon’s hands passed through it like a thick 

broth. She wanted to scream out as the desperation faded from 

Barakon, and the creature became infused with a rich red 

light. 

Barakon began to gurgle and spit and the monster sensing 

this turned his stumbling body around allowing Veya to watch 

as it’s bolted down throatful after throatful of Barakon’s blood. 

The light was all but gone from his eyes while his hand flopped 



 

 

uselessly, the fingers making random jabs. His mouth opened 

but the sounds came out strangled by ebbing of his life. 

Finally, the strength of his ancestors found Barakon’s tongue 

and with supreme effort he choked out one word for Veya.  

“Run,” he gurgled pushing himself backwards hoping to 

pin the creature beneath him. Instead it dissolved without 

breaking its death grip and carried on its business. Veya ran 

towards Hermarr’s house, sprinting fleetly away from the 

gruesome specter.  

How far did she go? past one house maybe three before a 

brutally strong arm grabbed by the waist and flung her to the 

ground. She scrambled to her feet, trying to run but stopped, 

her legs suddenly rooted to the ground as she stared at the 

monster, as she beheld her Amaleric.  

He was changed. In places his fur hung ragged and the skin 

beneath appeared to slowly be rotting. Soil and grass sprouts 

replaced his withered fur. Yet the worst aspect of his 

transformation was his eyes. One retained its black Reynka 

look yet the other was a pale blue ball of light, the same shade 

as the creature which had murdered Barakon. This eye lit the 

alleyway and reflected off his teeth which were bared in a grin. 

Slowly he approached Veya, reaching out an arm muscles 

changed to clotted clay.  

“There you are , there’s my beautiful Veya,” he said 

making the poor mare jump and back away. His voice had 

once been deep, like the call of the throaty burrowing toads. 

Now his pitch had descended, his throat softened by 

something, he reached almost a human pitch.  

“What are you?” she hissed, eyeing the back of the 

alleyway, how far of a dash would she need to make in order to 

reach Hermarr?  

“I am your lover; I am the same one who you swore to 



 

 

always stay with despite my inability. But I am greater now; I 

no longer need bear the scar of Falb. I am simply Amaleric.” 

He smiled then opening his arms to Veya who took a step 

back.  

“What has happened to you?” Veya repeated the fear 

receding. 

“I went to the barrow and spoke to the lamia, he gave his 

strength to my body and offered to give you the same strength 

we share,” He held out his hand once more, “please come, be 

my lover again Veya.”  

“You killed the elders didn’t you,” she said clenching her 

fists. 

Amaleric’s arms fell, “I want to give you this gift, the 

chance to have a foal. I’ve sacrificed so much so that we can 

have this one chance to continue our lines, to make a family.” 

 “Your monstrous ally killed you father, Barakon is dead 

because of that ghost.” 

The revelation stunned Amaleric and Veya saw tears 

building in his Reynka eye. However they quickly turned to 

steam. “It is just another trial, another burden to carry into the 

soil. It doesn’t change anything. I want you to follow me, 

please, don’t make this pain lose its meaning.” 

He spoke with such conviction that Veya found herself 

nearly taking the hand he offered, nearly reforming the bonds 

of love which had sustained them for so long. However the 

gnawed up bodies of the elders, the lamia’s crimson glow, and 

the hideous transformation of her lover washed over Veya 

germinating disgust in her heart.  

“What are you even?” she hissed, standing tall against his 

looming frame. 

“I am Amaleric,” he bubbled. 

“It was Amaleric-Falb I loved, not some twisted Reynka 



 

 

monster named Amaleric. Go away, leave with your 

bloodthirsty ghost. Hermarr is sending for a sorcerer from the 

humans. They will purge you and him if you are not far away. 

That is the only aid I will give you Amaleric.” 

“I love you,” whispered the creature pathetically his hand 

still grasping empty air.  

Veya turned her back to what had been Amaleric-Falb and 

made for the other end of the alleyway. Hermarr’s home was a 

few steps away. When the footfalls rushed to Veya’s ears she 

tried to turn and fight against the wreckage of her lover but 

Amaleric was too strong. She crashed to the ground his hands 

over her face, prying her mouth open. For a moment, seeing 

Amaleric in the Reynka eye she pleaded with him. However 

the blinding glow of the monster made her struggle against the 

clay fingers prying her teeth apart. A nauseating wave of grime 

forced its way into Veya’s stomach and she passed out clawing 

at the glowing eye. Tears fell from Amaleric’s Reynka eye 

which was now watching as Veya choked and darkness carried 

her away.  

 

The Tomb 

Veya’s consciousness returned slowly. The world was dark 

yet she could feel the warm sunlight upon her.  

Where am I? she wondered before the memories of 

Amaleric and the lamia came back. Violently she lurched but it 

was impossible to move. She strained her neck and head 

attempting to turn and see, it was impossible. Every breath she 

took came freely, there was no pressure on her chest, yet the 

air was heavy, and moist. Then she felt it, the tickle of a bug on 

her arm. Unable to flick the creature away she had to remain 

inert as it crawled up her arm.  

No, she thought as the tiny bug veered away, it’s 



 

 

burrowing. As she came to this realization Veya felt another 

consciousness touch her. 

How are you my love? It’s not too uncomfortable is it? 

Amaleric? What did you do to me, she asked thoughts 

drifting from her mind to his. The anger she’d felt had been 

stymied, her burial made things feel slower, as if she were a 

part of the earth.  

You weren’t seeing reason, I offered you the greatest gift I 

could and you refused it. I, I lost my temper, but I did the 

right thing. Nothing can stop us from being together now. 

Our love- 

I don’t want this, she said stopping Amaleric.  

I promise my love, you’ll accept this soon and be happier 

for it. 

Hermarr sent runners to get a human magician. They’ll 

kill you soon. 

Do not worry, I’ve already slain them. We are safe. The 

lamia will feed on any who come too close to us. 

