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FOREWORD

Welcome to the 2015 Shared Worlds Book. Within these pages lies an 
explosion of creativity and passion from the sixty-one kids who put 
their hearts and souls into world building and writing for two weeks. 
Shared Worlds is always a magnet for the most imaginative bunch of 
kids in the world and has been for the past eight years.

I first set foot on Wofford’s campus in 2010 as a fifteen-year-old 
camper and aspiring author. I was nerdy, introverted, and always 
found I didn’t quite fit in at home. Nervous for my first day, I wheeled 
my huge suitcase past the sign-in area and to the dorms. In the hall, 
in the doorway of the room across from mine, I bumped into another 
camper and we immediately started talking about one of our favorite 
shows. Over the next few hours I had gushed and laughed with more 
strangers than I ever had before in my life. By that night, I already 
considered Shared Worlds my second home.

Unsurprisingly, I came back twice as a camper before I hit the 
maximum age and they had to kick me out. But they couldn’t keep 
me away for long. In 2014, and again this year, I returned as a staff 
member and took a glimpse behind the curtain at the clockwork that 
makes this wonderful camp tick. It was bizarre to see how much work 
went into monitoring and enriching a bunch of crazy writers and 
fantasy addicts. The staff really is one of a kind.

But Shared Worlds is even more to me than a second home. It’s the 
place where my dream of becoming an author became a reality. The 
short story I wrote during my last year at Shared Worlds eventually 
became a novel. And that novel got me a book deal. Now I have a 
YA fantasy novel, Hour of Mischief, coming out in September. I never 
would have gotten to this point without the support of Shared Worlds 
staff like Jeff and Ann Vandermeer or the sage advice of guest writers 



over the years. They shaped me as a writer and they continue to 
encourage me today.

The camp has grown a lot since the beginning. It started with a few 
dozen kids and now it’s blossomed to over sixty, but even though it’s 
bigger now, much is still the same. Same amazing, dedicated kids. Same 
endless creativity. Same worlds bursting with life and imagination.

In these pages you will find two things: short stories inspired by 
strange images students received at the beginning of camp, and 
bestiaries written to capture their unique personalities in animal form. 
Shared Worlds is a sort of zoo in that way. While everyone is a little 
weird, they’re their own kind of weird. Some are loud, some are quiet. 
Some are usually quiet and just waiting for a chance to get loud. Some 
like anime, some like comics. Some like fantasy and some like sci-fi. 
Some like kids’ films, some like action movies. Some like just about 
everything.

Working with these kids has been an absolute dream. I love seeing 
them go from the spark of an idea to a whole world in just a week. I 
love the sound of clicking keys as they race to finish their stories by 
the deadline. 

So enjoy their work. I know I did. It’s a sometimes-exhausting 
process. But if I’ve learned anything since I first stepped onto Wofford’s 
campus, it’s that it’s worth it in the end.

~Aimee Hyndman
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World Description: 

RIGMA
There is a planet called Sudo that revolves around a sun. Sudo is a 
gas giant, streaked with green, purple, and blue. It has one moon 
named Rigma, which is technically our world. It is a world full of 
deserts, cacti forests, and crater lakes. It rotates on a straight axis. 
It has two distinct seasons: a day season and a night season, each 
approximately ninety-one orbits long, facilitated by Sudo’s elliptical 
orbit around the sun. The sun and Sudo can both be seen on the 
horizons of Rigma. Sudo is made of a substance called sudorium, 
which is a form of magical energy, like water in the sense that it 
can take three forms: liquid, solid, and gas. The people of Rigma 
mine sudorium from the planet, and collect it from rifts that have 
opened on the moon itself. There is a debate surrounding the use 
of sudorium—the religious Sudoists want to use it for ritual, while 
the more technologically-focused people in the cities mine it for a 
power source. The Sudoists take the Sudorium into their bodies 
and let it mutate them. These mutations are painful, but they allow 
the Sudoists to sense the rifts. The mutations consist of keratin 
growths in random patches around the body, the only consistent 
growth being the appearance of horns. The rifts move around the 
planet, except for the largest one, in the holy city of Hagios, which 
remains still. There is a conflict between the church and the state. 
Most average people practice Sudoism in a relaxed, loose cultural 
way, although there are some people who take it to extremes. 
Sudorium can be recycled, but it loses a certain amount of power 
each time it is reused. There is some runoff and pollution in places 
where sudorium is heavily used for industry. The gravity on Rigma 
is the same as the gravity on Earth, though technology has made it 
possible to maintain lower levels of gravity in designated spaces.
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Dale Braza
There it was. We’d finally made it to the land bridge connecting the 
holy city of Hagios with the rest of the world. The Rifters hopped off 
their Wandraupens and began talking about the history of Hagios. I 
eventually drowned out the sound of their voices as my eyes directed 
themselves towards the land bridge and the holy city before me. It 
was a breathtaking sight. The vegetation, which seeped through the 
cracks of the bridge, was enveloped in luminescence lighting up the 
entire bridge, while the city was bathed in a constant vanilla twilight 
which shaded the city in a pinkish and purplish light. And above the 
city, there was a spectrum of bright lights as a result of the sudorium 
pouring out of the Rift. Captivated by the beauty, I received a shock 
when one of the Rifters placed their hand upon my shoulder. I turned 
to face him as he gestured me to start walking towards the city. As 
I began to walk I noticed that their leader, Sur, stopped to turn 
around towards me. I began to feel a lump stuck in my throat as his 
body shadowed over mine. The horns growing from his head didn’t 
help either, as well as his status as a priest. He took hold of both my 
shoulders and said to me “This may be the end of our journey, this is 
only the beginning of yours. Do not lose sight of your goal, or you 
shall end up exactly the way we found you.”

I was born and raised in the mining towns near the Canyons, which 
have been operated by the corporations. My life had been pretty 
peaceful for these past 18 revolutions. Our resources were scarce, yet 
the corporations ignored our town. My mother and father fell sick 
as a result of working in the mines and I was unable to help because 
of our limited resources. They only grew sicker each rotation and it 
had brought me to despise the companies. I was only filled with hate 
and couldn’t bear the pain of losing my parents. Then one day there 
were these Rifters that happened to be passing by our town, asking 



16

shared worlds

for offerings for their journey. Some of the townspeople asked to join 
them on their journey out of piety and I volunteered as well, but only 
to escape this town. They introduced themselves, but there was one 
Rifter who stood out among the rest of them. 

He came to me and said, “I sense hate in your heart.”
I gave him a detestable look. 
“Do not worry child; we are here to give the people a sense of peace.” 
I walked away instantly and gave myself time to cool down. He 

followed me and told me his name was Sur and that I should stay 
onboard with the Rifters to go to Hagios. I decided to stay with the 
Rifters. It was the most logical explanation. After all, the town no 
longer meant anything to me when my parents died. I could finally 
escape from these painful memories. On the first night with the 
Rifters I was offered sudorium by Sur, who told me that I would only 
feel better as soon as I smoked it. I took up his offer. I felt nauseous, 
and soon after I heard my parents’ voices calling out to me. 

I screamed at the top of my lungs letting my presence be known to 
the world and found myself facing my parents. “Do not be sad Wes; 
although we are not with you physically, we will always be with you 
in your heart.”

I hugged them as tightly as I could and felt their warmth comforting 
me. It all felt so real and cried out as letting all my anguish and pain out. 

“Wake up child! Wake up!” 
I felt a heavy hand on my shoulders. It was just Sur. But I was not 

angry at him; instead I felt gratitude. It was all because of him that I 
was able to meet my parents again. My heart no longer bore the same 
feelings it had before. 

“I notice that I only call you child. Please tell me your name so I can 
call out to you no longer as ‘child’.”

“It’s Wes. Wes Shea.”
“Alright Wes. I think that you shall join us on our journey now?”
“Yes. Count me in.” I looked back at that memory and felt a grin 

form across my face. I knew this was only the beginning of my journey 
as a Sudoism convert and did not take Sur’s words lightly. I still bear 
hate for the companies but I know from now on that that hate will 
slowly dissipate as long as I continue this path. 
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I look at the bridge and the lit path before me. To me this bridge 
symbolizes my rebirth and the light that surrounds me, my bright 
future. As I walk this path I look at the beautiful lights and walk this 
path full of resolve.
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Audric Donald

On the shores of Rigma, the corporation is preparing. However, the 
reason has been lost throughout the centuries. In Territory A, we’ve 
been waiting for the moment we are to be called upon. The Rigman 
Empire, now joined in unison with Sudoists, have been living together 
for many generations. However, we are waiting. 

We are waiting because we know what will happen, that the 
corporation’s power hunger is insatiable. We are waiting for the time 
when the world will be plunged into the darkness of war and sacrifice, 
and the corporation needs a force to bring peace back to civilization. 
We are ready to strike fear in our enemies like lightning, fast and fatal. 
We are coming closer; the Sudoists have been preparing as well. We 
are absolutely sure that when the time comes we’ll be ready. We’ve 
been training, training harder than ever, remaking ourselves to be 
stronger, faster, bigger, and better. 

We have been not only training physically, but we have been 
training mentally to be in sync with our mind and body in order 
to use ourselves to the best of our abilities, to make our minds as 
sharp as our blades. We’ve been waiting for the time to don the armor 
as our ancestors once wore, to do what they had to, as we will do 
what we have to. We are hoping that it will not have to come to such 
dire circumstances. We hope that we can use sudorium to come to an 
agreement. 

However, the corporation’s hunger for power is insatiable. We’ve 
been waiting for the greatest glory that we can have by fighting in 
battle with our brethren, to live or die by the trials and tribulations 
of the fire of war. We’ve been waiting to unleash our power, the real 
strength that we possess. We’ve been experimenting with the power 
of sudorium in a 1000x-concentrated amount that has taken out the 
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impurities in sudorium, making it into a pure elixir, its ultimate form. 
It’s being used to developed weapons, including our most secret and 
powerful weapon, the Sudotroyer, also known as project 113. 

113 has been, is, and always will be the ending blow in a millennia 
of battle. We’ve been wondering, will we actually have to unload such 
a destructive weapon, that it may not only end the Sudoist, plant, 
and animal life, but if it will end our own as well. It’s a risk that 
can and will be taken only if it is necessary, for the greater good of 
Sudo. The process of delivering this 500-megakron bomb will start 
with a squadron of tigrons flying over the Banding Sea. Then, over 
the city, the Quinta Ri, the deadliest fighting force the Rigma has 
ever seen, with years of training in all types and disciplines of fighting 
techniques, including Quintar-Aroki, a style named for the legendary 
warriors, will jump out of the tigrons using their battle capes as a 
parachute. Then, while in hostile enemy territory, they will make their 
way to the center of the city where the holy rift is and plant the bomb 
there and then evac out the area, waiting until it’s time to flip the 
switch. 

We’ve been waiting. My name is Argus and welcome to Rigma.
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Sarah Donnelly

A turtle sculpture, somewhat deformed; the  
frayed edges reveal a metallic color.

GRIFTER to ADARIM IO: Please give more detail.
ADARIM IO responding to GRIFTER: The object is approximately 

12 inches long, 5 inches wide, and 3 inches tall. The metal is most 
likely gold, although that cannot be certain until it has undergone 
more thorough analysis than I am able to provide. The damage is 
mostly cosmetic, and is unlikely to affect its value (though some 
buyers may see differently).

GRIFTER: Very well, I would like to confirm my interest.
ADARIM IO: Noted. You will receive the time and location of the 

shipment within 25 hours.
*

ADARIM IO to GRIFTER: I will need to know who, or, if nothing 
else, how many persons comprise your workforce, in order to be 
properly prepared. Please respond to this communication ASAP.

GRIFTER responding to ADARIM IO: My crew is three folks, 
including myself.

ADARIM IO: And which of you will be giving me my cut?
GRIFTER: You’ll receive your cut as soon as we’ve sold the object. 

Not before.
ADARIM IO: You know, I greatly prefer to know the name of the 

person I am to be working with. It would please me greatly to know yours.
GRIFTER: Tough luck. 

*
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GRIFTER to JAYN SHARS and ELIX: I just got word the shipment’s 
been moved up a day. Elix, I hope you can have your tools ready by then.

Anyway, here’s the plan.
The shipment will come through Herall Pass around 22:30. The pass 

is narrow enough so that the mercenaries guarding it will be forced to 
bottleneck to the front and back, with no one on the sides.

Jayn and I will be there, waiting, towards the canyon wall. Elix will 
wait at the top for another few moments, then climb down.

Hopefully, our contact will be prepared for our arrival, so we should 
be able to move quickly.

Any questions?
*

JAYN SHARS to ELIX: So what is it we really know about “Grifter”?
ELIX responding to JAYN SHARS: What do you mean?
JAYN SHARS: Isn’t it a little odd she won’t tell us her name?
ELIX: Not really. You don’t know my full name.
JAYN SHARS: Yeah, but the name you use is, presumably, your first 

name. It’s still your real name. It feels silly to use her little codename 
all the time. Why the need for secrecy?

ELIX: That’s just how she is. Trust me, I’ve known her longer than 
you. She’s not malicious or anything like that. Just likes her privacy.

JAYN SHARS: Oh? Just how long have you known her?
ELIX: A long time, alright.

*
GRIFTER to JAYN SHARS and ADARIM IO and ELIX: Places, 

everyone.
*

ELIX to JAYN SHARS: I shouldn’t be spending the time to tell you 
this. But I’m waiting here for Grifter, and I have nothing better to do. 
And I like talking to you.

First of all, I’m fine. I’ve found the object. The crate is maybe two 
feet in each dimension. No one is guarding it—I assume Grifter’s 
contact in the corporations saw to that.

I desperately want to open it. I can just picture that sculpture she 
told us about; beautiful yet broken.

We could live for fifty orbits on this profit alone.
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JAYN SHARS responding to ELIX: In the name of Sudo, Elix, get 
out of there. I have the object here.

Something’s wrong
*

GRIFTER to ELIX: Have you heard from Shars? She’s not answering 
any of my messages. Please respond.

ELIX responding to GRIFTER: She says something’s wrong. 
Investigating now.

*
ELIX to GRIFTER: I can see Jayn! I think she’s fine. She’s with a 

man, though. Tan skin, dark hair, shortish?
GRIFTER: That’s our contact. She’s safe.

