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Gwillville Book One
A novel by Paul Dorset
1 - The Missing Supplies
“Uh, nope, now that don’t seem right,” Farnsworth muttered as he swept the floor of the supply room. “Looks like some things is missin’.” He took a closer look. “Yep, yep, uh yep,” he nodded his head in agreement with himself.
Farnsworth had first noticed that some of the food supplies seemed to be missing yesterday evening as he’d cleaned up the restaurant and the supply room for Mr. Fedderfeeny. At the time he thought that maybe he’d miscounted things but this morning his worst suspicions were confirmed.
“Hmm, what to do?” he asked himself. He let his head sink down to his chest and propped himself against the tall broom he was carrying. He continued to stand there for a while just thinking.
“Well, better check out back,” he eventually said out loud. Grabbing the broom firmly he set off for the small area that was mostly unused, tucked away in the far corner of the supply room. “Nope.” It was still empty.
Farnsworth didn’t like situations like this. In the nine years he had been working at the Food Factory he had only had to mention problems a couple of times to Mr. Fedderfeeny. The last time was about two years ago when The Mangler got stuck after they changed their flour suppliers and it threw lumps of meat and pastry all over the pie room. The mess was incredible. It seemed that everything in the room had somehow got coated with something. Even Farnsworth was covered head to waist with lumps of gooey meat sauce and pastry. His unfortunate mistake however was to walk into the restaurant that was full of customers, looking like someone that had come back from the dead. Several customers had screamed, one fainted and two of the waitresses had thrown trays of food everywhere in shock. Needless to say Mr. Fedderfeeny had suggested that in future emergencies, Farnsworth should consider his appearance first before entering the restaurant area.
Thankfully the restaurant wasn’t yet open for the day and so at least he didn’t have to consider his appearance. But, and this was really the worst thing, Mr. Fedderfeeny wasn’t here yet either. It would be at least an hour or two before he arrived.
“Well, just have to tell him later.”
In the meantime there were jobs that needed doing, the most important of which was making the day’s supply of pies. Farnsworth propped the broom up against the side wall and wandered off to the pie room.
The pie room was a sight to behold. It was only about twenty feet long and about fifteen feet wide but crammed into every piece of space were incredible contraptions that had individual and unique purposes. Farnsworth delighted over every machine in the room. Except The Mangler. The Mangler was dangerous and unforgiving. He always moved carefully around it and kept his operating time of it down to an absolute minimum. Still, thankfully The Mangler was the final machine in the pie-making process.
The first job of the day was to measure out the flour from the large tub in the corner and drop it into the pastry-making machine. He then added the salt, butter and eggs and closed the lid. Farnsworth pressed the large green ‘on’ button and stood back as mechanical hands started to do their work, mixing the ingredients together and dispensing water as necessary from the automatically controlled tap on the side of the machine. Within a few minutes Farnsworth relaxed as the machine made its ‘whoosh, slurp, bang, bang’ noise that he had come to know and love over the years. He smiled to himself.
Next it was on to the meat stripper and cutter. Farnsworth stepped into the cold storage room and pulled out some big cuts of meat that would make up today’s pies. He closed the door to the cold room and shuffled over to the huge meat chopper laden down with meat. One piece at a time he filled the machine and compacted it all as best he could. At last it was full to capacity and he set the machine in motion, standing well back as sharp blades began their relentless and unforgiving work.
Finally there was only the sauce to consider. This was the smallest and simplest of the machines even though it took the most time to do its job. Farnsworth reminded himself that one day he wanted to make some improvements to it. He was sure that with a few modifications the sauce-cooker could make the sauce in half the time that it currently took. Still, for now it had to be done the old-fashioned way. Farnsworth measured out the scoops of sauce ingredients from the individual spice containers and counted them into the open funnel that was located on top of the sauce-cooker. “Thirty-one, thirty-two, thirty-three,” he absentmindedly said out loud as he always did at the end of his counting. He closed the lid to the funnel, turned the machine on and waited a few minutes until the confirming ‘swoosh’ of the hot water could be heard.
Step one of his jobs had been completed. In an hour or so he could return and gather up all the completed parts and fire up The Mangler which would actually put all the pies together.
Farnsworth returned to the supply room determined to find out exactly what was missing so he could report it all to Mr. Fedderfeeny. He was pretty sure it was some of the vegetables but, just in case, he got out the large ledger he kept of all the supplies purchased and used. Every day he had to keep this updated so Mr. Fedderfeeny knew exactly what was being consumed. Walking up and down the rows of supplies Farnsworth made a mental count of everything and compared it to the totals written on the ledger. Eventually he found the discrepancies. He was short on three of the vegetables. Carrots, peas and cabbage.
“Yep, yep. That’s it. That’s what’s missin’.” He counted the vegetables with some deliberation and finally concluded there were about five bunches of carrots, a bag of peas and four cabbages missing. “Hmm,” he continued. “Not a lot. Numbers’ll be messed up tho’. Mr. Fedderfeeny doesn’t like it when his numbers are messed up.”
In all the time that Farnsworth had been working for Fergus Fedderfeeny he had only ever seen him angry a couple of times. That is, apart from the time Farnsworth got covered in meat sauce and pastry. Both those times were when there had been a problem with the numbers. Last time it was all about five bags of peas that had been miscounted and placed in the wrong area of the supply room. Mr. Fedderfeeny had been in a really bad mood on that day. Everything was about the numbers to Mr. Fedderfeeny. He was a very likeable and respected boss but you never wanted him to get upset over the numbers. They were a big part of Mr. Fedderfeeny’s life. Farnsworth never did the numbers; he let Mr. Fedderfeeny do them. But he knew this time the numbers weren’t going to be right.
“Gonna be a tough day today. Hope he’s in a good mood when he gets here.” Farnsworth’s train of thought was cut short by the sound of a loud buzzer. “Whoa, fixin’s are ready for the pies.”
Back in the pie room all the machines had done their jobs. Pastry was neatly stacked up by the pastry-maker, meat was cut into small pieces by the meat-chopper, and sauce was gently steaming next to the sauce-cooker. Farnsworth went over to the shelves next to The Mangler and reached up for the pie dishes. He carefully heaped them in the side of The Mangler and then emptied the chopped meat into the big bucket inside the front of the machine. The sheets of pastry were stacked carefully into the feeder at the front of The Mangler and lastly the sauce was poured into a funnel at the very top of the machine. Farnsworth carefully checked and rechecked to make sure every door and lid was closed and walked completely around the machine one more time to make absolutely sure. When he was confident everything was ready he reached out a hand and pulled the lever that kicked everything into motion. There was a large creaking sound and then a short period of silence before all of a sudden everything seemed to happen and The Mangler nearly wrenched itself off its base. Farnsworth stepped back as he did every day, wary of the power and ferocity of this machine.
All at once everything started moving and Farnsworth was deafened by the noise of clanking dishes, cutting blades, scooped up meat, dripping sauce and pressed pastry. Slowly the pies started appearing on the conveyor belt at the far end of The Mangler and Farnsworth moved to collect them and stack them neatly on shelves ready-made for the pies. As the last of the pies made its way along the conveyor belt Farnsworth breathed a sigh of relief and wiped some sweat from his brow. “I hope that’s the worst of it over. Nothin’ to do now but wait,” he said to himself. “Fer the boss!”
2 - A Perfect Morning in Gwillville
Fergus Fedderfeeny only wore white shirts. Never blue or gray or green. Only white. The mere thought of any other color sent a shiver down his spine. His suits however were a slightly different matter. He had eight in total. All pinstripes, a mixture of grays, blues and browns. One for each workday, Monday through Friday. One for when he had to work on a Saturday. One that was sent each week to the cleaners and one just in case something needed repairing. It all made perfect sense to Fergus. He was a dummy of beliefs, logic and good judgment. He smiled as he reached into his wardrobe and pulled out a perfectly pressed white shirt and put it on. “It’s going to be a glorious day today, Molly,” he shouted out, knowing that his wife probably couldn’t hear him all the way from their bedroom to the kitchen downstairs. “A blue-striped tie,” he continued to himself, pulling one out and holding it up to make sure it suited the way he felt today. “Yes, that will work nicely.”
Dressed and ready Fergus headed down to the kitchen where the aroma of freshly made pancakes had already escaped and tempted his nose. “Smells wonderful,” he chortled, reaching out and hugging his wife from behind, kissing her tenderly on the cheek. “I don’t know where you find all the time to do this cooking every day.”
Molly laughed and waited for Fergus to sit himself down at the table before serving him up his morning glass of orange juice and some hot buttered pancakes. She turned and left him to enjoy his breakfast in peace.
“I’m off to work, honey,” Fergus shouted out a little later, as he picked up his small bag that contained all the restaurant accounts and receipts. “Will you be coming by today?”
Molly appeared from the front room into the hallway carrying a small hand brush. “We’ll have to see, my pet. Now we’ll just have to see about that.” She took the brush to Fergus’ jacket and brushed it clean of a few pieces of clinging fluff. “Now off you go else you’ll be late. And we can’t be having that on a glorious day like today.” She pecked at his cheek as she opened the door and ushered him out. “Off with you now. I’ll see you later.”
Outside Fergus stopped briefly to breathe in the fresh morning air. Spring time always made him feel even happier than usual.
The walk from Fergus’ house in the leafy suburbs of Gwillville to the town center where his restaurant was located was always something he looked forward to provided it wasn’t raining, which today it wasn’t. Fergus lived in a small development of houses that was built between the town center to the north and the barren grassland to the south. It was like living on a little island, cut off from the mainland by the two forks of the river Gwill. His house opened up directly onto South Main Street and he only had a walk of about a half-mile to get to work, traveling north across the bridge over the Gwill and then a left turn onto Stoney Avenue.
Fergus and Molly Fedderfeeny had lived in their house for nearly six years now and although it wasn’t as grand nor had a view as nice as his brother Hamish’s house, it was better than he had ever hoped for. Maybe one day, if the restaurant continued to do well, he would be able to afford to move onto South River View where Hamish lived.
As Fergus traveled north on South Main Street he was distracted by the sight of the open sea and the sea wall to his right. The harbor looked empty today which was unusual. There were normally a few trading ships in from down the coast bringing exotic cloth and spices. He had heard there had been some bad storms recently and had also heard talk of pirates from some of the restaurant customers, so maybe that explained it. Still, if it was true then it was very worrisome.
The bridge across the Gwill was empty as Fergus approached it. He carefully placed his feet squarely on the wooden walkway and gripped the handrail. It was not that he was afraid of falling in, he told himself, he just liked to make sure he was well anchored in case of any surprises. Looking down to his left the river was fully swollen as the last of the melted mountain snow made its way to the sea. In another few weeks the water would start receding again and summer would be upon them. Fergus absentmindedly breathed a sigh of relief as he reached the far side of the bridge and started up the hill towards Stoney Avenue, passing the side entrance to The Food Factory as he did so.
There was already a bustle of dummies as Fergus reached the corner of Main Street and Stoney Avenue. He nodded his head in acknowledgement to a couple of them and approached the main entrance to his restaurant. “Ten o’clock precisely,” he said to himself. “Just as it should be.” Adjusting his glasses slightly and making sure his tie felt straight he opened the door and let himself into the restaurant.
“Morning, Mr. Fedderfeeny,” several cries rang out. “Nice to see you again, sir,” came another. Fergus nodded back in every direction, smiled, and made his way to his office just off the main dining room floor. Reaching into his coat pocket he pulled out his collection of keys and carefully unlocked the door. Once inside his office he placed his bag on top of his battered old oak desk and sat himself down in his chair. Within seconds a hot cup of steaming tea was in front of him, along with the paperwork for the day. Fergus muttered his ‘thank yous’ and instantly lost himself in the paperwork.
“Pies are made,” a voice from the doorway cautiously interrupted. Fergus didn’t seem to notice. Farnsworth cleared his throat and tried once more. “Um, Mr. Fedderfeeny, the pies are done.”
“Oh what? Sorry! Good morning, Farnsworth. And how are you today?”
“Yep, yep,” Farnsworth sort of mumbled, fidgeting a little as he spoke. “Uh, pies are ready for ya.”
“I’ll be right there, Farnsworth. You just get yourself sorted and I’ll be with you in a couple of minutes.” Fergus lowered his head once more to his papers, not noticing the worried expression Farnsworth was wearing.
After a couple more minutes of scribbling and note-taking Fergus was finally done and he got up from his chair and walked from his office, carefully locking the door behind him. To another chorus of ‘good morning’ he smiled and nodded to staff as he crossed the dining room and made his way to the pie room. As he approached, his taste buds awoke to the aroma of freshly cooked pot pies. He licked his lips without realizing it.
“You’ve been busy this morning then?” he asked Farnsworth, still not noticing the way he was fidgeting as he waited.
“Uh, yep.”
As was the usual custom, Farnsworth had prepared one of the pies for Mr. Fedderfeeny to taste, out of the morning batch. Mr. Fedderfeeny liked to ensure a certain quality and consistency before the day’s customers started arriving. Farnsworth never really understood why, as he knew that every day The Mangler made the pies exactly the same as the day before. Still, Mr. Fedderfeeny was the boss and the boss is always in charge.
“Good. I think it’s going to be a busy day today. I hope there’s plenty of stock to make pies with?” Farnsworth was at a loss for a moment and struggled for something to say in response. Thankfully Fergus continued speaking. “Now where’s my fork? Oh yes.” He reached down into his coat pocket and pulled out a fork and scrutinized the pie that had been placed in front of him. As he did every day he stabbed the pie first to let any excess steam escape. He hated burning his mouth on a fresh pie. Then he carefully cut out a small piece from the center with his fork, raised it to his nose for a sniff, blew on it to cool it, and finally put the forkful into his mouth. Farnsworth fidgeted nervously.
“What did you do, Farnsworth?” Fergus exclaimed at the top of his voice. Not waiting for a reply he dug his fork into the pie once more and repeated the process. “What on earth did you do?”
“Um. Sorry, Mr. Fedderfeeny,” Farnsworth replied wondering just what exactly he had done.
“No. No need to be sorry, Farnsworth,” Fergus said laughing out loud. “No need to be sorry at all. This pie is magnificent. It’s the best pie I’ve ever tasted! Get yourself a fork and try for yourself.”
Farnsworth hurried off to get himself a fork and tried a piece of the pie. “Yep, yep. Sure is good,” he chuckled to himself.
“Whatever you did to the recipe you’ll have to keep doing. These pies are the best we’ve ever made and they’re going to be the most popular in the town. Keep up the good work, Farnsworth!” With that Fergus turned and headed back to his office laughing and shaking his head as he went.
“But there’s a problem you need to know about,” Farnsworth half mumbled under his breath, watching Mr. Fedderfeeny walk away. How was he going to mention the missing supplies to him now?
3 - A Toolkit of Hammers
“…Tick tock, every dummy, tick tock. Every dummy who was watching the clock, was sittin’ on the top of the dock.” Farnsworth played his air guitar and smiled. “Wella, wella, wella. Sittin’ on the top of the dock!”
The last few days at the Food Factory had flown by and business had never been so good. The new magnificent tasting pies had become a huge hit and the restaurant was full from morning to night. Farnsworth was in a happy mood as he sang his way from supply room to pie room to kitchen.
“…Silly Billy was a dancin’ with a terrible walk…,” he screeched out ignoring the odd looks from the rest of the kitchen staff.
“Keep it down, Farnsworth,” shouted out one of the cooks.
“Leave him be. He’s harmless enough,” responded one of the helpers.
“…Little Joe was right next to him and could hardly talk…”
“FARNSWORTH!” the cook shouted at the top of his voice.
Farnsworth stopped dead in his tracks and dropped his string plucking hand to his side. “Uh. What’s up?” he asked innocently.
“Stop singing those old rock star songs will you? You’re making us crazy in here.”
“Leave him be,” interrupted the head chef. He turned to Farnsworth. “You just carry right on, son. Don’t worry about him.” He turned back to the cook and muttered under his breath to him. “He’s just a simple lad. He doesn’t mean any harm by it.”
Farnsworth smiled and nodded and mimed a guitar solo for the benefit of the cook. “Sorry. I’m just right happy today. Pies are selling as fast as I can make ’em.”
“Good old Farnsworth,” the cook said with a hint of sarcasm.
The head chef raised a ladle in the direction of the cook. “That’s enough I say. Let’s get back to work. There’s plenty to do in here.”
With that, all the kitchen staff put their heads down and resumed the jobs they were doing. The hustle and bustle of the kitchen grew once more as orders came in and plates of pies and vegetables went out. Farnsworth rested and leaned against one of the tall cabinets, watching as everyone went about their work. He was amazed at the calm and the order of it all. The scribbled paper orders came in from the dining room. The head chef screamed out the instructions and then everyone just got on and did what they needed to do. Farnsworth never wanted to work in the kitchen. He didn’t like to be told what to do all the time. Well, it wasn’t so much that as Mr. Fedderfeeny always told him what he needed to do. It was more that he liked to be able to choose how he did his work. Kitchen jobs looked too boring and organized. There would never be time to work on improving his machines or designing new ones. And of course he wouldn’t be able to practice his rock star songs. One day he hoped he would get the chance to sing them for a real audience.
“Yep, yep…sittin’ on the top of the dock,” he screeched out once more. He chuckled to himself as the cook gave him another angry glance.
Back in the pie room the latest batch of pies was just about finished and stacked up on the end of the conveyor, needing to be put up on racks and taken to the kitchen for cooking. He had already made three batches this morning and if today was going to be anything like yesterday then he still had another three batches to make. Usually he only made a total of four batches in a whole day. The pie business was certainly booming since word of the new magnificent tasting pies had gotten around Gwillville. Mr. Fedderfeeny was even happier about everything than he normally was and all the staff in the restaurant seemed to be getting on with everyone else a lot better too. The only thing that still tugged at the back of Farnsworth’s mind was the missing supplies. What with the excitement of the pies and the increased business there hadn’t seemed the right opportunity to mention it. But maybe it didn’t matter anymore. Now that they were selling a lot more pies every day the missing supplies wouldn’t seem so important after all. Maybe no one would even notice.
Farnsworth’s thoughts came to a sudden stop as a huge ‘clankety, clank, bing, bonk, grundge’ sound echoed around the pie room. The Mangler hissed out a huge tower of steam and came to a shuddering stop. “Hmm. That’s peculiar,” he said out loud, scratching the side of his head as he spoke. “I’ll get my toolbox.”
Farnsworth wandered off to the supply room and picked up his large red toolbox from behind the door where he always left it. It weighed a lot but Farnsworth didn’t mind. His toolbox had everything he ever needed to fix his machines when they were misbehaving. He carried the toolbox back to the pie room, grunting a little as he walked.
“Now, what seems to be the matter?” he said out loud, standing square in front of The Mangler, peering into its innards as best as was possible without undoing any of the panels. It looked as if all the pies were completed, so that was a good thing. He didn’t fancy having to retrieve pieces of pastry, meat and sauce from the complicated insides. “Hmm,” he muttered looking all around. “Don’t know quite what’s up. Better get a hammer.”
Farnsworth’s toolbox was not only large, red and heavy, but there was one other distinguishing thing about it. It contained only hammers inside. Small hammers, big hammers, light hammers, heavy hammers, round-headed hammers, square-headed hammers, wooden hammers and metal hammers. There was even a selection of mallets too. In all, Farnsworth’s toolkit contained twenty-six hammers. That seemed to be the ideal number that sufficed for every eventuality.
Farnsworth pulled open the toolbox and carefully examined its contents. “Hmm,” he muttered once more. “Sounds like the central spigot got a little mangled up.” He reached down into his toolbox and hunted around for the large rubber-headed mallet. “This oughta do the trick.”
He placed his ear carefully to the side of the silent Mangler and touched its metal skin delicately with his fingers as if feeling for a small spot or sickness. “Aha, aha.” Leaving his finger in an exact position he raised the mallet that was in his right hand and carefully studied the location he would have to hit. “Velocity, weight, angle,” he mumbled to himself as if going through a thousand calculations in his mind all at once. “Vector, density and inertia,” he concluded and stood still for a moment, a picture of pure concentration and intelligence. Finally Farnsworth decided the moment was right to strike and he unleashed the exact blow that was required. The mallet connected with The Mangler at the position his finger had been just a moment before with the slightest of force you could imagine. It was only a tap, half a tap really, but it was exactly what Farnsworth deemed necessary to fix the problem.
After the blow was completed he put the mallet back into his toolbox and listened once more to The Mangler. “Yep, yep. That’s it,” he concluded, smiling. Standing well back he reached out a hand and pulled the lever that started the machine going again. Just as expected there was a large creaking sound, silence and then it all kicked into life, noise and ferocity. Farnsworth once again stepped back from The Mangler. He smiled. “Yep, yep. Better get another batch of pies started.”
“Everything still going well?” Fergus Fedderfeeny asked Farnsworth a little later as he completed one of his daily tours of the Food Factory.
“Yep, yep. Making more pies.”
“Very good, Farnsworth. Very good indeed. Whatever you did to that pie recipe a few days back has made all the difference to business. The dining room is always full and we’re even having to turn dummies away at busy times. Looks like Mrs. Fedderfeeny and I will be able to afford a good vacation this year,” he chuckled. “Should be good bonuses for everyone here as well.”
Farnsworth wiped some sweat from his brow as he finished filling the pastry-maker with flour for the fifth time of the day. He smiled back at Mr. Fedderfeeny, not quite knowing what to say.
“Been quite a run on everything these last few days. Do we need to order some extra supplies, Farnsworth?”
“Well uh, don’t quite know.” Farnsworth gulped a little as he replied. He had tried to forget about the missing supplies and now definitely wasn’t the time to raise the subject.
“Well maybe you should do a good stock check this afternoon and let me know. I want to make sure we have enough food for the weekend. Market day’s tomorrow and if we need to get extra supplies then I need to know before then. Maybe we should buy some extra vegetables anyway. It wouldn’t do to run out of anything now that we’re getting all these extra customers. Farnsworth?” He paused for a moment before repeating it again. “Farnsworth? Are you alright? Are you listening?”
Farnsworth was suddenly feeling a little faint. “Okey dokey.”
“Good. I’ll leave you to it. Come by my office before you leave today and let me know just what we need. I can do a final count with you when you’re ready and make sure my numbers all match up.”
Farnsworth let himself fall against the wall as he watched Mr. Fedderfeeny leave. He could feel his heart pounding in his chest and so he breathed deeply, trying to relax a little and get his breathing back to normal. He’d better have a good look at all the supplies and make sure the differences were not noticeable.
As soon as Farnsworth had set all the machines in motion once more he picked up his toolbox which was still lying up against the far wall of the pie room and he walked back to the supply room. He put the toolbox back behind the door and picked up the large ledger from the shelf where it was kept. Then carefully he walked up and down the rows of supplies and counted everything.
Farnsworth counted everything seven times. Just to make sure. Seven times. He had never had to count things that many times before. There had been a couple of times where it had needed three counts. But never seven. Farnsworth sat down on the floor and put his head in his arms. “It’s bad,” he muttered to himself. “Real bad. Mr. Fedderfeeny isn’t gonna be happy.” Farnsworth had no idea how he was going to explain that he was now short twelve bunches of carrots, three bags of peas, ten cabbages and two bags of green beans.
4 - An Alien Discovery
“Um,” Farnsworth muttered as he cleared his throat outside the door of Fergus Fedderfeeny’s office later that afternoon. “Excuse me, Mr. Fedderfeeny. Numbers is wrong.” He sank back against the door trying to keep his legs from collapsing. There, he had said it. Now he just had to wait for the punishment that would surely come his way.
“What? What’s that?” Mr. Fedderfeeny replied, looking up from his papers.
“The numbers. They’re wrong.”
“Numbers? What numbers?”
“Vegetables. Isn’t all there.”
Mr. Fedderfeeny straightened his glasses and looked at Farnsworth for a few seconds with a look of confusion on his face as if trying to process what he had been told. “The vegetables aren’t all there?” he repeated, still not quite understanding. “What vegetables? Where aren’t they?”
Farnsworth took a deep breath and tried to pull himself as upright as he could. He took a step forward into Mr. Fedderfeeny’s office and placed a hand on his desk for support. “It’s worse than before. Now there’s more missing. It don’t add up.”
Fergus Fedderfeeny was still not clear precisely what Farnsworth was talking about. “Start from the beginning, Farnsworth. Tell me exactly what has happened.”
Farnsworth spent the next few minutes recapping the story of a few days ago and then today’s stock count of the vegetables. At the end of his retelling he looked decidedly pale.
“I see,” Fergus said eventually, nodding his head slowly and deliberately. “Twelve bunches of carrots?” Farnsworth nodded. “Ten cabbages?” Farnsworth nodded again. “Three bags of peas and two bags of green beans? Hmm.” Fergus put his pen down on his papers and slowly got to his feet. “Well we’d better go and investigate then, hadn’t we?”
Fergus Fedderfeeny locked the door to his office behind him and the two of them set off towards the supply room. Farnsworth handed Mr. Fedderfeeny the ledger as they walked. “You don’t think someone has been stealing them then?”
“Not that I know about,” replied Farnsworth. “Never happened before. Not like this anyways.”
Mr. Fedderfeeny muttered something incomprehensible under his breath as they walked. “I’m sure there’s a simple explanation for all this.”
When they reached the supply room, Fergus Fedderfeeny closed the door shut behind them and removed his jacket. “Let’s treat it like this is one of our yearly stock-takes, Farnsworth. Create a new row and let’s move vegetables from one row to another as we count.”
For the next hour or so, Farnsworth and Mr. Fedderfeeny counted and recounted the vegetables just as he had suggested. When it was finally done, the numbers matched those of Farnsworth exactly. Fergus and Farnsworth both sat down on the floor of the supply room to think.
“Now just what’s been going on here then?” Molly Fedderfeeny’s voice suddenly rang out as the door to the supply room opened once more. Farnsworth continued staring at the floor, hoping that maybe it would swallow him up.
“Just trying to get to the bottom of a small problem, my dear,” Fergus began, getting to his feet. He then went on to explain what they had been doing for the last hour or so.
“I see. Sounds like we have a thief then. Have you been asking the staff yet? No, of course not. They wouldn’t. Would they? I mean, I just brought them baked home-made cookies. They all love my home-made cookies. There’s not a bad ’un amongst them. The staff that is. Still, best be sure. Maybe we should ask them all just to see if anyone knows anything.” The room remained quiet and so Molly continued. “Fergus? What do you say? Don’t you think we should at least ask the staff if they know anything about the missing vegetables? We can’t have this type of situation continuing. It’s not good for business I’m telling you. Fergus?”
“You’re quite right, dear. We should ask the staff. Maybe you could gather them all together in the kitchen for me while I get myself together.”
Molly nodded. “Five minutes,” she whispered and left the supply room once more.
Fergus retrieved his jacket and put it back on. “Okay Farnsworth, let’s get this over with. First things first. We’ll ask the staff and if no one comes forward then we’ll have to post a guard here at the Food Factory tonight. Maybe you can catch the thief red-handed. But don’t go telling anyone of our plans. We don’t want to warn them off. I hate this kind of situation. Never in all my years have vegetables gone missing like this.” He turned to Farnsworth once more. “Come along.”