Please let me go, she pleaded. 

I can’t, you’re too weak right now. You must rest, and take 

strength from the soil. 

His consciousness faded away leaving Veya alone in the 

confining soil. Her isolation however did no last very long. A 

new mind brushed against her.  

You she thought, mind recoiling from the bemused and 

sinister mind which circled around her, coiling like a viper, 

ready to strike as if she were no greater than a field mouse.  

Yes it is I, answered the Lamia. She couldn’t see but Veya 

knew the demon was only a hairs breath away from her face, 

staring down with its gory fangs.  

Where am I? she asked.  

With your love, and with me. 



 

 

Why? 

Because I’m lonely. 

What? 

Guard the dead for centuries and see how thirsty you 

become, how desperately you attempt to whet your teeth to 

living contact. 

I don’t understand, said Veya. Why am I here? 

I just told you, whispered the creature.  

Release me, she said anger rising. She could feel her own 

body more distinctly and with it came more emotions, the 

ability to channel feeling rather than mutely hold conversation 

with her captors 

I think not, it doesn’t serve me and would only cause 

heartbreak. It is a hard thing you have gone through, you 

must grow strong again then he will let you go, then we may 

all be together.  

You are a monster, why don’t you return to your own 

kind, swim the blood river meant for you. Leave me, take 

Amaleric your new slave, I am not yours. 

You call a monster one who helped your kind; I guard this 

barrow, this monument to Ardegan-Unfilgod. You will guard 

it as well. I command it. Many years you could have given me 

the respect Ardegan was handed; now it is too late. Accept 

your fate and rest now. 

He departed, shooting away with a controlled slither 

moving quickly but without any effort and once more Veya was 

alone suffering under the earth with nothing but her own 

thoughts and the fears of the changes being wrought upon her 

by Amaleric’s obsessive love. 

Time lost its meaning were they days which passed her or 

seasons? The soil gave her the feeling of being one, an 

undivided part of the earth. It was what she’d always been 



 

 

taught death was like. Snakes, moles, beetles they all burrowed 

through her yet Veya remained calm. This was peace.  

Chaos came whenever she felt the gentle probes of 

Amaleric. When he or the disgusting lamia were nearby Veya 

shook and snarled distinctly becoming aware of her body the 

struggle she was undergoing, the animals within her desperate 

to escape the tremor running through the tunnels they had 

dug through her bones. Her ferocity would frighten Amaleric 

sending him back like a scolded jackal. The lamia would wait 

though; watch her tremble indignantly while it flitting through 

the ground. When it left Veya could sense it was only through 

Amaleric’s pleading. She hated Amaleric but pitied his self-

destruction, she would always bristle whenever she sensed his 

approach, felt him disturb her bond with the earth; yet she was 

always grateful when he drove the lamia away. It was the only 

love-like emotion Veya allowed herself regarding Amaleric.  

 

You are strong enough, do you want to come out now? 

Amaleric asked some time after she’d been imprisoned.  

Will I look like you? Veya responded spitting venom at 

Amaleric.  

He was silent for a long time and Veya thought she’d scared 

him off once more but his thoughts eventually made timid 

contact with her. You will be greater than you were, yes. 

Leave me then, I don’t want to be near you. 

My love, you’ll need to feed soon. 

Then let me die, I won’t become like you, she hissed 

defiantly. 

Very well, muttered Amaleric severing his connection to 

Veya’s mind. 

 

Veya had no concept of time but a concept of hunger. 



 

 

Slowly she began to feel her stomach as a separate entity, 

distinct from the dirt and insatiable. Veya strained for the 

surface, even attempted to bite down on a lizard scuttling 

through her mouth but nothing. She could get no food. 

Amaleric no longer came, the lamia could not be bothered and 

Veya felt herself dying. Or was she already dead? Was she dead 

and forced to feel the pain of starvation as vengeance for 

spurning Amaleric?  

Amaleric, she called out in hunger, straining her senses for 

him. Veya tried to remember her hatred but now her hunger 

made things much more confused, and all she thought was 

how much she missed the taste of everything. Bread, eggs, 

even the sour eggs of the lizards seemed distant ecstasy. 

Amaleric, where are you? She called and still not a 

whisper in the black world betrayed her former lover.  

Veya tried to breach the surface again but gave up after 

only a few moments. Exhausted by the effort she sank down 

erasing the imperceptible gains she’d made.  

Veya’s mind began to wander back to the weeks and years 

before Amaleric had disappeared. Memories of days spent 

talking, wandering in any direction for half a day and making 

it home as the sun took its evening rest. She remembered the 

nights when the moon rose beautiful and dark orange, the 

nights when they cut the wheat and gave it to the youngest 

foals in the tribe. The celebrations for birth, the wailing and 

tears at death, all with him all with her Amaleric.  

I miss you, she thought feeling wretched at the memories 

of loving Amaleric, her secret joy that he would never 

impregnate her. She loved him truly but was more comfortable 

because, she was simply Veya his lover rather than Veya 

mother of his foals. It had been comforting to think like that 

before he had disappeared and returned so brutally. 



 

 

Before her despair could deepen, before Veya could take 

many more compromising steps she felt a hand knife through 

the dirt and wrap around her fingers. It was a thrill when she 

realized that she could grip still. Veya came from the dirt like a 

badger from its hole and gasped at the light and space. It was 

the hottest hour of the day. Amaleric stood over her and in the 

distance she could see the lamia slithering though the air, 

making cartwheels and spins like a river otter.  

The wraith had not changed but Amaleric had. He had 

become more terrible to look upon. In some places his fur 

hung like shredded fronds from his body, held in place by skin 

long dead. Grass grew freely across most of his chest pushing 

through the still living grey hair. Both eyes now burned with 

the pale white fire. Veya looked down dizzily at her own arms 

and could see the beginning sprouts forming along her 

forearms and feel her skin growing itchy and loose around her 

stomach.  