*
GRIFTER to ADARIM IO: The woman with you, Shars, she’s one 

of ours. Give her the object.
*

ELIX to GRIFTER: Abbi, get out of there now.
GRIFTER responding to ELIX: You never call me Abbi. What’s 

going on?
ELIX: I’m watching Jayn and Io, but I think something’s wrong. I’m 

hiding behind a chair. I think he’ll see me soon. He’s – 
GRIFTER: Elix!
ELIX : He’s hurting Jayn, I think he’s going to kill her, I have t – 
He sees me.
GRIFTER to ELIX: Hold on, coming for you!
ELIX to GRIFTER: LEAVE!
GRIFTER to ELIX: I am not leaving you behind.
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Bryan Graeser
Exoro Headquarters 4600 Magumos:

“Enhance quadrant 18 delta.”
“Yes sir, magnifying image.”
“Increase resolution for the southeast sector until you can see the 

nomadic settlement.”
“Of course sir. Almost done.”
Conversations such as these were routine in the surveillance sector 

of Exoro’s Research and Development division, a sleek, whitewashed 
facility with the most advanced sudorium technology New Logy 
has to offer. Rows upon rows of glossy computer screens stretched 
across the already congested interior, each equipped with its own 
advanced holographic projection equipment. From this classified 
underground control center, Exoro’s countless R12 (Reconnaissance 
Mark 12) satellites were continually monitoring every region of the 
planet, from the uninhabited cacti farms to the dense, triassic jungles 
surrounding Crater Lakes. These satellites were constantly fulfilling 
trivial corporate requests, insignificant planetary surveys, or even the 
occasional incident of unsanctioned stalking, but this encounter was 
different. It was already rare for a member of the corporate leadership 
to make the journey to the subterranean surveillance facility, save 
for the periodic investor tours, but it was even more unusual for the 
COO of Exoro, Victor Hodges, to venture this deep into the heart 
and control center of Exoro’s less lawful endeavors.

Yet here he was, Victor Hodges, one of the most powerful men in 
The Federation, towering over some terrified, pubescent computer 
geek. The technician’s pimply fingers flew across the keyboard in a 
panic, fluttering anxiously like a gnoph stuck in an Obsydian helicog, 
all while Hodges’s frigid, apathetic gaze bore down on him, critiquing 
the technician’s every move without the utterance of a single word.
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“Is it finished yet?”
“Almost.”
“Almost, sir.”
“My apologies…sir.”
Hodges was moments away from reprimanding the ungrateful 

brat, but decided that the careless adolescent wasn’t worth a single 
minumos of his time. He could fire him later, even have him arrested if 
he deemed it necessary, but now he only needed one thing: a location. 
The furious clacking of the keyboard continued as Hodges distracted 
himself with smoothing out his sleek suit. He always wore an iogralt 
black suit, which, in addition to his dark, dead eyes, completed the 
stereotypical portrayal of the indifferent austerity that permeates all 
corporate authority.

“I found it, sir.”
“Mark the coordinates and use infrared to determine the number of 

hosti-… erm…civilians in the camp.”
“On it, sir.”
Mistakes are not on the COO’s job description, Hodges reminded 

himself, frustrated over his verbal blunder. How could he have been so 
careless? This minor oversight wouldn’t cause any major complications, 
but nevertheless, it worried Victor. It meant he was losing control, no 
longer able to uphold his rigid, self-imposed restraints. The doctors 
had told him things like this would happen, but he never expected the 
symptoms so soon after the diagnosis.

“32 people in the camp, sir.”
“Are you positive?”
“Of course, sir.”
“How far is the nearest registered settlement?”
“I’ll check.”
More typing, more suit smoothing, the occasional hiss of the 

mainframe’s coolant system; things were nearly peaceful, no tense 
diplomatic negotiations, no rushed political campaigns supporting 
corrupt RWC representatives, no partially veiled threats and half-
hearted promises. Victor was tired of these farcical plots and political 
machinations. He almost missed the absence of responsibility that 
the majority of New Logy’s Opulus district aristocratic inhabitants 
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enjoyed… almost. Victor had decided that there was something 
undeniably satisfying in the dominance and supremacy of his 
influential position, a sort of primitive pleasure stemming from the 
power he wields over other men. He could grumble and whine about 
the stress all he wanted, but if it came down to it, he would never, ever 
choose any alternative life.

“There is one settlement, Duron, but it’s fairly small, sir.”
“Does it have direct connection with the Rigman National Police?”
“The report here says they are still using outdated Solatech 

communication arrays, sir”
“Would we be able to remotely restrict outgoing messages?”
“Of course, the Opes Universal Jammer could easily block their 

signal, but…if you don’t mind me asking…why would we?…Sir.”
“I do mind,” Hodges practically growled, but managed to bury his 

frustration, for the sake of efficiency. “Now tell me exactly how long 
the rift will remain in that position.”

“I can’t know for sure, but based on our most recent algorithms, I 
estimate it should stay there for at least another 48 guods, sir.”

“All right, I want you to mark the coordinates of the rift and the 
settlement’s communication array. Include the time estimates in the 
file as well and send it to this ip,” Hodges commanded, handing an 
envelope to the technician.

“Right away, sir.”
Hodges turned and began to stride away – he had already wasted 

enough time dealing with this incompetent underling – but just as he 
reached the automatic glass door, the technician’s voice rang out once 
more, “Sir? This ip corresponds to a Vos server.”

“And?”
“Why would they need this information? Its highly classified and 

the sharing of sensitive data is restricted by clause –”
“That’s above your pay grade,” Victor answered, intending to end 

the conversation permanently, “Goodnight.”
“But sir, that is against the law.”
That was the breaking point, the final straw that broke the 

Cronclodonth’s back, so to speak. Victor was the COO, the freaking 
COO of Exporo, a company that, by itself, employed nearly half of 



26

shared worlds

Rigman’s working population. He alone decided the fates of thousands 
of Rigmans every day, second in power only to the CEO, and yet 
here he was, practically groveling for approval from some inferior 
subordinate. What is happening to me? Is my ailment really weakening 
me? Softening me?

Victor no longer trusted himself to speak so he instead he silenced 
the technician once and for all with one poisonous look, his lifeless 
eyes gazing directly into the technician’s nervous, fidgeting blue pupils, 
his expression simultaneously threatening and definitive.

After an uncomfortable, tense umos, the technician finally lowered 
his gaze, and Hodges, interpreting this as a gesture of defeat, strode 
purposefully through the automatic, sliding door thumbing a quick, 
ominous message on his phone: “We may have a problem.”
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Alyssa Mazzoli

“Becoming”

The monster bares yellow teeth, curved inward towards the tongue. The 
tongue is a mass of keratin, ropes of exposed flesh across the surface. Saliva 
pools in the pocket under the tongue and wets the teeth. The mouth is a 
particular sort of rot. 

Aislin preferred to smoke it. Injections left calluses in the crook 
of the elbow, snorting it was too immediate, and drinking it was 
dangerous because if it wasn’t diluted enough, it was lethal. 

The girl is surrounded by clouds. The clouds encircle her torso with misty 
tendrils. Her arms hang by her sides, grey and pale. She doesn’t move. 

It gave her dreams. It planted images in her head, and colors: blue, 
purple, green. The colors tore into each other, orbited each other, 
attracted and repelled each other, magnets of their own accord.

The girl’s chin juts forward, her lips drawn down, her eyes set far back 
in the crater of her face. Her cheeks are shaded knobs. Her ears are shells 
that leer out from the shoreline of her hair. 

Over time, it changed her. Aislin found plates under the skin of her 
temples, ridges along her kneecaps, a hard line across the slope of her 
spine. Her hair stiffened. Her fingernails grew heavy and yellow. 

The monster’s face is a geometry of craters. The nose is a ridge lined with 
thin black hairs, drawn down to the mouth. The cheeks are vast plains, 
naked and brown and draped with whiskers. 

Over time, it changed everyone. All the girls became women and 
the boys became men. The children became adults. They took it into 
their bodies and let it change them, let it prepare them, let it shape 
them into who they were meant to be. 
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The monster’s eyes, yellow, edges undefined, are dotted with great black 
pupils. The girl’s eyes are dark, pale, and dotted with great black pupils. 
The girl does not move as the clouds seep into her flesh. Her skin bubbles 
and burns.

It made them strong. Aislin’s fingernails corkscrewed out from her 
hands. Her brother, Cyton, peaceful by nature, grew wicked spines 
down the length of his right forearm. There came a time when no one 
dared raise a voice against them. 

The arms bulge and burst through the skin. The neck billows out over 
the shoulders. The hair rockets through the pores, falls into place, tangles 
and solidifies and twists into horns. The horns rip through the forehead 
and spiral through the clouds. 

It made them holy. People complimented Aislin on her newly-
sprouted horns. Crowds parted before her, the same way they parted 
before her mother and father. There came a time when her mother 
and father parted before her, the same way the crowds did. 

The crown floats over the girl’s head. It rotates, yellow and radiant, the 
top split into five points. The girl’s head shoots up and fills out. It wraps 
the crown in fur, then spits it out, a tangled mess. 

It isolated them. Aislin and Nayeli, in their usual place, ran their hands 
over each other’s chests and backs and thighs. Their lips parted, but their 
tongues were jagged and clacked against each other, scoring abrasions in 
their cheeks. There came a time when they no longer touched.  

The monster is alone, coated with fur like armor, heavy with keratin. The 
monster collapses, falls in on itself, shrinks into the girl. The girl expands, 
becomes more than herself, grows into the monster. And back again. Back.

There was once a time when Aislin and Cyton wrestled in his 
bedroom, neither one strong enough to conquer the other. Their 
parents held their hands and parted the crowds in front of them. Aislin 
and Nayeli fell asleep in Nayeli’s basement, the definition of softness. 
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Haylee Rikard

“It is not a choice! You will shame this family, and our entire people!” 
my mother screams.

Her eyes blaze with disappointment and frustration. I know that 
I would normally be just as livid, but staring at the substance in her 
hand has frozen in fear. Sudorium is the single most important thing 
to my society. It is magic obtained from the only stationary rift known 
to our kind. It is completely vital to our way of life because it is the 
only way to reach your true form. Without it we are nothing.

I understand my mother’s reasons and I don’t hate her for it. She 
could not ever possibly see sudorium in a negative light. She and 
everyone else in Hagios have been convinced of its complete divinity. 
What I do not understand is why things are so different for me. Why 
does this magic not give me the beauty it gives everyone else?

I decide that it does not matter if this will negatively affect me. 
Cooperating is the only option I have.

“I will do it. Please leave.” As I take the vial from her hand she goes 
quiet and a look of confusion transforms her face.

She leaves my room without saying another word. As the door shuts 
I look down to the small bottle. The small cloud inside swirls. Blue, 
green, and purple all fade into one another. 

I stare at it for a long time trying to prepare myself. I know this 
dosage has no possibility to be lethal, and that is the only thought that 
brings me any comfort as I bring the vial up to my lips. I close my eyes 
for a moment and breathe deeply. I open them slowly. Before I have 
any time to change my mind I open it, and breathe it in quickly. The 
taste sticks to my tongue in a familiar and unpleasant way. I lie down 
slowly. My eyelids become heavy, and I let them close fatefully.



30

shared worlds

I stay there, in the silent abyss for a while. Colors begin to eat at 
the corners of the darkness. They consume it completely and take 
shape. A face breaks its way through a wall. Everything has faded to 
a dull shade of gray. After much effort the man breaks out of the wall 
completely. His movements are stiff and slowed. He reaches his arm 
out and opens his palm. Floating above the sacred planet Sudo, or 
more accurately, a very small model of it.

His head is tilted downward, carefully inspecting the tiny planet. 
In less than a minumos his hand snaps closed and his head jerks back 
up. His lip quivers and his eyes widen. He backs up closer to the wall 
again. His mouth opens in a silent scream as blood spills from an 
invisible wound in his chest. Many more soon follow. Small pinpricks 
of blood well up all over him and paint his gray body a violent red. 
His body lies there twitching until his face relaxes.

Soon the stone man is covered by a blinding white light. I blink 
many times before it goes away. As my eyes adjust my heart stops. 
Lying before me is my mother. Her eyes sit rolled back in her head, 
and her limbs are bent at awkward angles. Her entire body is littered 
with the same wounds that covered the stone man. Horrified and 
confused, I bend down, and out of the corner of my eye I see my 
hand. I set them in my lap. They’re covered in blood, and a thin knife 
lies beside me on the ground.
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Alix Robinson-Guy

The newest piece of Mx. Kvali’s art, the most memorable of them 
yet, was awash with luminescent colors that glowed gently in the dim 
light. The thing that Xatis’s eyes caught on was the giant, malformed 
white bird in the center of the painting. It was a striking difference to 
the sleek chrome walls of the art museum. 

Recently rediscovering his dedication to the Church of Sudo, Mx. 
Kvali had thusly been smoking sudorium more than usual, leading to 
more abstract work. 

Birds covered the canvas, in all shapes and colors, but the only 
one that could possibly steal the crown of the most visible was the 
impressionistic large black bird on an impossibly tiny branch. 

The green hand in the middle, with the two tiny, stick feet, was the 
opposing hand to the realistic red one above it. 

“What was the inspiration for that?” Xatis asked, gesturing at the 
hands and pretending to care about the answer.

“If you don’t, you know, get it, I’m not explaining it to you.” Mx. 
Kvali sighed; he’d become even more pretentious after his time in with 
the Rifters, Xatis noted.

Xatis rolled their eyes. Mx. Kvali, for the past couple of orbits, had 
been traveling with the Rifters, being, in his own words, “one with the 
desert rifts.” They’d been wandering around in the dusty canyons with all 
the other religious people, searching for inspiration and getting high off 
of sudorium, and finally missed cold air of the city life, Xatis surmised 
from Mx. One’s rambling tales of roughing it out in the canyon. 

Personally, they had their doubts about Mx. Kvali being shaken 
down by the canyon bandits; no-one messed with the Church, and 
Mx. Kvali, with his thick keratin plates on his shoulders and joints, 
was so obviously an extreme Sudoist. 
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Now, upon their return, Mx. Kvali titled all of his paintings with 
passages from the Book of Sudo, though the epic poetry deserved 
better art than Mx. Kvali could make, Xatis thought. 

“I just try to paint where the sudo takes me,” Mx. Kvali said, not 
particularly to anybody, and Xatis rolled their eyes again. 