The questioning of the staff had proved very uneventful with no one claiming to know anything about the missing vegetables. Fergus Fedderfeeny had stressed the importance of being truthful but he wasn’t convinced that his talk had done the trick. Eventually he had had to let everyone return to their tasks and he was none the wiser about the missing vegetables.
“And after I brought in those cookies too,” Molly Fedderfeeny disappointedly said to Fergus.
“I know, my dear. I know.” He put a reassuring hand around her shoulders. “Farnsworth will get to the bottom of this. You’ll see.” Fergus turned to Farnsworth. “You know what you’re doing tonight? No problems?”
“Nope,” answered Farnsworth. “No problems.”
“Right then. We’ll be off. Everything is locked up and closed for the evening. We’ll leave you to it. I’ll get a report tomorrow morning.”
“Yep, yep.” Farnsworth watched as Mr. and Mrs. Fedderfeeny left the restaurant and locked the door behind them. Suddenly he was all alone in the dark and empty restaurant.
Farnsworth came to his senses suddenly as a mysterious noise reached his ears from somewhere close by. He had been dozing on a chair in the kitchen. Trying not to make a sound, he got to his feet and listened. Yep, there it was again. Definitely a noise from somewhere close by. Possibly the pie room. He gripped the large broom that he had been carrying for protection and slowly crept in the dark towards the pie room, trying to remember exactly where everything was so as not to trip over and alert anyone to his presence. Finally he reached the half-open door of the pie room and he stopped once more to listen. Swish, swoosh, rustle. It was the sort of a sound that Farnsworth imagined a very large mouse would make. “Oh dear,” he muttered under his breath.
Carefully pulling the flashlight from his pocket, Farnsworth maneuvered it around so that it was facing the right way. He pointed it at where he thought the sound was and pressed the button to turn it on. A beam of light shone out, illuminating a shape in the middle of the pie room. Farnsworth screamed and dropped the flashlight.
Desperately Farnsworth fumbled around in the dark to retrieve the flashlight, which had gone out as it hit the floor. In the distance he could hear the sound of the thing he had illuminated moving towards him. He dropped to his knees and moved his hands quicker, all the time trying to sense exactly where that thing was. He’d only caught a glimpse but it hadn’t looked like a dummy. Maybe a child? No, definitely not even a child, although it had been about the same size as a child. It had looked sort of blue in color and had a really odd looking face. Farnsworth’s hands continued searching the floor. Whatever was in the room with him was now getting very close. He could sense its movement towards him. Finally his hand found the flashlight and he picked it up trying desperately to press the button that would bring light to his world once more.
“Aaaarrrrgggghhhhh!” Farnsworth screamed as the light went on and illuminated the creature in the pie room once more.
“Yeep, yeep, yeep,” the creature screeched in reply, turning and running as it did.
Farnsworth desperately pointed the flashlight in all directions, trying to find the creature once more. “Where’d you go?” he asked out loud. “Come on out now. No need to hide.” He swept the pie room once more with the flashlight but he still couldn’t see what he was looking for. “My name’s Farnsworth,” he said stutteringly. “I won’t hurt ya.” It was really more for his benefit than for anyone else’s that he said this, but it helped. He got back up onto his feet again.
At last from the corner of his eye he thought he caught a movement and he swung the flashlight round towards it. The Mangler stared back at him, cold and unmoving. Farnsworth took a deep breath and tried to control himself. “I know you’re there. Come on out,” he bravely stuttered once more. From somewhere close by he heard another sound just as the last of his flashlight battery gave out and he was left all alone in the pitch black of the pie room with an alien creature.
5 - Duckets and Lies
“Monkey breath,” she spat. “Foul monkey breath. If you have nothing better to do than come in here and complain then I suggest you return to your home.”
The dummy looked taken aback. “I was only saying,” he started. “It’s just that last month you said that I would have great fortune. Since that time I’ve lost my home, lost my job and my pet dog has eaten three pairs of my best shoes. I don’t call that great fortune.”
“I call what I see, nothing else.”
“Well you had better start seeing better then hadn’t you? I want my money back and I want a new reading.”
“That is something I cannot do,” the old lady hissed, leaning forward in her chair letting the dim light of the shop catch her unkempt silvery hair. “All readings is final and they are what they are. If the lords of justice decide to change the readings that I make then there is nothing I can do. I suggest you look to the heavens instead and complain to them. Obviously you have displeased someone on high.” She grinned a toothless grin at the dummy. “Now depart before I bring a curse upon you.”
“I’m just saying,” the dummy reiterated. “It just seems to me that if you get things so wrong then you should owe me something.”
“My name is Shagoonda The Mystic. I am who I am. My readings are final. The matter is closed.” She waved her hands at the dummy in dismissal.
“I spit on you. I spit on your family,” the dummy finally said, turning and leaving the dingy shop. “May all your relatives grow warts and be unable to sit at the table to eat.”
Shagoonda raised her two hands out in front of her as the dummy left. “Sleep well, monkey breath. Sleep well in your bed tonight. Be afraid of the dark. Be very afraid.” She spat out the last few words of the empty curse at the now vacant shop.
It had been a bad few months for Shagoonda and her business. Ever since she had opened the shop it had seen nothing but unhappy customers just like the last one who had just left. It seemed that whatever she told dummies, they were never satisfied. If she told them they would have bad fortune they cursed her. If she told them they would have good fortune and they didn’t, then they would curse her too. The life of a fortune-teller was not a popular one. “I curse you too, Hamish,” she said under her breath. “You brought me here to this desolate place.”
Shagoonda got up from her chair to make some tea. As she moved around at the back of the shop she heard the rattle of someone else entering through the reeded entrance door. She poured the hot water into her cup and returned with it to the front of the shop. Two younger dummies were browsing through the knick-knacks she had on an upper shelf.
“Can I help you?” She enquired.
One of the dummies turned to face her. “Do you have anything that will bring good fortune to a new mother?”
Shagoonda smiled exposing the one rotten browning tooth she still had. “Of course, my children.” She put her tea down on her cloth covered fortune-telling table and walked over towards the two dummies. “Now tell me a little about the mother?”
The two dummies babbled at Shagoonda for a couple of minutes while she pretended to listen, nodding in all the right places. Finally they had finished.
“I see,” she said, trying to calculate exactly how much money the two would be willing to pay her. “Good fortune don’t come cheap you know.” One of the dummies just nodded. Shagoonda smiled. “Glad to see you understand,” she responded, turning towards the far side of the shop. “I think I have just what you need in here.” Shagoonda reached up to a partly hidden shelf and pulled down a large old box covered in dust. The two dummies drew closer to her as she put the box onto her table and blew away a layer of dust.
Inside the large box was an assortment of things, none of which looked particularly pleasant to the two dummies. Shagoonda sorted through for a moment before pulling out a smaller, wrapped, box. She carefully undid the paper that bound it and reached inside to separate its contents. “Here we are,” she said at last as she took something from within and laid it on the table in front of the two dummies. They each took a deep breath and one of them took an extra step back.
“Don’t be afraid. It won’t bite. Dried tail of rat is especially good for young mothers and bringing good fortune.”
The two dummies looked a little unsure. “Well,” one of them began.
“Do you want good fortune or not?” Shagoonda hissed.
“Of course,” replied the other.
“Then this is what is required. You must take the tail home and place it high on the mantle, where it can watch over the household. It will protect the family from all bad omens and unforeseen circumstances.”
The two dummies looked at each other and nodded. “It will do,” one said to the other. “How much is it?”
“My wonderful Shagoonda. How are you this bright and lovely morning?” Everyone stopped for a second and turned to look at the older dummy who had just entered the shop.
“I’ll be right with you, Hamish. I’m just concluding some business with these young dummies,” Shagoonda replied. Turning back to them she continued. “Fifty duckets for the tail. Another fifty for the blessing.”
“A hundred duckets?” The taller of the two dummies looked surprised.
“If you want the blessing too. Of course you can buy it without the blessing but it will only do half its job. The choice is yours. You both seem such sensible dummies.” Shagoonda gave them both her best customer smile and waited.
“Very well,” the taller dummy agreed after a moment. “A hundred duckets it is then.”
Shagoonda lifted the rat’s tail from the table and placed it across both her hands, letting the pointed end droop towards the table where it overflowed her grip. She raised her hands to the sky and spat upwards. “By the will of the mothers bless this gift and bring all who gaze upon it the knowledge of fortune.” Laying the tail back on the table, she took some paper from underneath and carefully wrapped it. Then she picked up the package in one hand and extended the open palm of the other towards the two dummies. One of them dug into his pocket and came out with a handful of coins. He counted out the hundred duckets and handed them over to Shagoonda. “Bless you both. May you have extended fortune for the week.” She smiled as she spoke, closing her fist around the money while giving the package with the other hand. “Now do be sure you come back to see me soon,” she shouted after the two dummies as they left the store.
“Still making a good business then?” Hamish asked Shagoonda once the two dummies were clear of the store.
“Some days are better than others.”
“I’m here for my money, Shagoonda. I can’t stay too long, I promised I’d stop by and see that brother of mine at his restaurant.”
“Money. That’s all you think about. Money.”
“We all have a job to do, Shagoonda. Just remember how come you’re here. Remember where you were and what you were doing before I brought you here to open up this shop.”
“I don’t need reminding,” Shagoonda hissed.
“Good.” Hamish took a seat at Shagoonda’s table. “Now, tell me, how has business been?”
Shagoonda spat at the floor. “I hate this place. I sit in this darkness all day, make up pleasantries that the customers want to hear and take a few duckets for my trouble. Then I give half my money to you. I don’t know if it’s worth it. I barely make enough to live on.”
“If only that were true, Shagoonda,” Hamish laughed. “If only that were true. I just saw you take a hundred duckets from two young dummies. That’s a lot of money.”
“Those visits are few and far between. Only just previously to them a customer was in here complaining about his fortune and wanting his money back. He even tried to place a curse on me.”
Hamish laughed. “We all have our tough days, Shagoonda. Anyway, I’m not here to argue with you. I need my money today. I have debts of my own to pay and investments to return.”
Shagoonda glared at Hamish and briefly disappeared into the back of the shop before returning with a cash box. “It’s all here. Don’t worry. I am not like you. I would never trick my family.”
“I have never tricked you, Shagoonda. Just remember that.”
“Call it what you want,” she hissed. “Anyway, there’s four hundred duckets in here.”
“Plus the fifty from your last sale?”
“The heavens protect me! Yes, have that too. Four hundred and fifty. Does that make you happy?”
“I just do as I need,” Hamish replied. “And one day when I can get my share of my brother’s business I will be content.”
“Dummies in town are saying that the pies in Fergus’ restaurant are tasting better than ever. I even heard that business is booming more than ever too,” Shagoonda whispered.
“I heard that as well. As I said, it’s time I paid that brother of mine a visit.”
“Well, don’t forget what we agreed. I only came here to Gwillville to help you get what is rightfully yours.”
“We both know exactly why you are here, Shagoonda. Don’t you forget it either. We both have secrets that neither wants exposing.” Hamish forced a smile at Shagoonda. “But until we execute our plan, no one gets between us.”
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“And it came to pass, he appeared before the Power Almighty and was found wanting. He had no excuses and was sent back from whence he came.” (Pika’Al 3:1, The Scriptures of Al’Zaneed)
“Damn!” It was probably the worst day of his life. Then again, it was probably the last day of his life. “Damn, damn, damn!”
“Grovel before me you miserable, cowardly, pathetic little worm. You are an excuse for a soldier. Grovel I say.”
Teern flattened himself further against the cold marble floor. All he could see were the shiny black tips of the man’s pointed shoes. Shoes that tapped impatiently against the wooden plinth on which the man was seated.
“And what is the excuse this time? Too busy stuffing yourself with food to watch out for enemies? Practicing make believe strokes with that fancy sword of yours? Dreaming of princesses and fairy tale castles?”
Teern heaved his shoulders, thought about opening his mouth, but finally went on staring at the shiny shoes.
“Well?” The deep booming voice was growing very impatient. “If I ask you a question, I expect an answer. You are nothing. Nothing. You are not even worthy to be here before my feet. Yet I permit it. Now answer me. I command you.”
“I, I, that is, I, well, you see,” Teern said, his voice quivering with fear. “I apologize Sir. Apologize most absolutely. I fought bravely, but there were too many. Too many to…”
“Shut up! Quiet! I don’t want your pathetic excuses. I just want to know the facts. This is the three hundred and thirty-fifth time you have been here in front of me. Three hundred and thirty-five times. Do you hear me? You must be the most inept soldier in the history of time itself. If it weren’t for the fact that you are a necessary part of the prophecy, I would have you dispatched to the Broken Mountains. There to serve out your days fighting the Kriks. To live in abject poverty, praying each and every day for deliverance from your fate.”
A shiver fought its way down Teern’s spine and he cringed with despair. Three hundred and thirty-five times. Wow. Yes, surely he must be the most inept soldier of all time. But he had tried. He had tried so hard. “I beg your forgiveness, oh Mighty One. I lay myself before you as a humble servant, a mere serf in your presence, not even worthy to kiss your shoes.” Those shiny shoes that he had come to so despise over the years. “Please, send me to the Broken Mountains, to live in poverty. My fate is to fight Kriks every day. I know I deserve this, I know.”
“Oh, shut up and let me think!” The great man stroked his long silver beard with ancient gnarled fingers, sitting erect in his chair. You could even have called it a throne. It had been built to last millennium upon millennium. As it had. It was the simplest of designs, four straight legs, a seat of the plainest oak, a back carved as one solid piece, and arms that were encrusted with jewels and inlaid with gold. On the hard seat was a lavish cushion, filled with the softest goose down, and decorated with simple tassels. The great man himself looked old. Very old. His face was weathered; his eyes were so deeply inset into their sockets you could hardly see them. They were only visible because they shone so brightly. A light of blue that radiated from his face; a radiance that almost blinded you if you looked directly at it. But the greatest feature was surely his beard. It reached almost to the floor, tapering as it did until it reached a point, pure shiny silver all the way. The man’s mouth showed no hint of the malice his voice had displayed. He just smiled, gently. It was the face of a very old, wise man. But Teern knew this was the face of the actual Power Almighty. He that had no name; the Creator, the Ultimate. Called by so many different names in the different lands he had traveled. But all signifying the one, same person. The man that Teern was prostrate in front of.
The battle had unfolded so quickly. Teern remembered the trumpet calls, the banners, and the cries. It had been a bright sunny spring morning. The dew was still on the ground when he had awoken and got dressed. Mintu had warned him that the Outlanders from across the Broken Mountains, from the unholy place named ‘The Unforgiving’, were massing beneath them in the valley, ready to attack the city of Treloon once more at first light. Mintu’s army was small, but strong. A well trained legion of men clad in light leather body armor, each with shield and sword. The shields all bore the mark of the two-headed dragon, wrapped around a castle tower, the motif of the King’s guard of Triluika. Over three thousand of the best soldiers the land had, ready to repel the Outlanders who came to destroy the city and take whatever captives they could. Teern was just a hired hand in this battle. Of course he was a soldier, a trained soldier at that, but he was not truly one of the King’s men. He was a mercenary, a soldier who fought with an army for reward of money.
He had come across Mintu in the Castle Inn, a small hostelry in Treloon where he had been staying these past few weeks. Mintu was scouting for help and had spotted Teern’s fine sword laid against the wall, next to the table where he was seated. Teern had needed the money. He had used nearly all he had, and of course fighting in the King’s army meant payment in advance. Who was to know if you would return from battle or not? After a brief conversation, the deal was done. Fifty gold marks for a month of service. And so he had checked out of the inn and made his way with Mintu to where the rest of the army was based. That had been the day before yesterday.
After getting dressed, Teern quickly ate some hot gruel that had been prepared for breakfast and made his way through the scrubland to his position, ready for the attack. He was a fine figure of a soldier, solidly built, even muscular, six feet two inches tall with green eyes and long ginger hair tied into a braid. He was only eighteen years old but that was a very deceptive statement. He knew something that no one else on that battlefield knew. If they even suspected it he would probably be imprisoned or left out for the dogs to eat. After all, it was this thing that had caused him so many problems and brought him before the Power Almighty so many times. Yes, he was cursed all right. But right now that was not the important thing. Now he just had to concentrate on the battle ahead. He glanced down at his sword. It was not an ordinary sword. It had attracted comments many times, several times when they were not welcome. The sword had the mark of the High Priests of KA’Tor, and the hilt was carved with a winged cobra. He had never seen another similar and he had had it for a very long time. He could never be without it, for this was his sword.
He edged his way forward on his belly to the overhang that had a clear view of the valley below. Straining his eyes he could make out the encampment of the Outlanders. He could see the banners flapping in the wind, the odd shaped gray tents arranged in circles and dots that had to be the enemy soldiers, moving in all directions. Teern worked his way back to his division of men and reported on what he had seen. After a brief conference and a series of signals between all the groups gathered on the hilltops, the men readied themselves for battle.
Suddenly the signal went out. The trumpet call could be clearly heard by all. Surely even the Outlanders could hear a noise that shrill? Group upon group of brown leather-clad soldiers streamed down the hillside, screaming at the tops of their voices, waving their swords in one hand and holding their shields steady in the other. There was a movement in the camp below them. At first just a small one, but with a sudden realization of what was happening, the whole camp moved as one, as if they were expecting this and had spent their whole life preparing for this one moment. Shouts went up from within the tents and hundreds upon hundreds of squat figures appeared dressed ready for battle. The Outlanders were not like normal men; they had no fear of death and wore little armor. Their faces were battle hardened and each one looked prepared to meet its fate, whatever that was. Quick orders were exchanged and the Outlanders formed themselves into solid squares of a hundred soldiers; masses of hardened flesh and determination, the outermost people armed with shields and spears. The Outlanders within the squares were ready to break free if necessary and carried lethal razor sharp daggers in each hand.
As the two sides advanced towards each other, the noise of thumping feet and screaming voices got louder. The grass beneath them all was not important. All that mattered was to get closer, so that battle could commence. When the King’s guard was about three hundred paces from the advancing mass of Outlanders they stopped short, forming a semi-circle of soldiers, five to ten men deep. The front ranks knelt while the back ranks pulled bows and arrows from their backs and let fly volley after volley of poison tipped arrows. It soon became apparent however that this tactic would not work today. Shields easily knocked the arrows away and still the Outlanders advanced. With another trumpet signal the King’s guard regrouped and charged the shield protected squares. Within seconds the two sides met, and the whole valley was alive with shouts and screams. Bodies fell, injured or dead, like flower petals strewn across a table. Teern fought for his life, stabbing, thrusting, dodging, parrying. His sword had made short work of many, but it was a tough battle, and there were so many Outlanders coming at him. Twenty, thirty, he had lost count, but he fought bravely forward, no longer aware of his surroundings. No longer seeing the rest of his group, just intent on dispatching as many as possible so that he could get back to play a few games of cards before supper time.
It was then that the fatal blow found him. He didn’t notice it at first, but slowly the blood seeped through the gap in his armor between jacket and trouser. He looked down in disbelief, confused. Where had that blood come from? Of course, he was bleeding. He was bleeding. He was so shocked he didn’t even register the razor sharp dagger as it cut cleanly across his throat from left to right. He fell.
“Playing cards,” the voice boomed out again. “You wanted to finish the battle so you could get back and play some cards? When will you ever learn? When? If you are to be a successful soldier you have to keep focused. You have to concentrate on the task ahead of you. You have to give one hundred percent of your attention to what you are doing. Winning takes concentration. Winning takes focus. Winning takes commitment.”
“Yes Sir. I’m sorry. I wasn’t thinking.” Teern squirmed once more, still lying flat out on the floor in front of the Power Almighty. “I promise I’ll do better next time.”
“Next time. Always next time. You are running out of next times, boy. He who comes will be found soon. Then all will change. Do you hear me?”
“I hear you Sir. I understand.”
“I don’t think you do understand. I will explain one more time for you. Listen.” The smile on the old man’s face softened slightly. He took a deep breath and called on every ounce of patience he possessed. “You, Teern Truthbringer, soldier born of Treloon, are tasked with finding and proclaiming the Xannu, he who is to come. He who is to lead my people to deliverance. This is not an easy task. You will face many more challenges ahead of you. So far you have lived and served me for over five hundred years yet you still keep your youth, strength and the appearance of a man of eighteen years. As long as you are still searching for the Xannu this will not change; you will stay young and will not die as others do. But remember, the day you proclaim him your duty to me is over. From that day forward you will live a normal life, whatever is left of it. So too shall you die a normal death. One that is permanent. It will be then that I will judge you and proclaim sentence.”
Teern swallowed hard. He understood his mission. He always had. But this time it seemed that the time of reckoning was close. Very close. He had to concentrate more. He had to focus more. He had a job to do. The whole of civilization was depending on him. “Yes Sir. Your humble servant hears and obeys.”
“Then go. Back to Triluika once more. Be a soldier. Be fearless. But please, please concentrate.”
* * *
Terry awoke with a start. His brow was dripping with sweat and he wiped his sleeve across his forehead to dry it off. He sat bolt upright in bed, trying to remember exactly what had happened this time. He had been back there, to Triluika, he was sure about that. He remembered the battle, the meeting with the Power Almighty; so many things had taken place. His heart was beating so fast, he just had to calm down. He took deep breaths. “In two three, out two three.” In and out. He just sat there awhile until his heartbeat had slowed to a normal rate. Slowly he lifted back the covers, swung his legs over the side of the bed and stood up. “Back again in the land of the living,” he said to himself. He pulled his dressing gown from the chair by his bedside, put it around him and crossed his bedroom to go downstairs. He needed a glass of milk. At the very least, a glass of milk. A cheese sandwich would be good too. Cautiously he crept downstairs, stepping over the second from bottom step so as not to wake his parents, and entered the kitchen. “Why does this always happen when I’m not expecting it?” he said, muttering as much as talking. Terry opened the fridge door, got out the carton of milk, poured himself a large glass and downed it in one. “I need to think about this,” he whispered as he sat on the nearest kitchen chair.
Terence Ernest West lived in Bottleford, a small town in the south of England. He was twelve years old, with short curly ginger hair and green eyes. He knew that this was his reality. This was where he lived. But sometimes the other things, they seemed so real too. But they couldn’t be, could they? But of course they were real too. Only different. Yes, different. That was the only explanation. He was a boy who was living two lives. One in England and the other, well the other, was special. Another life, a parallel life it seemed, taking place in another world. A world so different from his and yet definitely real. And it had all started the day he had found those rune coins. He had been out exploring with his friend Joe, on the old roman road that ran near his house. They had been looking for Victorian bottles but he had dug up the coins as well. That had been nearly two years ago.
One odd thing about it though, was that no matter how long he spent in the other world, he always returned to his own at exactly the point at which he left it. It was as if time itself stood still for him. And also, at home in Bottleford he remembered everything about Triluika, but there, where he was a soldier, he seemed to have no knowledge of his other life. So strange. But maybe that had something to do with the Power Almighty. Perhaps he wouldn’t permit it. Teern had been alive for over five hundred years, but surely that couldn’t be true. There had to be a flaw in it all somewhere and he knew it had something to do with those rune coins. Every time he traveled to Triluika one of his coins simply disappeared. By instinct he felt in his dressing gown pocket. Yes, sure enough there were only two left now. Two more visits to that world and then what? What was going to happen to him after that?
“Hey Son, couldn’t sleep?” his father asked, entering the kitchen and turning on the light.
“No, I, yes, I… I just needed a glass of milk.”
“Okay, no problem. You ready for school today? Mum tells me you’ve got a Maths test.”
“Yeah, that’s right,” he replied. He just wished Maths were the only thing he had to worry about today.
2
“Soothsayers, healers and many strange deeds. These shall be among the signs of the end of days.” (Pika’Al 8:4, The Scriptures of Al’Zaneed)
As dusk fell, the women made their way out of town towards the woods nearby the Eastern gate. They all moved silently and carefully as if trying to avoid detection. Each one also walked with a measure of secrecy. There were fifteen in all, but not traveling together, just in groups of twos and threes. It was difficult to see any of their features for each wore a cloak that covered them from head to foot, and each carried a staff to walk by and to protect themselves if necessary from bandits that may hide in the night. They kept to the shadows by the edge of the roadway and unhurriedly made their way the two miles or so that would lead them to the clearing that all but one of them knew. The full moon shone down, casting huge elongated shadows, but they were careful not to be caught out in the open. One by one they reached the clearing and took seats on logs that had been carefully laid there in the shape of a semi-circle many years past. All except the one who was new. She merely stood to one side and waited.
“Bring us light. Bring us peace. Bring us guidance. We come to heal, and to serve.” A tall woman in a Crimson robe spoke out as she stepped into the center of the clearing.
“Bring us light. Bring us peace. Bring us guidance. We come to heal, and to serve” came the response from them all.
Without warning a bright flame lit up in the midst of them. A flame of such blue intensity that they each shielded their eyes for a moment. It soon died down a little and one by one they were able to look out again from uncovered eyes. The flame hung there, suspended above the ground, and gave out a pale light without any heat. The tall woman spoke again.
“Greetings sisters. Or should I say, Mothers?” A ripple of laughter broke out among them. “Today is a very special day for us all. Today we will welcome into our number a new member. One who is ready to take the test of Acceptance. One who is ready to become one of us, a Mother of Perception. It has been a very long time since we last brought a new one here. Indeed I am feeling very old and I worry that some of us will die before we can fully renew our numbers.”
A murmur of agreement went around the group and several of the women nodded or spoke quiet words, one to another. The woman standing at the edge of the clearing just watched. She didn’t know quite what to expect. All they had told her was that she should be prepared to give up her past and follow a new path. One that would be shown to her tonight. She had already said her goodbyes to friends. They had asked lots of questions of course, but the document written by Mother Premiera had seemed to calm all their fears. And so tonight on this sacred night of Blessed Eve, she was standing and waiting to begin her new life. To fulfill the destiny that was surely hers.
“Who gives this girl to the Motherhood?” Mother Premiera asked.
“We do,” said two middle-aged women in scarlet robes, standing as they did so.
“Bring her forward so that she may be tested.” The other two women moved to the young woman’s side and escorted her to the center of the clearing. They stopped in front of Mother Premiera and waited. The blue light took on an orange glow at the edges and it became easier to see the faces of the women nearest the flame. Mother Premiera did indeed look very old. She had once been very pretty but that had been a long time ago although you could still see the sparkle in her eyes and the softness of her smile. The young woman looked up at Mother Premiera, her brown eyes blinking a little in the light. She had a gentle face, seemingly new and untroubled by the ways of the world.
“She is named Maria,” said one of the two scarlet robed women.
“Maria. A good omen indeed. We have not had a Maria in our order for more than twenty lifetimes.” She smiled and reached down to touch Maria’s face. “Come child, we have much to do.” Mother Premiera took Maria’s hand and led her to stand behind the flame which still shone blue and orange. “We have much to do and the daybreak will not wait for us.”