“Are you unwell my beautiful flower, what do you need, 

what is it I can get you?” Amaleric asked frantically stooping 

before her and fixing Veya with the gaze of his demon lamia 

eyes.  

Veya felt a flicker of her old loathing but it faltered beneath 

the weight of her hunger and with a weak mewl she even felt 

contempt for, Veya begged Amaleric to feed her. 

“What do you want?” he asked breathlessly. 

“Anything, I’m dying,” she groaned. 

 Like a spear he arced out running down the barrow. The 

lamia sensed that the hunt was up stopped his frolicking to 

follow high above Amaleric like a well-trained hawk.  

Veya saw them streaking for the village and struggled to 

her knees but as she tried to step up and chase after Amaleric 

the dirt jumped up and caught her, swallowing her once more 



 

 

in its arms.  

She was drowsy but still trying to fight her way up. Food 

was bread, food was eggs and the meat of a chicken or fish, not 

the villagers not those she’d known her whole life! The earth 

hadn’t taken her very deep and the grip holding her was not 

strong. She could feel her body but wasn’t suffocated by the 

press of dirt covering her. She felt like she was trying to breach 

the surface of a deep pool of water. Veya kicked upward and 

tried to breach the surface of the soil. She poked a fingertip 

through the grass and felt the heat of the sun, a hint of its light. 

On she surged till her whole hand was free. The rest of her 

body was more of a struggle and precious minutes passed 

before Veya was able to claw her way to face the sunlight and 

pulled her body free. Below she could hear the shouts, the cries 

to arms. The tiny sweeping shape of the lamia was 

unmistakable as was the steady stream of Reynka fleeing in 

terror from a single terrible entity in the center of the village.  

Tears formed on the edges of Veya’s eyes and she listened 

as they turned to vapor. She blinked certain that a pair of 

blazing orbs stared out from her head at the carnage below. 

The dirt began pulling her back down and she didn’t resist. 

She stood tall and watched Amaleric jump with unnatural 

speed to slay those he’d lived with over twenty seasons. The 

ground crept up to her chest and skin began peeling away as 

the lamia dropped down on a Reynka. She knew it was 

Hermarr. He’d remained behind to challenge Amaleric and the 

evil ghost struck him from behind while Amaleric watched 

bemused. She was weak and she hated him. As the dirt lapped 

around her infernal eyes Veya couldn’t suppress the ravenous 

desire to feed however, regardless of the source. She passed 

below a part of her mind eager for Amaleric’s return even as 

she loathed the touch of his mind or soiled hands. 



 

 

 

The Foal 

Weeks had passed since Veya had first fed at Amaleric’s 

insistence. Initially she’d been too weak to resist, now the rush 

of blood against the back of her throat induced euphoria that 

made her incredulous to the fact that she’d ever questioned 

taking flesh into her. The euphoria would fade and be replaced 

by self-loathing. It wasn’t necessary to hunt very often so these 

violent shifts were rare and each kill brought a stronger 

euphoria and weaker regret. She and Amaleric did not kill 

anymore Reynka. They’d all fled following his attack. The 

village had lay smoking for days, the smoldering remains of 

houses set alight in desperate ploys to force Amaleric back and 

provide cover for the evacuation. It had all been for nothing. 

Like a snake in a mouse’s nest Amaleric had killed at his 

leisure aided by the swooping vindictive lamia. She had 

watched the spirit. Amaleric killed to feed her along with his 

own blood rapture. The lamia only killed, it did not stop to 

feed. It killed to undo its neglect.  

Now with their tribe killed or scattered Veya and Amaleric 

found themselves preying on animals which wandered too 

close to the barrow of Ardegen-Unfilgod. The creatures would 

scream, beg for mercy, and quickly die. Much like her initial 

taste of Reynka flesh the meat of dogs, wolves, and even a 

proud plains lion left a guilty aftertaste, this too passed. The 

lamia remained a source of hate but Veya tolerated him now. 

She’d waded through his filth, Veya was conscientious enough, 

warped as she knew she’d become, to understand theirs as a 

joint villainy. The creature toned down his cruelty his 

prodding more like the jabs of an elder sibling. He hunted 

much more freely, flying away for days at a time and leaving 

Veya and Amaleric to their own uncomfortable company. 



 

 

They’d begun resuming their walks; the journeys they had 

once undertaken with chattering and happiness were silent 

now. Veya knew Amaleric wanted to speak about having a foal 

and dreaded the moment he finally crossed that final 

monstrous line. She could see the lamia smiling at the 

tenderness she now permitted Amaleric. There was something 

unsettling about that creature’s glee. It was no longer cruel; 

he’d gone from a hungry jackal waiting to pounce on her 

weakness to a starving dog loyal, waiting for Veya to cast off a 

desired scrap. She shuddered at its departures. Time alone 

with Amaleric only drew them closer to the fight Veya couldn’t 

win.  

It was late on a moonless night when Amaleric finally 

broached the subject. He’d been totally stripped of his flesh 

and blood. His mind remained but he was physically soil. Skin 

and fur remained on Veya’s arms and one of her legs but the 

rest had been lost. Without the light of the moon only their 

eyes created a glow, the blue flames illuminating the hilltop 

with an eerie light all the animals had learned to avoid.  

“Do you think you are strong enough to conceive my love?” 

he asked as they sat in an uncomfortable reverie. Veya closed 

her eyes and shuddered at the thought.  

“You know what I will say,” she said. 

“No I don’t which is why I ask you the question.” 

“I do not want to have a foal with you,” Veya growled.  

Amaleric stood and stalked up behind her slowly and Veya 

felt his clay and sand fingers wrap around her shoulders 

massaging the muscles. He had done this when they were 

alive, usually to entice her to sleep with him again.  

“We have forever to be together my love, shouldn’t we fill 

that time with raising a family, teaching the traditions of our 

kind.”  