Despite lacking the actual title of curator, Xatis had heavy influence 
over the selections, but the founder’s second cousin married – most 
unfortunately for them – Mx. Kvali. 

They stood in the large hall, housing mostly abstract pieces, with a 
statue or a more three dimensional object every few feet in the middle. 
Mx. Kvali, in all his lounging glory, lay on a bench behind where Xatis 
stood. The window illuminated their outline, a position that Xatis was 
sure was purposeful to make Mx. Kvali appear as ethereal as possible. 

“You know, when I was a struggling youngster in need of direction…” 
Mx. Kvali began, glancing over at Xatis purposefully.

Xatis zoned out on reflex, for Mx. Kvali’s stories were rambling 
thickets of words only barely hanging on to the root of the premise, 
and for this one, they thought, it was about Mx. Kvali’s childhood, 
or the story behind the paintings, or applying for a position in the 
Sudoist Church, or all of them. 

“…I was quite a little rascal, and would feed the Space Pigeons 
outside my window…” Mx. Kvali frequently contradicted his own 
accounts; so far, he had been raised by canyon bandits, fisherman in 
the Crater Lake, and the vicious cactus bats of the desert. 

Xatis had been raised in the city, a child of the glittering twilight 
world, ruled by the mighty Corps. Once, upon watching their father 
go to work in his sharp suit with the bioluminescent stripes and 
pointed shoulder pads, they wished furiously that they too could 
be a giant, the head of one of the monopolizing Corporations that 
played politics like chess. The Church, though equally represented in 
the government, was strengthened by familiarity; they always made a 
point to show up on Sundays and Holy Days, even though Xatis had 
little connection to Sudo. 

“…my biggest breakthrough was when Exoro opened their new 
wing and bought my painting for the lobby…” 

Xatis’s father, Xatain, had worked for Exoro’s middle management 
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for most of his life. He would stay up late, smoking watered-down 
sudo, and when Xatis couldn’t sleep they would creep down the stairs 
– their house was mostly vertical, as was everything else in the Capitol 
City  – and sit on his lap as he did paperwork. 

“…of course, my local Thereal made me smoke more sudo, which 
only helped rather than hindered my career…” 

Applying for a job out of school required finding a job that needed 
absolutely no experience, the only one of which being the assistant art 
curator, which mainly meant fetching coffee. Somewhere along the 
line, Xatis had forgotten to quit and find a real job that paid actual 
Vaels, rather than the pittance this one did. Their father wanted a 
doctor, or a lawyer, not an almost-art curator, and at this point they 
were knee-deep in a swarm of angry Space Pigeons regarding the 
quitting-and-getting-a-real-job. 

In Xatis’s opinion, they wore a Digis bioluminescent vest, which cost 
nearly 120 orbit’s wages – a whole revolution’s – and so they were an adult. 

“…and so really, in the end, it turned out you can’t be a Thereal 
and sell paintings to Exero.” Mx. Kvali chuckled. Xatis did not; none 
of Mx. Kvali’s stories were funny, or maybe they would be, if Xatis 
listened. 

Xatis turned to face Mx. Kvali, and suddenly felt terribly talked 
down to, despite the fact that Mx. Kvali dressed like a drifter and was 
up to his eyeballs in pretentiousness; Xatis stared down at the foreign 
appearance of the now mildly mutated Iddal Kvali and wondered 
where their life had gone, blanking out while stuck-up artists told 
them about hardship. 

“You’re an idiot,” Xatis blurted out. 
Mx. Kvali was stone-still. “What?” he asked. 
Xatis felt good saying it, so they said it again. “You, Iddal Kvali, are 

an idiot. I despise you, and your voice, and your stories, but most of 
all your horrific mutation of a beautiful thing.” They pointed at Mx. 
Kvali’s painting and continued, “That is the ugliest thing I’ve ever seen 
in my entire life. What even is that? That disgusting island of yellow in 
the middle sickens me. The random birds in the painting? Revolting. 
What happened to you that you would produce this Sudo-scorned 
piece of –” 
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“Hey!” Mx. Kvali interrupted. “I’ll have you fired!” 
Xatis ignored him and stormed out, the silver doors sliding shut 

behind them, leaving a stunned Mx. Kvali behind. 
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Jessica Steves

“Down, Down in a Company Town”

She is one of thirty thousand bees that swarm through the hive, 
crawling over the combs and either filling them with honey or feeding 
the larvae which grow within. One of thirty thousand, contained 
within a greenhouse designed specifically for the hives—because the 
surface of the planet beyond the walls is dry, dry, like dust and ancient 
bones. It is not airless, nor even totally waterless, but it is dry. Dry 
enough to kill.

(There are songs likening beautiful women to flowers in the desert, 
but there are no flowers here and songs do not make pollen. The bee 
would die if she ever left the greenhouse. But she doesn’t know this. 
She doesn’t know anything).

To the bee, the greenhouse is the world. There are rows and rows 
and rows of flowers, in every color imaginable, existing only to make 
pollen for the bees. There are even trees there: tall, broad, reaching 
crookedly towards the ceiling as they strain to catch the sunlight. 
(They know the sun is there, even in this artificial, subterranean place; 
something in their heartwood tells them, and they grow ever upwards 
towards it).

(And what would happen if the trees ever reached the sun?)
“I don’t know.”
“But—”
“I said, I don’t know.”
Marlie fell silent and hung onto her grandfather’s hand. His stories 

often ended like that—he talked until he didn’t know what happened 
next, and then he stopped (often in Marlie’s favorite part) and wouldn’t 
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go any further no matter what anyone did or said. Marlie didn’t press 
any further, and settled for looking around at the flowers in their neat, 
orderly beds and trying to fix the sight into her memory. 

The girl wasn’t used to seeing flowers—actually, she had never 
seen anything like them ever before in her life, not even in pictures. 
Her family’s caste wasn’t high enough to allow them to work in the 
greenhouses, collecting honey and caring for these tender green plants. 
Instead, they labored way down in the darkness of the mines, pulling 
wolframite and scheelite out of the rock, tracing veins of silver that 
Grandpapa said had once flowed through Rigma’s core in molten, 
shining rivers. (It had never occurred to the girl that, in the darkness 
and out of reach of the sun, there would be nothing to make the silver 
shine). 

The tunnels that the miners burrow through like moles are narrow, 
rough, and poorly lit, filled with the sound of the throbbing engines 
of the machines that drilled and crushed and hauled, and by the 
men and women who swarmed through the crevices and holes and 
passages like termites in a mound. There were accidents, down in the 
mines, accidents that the greenhouse-tenders would never understand 
the full horror of: collapsing tunnels, engine fires and breakdowns, 
pockets of poisonous gases, flooding (but only near the aquifers)—to 
be trapped in a darkness as deep as death, walls of rock surrounding you, 
scrabbling with your fingers at the stone and desperately trying to find a 
way out (Sudo, please, a way out), as you slowly ran out of oxygen—but 
the greenhouse-tenders would never know any of this. They were of a 
higher caste, and spared those particular horrors.

Marlie would and will not be spared. When she is old enough, 
perhaps fifteen or sixteen, she will go down into the mines and trace 
the veins of silver running along the walls of the tunnel like a frozen, 
shining river, and raise her pick, and break it into chunks that will be 
taken to the surface, refined, shipped to New Logi, and made into 
jewelry for a man or woman who would never so much as guess at the 
sweat and fear that had gone into their trinket’s making.

But Marlie, like the bee, doesn’t know this. She doesn’t know 
anything.

She, like the bee, cares only for the flowers.
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Indie Surka

“Maybe I Won’t Be Here”

There I stood tall and burly, quietly, and completely still. That day was 
a relatively normal day; I had watched the tranquil waters roll in and 
then out, and then in once more. Off west in the distance I could see 
the forest filled crater; it was beautiful.  All of my life, I have stood 
here, and watched this species evolve into a technologically advanced 
community. I sit on the shores of The Crown Sea, a deep body of fresh 
water; opposite the capital. Based on this description, one may think 
that I am a lighthouse, and to some extent, I am. 

In my society, I was different, and different was looked down upon. 
Everyone else in my society smoked sudo, a drug that would supposedly 
cure any disease around, and I didn’t. I wanted to stay natural and 
pure, the way that my creator meant for me to live. However, my 
community didn’t see my views as okay, or legal, and locked me away 
here. I have been forced to live here in this lighthouse, away from my 
family. Away from my people! Day after day I sit in this lifeless hollow 
shaft of solid concrete blocks.  

There is however one upside to all of this. I can see from one side 
of the planet to the other. It is truly breathtaking. Ahead of the tower, 
into the horizon, is a deep, deep canyon that envelopes the three lakes. 
Directly in front of me stands the capital, home to the creature that 
put me in this hell hole. Sometimes I like to pretend that I am the 
ruler of this whole place. If I could make the rules, you would be able 
to believe whatever you wanted to. As a matter of fact, it would be 
better to be unique! Is there a place in this universe that is anything 
similar to that? Because if there were I would be the king there. Why 
is different so bad? Just because I can’t speak the way everyone else 
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does, and my face drops a bit lower than that of everyone else, doesn’t 
mean that I am less than them. They said it’s something called Down’s 
Syndrome; but what even is that? 

If someone asked me to define it, I would honestly say that it is a 
weird feeling that makes people laugh at you, call you names, send 
you away to live in solitude, and even causes your own family to reject 
you. They took me away when I was only 8 revolutions, and I am 16 
revolutions now. I watch from the loneliness of my tower, the people 
of my city that play every single day, that go to school and learn about 
our history. I wish I could be them. All too many people have told me 
how useless I am and that I shouldn’t even be allowed to live. I have 
been hearing this for years, and I am starting to think that maybe 
they are right. Maybe I shouldn’t be here. Maybe tomorrow, I won’t 
be here…



39

Haakim Waraich

On a planet known as Rigma there is a crater filled with animals, 
plants, and humanoids. There are also three lakes in the crater. To the 
humanoid inhabitants of Rigma the crater is known as Crater Lakes. 
Each lake has its own human community. One of these communities 
is called the Mor tribe. In this tribe there was a man by the name of 
Hayes Mor. He lived in the cliffs overlooking Mor lake. In time, he 
would become quite important.

Hayes looked out his window to enjoy, what he called, the perfect 
view of the lake. He was a simple man. His collection of personal items 
was small and valuable. He dressed efficiently for the environment and 
kept his food/water supplies at a minimal level. However, he found his 
life to be quite content. 

As Hayes left the cave houses, Hayes took in the smell of all the trees 
and plants. For some reason he decided to go for a walk. After a while 
he found a light green fern which was considered to bring fortune and 
happiness to those who carried it. The plant was known as Kapalaran 
and Hayes decided to pick some for good luck. He also decided to 
feast on some delicious roots nearby. With the Kapalaran in hand he 
returned to his tribe’s cave system.

Hayes returned to a gruesome sight. He found his life-long friend 
almost shredded by what seemed to be a great creature. Hayes couldn’t 
bear the sight of it and looked away only to find an old man gesturing 
him forward. The old man told him he saw it. Hayes asked the old man 
what he saw and the old man replied that he had seen a cronciodoth 
with a scar on its head.

Hayes was absolutely shocked. Cronciodoths were large carnivorous 
mammals known to be vicious, but rarely did they slaughter humans. 
It became clear a predator that large would be a huge threat, now that 
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it had a taste for human blood. The old man handed him a blade and 
told him to avenge his fallen friend. Hayes graciously took the blade 
and departed.

Hayes thought about what to bring on this hunt. For weapons he 
only brought the blade and a small gun. He also packed food and 
water as well as a natural poison to cover the blade. Lastly, he brought 
the Kapalaran. Hayes figured he could use all the luck he could get 
plus some. Residents who had heard the news came to see him off. 
And so as an audience watched, Hayes left to bring vengeance.

Hayes returned to his friend’s grave and decided to follow the massive 
tracks left in the grassless floor of the forest. After a couple orbits, units 
of time similar to days, of tracking, Hayes noticed something disturbing. 
The beast had turned around and was heading back to his tribe. Hayes 
doubled his pace and attempted to return as fast as possible.

When he returned everything was normal and calm. As Hayes yelled 
out for everyone to hide the cronciodoth appeared. Hayes fired his gun 
but it could not penetrate the beast’s thick skin. He dipped his sword 
into the natural poison and clutched the Kapalaran in his hand. The 
cronciodoth charged and Hayes charged back. The monster grabbed 
Hayes and slammed him against the ground. Hayes felt a sharp pain 
in his right side. He wanted to give up, but he clutched the Kapalaran 
harder and got back up. The cronciodoth slammed and shoved Hayes 
around relentlessly. Hayes realized he had only one option left, and 
so with all his remaining might he leaped on to the beast’s back. The 
cronciodoth clawed at Hayes but he would not falter. With all his 
strength, Hayes forced the poisoned blade as deep as it could go. The 
creature threw Hayes aside and fell to the ground, defeated. The tribe 
members rushed to aid Hayes but it was too late. In his right abdomen 
rested the claw of the cronciodoth. As he lay dying, Kapalaran still 
in hand, amongst the tribe members, Hayes looked to the lifeless 
cronciodoth and closed his eyes on last time.
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Jessie Watts

“The Weather’s Great in Space”

Something’s not right with the way your stomach drops when you 
leave the atmosphere. The jets kick in another notch and your head 
reels with a surge of panic as it rattles on your shoulders, making your 
eyes dip below their lids a bit. It’s like your body’s way of telling you 
that you aren’t supposed to leave, that the surface is where you belong 
and that your plunge into another plane of existence is like the end.

But it seems like the reassuring thrill you receive after your stomach 
returns to your body is the reward you get for taking the jump. Your 
body realizes that it’s not that bad to try new things as your eyes slowly 
adjust to a whole other world.

At least that’s the way Casey saw it. Or perhaps that’s just what he 
thought about as he lived it, the ship around him rocking with the 
weight of the surrounding vacuum. Thinking about the technicalities 
of space travel only made his head hurt; giving the problem a little 
fictional background made him feel better.  

“First trip out?” 
Well that didn’t matter, anyone would get blood rushes when 

leaving their home planet. Casey shook his shipmate’s question off and 
continued to think about anything but the other man’s obnoxiously 
loud mouth-breathing. 