Mother Premiera unfastened Maria’s dark cloak and took it from her. Maria’s long black hair, free from the confines of the hood, fell loosely behind her. She shivered briefly in the cold evening air, standing there in her day clothes, but then warmed again as the flame, sensing her coldness, seemed to send heat out towards her. Mother Premiera carefully folded the cloak and laid it on the ground in front of Maria. She took the staff from her too, and laid that carefully on top of the cloak.
“We are ready to begin.” Mother Premiera turned around and walked back to where she was originally standing, leaving Maria alone. “Sisters, it is time.”
As one they all rose to their feet and joined hands. The chant began. “We come with light. We come with peace. We come with guidance. We ask that you accept this new one into our Motherhood.” When it was finished they repeated it again. And again. Soon, all that could be heard was the chant. It was as if a choir was there, singing to the heavens themselves. It was as sweet music, hypnotic and captivating. The blue flame grew brighter and brighter. And then it went out.
She was alone and it was dark. In the distance she could hear the faint noise of a choir singing. Then it was silent. Maria took a moment to get accustomed to the darkness and then tried to see around her. But she was walled in. Walled into some kind of enclosure. Carefully she pressed her hands against the cold stone in all directions, but there was no doorway, no obvious exit. She swallowed hard. Now was no time to panic. She had completed all her instruction. She had passed all her training. This was just a test, something set before her as final entry into the Motherhood. She had to stay calm. There had to be a way out. Or, maybe there wasn’t supposed to be a way out. Was she just supposed to stay here calmly and wait? She didn’t know. No one had told her exactly what would happen. She decided to sit a while and think.
Suddenly, light came from all directions and she raised her hand to her face to stop the brightness of it all from blinding her. After a few moments she opened her fingers a little to peer through. Yes, that was better. She dropped her hand and realized she was on a green hillside, the bright afternoon sun was shining, and in the distance she could see a campfire burning. There was a figure seated next to the fire, turning and looking at her, beckoning her. Slowly she walked the hundred paces or so between them all the while trying to appraise the situation. There was an old lady seated by the fire; an old lady cloaked in a dark blue robe with a yellow collar and cuffs. She had hewn silvering hair and what appeared to be an enormous wart attached to the left side of her chin. Her fingers were busy in some kind of knitting, although Maria had never seen this style before. The wool was not really wool, but some kind of animal hide, and as it passed through the woman’s fingers and wound through the needles it was transforming itself into a robe of many colors.
“Sit, my dearest,” the old woman said in a voice that sounded used almost to the point of extinction. “Come rest a while. I have a few things to show you.”
“Who are you?” Maria asked, taking a seat on the ground a few paces away.
“Come closer, don’t be so shy. I won’t bite you!” The old woman cackled and it sent a small shiver through Maria. “I have been waiting for you. I have been here a very long time and I was growing impatient for your arrival.”
“Who are you?” Maria asked again.
“That is not important, little one,” the old woman began. “I have some things to teach you. Listen and watch carefully.” The old woman shifted her seat a little. “You can call me Judicia, for I am here to test and judge you. Now watch.”
Judicia put her knitting down and raised her palms face up in front of her, level with her chest, arms outstretched. She muttered a few indistinguishable words and a golden ball appeared, hovering a little above her palms. She removed her left palm and placed it to one side of the ball, making sure she didn’t touch it. Then she beckoned the ball to move a little. The ball obeyed. She removed her other palm and did a similar thing. Very soon she was controlling the movement of the golden ball in all directions, just by beckoning with her fingers.
“I want you to try now my child. Come a little closer, will you.” Maria moved a little closer and Judicia took one of Maria’s hands and placed it near the ball. “Concentrate. Move your hand and think of the ball moving as you command it. Concentrate.”
Maria tried. She concentrated really hard, but nothing happened. This was nothing like the classes she had attended for her training. This was magic. She had never seen or done anything that was magic before. “But Judicia, I can’t do something like this. This is magic. I cannot perform magic. Magic is a forbidden art in Triluika, punishable by death.”
Judicia cackled, this time louder. “Punishable by death indeed. Is that what they teach you? If they killed all the people in Triluika that practiced magic, there would be a lot of executions. A lot. And what is more, the King and Queen rely on some kinds of magic to protect their kingdom. Do you think that things just happen, my child?”
Maria shrugged. “I don’t know. I hadn’t really thought about it before.”
“Concentrate child. Let’s start again. Clear your mind and think only of the ball. Imagine it is part of you. Imagine you are attached to it and it will do whatever you desire.” Maria tried again. She cleared her mind and imagined that the ball was attached to her fingers by a string. She slowly moved her fingers and watched as the ball inched its way towards her.
She screamed out. “It moved, it moved!” She dropped her hands to her side and instantly the golden ball dropped to the ground and disappeared. “I did it. I did it, just like you said.”
“Yes, my child. You made it move. But this test is just but one percent of one percent of the things you need to learn. Let me explain.” Judicia scooted closer to the fire, pulled out a skewer from the flames and bit on some kind of meat that had been cooking. “The golden ball you have seen,” she said, chewing on some greasy meat that caused her to slur her words a little, “is a special tool that will guide you through your life. The Mothers that brought you to the circle for acceptance suspect you have the requisite powers needed to use it wisely. We shall see. The proper name for the ball is Or’Orb. To summon it you must use those words, and those words exactly. With a little practice you will be able to invoke it from thin air, on command.”
“But what use would I have for it, Judicia?”
“Why child, the Or’Orb is a true copy of the source of all knowledge. It is like having your own library available to you at any time. You can find out about anything. Anything at all. But remember, and this I need to be especially clear on, knowledge is power but not all power is good. There are those that walk the lands that use knowledge for evil. Not many, but some. If they come across you, they will surely try to kill you. You must use your time wisely. You must study and be prepared to use your powers to protect the kingdom and fulfill your destiny.”
“But what is my destiny, Judicia?”
“You will find out soon enough, my child. Soon enough.” With that Judicia summoned the Or’Orb once more and Maria looked closely at it. “Stare into its middle, my child and ask to see the book of knowledge.”
Maria stared hard. “Show me the book of knowledge.” Gradually a book appeared in the midst of the Or’Orb, a big book covered in gold leaf, with the words ‘Book of Knowledge’ inscribed on the front. “Now what?”
“Whatever you want. Turn pages. Ask questions. Whatever. Just try it.”
Maria thought for a while. “Show me how to cook,” she commanded. The pages turned and stopped at a page entitled ‘Creating Fire – For Heating Purposes.’ Maria read the contents. “Amazing. Can I really learn to do this?”
“Yes you can, my child, but I fear it will take more than a little practice! Come, we still have more to do.” With that Judicia let the Or’Orb disappear. “When you return to the city you must practice day and night. Learn those things that are important to you. It will be difficult at first, especially without anyone to tutor you. For you cannot take help from anyone. But it must be that way. That is the way of the Mothers. If you follow this path we show you, you will lead a life of solitude. You will never be as other people and have normal relationships. You cannot and will not marry. To do so you must renounce the Motherhood. You must never show another how to do something you have learned, or you will be cast into the Motherhood of Deception and you will become an enemy to civilization. Furthermore, from this day forward you must never willingly tell another lie. To do so will seal the same fate. Come, we have one final chore to perform.” And with that Judicia, the fire and the hillside all disappeared.
Maria was alone on a windy mountain crag high in the sky. The snow whipped around her face and she tried to pull her clothes tighter to her for some warmth. She was on a mountain path, leading upwards towards some place unknown. She struggled on against the harsh wind, keeping to the rock face as much as possible to protect herself from the cruel bite of the storm. As she rounded the corner she saw an opening in the rock, a cave. She stopped at the mouth and peered inside. A fire was burning and another, different, old lady was seated inside. She too was wearing a dark blue robe with yellow collar and cuffs. She was a little younger than Judicia, and her face was not quite as disfigured. The old lady beckoned Maria inside and she entered and sat by the fire.
“It’s a cold one today,” the old lady began. “Tis better to be seated by the fire on days like this. Here, have some stew, you looks hungry.” The old lady ladled some soup into a bowl and handed it to Maria. Without waiting for a thank you she continued. “Been here nigh on fifty years now. Don’t get many strangers pass by. Tis one of the few passes through the Broken Mountains, but not many folks knows of it. Can be awful lonely sometimes. Still, I gets by okay. But I wonders what brings you here and you not dressed for this weather at all. Don’t answer, keep eating. I knows the reason, just making conversation.” The old lady walked to the back of the cave, and vanished behind a curtain hanging from the roof. She returned a few moments later carrying a large heavy chest. She carefully laid it down in front of her and pried back the lid to reveal gold, jewels and other bright shiny objects inside. “Now, my pretty one, what’s to say I don’t give you a ring or two? A ring for those days when you needs a little magic to help you out of things? Or maybe a stone to charm some young man to be by your side?” She dug around for a while inside and eventually pulled out an ornate gold ring with a large inlaid ruby, and a necklace that had what looked like a shining amethyst strung on it. “Here, these will do I think,” she said offering them to Maria.
“What are they?” Maria asked.
“The ring will allow you to bend the will of another, if you desires. And the necklace, given as a present, will make the wearer do whatever you wishes. Come, take them.”
“Why?” Maria asked again. “I thought I was not supposed to have anything to help me. I thought I had to learn to do everything myself. ‘Study hard and take no help from anyone’ had been Judicia’s advice.”
“Don’t you go listening to what old Judicia had to say. She don’t know everything. Not by a long way. Now you be a sensible one and take these trinkets from me.” The old lady held them in her outstretched arms, ready for Maria to take. “Just you take them from me and let’s say the blessing over them. ‘Out of light, gone from peace, not needing guidance. We are healed and our souls serve you.’”
Maria opened her hands to take the gifts. ‘Out of light?’ Surely it was ‘Bring us light,’ not ‘Out of light?’ That’s what they had sung at the ceremony of the Mothers.
“Take them my lovely one. Just a little help for you on the road ahead. ‘Out of light, gone from peace, not needing guidance. We are healed and our souls serve you.’ Take them.” She repeated it one more time.
“No. It’s a trick. It’s not right. ‘Bring us light. Bring us peace. Bring us guidance.’”
There was a bright flash and Maria felt herself falling. Falling into a void, not knowing exactly where she was going. It seemed like forever but eventually she hit the ground with a thump and opened her eyes to look around. She was back once more in the clearing. In front of her was her cloak and staff. Close by, the blue flame still burned and beyond that she could see a group of women holding hands and singing, sounding just like a heavenly choir.
“Ah, I see the child has returned to us,” said Mother Premiera. The singing stopped and the group of women embraced each other and sat down on the logs again. “Sibelia, where is that new robe?” Another woman picked up a package lying next to her and brought it to Mother Premiera. She carefully unwrapped it and opened out a new red robe edged with yellow. Mother Premiera handed it to Maria. “You have earned this, my child. It is yours to wear now. It marks you as a Mother of Perception. The people of the countryside will notice you and, on the whole, you will be treated well. Just be careful of those that mean to do you harm. Do your studies and perform those duties that are set before you. Welcome child. Or should I say Mother!”
The other women rose and one by one came to embrace Maria. She remained there looking confused and tired as dawn slowly broke over the horizon casting a pale orange light on all around. “Destiny here I come,” she whispered to herself.
3
“Worry not at what came before but only prepare yourselves for that which is ahead.” (Pika’Al 10:5, The Scriptures of Al’Zaneed)
The sun beat down on Teern’s face. He had been walking for three days now and he was glad to be close to the town of Brindle. He desperately needed to stop and rest awhile. His leather body armor was beginning to weigh him down and even his sword felt heavy strung across his back. Across his shoulder was a small canvas bag that contained his worldly belongings; a change of clothes and a few special souvenirs he had accumulated over the years. He idly chewed on a piece of dried meat and continued his march southwards.
The rout of the Outlanders had been successful. The few that had remained had fled back to their homeland across the Broken Mountains. Mintu had given Teern up for dead and the army had left him on the battlefield, as was the custom with those who fell in battle. The rotting carcasses were left for the birds and beasts to feast on. But, as Teern knew so well, he wasn’t killed that easily. Sometimes he wished he were. His life was cursed alright. Never to die like a normal person, until he proclaimed the Xannu, whenever that would be. He had been doing this damned job for over five hundred years so far, and still no sign of the chosen one. When he finally did meet him he would certainly have a few words to say to him first. His stomach hurt. Not from the food, but from that dagger cut inflicted by the Outlander. Yes, the Power Almighty had healed him up but He always left a telltale reminder; something so he wouldn’t get too complacent. This time it was his stomach. It hurt when he sat down; it hurt when he ran; and most importantly it hurt when he ate a big meal. Some day. Some day he would get even with everyone. “Damn this cursed life!” he shouted out loud. Only the birds in the trees heard him and a few flew off, startled by the noise. “Damn you all!”
The sun continued its never ending journey, moving slowly lower and westwards as Teern marched onwards not thinking, his feet keeping time to a non-existent beat. Up ahead, perhaps an hour away, Teern could see the first signs of a town, a few farmhouses scattered along the road. The road was beginning to get wider and the paving was better too. Maybe just two more hours and he would be in Brindle itself. He may make it before dusk. He hoped so. Far to his right he could see some mountain peaks. That way marked the undiscovered lands, vast areas that no one ventured into. Who knew what would be found there if you took that journey. It was said that B’Wots roamed those lands; animals half cat, half monster, that could tear a man in half quicker than he could say his name. No, it was better to stick to the marked roads. But these could be dangerous enough in some places, especially after nightfall. Teern absently picked another piece of dried meat from his pocket and put it in his mouth. How he hated having to chew small pieces of food all day. He hoped his stomach would heal soon. Maybe just another couple of days. After he had rested in Brindle.
Now and again one or two people passed him, mostly merchants on their way to buy or sell goods from the people that lived in various towns and villages hereabout. He usually only exchanged a word or two. These were not the friendliest of people towards soldiers like him. They kept their distance and tried not to look at him directly, obviously afraid that he might attack them for some reason or other. Maybe some soldiers did, but he tried to be as honest as possible. Even so, making friends was not an easy task for a soldier. Especially a soldier with a sword such as his. It stood out and was too easily remembered. As Teern reached the first farms, men in the fields were returning, pushing large carts filled with home grown produce. It was harvest time and Teern licked his lips at the anticipation of the large feasts that would soon be held in the towns at night. The sun was just sinking beneath the horizon when Teern at last saw the city gates ahead. Brindle was a walled town, like so many of the larger towns and cities of the land. Times were uncertain, and sometimes it was necessary to keep unwanted people out. He picked up his pace and hurried towards the northern gate. It would be closed for the night soon, and he had to get inside before then.
“State your business in Brindle if you please,” the burlier of the two guards at the gate said.
“I am Teern, soldier of Treloon, traveling by foot to the city of Caipor. I wish to spend a few days rest in your town.”
“Do you have money or means by which to pay for goods or services purchased?” the guard continued, his potbelly wobbling as he adjusted his ill-fitting trousers. Teern produced a few gold marks from his pocket and displayed them for the guard to see. “Enter.” The other guard, who was definitely the slimmer of the two, wrote Teern’s name and details in a book and motioned him to enter into the town.
Beyond the gate was a courtyard, obviously some sort of marketplace by day. The smell hit him almost immediately. Rotting fish and vegetables. These seemed to be the most obvious smells although there was definitely another smell too, something more unpleasant. Teern guessed that hygiene was not paramount in this town. He quickly made his way through the courtyard, through an archway at the far side, and found himself on another wide road. This road was paved with stones and was obviously the main highway into the town center. Houses lined the road on both sides, wooden structures one and two storeys high, with some roofs precariously overhanging the streets. Looking up the road Teern spotted an old inn sign swaying in the evening breeze, ‘The Dog & Ferret’. “That’ll have to do for tonight,” he said to himself, “I’m too tired to go much further.”
The Dog & Ferret was a popular inn. It was extremely crowded and Teern had to force himself past several people jammed in the doorways and passageways. At last he came to the large communal room where most people were seated. Finding himself a vacant table, he sat down.
“What’ll you be having young sir?” a scruffy looking serving wench asked, standing over him. She was wearing a long gray dress over some kind of white blouse. He assumed it had been white once, although it looked rather gray too, and stained with beer and wine in several places. Her long blonde hair was tied back, but several wisps hung free over her face.
“Bring me a glass of your finest ale and ask the landlord to come see me please.” The girl nodded, brushed some hair from her eyes and turned towards the crowd and disappeared from sight. A few moments later a slight man of middle years sat at the table, pushing a glass of beer towards him.
“You were asking for me?” the man enquired.
“You’re the landlord?”
“I am.”
“Allow me to introduce myself,” Teern started. “I am Teern, soldier of Treloon, on my way to Caipor and I am looking for a room for a night or two. Do you have one for me?”
“I may. But times is hard and tonight it’s busy. I just have the Bridal Suite left and that is three silver coins. Breakfast is extra of course, money in advance. Also, I don’t want to be having no trouble. You’re not running from someone, or chasing someone, are you?”
“I am just a soldier making my way to Caipor, on an assignment. To my knowledge, no one is either in front or behind of me.” Teern eyed the landlord carefully. Although he was a slender man he obviously had been in this business a long time. He probably had some hired help for when things got tougher. Teern looked around but saw no obvious heavies. The man’s mostly bald head was covered by one or two strands of long graying hair, brushed over the top in a rather ridiculous way, and his fingers showed him to be an anxious man. The nails were completely bitten away. “Here’s four silver coins. That should pay for a night’s rest, some ale and a meal now.”
The landlord took the money, slipped it into his pocket and shouted towards the far side of the room. “Best roast chicken meal you got. Over here for the young gentleman.” He got up to walk away. “No trouble, mind. We don’t want no trouble.” Then he too disappeared into the crowd.
A faint thud woke Teern from his sleep. Eyes alert, he looked around the room. The landlord was obviously not a completely honest man. If this was the Bridal Suite then no one ever got married in Brindle. The bed was hardly wide enough for him, let alone for two people! And if you sat up quickly you crashed your head against the eaves, as he had already found out. Just one small cupboard and a chair made up the rest of the furniture. Not even a rug on the floor, just bare boards, bare dusty boards at that. He hated to think what the rest of the rooms must be like.
There it was again. A faint thud that was coming from somewhere above him. Someone must be on the roof. He sat up carefully and grabbed one of his knives. This was too small a room to swing a sword. Now he could hear whispering. Yes, something was definitely happening. He got out of bed and moved to the window to investigate. A foot caught him in the top of the head just as he leaned out. He staggered backwards. A man swung through the window, then another, and on a whistle call a third broke through the doorway. Teern steadied himself against the back wall of the room. Before he had a chance to ask anything of the men, one was rushing him, dagger outstretched. Teern moved quickly, using his experience to dodge him, and slit his throat as he went past. Now there were just two and these were much better odds. One man was large, carrying two daggers, with a long scar across his face. He was the one that had obviously come through the door. The other, although smaller, looked more menacing. He had a short beard and was carrying some sort of chain in one hand and a small knife in the other. The first of the three slumped to the floor dead.
“What do you want?” Teern asked.
“You’ve got money, things worth having,” the fatter man hissed at him. “Give them over before we kill you.”
“I can dispatch you two as easily as I killed this friend of yours” Teern said. “Now, I suggest one of two things. Either you surrender to me and I call the landlord, or you run like crazy and hope I don’t catch you. What’s it to be?”
“Makes no difference to us either way,” the man with the beard said. “We work for the landlord. He doesn’t like your type. You’re a dead man.” The two men took a step closer. Teern had two options. To stand and kill these men, or to grab his own things, dive through the window and hope he didn’t land too badly. In the end it was an easy decision. He was getting tired of spilling blood everywhere he went, and so feigning right he quickly went left, grabbed his armor, sword and bag and in one movement was through the window. He landed roughly but rolled over and was quickly on his feet. Without a second glance he vanished into the night shadows of the street.
“Damn!” he started. “Cursed never to get a decent night’s sleep either.” After a few minutes trotting he stopped and bent over double with pain. “That damn stomach wound.” He stood upright and looked about. It was still a couple of hours before dawn and the streets were empty. Not even cats or dogs seemed to be out tonight. The waning moon cast some shadow on the roads, just enough to see by, especially with Teern’s excellent eyesight. But he needed more rest and so he looked about for a good sized vacant doorway to rest in. He quickly found what he needed and, putting his armor back on, sat down. “I hope I don’t meet those men again,” he said quietly to himself. “Next time I won’t be so generous.”
He couldn’t be sure whether it was a ray of sun or the noise of passers-by that finally woke him. The sun was high in the sky, fast approaching noon, and Teern’s stomach growled a little. He needed to eat. He also needed a wash. That was something he hadn’t done last night, he had been so tired. Still, no time to dwell on all that. First things first, time to move on.
The narrow street where Teern had spent the night was now quite full of people. It was mostly women, going about their daily shopping, baskets in hand and bonnets on their heads to protect them from the sun. This street was not paved at all, just a dirt track that weaved its way up a hill, between two rows of ramshackle houses. There were a few children playing in the street, screaming and generally unaware of everything else around them. Teern got to his feet and looked up and down, trying to decide which way to go. He had entered by the north gate of the town and he needed to leave by the south, so with one more look at the sun he turned and started down the hill. Within a few minutes he had come to a small open area that was full of people; a small street market. The mix of smells reached him and at once Teern involuntarily licked his lips. Looking out ahead of him he could see the uneven rows of stalls and brightly colored carts, stacked with fruits, vegetables, meats, cheeses and many other things. They were crowded with buyers and sellers alike, haggling over prices for this and for that. He carefully made his way to one brightly colored blue cart that proclaimed ‘Pete’s Pies’ on it. The smell was irresistible. He handed over a copper and sunk his teeth into a warm succulent chicken pie. The vendor had insisted it was indeed best chicken even though Teern felt sure it contained mostly root vegetables! Still, it tasted so good that he washed it down with some Slott, a juice made from locally grown berries. Refreshed, he wandered about the market buying a few things here and there, mostly cheeses and breads, to store for his journey ahead. Once he left Brindle it would be another four days until he reached the next large town.
He continued on his journey south, slowly working his way through the town. In a while he came to a big green field where he could see a large noisy crowd gathered. He edged his way forward until he could see clearly what was happening. In the center there were two large men, probably blacksmiths, dueling with big thick staffs. Some of the crowd was cheering one, while the rest favored the other. The fight had obviously been going on some time. Eventually, with a masterly clip behind the knees, one of the men downed the other and placed his staff to the fallen man’s throat. It was all over. Everyone cheered and lots of onlookers congratulated the victor.
“And who’s next?” a man in a brightly colored cloak asked the crowd. “Who is brave enough to take on the champion of champions? Unbeaten in the last four years. Come on, there must be one here brave enough to face Trimble. You Sir, how about you?” he asked, directly facing Teern. “You look like a strong lad, a soldier I see. Come on, step right up, two gold marks for the victor.”
Teern looked around him but it was obvious who the man meant. And of course by now the rest of the crowd had taken up his cause too and several were pushing him, encouraging him, to the center of the open area. “Well, I’ve never done this kind of thing before and I think I’m at a disadvantage. This man Trimble is a good foot taller than I and well versed in the staff, that I can see.”
“Don’t be concerned. He won’t hurt you; he’s just a baby. Step right up, come on, what are you waiting for, two gold marks for the victor.” And so it continued. The crowd cheered him on and people started to lay bets on who would win. In the end he didn’t really have a choice, so Teern removed his armor, placed his possessions in the care of one of the officials and stepped into a ring that was marked with a large rope on the ground, and waited at the center of the clearing. The man in the brightly colored cloak quickly explained the particular local rules to Teern, although he had seen these battles of Banwop many times before. Teern was then handed a staff and they were ready to begin.
The first blow to Teern’s side hurt like crazy. “He won’t hurt you,” he repeated sarcastically under his breath. The second blow hurt even more. By the time Teern had taken the first six or seven blows without getting one in return, he was bruised all over and ready to call it quits.
“What’s up soldier? Can’t fight without your sword?” Trimble was starting to mock him, landing another strike to his thigh. “Mummy know you’re out with the big boys, does she?” The crowd laughed out loud. “Grow your hair long to look tough do you?” Again, another blow, this time to the other thigh. The crowd laughed again, enjoying this one-sided competition.
“Winning takes concentration,” Teern muttered to himself, landing his first strike to Trimble’s huge chest. The big man definitely had a look of surprise on his face. “Winning takes focus,” he mumbled again as a huge blow to Trimble’s stomach connected, causing him to visibly stagger backwards. “And most importantly, winning takes commitment,” he shouted out as he caught Trimble completely unawares behind the knees, knocking him straight to the ground and enabling him to place his staff to the man’s throat. “My game, I believe. I guess I’m not too old to listen and to learn after all.”
The crowd went wild. Everyone was cheering. Only those that had taken the bets on Trimble looked disappointed. The man with the brightly colored cloak congratulated Teern, gave him his two gold marks, and Teern collected his belongings from the official who was guarding them.
“You fought good young’un,” Trimble said, having pulled himself to his feet and regained his composure. “I thought I had you there. Guess it just goes to show I gotta be more ruthless.” He patted Teern on the back, almost knocking him over with his big hands.
“Well thank you, Sir. I enjoyed our little match, although I have to say I think I will be black and blue with bruises for many days to come. It’s good that I can rest on the long walk ahead of me.”
“Where are you off to in such a hurry? Stay and have a meal with me. My treat.”
“I’m on my way to Caipor. It’s a long journey. Best I get started as soon as possible.”
“Caipor?” Trimble asked, “Why, I’d like to go there myself. I’m looking for some new opponents to battle. Do you mind if I walk with you?”
“Mind? No, of course not. I’d be glad of the company,” Teern replied, honestly glad of anyone to walk with him for a while.
“Good, that’s a settled then. But first I insist, let me get you a meal. We both could do with some serious foods after that larkin about.”
4
“Knowledge is a dangerous thing. But without knowledge there will be no future and without a future there is no knowledge” (Pika’Al 5:12, The Scriptures of Al’Zaneed)
It had been another frustrating day’s studying for Maria. She had figured out how to get the Or’Orb to appear at will, but much beyond that had remained a mystery. She was also worried because she had started to have bizarre dreams, and was convinced these were in some way related to the Or’Orb. As afternoon came to a close, Maria was sitting in the study of the great library at Caipor, re-reading the letter she had received from Mother Premiera for about the fiftieth time. Perhaps she had missed something.
My Dearest Child Maria,
Life is constantly full of surprises. It never seems to take the path that we expect. Indeed, many times it deliberately takes the path that we would not have chosen. Yet still we follow it, accepting all that is laid before us, waiting for the day we appear before the Power Almighty and take our place in paradise. I often ask myself, “why do we accept what is laid before us?” And so, of late, I have started to change my way of thinking. You too, my child, need to take this way upon you, for you are a special one, one that has been brought forth for a purpose. A purpose I am not entirely sure of, but an important purpose nonetheless.