 

 

“You and the lamia terrorized our kind,” she shot back 

venomously.  

“And you ate their flesh just as ravenously as I Veya,” 

Amaleric responded digging a little harder into Veya’s back.  

“And you want me to mother your baby, how do you know I 

would not eat it as well, lover?” 

“You would never do such a thing, your heart is too pure,” 

he muttered with sudden passion. 

“Where did that bubble up from Amaleric,” Veya asked 

shocked, he didn’t normally slather his words in that much 

honey.  

“I mean it, you stayed with me and showed me love when I 

did not deserve it. You let me feel complete even as I bore the 

shame of not being able to sire a foal.” 

Veya bit her tongue, rage screaming at her to bludgeon 

Amaleric for speaking such sweet sentiments after what he’d 

done. She didn’t though, he was not whining about foals or 

reveling in the power of his monstrous form, it felt good to 

hear praise and feel the genuine feeling behind the words.  

“I spent many days walking on my own pacing the edge of 

our lands thinking how easy it would be to cross over and set 

out to make myself a legendary Reynka, relieve the village of a 

useless mouth and bring glory to myself…” 

“Why didn’t you?” 

“I didn’t want my father to be alone, and I could see you 

casting longer glances than you needed in my direction. It 

made me hope and it made me stay.”  

Veya nodded; in the distance she could see with her demon 

eyes the bluish outline of the village. Again she bit down on 

her tongue.  

“Why did you choose me? I’ve always wondered.” 

Veya sighed and unclamped her teeth, “I loved you because 



 

 

I knew if I were with you it was because you cared for me, 

because you couldn’t have a foal I knew I could keep you to 

myself and never doubt that I was in your heart of hearts.” 

Amaleric’s hands fell to his side and Veya could hear his 

labored breathing. “I was nothing more to you than safety, 

someone who would show you love no matter what.” 

“Does that really sound bad, are your memories from those 

seasons truly terrible?” 

“No they are just lies now, corrupt, rotten lies.” 

“Believe what you want Amaleric. I loved you as you were. 

Nothing you do now will take away from what we shared even 

if you choose to throw it away like you’ve done to our bodies.” 

“I haven’t thrown us away; we are stronger and better now 

in this form. We are greater than any Reynka who’ve ever 

lived. It is you who want to throw it away with your refusal to 

bear a foal.” 

Veya turned and stared deep into the fire in Amaleric’s 

eyes. “Do you want to look at your foal and see this? We are 

monsters, nightmares. I will not create some foul innocent 

baby with you, a foal that must always walk on the edges of 

Terrareynka, afraid of what it is. I will not and you can stop 

asking and just get on with forcing me just like you forced me 

to become like you and that wraith.” 

She waited wondering when Amaleric would grab hold and 

drag her to the ground, force himself upon her. He did not 

however; instead Amaleric disappeared from her 

consciousness, fleeing her presence deep within the barrow.  

Veya sighed and decided to take a walk. Sometimes when 

Amaleric was slumbering beneath the barrow she would stroll 

around the village, take a closer look at the destruction 

Amaleric had caused weeks earlier. As Veya walked through 

the shattered homes she wanted to cry. She had put him off for 



 

 

the night but Amaleric would insist on her having a foal. He 

would insist and persist and beg her with all the sweet words 

he could create and when it failed he would entomb Veya 

again. She shook as a cool wind whistled through the empty 

homes. Either that or he would force her. For a moment she 

attempted to convince herself that he would not go to that 

extreme, then Veya scratched her arm and tore a hole in her 

loose skin. No, he would take what he wanted and feel bad 

after the awful act, and as always the lamia would watch on 

smiling as they struggled against each other.  

Veya thought about leaving, fleeing Amaleric but knew he 

would catch up; the lamia could track her like a hawk hunting 

a field mouse. Besides, no tribe would shelter her and the 

magicians in Arrma Nova were too far away. Even if they could 

save her the humans would probably choose to use her for 

research, tearing her to pieces to gain what knowledge they 

could from her body.  

As Veya walked and pondered her very limited options she 

came to the center of the village. The crops were still growing, 

nurtured on the fat of a dead generation. They would not feed 

a new one however. Her eyes turned towards where Hermarr 

had fallen and to her surprise Veya found a spear planted in 

the ground. She frowned and saliva moistened the back of her 

mouth. A Reynka had come here, snuck in when she Amaleric 

and the lamia were away, they’d missed a chance for food.  

To the spear was affixed a bundle of wheat. Veya 

approached the weapon and ran her fingers along the wood. It 

was an invitation, an offer for any wandering Reynka to come 

and slay Amaleric and herself. She smiled, it had crossed her 

mind to kill Amaleric but as long as he saw danger approach 

he would fight back and win. He could disarm her easily and 

entomb her as punishment.  



 

 

The wind blew through the decimated village and Veya’s 

eyes widened; there was a scent on the breeze, the smell of a 

Reynka. She wheeled around, fiery eyes glowing, exploring the 

shadowy corners of the village. Veya’s lips curled back in a 

cruel smile as she stalked among the houses following the 

smell back to its source.  

She came around the shell of Hermarr’s home and a quiet 

gasp reached her ears. With unnatural speed Veya flew 

through the open doorway and threw her prey to the ground, 

his smell overpowering and she reared back to deliver the fatal 

bite to his throat. Then she caught sight of his eyes, the fear in 

them and hesitated. Veya swallowed the saliva and the lust and 

sat impassively on the Reynka’s chest. He did not struggle but 

turned his head away from the blinding light of Veya’s eyes.  

“What is your name,” Veya asked after a moment’s 

contemplation. The scared buck only whimpered in response 

so Veya took hold of his chin and made him stare right into the 

blue orbs inside her head.  

“Please, tell me who you are,” she repeated crossly a snarl 

rippling through her throat. 

“Alher!” he squeaked, “I am called Alher-Falb.” 