Looking out the window, Casey’s eyes wandered over the overall 
emptiness of the new field of space before him. Lacking most if not all 
recognizable matter to him, it was as if he had entered a new reality, 
one completely alien to the world previously around him. He saw 
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the distant gleam of worlds, their dying light just now reaching his 
eyes from over billions of miles away. Those worlds were undoubtedly 
in ruin now, collapsing and burning under the destruction of their 
mother star. But to Casey they were bright and alive, living in the 
moment captured by his eyes.  

With a sudden decrease in momentum, the ship slows to a soft drift, 
lightly flying into the orbital path of the gas giant, Sudo. Casey knew 
that this lack of speed meant that they had reached their target, the 
eastern sudorium deposit in the mineral ring that surrounded the 
large green planet. 

“Don’t panic at the last minute, especially when the doors open.” 
Casey could now see the actual reasoning behind those instructions, 

ones given back in mission briefing, now that blue lights on the 
dash board above him clicked on and off while a light purple haze 
surrounded the ship. Casey, unable to move from the realization of 
the whole endeavor, watched as his shipmate unbuckled his seat-
belt, lifting himself into the ship’s main compartment, and started to 
float over to a set of controls on the left hand side of the cabin. With 
a steady hand, Casey’s shipmate reached up into the cabin ceiling, 
swiping open a strange hold and pulling down a mechanism used 
in the collection of sudorium, a Starnet. Casey had never actually 
seen one of them before, not one in person anyway. Sure, he had 
heard about them in mission briefing, but actually seeing the wooden 
spooled instrument was like gazing back into the past. 

Wooden cylinders connected to metal disks made way to a silver 
ring surrounding a funnel-like magnet. The metal gleamed with the 
heat of the mechanism coming to life, and it began to spin around in 
two different directions as Casey’s shipmate took it in hand, locking 
his wrist into the top-most part of the device where his palm and 
fingers were enveloped by the device’s many gears. This object was 
much older that the rest of the tech around the two men, used long 
back with the first shuttles. You would think that the Corp would have 
designed a more up to date model, but for some reason they preferred 
the older designs - perhaps even they understood the culture.

“Time to go,” The other man said, looking at Casey with the kind 
of toothy smile often seen in excited young boys. Casey dismissed his 
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behavior, he didn’t understand how anyone could be so happy about 
willingly drifting out into a vacuum. 

Now equipped with a Magnet of his own, the acutely suited Casey 
and mouth breather prepared themselves as the familiar click of the 
Cabin main door followed an expulsion of steam that filled a tiny tank 
beside them, informing them that oxygen was now absent from the 
cabin. Casey was the first to move to a place where he could actually 
see out of the cramped living space, straining to adjust his eyes now 
that he was looking out of a helmet. Outside was a world taken up 
completely with the shadow of the purple and green gas giant. They 
were merely drifters, cruising around a much larger object in a space 
where they were no more important than the common shooting star.

Casey braced himself for the empty plain around him, now 
considerably more inhabited by the solid mineral around them, flying 
in to lightly bump into the ship. The sudorium drifted freely through 
the orbital ring of the giant, bouncing off of each other in gleaming 
green clumps. Casey recognized their almost cartoon-like star shape, 
the way they seemed magical and inviting, besides the fact they would 
singe your skin at the touch. What a strange substance the element 
sudorium was; how many uses the almost magical substance posed. 
Casey smiled at how such a simple element could be so life-changing 
to some people. The sudorium seemed to humor him as he heard the 
thump of one tap the ceiling above him. 

The Corporation Casey worked for required this mineral in gas 
form in order to package and sell it for electricity and fertilizer. Back 
on the ground, huge cities built around power plants buzzed with the 
sole purpose of manufacturing this gold mine. Men and women alike 
worked day and night to make their weight in vaels, buying riches 
with their hard-earned pay. 

But those jobs were easy compared to this. This was the job no one 
wanted, the one that the Corporation raked in common people to take 
out of desperation. Casey and his shipmate were burdened with the task 
of manually collecting the element, one of the most dangerous jobs in the 
company. Casey needed the money; this being the highest-paying job, 
it seemed like a good idea a few years back when he signed up. Now, 
actually facing the challenge, he wasn’t so sure 10,000 vaels was enough.
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“Alright, let’s get out there,” Casey’s shipmate said, raising his hand 
and his Starnet up before jumping off, soaring out into the field of 
glowing stardust. For the first time Casey acknowledged the mouth 
breather’s words and with a husky and shaking voice responded: 
“Yeah.” 
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World Description:

HUSK

Thirty sweeps ago, a botched attempt to tamper with the domain 
of the gods momentarily opened a fissure between the world 
and the Devil Time, setting upon us a horde of corrupted echoes 
of those trapped between the two realms. They would go on to 
possess and mutate thousands into murderous, unrecognizable 
monstrosities and warp the very land upon which they stood.  The 
resulting devastation left the world a ruined Husk. It is  infested 
with colossal aberrations hunted and feared by both the reptilo-
mammalian Filustilia, who yearn to reclaim the land they have 
lost to the shadows with weapons grown from flesh and plant 
alike, and the winged Vesperalo, who live forever through song 
and deed. Still one other group, an order of servitors derived 
from the genome of a long-dead race, called the Fyrema by their 
creators, have fled the continent-spanning city of their old masters 
to the tundra from whence the shades came to recover the secrets 
of the forgotten world.
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Ashley Blakely
“Temple of the Fairies”

She hopped along the foot-trodden dirt path to one of the few 
remaining places that seemed to stand a chance of humanity in the 
slowly deteriorating world. The jungle was vast around her, mocking 
her size, and the stir of parasitic bugs humming interrupted the soft 
silence of the sun lit morning. Ella knew the dangers of wandering 
through the jungle, but the magic awaiting her made the trip worth 
it. Besides, everyone knows the shadow people only really arrive at 
night, and her bug spray was the ultimate toxin for those horrible 
plague infected mosquitos. However, she had no defense against the 
mutations, but somehow, she knew she was protected. She continued 
up along the path, dodging nuclear snails and the poisoned streams. 
The sun beat down on her bare shoulders, casting an enchanting glow 
throughout the forest. 

Crossing over the last stream, she began to see the familiar 
stonework of the delicate castle. The sun shone down upon her safe 
haven, illuminating every terrace and tower. The colorful architecture 
welcomed her back to her familiar home: The Temple of the Fairies. 
With its glistening jewels guarding the entrance, the enchanting 
palace reassured her of her safety. The stonework was deteriorating, 
but it somehow managed to only add more enchantment to her 
surroundings.

Ella hadn’t always been a fairy; in fact, it was all quite new to her. After 
the crisis of the interdimensional time travel experiment, everything 
changed drastically. Both of her parents being scientists within the 
laboratory that exploded, they were killed along with everyone else 
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in the building, and Ella, being adopted, was left with no home, lost 
and abandoned. The child stayed hidden for a while, three years to be 
exact, seeking refuge in a nearby city that was not completely burned 
down. But then came the news of the mutations, and once again, 
everything changed. 

It was the neighbors’ screams to be exact. The repetition of the word 
“help.” What a trap that had been, as Ella later learned. A nice little 
couple, probably in their early thirties; they had been “watching over” 
Ella ever since the explosion. The Bensons, Paul and Robyn; yeah, 
those were their names. Anyway, it was only a matter of screams that 
awoke the whole floor in the rundown apartment building where 
they were staying, and a series of more screams shortly after from the 
other residents that alerted Ella to leave. Taking the few possessions 
she owned, she left the building and roamed the midnight streets 
aimlessly. It was hard being only twelve years old in a post-apocalyptic 
world that was still in the process of deteriorating. At this point, 
Ella was clueless as to what awaited her in the darkness, but surely it 
couldn’t be as bad as what was taking place back at the apartments. At 
least, that’s what the naïve little girl repeated to herself. 

Walking along the midnight streets, Ella came to a sudden halt. Up 
ahead to her right, there was a strange illumination of several pastel 
colors. What is that? Ella thought to herself. She knew she shouldn’t go 
closer, but the twelve year old could not diminish her overwhelming 
curiosity. As she approached the glowing lights, the colors swirled 
together and shot out of their cavern. Are those…fairies? No, of course 
not, they couldn’t be. The colors shot toward her faster than she could 
render a second thought.

“Who are you?”
“Are you going to hurt us?”
“Are you a shadow being?” The tiny voices surrounded her 

overwhelming her with multitudes of questions. Fairies, they’re actual 
fairies. Ella, too shocked for words, backed away. 

“It’s okay, she’s scared of us; she isn’t going to hurt us.” Another small 
voice floats through the air. Before she knew what was happening, 
green mist started to swirl around her. A sharp pain stabbed through 
her back as everything faded to black.
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***

“She isn’t dead, Avery; stop saying that.”
“How do you know? She isn’t waking up!” Ella’s eyesight slowly came 

into focus and she took in the extravagant cavern that surrounded her. 
The stonework was amazing; the jewels made it appear to be a castle 
from some sort of fairytale.

“What…what is this place?” Ella’s groggy voice echoed throughout 
the room.

“SHE’S AWAKE!” A high-pitched voice rang out in her ears.
“I’m Avery.”
“Hi, I’m Bella!”
“My name’s Zora!”
“Guys, she asked a question!” The one who said her name was Avery 

spoke. And so the story began. 
A loud chirping rings out in Ella’s ears as she flies up to one of the 

multiple terraces, seeking entrance to her home. 
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Ezra Block

Rook opened his eyes, his scraggly quilt baked in sweat from the 
clash of memory and dream. The breathing of the goliath slug (or 
Tarqus, as the Colonel insisted he call it) which supported his quarters 
caused him to rise and fall unsettlingly. Slipping off his hanging cot, 
he cringed upon making contact with freezing floorboards and tip-
toed to the decrepit door. Forcing it open, he gritted his teeth as the 
sagging pig iron screeched across the battered floor. 

The cabin boy stopped to regain his breath, and his attention was 
only drawn by a garbled squabble. Glancing to the right, he witnessed 
a couple of half-drunk soldiers stumble around the sharp corner. After 
wondering if they had just consumed their first pints of the day or 
were merely returning to their quarters after too long a night of fun, 
Rook realized that they could see the look of strain on his face and 
tried to act as though he was struggling to keep the door open. The 
men passed by without a word in his direction, and he relaxed, letting 
the door close on its own. 

Sprinting past the holes which the moving fortress had retained from 
battle, he felt the fortress rise and fall beneath him. After climbing 
an oxidized pair set of stairs, he turned towards the janitorial closet. 
Removing the key that Colonel Jeggs had entrusted him with, he 
stabbed it into the lock as an awful, booming voice filled the air. 

“Hey, Roog!” He saw Abfus out of the corner of his eye, and 
pretended that he had somehow not detected the mechanic. But he 
found it was too late, he had already clamped down a scar ridden hand 
upon his shoulder, and was speaking in the friendly bullying way that 
reminded Rook of his fellow teens back in his hometown. 

“How is morning jog? Do you find brisk air good for reflexes? You’ll 
need it when you’re cleaning floor! HA!” 
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Rook bit his lip at the mechanic’s poor grammar, trying to be 
empathetic with the knowledge that Abfus was born during the chaos 
thirty years back, so he was never properly taught such things. “I keep 
telling you; my name is ROOK. R-O-O-” 

The technician drowned out his complaint with a laugh and pasted 
a large poster across the closet door. Intrigued by the bright colors and 
bold text, Rook scanned it with his eyes. 

6 ROUNDS OF BONE BREAKING WRESTLING! STARTS AT 
7, 11 KOOLICKS PER ADDMISSION.

“Are you thinking of joining us tonight? They say a Vesperado 
cannot legacy if he is not grownup. And one cannot be grownup if he 
has not witness fight, no?” 

Rook stepped back, trying to disguise the fact that the very idea of 
crowding alongside sweat covered drunk soldiers turning his stomach. 
“Well I –” 

“Unless you prefer cleaning floor like little cabin boy...” 
Forcing himself not to scowl, Rook spoke in a low voice. “I’ll just 

have to cancel the Tollop game that me and some of the guys were 
gonna play, but I’ll be there.” 

Abfus nodded vaguely, even his feeble mind seeing through the 
thinly veiled lie. Shrugging, he hurried around the corner to post more 
advertisements, and Rook sighed the moment he was out of ear range. 

Jeggs had warned him against men like Abfus, stating that a real 
soldier did not join in the rabble. The idea of creating disappointment 
stung in his mind.

 

On his first day on board the moving fortress, Colonel Jeggs had 
been kind enough to explain why it was they used the Tarqus for 
travel, instead of something else. Apparently they could alter the slime 
with their bio-tech, so the ground crossed by slugs was uninhabitable 
for mutants. 

The beast secreted massive amounts of slime each day, and since the 
majority of the weapons and ramparts that it supported were on the 
side of its body, every day he was forced to push away toxic ooze with 
a metal scraper. Still, he kept reminding himself, the custodian job 
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was better than the dozens odd jobs he had been forced to do in his 
hometown, after his father’s death. 

He had just finished cleaning the west-side operating balcony, when 
three shapes came barreling out of the hills. His passing comment 
(“filthy creatur–”) died on his lips as he identified the three shapes. 
Two Pyrema and a mutant ran across the planes, the grey haired 
warrior grabbing their blue haired companion and running faster with 
the child under their arm.

They were moving towards a narrow gorge, and the blue haired 
child seemed to be struggling, insisting that he/she could fend for 
themselves if given the chance. The tall grey hair had just arrived at the 
gorge and for a moment Rook felt fear for what might happen if they 
failed the jump. This fear was rewarded with a spectacular jump, one 
which only so muscular a creature could have pulled off. The leaper 
landed on their ankle, and the mutant hissed from across the pit as the 
young one tried and failed to help their companion.

The blue haired creature looked up, and if they had better eyesight, 
they would have seen Rook grinning like a maniac. This was his chance! 
These were clearly fugitives in Vesperado territory. Getting two Pyrema 
captured would definitely start off his legacy. And if they didn’t want to 
force the slug to stop, they could blow them off the face of the map with 
their cannons. Jeggs might promote him! And Abfus would be dumbstruck! 

He was just about to run to tell the nearest private, when he 
realized that the blue haired child was weeping over its comrade’s 
body. He couldn’t hear a sound because of distance, the creature’s lack 
of a mouth, and the brutal wind. But he could tell from the way it 
shuddered, because he had shuddered that way over his father. When 
he had returned home from picking fruit to find that a mutant had 
destroyed his house and bashed his father’s skull in, he had fallen to 
his knees and wailed in a way that the Pyrema down there never would 
be able to.