Let me explain a little. When you were with the Mothers, experiencing your Acceptance, several unusual things happened. I thought little of them at first, but later upon reflection realized that powerful forces were indeed at work. It first struck me the following day, when I was taking an additional small rest in the afternoon, seated comfortably at home in front of the fire. I had a dream, more of a vision if I am honest. I saw you at the home of Belvania, she who was thrown out of the Motherhood and cast into the Mothers of Deception and now lives atop the Broken Mountains. I saw you eat soup with her and talk. I saw her offer you trinkets and use persuasion for you to take them. Fortunately I saw you rebuke her and have nothing to do with her. But, this vision troubled me. It troubled me because I have never seen this happen before. No Mother to my knowledge has ever had to take the test of Conscience, since Mother Perpetua, and that was more than a hundred lifetimes ago. And that is only rumored. Mother Perpetua was the most powerful of all known Mothers and it was her that helped defeat Al’Baneen at the great battle of KA’Bael all those years ago. Her powers were legendary and if you get the time in your studies you should look for what is written about her in the Library. Of course, you can study her in the Or’Orb too, but sometimes it is better to read what history says about things, rather than see what actually happened. Anyway, back to my point. It occurred to me that if you too had had this test then perhaps great things are also expected of you. This presents me with a problem. As you know, to be a true Mother, you must study alone and you cannot take training from others. This is decreed just as the great prophet Al’Zaneed wrote in Pika’Al 7:14-16, ‘The Mothers shall be the wise ones. They alone shall do the healings and many great things. But to ensure they stay pure of heart, unspoiled by humanity, they are burdened to do this alone, all things alone. For theirs is a life of servitude to the great one Himself.’ For this reason I cannot come and speak to you personally. But I have decided that writings, in much the same way as scriptures are an acceptable form of communication between us. But you must study, and study all the words carefully, for you have much to understand.
The second point that seemed odd thinking back was the amount of time you were gone from us during the ceremony. Of course the visit to Belvania explains some, but there are still gaps. The ceremony is different for all of us. No two are the same from what I can understand from historic records, scant as they are. But I have witnessed many Acceptances over the years and none has lasted as yours, child. I didn’t remark on it at the time, but you were also very pale and drained upon your return. Usually the Mothers are bright and alert and full of themselves. This I find a little puzzling. Mine is not to question your destiny, but I feel I have a small part in helping you to shape it. I know I do not have too many years left to serve in this world and I look forward to moving on to the next when I am called. After I am gone, I am certain that you will be the one to take my place. As I said, everyone could sense the influence that flowed from you. You are a special one, child, and for that reason you must be careful too. If Belvania knows of you, then I can only assume that others do too. You must study hard and keep your wits about you at all times. Always be on the lookout for danger, for you will get no warning when it strikes.
Lastly, I will relate another vision I had, only yester eve as I dozed by my fire. I saw a man, tall and handsome, walking with you, on a long journey. I saw another also, shorter, quieter, but somehow more important. This vision confuses me. For as Mothers we cannot take men for marriage, nor can we associate ourselves too closely with others. Yet, it was very clear. As I was waking, another scripture came to mind, and it is with that I will close. Take care my child, study well and be ever watchful.
‘Watch for the snake that flies. Watch for the man that changes names. Watch for the Queen in waiting. These are the signs that the deliverer is coming.’ Pika’Al 12:10-11
Premiera
Maria sighed and put the papers on her lap. What did it all mean? She was so confused. She would be better off not having this letter. Yet if Mother Premiera thought it important, then important it must be.
She had spent the last few hours studying records of Mother Perpetua, just as Mother Premiera had suggested. There was very little information to find. Still, she had learned that Perpetua was rumored to have had the powers of visions and healing. And limited abilities of deception too. The last power troubled Maria, but she supposed it must only have been used for good. All this didn’t really help because as far as Maria knew, she had none of these things. She was just an ordinary young woman.
Her training for all this had been quite different. Long hours spent concentrating on seemingly unimportant things. Cooking, cleaning, reading, writing. Days spent doing and redoing things, over and over again. Nothing was ever perfect for the teachers. They were never satisfied. Maria had initially been in a class of five, but she was the only one that stayed to the end. One by one they had dropped out for some reason or other. The only reason she had stayed had been sheer determination; she hadn’t enjoyed it at all. And those boring books; so many of them. To read ancient scripts by people who were long since dead, in a style of writing that had changed so much over the years, had been extremely tedious. She didn’t even think she remembered anything of them now.
“What am I doing?” She hit the table hard with her fist. “What does all this mean?” She quickly looked around to see who had witnessed her outburst. Luckily there was no one there. Of course not, it was getting late. Very late. Maria picked up her books and papers and left the library in a hurry.
The streets were mostly deserted, with only a few men returning home from their work, or on their way to an inn for the evening. Maria pulled her red robe closer about her, slung her pack over her shoulder and hurried across the square to a smaller street that led to the area where she lived. Caipor was a large city, close to the Great Sea, and was the capital of Triluika. Maria lived in the west, close to all the large civic buildings. She preferred to be away from the main groups of people that lived further out. She had lost her parents when she was ten years old, struck down by some horrible illness that had claimed many from the nearby village where she originally lived. Her mother’s sister had continued to raise her and at thirteen had introduced her to Malachi, a nice enough young man from the next village, in order for her to marry. It had been that one incident that had decided her. She was not going to be like everyone else and get married, have children, and spend the rest of her days living in the same village, never experiencing what else life had to offer. So, she had run away. It had been fairly easy and after the first few weeks she realized that no one was coming to look for her. Her aunt was probably just relieved to see the back of her after all. Promising a girl in marriage cost a family a lot, especially a girl who was not the youngest or prettiest. And her aunt’s family was poor; it would probably have been a great struggle for them to raise the requisite dowry. That had been almost seven years ago. At twenty Maria was something of an oddity; too young to be widowed and too old to be unmarried. Joining the Motherhood had helped stop all the questions. From most anyway. But it was definitely easier not to live in the big family areas of the city.
Maria rented a room in the Crown Hostel, a deceptively named small guesthouse; ten minutes walk from the library. She climbed the four flights of rickety wooden stairs that led to her room, tucked away on a small landing at the top. She shared this floor with one other resident, Jack Bluestone, a short, stout, elderly man who kept himself to himself. She wasn’t sure if he had ever been married but he never seemed to have guests come to visit him. He was pleasant enough though and at special times, like Harvest Eve or holy days, they would share a meal to be companionable. That reminded her, Harvest Eve was only three days away now. She would have to start thinking of what to buy. It was her turn to do the cooking this time. She unlocked her door and entered the small room she called home. It was really no more than a large store cupboard. Her bed took up one half of the room just leaving enough space for a chair and a few other bits and pieces. The ceiling sloped downwards from the door towards the window. The bed was under the small window and this made it almost impossible to sit up in bed, which is why she had the chair. Along the wall, to the left of the door, were piles of books that she had collected over the years. Mostly nonsense, all she had been able to afford, but at least it gave her something to read. This was one of the few things she could easily do with the long evenings spent inside. She read either by the light of the fire in winter or by candle in summer and today was one of those days when it was neither too cold for a fire nor warm enough to use candles only. Taking off her cloak and putting her bag down on the bed, she slumped on the chair to think.
Maria was awoken by a quiet knock on the door. The room was dark. She had obviously fallen asleep, exhausted by the long day spent studying in the city library. She felt around for a candle and lit it with one of her supply of fire starters she kept under the bed. She opened the door but to her surprise no one was there. She could not see anybody either on the landing or the stairway, but a small wrapped package had been placed carefully just outside her door on the dirty wooden floor. Picking it up she returned inside and closed the door again. “I wonder what this is? I wasn’t expecting anything. Especially not so late.” She examined the small box-like object wrapped in brown paper and tied with twine. She quickly pulled at the knots and managed to get them free and was then able to remove the brown paper quite easily. Now she was looking at a box. A very plain brown wooden box that was sealed on all sides. “Whatever can it be?” She turned it over and over in her hands. “Whatever can it be?” She decided to put it down and take a more careful look at it. “What if it is dangerous? Mother Premiera warned me to be on my guard. But no one knows about me. Don’t be so silly girl, now you’re imagining things. Now you’re talking to yourself too!” She finished with a smile, chastising herself for her stupidity. But this surely was an oddity. At first glance it looked like a plain wooden box. But upon closer inspection she could see that each side was made from tiny interlocking pieces of wood, crafted in such a way that must have taken many hours to complete. There were no joins. Anywhere. But that was impossible, there had to be one. After all, the box must have something inside and so there must be an opening somewhere. She lifted it closer to her eyes and looked again, but still nothing was obvious to her. She shook it a little. A tell-tale noise meant there was something inside, something slightly smaller than the box by the sound it made. So, once again she examined it. At one corner, carved very small and precise, she could make out two letters, ‘PP’. She traced them with her finger but had no idea what this could mean. “This is crazy,” she said out loud, placing it on her chair, to think more clearly. “An intricate wooden box with something inside. Yet seemingly impossible to open. And the only markings on it are PP. The only names I know with a ‘P’ are Premiera and Perpetua.”
A large blue flash came from the box and as the sulphur smelling smoke dissipated, Maria could see that the top panel of the box had opened. She moved closer to get a better look inside.
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“He lived in a far away land. But when he needed, he came to visit. In this way he became familiar with the customs and was accepted as one of them.” (Pika’Al 1:4-5, The Scriptures of Al’Zaneed)
Maths, English, Science, the list was endless. Every day the same old stuff. School was definitely one hundred percent boring with a capital ‘B’.
“You got fifty pence?” Joe asked Terry, as the two of them walked out of the classroom after their Maths test. “I wanna get some crisps. Me Mum forgot to pack me lunchbox today.”
“Yeah, I think I’ve got that somewhere. Hang on,” Terry replied, searching through his pockets for some loose change. He dug out a mixture of things and gave Joe fifty pence.
“What’s that?” Joe asked, pointing at a large gold coin that was lying in Terry’s hand.
“Nothing.” Terry quickly put everything back into his pocket. “It’s just something I found and have been hanging onto. Do you want to go and play some footy? It’s not too cold out today.”
“Come on, show me what you’ve got there,” Joe said. “We’re supposed to be best friends. We don’t hide things from each other.”
Terry considered for a minute as they walked towards the school canteen. “Well, okay, but you must promise not to say anything. Not to anyone. Do you understand?”
“Sure”
“No, really promise. Best friend promise. Hope to die if you tell a lie?”
“Okay. I promise. Now show me.”
Terry dug the rune coin out of his pocket again and placed it in the palm of his hand so that Joe could see. “It’s some kind of old coin,” he began. “It has some type of writing on one side, see, and on the other some symbols that I don’t understand.” Terry turned the coin over for Joe to see. “I used to have more of them, but this is my last one.”
Joe reached out and took the coin from Terry’s hand and examined it closely. “What’s it made of? It don’t look like nothing I’ve seen before. It ain’t gold or summat, is it?”
“I don’t really know,” Terry replied. “All I know is that it’s very special and I need to get some more.”
“What you need more for then?” Joe continued, not giving Terry a chance to change the subject. He was an inch or two taller than Terry and had brown eyes and short cropped dark hair. Unfortunately he was a little bit tubby too and was picked on by a few of the boys in class.
“It’s a long story,” Terry said, taking the coin back as Joe paid for his crisps at the canteen. “Come on, race you to the football field.” He took off with Joe in pursuit, right behind him.
“No running in the school halls,” came a teacher’s voice from somewhere nearby. But they paid no attention and were soon outside.
With the afternoon bell came Chemistry which was the most hated of all subjects as far as Terry was concerned. He took his place on the second to last bench in the chemistry lab. Joe sat next to him. “I hope we do something interesting today.”
“Me too,” said Joe.
Dr. Burke, the bespectacled balding chemistry teacher entered the room wearing his long white lab coat that bristled with fifteen different types of pens and pencils, and seated himself on top of the first bench, opposite the children. “Good afternoon,” he began. “Today we will investigate the properties of oxygen.” A groan went up from several of his bored students. “Miss Bromine will be along in a minute or two to help me distribute the equipment to each team of three. So, in the meantime, split yourselves into teams and decide which one of you will do the experiment, which one will observe and which one will record the results.”
Miss Bromine was the main reason why some kind of order existed in class. She was a particularly attractive young woman, or so rumor had it from some of the older children at school. Terry couldn’t quite see the appeal she held but he did like her long dark reddish brown hair, and Joe always said she had a way of looking at him that made him feel weak at the knees; whatever that meant.
Terry and Joe teamed up with Brian, a complete misfit of a student that was always either in the Headmaster’s study or lying beaten up on the playing field. Why he attached himself to Joe, Terry couldn’t understand. Even more annoying was why Joe put up with it. Terry guessed that with Brian around, Joe didn’t feel so bad himself. Brian was insisting that he be the one that performed the experiment today. Even Joe realized this was not a good idea, and so the two of them were trying to convince Brian of his superior surveillance abilities so that he would accept the role of observer. Brian was having none of it and so, extremely reluctantly, they had agreed to his wishes. Terry took the role of observer, leaving Joe to record everything that happened.
The loud nonsensical chatter stopped suddenly and Terry looked up. Miss Bromine had entered the class, pushing a large filled trolley in front of her. A wolf whistle was heard from somewhere behind Terry.
“None of that kind of behavior, if you don’t mind,” Dr. Burke said, glaring towards the back of the class. He had a rather red face and was looking a little embarrassed at Miss Bromine’s presence. To hide his awkwardness he moved quickly over to the trolley and started to distribute the equipment. Miss Bromine looked briefly at the floor and then helped him do the same.
“Now class,” Dr. Burke began, returning to the front of the room, “Today’s experiment is extremely simple. Watson, sit down, shut up and listen. You have four items in front of you. WATSON!” A boy on the third bench nearly had a heart attack and yelped involuntarily as a piece of chalk hit him squarely between the eyes. “You will see a candle, a taper, a stopwatch and a large glass jar with a lid. You will place the candle in the glass jar, take the lighted taper to it, close the lid on the jar and record what happens to the candle, every ten seconds over a one minute period. Any questions?” Watson looked up, thought about saying something, but quickly lowered his eyes again. No one moved. “Okay, begin.”
What happened during the following five minutes could not be rationally explained, no matter how hard Terry tried, as he did several times in fact, during the following hours. For some inexplicable reason Brian did not think that matches were provided to light the tapers, that would in turn light the candles. He had got it into his head that the gas taps on the front of the benches would provide a source of fire for the experiment. It had all happened so quickly. Brian had opened the tap for the gas while Terry looked across at him with a puzzled look on his face. Joe was busy getting a match from the group next to him and didn’t actually see that part of the scenario unfold. Knowing that Brian was more of a klutz than he was on most occasions, Joe thought he would perform the dangerous part of the experiment, actually lighting the taper. Of course he didn’t know that for five seconds previously, gas had been pouring into their workspace and was rapidly filling the classroom.
Joe leaned forward and struck the match at about the same time that Dr. Burke, smelling something odd, came to investigate. With a ‘whoosh’ that Terry, Joe and maybe even Brian would remember to their dying days, a two foot wand of flame ignited across their bench, vaporizing all the pens and pencils in Dr. Burke’s pockets instantly and setting his lab coat ablaze. Joe screamed, and reached forward to turn the gas off. Amazingly Brian had beaten him to it, but unfortunately all he had succeeded in doing was turning on the adjoining tap and that too had caught. A wand of flame began to lick at Brian’s lab coat. By now the whole class was screaming. It was at times like this that Terry wished he was back in Triluika doing soldierly things. But those experiences had taught him something and so, without further hesitation, he reached forward, past the fiery mess all about him and turned off the gas taps. This was also roughly the same time that Miss Bromine chose to throw a large bowl of cold water over several people seated on the fated bench.
For an instant that seemed to last forever, perfect calm existed. Reality soon kicked back in, however, and Terry could see Brian crying, seated on the floor, mopping his face and poking at a small hole in the front of his lab coat. The top of the bench was a complete mess. There were several burn marks on the wood and candles, jars and everything else were scattered in disarray. That just left Dr. Burke who had taken the brunt of the disaster. Wiping soot from his face it was immediately obvious that the previously balding Dr. Burke would henceforth be known as the bald Dr. Burke. He was also minus one eyebrow as far as Terry could see. As for his lab coat, there was a very large hole in it. In his sweater too. There was even a hole in an orange shirt that was showing a little from underneath. Dr. Burke had obviously had a very lucky escape.
Thankfully Dr. Mallory, the head of Science, hearing all the screaming, had arrived in the classroom by this time and was busy taking charge. Dr. Burke was ushered away by Miss Bromine, sobbing into her shoulder, and Terry’s class was sent to the break room to relax and ‘calm down a little.’ “We’ll deal with this in the morning,” was all Dr. Mallory would say, glaring at several boys as they left the class.
Most of the rest of the day had been a blur for Terry and his friends. Luckily there had only been an hour or so before they had left to go home. “See you tomorrow,” Terry had said to Joe on leaving. “I think we’re going to get into trouble about this. We’d better warn our parents.”
“No way,” Joe replied. “I’m not telling nothing. Me Mum’ll kill me. She’s still mad about the detention I got last week for throttling that fourth former who stole me lunch.” Joe got on his bike, waved at Terry and cycled off. “See ya tomorrow.”
Terry waved back and started along the path that led out of school. He only lived a ten-minute walk away, and on pleasant autumn evenings like this, he enjoyed the journey. Besides, it gave him a little more time to clear his head and prepare his story for Mum and Dad. “What would Teern do?” he said. “He’d probably cut up the whole school.” He laughed. No, that wouldn’t be the best solution. He shook his head and smiled. Violence wasn’t really the best way to settle things.
The road where Terry’s parents house was situated was pretty quiet this time of the day. There were a few parked cars on the road, but the majority of the houses and bungalows looked empty, the occupants obviously still at work. He let himself into number 27, Tulip Avenue and hung up his coat in the cupboard. Throwing his books down in a pile in the living room, he walked to the kitchen and poured himself a glass of milk. He also made a huge cheese sandwich and sat at the kitchen table to think some more; it would be a further two hours or so until his parents returned from work. After a few minutes he settled down to complete his homework.
At about six fifteen his mother came through the door, accompanied by his nine year-old sister, Tina. She had been named Justina at birth, but everyone who knew her and didn’t want a bop on the nose or in the stomach, knew her simply as Tina. “I’m home, munchkin,” his mother called out, taking Tina’s coat from her and sending her on her way to her room to change. “Anything exciting happen at school today?”
Terry hated that his Mum called him munchkin. He looked nothing like the little people from The Wizard of Oz, but she had called him that as long as he could remember and there was no way she was going to change now. “Not really. Just some stuff in chemistry. A kind of accident really.”
“A kind of accident?” his mother asked, entering the kitchen and kissing him on the forehead. “What happened?”
“Well, it was all a mistake really. Brian turned on a gas tap in Chemistry and Joe lit it. It exploded and Dr. Burke’s hair got burnt off. Well, what was left of it anyway!”
“What?” she said, sounding very worried and surprised at the same time. “An explosion? Was anyone hurt? Are you alright?”
“Yes Mum, don’t worry. I’m fine. So are the others. Only Dr. Burke got burned a little. It wasn’t really anyone’s fault, just a big misunderstanding and an accident. Only maybe the teachers won’t see it that way. I expect they’ll be calling me to the Headmaster’s study tomorrow.” He put on his best sorrowful voice for the last bit.
The front door opened again, and in walked Terry’s father. His Mum quickly recapped the situation before there was even a chance for his Dad to take his coat off or put his lunch box down.
“So you had nothing to do with this then, Son?” he asked, finally putting his lunch box down on the kitchen table.
“Well, it was my group that had the accident. Me, Joe and Brian. So although I didn’t do anything, yes, I was involved. I just hope it doesn’t get blown out of all proportion. It was definitely an accident.”
Terry’s father nodded and sat down. He was a tall man, about six feet two inches, with short brown hair, slowly graying at the temples. He worked in petrochemicals or something like that. Terry wasn’t exactly sure what he did. All he knew was that for long periods of time he would visit other factories and places and wouldn’t be at home. That meant his Mum had to cope alone a lot, and with her working full-time too, there wasn’t much opportunity for him and Tina to have fun. “Okay, if that’s the whole story, then alright. Let me know what they say at school tomorrow.”
With that it was closed. At least that was one thing about Dad; everything was black and white, open or closed, right or wrong. There were very few things that were gray to him. With Mum it was a different story; everything needed endless questioning and cross-examination. Sometimes the whole point of the conversation was lost and he felt like he was guilty even though he knew he had been completely innocent when he had started.
“What’s for dinner Mum?” Tina asked. “I’m hungry.”
“I’m just getting it dear. It won’t be five minutes.” Terry knew by now that this meant at least half an hour, but Tina hadn’t yet caught on to this line of response. She nodded and left to go watch TV in the other room. Terry left too, leaving his parents to have their daily conversation about who did what at work and how so-and-so was so much trouble to work with. It was the same every day.
B
ack in his bedroom, Terry was trying to work some things out. It had been nearly two years now since he had found the rune coins and begun his trips to Triluika, but Teern had been living five hundred years. Terry knew that he couldn’t have been Teern for five hundred years, and yet his memories seemed to go a long way back. He could remember a battle at M’Nong, a city far to the north of the Holy Mountains, in a country called Runane; and other things too. How had he come by those memories? It was all very confusing. These were definitely oddities that would need resolving at some time or other. For now, the problem closest to hand was the rune coin. He took the last one from his pocket and for the hundredth time that week examined it closely.
The side with writing on it seemed to be in a language he did not know. The wording was simple, he had read it many times, Kredit KA’Al Sempre, but he had no idea what it meant. The other side was even more of a mystery. There were ten symbols, arranged as a semi-circle of six; two placed at what would be the center of the circle and two more below these. None was recognizable as anything he could imagine; yet surely there had to be something significant in all this. Maybe it was all a waste of time anyway, for he had only one more coin left and if he did not find any more he would never be going back there again, no matter what it all meant. Still, just in case, he took some paper from his drawer and copied the two sides of the rune coin. “Maybe it is made of gold too,” he said to himself. “Just like Joe said!” He’d never really considered that part before. He carefully stored the drawings in his drawer and promised himself that at the weekend he’d go back to the old roman road to see if he could find some more. In the meantime, he’d just have to take what came. With that he put the last remaining coin back into his pocket and followed the smell of dinner downstairs to the kitchen.
6
“The journey is long but every step is essential in order to reach the end. Nevertheless I will send helpers to accompany you, lest you lose yourself along the way.” (Pika’Al 4:3-4, The Scriptures of Al’Zaneed)
Trimble and Teern had been walking for nearly six days, along the dusty double-track dirt road that led from Brindle to Caipor. They had stopped briefly for a wonderful night on a hard mattress in the town of Dray, but apart from that each night had been spent asleep under the stars at the side of the road. Thankfully the road from Dray mostly followed the river Baccael, and it had not been a problem to get fresh water whenever they wanted, or to wash in the early mornings. Teern had even spotted one or two boats making their way down river, but had declined all offers of a ride, preferring the safety of land. He also enjoyed the big man’s company, although keeping up with his great strides had been a constant challenge. His training as a soldier had come in very useful and he mostly managed to forget the distances involved and the boring, repetitive time he was having. The two of them had joked a little from time to time to pass the hours, but come evening they had been tired and had quickly fallen asleep, each taking it in turn to stand watch over the other. It was always dangerous walking the highways at night; no one wanted to be woken by bandits or wild animals that roamed the lands.
“Not too far t’go now, Master Teern,” Trimble said in that deep voice of his. “I reckon we’ll be in Caipor by nightfall.”
“I hope so Trimble. I hope so. I’ve not really had a rest since I left Treloon and that was ten days ago.” Teern had got used to the way Trimble spoke to him. At first he had tried to correct Trimble’s manner, but to no avail, and so now he was the master and Trimble his attendant. In reality, this seemed to suit them both, for although Trimble was surely as strong as an Ox, he was not too well blessed in the brains department. This had been immediately obvious to Teern on the first night when they had needed to stop for rest. Trimble was most surprised there was no inn or farmhouse available and couldn’t understand why not. He also saw no need for one of them to stand guard while the other slept. A few loud unidentified noises in the night however, soon changed his opinion of that. “So Trimble, have you decided exactly what you are going to do when you get to Caipor?”
Trimble looked thoughtfully at Teern, as if this were the first time he had heard this question, and opened and closed his mouth several times. “Well, I’s been a thinking a little ’bout that. There just has to be a turnmunt group somewhere ’bout town. I’m gonna be joining that I think.”
Teern also hoped there was a tournament group for Trimble to join. He would not make it too long on his own in a great city like Caipor. Somebody would take advantage of him before he had been there an hour. That would certainly make Teern feel guilty after walking with him for most of a week. Although Trimble was certainly no lifelong friend, he definitely had a soft spot for him, and didn’t want to see him come to any harm. “I’ll tell you what big guy, tomorrow morning first thing, after we’ve rested tonight, I’ll help you find somewhere that will accept you. It’s the least I can do.”
“Thank you Master Teern. Thank you. I knows I can count on you.”
They had crossed over the Baccael this morning and now, with the hot noontime sun in the sky, they sat a while by the side of the road and ate some bread and cheese. The river wound its way to the sea, over and away to their left, gradually getting further and further from view. They would not see it close up again unless they too followed it to the sea. Now and again a few people walked by and on occasion they had seen a peddler pulling a cart. Yesterday they had seen a group of soldiers, a contingent of the King’s Guard, making its way northwards on to Treloon. There had been at least two hundred of them marching in tight formation, captain and heraldsman in front, supply carts bringing up the rear. Teern hadn’t recognized anyone, which was probably just as well. He had spoken briefly to the captain who informed him they were expecting more trouble in the north. The winter looked set to be long and hard, with much more fighting needed to repel the Outlanders once again. Teern was glad to be out of it though. He had some money in his pocket and he was determined to complete his task, his quest, and find the Xannu.
Looking up, Teern could just about make out a few of the towers of Caipor in the distance. He had never been there before, he was certain of this, and was looking forward to the experience. Caipor was supposedly a city built more than seven hundred years ago, at a time when riches were plentiful and labor was cheap. It was rumored to have some magnificent buildings and wonderful accommodations. The thought of a comfortable bed gave him cause to smile. “Come on, let’s go,” he said, looking down at the dozing Trimble, “before we both fall asleep right here!”
* * *
When the smoke finally cleared away, Maria could see a black leather pouch snuggly fitted into the peculiar wooden box. She waved away the final foul smelling wisps and gently pulled it out. She laid it carefully on the bed and just sat back and looked at it. “I wonder what this is. I wonder who sent it. I hope this isn’t anything dangerous.”
Eventually curiosity got the better of her and she picked up the leather pouch from the bed. It was very light, but had something hard and solid within. Pulling back the drawstring and opening it up, she peered inside. Something made of wood. She put her hand inside and pulled it out. At first glance it appeared to be some kind of pointer, or arrow, made of wood. It was about as long as her fist was wide, and was made of a beautiful red wood that shone, making it appear almost translucent. It was shaped as a long piece, almost a flattened thick stick or thin plank, and at each end was a pointed arrowhead shape. It appeared to be carved from a single piece of wood, and Maria could find no joins. She continued to examine it, but after several minutes was no clearer to understanding than when she first began.