Veya leaned back and Alher-Falb dared to open his eyes 

and get a better look at her.  

“Why are you here? Do you not know the dangers of this 

place?” 

“I ran, I ran from the enemies of my village and my chief 

told me to stay the entire night in the shadow of the cursed 

barrow.” 

Veya flattened her ears back; she and Amaleric were 

objects of quest and tools for punishment. Had she become 

something out of legend, a prop for travelling storytellers? 

“Why did you run?” she asked to distract herself from these 



 

 

uncomfortable thoughts, “You cannot bear offspring it is your 

duty to fight with reckless honor and die a good death for your 

tribe.”  

Alher-Falb turned his head in shame and Veya suppressed 

a smile. She was acting less like a force of evil and more a 

disappointed mother. Alher-Falb answered after a moment, 

tears squeezed from his eyes.  

“I didn’t want to die; it was not my time yet. I am not ready 

to feed the fields. I want to live on.”  

“Yet now you find death staring at you a fair reward for 

your fears. Your village will not miss you and your flesh will 

only fatten fallow fields,” Veya said.   

Alher-Falb closed his eyes and Veya looked down on him, 

felt the softness of his fur, the warmth of his body. He was 

crying and looked weak. The hunger was up; it rolled through 

her guts urging her on. Amaleric was sulking, the coward 

Reynka’s blood would be hers alone and she could ride the 

euphoria in his veins through whatever pain Amaleric 

subjected her to. She did not do what her nature urged 

however. Veya pulled Alher-Falb to his feet and with a vicious 

look led him from the empty building and into the darkness. 

The sun was beginning to rise and beat the grey dawn away 

when Veya called out for Amaleric and saw him materialize 

from the dirt. They were on the summit of the barrow and she 

glanced around for the lamia. He was nowhere to be seen 

however, still off hunting somewhere.  

“What do you want Veya?” Amaleric muttered.  

“I’m ready,” she said quietly.  

His eyes opened at this revelation, knowing it could only 

mean one thing and Veya watched with disgust as his body 

responded to her words.  

“Truly my love…” 



 

 

“Do not call me that, never ever again. You’re getting what 

you want just take it from me.” 

Amaleric’s jaw hung for a moment, she saw the urge to 

refute her but he silenced himself. He took three powerful 

steps and was at her side holding her close.  

“I promise, in time you will see this is for the best and you 

will love your role as a mother.” 

Veya stifled an indignant sob as he bore her to the ground 

and pressed himself between her legs. She gasped and 

wrapped her legs around his hips and her arms around his 

powerful neck. She stared up at the sun as he heaved and 

grunted, thrashing and spasming on top of her. She clung 

tightly waiting for it to be over, hoping it would be quick. 

Amaleric was in rapture she could sense it. He did not see, 

smell, or hear as Alher walked up spear in hand. 

He raised the weapon above his head and stood rooted in 

terror, his arms shaking. Then he drove the point downward 

through Amaleric’s back and Veya’s womb transfixing the two 

of them to the earth. Veya and Amaleric let out horrible 

screams and Amaleric tried to pry himself off the spear but 

Veya held him in a death hug while Alher rocked the shaft 

back and forth trying to open the wound further. Black mud 

spurted up splashing into Alher’s eyes and mouth making him 

spit at the revolting mix of grit and rot. Grabbing the buck 

Alher wrapped his forearm beneath its throat and wrenched 

backwards choking and twisting, not sure if he was breaking 

the neck or strangling the creature. The two struggled, Alher’s 

terror gave him freak strength while the creature was naturally 

apishly powerful and aided by its own mortal wounding and 

vented hatred. Still the wound took its toll and the struggle 

grew one-sided. Alher let go, his arms aching and crawled a 

few feet away from the dying Reynka. He panted staring at the 



 

 

ragged bodies.  

Veya, the mare he met, the thought of her beneath the buck 

sickened him and tearing the spear from them he flipped the 

dying body off her. Before checking how near death she was 

Alher planted the spear in the buck’s chest. It emitted a weak 

mewl of pain but already the demon light was dull in its eyes.  

She however still had fight in her heart. Alher crouched 

beside her and took her hand, dirt flaked off along with most 

of the dry fur and skin left on her arm.  

“Is he gone, did he die,” she gurgled in one breath. 

“Shh shh he’s going, he will be dead soon,” Alher 

whispered.  

Veya closed her eyes and released all the air in her lungs. 

Taking another breath she looked at Alher. 

“Finish me, I don’t know what the lamia can do, if it can 

keep me alive.” 

Alher nodded and pulling the spear from Amaleric’s body 

he poised himself over Veya, the point balanced just over her 

throat.  

“Be brave now, you have earned a heroes legacy,” she 

whispered. Alher nodded and drove the spear through her 

throat.  

The eyes went dark, the fires burned out, the ordeal ended.  

He went to Amaleric next and ignoring the whistling of air 

through his punctured lungs did the same service to him as he 

had to Veya.  

Alher then began the run which would bring him safely 

back to his village. The bodies lay upon the hillside until the 

lamia returned. Saddened in its own black way at the loss of its 

company the wraith pulled the two Reynka it had corrupted 

beneath the earth to rest alongside its old master. None but 

the damned or the desperate ever ventured near the barrow 



 

 

again; the legend of Alher-Falb’s encounter with the bewitched 

lovers was too strong a warning against disturbing the barrow 

and the evil beneath the soil. 
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RED DOT 
by Jeffrey G. Roberts 

I think it was the autumn of the year, when everyone in the 

village turned into cannibals. Yes, I believe it was indeed 

autumn. I distinctly remember my Evelyn saying she thought 

the foliage this year was particularly enchanting. 