He hadn’t even known that Pyremas could cry. 
Without thinking, he tore off the emergency med-kit from the 

wall, and focused all his strength into chucking the device in the two 
strangers’ direction. Watching the blue and purple colored device fly 
over the edge, past the sea of slime below, was terrifyingly exhilarating. 
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The small enemy picked up the device and carried it back to its 
companion, and the words of Rook’s father, the ones that had haunted 
him last night, returned to mind.

“Do not be remembered by the constraining and the obtuse, but rather 
the meek and the beloved.” 

Smiling against the grand blue sky, he waved to the survivors and 
continued his shoveling. 
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Bela Ceely
“An Orange with Nails in It…”

The sun shines through the trees as I open my eyes.  I hold my breath 
and hide under the covers of my bed, which is coated with fur blankets 
from the lost that we have taken.  “Meraki-Kalon, get your lunch, and 
let’s go to your apprenticeship,” my Baba shouts.  I groan as I get up to 
grab my hunters’ jacket.  Whelve Vienda, my master, is one for early 
birds.  I grab my simple headdress and hope for the best. 

Screams of pain rush through my head and I fall to the floor covering 
my ears. The lights darken, as words surround my very soul. “Help me! 
Where am I? Why won’t you help me? Why? Why? Why? Please! Please!” 
The voices sob. Words fly around my eyes, ‘til I’m chilled to the very 
core. Trembling hands shake my cold body. Lights appear before my 
very eyes, blinding me. Sounds of panicked voices reach my ears at 
deafening decibels. 

Baba’s faded scales and pale grey fur stands before me.  Jolts of fear 
rush into the eyes of Baba.  I think he can hear my heart as it practically 
beats out of my chest. “Why is my Jaaneman covered in tears?”  Baba 
says with a shake in his voice. I don’t even notice the tears ‘til Baba 
says something.  I touch my face with my inadvertently released claws.  
My claws are stained with grey liquid not resembling tears, but sludge.

“Help me! Where am I? Why won’t you help me? Why? Why? Why? 
Please! Please!”  My head repeats these words like a mantra. 

“Meraki-Kalon, shoot the arrow at the mannequin,” Whelve Vienda 
says, breaking my trance. 

I hold my bow up straight, and tremors run through my body. I 
release the bow and the arrow flies around like the words in my mind. 
The arrow goes in another direction, practically opposite. “Meraki-
Kalon, what’s wrong? You never miss. The arrow is practically an 
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appendage,” he says, confused. I trust him. Baba still believes me when 
I tell him that I don’t have enough water and it is just dehydration. 

“Are there any legends or wives tales about voices in heads or hearing 
voices?” I ask. 

“No, not that I know of; but I am older, and more forgetful.” He 
chuckles at me. I know that beneath that chuckle is worry. 

“Who would know if there are stories?” I ask. 
“Meraki-Kalon,” he sighs. The anxiousness of his tone is obvious. 
“I need to know” I plead. 
He folds like a piece of paper. “The Shaman Herbalist; he has every 

story written. He knows.”
I arrive at the Luna Angelik Tree by the time the flowers glow. My 

nerves are wrecked. I ran out of hunters’ class and Whelve Vienda 
didn’t object. That scared me more than the voices themselves. Help 
me! Where am I? Why won’t you help me? Why? Why? Why? Please! 
Please,” echoes through my head.  I lean my head on a tree. The thing 
is though, I feel nothing. I put my hands on Luna Angelik and try 
my hardest to feel an aura, just something. All I feel is fear. I feel the 
words. I can’t feel anything and it kills me inside. I only feel the words. 
It’s like I don’t have feelings anymore, I’m just…numb. 

I enter the Shaman Herbalist’s hut and I see her sitting on the floor, 
with her legs all twisted like a knot on a tree, eyes close. Colorful 
incense burns into a swirling smoke, making me cough at the loss of 
air in my lungs. “Meraki-Kalon, is there something you need?” The 
words swirl in the air like the smoke that hangs above my head. 

“Mam, are there any legends on voices?” 
“Voices? What do you mean?”
“Like, in your head.”
Her eyes glaze over with a worried look. “Let me check the books.”  

She says hastily. She runs to the book and skims the pages for the 
words. The paper crunches with every turn. Dust flies from the ancient 
text. “I’m sorry, there is nothing, my dear.” She says this in a gloomy 
tone. My heart sinks as the voices fly around my head. 

“Help me!”
“Thanks for trying Shaman.”
“Where am I?”  
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“I’m sorry I couldn’t be more help.”
“Why won’t you help me?”
“It’s okay.”
“Why?”
“If you don’t mind me asking, why were you wondering?”
“Why?”
“It was just a thought I had.”
“Why?”
“Oh, okay. I hope you have a lovely day.”
“Please!”
“Thanks, you too. Goodbye.”
“Please!”
I arrive at the hut late. I walked around the rest of the day near the 

Tundra letting my body feel something other than fear. My fur has 
glistening flakes still on it. I lay on my bed as my eardrums burst from 
repetitive chantings of fear and pain. I lie on my bed and close my eyes. 

“Meraki-Kalon, get up.”
“Meraki-Kalon, get up and go to Baba’s room.”
“Meraki-Kalon, go to Baba’s room and grab the nail bomb.”
“Merakia-Kalon, get the bomb and blow up yourself.”
“Come on Meraki-Kalon, do it.”
“Do it.”
“Blow yourself up.”
“Make the wall covered in blood of a failure.”
“Yes, grab the bomb.”
“Keep pulling the pin.”
“Say goodbye.”
“Goodbye.”
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Priya Chokshi

Insane-looking rainbow dragon with horns
  

Talon and Saphire live on the planet, Husk. Saphire is a dragon primarily 
living in the water, but can also live on land in the trees, where he lives 
now with Talon. Talon is a Filustilia, a cat-lizard type creature who lives 
in the treetops. They discovered that they could communicate with each 
other through speech six years ago, the year Talon’s dad was possessed and 
killed. They have been inseparable ever since.

Saphire’s POV 

“Saphire, I have an idea! Maybe we should go explore the Ecto Tundra. 
I mean think about it no one even knows what’s out there,” Talon 
exclaimed. I stared at him with a dumbfounded face.  

“Do you not listen to your mom at all? Isn’t that exactly what 
happened to your dad?” I questioned. Scariness crossed his face for a 
split second before it was masked by a daring look.

“I know, shadow beings, blah blah blah, getting possessed,” he said 
sarcastically.

“Talon I don’t know if this is a good idea…” I murmured. He looked 
at me with a defiant look.

“I’m going with or without you Saphire,” he responded, almost 
yelling. I cowered away from him, scared of what was coming next. 
He let out a frustrated groan and stomped off. I was tempted to go 
after him, but I knew he just needed to cool off. I followed him, 
staying hidden among the forest. Little did Talon know that I was 
there the night his dad died and I could communicate with Talon’s 
dad as well. I made a promise back then that I would protect Talon. 
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I found Talon back at our pod, packing his stuff up.
“What are you doing?” I said alarmingly.
“I said I was going with or without you,” he said, sounding annoyed.
“I just don’t think it’s a good idea,” I whispered, softening my tone.
“Well you aren’t my mom! I’m going whether or not you like it,” he 

yelled. I lowered my head in defeat. He walked out breathing heavily.
Well I guess I’m going to the Ecto Tundra.
I allowed some time before catching up to him. Night fell and he set 

up for camp. I found a plush bed of leaves and settled in for the night.

Talon’s POV

I woke up the next morning feeling good, but I felt like I was missing 
a part of me. I couldn’t place it until the thought of Saphire popped 
in my head. I couldn’t stop thinking about him as I ventured through 
the Demon Steppes. I paused as I heard a snap to the left of me. I 
turned around slowly expecting to see something. To my surprise, it 
was barren; there was no sight of life. I cautiously continued onward 
towards the Ecto Tundra. Thoughts of Saphire continued to occupy 
my mind throughout the day. For some reason I felt his presence as the 
sun set on the beautiful Ecto Tundra. As the sky turned from an orange 
to a pitch black, a scary reality washed over me. This is where my dad 
was possessed and brutally murdered. The Ecto Tundra didn’t seem so 
inviting anymore; now it just appeared to be a vast black hole. I heard 
the whispers of the shadows and became paralyzed with fear. I became 
more and more aware of my surroundings. I could feel the shadow 
being ready to strike when I caught a glint of silver, gold, and blue. 

One thought crossed my mind…
Saphire.
I watched in horror as my best friend contorted in pain. His beautiful 

scales began to transform into a hard, cracked rainbow skin and horns 
sprouted from his head. I fell onto my knees and began to weep. Not 
even five seconds passed, before I felt a sharp pain in my abdomen. I 
began to feel my body contort and I screamed out in pain. Moments 
later, I slipped into darkness.
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Delaney Coldren

“The Shadows”

Their limp bodies floated in the empty vacuum of space, held together 
tightly with a rope that was meant to save them. Their consciousnesses 
desperately tried to escape their confining shell, and were soon able 
to flee from the never ending silence. With nothing to inhabit, they 
became shadows. 

The lost souls wandered desperately, searching for help. They each 
latched onto a shadow and began to enter the being’s mind. Black 
liquid began to violently stream down the face of each creature. 
The black stained skin began to stretch and bones began to morph, 
creating grotesque monsters. The beasts howled in agony; a nightmare 
was created. 

They trudged into numerous towns to beg for help, but the only 
thing the terrified natives heard were animalistic cries of distress. The 
mutants were attacked and evacuated their hosts out of fear, leaving 
unholy abominations in their wake. 

They also caused other shadows to arise from their departure; these 
echoed the fear the original beings had felt. They continued latching 
onto shadows, causing fear to spread like a plague. The remaining 
natives did what every sentient being would do: preserve themselves 
and future offspring.

Walls and fortresses were built and new weapons were created. They 
shut the gates and locked themselves away from the cruel intentions 
of the world. A new generation would never see the light. 

One boy, however, heard the tales of the outside world and longed 
to be a part of it. He read books upon books about the past and grew 
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more determined that he would be the first to wander outside his 
quiet village for the first time in several decades. 

When he reached the ripe age of fifteen, he concluded that it was 
finally time for him to go on his treacherous adventure. He packed a 
small, ancient satchel with a pocketknife from his father, a rope from 
the worn-down barn in which he had worked all his life, a rusty canteen, 
and distant memories of the life he was leaving behind. At the striking 
sound of the crow of the rooster, he gave a final goodbye to his family as 
they slept soundly in the familiar comfort of their beds. 

The boy snuck under the towering wall in the cover of dawn, and 
began the epic journey that he had always dreamed of having. He 
was aware of the creatures, obviously, but was naïve about how truly 
terrifying they were. 

He started traveled into the deep, dark jungle and took in the sourly 
sweet exhilaration that taking a plunge into the unknown entails. The 
enormous trees created a shaded path into the woods, so he continued 
upon the dimly lit trail. Paranoia set in as he began to hear strange 
noises, but he tried to convince himself it was all in his mind. He 
traveled farther into the forgotten territory, and ran into what he 
thought he would only encounter in the dusty shelves of the library: 
a mutant.

In an almost hypnotic trance, the boy stared at the being. To him, 
it was one of the most beautiful things that he had ever seen: it was 
exotic, larger than life, and a miracle that he was even able to witness 
its majesty. 

The monster drew nearer and its terrified screech brought the boy 
out of his trance. He dashed as fast as he thought possible, but the 
impending creature was quicker. It was almost as though it was trying 
to call out to him, but that seemed impossible to him.

He tripped over an uprooted oak upon creating this internal query, 
causing him to fall on a jagged rock, as the looming presence of the 
being grew closer. 

The boy was profusely bleeding on the ground as his world began to 
fade to black. When he was slowly losing consciousness, he could have 
sworn that the monster said, “I’m sorry.”
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Amy Gardiner-Parks

“Crisis”

An icy lake

The last thing Moth saw before she slipped beneath the ice was dark liquid 
leaking from her best friend’s eyes like inky tears. Then everything went 
black.
 
“I don’t understand why they can’t just let me live my life,” Sentry 
complained as he paced around Moth’s small pod. “I wish they would 
stop trying to plan my future for me.” 

“Yeah it’s really stupid, but I’m sure they think it’s what’s best for 
you in the long run,” Moth replied, absentmindedly flicking her long 
reptilian tail back and forth. 

Sentry let out an irritated sound somewhere in between a whine 
and a growl, “I mean, what gives them the right to control me? What 
if I’m not ready to find a mate and settle down? They haven’t even 
considered my feelings.”  

“Well, they are your parents,” she stated. “And don’t forget, your 
mother is the Luminary, so she’s pretty much in charge of everyone.” 

“Moth, that’s not helping.” He groaned and flopped rather 
ungracefully onto his best friend’s nest-like bed. “I just want to be 
free. Of responsibility, and expectations. Free to live my life under my 
own rules.”

Moth cocked her head and stared at her friend with a look of deep 
contemplation shining in her large feline eyes. She opened and closed 
her fanged mouth a few times, as if not sure she should say what she 



62

shared worlds

was thinking. Making a rapid decision she spoke up, “Now I know 
this is going to sound crazy –” she paused, reconsidering what she was 
about to suggest before continuing, “– but what if we left?”

Sentry whipped his head around to stare directly into Moth’s bright 
eyes; his face carried a look of utter shock and confusion. 

“Leave? What do you mean leave?” He asked incredulously. “Moth, 
we can’t just leave! That’s-that’s, I mean, we can’t—”

“Why? What’s stopping us?” Moth interrupted. “You just said you 
want to be free, didn’t you?”

“Yes, but…”
Moth held up a paw-like hand to silence her friend’s objection. 

“Listen, I know it’s pretty sudden but—okay very sudden—but point 
is, we can get away from here. We can go up north to the Ecto Tundra 
and live among the Fyrema.”

Sentry was starting to relax and Moth could feel excitement 
beginning to build, despite his obvious concern. 

“But what if we get caught?” He inquired nervously.
“We say we were going out hunting,” she replied.
“What about the Shadows? What would we do if we ran into one?” 
“The Fyrema haven’t been experiencing mutations, so maybe they 

know to how deal with it, or the Shadows just don’t go to the Ecto 
Tundra. Either way we’re safe,” Moth said, trying to reassure her friend.