“So mysterious,” she said out loud, shaking her head. “A small two-headed wooden arrow. What am I to do with it?” She looked over at the box, still sitting on the chair where she had left it, and noticed a small scrap of paper laying on the bottom. She slowly removed a very old and yellowed piece of paper that was folded several times. Opening it carefully, she moved closer to the candle.
Ten were made and ten to mend what’s broken could be fixed.
This is but one you need nine more to cancel what’s been hexed.
But on its own it has a power Byzau to do no harm.
Temperance its common name and with it patience calm.
Perpetua Pengollen
Now she was even more confused. She read it again. “Perpetua Pengollen. Mother Perpetua.” This had to be something that once belonged to Mother Perpetua, someone who had been dead for more than a hundred lifetimes. Maybe it was from Mother Premiera, another of her helps. But she didn’t think so. Not this time. No, it had to come from someone else. Someone else who knew what was happening. That meant someone else was watching her. That could be the only explanation. Mother Premiera would never do something like this. If she had had this wooden arrow, she would have kept it certainly. “But, why me? Why was I chosen? What do I have to do with it?” she whispered. She desperately wanted to understand more, to learn more about this object that had been delivered, but it would have to wait. She was getting very tired and it was extremely late. “Tomorrow. Tomorrow I will find out more. What this object is, what the writing means, and who sent it to me. Tomorrow. Right now I need some sleep.” And with that she lay down on her bed, holding onto the wooden arrow, now safely back in its pouch, and was quickly asleep.
The dream, when it came, was similar to many she’d recently had. She was alone in a great hallway, dressed in her scarlet robe and carrying her staff. The hallway was very long and its roof very high. There were corridors leading off in all directions, too many to count. The marble floor felt very cold to her naked feet and she slowly edged along, although the end never appeared to get any closer. Every corridor on each side looked endless too, she was obviously in some vast building, somewhere she had never been before. In the distance she could make out the shape of a robed man, although she never got close enough to see him clearly. All she could see was the bottle green robe he was wearing and some rough features of the face within a hood. The man was laughing. Laughing at her. “Never,” he was saying. “Never will you defeat me. For I am Mayhem, he who will be obeyed. He who is all powerful here in this land. You think you can defeat me, but I will crush you like an insect in my hands. Crush you. Do you hear me? I will crush you and the soldier. You who stand in my way. Even though you may have the help of others, even though you may use magic against me, you will fail. I am all powerful. You will bow down before me. You will beg for a swift death. I will prevail.” The figure slowly disappeared from view and although Maria tried to walk faster, she could not make the headway she needed. All she could hear was an evil chuckle in the distance.
Maria tossed and turned in her sleep, muttering a few words now and again, her mattress starting to dampen from the sweat breaking on her brow. She was completely unaware of the small round figure of a man standing over her. “Sweet dreams my little one. We will soon be ready to begin.”
* * *
There was still an hour of daylight left as Teern and Trimble passed through the gates to the great city of Caipor. They were both extremely weary from the journey and had decided the most important task at hand was to find somewhere to spend the night. Luxury was the order of the day, as Teern had plenty of money, and so they looked around for the right inn. As they worked their way towards the center of the city, they passed along many tree-lined avenues. Several were wide enough for four carts to be pushed in parallel and many had islands of green in the middle, with benches to sit, or running water to drink from. Although the light was fading fast, Teern could imagine that this must be the finest city he had ever seen. He was looking forward to spending some time here. Eventually they came to a large sign by the side of the road, proclaiming the ‘Travelers Rest.’ ‘The best money can buy’ was scrawled underneath in small letters. The sign hung above a large entranceway that led to a cobbled courtyard. At the rear of the courtyard Teern could see what was obviously the doorway to a very fine inn. “This will suit us nicely I think,” he called to Trimble, who had walked on past and was a few steps further up the street. “Let’s stop here for the night.”
“You don’t thinks it looks too expensive?” Trimble asked, turning back and peering over the large wall that surrounded the courtyard.
“Whatever.” Teern replied. “Tonight I don’t care. I have some money, I’m tired, and we’ve been walking for days. My stomach is fully healed, my bruises are gone, and I am very hungry. Come on, follow me.” With that he turned and walked inside. Trimble hurriedly followed.
The Travelers Rest had been built five hundred years earlier, in a time when land was plentiful and building stone was easy to find. It was massive and extravagant. The building stretched three sides of the courtyard, and it was impossible to say just how far it went back. The courtyard was at least two hundred paces from side to side, and there was a large green area with water fountains and small brooks in the middle. Teern entered the doorway that was marked by a great stone lintel and found himself in a large hallway, adorned with tapestries on the walls and rugs on the floor. Each looked exquisite and expensive, decorated with scenes of hunting, fishing and other sports. The sheer magnificence made Teern stop and stare, openmouthed.
“Looks good, don’t it Master Teern?” said Trimble, entering a few paces behind Teern.
“Yes it does Trimble. Yes it does.”
A young man wearing a smart dark green waistcoat and trousers came walking over to them. “Can I help you, gentlemen?” he said in a rather off-hand kind of way, giving Trimble in particular a look of disdain.
“We’d like two of your finest rooms please,” Teern replied, ignoring the look and the obvious displeasure in the man’s voice. He pulled out a gold coin from his pocket and tossed it to the young man. “That should be sufficient down payment for a night or two.”
“It certainly is,” the young man said, changing his manner immediately. “Will you be staying long Sir?” He turned towards Teern. “And your liege servant, a room adjoining yours?”
“I don’t know exactly how long we will be staying. That depends on the quality of service here.”
“It is the best Sir, I can assure you of that. The best you are likely to find in this city.” The young man was now almost purring his words as a dumbfounded Trimble looked on.
“And secondly,” Teern continued, “Trimble here is not my liege servant. He is a Banwop tournament fighter. One of the best in the land. He is traveling with me in order to find new challenges. I assume that Caipor has a tournament school worthy of such a man as he?”
The young man in green eyed Trimble up and down and took a half step back. “Why, of course it does Sir. The finest in Triluika. Your friend will find good company there. Come, let me show you to your rooms.” With that he took the packs from Teern and Trimble and led them down a side corridor. He soon came to two rooms, one opposite the other, that he opened with keys from his pocket, and showed them inside. Teern stared absentmindedly at the large bed in the center of his room.
“This will do wonderfully,” was all he could say.
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“Friendship is a special gift, a mutual understanding, sometimes involving love, between two or more people. True friendship lasts all tests that life can throw at it.” (Pika’Al 6:2-3, The Scriptures of Al’Zaneed)
The salted meat and vegetables sat heavily in Teern’s stomach. He had eaten to excess again. The Travelers Rest was definitely beyond comparison. He was making the most of everything they provided for he knew that soon enough he would have to leave, and most likely he could never afford to return again. “Today. Today I must do something about it,” he said chastising himself. He had not even set foot outside of the inn since his arrival; such was the luxuriance and quality of everything. He had made himself at home in the communal private bar and took meals, drank and played some card games to pass away the day. He had let Trimble down. He had misled him. Trimble had been relying on Teern for help and for the past few days he had done nothing. Finally today, although he hadn’t said anything, Trimble had left, looking for the Banwop tournament school. One of the residents at the inn had given him rough directions. Now, three hours later, Teern felt guilty. “I guess I’d better go find him.”
Teern pulled on a green tunic and left his leather body armor lying on the bed. He didn’t think he would need that; after all he was in a large city, a safe city at that. But as always, he strapped his sword to his back. It was after noon when he finally stepped into the courtyard of the inn. The sun was hot and there was no breeze to drive the stickiness from the air. Teern made his way towards the city center. He had been told the tournament center was next to a large stadium. This in turn was apparently impossible to miss if you just kept to the main road and walked for about an hour. Chewing on a piece of spiced dried meat, Teern watched the local people go about their business as he passed by. Caipor was a busy city, but it seemed much more organized than Brindle had been. He saw no market places, although there had to be some around. Neither did he see children playing in the streets. He only saw a few commercial establishments selling wares of different types, and other kinds of official, civic-like, buildings from time to time. He was obviously not in a residential area of the city. Sure enough, a while later he spotted a large stadium in the distance. It was standing alone, surrounded by fields, set back a little from the roadway. As he came nearer he looked around for the building that supposedly held the tournament school. Eventually he heard more than saw it, great shouts and grunts coming from a courtyard behind a large stone wall. It was a hundred paces or so from the stadium, at the end of a roughly hewn path. Teern approached the entranceway and wandered inside. The sight there surprised him.
There were about twenty men of varying shapes and sizes, all dressed in short undergarments, each wielding a heavy staff and battling in pairs. Walking between them were three other men, dressed in black, wearing large pointed hats, wielding shorter, sharper sticks that were used to prod the men from time to time. Teern looked for Trimble among the pairs of fighting men and eventually spotted him, battling with a shorter but much heavier built man on the far side of the courtyard. It didn’t look like Trimble was winning. After what seemed forever, one of the black dressed men whistled loudly. Abruptly, everything came to a stop. “Okay, a short rest. Get yourselves some water,” he said.
Teern walked over to where Trimble was standing and patted him heavily on the shoulder. Trimble winced. “Oh sorry, Trimble, didn’t realize that you were so bruised already.”
“Ain’t nothing, Master Teern. Just a few knocks.”
“So, you found it then?” Teern continued. “You look like you’ve settled in alright. Do you plan to stay here all day?”
“He’s here for two years,” one of the men in black said gruffly, arriving and standing between the two. “Go back about your training Trimble.” Trimble nodded and left them both. “He’s signed the apprenticeship papers already and he’ll be living here from now on. You must be young Master Teern? He told me about you.”
“Pleased to meet you. And you are?” Teern asked, looking rather put out.
“My name is not important. But so you know, I’ll have someone sent to collect your friend’s belongings from your lodgings. He will be well looked after, and I think he may have the making of a champion. Now excuse me, good day.” And with that he turned and went back to the group, whistled and battle recommenced. Teern was left standing on his own on the far side of the courtyard.
“Good day to you too,” Teern said, under his breath, a little warily in case anyone heard him. He walked slowly back to the entranceway. “I guess it’s goodbye then. I’ll miss your company. Take care.” And with a final glance at an engrossed and lunging Trimble, he turned and walked back towards the Travelers Rest.
* * *
It was the third consecutive day that Maria had spent in the Caipor library. So far she had found out a few things but nothing that really helped her. The Or’Orb had revealed that Mother Perpetua’s name was indeed Pengollen. So, she had been right about where the box had come from. But what was actually in the box, she was still unclear. She had looked up all references to Byzau and found out that the name meant ‘temperance,’ just like the note said. But more importantly, it was also one of a long lost series of mystical rune carvings, thought to have disappeared at the battle of KA’Bael, when Perpetua cast Al’Baneen into the Inferno. Supposedly there was more known about this in the imperial palace of F’Al, in the province of F’Or. In fact, it seemed that the answer to many of her questions were to be found in F’Or, an ancient and once magical kingdom, now mostly forgotten and very sparsely inhabited. The Book of Knowledge had been incredibly vague on a lot of this too, which had really surprised Maria as she thought it was supposed to detail everything. But as Mother Premiera had written to her before, “...sometimes it is better to read what history says about things, rather than see what actually happened.” Supposedly the rune carvings each held a magical power, although no specific power was written about or hinted at, so that had left her none the wiser either. She had stared at the Byzau so many times and for so long during the past few days that she could almost remember where each grain mark in the beautiful red wood started and finished. But she had learned nothing of any so called mystical powers it may or may not possess.
She had also been trying to interpret her dream. She now assumed it was a vision, just like Mother Premiera had had. After all she was supposed to be gifted with them too. There were many references to Mayhem, both in the library and in the Book of Knowledge. Unfortunately, none were good. Mayhem, or more correctly, Warlock Mayhem, was a name given to the hated one himself. ‘He that roams the lands in search of souls to corrupt, steal and destroy. He that is the epitome of evil itself,’ quoted one reference. ‘On no accounts mess with this guy,’ quoted another book, more lighthearted but with a serious message nonetheless. There was no mention of a soldier anywhere associated with all this, and that had been one dead end in everything. She had tried to make sense of Mother Premiera’s letter at the same time, but there seemed to be no overlap in anything.
Maria gathered up her books and got up to go. The afternoon was half over and she still had to buy all the food for the Harvest Eve dinner tonight with Jack Bluestone. Right now she wasn’t in the mood for all this, but that was being unfair. She and Jack always ate together on special days like today. Her problems should be none of his concern and shouldn’t affect things they always did together.
Maria passed by her house to drop off her things and then immediately left again, to make her way to the main market place, about thirty minutes walk, across the city. There was already a slight chill in the air and Maria knew that winter would soon be upon them. Most of the leaves on the trees were already starting to turn wonderful colors; red, gold, brown and many other shades between. She stopped for a moment to admire a particularly resplendent one.
“Damn it. Watch where you’re going, Miss,” came a voice from beside her. “You can’t just stop suddenly for the whole world to bump into you.”
Maria stopped staring upwards and looked back down. She was standing in front of a tall man with long braided ginger hair. He had green eyes and was wearing a tunic to match. “Well?” asked Teern. “Nothing to say?” He shook his head, and started to walk away.
“I’m sorry, I wasn’t thinking. I am just rather preoccupied today. Excuse my mistake will you good Sir?” She offered her hand. “I’m Maria. Mother Maria.”
“I’m Teern,” he answered. “What is a good Mother like you doing rushing about at this hour? Shouldn’t you be healing the sick or something?” Teern had developed quite a mood since he had left Trimble and he had got a little lost on his way back to the Travelers Rest.
“Sorry?” Maria asked, a little taken aback.
“No, I’m sorry. I apologize. I’ve had rather a bad day too.” He smiled and extended his hand in return. “Come, let me get you something to eat as a way of apology. Someone such as me should not be so rude to a lady, especially a Mother.” He smiled his best smile. “Please, I insist.”
Maria looked at him more closely. He was quite near her age, maybe a little younger, quite handsome too. “No, no I am on my way to the market,” she said, hoping he hadn’t noticed her blushing. “But maybe you would like to join me for dinner. That is if you’ve nothing planned,” she added as an afterthought.
Teern looked more closely at this strange woman in the scarlet cloak with long dark hair tucked inside. He had nothing planned for the evening and he had eaten at the inn the last few nights. “I would be very pleased, if it’s no trouble,” he answered. “But I am a stranger to this city and I will need directions. Actually, I hate to admit it, but I am even a little lost right now!”
“That will be my pleasure,” Maria said, smiling, having gained the upper hand in the conversation once again. She told Teern where she was staying and gave directions and then made him repeat it all, several times. Then she pointed him in the right direction for the Travelers Rest. Teern bowed slightly and was on his way.
It had been a non-stop rush, but at last the dinner was more or less prepared. A last tidy round of her books and Maria collapsed on the floor next to her bed, exhausted. There was a knock at her door.
“Good evening,” Jack Bluestone said, as Maria opened the door. “I hope I’m not too early.”
“Not at all. Come in, please,” she replied, opening the door wider for him.
“It’s just that I have been so looking forward to this dinner tonight. Such a special occasion.”
“Just the usual, Jack. I didn’t go to any trouble,” she laughed, as she tapped him jokingly on the arm. Jack entered carrying a chair with him, so that the two of them could both sit comfortably. “You don’t have another by any chance?”
“Expecting a party?”
“No, but I did invite someone else to join us tonight, if that’s alright with you?”
“Of course, my dear. Of course. It will be nice to have someone else to talk to.” Jack quickly went to his room to get another chair and returned to seat himself near the warm fire. “One of your friends from the library is she?”
“Well no, actually it’s a man,” she said, blushing all over again. “I met him in the streets today. Or rather we bumped into each other. I felt so guilty about it and we talked a while, and well anyway, he’s just someone to join us for dinner.”
“Interesting,” Jack said. “Tonight will be a special occasion, just as I said.”
Maria took down a cup from above the fireplace and poured some mulled wine that had been warming by the fire. “Your favorite, Jack. I made it specially for you.”
“You’ll join me of course?” he asked.
“Not now, thank you. But maybe later.” Maria continued to stir a pot that was hanging over the fire and the aroma wafted from time to time in Jack’s direction as he licked his lips in anticipation.
“So tell me, my dear, what have you been doing recently that has kept you so busy? You never seem to be here nowadays.”
“Well, I guess there is some good news to tell. At last I have been accepted as a Mother of Perception. I have finished my training. I don’t know quite what I will do now, but I’m slowly getting some ideas.”
“That’s great news, well done. And I’m sure you’ll have it all figured out before you know it,” Jack said, smiling. “Before the end of the evening probably,” he added under his breath as a knock sounded at the door.
“Please, come in,” Maria said, opening the door to Teern. “Come in, take a seat.” Teern lowered his head slightly and came through the door. “This is Jack Bluestone, the man who lives in the next room to me. We always share dinner on special festival days. Jack, this is Teern, the one I met earlier.”
Teern crossed over to Jack. “Pleasure to meet you, sir,” he said, bowing slightly.
“Likewise,” Jack replied, standing up. “You look like a stranger in these parts. Tell me, where do you come from?”
Teern tensed slightly. He didn’t like this sort of questioning from people when he first met them. “I’m living in Treloon at present, sir. Although originally I come from further north, but I haven’t been back there in a long time.” He wasn’t lying, just leaving out a few relevant facts. Like the last one hundred years or so! Teern removed his sword from his back and placed it by the door, not noticing the interested glance that Jack gave it. Maria handed him a cup of mulled wine and invited him to sit.
Soon Maria had served up the dinner, a bowl of steaming vegetable broth with some chicken pieces mixed in. “Wonderful stuff,” said Jack. “This is why I so look forward to coming here for dinner.”
“Yes, excellent,” replied Teern, although not quite as enthusiastically. Both Jack and Teern ate another bowl and soon they were all sipping cups of mulled wine, staring into the fire.
“Here’s to another successful harvest,” said Jack.
“To another year,” added Maria.
“May we all be blessed,” completed Teern, taking the opportunity to look a little closer at Jack. “Tell me, what do you do to keep busy, Jack?”
“That’s an interesting question, my young man. A very interesting question. May I be permitted to answer it by way of a story?”
“I’d be very interested to hear something about you,” said Maria. “I know so little after all this time I’ve known you.” Teern merely nodded back as Jack looked at him.
“There was a time many lifetimes ago when things were very different to the way they are now. There were fewer people in the world and mostly those people existed to do good deeds and works. Many people could perform some kind of what you would call magic today. Back then it was normal, an everyday occurrence. It is said that the Power Almighty got complacent. Some say He was distracted. But whatever happened, somehow Warlock Mayhem got loose in the lands and created untold trouble. He eventually corrupted and empowered a religious prophet of the time, Al’Baneen, and this man tried to split the world in two, such was his strength. It took the combined might of the leaders of all the different tribes of the Mothers of Perception to band together to destroy him. Their leader, Mother Perpetua battled with him, filled with the power of the others who had sacrificed themselves for their cause. The battle raged for many months.”
Maria looked over at Jack confused. She had just read most of this story herself in the past few days. Why was Jack reciting it to them now? What significance could it have to him or to them? “Eventually,” he continued, “they met face to face, in the city of KA’Bael, at the foot of the Holy Mountains and after a battle that nearly destroyed the holy city itself, Al’Baneen was banished to the Inferno by Mother Perpetua. This is the part of the story that most people know.” Jack leaned in closer to them both and lowered his voice. “What I am about to tell you is known by only a few. What I am about to tell you could be dangerous to you both. Do you wish me to continue?”
Teern and Maria both looked at each other. “Please,” said Maria.
“Of course,” said Teern.
“What is not recorded is that before Al’Baneen was banished to the Inferno, Mayhem appeared by his side. Mayhem could not fight directly with Perpetua, because she was the Mother of Mothers, protected by the Power Almighty. That is why Al’Baneen was sent in his place. Anyway, Mayhem placed a curse on the lands, a powerful curse that caused the break up of many provinces as they existed then and caused many peoples to fight civil wars. Perpetua called upon the Power Almighty for guidance, for she was not expecting such a thing to happen. She knew she had to do something and she used her remaining power, which was already weakened from battle, to foretell of a deliverer who would come one day to correct the wrongs that had been done. This person would be named the Xannu. She also predicted that someone would come to take her place in these times, someone who knew what to do and how to help those that needed it. Lastly she predicted that a protector would be born who would find the deliverer and keep him from harm. There was more I fear but that is all I know. Alas, the effort needed for all this was too much for Perpetua and within months, she too died.”
Teern and Maria both sat staring open mouthed at Jack, cups in hand. The fire, unattended, was slowly dying down. Jack got up from his chair and stood between them, taking one of their hands in each of his. He then pressed their hands together in one of his and put his other to his heart. “You, Mother Maria Pengollen, direct descendant of the Pengollen line, and you, Teern Truthbringer, are tonight charged to do those duties that were spoken of all those years ago. I have been watching you child,” he said, smiling at Maria, “and waiting for you.” He glanced at Teern. “Nothing happens that is not in the plan, even though we may be unaware of it or try to change it. My real name is Warlock BlueStone and my duty in all this is done. I have been waiting nearly four hundred years for this day, to see you both together. Come let us all meditate a moment. There is much to prepare.”
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“Help comes when you least expect it, and sometimes not in the form you anticipate. Nevertheless, help is always a windfall and should be gratefully received.” (Pika’Al 4:7-8, The Scriptures of Al’Zaneed)
“A soldier, I should have guessed,” Maria said, as she opened the door to Teern the next morning.
“A soldier?” asked Teern. He was standing outside Maria’s room dressed in his full leather armor, sword on his back and pack over his shoulders, ready to depart on the long journey.
“Yes, I had a dream about you. Only I didn’t know it was you then. I just knew it was about a soldier. Now it all fits. I should have asked you about it last night.”
Teern, Maria and Warlock BlueStone had spent several hours the night before discussing a great many things. It was finally agreed that Teern and Maria should travel to F’Al in the province of F’Or. Once in the city of F’Al they would most likely discover many things that would help them in their quest to find the Xannu. Warlock BlueStone had wanted to travel with them but had realized it would not be possible as he had too many commitments in Triluika, especially now that the Outlanders were again in force in Treloon. One thing he had done before he left however, was to show Maria how to get the Or’Orb to generate a flame and to start a fire. He knew it would be something very useful. Warlock BlueStone had a wealth of knowledge but unfortunately time was short and so their meeting had been kept as brief as possible. He had given them some directions and the names of a few people who would help them in F’Al, but apart from that they were going to be largely on their own. Maria found it truly amazing that Jack Bluestone was really a Warlock; she had had no idea of it. But now a lot of things made sense, especially why someone as old and different as he would take such a special interest in such a plain girl as her. After only just really getting to know him, she felt really guilty and more than a little sad at having to leave him behind. However, he had promised to meet up with them again at some point in the future and “Warlocks keep their promises,” he had told her. To seal the promise, he had given her a small necklace with a locket on it. Inside the locket was a tiny smooth piece of blue sapphire. She was to hold it and call his name if she was ever in dreadful danger. He would help as best he could.
Warlock Bluestone also had a few things to say about the Byzau. From his understanding, on its own each rune piece could do little magic. They were designed to be used as a set, or sometimes one with another. However, Temperance was a particularly strong rune and should be able to be used for many things providing the owner had a calm and patient mind at the time and was using it for good. He’d further said that this rune should suit Maria very well and for her not to lose it at all costs. And so, with a heavy heart, Maria had bade him farewell and was now ready to start a journey with her new friend and companion Teern who was, as she had just discovered, a soldier.
Maria pulled on her robe, took her staff, and threw her pack over her shoulder. “Come on then, we haven’t got any time to lose.” She looked over to Teern, who was still standing confused at her doorway.
“What’s so special about me being a soldier?” he asked once more.
“Nothing really. It’s just that I had a vision a few nights ago and it involved a soldier. You were the soldier. Only I didn’t know that yesterday. Come on, we don’t have time to stand around. We can talk on the journey.” And with that she started down the stairs. She didn’t even dare mention the fact that she was still reeling from the discovery that her real name was Maria Pengollen and she was a direct descendent to that most famous of all Mothers, Perpetua. If her name was truly Pengollen, then a lot of people must have very high expectations of her and so she mustn’t let anyone down. Now she would have to study even harder and make sure she did all the things that destiny expected of her. What a responsibility it all was becoming!
Teern followed her downstairs, not quite understanding. But then again, there were many things he didn’t understand. For instance, why didn’t the Power Almighty mention anything about a Warlock? Or a Mother, come to that? Surely if they were part of everything he would have said something. Unless the Power Almighty didn’t know everything or couldn’t control everything. Yes, maybe that was it, although that didn’t make sense either. The Power Almighty was the Power Almighty after all! He had much to understand and much to learn if he was to fulfill his duty properly. But in the meantime he had gained a long-term traveling companion, a Mother at that. Mothers were supposed to be able to perform some magic and also perform healing. That could come in handy but so far he had seen nothing of this girl’s power. In fact she looked very ordinary, not special at all like the Warlock had made out.
It was almost two hours later and the sun was nearly at its zenith when Teern and Maria finally crossed through the southern gate of the city. They had previously passed by some market stalls to buy bread and cheese and a few other provisions. Their packs were also made heavier by extra clothes and other necessities now that winter was drawing nearer and they did not know when they would return. Once outside the city the road immediately widened and Teern could see houses and farms dotted about for several miles ahead. The people of Caipor obviously felt safe as so many lived outside the protection of the city, but immediately outside were many roughly assembled wooden and earthen hovels, where the poorer people lived. Or more correctly, sheltered. Because Caipor was such a large and important city, it attracted many people from the towns and villages all around. These people thought they could improve their lives by moving to the great city, just as Maria had seven years ago. But many of these people arrived without money and just a few possessions and were forced to stay outside the gates and take whatever shelter they could. To Teern it looked as if it was rapidly becoming a big problem for the townspeople of Caipor. As he walked he noticed thousands of people living this way along the F’Ik road and he couldn’t help but notice the desolate faces of children as they begged by the side of the road. They were clothed only in a few rags and wearing nothing to protect their blistered feet. He reached into his pocket for a few coppers to give the children.
“No, don’t do that,” Maria said, stopping him.
“Why not?”
“The more you give them, the more they’ll want. Also it encourages them to stay here longer and beg for more. It will become a habit and more will join them. I know it seems cruel, but giving them money is not the answer. These people have to learn either to get jobs in the city, or return to their own villages. It’s a hard lesson to learn but a necessary one if the city and its people are to remain safe.”