And as I gaze about me at the town I was born in, this 

blessed hamlet of New Camdentown, Massachusetts, I am 

filled with diverse emotions. I look upon Father Emerson’s 

Lutheran House of Worship, I behold the King’s Tavern, the 

Government Meeting House, and the stables beyond. And as I 

survey all before me, I must ponder the events of the past four 

months, and ask myself- yea, search my soul: how did this all 

come about? What dark force infected our homes and 

families? And one can not answer such a question without 

bringing up- the red dot. All the townsfolk would concur with 

me. This I know to be so. Yet they are all dead now, and so 

cannot. I know not whether the red dot was a curse of the 

devil, or a judgment from God. But I, Mordecai Daitch, in this, 

the year of our Lord one thousand seven hundred and seventy, 

am His humble servant. I must accept that His will be done. It 

is not mine to question His design or motives. I should not, 

even if I were so inclined. His mind is beyond human 

comprehension. And I must obey.  

The change came slowly, and with it came a rotting of the 

spirit, a hemorrhaging of the soul. But let the record speak for 

itself, and history judge us as it may. I shall not soon forget the 

events in New Camdentown. How could I? How could anyone? 

Well, if there remained anyone. Thus, allow me, your humble 



 

 

servant, Mordecai Daitch, to unfold the events to you, from the 

very beginning. Then you will know. 

James Daitch, 7, and William Daitch, 10, were the first to 

see it, while playing in the fields just outside of town, one fine 

summer day. They tried to make sense of it, but their minds 

were not configured to comprehend the incomprehensible.  

“James, what strange thing is that?” he said, pointing 

skyward nervously.  

But his younger brother was dumbstruck with both fear 

and wonderment. And as they both stood there, craning their 

necks- as if by looking harder at it they could make even an 

iota of sense of it- the sun caressed their faces, the breeze 

tousled their hair, and somehow they knew that things would 

never be the same again here. It was an unknown foreboding 

that gripped them- that an ill wind had now visited New 

Camdentown- and it filled their young hearts with dread. 

For there, approximately one hundred feet above their 

heads, floating silently, motionless, against all logic- was the 

red dot. Like a wound in the firmament, it appeared as an 

opening in the sky; a circular aberration perhaps forty feet in 

diameter, and parallel to the ground. Nothing could be seen 

within it, yet there was clearly a depth and dimension to its 

sinister form.  

They stared up at it until their neck muscles were sore. 

They soon realized the inordinate length of time they had been 

gazing at this impossible intruder into their lives.  

“We must tell father, James! He will know what this is. He 

will know what to do.” 

And they ran; with a sense of purpose, with a sense of 

dread, and with a spirit of fear they had never known before.  

Their parents were waiting outside their small hand-built 

house. 



 

 

“Papa! Momma!” the younger boy began yelling, before he 

even reached his home. 

“Father!” the elder William cried out. “What we have seen! 

Oh, what James and I have seen!” 

But the boy’s parents did not directly answer. Their 

attention was instead riveted on the clear blue sky. The 

“thing”, this intruder, this interloper in the affairs of Colonial 

men, had appeared high enough overhead, so that most people 

in town noticed it at the same time William and James had. 

And it filled their hearts with dread, as well.  

“Oh Papa, what is it?” James asked fearfully, as he clung 

closer to his mother’s side. 

“I know not, son.” 

“Come children. In the house,” their mother ordered. Who 

knew what this phenomenon was capable of? At least their 

household would offer a measure of safety, if only 

psychologically.  

“It looks like the maw of hell itself, if you ask me,” their 

mother said.  

“Evelyn, please. You’ll alarm the children. No doubt our 

fears are unfounded. Perhaps it is just a phenomenon of the 

clouds and weather we have not seen before. Yes, that surely is 

it. I should not be surprised if we wake on the morrow, to see 

the odd thing gone.” 

“And good riddance,” she added. 

But it was not gone the next day. And it was still there the 

day after that. And the day after that. It remained, immutable, 

like a blot in the sky, like an unwanted sentinel- right through 

New Camdentown’s harvest time, which was the worst anyone 

could recall. And no one knew why. The beans were like 

stones, and inedible. The meager corn crop yielded ears that 

were misshapen and stunted, their kernels a sickly black. The 



 

 

cabbages were a quarter their normal size, and blighted. A few 

townsfolk came down with horrid maladies soon after eating 

them- their bones becoming like rubber, their teeth bleeding, 

and eventually falling out. A few of the elderly actually died.  

A month after the red dot appeared, most of the well water 

began to exude a strange sulfurous odor. It did not help the 

citizen’s outlook for the future, when rivulets of it began to 

glow a sickly yellow upon the ground. New wells had to be dug, 

but most potable water had to be brought in from the next 

town over. Its citizens were wary, deeply concerned and 

apprehensive- that the insidious pestilence that had New 

Camdentown in its icy grip might soon infect their hamlet as 

well. 

By now the town fathers had had enough. Something had 

to be done. Determining precisely what the insidious red dot 

was- this was paramount. The very life of the village now 

depended on it. Thus, with the Mayor leading the way, a 

teacher, a land surveyor, the minister, and two militiamen 

rode into the clearing just outside of town, determined to find 

an explanation, and hopefully a solution, concerning the thing 

most of those in town were now referring to as unholy. 

They could see it from far off, and the closer they came to 

the spot where young William and James had first observed it, 

they were understandably filled with trepidation. The air had 

an almost palpable dread about it. All could feel it, which only 

increased their uneasiness. The conspicuous absence of the 

sound of birds or wildlife was unnerving as well. Someone 

could be heard murmuring the word “abomination.” 

And when they arrived at the spot, all froze in their tracks. 

Minister Emerson knelt down, closed his eyes, and quietly 

began prayers and supplications to God. The silence was 

deafening. 



 

 

For there, directly under the glare of the red dot, laid the 

skeletal remains of hundreds of birds, of all species. They lay 

in a mound, like a macabre abscess. The bones alone would 

have been an upsetting find, if not for one singular- and 

horrid- observation: all of them had become horribly 

deformed- grossly misshapen skulls, the remains of fang-like 

teeth in their jaws, and horn-like projections atop some of the 

heads. 