Sentry nodded hesitantly in agreement, although he still looked very 
uneasy. But his doubts were drowned out by the possibility of finally 
finding freedom from the Filustilia culture. Moth knew he was more 
scared of trying to find his life-long mate then he was of whatever 
their adventure might throw at them. 

***

The sun was just beginning to rise as Moth reached the edge of the 
Demons Steppes, and found herself looking out over the icy landscape 
of the Ecto Tundra with Sentry at her side.  The pair had snuck out 
at dusk, each packing a small rucksack with only the necessary items. 
Wrapped in their black leather coats with weapons secured to their 
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many belts, the two had set off. They walked all night long to reach 
their destination, and now it was right in front of them.

The barren white landscape reflected the icy light into blinding rays. 
In the distance Moth could just make out the outline of mountains 
hidden behind a freezing fog. The few plants that had adapted to this 
harsh environment were stunted and rough. Ruins of the old towns 
littered the landscape, a reminder of what the world had been before 
the time of the Shadows. There was something hauntingly beautiful 
about the scene. 

“Hey, Moth?” Sentry turned to the shorter Filustilia with a look on 
his face she had never seen before, even after knowing him her entire 
life.  

“Yeah?” 
“I just want to let you know that if we had stayed, and I had had to 

pick a mate, well, I would’ve asked you. Because, I think I might love 
you,” he said, looking everywhere but at Moth’s face. 

Moth felt her heartbeat speed up, she had imagined him saying this 
to her so many times it felt surreal. She wanted nothing more than 
to tell him just how happy his confession made her, but then she saw 
something. Something that made her blood run cold.

“Sentry,” Moth said in a terrified voice, “run.”
She grabbed his hand and pulled him forward as he looked over his 

shoulder to see a Shadow. Before there was time to think Moth and 
Sentry had bent down to all fours and were speeding away from the 
creature. It was all a blur of adrenaline as soon as they started running. 
They zigzagged their way around rocks trying to confuse the creature 
pursuing them, but the Shadow wasn’t slow. Moth’s legs were burning 
and her lungs ached. Then all of a sudden there was an ear splitting 
crack from beneath her. Ice.

“Moth, don’t move!” Sentry shouted as he skidded to halt just before 
he reached the fragile surface of the frozen pond. 

She crouched as low to the ice as possible, and still the ice continued 
to break. But falling into the freezing water wasn’t what she was 
worried about. 

“Look out!” She screamed, but it was too late. 
The Shadow was inside Sentry before he knew what was happening. 
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The mutation began instantly and there was nothing she could 
do. Moth had to watch as Sentry’s body twisted into a gruesome 
deformation. Then the ice gave way from beneath her and she was 
plunged into icy water. There was no one who could help her. She 
knew Sentry would’ve died for her, but he was turning into a monster 
before her very eyes. She hadn’t even gotten to tell him she loved him 
back. The last thing Moth saw before she slipped beneath the ice was 
dark liquid leaking from her best friend’s eyes like inky tears. Then 
everything went black.
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“Ghost Winter”

A wooden bowl with clay near the center,  
filled with dark liquid and a piece of ice.

The canopy blocked out almost all light in the winter, plunging 
Kallis’s treetop city into dim orange lamplight. She sat on the balcony, 
swinging her legs over the edge and peering down. The forest floor 
wasn’t even visible from this high up; only thick branches. The sun 
was setting gradually as its position in the sky was replaced by seven 
nearly-full moons.

A chill ran down her spine. Dusk was the proverbial time for the 
shadow creatures to search for new hosts, or so she had been told. 
Because she wasn’t allowed to leave the trees, she’d never actually 
seen the shadows in person before, or the mutants whose bodies 
they inhabited. She could imagine how they looked nevertheless—
from scattered bits and pieces of information, gleaned from passing 
conversations and old ghost stories. It had become almost the stuff of 
legends for Kallis, born and raised in the city, safely away from danger.

She heard a rustling in the darkness, interrupting her thoughts. She 
dexterously got to her feet, ears pricked, eyes wide, every sense straining 
for the intruder. In one hand Kallis unhooked a lantern from the wall 
and briefly held it up to see, but the wind blew out the candle inside.

She opened her mouth to call out, but no sound escaped. The only 
light now came from the moons, basking the leaves in a pale glow. 
Someone grabbed her shoulder.

“Amara?” she asked. The hand was released. A familiar face came into 
view, and all the fear evaporated out of Kallis at once. She laughed. 
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“You’re really freaking terrible, you know that?”
Amara only grinned in response. “I didn’t think I’d run into you,” 

she said conversationally. “Why are you even up this late?”
Kallis ran her paws along the railing, distracted. “I couldn’t sleep.”
“Me neither.”
Silence fell over both of them as they leaned on the westernmost side 

of the fence. “I wonder what it’s like down there,” Kallis murmured 
distractedly, gesturing towards the topsoil. Amara followed her gaze.

“Yeah. Someone told me it’s filled with carnivorous plants.”
“And mutants.” Kallis set the lantern back on the wall, then looked 

back at her girlfriend. Moonlight illuminated one half of her face, her 
dark eyes glittering with a trace of a smile. “My parents are probably 
worried. I should get back home.”

“Okay. See you.”
Amara turned and walked in the opposite direction, crossing the 

precarious bridge that linked two trees. Kallis waited until she was 
out of sight, and then stood alone on the terrace while tiny stars 
materialized in the sky.

The following morning, Kallis emerged from her room with tufts 
of fur sticking up in various directions. She made her way into the 
kitchen looking for her family, but her home was empty. She glanced 
out the window and noticed a crowd had gathered several trees away. 
She sprinted over, meeting her family beside the well. 

“What’s going on?”
“There’s no more water,” said her brother quietly. “The pipes that 

bring it from the lake froze.”
“This is the coldest recorded winter in centuries,” said someone over 

the buzz of conversation. “We should have seen this coming.”
The Luminary stepped up to the front of the assembly. “We need 

someone to travel down to the forest floor and fix the pipes. It’s a 
dangerous job, though, I’m warning you. There is a chance that 
you might run into mutants, or carnivorous plants. Are there any 
volunteers?”

There was silence, until Kallis found herself raising her hand and a 
voice she didn’t recognize as her own blurted out, “I’ll do it.”

“Kallis?” The Luminary looked surprised. “You might want to bring 
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someone with you, it isn’t safe to be alone on your first time leaving 
the city.”

Amara emerged right beside her, as if on cue. “I can.”
“All right. We have our two volunteers. Both of you should find 

some tools and jackets now so you can reach the location as fast as 
possible. You need to be back before dark. I don’t think it’s necessary 
to mention why.”

They nodded, then rushed to their respective houses. Kallis 
unearthed a leather coat and tool belt in the closet. Afterward, she 
met Amara near the rope ladder that all filustilia used in the rare and 
drastic case that they needed to reach the ground.

She descended, with Amara close above, until her feet landed on 
solid dirt. She turned around. The trees were even taller than they 
looked from above, if that was possible. Amara jumped down and 
placed her hand on Kallis’s shoulder. “Look at that.” Between two 
redwoods lay a metal building, blanketed in moss. “We should go 
inside,” she said.

“Later,” said Kallis. “On our way back.”
The two of them walked in the general direction of the sound of 

rushing water. Finally, they reached a hollow piece of metal that 
protruded upward from the ground. She removed a roll of tape from 
her tool belt and patched up the rupture.

The two of them stepped away from their handiwork. “We should 
explore now,” Kallis suggested. The sun was still high in the sky, and 
there was still time before they had to head back.

“Remember that building we saw?”
Kallis nodded. She heard copious stories about what it was like on 

the forest floor from hunters and warriors, but not one had spoken 
about abandoned skyscrapers. Had there been a city here at some 
point? The entire situation was shrouded in mystery. Whenever she 
thought she knew everything about her world, there was always 
another secret to learn.

They made their slow way back to the building. Amara brushed back 
vines from the door, which was unlocked, surprisingly. They stepped 
inside, where it was practically pitch black. Kallis felt around on the 
wall for a light switch and flipped it, but nothing happened.
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“The lights don’t work.”
It took a few moments before they both realized. Where there was 

total darkness, there were almost always shadow creatures. Their 
glowing eyes met across the room, and they simultaneously lunged 
towards the door. Amara twisted the handle, a note of hysteria rising 
in her voice. “It’s locked! Kallis!”

“I think there’s one in this room,” Kallis said quietly. There was no 
need to specify what.

“God, how are we supposed to get out? Did that thing lock the 
door?”

“Probably.” Who knew how long it had been waiting here for 
someone to possess? It must have been desperate for any sentient 
creature to stumble across this place. She slammed her side against 
the door, to no avail. Her heart hammered against her sternum as the 
air grew colder. She stood completely still, and the temperature slowly 
levelled out again. The creature had passed her by. She let out a long 
breath. “Mar? You okay?”

Silence.
“Amara?”
She heard a crunching footstep, lurching towards her. Then another. 

Kallis panicked, placing her left hand against the wall in order to find 
a window. There was one filthy glass pane, which she smashed, letting 
a stream of light inside.

There was a mutant inside the room, but no Amara. It was hunched 
over, with bones in all the wrong places, a living mass of tumors and 
boils. It was only when Kallis caught sight of her dark sea glass eyes 
that the knowledge of what happened collided with her. Amara was 
possessed.

The creature roared. Kallis dived through the window and ran up 
the rope ladder, only stopping to look back once.



69

Robin Holcomb

“Solstice”

Every day, at this time, the sun would hover at its peak in a manner 
akin to a proud, obese bird who had the idea that staying put was the 
only action it could take that would be remotely fruitful for it.  This 
did not bother Varthak, as the heat was good on his wings after the 
cold winter, when the northward tundra would creep into the steppes 
and punish anyone questioning its authority with gales that would 
rush into you and dig in deep, a little like the devils one would spot 
on the horizon every now and then, and since one was brought up 
right, they’d acknowledge by sprinting in the other direction as fast as 
they could.

But Varthak didn’t want to think about devils or winter right now.  
The air was sweet with the early summer pollen, and the sun supplied 
its warm radiance.  For Varthak, the world’s troubles were left below, 
save for the little box strapped to his hip.

Varthak wanted to think about the box even less than devils or 
winter.

It was a deceptively frail-looking little thing, as if the veins left when 
a leaf rotted away had been layered into a mesh and shaped into an 
ellipsoid made to open and close laterally.  Naturally, it didn’t open, 
because things like these never just open, due to the broken lock that 
marked its front, smooth metal cover that once covered the minute 
machinery within, left somewhere in the plains along with any key 
that could open it unobtrusively.  Now, the mechanism of the lock sat 
exposed, gears and springs and bars rusted together in an uneven red-
orange lump, sitting between Varthak and the contents of the box.
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Lost in thought, he found himself skimming over sparse foliage 
only a short ways above the ground and finally hit the ground in 
a long lope. Righting himself, he sat and considered the little box, 
what it was before it was his.  Varthak held it in a four-taloned hand, 
remembered how he had found it when he was wandering far from 
the home chasm, his trajectory lit by the three moons, and he came 
across a ruined hovel almost buried in the snow.  Seeking shelter for 
the night, Varthak let himself in, unwitting to what was within.

He should have heard the scratching, the gurgling, the crunching 
of bones.

Pulsing pouches of flesh; gnashing teeth; grasping, skeletal limbs; eyes 
burning not with malice, but with terror, with desperation, with hunger.

He would not forgive himself if he let it live.
It took him hours to wash the ichor off his dagger; longer to try to 

wash away the memory before he discovered that it would leave stains 
and the whole endeavor was pointless.  Devils and winter still hooked 
into him with no promise of letting go.  The box anchored Varthak to 
that night; he ached to throw it away, to forget, but he could not bear 
to leave it behind.

Returning to the present, Varthak gazed at the ampule with a 
burning intensity.  He unsheathed his dagger, blade no wider than a 
feeler, and pushed it into a groove in the ruined lock.  In the end, his 
dagger was dented and twisted to the point of uselessness, but the box 
was open.

Turned out it was empty. 
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“The Face Maker”

Come sit by me, I have a story to tell you. You already know the story 
of the end of the Shining Age, which lives on in legacy, but perhaps 
this one lives in body still. Enough claim to have encountered this 
creature of which I am about to tell you that we believe it to be true. 
Their injuries looked real enough as well, and what injuries they were. 
Their skin was stripped from their flesh, and their flesh was stripped 
from their bones. The removal was impossibly clean, where the bone 
showed not a speck of flesh remained, and those that only sustained 
skin injuries lacked all skin in the afflicted area. They bled from 
muscles visible in immaculate condition, not a nick on the exposed 
tissue. The skin was just gone.

The few survivors from the scavenging party that encountered this 
creature were so shaken by the experience that they refused to talk 
about it for years. Those that did not survive could not even be given 
a proper funeral, for there were no bodies left to be burned. 

The creature is said to be a remnant from the Shining Age, a 
biomechanical being created to manufacture organic tissue. Now, it 
is but an echo of a day long past, fulfilling its purpose that no longer 
exists with material that can only be gained through the deconstruction 
of living beings.

The Face Maker, as it has come to be called, methodically strips 
any and all organic tissue off any creature of flesh and bone that 
ventures too close to the crumbling building it calls home. Once its 
first appendage, a long, flexible metal tube with a biological vacuum at 
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the end for harvesting flesh cell by cell, catches you, there is little else 
you can do, save watch as it slowly eats away at you.

And it is a truly terrifying sight to behold. The vacuum sliding 
over someone’s arm, removing skin, then flesh, then bone, and then 
moving to the torso with robotic precision. When the bone, flesh and 
skin are gone from the chest it continues on to the organs within, 
jumping from tissue to tissue until the victim finally stops screaming 
and writhing in unspeakable agony.

As it harvests still living cells, it spins its gory masterpieces 
simultaneously on its other equally horrific, arm. Though it can barely 
be called an arm. It is an imbalanced mass of rusting metal and rotted 
flesh that somehow still manages to impassively turn out fresh face 
after fresh face while the flesh of its own face drips with rot. The rest 
of its body is small, almost childlike; composed of the same rancid 
medley of sour meat and decrepit alloys. 

The most terrifying part of the creature’s work is what’s left after it 
has finished its grisly undertaking. A friend or a legend to be that once 
stood at your side, suddenly gone, sucked up in the hellish vacuum 
and spit out the other end. And surrounding you: bodiless faces of 
a creature you’ve never seen, torn due to their delicate existence. It 
leaves you with questions you never thought you’d be faced with, the 
chilling knowledge that they are best left unanswered. That reminds 
me, have I ever told you the story of how I lost my arm?
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Upon the ground, where twigs and a few leaves lie on a ground covered 
in woodchips, are these small mushroom-like pods that are open at 
their tops. They’re brown on the inside and a fuzzy, shiny white on 
the outside.