Teern thought about this for a few more minutes as children tugged at his trousers and jumped up in front of him as they walked. Reluctantly he finally dropped the coins back into his pocket, put on a resolute face and marched forwards with Maria at his side. It hurt him to see those small dirty dingy faces follow him along the road. Children that were seated, stared and watched his progress, at first with a look of hope, but as he passed, it turned to a look of absolute sadness and despair. Finally, not able to stand it any longer, he took some of the bread and cheese from his pack and threw it down to a small group of children, seated with their feet in a puddle of muddy water. “I’ll go without my next meal,” he said. Giving Maria a look of defiance, he increased his pace and had soon passed the last of the slums and was once again in open country. Trying not to dwell any more on what he had seen, he hardly noticed as two hours later they passed the last of the outlying farmhouses and were completely alone on the wide open road.
It started to rain. Maria pulled her hood closer about her, and Teern merely turned up the collar of his green tunic to protect himself a little more. The afternoon was turning into evening and there was no sign of a village or farmhouse up ahead. “We should stop soon,” Teern said, turning to Maria. “We’ll have to camp by the side of the road tonight. I suggest we stop while there’s still a little daylight so I can see if there’s anything we can use as shelter. We might even find some dry firewood.”
Grudgingly Maria agreed. “Okay, that’s probably for the best, although we haven’t even made it across the border into F’Or yet.”
“We won’t get there until some time tomorrow afternoon, I would think,” Teern replied. “So, let’s get a good rest tonight and start again early in the morning.” Maria nodded and Teern looked about for something to use as shelter. Within a few minutes he had returned with some bracken and set about forming it into a covering to protect them as much as possible from the falling rain. Maria had found some dry wood and had lit a small fire and was warming her hands. After eating a little of their provisions, Teern took the first watch and Maria made herself comfortable and lay down to sleep.
As Maria slept, Teern lost himself in thought and listened to the staccato noises of the night. Later, just as he was almost dozing he heard a faint noise in the distance. He sat up with a start and listened intently. Yes, there it was again, but he could see nothing. He could only hear a very faint whinnying noise. “That’s impossible,” he said to himself. “These lands don’t have horses. There are no horses south of the Broken Mountains. But that was definitely a whinny.” It soon went quiet again but Teern remained alert. He heard nothing further as the night wore on and soon it was time to wake Maria for her shift. He lay down to sleep.
The morning brought the sun again. They were both glad that the rain had gone, and as soon as they had eaten they were back on their way, before the sun was barely an inch above the horizon. The landscape changed little as the day progressed, but by mid-afternoon Teern was fairly sure they had passed out of Triluika and into F’Or. Away to his left he could see the flat marshlands. He had heard of them, but had never ventured there. It was said there was no safe passage through that inhospitable area. No one had ever entered and also returned, to report on what was inside. On the distant horizon he could see what looked to be a few farmhouses and they both determined to try to make them before nightfall, in order to have somewhere dry and warm to stay.
Arriving at a farmhouse a little later, they knocked at the door and waited as a young farmer came out to speak to them. “Do you have any rooms where we could spend the night?” Teern asked. “Of course we could pay you.”
“Sorry, we are full. But for a couple of coppers you can sleep in the hay barn over there.” He pointed at a large building set well back from the house. Teern and Maria looked at each other and nodded. Teern handed over two coppers, and with a “thank you, sir” they both walked off in the direction of the barn.
It was just before dawn, as Teern was completing his turn at watch, when he heard the whinnying sound once more, this time closer than the previous night. Cautiously he crept forward and peered outside the barn. His eyes had got accustomed to the darkness, but it was pitch black, the moon nearly set, and it was very difficult to see anything. Suddenly he caught a glimpse of movement out of the corner of his eye, to his right. And again. He couldn’t make out what it was however. It was too dark and the object was too far away. Then, as quickly as it had appeared, all was quiet and the creature was gone. “Yes, it was definitely a creature,” he said to himself.
As Teern and Maria ate their breakfast, he told her what he had heard and seen. “Most likely Prassos,” she said, matter of fact.
“Prassos?”
“Yes. They are rumored to live in the flatlands, although I’ve never seen one before. They look a little like horses and roam wild here in F’Or. When I was doing my research on F’Or I found out a few things about them. It is said they can be tamed and ridden like horses, although only tamed by magic and only by a Mother. Unfortunately the creatures are extremely shy and are rarely seen in daylight. So I guess we’ll be walking all the way to F’Ik!”
Teern looked relieved by this news. “That’s just as well. I’ve never ridden before and I don’t intend on starting now, thank you!” Maria smiled at the thought of Teern actually being afraid of something, and the two of them were soon on their way once again as the sun came up, still behind them.
It was just past noon when Teern heard that unmistakable whinny again and scoured the horizon for the Prassos. His eyes found them after a few moments and he pointed them out to Maria. There was a group of six trotting in the far distance. Indeed they looked remarkably like horses. Each was a vivid white in color, with a dark patch on their back where a rider would normally sit. They had large magnificent manes and long proud tails that almost floated along behind them. They were trotting directly towards Teern and Maria. “I thought you said they are extremely shy and are rarely seen in daylight?” Teern asked, looking a little apprehensive.
“I guess these ones aren’t. Let’s wait and see what they want.” Maria stopped walking and pulled Teern to a standstill. The two of them stood by the side of the road as the group of Prassos came nearer.
Within a few minutes the Prassos had come to a stop less than twenty paces in front of them. They just stood and stared at Teern and Maria, as if expecting some kind of signal. “Well, you’re the magic lady. Do something!” said Teern. Maria was staring at them as if in a trance. At last she nodded her head.
“They have been sent to help us, but they are afraid,” she said.
“What? What are you talking about?”
“It’s like they’re talking to me, in my mind,” she said. “They’re here, all of them, talking to me. It’s amazing.”
“It’s ridiculous, more like,” said Teern, finding all of this difficult to believe. “So, why are they here to help us? Are we in some kind of danger?” He was almost laughing now.
Maria glared at him and he looked guiltily down at the ground. “No, they are here to help us travel quicker. Now, if only I knew exactly what to do,” she added, more quietly. With that she conjured up the Or’Orb and Teern looked on as she said a few words and nodded to herself. The Or’Orb disappeared as quickly as it had appeared. “Well, here goes nothing,” she said. She raised her hands in the air, holding her staff between them, and chanted in a loud and mystical voice. “Kamir moraba Prassos invicta.” At once there was a blinding flash of blue light and Teern was knocked slightly backwards by the force. Apart from that, nothing changed.
Two of the Prassos whinnied very loudly, rubbed themselves briefly against the others, and walked forward. They stopped just a hand’s length away from Teern and Maria. “Well, which one do you want?”
“Neither thanks,” Teern replied.
“Come on, don’t be so stupid. They’re not going to harm you. It’s just that you have to choose one because once you sit on a newly beckoned Prasso, they will only respond to you, never to anyone else, as long as you are living. So, choose please.” Maria waited for Teern impatiently.
“What do you mean?” Teern asked. “I don’t understand what you mean.”
“I mean that these Prassos have now been beckoned. I have performed the ceremony. They will now accept a rider. It’s just that they will only ever accept one rider, the first to sit upon them. So, you should choose one, and I will take the other. But we can never change for another. Or they. We are each bound until either Prasso or rider dies.”
Teern looked incredulously at Maria, not knowing whether to believe her or not. She had that serious look on her face though, so he wasn’t going to try and argue. And as far as he remembered, Mothers were not allowed to willingly tell a lie. So he guessed it must all be true. “Okay, I’ll have the bigger one, the one with the double patch marking on its back.”
“Viper. A good choice. She is strong and stubborn. You should suit each other! And I will take Vortex.” Maria reached out to touch Vortex, stroked her face and neck, and without even a second thought held Vortex’s neck, jumped and swung herself onto the prasso’s back, all in one clean movement. “Come on, you too,” she called down. Teern cautiously reached forward and Viper sniffed at his gloved hand. After a moment or two, he placed himself next to her side and tried to climb on and swing his right leg over her back. It took several attempts and valuable seconds, but it seemed like forever to Teern. Finally he steadied himself on her back, and sat astride Viper, looking a little unsteady.
For the next few hours Teern and Maria cautiously rode the two Prassos on towards F’Ik. From time to time they passed people on the road and most tried to make themselves disappear into the hedgerows or fields. It was obvious that no one was used to seeing Prassos, especially those being ridden by a soldier and a Mother. As light began to fade, they reached one of the tributaries of the great river S’Oliss. It was too wide and deep to cross on their own and so they decided to bed down for the night and take one of the ferryboats across in the morning. Teern dismounted and walked slowly and deliberately to the side of the road. “I don’t know if I’m ever going to get the hang of this damn thing!” he said, rubbing his sore backside.
As dawn broke they were both up and ready to cross the river. The first boat of the morning, The Wisp, was already moored and manned. “How much for two passages?” Teern asked the deckhand waiting by the side of the brightly painted red boat.
“One silver piece for the two of you, and another for the animals,” the stocky bearded man answered, wiping his nose on the sleeve of his tunic as he spoke.
“Two pieces of silver to cross the river? Is that your best price, good sir?”
“It’s me only price, mate. Take it or leave it.” The man spat at the ground by his feet.
Reluctantly, Teern pulled two silver pieces from his pocket, paid the man and they led the Prassos on board the small boat. It was really just a raised raft, complete with a flat deck and bordered by poles and rope to stop people falling overboard. There was probably room for about thirty people, but at this time of the morning Teern and Maria were the only passengers. After about twenty minutes The Wisp pulled away, and six strong oarsmen steered it across for the five-minute journey. They reached the other side safely enough and the gangplank was lowered so that Teern and Maria could lead their Prassos safely off the boat.
“You tell the next captain old Mike Smithers sent ya,” the deckhand shouted out at Teern as he was leaving. “I’m sure you’ll get a discount from the others.” He turned and went back on board, laughing as he went. Teern didn’t like him, and if the man knew the other captains along the road, Teern would surely have a frustrating day today. He knew they had two more boats to take to cross the other tributaries of the S’Oliss.
By the time they dismounted and stopped for lunch, Teern and Maria were only about an hour from F’Ik. They were both getting used to their rides and Viper and Vortex were certainly the most helpful of animals, sensing when their riders were tired or when they themselves needed to go faster or slower. All in all, Teern was glad to have their company. This was certainly a lot easier than walking or marching everywhere.
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Beau rolled over onto his back and stared up at the bedroom ceiling. He tried to watch the flickering shadows as he waited for the giddiness to subside a little. As he fought back the feeling of nausea that was trying to overwhelm him, he took in a deep breath. It had been another long night and one that still wasn’t over.
He carefully pulled himself up to a sitting position, looked around the room and shook his head. Pink! He hated pink. There were fluffy cushions scattered everywhere with teddy bears lining the top of the dresser. They looked almost lifelike in the dim moonlit bedroom. Beau turned away from them, closed his eyes and breathed deeply once more.
In the distance he could hear the clatter of someone noisily coming home. He waited until the sounds had died away before opening his eyes again. His head still felt hot and he knew it would be several more minutes before he could think straight. It was no use rushing. It was always like this. He had made that mistake before; to try and leave only to collapse onto the floor. Tonight he had the time. He was in no hurry and it would only take a few minutes to walk back to his apartment. His apartment. Yes, he was looking forward to getting back into his own bed. He glanced around the room again. How could other people live in such a mess? There was no space for anything. And the bed was soft. Like it had been used by generations of people before the current owner. The ex-current owner. Beau smiled as he looked down at the body lying next to him.
She had been nice enough. Young and perky and new to the area. Just how he liked them. No one would likely miss her for a while. Besides, by the time she was found, there would be very little of her left to examine. Beau smiled again and pulled the bed covers up a little to cover the woman’s naked body. Her skin was already drying quickly and the tell-tale odor that always accompanied death lingered in the air. He reached down and ran his fingers through her long blonde hair and twisted it slightly as his strength slowly returned to him. Then he let her hair go and closed her eyes. A small shiver worked its way down his spine. It always unnerved him to see them staring back up at him.
Beau swung his legs over the side of the bed and pulled up the sheet to completely cover the woman. He didn’t need to watch the process; he had seen it before and it was not pleasant. He was still amazed at how the human body could do such things. Or rather how he could make the human body do such things. It was a gift and a curse at the same time. But he must not complain, it was something that was getting him places; just as he had been informed all those years ago. And now taking someone else’s life seemed almost acceptable. Almost normal. Of course it wasn’t and deep down he knew that, but there were motives why he continued. Good motives. And besides, as long as he continued to be careful, there was no reason why he would ever be discovered.
Beau stood up and took a couple of steps towards the bottom of the bed. His legs were still weak and he needed to place a hand on the bed to steady himself. A wave of giddiness rushed through his body once more and he was forced to close his eyes and take another deep breath. He hated this part. And each time it seemed to take a little longer than the time before to fully recover. This was something he was going to have to ask the Anons about when he next got to speak to one of them. Still, there was no time to worry about that now. It was time to get home. He opened his eyes again and tried to refocus. The bedside clock showed two-fifty. Fifteen minutes tops and he could be back in his own apartment. He gathered up his clothes that were strewn about the floor and made his way to the living room. It was completely dark in there except for the glow from a small nightlight on the far wall. A noise behind him made him twist his head. It was only a cat. These girls always seemed to have cats. Something he never understood. He made his way to the couch, sat down and sorted through his clothes. Then he dressed as quickly as possible and walked across the room, back towards the door. With a final glance behind him he quietly opened the door. He waited for the cat to wander outside before slipping through it himself, pulling it shut behind him. Two flights of stairs later and he was on the pathway, keeping to the shadows and walking away from the apartment complex. He pulled his hood up over his head and put his hands in his pockets.
The cold March air bit at his face and a few drops of rain fell on him as he walked. There were still a few cars on the road, but no one was paying attention to him as he wandered the streets past the edges of the town center, across the old railway tracks and on towards his apartment. On nights like this he often wished he drove but that was one thing he had learned early on. Leaving as few clues as possible was the most important thing. By not driving and staying local he was almost hidden in plain sight. He didn’t look out of place and no one would think anything of him if they saw him. Unfamiliar cars were something much more noticeable and besides the Melrose police often pulled people over late at night. He could never risk that. Beau walked past the bus terminal and along the street to his apartment complex. A few minutes later he was in his living room, sat exhausted in a chair.
The clock on the DVR showed three-eighteen. Three more hours until he had to get ready for work. It was going to be a tough day ahead of him. He was too tired to make his way to the bedroom and so he just slumped in his chair and closed his eyes. Sleep wasn’t going to come easily though. It never did. And when it did come he knew it would be filled with nightmares. Those nightmares that always accompanied death. How many was it now? Eight, eleven? Somewhere around that number. He couldn’t exactly remember. It wasn’t important. And then there were the countless other experiences. Those times in the early days when he had just left them half-dead, not knowing just what he had been capable of. Those girls had surely recovered, but what had become of them he hadn’t known. And now as he advanced in the ranks of his office, the need had become greater. And it was getting more difficult to find new women. Maybe he would have to move soon. Move away from Melrose to another city. But that in itself might be something that would point back to him. No, he was going to have to stay in Melrose. Perhaps the need to kill would go away at some point. Maybe when he was the head of the company. Yes, maybe then. Beau finally drifted off to his dreams.
“You new in town?”
The young woman smiled back at Beau and twirled the ends of her hair. “How do you know that?”
“You just have that look about you. Where you from?”
“Germany.”
“Germany? I’ve never been there. Is it nice?”
“Is that your best chat up line?”
“I wasn’t aware I was chatting you up.”
“You aren’t? Oh well, that’s a shame.” The woman handed Beau an empty glass. “Maybe you’ll get me a drink though?”
Beau laughed as he wandered over to the bar to get the woman a drink. Perhaps tonight was going to turn out well after all. He ordered the drink and checked his pockets. Yes, the mushrooms were still there from the week before. Excellent. That would make it easier and so much better. He paid the barman and took the woman her drink. “Here you go.”
They had chatted for a while before she had suggested he come back to her apartment for a nightcap and within minutes he had known that the night was his.
Beau muttered in his sleep as the dream continued.
The suggestion of the mushrooms had gone as expected and soon he was able to focus her mind as he wandered through it, searching for those pieces he could use for himself. This woman was surprisingly open and he took his time taking those parts he wanted, taking care to cover his tracks as he moved through her head. Finally when it was done and it was time to leave, he slowly withdrew, lingering on the edges, enjoying the vision of her seeing him. She had no idea that within moments he would be gone and so too would her life. He let her enjoy the last few moments then suddenly felt the remnants he had left behind approaching him fast. He only had a few more seconds. He needed to disengage before those memories overtook him and crossed over as well. She smiled and whispered his name as he tied the last knot inside her mind and withdrew back into his own body. Then he closed his eyes as she opened her mouth and silently screamed. No noise came out. He had taken that as well, but if she had been able to he knew it would have been blood-curdling. Her eyes were wide open, vacant and staring straight through him. He could sense that too. It was a vision that would stay with him forever. Her eyes stared straight through him. How could you? That’s what they were saying. How could you do this to me? Who are you? What gives you the right? Why? They all silently asked the same questions and he had no answers for any of them. It was what he did. His special power. How he got through life. And every time he killed another the visions burned in his mind. Beau shifted in his chair and muttered again. His eyes jolted open and he sat upright. He put a hand to his burning forehead and wiped off the sweat. Six-twenty. It was time to get ready for another day at the office.
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Lucy pushed her fingers hard against her temples to try and relieve the pain a little but it wasn’t working. The throbbing continued to pound her head. She squeezed her eyes shut and let out another silent scream. Then she pressed her fingers harder against her head, but it was no good. The pain was just too strong. In the dark she fumbled around and found the bedside light. She grimaced even more as the room lit up.
Four-forty. She had felt it building during the night but now it was completely unbearable. There was no alternative and she was going to have to get up and see what she could do about her migraine. Lucy pulled back the covers, took her dressing gown from the chair beside her bed and slipped it on. Then she gingerly made her way to the kitchen, hoping she wouldn’t wake Sabrina who was asleep in the other bedroom.
In the kitchen she poured herself a large glass of water, drank it down and then poured another. She turned off the kitchen light and returned to her bedroom with the glass. She clumsily retrieved a couple of Excedrin from the bottle in her bathroom cupboard and swallowed them down in between large gulps of water. Then she put the glass on the side of the counter top and got back into bed and turned the light off. The pain continued to shoot through her.
It seemed these migraine headaches were getting more frequent and she wished she knew what was causing them. After all they had only started during the last year or so. In fact as far as she could remember, she had only been getting them since she arrived in Melrose. Certainly all through her school days in England and her college days in Georgia she didn’t remember a single migraine. Maybe it was something to do with the wonderful pacific north-western weather she had heard so much about. But that seemed crazy to her. How could the weather cause her to get migraines? She pushed her fingers to her temples again as another wave of pain burst through her.
Lucy crossed over to the window and opened the blinds a little to look outside. It was tough to tell in the dark of the pre-dawn morning but it looked like it was raining again. Another wonderful day of weather to look forward to. This was her first winter in Melrose and she was currently undecided whether it would be her last. The fall had been superb, a big change from the humidity and unbearable heat of Georgia. But the winter? That had been another matter. She had come to America from England to get away from the miserable winters and here she was, stuck in the middle of a very miserable American winter. She let the blinds go and sat on the edge of her bed and closed her eyes. The Excedrin still hadn’t kicked in.
Four-fifty. At least another hour before she was due to get up. Now it was a question of whether the migraine would subside enough in that time to allow her to function properly. She had already taken several days of sick leave from her job at Nyble Storage and she knew that sooner or later someone would say something to her. Several colleagues had already made side jokes about her part-time status. She took a deep breath and opened her eyes again. It wasn’t shifting. Jarring stabs of pain continued to course through her head. The very thought of getting showered and dressed sent another wave of pain through her.
Lucy reached down and switched the radio on. At least a little morning music and frivolity might help take the edge off things. Lucy leaned her head back against her propped up pillows and closed her eyes again. She tried to tune out the pain in her head as she listened to the morning traffic reports and weather. Yes, it was going to be another rainy day with a chance of some snow flurries later. Great. She half-smiled as that thought passed through her head. She had actually taken the job in Melrose because of the proximity to the mountains. She had meant to go skiing in the winter, or at least take a hiking trip, but she hadn’t gotten around to it so far. Her flat-mate, Sabrina, hadn’t seemed so keen on all that. She was more of a party animal. There’ll be plenty of time for that next winter, she had said to her several times. Lucy supposed she was right. After all, at twenty-two years old they were both supposed to be out having fun all the time. Fun. Having a migraine certainly wasn’t fun and nor was it fun listening to and watching the rain beat down.
Lucy squeezed her eyes shut tight again as another wave of pain hit her. The Excedrins were doing nothing today. And it would be a few more hours before she could take any more. Another round of weather reports started up on the radio and Lucy took some deep breaths to help her relax a little.
The sound of Sabrina’s shower awoke Lucy from her doze. Five-fifty. She raised a hand to her head. It was still pounding. It didn’t look like she was going to be able to go into work again today. Another great start to the week. Maybe she should go and see the doctor once more. Last time the doctor hadn’t been able to help much. They had sent her for several tests, but nothing had shown up. All the doctor could suggest was to take Excedrin Migraine tablets as necessary. Hundreds of dollars spent on healthcare and all she was getting was over the counter tablets. Some things about America just didn’t make sense to her sometimes. She heard the shower turn off and music click on. It would be another hour before Sabrina ventured out of her bedroom.
Lucy continued to lie in her bed and listen to the radio as the rain beat against her window. There had already been an accident on I-405 and traffic was backing up everywhere. This was the daily life in the metropolis of Seattle. Weather and traffic. Everything was weather and traffic. If you had a job in one of those careers you were set for life. Lucy half-smiled. Or technology of course. This was a huge area for technology companies and that was what had brought Lucy to Melrose after all. She was a software engineer for a company that wrote cloud backup services, something that was apparently big business in the computing world. In all honesty she wasn’t really that fascinated in technology but the job was interesting. They had told her at school that she had a gift for problem solving and getting a job in software engineering had seemed the logical fit. Nyble Storage had recruited her straight from college and offered her a great benefits package. And actually she had mostly enjoyed the last seven months. Everything was now vested and she was an employee with full benefits. In another couple of years she should be able to pay off the last of her loans and she was looking forward to having her mum and sister come out and visit in the summer. As long as the weather improved.
“You okay, Lucy?” Sabrina asked a little while later, poking her head into Lucy’s bedroom. “I noticed your light wasn’t on and it was all quiet in here.”
“Migraine.”
“Sorry. Is there anything I can get you?”
“No, I’ll be fine. I’m going to have to spend another morning in bed. I’ll call my office a little later.”
“Are you sure?”
“Yeah, I’m fine, really. I’ve taken some Excedrin and I’ll take a couple more later.”
“Okay, take it easy. Get some rest. I’ll see you later, bye.” Sabrina pulled the door closed behind her.
Lucy had only gotten to know Sabrina after her arrival in Melrose. She had answered an ad for a room-mate and the two of them hit it off immediately. Several people had commented they looked a little like sisters, even twins. They were both tall and blonde, Sabrina was a little shorter than Lucy, and they were both twenty-two. Sabrina had grown up locally and several of her family lived nearby. Lucy had even met a few of her relatives. They both worked in different companies though. Sabrina worked for Zygote Technologies, which wasn’t actually in Melrose at all, and exactly what they did she wasn’t quite sure. Sabrina seemed very vague about it whenever Lucy asked. Still, they had become sort of best friends now and did most things together, especially at weekends.
The pain in Lucy’s head had subsided a little and the Excedrins were at least taking the edge off. Lucy sat up in her bed and contemplated getting up to go to work but decided it was not a good idea. She had done that before, only to be sent home again. In fact she had had to be driven home by one of her colleagues and that had proved to be an embarrassing experience. No, she wasn’t really well enough to go to work today. Maybe after lunch if the migraine wore off. The worse thing about these pains was the feeling of uselessness. No bright lights, no reading, no watching TV. She just had to wait it out. And she usually couldn’t sleep either. She usually ended up listening to the radio for hours at a time.
The sound of the apartment door slamming woke Lucy from her doze. Seven-thirty-five. It was starting to get light outside. The rain was still beating on the window though. The traffic on I-405 was now even worse and the man on the radio was advising people to take I-520, I-90 and I-5 and avoid the eastside altogether. Maybe it was just as well she was staying home.
Lucy pulled on her dressing gown again and wandered into the living room. She pulled her laptop from her bag and booted it up. She soon had her corporate email account open and she composed an email to her boss and copied her co-workers to explain she had a migraine. She said she hoped to be in after lunch. Then as soon as she was done, she closed the lid of her laptop to shut off the light. She put it back in her bag and walked over to the kitchen, took a banana from the bowl on the counter and sat down to eat it. It was going to be another long day.
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Beau pulled into the parking lot at Zygote Technologies and found his usual space. He parked the blue Mercedes and pulled out his things from the back seat before locking the car and walking into the building. He nodded at the receptionist and made his way down the corridor towards his office.
“Hey Beau, how’s it going?” asked a tall and skinny guy standing in the entrance to the kitchen.
“Good Sam, very good.” Beau squeezed past his friend and poured himself a coffee. “Do anything over the weekend?”
“Went up to the mountains and did a little snowboarding. You should come along next time.”
“Maybe I will,” Beau replied, picking up his coffee and squeezing past Sam again. “Maybe next weekend.”
“I’ll hold you to it.”
Beau wandered down the corridor a little further and pushed open a door to let himself inside. He put his coffee down on his desk and let his bag fall from his shoulder onto the floor nearby. “Great,” he muttered to himself as he noticed the yellow sticky note on the monitor of his PC. “What does he want now?” Beau picked up a notepad from his desk and left his office without even turning on his PC and made his way further along the corridor to the corner office where the Senior Vice-President of Marketing, Peter Ramsey, sat. He knocked and went in. “You needed to see me?”
“Yeah. Hi, Beau. Take a seat will you? And close the door.” Peter shuffled a couple of papers and waited until Beau was sat down in front of him. “Yeah. There’s been a few changes at corporate. I just thought you ought to know. I was going to call you, but I only found out the final details this morning when I got in.”
Beau swallowed. He didn’t like changes. Everything had been going really well recently. And usually, well usually after an experience like he had had the night before, things went really well. This was already worrying him. “What’s up?”
“Gavin’s out. They’ve cut the whole department.”
Beau shuffled uneasily in his chair. Gavin was his boss and if they had cut the whole department then surely he was going to be cut too. “Oh.”
Peter smiled. “No, you’re okay. Actually you were specifically mentioned by corporate.”
“I was?”
“Yeah. Seems like they have plans for you. We’re putting you in charge of Outside Sales. You’re being made a Director.”
Beau slumped back in his chair. “Director? Outside Sales? Wow! Thanks.”
“Don’t thank me. Like I said, it came from corporate. Not that I disagree of course. You’ve done a great job since you’ve been here, Beau.” Peter got to his feet and extended a hand to Beau. “Congratulations.”
Beau got to his feet as well. “Thanks Peter. I don’t know what to say.”
“It’ll take a while to sink in. We’re moving you to Gavin’s old office too. That’ll be tomorrow though, once they’ve sorted it all out. Also corporate are coming here on Thursday. They’ll want to meet with you, I’m sure.”