“May God have mercy on our souls,” the Mayor said 

quietly. And a brisk wind blew in from the east. And though it 

was the middle of summer, it chilled them to the bone. And it 

wasn’t the temperature. 

“This blasphemy will not stand!” one of the militiamen 

shouted. And he raised his musket, aiming it directly at the red 

dot high overhead. 

“No Captain, no!” the Mayor shouted. But it was too late. 

The soldier fired a musket ball directly into the circular 

opening in the sky. Almost immediately a greenish cloud of 

energy came out of the red dot and hit its mark, completely 

enveloping him. Within seconds, before the very eyes of his 

friends, his body- began to melt! His screams were unholy, as 

his arms and legs shriveled into masses of bubbling green 

ooze. The hissing sound the transformation made was now 

seared into the brains of those watching, helplessly. And the 

final horror they witnessed, before his body was turned into a 

melting mound of pus, was of his head exploding in a shower 

of gore. 

This was simply too much for their minds to accept, and 

their senses to endure. They ran in stark terror, in a blind 

panic, back to the village. In their horror they did not even 

take the time to saddle up their horses, which scattered in 

terror, as if even they sensed this was something dark and 



 

 

unholy; something to be avoided at all costs. 

Eventually, the cross of their salvation beckoned them; the 

only spiritual bulwark that their hearts could now turn to as a 

defense against this profane darkness. They raced into Pastor 

Emerson’s church, certain their hearts would burst, and their 

lungs explode. They slammed the oaken doors shut, and all 

collapsed on the floor, save for the Pastor, who could be seen 

embracing the cross by the pulpit with a holy grip of iron, in a 

desperate entreaty to God. But this was way beyond what their 

18th century minds could grasp; beyond their science; beyond 

their most horrific nightmares- and they knew it. 

It was about this time that ten-year old William Daitch 

went blind. The pupil and irises of both eyes simply 

disappeared. All that remained were ghostly white orbs in his 

head. They had to keep him at home, for when he went out 

with his parents to church or to the general store, poor 

William was shunned- through no fault of his own. Townsfolk 

cruelly called him the spawn of the devil. That is, townsfolk 

that were still normal, still in possession of their senses, and 

who had not already transformed into- something else. And 

those numbers were increasing.  

At the end of July, Zebediah Gwinnett, a blacksmith, 

claimed to have seen, by the light of a full moon, a thing he 

could only describe as a denizen from hell. He claimed it had 

the vague appearance of a giant crab- but the size of a dog. 

Gwinnett reported it had two glowing red eyes, and hissed as it 

slowly walked down the main street that moonlit night, as if 

daring any human to confront it. Yet when he looked straight 

at it, his heart frozen in abject horror, the demonic creature 

vanished before his terrified eyes, in a flash of red smoke. 

By now the town fathers decided that they had to do 

something, anything, to stop the soul of the town from being 



 

 

sucked dry by that unholy thing in the sky. Perhaps if they 

erected a massive circular brick wall directly underneath it, it 

might prevent whatever invisible denizens were pouring out of 

it, from continuing their carnage. They had to take the chance- 

small as those chances might be. And so it was done, though 

workers were hard to come by. Outsiders were reluctant to 

enter New Camdentown. But they managed to accomplish the 

odd construction project somehow, in record time. The wall 

was fifty feet in diameter and ten feet high. They hoped, by the 

grace of God, that they could stop, or at least slow down this 

invading abomination, before their township became a colony 

of the hell that spawned it. But no one had any illusions about 

the possibilities for such success. Now, it was just a matter- of 

survival.  

But this latest attempt to forestall doom indeed did not 

succeed. The loathsome disintegration of the town had by now, 

if anything, accelerated. If hell had a graveyard, New 

Camdentown was what it looked like. Residents dared not 

contemplate where this would all end; what would the rotting 

corpse of the village look like when the insidious red dot 

completed its demonic “mission”? It was enough just to stay 

alive, though the term “living” was becoming increasingly 

questionable.  

In early September residents in town were awakened out of 

their restless sleep at 2:00 AM by a sound they later concurred 

could not have been of this Earth. It was a shriek which rent 

the air, and froze their hearts. Those that did not faint outright 

described it as sounding like a combination of a soul in 

torment, and a howling wolf. Many would have fled to church, 

but were too terrified to leave the ostensible safety of their 

homes. But those brave enough to peer out of their windows 

were met with a fearsome sight: the red dot was now glowing 



 

 

brighter, and dripping something phosphorescent onto the 

ground. This surely did not bode well.  

And as if the devil himself overheard their worst fears, he 

gleefully answered the citizens- by making them manifest. And 

it began on the Bowker farm, with an incident that redefined 

the word “horror” for all time, as word spread throughout the 

Massachusetts colony. The end was coming. And they all knew 

it. At least those that still remained alive.  

The Bowker farm consisted of German immigrants Eva and 

Otto Bowker, and their 13-year old son Hans. The boy had 

come down with a strange fever two weeks earlier. And it 

would not break. Nothing helped- not poultices, nor bleeding, 

nor even supplications to the Almighty. His strange sickness 

only worsened. And as his fever lingered on and on, and he 

became weaker and weaker, he would utter strange words in a 

language no one had ever heard before, and in a voice clearly 

not his own! How was this possible? 

By now, no one thought the red dot was a divine judgment 

from God, any longer. Indeed, most townsfolk were convinced 

that God had abandoned the citizens of New Camdentown. It 

seemed that hell reigned supreme in their village now. And 

what happened next to 13-year old Hans only reinforced this 

belief. It was the middle of October. The population of the 

town had dwindled precariously by now; through unnatural 

deaths, through heart attacks brought on by sheer terror, by 

malnutrition, and by those who had the wherewithal and 

resources to leave their once pleasant hamlet- which they now 

were convinced was cursed. And they would be correct. For at 

the stroke of midnight, near the time of All Hallows Eve, the 

wind was blowing hard. The trees, now stripped of all leaves 

and color, looked like giant skeletons, pointing their branches 

at residents’ homes, like accusatory bony fingers. And on that 



 

 

night, Eva and Otto Bowker were awakened by bizarre sounds. 