On the planet, Husk, these pods are the result of a fault in dimensional 
experimentation, made by a group of scientists from two of the three 
native species of the planet, the Filustilia and the Vesperalo. Though 
they were rather skilled scientists, one could say that they were walking 
through the procedure blinded, for the ability to create mechanisms 
meant for teleportation was not within their range of expertise. As a 
result of this disadvantage, there had been a miscalculation in their 
attempt to test their cross-dimensional “marvel”: the machine that 
opened and maintained the wormhole that was to be used to travel 
through had broken down and exploded. Thus, the wormhole was 
destroyed. The explosion had caused a catastrophic phenomenon 
that sent a wave of electro-magnetic energy, that knocked out the 
power and fried the wiring and electric currents of the entire city. 
The scientists, the five that went into the wormhole  – since the rest 
that were supervising the machinery died in the blast – were trapped 
between the two dimensions as if they were caught in limbo, between 
life and death, with no ways to escape.

However, desperate to escape, the lost scientists tried to break 
through the dimensional barrier and return to their home, Husk. 
The struggle was great; an invisible but ridged, powerful wall resisted 
their desire for passage, and lost ones had started to grow weary. 
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After a last attempt for a feat of strength, the scientists had finally 
broken through the great barrier and found themselves back into the 
laboratory where the incident had started. But to their dismay, they 
had found the entire lab in ruins; desolate, vaporized, completely 
destroyed along with the charred remains of the supervisors. The poor 
souls’ expressions fell sullen, and they grieved the loss of their fellow 
colleges and the failure of their attempt to achieve a great feat in their 
advancement of technology. Then, suddenly, they became aware of 
what had happened to them. They screamed in terror but no sound 
came. Their bodies were stuck upon the ground; they were intangible 
silhouettes that glided on the floor: shadows. Shadows of their very 
conscience. Their bodies remained trapped between the dimensional 
planes, and only their minds were able to return to their world in the 
form of shadows. 

They needed to get help so they fled the facility. Outside they found 
the city in an uproar. In the heart of the Filustilian region, the people 
scurried amongst one another as if they were wild bees in the middle 
of a disturbance in their hive. Everyone was yelling at each other for 
answers to an apparent problem. The ones who were shadows, who 
knew well that in their current state they couldn’t speak to anyone, 
deduced that they would have to somehow take on the form of what 
they used to be if they were ever going to make any progress. One 
of them had found a nearby Filustilian and carefully made his way 
towards him, while staying out of the sights of any of the bustling 
folk. Let’s face it: to see a shadow slithering across the floor without 
an actual person to guide it as it hides behind him or her, away from 
the scorching sunlight, one would think that he had finally gone mad! 

When the lone shadow being reached the unsuspecting other, he 
hesitantly made his way into the latter’s own shadow, merging the two. 
The lone Filustilian’s eyes widened to their limits, his breath hitched 
and sat frozen in his lungs, his mouth gaped open, and his fur stood 
erect. It was as if he had seen a sight so unholy it would have made 
the very leaves on the massive trees around them cease their rustling 
dance in the midst of the most violent of breezes. On the other hand, 
the shadow being himself felt a wave of elation and hope; he could see 
what the other saw, feel what he felt, sense what he sensed, and more. 
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Yes, there was a chance! A chance for him and the others to escape and 
clean the mess they’ve made!

However, this vision that gave him such reassurance was soon 
shattered when he felt the latter’s body begin to cringe, twist, and 
deform from the inside out. They both uttered a blood-curdling shriek 
as the host body mutated into something so hideous, so unspeakably 
horrifying that nearly everyone within a thirty-meter radius froze in 
their tracks and gazed at the monstrosity. This black, mangled, skull-
headed monstrosity cried out a low, distorted moan and staggered in 
its steps. Women and children around it began to scream in terror and 
run away, and the men soon followed suit. 

The now-mutated Filustilian started to ooze thick black goo from its 
earholes, eye sockets, nostrils, and what was left of its mouth. When the 
goo settled on the grassy ground, it had immediately began to soak in, 
creating a dark patch of brown, dead grass and a dried cracked earth. 
From the dry ground, about a hundred small fuzzy white pods sprouted. 
The poor creature was so confused and afraid; what were these small 
things he had just grown? Since they came from this goo that seeped out 
from his skull face, are they toxic? Toxic like he now was?

The pods burst open, and out of them came more small wailing 
shadows that ascended and drifted into the air, floating to who-
knows-where. 

This was but the beginning, the dawn of an era of chaos sweeping 
across the world of Husk. It is an era in which you will survive the 
chaos or succumb to it.
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As brittle as old bone, yet as clean as the day created, frozen in ice and 
buried in snow this object laid. A thin, sharp blade with a thinner, 
rounded handle, this weapon was a weapon of olden times, times 
when war was common and peace was rare. My hair fell in front of me, 
whiter then new fallen snow. Was it the snow that made it so white, or 
was it originally this color? I do now know. Many a moon have I lived, 
and many a winter have I endured. My memory serves me poorly, 
for even we Fyrema can become lost within our arctic tundra, where 
summers will freeze through a dragon’s heart, and winters grow even 
colder. Yet even the blizzards of summer bring pleasuring warmth to 
my bones, and winters a comforting chill.

Still I gaze upon this ancient blade, imagining a world of old. I 
fear to break it in the attempt of freeing the ancient weapon from its 
frozen jail. Fear is a distant memory, forgotten in time by my people, 
almost like what I hold within my hand… within my hand. I bend 
slowly and move the snow from where I found the knife. Below the 
snowy ground lay a corpse, blank eyes staring to a distant land I cannot 
see by myself. No mouth was visible, only smooth skin preserved by 
this land of snow and ice. Old rags wrapped loosely around a frail, 
pale body. Ebony hair lashed out in all directions, trying to reach for 
something, anything, and all for different, or even the same reasons. 
Was my hair ebony once?

I dug more, discovering more of the mouthless faces of my kind. I 
saw one with hair bluer then sea past the frozen waters of the north. 
Another, I saw, had hair as red as the fires that burn within my camp. 
Hunger consumed me as I thought of my camp, and I escaped the 
scene, even with my curiosity struggling to take control and go back. 
I slipped the ancient knife beneath my cloak, attempting to hide it 
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from the rest of my clan. I was sure they would be furious enough at 
me for not having a successful hunt. I returned, and that was exactly 
what I got.

“Where is the meat?” one of my people said to me in our native 
sign language.

“I was unsuccessful,” I signed back with my free hand, “I could not 
find any food.”

A disappointed expression spread across the Fyrema’s mouthless 
face as they signed me to my tent. I obeyed, knowing better then to 
question a higher ranking Fyrema in the clan. I returned to my tent 
and made sure no one could see within. I brought out the ancient 
knife then, admiring it one more time. Finally I took the dare, and 
began to free the blade from its frozen prison. As soon as I hit the ice-
worn metal, it shattered. Now a million pieces lay out in front of me, 
all the remains of an ancient artifact. It seemed to have shattered so 
easily, as if like glass. Never in my wildest dreams had I thought that 
a memory of a time long ago would have shattered so easily, nor had I 
thought I would be the cause of it.
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In the world of Husk there is a place that no one would dare to go. A 
place of old, a place before the end of everything. 

A man was curious; his name was Shi. Shi was part of the Vesperalo 
race, a powerful race of winged creatures. The elders of the Vesperalo 
told Shi not to explore the place where no one would go, but Shi had 
always planned to go to this place. One day Shi was able to get one of 
the elders to tell him the name of that place. The elder called it “the 
Hole of Old.” However, even with this information the chiefs would 
never let Shi go. Shi would often wander off during hunts, even though 
he had his Verala companion, Buu. It was still very dangerous to travel 
alone because of the mutants, so it was better to hunt together. Shi 
wished that he could just leave, but then he would have the legacy of a 
deserter. But one day someone was infected and began to mutate. Shi 
saw this as a chance to leave, knowing that his legacy would not last 
long, and on the other hand he could be infected as well in the fray. 
So Shi and Buu left for the Hole of Old.

Shi only ever heard the stories of the days before the fall before the 
elders. He only knew that that the Hole of Old” was located outside 
of the Demon Steps. Shi and Buu somehow managed to avoid the 
mutants as well as the other races on their journey to the Hole of 
Old. But right before he made it there, Shi was attacked by a mutant. 
Shi didn’t recognize it, so he assumed it was a mutated Filustila. Shi 
grabbed Buu and began to run, but the mutants weren’t feared for 
nothing. The lone mutant easily caught up to the two of them. So 
Shi, seeing no other way out, threw Buu on his back and told him 
to shoot. Buu shot everything he had at the mutant, and most of his 
shots hit, but it wasn’t enough to stop the mutant. With Buu out of 
needles and the mutant about to catch him, Buu flew straight up 
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and the mutant ran straight into a tree and Shi stabbed the mutant 
through the chest with his hand. After that, Shi took a rest to let Buu 
regenerate his needles, and so Shi himself could catch his breath. 

During this break time Shi started to remember how he first heard of 
the Hole of Old. It was years ago, when Shi was a young Vesperalo. One 
of the elders was telling a story of a place that was used for weapons, 
but it somehow survived the fall and was basically untouched and 
abandoned. For some reason this stuck with Shi throughout the years 
and he couldn’t stop thinking about it. Most of the other Vesperalo 
his age were not interested and had forgotten because that elder had a 
reputation of not having interesting stories. But for Shi, he had to see 
that place, and now he finally could.
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“She Didn’t Miss Her”

Years after her mother’s death, Elira, a Filustilian hunter, went to the 
city’s ruins to see what her mate saw before she was possessed by the 
Shadows.

When she felt the unsettling feeling in her stomach, echoes of the 
warning her sister had given her about the Lost City played in her 
mind. The sounds of Kaliessies taking flight and her feet shuffling 
across the ground distracted her from the overgrown metropolis, once 
bustling with life but now standing still and frozen. 

“We only go to the city when necessary, Elira. It’s too dangerous to 
get caught by the Shadows if the sun falls.” The words had been laced 
with a sort of fear and care. “The Fall wasn’t that long ago, we can’t lose 
anyone else we don’t have to.” 

We can’t lose anyone we don’t have to.
The inner city’s buildings stood tall and empty, standing as a 

reminder, skeletons of what was. A loud clang caused Elira to pause, 
her claws slipping out. Elira dropped to all fours. She circled around 
herself, stalking over to the shop across the road and pushing the 
rusted door open. 

Her heart didn’t stop racing when she stood up, taking in the 
ransacked room around her. Broken glass and scattered papers covered 
the wooden floors and the cracked glass cases. 

She stopped to pick up a box, turning it in her paw-like hands, 
cracking it open to peek inside at the velvet lining. A smell of molding 
wood and fabric wafted into her nose and she coughed, dropping the 
box to the floor and stepping away from it. 
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The shattered glass case against the wall held a purse. The snake skin 
felt rough under her touch, almost distracting her from the broken 
down door behind it. 

She pushed aside her trench coat and reached for the holster in her 
belt holding the matches, prying off a piece of wood from the counter 
and wrapping the tip in a torn shirt on the ground, then pouring a 
bottle of perfume on it and lighting it. 

Her makeshift torch allowed her to see the Shadows swirling in the 
darkness, waiting for her to immerse herself in their world. It was 
when the Shadows got closer that she realized the sun was setting, 
casting longer shadows and creating a bridge to bring them to her feet. 

“We can’t lose anyone we don’t have to.” 
Her lips curled back in a silent snarl, spinning and casting the light 

of her torch to keep them away. 

***
 
“They caused this. These abominations put us here, in this position 
of regression. We had everything before they came here, before they 
caused The Change in our friends, in our children, in our families. 
We’ve been nothing but respectful to the land and the land repays us 
with death and mutilation. Starting over has been hard and it’s caused 
more than enough trouble as it is. We need to stay away from them, 
away from the Shadows and away from The Change.” The loud cry 
of the Luminary rings out across the crowd. “Our old homes are lost, 
they are no more. We cannot move forward if we dwell so much on the 
past. We’ve built a better life here, in the trees. We are more connected 
than we have ever been before. We don’t need to be reminded of what 
we saw down there, so I propose a law. The Lost City is forbidden. 
The danger is high and we have to start rekindling the fire that’s been 
blown down.” 

Quiet murmurs filled the pause, nods of agreement, as Elira watched 
from perch in her nest. Not old enough yet to attend the meetings, 
she watched and cocked her head in confusion. 

Their leader stepped down from her post, almost gliding to her 
nesting pod and quickly going inside. 
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Her mother came back quickly after, shushing her swiftly when she 
asked questions. 

“But Ma, why does everyone hate the city?” Her tail wrapped 
carefully around her feet where she sat, looking expectantly up at her 
mother. 

“They don’t hate the city. They hate what has happened to it. Mean, 
scary monsters hurt people, Elira. Innocent people.” 

“Okay.”
Six weeks later, Elira watched her mother’s body, misshapen and 

wrong, be carried away to The Resting Place of Spirits.
 

***
 
Elira considered her options, staying put until daybreak, or trying to 
make it out of the city before the shadows took over. 

She growled and closed her eyes for a moment, opening them to 
see an even darker world around her. She dropped down to all fours, 
curling her tail around her feet just like she used to as a cub, and held 
the torch out to keep the Shadows away from her. 

It was only a (not permanent solution), and she watched the flame 
slowly burn lower and lower every passing moment, until it became a 
lowly ember on the end of a stick. 

Her heart dropped she felt the Shadows rush in on her, choking on 
the black ooze dripping from her lips and eyes, until she didn’t feel the 
pain anymore. She didn’t feel the anger anymore. 