Beau let Peter’s hand go and sagged back down in the chair. “For a moment I thought you were going to fire me.”
“Between you and me, I thought they might be firing all of us. I don’t think sales are going as well as corporate expects them to be. I guess it’ll be all up to you now!”
“Thanks. Anything else?” Beau got to his feet as Peter shook his head. “Okay, what should I tell everyone?”
“Better keep your head down this morning. There’s a lot of things to get through. I’ll announce it later this afternoon when I’ve got through everyone. In the meantime please don’t say anything.”
“Sure. Business as usual. I’ll see you later.” Beau turned and walked back towards the door. A minute later he was seated in his old office in a fog of disbelief. “Director of Outside Sales. Not bad for a twenty-three year-old nobody!”
“You coming to the pub?” Sam asked, putting his head around Beau’s door later that afternoon.
“I’ll be there in a few. You all go on ahead. There’s just a couple of emails I have to send out. Paddy’s?”
“Of course. Is there anywhere else?”
Beau smiled. “I guess not. I’ll be right behind you.” He watched as Sam made his way back up the corridor before he slumped back in his chair. It had been a tough day. Everyone had wanted to know what was going on and had come to ask Beau. It had soon become obvious that Beau wasn’t being let go along with the rest of his department and people wanted to know why. All in all, twelve people had lost their jobs that day. It was the biggest set of redundancies he had seen at Zygote. Maybe business wasn’t so good after all. But he still had his job and that was all that currently mattered. And a promotion too. He took a final look at the list of people who would now report to him and made a mental note of things he was going to have to say to people. None of them knew any of this yet. Tomorrow. It would wait until tomorrow. He turned his attention back to his PC and typed the final couple of sentences of the email he was going to send first thing in the morning. That should do it. Then he closed down his PC and picked up his bag from the floor next to his desk where he had left it in the morning. He hadn’t even eaten his sandwich for lunch. Oh well. He turned off the office light and made his way back down the corridor towards the exit. Everyone else had already left for the day.
Twenty-five minutes later and he was parked in the lot outside Paddy’s. He had considered dropping his car home first and walking over but that might encourage him to drink too much. No, it was better to drive and limit his celebration. There would be other times to go crazy. He locked up his car and walked the few yards to the pub. As soon as he entered a loud cheer went up and he saw his colleagues sat around a large table against the opposite wall.
“You took your time,” Sam said, pushing a Guinness over towards him.
“Cheers,” Beau said, taking a sip and putting the glass back down. “I told you I had a couple of things to do. And then I hit the traffic. No one in this city knows how to drive once it starts raining.”
“Tell me about it.”
“So Beau, who’s going to be in your team?”
Beau looked up to see Tim anxiously looking his way. “Tomorrow, Tim. I’ll be sorting this all out tomorrow. Tonight we are celebrating.”
“To Beau,” Sam shouted above the conversation. “May he prosper and not suffer the same fate as his predecessor.”
“To Beau,” everyone replied.
“Thanks,” said Beau. “That’s very reassuring.”
“You’ll be fine. You always seem to land on your feet,” Sam said. “I don’t know how you do it. I wish I had a tenth of your luck.”
“Luck, eh? You think it’s luck. More like hard work.”
“Sure Beau. Hard work. Cheers!”
Beau and Sam clanked glasses and drank from their beers. Beau put his glass down and took a look around the table to see who had come. What were the politics tonight? Sam, Tim, Peter, Sabrina, Wendy and some woman that was seated next to Sabrina. “Who’s that sat next to Sabrina?” Beau whispered, turning to Sam. “Is she new? What department is she in?”
“She’s just a friend of Sabrina’s I think. She doesn’t work at Zygote.”
Beau nodded at Sam as his eyes wandered over the woman’s face. She looked very pretty. He snapped his gaze back to Sam. “Did you order food already?”
“We’ve got some wings and onion rings coming. I think Peter ordered some nachos too.”
“Good, I’m starving. I didn’t even eat lunch today.”
“You need to take better care of yourself, Beau. You’re always doing that. You need a woman to look after you.”
Beau smiled, staring again down the table. “Yeah, I do.”
Sam laughed. “I’ll find out from Sabrina, okay?”
Beau picked his glass up again. “I’ll hold you to that.”
Just then the food arrived and conversation died down as people started eating. Sam got up and moved along the table a couple of seats to sit next to Tim. “Who’s that girl with Sabrina?” he whispered.
“That’s her room-mate. I think her name’s Lucy. I’ve met her once or twice before. She seems pretty nice. Why, you interested?”
Sam laughed. “No, not me. Beau. He was the one asking.”
“Typical. He’s always chasing after someone.”
“Tell me about it. We need to get him hooked up. Maybe it will get him out of our hair for a while.”
Tim laughed. “Well said.” The two of them took a drink and nodded at each other. “Do you know who’s going to be in Beau’s team?”
“Haven’t a clue and Peter’s not saying anything. Actually I think this all came as a bit of a shock to him. Corporate obviously thinks Beau’s the future face of the company. Peter’s probably worried he might be on his way out.”
“You think so?”
“I’m just speculating, but you’ve got to be worried if you’re in his position. I mean, Peter’s been here eight years and Beau less than two and Beau is already a Director. Someone in corporate obviously likes him.”
“I guess we’ll all find out tomorrow.”
“Yes. There are probably going to be some big changes over the next few weeks. We’d better keep our heads down and let it all blow over.”
“I’ll pass the message on to everyone. We’re all in this together.”
“I’d better get back to Beau. He’s looking a little lost at having to speak with Peter. Catch you later, Tim.”
“Later Sam.”
Sam got up and wandered back up the table and took his seat next to Beau once more.
“Well?”
“Lucy. We think her name is Lucy. Tim says she is Sabrina’s room-mate.”
“Thanks.” Beau allowed himself a smile. Lucy. She definitely looked like someone he needed to get to know. “To Zygote Technologies.” Beau drained his glass and let his eyes wander along the table to rest on the tall, slim figure of Sabrina’s friend, Lucy. Oh yes, he was definitely going to get to know that woman.
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The rain was beating down hard on the windscreen of Beau’s Mercedes as he pulled into the parking lot of the Seven-Eleven, close by to his apartment, on his way to work. Seven-ten. He smiled. Ironic really. He could see there were one or two customers in the shop but the beat up silver Honda Civic he was looking for hadn’t yet arrived. He turned his engine off and let the wipers stop half-way through their cycle.
A couple of minutes later the Honda Civic arrived and pulled into the space next to Beau’s. Beau opened his door, ducked his head out into the rain and got out. Then he pulled open the passenger door to the Civic and climbed in alongside the driver. “Alright?”
The man nodded and sniffed as if he was fighting back a cold. “Alright.”
“You got them?”
The man nodded again and reached into a pocket in his coat. “Two hundred and fifty.”
Beau’s hand stopped on its way to his jacket. “How much?”
“Two hundred and fifty. They were harder to get this time than I thought.”
“Maybe I should go elsewhere.”
“If you like. Makes no difference to me.” The man let his hand drop to his lap.
“Alright, two hundred and fifty. But they had better be good. And next time I’m not paying any more than this. Do you understand?”
“I just make the deliveries. I don’t set the prices.” The man reached back into his coat and pulled out a small plastic bag. “The money?”
Beau pulled out a small wad of notes and counted out two hundred and fifty dollars. He handed it over to the man and took a hold of the bag. Then he opened it up and smelled the contents. “Good.” He picked out a small piece from inside and rubbed it slightly between his fingers. “Looks good.” Beau closed up the bag again and slipped it into his pocket. “I’ll call you when I need some more.”
Beau opened up the car door, got out and closed it behind him. Before he had even got back into his car, the Civic had gone. Beau stood briefly in the rain, watching it drive away, before getting back into his Mercedes. He brushed away the rain from his coat and sat quietly in his car for a few minutes, watching the windscreen steam up as he sat there. Then he turned on the power, opened the window a little and clicked on the radio. He had better get to work. It was going to be a busy day. Everyone would be expecting his announcements and his plans and he couldn’t disappoint them. Still, at least he had some more mushrooms now. His hand involuntarily touched his coat pocket and he smiled. Who knew when he would have the next opportunity? Maybe this week, maybe next month. Things were going better than he had ever hoped.
Beau started his car and let the wipers do their work for a few seconds before he reversed back and turned the car around. Within a minute he was back on the road towards his office. He closed the window and smiled as he heard the weatherman say it would rain all day. Hopefully it would be a long winter this year and summer would take its time to arrive. He liked the cold and the rain. It allowed him to stay in the shadows whenever he needed to. And recently he had needed to do that a lot.
Eight-five. Beau pulled his Mercedes into the office parking lot and pulled his things together before he got out of the car and rushed towards the office. He nodded at the receptionist and made his way to his office. His first job of the day was going to be getting the email out. “Morning Sam,” he shouted out as he passed the kitchen. He would get a coffee later. He pushed the door to his office open, closed it behind him and walked over to his desk. No sticky notes this morning. At least the day was his for a change. He smiled as he sat down and turned on his PC.
“Was that Beau?” Tim asked, turning around after he had poured his coffee.
“Yeah. Didn’t even stop to get a coffee this morning. Must be in a hurry,” Sam replied.
“So, what do you make of it all then?”
“The re-org? Have to wait and see I guess. I don’t think it will affect us. Do you?”
Tim added some creamer to his coffee and stirred it a little. “I guess not. Although people have been moved to Sales before. And they might be looking for some technical help with their proposals.”
“Well I don’t want to be in Sales. Not that I don’t like Beau you understand, it’s just that I like what I do.”
Tim smiled. “We both like Beau, Sam. But I think it’s fair to say neither of us wants to actually work for him.”
Sam crossed over close to Tim and sat at one of the tables in the coffee room. “Sit down a sec.” He waited while Tim sat down next to him. “There’s something about him, isn’t there?”
“What do you mean?”
Sam leaned in a little closer to Tim. “You know. A little odd. It’s like he’s possessed or something.”
“You don’t mean that, do you?”
“Well, you know what I mean. Not possessed, but different somehow. I can’t put my finger on it but he’s not like us.”
Tim took another sip from his coffee. “You know him better than anybody, Sam. So what is it?”
“I don’t know. I really don’t. But it’s like he’s going places and we’re just here to support him if necessary. And if we’re not necessary then we’ll be chewed up and spat out. No matter who we are.”
“I know what you mean. He does seem to be untouchable. Whatever he does turns to gold and he gets everything he wants. Even Peter seems a little wary of him.”
“You think he’s after Peter’s job?”
Tim shrugged his shoulders. “Sure. Why not? Wouldn’t you be?”
“But I’m not Beau, am I? Why would I want Peter’s job?”
Tim punched Sam on the arm. “You’re right there. You’d be a hopeless boss.”
“Hey, I’m serious, Tim. This isn’t really a laughing matter. There’s definitely something about him, isn’t there?”
“Well what’s he like at the weekends when you hang out with him? Is he intense, or more laid back?”
“He’s pretty normal really. We do things like you and I would do. I’m trying to get him to come snowboarding with me.”
“Yeah, that would be a first.”
“Anyway, we just need to…”
“Morning boys.”
Sam looked up from his conversation. “Morning Wendy. How are you today?”
“Like everyone else I guess. A little nervous.” Wendy crossed over to the coffee machine to pour herself a coffee. “I know you’re both watching me.”
Tim laughed. “Always, Wendy. You know we love to watch you.”
“Shut up! You’re just playing with me. I know what you really think about me.” Wendy took her coffee and turned to face the two young men. “So what’s the topic of conversation today?”
Sam finished his coffee and got to his feet. “As much as we would like to discuss that with you Wendy, I’m afraid it’s top secret. For the ears of us boys only.” He threw his empty cup in the trash and crossed over to stand next to Wendy. “Besides, I really do have to get back to work. Didn’t you hear, there’s a new Sheriff in town?”
Wendy laughed. “A new Sheriff. I like that one. See you later, boys.” Wendy gave Tim and Sam a mock wave and turned and left the room.
“Conference room?” Sam asked Tim later in the afternoon.
“Yeah, just coming. Just want to send this email.”
“So what do you think it’s all going to be about?”
“Formalization of all the moves I guess.” Tim closed the top to his laptop and stood up. “Let’s do it.”
Tim and Sam wandered down the corridor to the conference room and took seats at the far end of the large table. The room was already nearly full with everyone from the office. Peter and Beau were discussing something in hushed whispers in the corner of the room. Finally they broke away from each other and took seats at the head of the table.
“Good afternoon,” Peter said, looking around the room and trying to make eye contact with everyone in turn. “This shouldn’t take too long. I just wanted to talk briefly about the re-organization and give you all an opportunity to ask a few questions. Okay?” He waited while everyone nodded and then he opened up a small folder in front of him. “Beau?”
“Right.” Beau stood up and turned on the projector that was connected to a laptop in front of him. Everyone turned to face the whiteboard as the projected picture snapped into focus.
“This is the new organization here at the Pacific branch of Zygote Technologies,” Peter continued. “As you can see there have been some major shake-ups.” He took a brief sip of his water and waited for everyone to read through the complete organization chart. “The biggest changes affect those of you that have been moved into the Sales organization, under Beau. As you can see, we’ve pulled three of you, Wendy, Paul and Gwen from Technical Support, and Josh from Marketing, into the new organization. Keith, who is currently at the corporate office, will also be transferring here to complete the team. Any questions?”
“What’s the rationale behind moving some of Technical Support into Sales?” asked Paul.
Beau put up a hand and spoke before Peter could reply. “The nature of a lot of the deals we are now trying to close means that we need a new kind of salesperson. Someone who can talk to the customer in terms that they really understand. Talk technically about the product and…”
Wendy leaned over to Sam and whispered into his ear. “You’re right, Sam. It seems there is a new Sheriff in town and now I have been seconded to his Posse. Wish me good luck!”
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Beau put his beer back on the side table and leaned back in his chair. It had been another long day and the activities of the week were already catching up with him. He closed his eyes and let his mind wander a little. Three years. Yes it had been about that long now since his first meeting with the Anons. At the time it had come as a complete surprise to him. He had just finished using a girl on the campus. Of course in those days he didn’t know he could kill people. In fact he knew very little about what he could actually do. How things had changed. Beau smiled and let his mind drift into sleep.
“Beau? Beau Tempest?”
Beau had stopped in his late night walk back to his dorm and turned to face the voice. “Who’s asking?”
The man approached him, stuck in the shadows with a hood that mostly covered his face. “You are Beau Tempest?”
“I am.”
The man extended a hand to Beau. “I’m a friend. I need to talk with you.”
Beau took a step back. He smiled as he remembered that. The man had scared him a little. The first thought that had gone through his mind was that it was someone from the college that had discovered what he had been doing.
“Seriously, I’m a friend. I’m not from the college. But I do need to talk to you. It seriously is a matter that could affect your life.” The man closed in some more and kept his hand extended.
Beau shook the man’s hand and tried to peer into his face. He looked older, maybe thirty. That was about all he could tell. “Yeah, I’m Beau.”
“Let’s go somewhere where we can talk. There’s a late night Denny’s down the street. I won’t keep you longer than I need. I’ll even buy dinner!”
Beau followed the man as he led him down the street and they walked into Denny’s and took a table near the door. The man pulled his hood back and Beau studied his face. “You can call me Ted.”
“Who are you?”
“What do you want to eat? I’m sure you’re hungry? Let’s order.” The two of them ordered their food as soon as the waitress arrived and sat back staring at each other for a few moments. “Like I said, you can call me Ted,” the man continued. “We have been watching you. Not so much me as others in our group. You have a special gift.” Beau looked at Ted and tried to decide whether he should speak or not. “We know all about the girls you have been seeing. Sit down.” Ted got to his feet as Beau got up. “Seriously, I’m not from the college and I’m not anything to do with the girls. Sit down.” He waited until Beau had sat back down before he did the same. “I represent a group. We are called the Anons. We look out for those that are gifted. Those that are like you. Those that can make a difference in this world.”
“What do you mean?”
“You do things with those girls, don’t you? Things that are not normal. You control them and they make you feel all powerful. Isn’t that right?” Ted waited and watched as Beau just sat there. “There are others like you. I am one of them. You are not alone. But you do not understand the gift you possess.”
“What do you mean?”
Ted smiled. “You are a para-psychic.”
“A para-what?”
“Para-psychic. You can enter the minds of others and take control of them. You know that, don’t you?”
“I guess.” Beau shifted uneasily in his chair. The two of them stopped speaking and paused as the waitress arrived with their order.
Ted waited until she was gone before continuing. “But what you don’t know is either the extent of your talent or the effect it has on the women concerned.”
“Well, I…”
“Eat. Let me tell you a little about yourself.” Ted took a large bite of his burger and chewed it up before swallowing. “It probably started when you were about thirteen or fourteen and at first you just though you could read the mind of some of the girls at school. Then, when you fully kissed one you suddenly got an amazing rush and it was if she was totally in your mind. You had to have more and so you constantly tried to kiss girls, to get that rush all over again. But after a while the girls at school didn’t want to know you. They seemed distant and word got around and all the girls ignored you. So then you went further afield. You probably joined a few clubs and tried to meet girls that way. But that dried up too. And finally you came to college where there has been a whole new supply of women for you. You’re now going through them in the same way as you did when you were at school.” Ted stopped talking and waited for Beau to speak. “Well?”
Beau finished his bacon and eggs and licked his lips. “That’s pretty close. How do you know?”
“Like I said. You are a para-psychic. You are not the first and you won’t be the last.”
“So why are you here?”
“I need to tell you a little about your gift before you make some serious mistakes and either end up dead or in jail.”
“Jail?”
“Someday you will kill.”
Beau laughed. “Yeah, right. I’m a killer.”
Ted leaned forward across the table. “Beau, let’s get one thing clear. You are a killer. It’s not a matter of if, but a matter of when.” He took another bite of his burger and watched as Beau took in the information. “I’m here to teach you what you need to do and how to do it successfully. You will have this gift all your life and as you get older so the numbers of people you will kill will rise. If you are to remain a free man then you need to listen to everything I am about to tell you.”
“You’re completely serious, aren’t you?” Beau asked.
Ted nodded. “Yes. Completely. So listen.”
Beau had spent the next ten minutes in total disbelief as Ted explained just what Beau could do and what it would do for him. He remembered sitting at the table afterwards. Ted had just put down some money and left. Beau stayed there in shock for quite a while. He wasn’t sure how long. He didn’t even remember getting back to his dorm.
A couple of nights later Beau decided to try out some of things Ted had suggested. He had wandered into the city center and just picked up a random girl and they had made out in an alleyway between two buildings. Beau remembered how he had wandered through that girl’s mind. The experience of it. He remembered picking up useful pieces of knowledge and memories, and he remembered the look on the girl’s face when he was done and crossed back over. He had held that first one in his hands for quite a while. It had been a long death. He had not used the mushrooms that time. He didn’t know if it was painless or not and the girl did not speak. She just stared back at him with a look on her face that he would always remember. And her skin. It had literally dried to a leather in front of him. It was as if all moisture had been taken from it. In the end he had just dropped her and run. He never looked back. The news the next day talked about a body being found but they never did say whether it was a murder or not.
Beau muttered a little in his sleep and his eyes jolted open. He reached out for his beer and finished the bottle before clutching it close to him. Three years he had been killing women now and it wasn’t getting any easier at all. The desire inside him grew stronger every week. The desire for the power that accompanied the killings. When would it stop? Would it ever stop? Perhaps when he was the boss of Zygote. Perhaps then it would stop. But what if it didn’t? What if that only led him onto another company? Something bigger. He was going to have to make contact with the Anons once again and find out some more truths. But that scared him. That scared him more than even the killings. There were things that perhaps he should never know; that he was better off not knowing. The Anons knew too many things about life and death. And surely there were consequences for everything in life. The thought suddenly struck him. Perhaps there was something he was going to have to do in return for all of this at some point in his life. Perhaps this was just the beginning of a journey, a horrible journey, he was going to have to make. Perhaps, perhaps. Yes, he knew too little. He got up, put the empty bottle down in the kitchen and made his way to his bedroom. There would be a day of reckoning. There was always a day of reckoning. He took his clothes off, climbed into bed and tried to keep the nightmares from taking him as he fell asleep.
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“So, what do you want to do today?” Sabrina asked Lucy as they sat and ate breakfast.
“Nothing planned,” Lucy answered. “It looks like the weather might be pretty nice for a change though.”
“How about a harbor cruise?”
“The ones you’ve been talking about?”
“Yeah. Why not? Unless there’s something else you want to do today?”
“No. That sounds a good idea. What time?”
“I think they’re about lunch time. We have plenty of time to get ready. We should take the bus though. Parking downtown is just such a nightmare.”
Lucy put the banana skin down on the coffee table and pulled on her long hair, trying to draw a few of the knots out. “I think I’ll wear it up today. No one will notice.”
“We’re not going on a date, Lucy. You need to chill a little.”
Lucy laughed and let her hair drop. “Yeah, I know. I just miss having a boyfriend. You know. Ever since Russ.”
“Look, make the most of being free. Seriously, I’m happy not to have a boyfriend.”
“You’re gay, Sabrina. You don’t need a boyfriend!”
“You know what I mean.”
“Either way, I like men. And I’m not going to spend the summer without one.” Lucy picked up her banana skin and got to her feet. “Or pretend to be your girlfriend for that matter.”
“You’re not my type.” Sabrina laughed and followed Lucy from the living room. “We should plan to leave around ten-thirty. Okay?”
Lucy nodded, poured herself a cup of tea and made her way back to her bedroom. She had mostly enjoyed the seven months she had spent so far in Melrose, but now she needed to get her life in order a little more. She had to make some decisions about what she wanted to do. Apart from Sabrina, there were only a few people that Lucy actually knew. And they were really more work colleagues. Maybe she should join a local group of something and make new friends that way. She had hoped to get to know people at church, but either people there were very reserved or she had found the wrong church. Something else she would have to reevaluate. She took a sip of her tea and put the cup down on her dresser. Then she turned on the radio and let her mind wander as the music filled her room. At least she didn’t have a migraine today.
A little while later she was showered and sitting in her dressing gown, drying her hair and thinking about what she should wear. The weather man had said it was expected to be in the high fifties with the chance of a few gusts of wind that might make it feel a little cooler. It was definitely a two sweater day. Lucy finished drying her hair and started applying her make-up. Just a few touches. At least that was one thing she preferred about Melrose to Georgia. Everyone in Georgia seemed to put on so much make-up. As far as she could tell, here in Melrose, it was even acceptable to wear none at all. She smiled. Just like England. Unfortunately, so was the weather. The totally unpredictable northwest weather.
Lucy got up and wandered over to the closet, pulled out a pair of jeans, squeezed into them and then pulled open a drawer in her dresser. After rummaging through a number of sweaters she pulled out two, one thin and black and the other thicker and pink. A few minutes later she was dressed and ready to face the world.
Sabrina was already sat watching TV as Lucy entered the living room. “Good choice,” she said, glancing up from her chair. “It’ll probably be a little cold on the water.”
“So, you’ve done this trip before?”
“Several times, but it doesn’t get old. It’s fun. There are normally a few interesting people on the boat too. Mostly tourists.” Sabrina got to her feet. “You ready then?”
Lucy and Sabrina pulled on coats, left the apartment and started on their walk towards the bus stop. There was still a slight chill in the air, but the sky was mostly empty of clouds and after a brisk ten minute walk they were stood waiting for the bus.
Lucy had been to downtown Seattle on a few occasions in the time she had lived in Melrose but only to meet people or to visit a few of the department stores. She had also had the compulsory trip around Pike Place Market and watched the men throwing large salmon to each other. But that was about it. As she and Sabrina got off the bus and started their walk through downtown she watched as crowds of people milled around every street corner. Homeless people shuffled along on the sidewalks and a few hopeful street musicians played a tune or two, waiting for someone to give them a dollar. Lucy stayed close to Sabrina, a little unsure as to how safe it actually was for her.
“Did you want to grab a coffee or something first?” Sabrina asked.
“I’m okay. Maybe I’ll have something after the harbor cruise.” Lucy linked arms with Sabrina and they walked down one of the steep streets that led to the waterfront. “It’s a lot colder than I thought it would be.”
“It’ll warm up soon. You’ll see. Another hour and the sun will work its magic. Besides, we’re near the waterfront here. The winds are coming off of the bay. When we get down to sea level you won’t notice the winds at all.”
The two women continued walking and after a few more minutes were on the waterfront and had crossed over to join the crowds that were out walking. “It’s busy,” said Lucy.
“You should see it in the summer. You can’t even move here. And then there’s the cruise ship traffic. It gets crazy here at weekends. Come on, we’re nearly there. The pier is just down here.”
A few minutes later and Sabrina had purchased the tickets for the harbor cruise. The two women sat on a wall and waited for the boat and watched the passersby.
“Do you ever imagine to yourself what these people do?” asked Lucy.
Sabrina laughed. “No, not really.”
“I do,” said Lucy. “That lady there for example. She’s escaped from her husband for the day and is off to have a secret assignation with a man from the city. Look, she’s wearing her best shoes and on a day like today. There’s definitely something odd about her. And that man over there, the one with the gray jacket on. He’s here on business from another country and is lost. He doesn’t know where he’s going. Soon he will pull out a map and take a look at it.”
“You’re crazy Lucy, did you know that?”
Lucy nudged Sabrina. “Look, see I told you.”
Sabrina laughed out loud as the man with the gray jacket pulled a map out from his pocket and unfolded it. “Come on, I think it’s time to get on the boat.”
The two women got to their feet and made their way back to the pier and down the ramp towards the boat. “There’s only a few people waiting,” said Lucy.
“Looks like it’ll be a quiet trip today then. Still, at least we can get a warm drink on board and look at the sights.”
“Smile!” the man who was taking photos of the passengers said to Lucy and Sabrina as they waited their turn to board the boat.
“Wow! The Seattle skyline is pretty impressive from here,” Lucy said a while later as the boat made its way around the bay. “Stand over there. I want to take a picture of you with everything behind you.”
Sabrina crossed over to the side of the boat and Lucy took a couple of pictures. Then one of the tourists on board volunteered to take a photo of them both and they let him, laughing as they squeezed together to make sure they were both in the center of the picture. A little while later and the boat pulled back alongside the pier and the two women got off.
“Don’t forget to look at your photo,” the captain said as they passed him.
At the top of the pier the photos of all the passengers were waiting. Sabrina and Lucy quickly found the one of the both of them. “What do you think?” asked Sabrina.
“Sure, why not? It’s only fifteen dollars and it’s a good souvenir.” Lucy took some money from her purse and paid for the photo. “Where to now?”
“Do you want to get something to eat?”
“Definitely. I’m quite hungry after that trip.”
“Seafood, burger, fish and chips? What do you want?”
“Fish and chips?”
“Of course, Seattle is known for its fish and chips on the waterfront.”
“Let’s do that then,” said Lucy. “Do you want to split one?”
“Come on. I know just the place.” The two women linked arms again as they happily headed back along the waterfront.