They feared the worst, and ran to their boy’s room. He was not 

there! How could this be, they wondered? He was clearly too 

weak to walk, having been unable and unwilling to take all but 

the most meager of nourishment. But if the strange sounds 

were not coming from Hans’ room, where were they coming 

from? They soon had their answer, though they wished to 

Almighty God that they hadn’t. For the profane and hellish 

shrieks sent them running outside to the barn. And what they 

saw instantly took Eva Bowker’s sight, with hysterical 

blindness, and caused her husband to retch his guts onto the 

dusty wooden floor. For there, inside the horse stall, was Hans. 

They knew this by his size, hair, and his bed clothes. Little else 

of their son was recognizable. He was by now almost a living 

skeleton, and his face had altered to such an extent that he 

barely resembled the strapping young boy he once was. And 

his pallor was a ghostly white. But why was he covered in 

blood? And where were the ungodly screams coming from? 

The answer was soon apparent: the Bowker’s horse was on its 

side, and was transforming and altering, even as the Bowker’s 

watched. It was thrashing and beginning to grow a second 

head! And its neck was elongating, like a serpent’s. And it was 

beginning to grow scales on its back, as well. This 

metamorphosis would be terrifying enough for the poor beast. 

But its screams were those of agony- as the younger Bowker 

was consuming its flesh, alive! The creature was now too weak 

to fight back against the boy’s new found demonic strength.  

Upon seeing this, Otto grabbed his son with all his strength 

and threw him to the ground and away from the horse. He 

then grabbed his musket against the wall, quickly primed it- 

and put the beast out of its misery. 

They kept Hans locked away in his room, his appetite for 



 

 

living flesh uncontrollable, his alien screams intolerable. His 

mother remained blind. Word quickly spread throughout the 

small community, of bizarre and similar incidents- some 

involving human flesh! 

On the 31st of October a solar eclipse blotted out the sun, 

and plunged the town into an unnatural darkness. Learned 

men of astronomy had known by now the causes of a solar 

eclipse- when the sun’s light is blotted out by the moon’s 

interposition between the sun and the Earth. No longer were 

men frightened by superstition and the strange darkness of 

such an explainable event. But in New Camdentown, 

Massachusetts, this eclipse was a portent of something far 

more horrible than a mere understood astronomical 

phenomenon. This occurrence signaled- the beginning of the 

end. For on this night, unholy screams and howling could be 

heard reverberating throughout the village. Hell had come to 

Earth. Fires and shootings could be heard during the long 

night. The sounds of breaking glass and tormented souls could 

almost be heard in neighboring hamlets. But no one would 

dare go into New Camdentown to investigate, or offer to help. 

No one would ever come to the site of the town any longer. The 

demonic malignancy had consumed it. 

By dawn it was all over. The hamlet known as New 

Camdentown, Massachusetts was no more. Because its 

residents were no more. Everyone was dead. Shot, stabbed, or 

cannibalized by one of their own. It was bloody carnage on a 

scale unfathomable to the normal human mind. In time the 

dead were buried in unmarked graves, the ground was sown 

with salt, and Holy Bibles were scattered everywhere, as a 

silent guardian and deterrent against such an unholy horror 

ever revisiting the New World again. Or so they hoped. Oh, 

they most fervently hoped. 



 

 

Yes, all were dead. Except one. 

 

Such were the events of the last four months, as chronicled 

by me, your humble servant, Mordecai Daitch. You may ask 

why I was spared the carnage. I know not. All I know is that I 

see and hear, walk God’s Earth, and feel the sun on my face as 

I greet each new day. Surely it must have been God’s will. But 

Evelyn was indeed correct: beyond New Camdentown I don’t 

think I have ever seen such lovely fall foliage.  

True, I am a bit lonely at times. But at least I shall never go 

hungry. As such, I must be on my way. The hour is late. 

Stratford Village is the next hamlet over, and I shan’t miss my 

dinner. So much to choose from! 

I hope my Evelyn did not suffer too much. How I admired 

and loved her. Those beautiful blue eyes. Delicious. 

New Camdentown was now a rotting cemetery. No one ever 

went near the area again. All gave the former hamlet a wide 

berth, reciting prayers even when quite a distance away. Even 

birds never flew over it any longer.  

But not quite everything was still. One night in November, 

a month after the carnage, when the moon was full, and played 

eerie shadows on the dead land below what had been New 

Camdentown, something was stirring, something was moving. 

It was the makeshift grave of 10-year old William Daitch. The 

earth began to crumble around it. After a few minutes a 

“thing” emerged. It was the remains of the poor boy! Yet he 

was not quite alone in his grave. Something was moving 

around- inside him! It began gnawing its way out, until all of 

poor William had been consumed, and something new 

emerged out of him- something dark, malignant, and 

blasphemous. It was not from this world- nor any other; but a 

realm beyond worlds. This “thing” then emerged from the 



 

 

grave, stood up on its cloven hoofs, and turned toward the 

desecrated town. It was very pleased by what it saw, as a 

sardonic smile crossed its unearthly face. It then turned back 

and looked up at the red dot. Shutting its red eyes, the creature 

suddenly disappeared in a flash of luminous energy, and 

rocketed straight into the red dot- which then closed up- and 

vanished! 

 

(Footnote: six months later, residents of Mexico City woke 

up one morning to the strangest sight: an odd red circular 

phenomenon, hanging motionless one hundred feet in the sky. 

Learned men from the Universidad assured nervous citizens 

that the phenomenon was no doubt meteorological in nature, 

and would most likely dissipate within forty-eight hours.) 
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