“You coming with me?” Sabrina asked Lucy later that evening as they sat in their living room idly watching TV.
“No, I’m going to stay in. I’m quite tired after our trip actually.”
“That’s the sea air. Are you sure? The gang won’t mind you joining us.”
“I’m fine, Sabrina. Really. Besides, I don’t quite fit into your group of friends.”
“We’re not that bad…”
“That’s not what I meant…”
“I know. Lighten up will you? Come on, you should just come out once with us. You may even enjoy it.”
“No, I’m going to stay in and read a book. I think I’ll have an early night too. That migraine from earlier in the week messed up my sleeping. I could do with an extra couple of hours.”
“If you’re sure?”
“I am. I’ll see you in the morning. Okay?”
Sabrina pulled her coat from the hook and wrapped it around her. “I’ll see you in the morning.”
As soon as the door shut behind Sabrina, Lucy turned off the TV and reached over to the coffee table and picked up her book. A night in to do a little reading was a good idea. Maybe a mug of warm hot chocolate would be good too. She put the book down again and walked over to the kitchen to put the kettle on. As she reached up to get the hot chocolate from the cupboard she saw the afternoon’s photo out of the corner of her eye still lying on the kitchen-top. Lucy pulled down the jar of hot chocolate and then picked up the photo. She smiled. She and Sabrina looked happy in the photo. Maybe she could get to like Melrose in time. There really were a lot of things to do. She just needed to make a few more friends. Preferably of the male variety! She allowed herself a quiet laugh. Yes, she didn’t want to find herself hanging out with Sabrina’s friends at the weekends. Just what her mother would say to that, she really could only imagine. She put the photo back down as the noise of the kettle boiling shocked her back into reality.
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“You sure you don’t want to come? You’d be more than welcome.”
“I’m fine, Sabrina. There are plenty of things I want to do today.”
“What, like laundry?”
“Yes laundry, okay?” Lucy replied. “Now get out of here. I’ll be fine.”
“Just make sure you eat something.” Sabrina buttoned up her coat, pulled the door shut behind her and made her way to her car. Her cousin Tim lived about seven miles away and today she had been invited over for Sunday lunch with him and his parents. It was always nice to go to their house. Whenever she went there she got completely spoiled. Sabrina pulled out onto the main road and briefly turned on the wipers to clear away a few spots of rain that were settling on her windscreen. The weather was already changing again. They were forecasting some snow later in the week.
Ten minutes later and Sabrina was knocking at the door of Tim’s parents.
“Hey Sabrina,” Tim said, hugging his cousin. “Come on in. My parents have been asking about you already.”
“They have?”
Tim took Sabrina’s coat. “Apparently you are more popular than me.”
“Thanks.” Sabrina followed Tim into the living room of the house and Tim’s parents got up to greet her. A few moments later and she was seated with a glass of white wine in her hand.
“So tell us what you’ve been up to, Sabrina?”
“Nothing much. I’ve been busy at work. I’m sure Tim has told you there’s been a lot of changes?”
“Yes, he said that there was a major reorganization. Your job was safe though.”
“Yes, my job was safe. Unless they shut down the whole company I think I’ll be alright there.” Sabrina took a sip of her wine.
“And your love life?”
Sabrina blushed. “Really Aunt May? You want to know about that?”
“Of course I do. It’s the only way your mother ever finds out anything about you.”
Sabrina smiled and took another sip of wine. “Well, she’s not the most supportive person of the choices I make.”
“She cares about you. She is just a little different, that’s all.”
Sabrina leaned back in her chair and put the glass down by her side. “You mean she won’t accept the fact that I’m a lesbian?”
“Sabrina, I don’t want to get into that again. Your mother loves you. She’s just been brought up differently, that’s all.” Aunt May crossed over and sat down in the chair next to Sabrina. “So are you going to tell me, or what?”
“There’s really not much to say. I hung around with a few of my friends last night, but I’m still not dating anyone.”
“And what about your new room-mate?”
Sabrina laughed out loud and picked up her wine glass again. “Lucy? No, she’s not gay. She wants to get a boyfriend. She even told me that.”
“Beau fancies Lucy,” Tim said, pouring himself some wine.
“He does?”
“That’s what he told me the other night. Well, in his way of course.”
“Beau, the new boss at work?” asked Aunt May.
“Yes, that’s the one.”
“And what is this Beau like?”
“He’s okay,” said Tim.
“Dangerous,” said Sabrina.
“Which one is it?” asked Aunt May.
Tim and Sabrina both laughed. “I guess it depends on who you are,” said Tim. “He’s alright. He’s a bit intimidating and certainly someone you wouldn’t want to cross. Everything he touches seems to turn to gold though. He’s certainly making his way up quickly through the management positions at the office.”
“Like I told you, dangerous,” said Sabrina. “I don’t know if I would date him if I was straight.”
“He’s good looking, isn’t he?”
“Yes,” replied Sabrina. “But like I said, I don’t know if I could trust him. There’s just something about him.” She took another sip of her wine. “You’ve known Beau a while, yes?”
Tim nodded. “A while.”
“And what do you know of his past? Does he have a girlfriend? What does he do at weekends?”
Tim thought for a moment before answering. “I guess I don’t know that much about him. Sam’s his best friend really. He says he’s pretty normal. I know he had a girlfriend some time ago. But she disappeared. I think she moved back east.”
“And you think I should tell Lucy that he wants to date him?”
“I’m not saying that. I’m just passing on information.”
“Sounds to me like there’s some mystery here,” said Aunt May, getting up and turning to go into the kitchen. “And you needn’t think I’ve forgotten what I was asking you, Miss, either. I’ve got to go and sort out the vegetables but we will continue this soon.”
“Do you really think Beau’s a little odd?” Sabrina asked Tim in a hushed voice.
“I don’t know. I guess I’m willing to give him the benefit of the doubt. He’s certainly driven to be successful. And maybe that’s all it is. Maybe he’s just not that good in social situations. And anyway, I wasn’t suggesting that Lucy should date Beau. I was just passing on information.”
“Okay.” Sabrina handed over her wine glass to Tim. “I’ll have a refill, please.”
“Sure.” Tim got to his feet and walked over to get the bottle of wine from the chiller.
Sabrina, Tim, Aunt May and Uncle Joe chatted about everything and nothing during lunch and mostly the talk was around Aunt May trying to find out who Sabrina was going to date. Tim kept trying unsuccessfully to change the subject and eventually it was Uncle Joe that stopped the conversation by insisting that he was getting bored by it and they should talk about something else.
“What do you think the chances of us getting snow this week are, then?” Uncle Joe asked.
“We’re due for some,” replied Tim. “We haven’t had any down here yet. Everything has been up in the mountains and we usually get snow at least once a year.”
“Well let’s hope it’s not as bad as two years ago. The whole of the eastside shut down for a week.”
“I don’t think they’ll let that happen again, Dad. I heard they will use salt on the roads this time.”
“Let’s hope so.”
“Anyone for dessert?” asked Tim’s mother. “It’s strawberry cheesecake.”
“Definitely,” replied Sabrina.
“Me too,” Tim’s father added.
May served up the cheesecake and after they had finished she brought in a small box and handed it to Sabrina. “Take this home with you. I’m sure your room-mate will like a little cheesecake.”
“Thanks, Aunt May. I’m sure she will. Although she doesn’t eat a lot.”
“Well next time make sure you bring her here. I’ll fatten her up a little!”
“Yes, Aunt May.” Sabrina took the box from her aunt and got to her feet. “I’d better get back. I don’t like to leave Lucy on her own all day. I’m sure she’ll want to have some company this evening.”
Tim brought in Sabrina’s coat and helped her put it on. Sabrina said her goodbyes and was soon back in her car driving home once again with the strawberry cheesecake in a box beside her on the passenger seat.
“Lucy?” Sabrina shouted out as she entered the apartment. There was no reply and Sabrina went into the kitchen and put the cheesecake into the fridge. “Lucy? You home?” She looked into Lucy’s room but she wasn’t there either. She took off her coat, hung it up and sat herself down in a chair in the living room. Within a few minutes she was asleep.
“Sabrina? Why are you sitting in the dark?” Lucy said, closing the apartment door behind her and flicking on the light.
“What?” Sabrina opened her eyes and winced at the light. “You’re home.”
“And you were sleeping.”
“Yes. Too much food at my Aunt’s. Where have you been?”
“I just went for a walk. I went to church this morning and then I did my laundry. After that I just needed some fresh air. I went for a walk along the trail and I suddenly realized it was getting dark and I had to hurry home. The days here are still so short.”
“You were on the trail in the dark?”
“Well only for a little while. It’s not dangerous is it?”
“I don’t think so. I’m more worried that you couldn’t see.”
Lucy laughed. “Yes, it was getting a little difficult by the time I got back to Melrose.” She hung up her coat and flopped down next to Sabrina. “So how was your day?”
“Good. There’s some strawberry cheesecake in the fridge if you’re interested.”
Lucy got to her feet again and walked over to the fridge. She pulled out the box and opened it up. “Yummy. This is just what I need. There’s a lot here. You want some?”
“No, I’m still full.”
Lucy cut off a portion, put it on a plate and returned the box to the fridge. “Oh well.” She took a seat at the dining table and took a bite of the cheesecake. “Lovely. This is real good. Did your Aunt make it?”
“I think so. She wants you to come over next time.”
“I don’t know. I don’t really know them.”
“They always ask about you. Actually my Aunt was secretly hoping we’d be dating.”
“Sabrina!”
Sabrina laughed. “I know. I told her you were straight. But at least she can talk about it. Not like my Mom.” Sabrina got up and took a seat next to Lucy at the table. “I did find out something interesting though.”
“Yes, what’s that?” Lucy asked between mouthfuls.
“This guy at the office, Beau, fancies you.”
“What? Who? I don’t know anyone from your office. Except Tim.”
“Last Monday evening when we went out to Paddy’s, remember? The day you had your migraine? Well Beau was there. He was sat at the far end of the table. He’s the one that was newly promoted to Director. Anyway, Tim said he told him that he fancied you.”
Lucy scraped the last of the cheesecake from her plate and licked the fork. “I don’t remember him. What’s he like? Good looking?”
Sabrina smiled. “Yes, good looking. But I’m not sure if he’s right for you. He’s a bit of a control freak and solely concentrated on his career. I’ve no idea how he would treat you as a girlfriend.”
“Thanks for the vote of confidence.”
“I’m just saying, that’s all. I just think you should be cautious.”
“And you’re not saying this to keep me for yourself then?” Lucy picked up her plate and wandered over to the kitchen.
“Of course not, Lucy. Just saying you should be careful, that’s all.”
Lucy smiled to herself as she put her plate in the sink. A secret admirer. Maybe some of her prayers at church had been answered after all.
8
“Nine-thirty, okay?” asked Beau, leaning over Wendy at her desk. “And bring everything you have on Project One-Eighty-Five. I think this will be a good visit. At least it will be a chance for you to see what we do out there.”
Wendy stopped typing and looked up at Beau. “Yes Beau. I’ll be ready. Just the project files?”
“I have all the presentations. Just bring the technical details. I don’t know what we’ll need.” Beau took a step back and turned towards his office. “Nine-thirty. In the parking lot.”
Wendy watched Beau disappear up the corridor before finishing off the document she was typing. Project 185. She couldn’t even remember what project that was. She opened up a file on her PC and scanned through it. Wow, no wonder. It wasn’t even anything she had been involved in. This was going to be interesting. She just hoped she wasn’t going to be expected to talk about it in detail. She clicked on the link in the file and opened up all the relevant documentation. Then she sent it all to her local printer and decided to get another cup of coffee while she waited for it to print.
“What do you know about Project One-Eighty-Five?” Wendy asked Tim, returning from the coffee room.
“Nope. Not familiar with that one. Did you ask Sam? He knows most of them.”
Wendy wandered over to Sam’s desk and asked the same question.
“Don’t know it. Is it new?”
Wendy shook her head. “Not sure. I’m supposed to go out with Beau this morning and we’re discussing this project.”
“Sorry, Wendy. Can’t help you with it.”
Wendy touched a hand to Sam’s shoulder and turned back towards her desk. She stopped off at the printer on the way and picked up the large stack of paper that was waiting for her. “Wow!” she said quietly, dropping the files on her desk. There was no way she was ever going to read through all this before her meeting. All she could do was skim through and hope it was enough. She sat down and took the first of the documents from the pile. “Project One-Eighty-Five,” she read. “Creating a Self-Replicating and Auto-Improving Software Environment. This sounds boring.”
“You have the files?” Beau asked, as he opened the door of his Mercedes for Wendy.
“Yes, although it’s not a project I’m familiar with.”
Beau stopped in his tracks and let go of the car door. “What?”
“Project One-Eighty-Five. Today is the first time I have ever seen it.”
“You’re not serious, are you? I’m relying on you to be able to tell the customer the details.”
“Sorry Beau, but I’ve never even seen this project before. And no one else seemed to know anything about it either.” Wendy finished getting into the car and looked up at Beau.
“I don’t believe it.” Beau slammed the door shut and walked around to his side of the car. “Just what do you people do all day?” he asked, getting in beside Wendy and fumbling with his keys.
“Look Beau, don’t get mad with me. I just do what I’m asked and this is a project we have never been asked to look at before. Okay?”
“It’s just not acceptable. It’s no wonder that corporate is firing everyone’s ass in this branch.” Beau started up the car and screeched out of the parking lot, nearly hitting another car as he exited. “Just what do you know about this project?”
“Only what I’ve read in the last hour.” Wendy shuffled with the folders on her lap as she spoke. “And I didn’t really understand a lot of that to be honest. It seems this is a prototype project that isn’t fully developed yet.”
“Everything we do here is a prototype, Wendy. Just what do you think Zygote Technologies actually does? We are at the cutting edge of software and biometric meta-technologies. We do what we do with the brightest people there are, and then sell our ideas to companies that can take them and commercialize them. I know we’re only a Sales and Support organization here in Seattle, but my god, you need to at least know what the hell we do.”
“Don’t get mad with me, Beau. I may not be mister hotshot, but if I am to work on your team then you need to at least respect me.”
Beau pulled his Mercedes over to the side of the road with a squeal of tires and let his hands drop from the wheel. “Look Wendy, you have absolutely no idea just what pressure we are under at Zygote do you? We are one of three companies looking to break into a three hundred million dollar a year turnover in this emerging technology. And if we are not the first then we might as well all pack up our bags now and go home.”
“I’m just saying that not all of us are familiar with all our projects. We only support those that we have actually sold. That’s why I was in Support, Beau.” Wendy wound down her window and took in a deep breath.
Some of the color drained from Beau’s face and he gripped the steering wheel of the car once more. “Yes Wendy. I am aware you were originally from Support. But I was told some of our brightest and best people were in Support. I was told that if anyone knew anything about our projects then Support was the group. Are you telling me I was told wrong?”
“We only know about those projects we support. Zygote doesn’t give us a list of the projects that are under development or are trying to sell. Only those projects that have actually been sold. Didn’t you know this?”
“Shit!” Beau banged his head on the steering wheel and then sat back in his seat. “Should we cancel today’s meeting then? Maybe we should cancel meetings all week until the team has caught up with some of the projects we are actually trying to sell. I knew this company was messed up, but my god, talk about the right hand not knowing what the left hand does.”
“Sorry.”
Beau took another deep breath. “No, I’m sorry, Wendy. I just assumed everyone knew about all the projects. My bad. Never mind, we’ll manage. I know a fair bit about this project and you can cover any technical issues I don’t quite understand. Just go back to basics. If we’re a little off kilter the customer probably won’t even notice.” Beau started the car and they rejoined traffic once more. “Look Wendy, I’m sorry. I’m under a lot of pressure at the moment and I really didn’t understand how messed up it all is. I’m going to have to speak to corporate.”
“Will I lose my job?”
Beau turned to face Wendy. “No, of course not. But corporate needs to fix this. They can’t expect us to sell these projects without bringing everyone up to speed.”
Twenty-five minutes later Beau pulled his car into a parking lot on the edge of a small business park and found a visitor’s spot. “Just leave it all to me unless I ask you a question, okay?”
Wendy nodded, undid her seat belt and opened her door to get out. She took a firm hold of the files she was carrying and waited for Beau to join her from the other side of the car. “Let’s do it.”
Wendy followed Beau into the office and the two of them waited while the prospective customer was informed of their arrival. A few minutes later and they were sat in a conference room. Several other people arrived and introductions were made.
“Thanks for inviting us,” Beau said, getting to his feet. “You know a little about what we do at Zygote but today I wanted to talk specifically about one of our latest projects. It’s something radical and cutting edge and we see a lot of potential uses for it in the upcoming consumer-driven marketplace.” He turned to Wendy. “Wendy, can I have the files, please?” Wendy pushed the project files over to Beau and watched as he shuffled them into his own kind of order. “Creating a Self-Replicating and Auto-Improving Software Environment, or as we call it, Project One-Eighty-Five.” He waited for a few chuckles from the room before he continued. “I have in my hands here the blueprints for how all software companies of the future will be. We can do away with traditional programmers and leave nothing to chance. What we are talking about here is the opportunity to…”
Wendy tuned out as Beau went into one of his well-practiced sales pitches. She had heard them before and they were nearly all the same. Just a few words of difference or inflection, but basically the same. He was good. He knew how to keep the attention of a room of people. She looked around. They were all listening to him; some of them were making notes and others were simply nodding from time to time. A shiver went down her spine as her mind wandered back to the car journey. She hadn’t seen that side of Beau before. Angry. In control. Dominant. She smiled involuntarily. It was kind of nice actually. At least he had apologized to her. He was part-human after all. She smiled again and found herself watching his lips as he talked. She looked down at the table embarrassed. What was she thinking? She had never even had a serious boyfriend before. She wasn’t anywhere near as pretty as the other girls in the office. What chance did she have? Oh well. At least she got to work with him. Maybe she would learn something and make something of herself. That wouldn’t be so bad. In the meantime she could dream. She could at least dream of those lips of his on hers. She blushed.
“Wendy?”
Wendy snapped her neck upwards. The room was staring at her. “Sorry?”
“Wendy,” Beau repeated. “Maybe you could tell everyone a little about how seriously we take support in our organization?”
“Support,” Wendy began. She knew this talk by heart too. She had had to practice it a thousand times on the phone to customers when they called in to the office. “Zygote Technologies values its customers as if they were each the only customer we have. We provide twenty-four seven call center availability that is staffed by experts in the field of all software technologies…”
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Two-forty. It was already turning into a long day at work. Lucy stared up at the clock on the wall and watched the second hand tick around. Two-forty-one. Hopefully she could get out by five. It had been a very boring and uneventful week. Still, today was Thursday and Sabrina had said that several people were going out in the evening and that she was invited. On a school-night too! That was something to look forward to. Two-forty-three. She had missed a minute somewhere! Lucy stared at her laptop screen again and started to complete her weekly status report. The same as last week. Nothing had really moved forward and nothing unexpected had come up. Three minutes later and it was done. She saved it and closed the spreadsheet.
Perhaps a cup of green tea would help see her through the afternoon. Lucy got to her feet and wandered down the corridor to the kitchen. Half the office seemed to be out this afternoon. They had the right idea. The TV had said there might be some snow today and several people had called in to say they were working at home. But it was now the middle of the afternoon and although it was overcast outside it didn’t look like it was going to snow. Lucy poured herself some hot water and took a green tea teabag from the cupboard above the sink. She looked out of the window, down onto the street below. The streets seemed mostly deserted. A few people were out walking but they were all wrapped up and looking cold and miserable. Lucy squeezed out the teabag and put it in the trash. She turned her back to the window and leaned back against the wall and lifted the cup of tea to her nose.
“Alright Lucy?”
Lucy looked up to see her boss entering the kitchen. “Yeah fine, Colin. Just getting a cup of tea.”
“It’s cold out today. And I don’t think they have the heating set properly in the office.”
“It’s not too bad. I just needed something warm to drink.”
“How’s the status report?”
“All done. Not much has changed this week.”
“Yes. It’s been a fairly quiet week. Seems the threat of snow has kept several people out of the office.” Colin crossed over to the coffee machine and pressed several buttons.
Lucy watched as the coffee machine made a number of noises and eventually spewed black gunge into a waiting cup. Everyone here seemed to drink coffee. And lots of it too. Lucy was happy to stick with drinking tea. “Do you think it will snow?”
“Probably not. I’ve lived here nearly twenty years and we very rarely get any serious snow. People make too much of it in my opinion.” Colin took the filled coffee cup out from the machine and added some half and half. “Oh well. Better get back to my desk. I need to prepare the weekly management reports.” He smiled at Lucy as he walked by and disappeared back up the corridor. Lucy took a sip of her tea and then walked back to her desk.
Three-twelve and two new emails. At last the analyst had replied to a couple of questions she had asked him earlier in the morning. He was one of the people who were working from home today. Lucy smiled. He had probably only just turned on his laptop. It seemed like there were lots of lazy people who worked in Nyble Storage. And to think that several of them commented on the sick days that she had taken. Lucy opened up her source files and scrolled down to the sections she had been asking about. At least she could make a few changes. That ought to see her through the last couple of hours before she left for the day. “Yeah, okay. I thought so,” she muttered to herself. “I wish he’d said something earlier.”
“Come on, hurry up,” Sabrina said, pulling on her coat and standing by the door. “We’re going to be late.”
“And that matters because?” Lucy replied, hastily applying a little lipstick.
“Why were you so late home anyway? You knew we were going out tonight.”
Lucy laughed as she dropped her lipstick into her purse. “Actually I thought I’d be home early tonight. I just ended up getting caught in some code I was writing.”
“Well, hurry up. Let’s go.”
“Okay, okay. I’m ready.” Lucy pulled her coat from the hook and slipped it on. “Where are we going anyway? Paddy’s?”
“No. Tonight we’re all meeting at Dunkles. It’s a new dance club that’s opened up on Broadway.”
“Sounds very New York.”
Sabrina laughed. “I don’t think so. Let’s go. You’re okay to drive, yes?”
“I told you I would,” Lucy replied. “It’s work again tomorrow. I’m not drinking tonight.”
The two women left the apartment and walked over to the battered car parked outside. “You should think about replacing this sometime too,” said Sabrina as they got inside.
“It works and it’s all I need for now. Stop complaining.” The two women laughed as Lucy drove off. Sabrina gave directions and a little while later they were parked outside the latest nightclub that the area had to offer. “Who’s going to be here?”
“Everyone probably. That is, everyone from the office. It seems Beau landed a big contract this week and we are all celebrating.”
“Beau will be here?”
Sabrina turned and smiled at Lucy. “Yes, Beau will be here. But like I said, take it easy. Just watch him for a while. See what you think.”
“What if he comes on to me?”
“Then play it cool. You know.”
Lucy and Sabrina both giggled and linked arms as Lucy locked up the car before they walked over to the dance club entrance. They were soon inside and pushing their way through the crowded hall. “It’s very busy,” said Lucy.
“Can you see them?”
“I can’t see anyone,” replied Lucy, struggling to keep a hold of Sabrina as they pushed their way through people.
Finally Sabrina spotted her group at a big table in the corner and they both headed over to join them. “Hi, sorry we’re late.”
Lucy and Sabrina found themselves seats when two of the men got up and made some room. Sabrina introduced Lucy to several of the people she hadn’t met before.
“Hi Sabrina, I thought maybe you weren’t coming.”
Sabrina looked up to see a short dumpy woman in a badly fitting black dress standing over her. “Hey Wendy. How’s it going?” She scooted over a little to let Wendy sit down. “Wendy, this is Lucy, my room-mate. Lucy, this is Wendy.”
The two other women said hello to each other and then ordered drinks from the waitress who had just arrived at their table.
“So you don’t work at Zygote?” asked Wendy.
“No. I work at Nyble Storage. It’s a cloud storage company,” Lucy added, noticing the look Wendy was giving her.
“Cloud storage. Interesting.” Wendy fidgeted in her seat a little. “And how do you like Melrose?”
“It’s okay. A little cold and wet in the winter for my liking though.”
“You’ll enjoy the summers. Just wait a couple of months.”
“There he is,” Sabrina interrupted, poking Lucy in the ribs. “Over there.”
Lucy followed Sabrina’s gaze and saw a medium height, dark-haired and muscular man dancing opposite a short blonde woman. “Who’s that he’s with?”
“No idea. She’s not from our company. Probably someone he’s picked up tonight.”
“He’s really handsome, isn’t he?”
“He is,” replied Wendy. “Very.”
Sabrina looked over at Wendy. “I didn’t know you had a thing for him, Wendy.”
Wendy blushed. “I don’t. Well that is, not really. He is handsome though, isn’t he? And very dominating.”
“Wendy!”
“I can see what she means,” said Lucy. “He certainly seems in control.”
“You’re just jealous, Sabrina,” said Wendy. “If he was a woman you’d be all over him.”
“Oo. Stop it! Please, I don’t even want to imagine. You’re sending chills down my spine. And not good chills I might add.”
The three women burst into laughter and continued to watch Beau dancing on the floor. “You want to dance?” Sabrina asked Lucy after a little while.
“Sure.” The two women got up from the table, squeezed past Wendy and made their way onto the floor. Soon they were lost in the music and conversation about the ideal dating partner.
“You can come back to my place if you like,” the short blonde woman said a little later as she danced with the handsome man on the dance floor.
“If you like,” Beau replied, nibbling on the girl’s neck. “As long as you don’t mind driving me.”
“I didn’t invite you to stay the night,” the girl giggled, nuzzling up close.
“Then I promise I won’t stay the whole night. Where do you live?”
“Bellevue.”
“I can get a cab later. It’s fine.”
“If you’re sure? It’s just that I do have to go to work tomorrow.”
“So do I.”
The blonde girl took a step back from Beau and took his hand. “Let’s go then. It’s very noisy in here.”
Beau glanced over at his table of work colleagues but they were all busily engaged in conversation. Just as well. He squeezed the girl’s hand and followed her outside. “What’s your name?”
“Jessica,” she replied. “And what’s yours?”
Beau smiled. He already knew her name. He had gotten it on their first kiss. “I’m Beau. Beau Tempest.”
Jessica giggled again. “It sounds like something out of a romance novel. Something my mother would read.”
Beau pulled up short. “You don’t live with your mother, do you?”
“Of course not. I have my own apartment. Do I look like someone who would invite someone back to where I lived with my mother?” Jessica reached up and kissed Beau’s cheek.
“I was just asking. I’m really quite shy you know.”
Jessica squeezed Beau’s hand tighter and wrapped her other arm around his back. “Shy, eh? Well I’m sure we can cure that. Come on. My car’s just over here.”
Beau breathed in deep. He could already smell the aroma of the night’s promised success. Tonight he would explore another woman. Someone fresh and new. More experiences to live and wander through. He put his hand inside his jacket. The bag of mushrooms was there. As they reached Jessica’s car, Beau pulled her close to him and kissed her passionately. “My shyness is fading away already.” He released her and studied her face. She was already temporarily lost in the euphoria that was running through her head. “Let’s get you home to bed.”
Visit http://PaulDorset.com to discover more about this book