She didn’t miss her mother anymore.
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SERLING

Serling is a flat, coin-shaped planet enclosed in an orb. 
Geographically, one side of the planet is a reflection of the other side. 
There are two suns positioned so that there is constant twilight. 
The planet is mostly water, so the populace has to deal with the 
issue of overpopulation. The sides are known as Maquia, which 
is a region heavily reliant on technology, and Nafsi, which relies 
on magic. The people, who are known as the Mateix, are able to 
shift their genders and appearances. They all have a doppelganger 
from the other side of the planet with which they have a telepathic 
connection. They are all controlled by a secretive government 
that manipulates them from beneath the surface. The government 
manipulates the regions into despising each other. The planet has 
very strong restrictions about the powers they can use.
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Long before the Mateix over-populated Serling and before the Gods 
existed, there were only two Gods: Maructus, the salt water god, and 
his friend Omnipicese, the fresh water god. On either side of their 
planet, they ruled over the vast nothingness of the oceans in harmony. 
Maructus could not travel to Omnipicese’s fresh water domain, and 
neither could Omnipicese travel to such a salty place like Maructus’ 
home, so they decided to create a meeting place in the middle. Due 
to the planet being flat, there were not many options for them to 
choose from, so they decided to meet where their two tides clashed 
and create an environment perfect for the both of them. The time had 
come when they came together to discuss ideas for their planet and to 
simply talk. 

Maructus was always the first to arrive. He looked over their area 
and smiled with pride. They had smoothed out the sand that was in 
the middle of their planet and heated it so it would stay smooth until 
they no longer required the meeting place. Even though they were 
the only two creatures on the planet, they built a wall behind them 
and had created murals of the different ideas they had for the world 
and other beautiful things they thought of. Maructus sat down on his 
chair made of a dull green coral that was surrounded by seaweed. He 
looked around for his friend, but as usual Omnipicese was running 
late. Maructus could never understand how he could possibly be late, 
considering they were the only two things on the planet that could 
talk. Out of boredom, Maructus stuck out a scaly arm and reached his 
webbed fingers across the border of their two kingdoms and cringed 
back. The fresh water felt like poison against his salt covered skin. He 
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shook his head as he wondered how his friend must feel in his world. 
After Maructus had some time alone with his thoughts, his friend 

appeared, swimming towards him with his long, dark green legs, 
pushing towards Maructus. Omnipicese’s entire body was dark 
green, with dark brown spots splattered on the top side of his body. 
His eyes followed you wherever you went because they could move 
independently, which was something Maructus could not do himself. 
Omnipicese swam up to his own chair, which was made of dark mud, 
with a ring of reeds enclosed around it. Omnipicese looked towards 
his longtime friend, excitement radiating from him. 

“I have a new idea. It is without a doubt the best one I’ve ever 
had!” Omnipicese’s chest swelled with pride at himself. Maructus had 
always been the calmer of the two, but he was never disappointed in 
his friend’s excitement over small, trivial things. 

“And what is this grand idea you have?” Marcutus chuckled to 
himself as his friend was practically shaking from a mixture of joy and 
pride.

“What if we created life?” His voice was barely above a whisper as he 
stared at his friend with anticipation. Marcutus had never considered 
creating someone else to join them in their isolation. He thought that 
they both had been happy, just the two of them. Marcutus realized he 
had been quiet for too long when his friend began to clear his throat. 
A loud bellow rippled through the water, causing Marcutus to switch 
from his thinking face to his enthusiastic one. 

“I think it’s a marvelous idea. What did you have in mind?” Marcutus 
began to think of what life would be like with someone or something 
else to join them. Sure, they had plant life, but plants couldn’t talk. At 
least, the ones he had created couldn’t.

“I was thinking we could create other creatures like us. But smaller. 
And obviously smaller and less powerful.” He beamed with happiness 
and even though Marcutus was slightly hurt at first, he realized that it 
would be nice to have someone who could venture to his side of the 
world. Someone he could spend constant time with if he wanted to. 
Someone who didn’t have to sit an arm’s length away out of pain. He 
knew that if he thought that it would be nice to have company, that 
Omnipicese must be feeling the same things. Marcutus peered over 
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his left shoulder at his dear friend and had to pinch his scales to keep 
from laughing. Omnipicese’s face was contorted deep in thought as he 
stared at the reeds that surrounded his chair. With each eye, he looked 
at a different reed and then started mumbling something to them. He 
was talking to them! Marcutus felt awful for laughing inwardly at his 
friend, but it was terribly funny. And, in a certain sense, it was sad. 
Marcutus felt deep sorrow for his lonely friend and realized that quite 
some time had passed since Omnipicese had suggested they create life 
and that he was now staring at Marcutus, waiting for his answer.

“Let’s do it.” To Marcutus’ great surprise, Omnipicese did something 
he had never done before. He swam across the border and hugged his 
friend. Marcutus could feel his friend’s skin boil in the different type 
of water and when he tried to push him off, he wouldn’t budge. 

Finally, Omnipicese let go, but he didn’t go back to the safety of his 
side. His skin continued to boil but he ignored the pain and looked 
his old friend in his deep blue green eyes. 

“Imagine what life could be like, with more people. With someone 
you can spend all your time with. Can you see it Marcutus? Because 
I can. And it’s absolutely beautiful.” For once, Marcutus could see 
exactly what Omnipicese saw. And it was beautiful. 
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“Lament of a Sea Monster”

Large bulbous metal things

I always told him never to trust the sky-breathers. I told him that they 
were xenophobic; they hated themselves, they hated us, they hated the 
world. The sky-breathers are naïve to the true evils that lurk in the orb. 
However, they treat us like we are the physical manifestation of sin. 
The sky-breathers have already consumed their lands and are trying 
to consume our seas. They are narcissistic and will abandon the group 
for their individual success, no matter the cost. I tried to tell him that 
the sky-breathers would be the death of us if we didn’t fight back.  If 
only he had listened.  

I remember when they first invaded our surface. They littered the sea 
with a series of bulbous metallic objects.  They loomed over me and 
my son, motionless. The orbs seemed useless, like the sky-breathers 
just abandoned their garbage in the ocean so they could pretend they 
weren’t a careless and imperfect species.  These bulbs lay dormant 
long after my son was born. He spent his childhood infatuated with 
them. He simply couldn’t accept that they would be left there with no 
purpose. By the time he reached adolescence, however, he gave up on 
that dream. The bulbs did nothing, so they were forgotten. 

A storm arrived, destroying any tranquility in the water. The energy 
left a tingling sense of unease wrapping around us. My son seemed 
restless. He stiffened once his gaze landed upon the surface. He 
remained completely static, eyes fixed onto whatever lurked above. 
However, as the water churned faster, I feared for our safety. I called 
for him a few times, but he took no notice. He seemed to have no 
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problem maintaining his stagnant pose, so I went to a nearby cave by 
myself. I never should have left him. I never should have trusted him 
to resist his urges. It was a decision that cost him his life. 

He eventually noticed my disappearance. He quickly glanced 
around the vicinity looking disoriented. With a jolt, he shot up to 
the surface. Only then, did I discover the reason for his interest.  The 
bulbs writhed back and forth, flashing a blinding yellow light. They 
reanimated in a slow pattern, silhouetting our bodies, for moments, 
across the water. 

He latched onto the bulb. He had never seen such a concentrated 
emission of radiance before. Light is rare in our seas. I had warned 
him that light was a pawn of sky-breathers but I should have known 
that its brilliance would have overpowered the sense of a father’s word.  
I wailed for him to return, for nothing from the sky-breathers can 
bring anything but anguish. 

Once he latched onto the bulb, he cried out. The light almost 
consumed him. He thrashed and fought desperately, trapped by the 
glow. He was wailing and screaming, but still remained attached to the 
luminescence. He coiled his body around the bulb and he immediately 
quieted. He stilled, almost invisible before the brilliance. 

My son was the only stagnant member of this chaos. Had I known 
what these monstrous contraptions were, I would have torn him away 
myself. I like to believe I was in shock, and that is why I watched my 
son die without any attempt to save him. I can’t face the thought of 
any alternative.  I think I convinced myself he was happy, that despite 
some discomfort that light was what he wanted. 

The downpour quieted. A terrible serenity was left in its place. An 
all-encompassing internal panic followed. I rushed out into the open, 
terrified of finding the reason for my apprehension. I looked up after 
my son, who was still coiled around the flashing bulb. I waited for 
him to move, twitch, or show any signs of life. I would receive no 
relief, for he was already gone.

After a while, the bulb’s glow faded into nothing, and it again lay 
dormant.  I hesitantly approached my son and the bulbs. When I 
reached them, my blood ran cold. My son was no longer breathing. 
His eyes were glossed over and empty. His mouth was slightly agape. 
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His skin was burnt onto the bulb itself. It fused with the metal as if 
the flesh was welded. My son was reduced to a mutilated corpse. The 
sky-breathers laid their traps, and they took everything away from me. 
I am completely and utterly alone. Without him, this orb is empty. 

I went numb. I couldn’t bear seeing the surface anymore. I couldn’t 
face seeing him like that, fused into the metal, imperfectly preserved. 
I lessened into an almost primal state. I had no reason to become 
anything but the monster the sky-breathers believed me to be. I 
couldn’t live my life having the sentience I prided over, when the only 
thoughts I had were all the reasons it was my fault. I killed my son, 
therefore, I killed myself. 

The sky-breathers removed the spent bulbs. They took my son to the 
shore with them. I roared and fought with their boat, hoping to get 
some minute sense of revenge. However, I was unable to injure them, 
whilst they were able to injure me greatly. I gave up. Many others 
have fallen victim to the sky-breather’s traps. They too were removed, 
surrounded by mourning loved ones. The others grouped together for 
support. I remained isolated. For my lack of action caused my son to 
die. I was no better than the sky-breathers above me. 
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Tristan Buckner

“Blood Willow”
 

The body sat limply, head hung forward, legs crossed, motionless like 
a discarded doll. One almost could trick themselves into thinking it 
was still alive, as if the corpse was simply caught in an idle daydream. 
That was, of course, if one ignored the slightly red-specked collection 
of spines that stuck from its neck. The image elicited the thought of a 
spiny-back burrow snake that so loved the rocky island the yellowing 
body now would rot upon.

Two onlookers observed this scene, standing a yard or two back, 
as if to wait for the corpse to retaliate from its demise. All stayed 
still, the body, the onlookers, even the whistling wind seemed to stop 
to take in this image. One of the two figures, after a few moments, 
uncomfortably glanced at their companion, as if worrying that the 
other was enjoying the scene set before them a bit too much. “We 
should be moving now,” the unsettled figure muttered. “We have 
accomplished our task, linger and we shall be seen.”

The companion, broken from his trance, turned his head to glance 
at his nervous friend. “Be at peace, Marum, no one will be missing 
him. We are alone here.”

The words of reassurance were left unheard by Marum. In reality, 
there was no worry in their mind about being found. They were deep 
below the surface of the most hostile island in their world. The very 
fact that the corpse before them had been living on the island was near 
unbelievable. Mateix just were not destined to survive or thrive here. 
Yet every once in a while, someone tried. Actually, this was probably 
not exactly true. It would be better if one restated this as “every once 
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in a while someone ran as fast as their legs could carry them from 
civilization, usually with the Keine government on their tails.” This 
poor fool that lie silently slumped before them was no exception. But 
the thing that was gnawing away at Marum was the corpse’s face. 
Perhaps it still wore that expression, the one it wore seconds before 
its life was snuffed out like one put down a dying pet. It was a face of 
somber acceptance, he knew his fate, and simply let it pass over him. 

They had silently crept into the room, orange candlelight reflecting 
from the glass lenses in their masks, and he had been sitting there, five 
potted saplings in a flickering ark before him. Marum raised his pistol, 
leveling it with the back of the motionless figures neck. The assailant 
had then opened their mouth to speak, and found their voice caught, 
unable to utter a single sound. That face looked up at him, its eyes like 
voids, empty yet calculating. Marum felt as if those glassy, pained eyes 
were scrutinizing him, putting him under a microscope, dissecting 
him and learning everything. And then the figure’s head turned away, 
the hypnotic gaze breaking, and yet the assassin just couldn’t pull the 
trigger. 

They had killed many before, yet always their targets had been armed 
and attacked. Killing someone who just sat and waited for death just 
felt...off. They had been trained for this though; kill all who oppose 
the gods’ last wish was their sole order. Perhaps this small defeated 
form did oppose them, but was his death necessary? He simply sat 
there, with his plants...

The small rattling sound of needles discharging from a pistol jolted 
Marum from his musing. The Mateix before him didn’t even flinch, 
accepting death without qualm. A sick feeling slowly crept like a cold 
poison through the still-stunned assassin. Both assailants took a step 
back, one to admire their handiwork, the other to make the scene in 
front of him slowly shrink away, as if distancing themselves from the 
candlelit body would make it disappear, make this spreading doubt 
fade away.

The entire scene repeated again and again in Marum’s mind even 
after his fellow assassin had left for the surface, repeating until their 
hands shook in disgust and horror. Slowly, Marum edged forward, 
lightly reaching out a metal-tipped boot, and with the same delicacy 
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one exercised with a venomous abomination, turning the dead figure’s 
head to face him. He pulled back as if bit. The same face still lingered. 
How could this be justice? What justified this Mateix’s killing? No, 
this, this was not how order should be kept. This was pure madness. 
Vile thoughts formed in Marum’s head, one upon the other, each 
one causing the feeling of nausea to become greater and greater. They 
screamed at him, each one taking a twisted, deformed face of the one 
the assassin had killed. 

Slowly, the shaky Himikeis agent sat down, staring at the meager 
objects that surrounded them, the dejected remnants of a shattered 
life. A one-way radio, a blue ball, a length of string, and the five potted 
saplings. Each sapling slowly writhed, small tentacle like branches 
curling and reaching out. Marum recognized them instantly. Blood 
willows, a species native only to Nafsi, now extinct on the side of 
Serling they monitored. The assassin sat slumped over, watching the 
starving trees. Ever so slowly, something arose in the figure’s body. A 
feeling, something Marum had never experienced. Slowly, it rose from 
their fingers, seeping up their arms, eating away at their mind. Marum 
closed his eyes, blocking out the mechanical act performed by alien 
limbs in front of them, and felt the sapling in their hand slowly slip 
into his pocket. 
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Dear Diary: My name is Kamek. I am a hermit when it comes to where 
I live in the rainforest, as I live in a secluded part where most probably 
wouldn’t go unless they were going to see me. Most of us have specific trails 
to go on that have been trodden for many years anyways. But I enjoy a 
quiet area to live in and I especially love taking care of the luscious flora 
and fauna at my home. I have found that nature has come to accept me 
even more so, as the animals tend treat me kindly and so do the more 
dangerous plants. Tomorrow I am going out on a trip back to my favorite 
village where most of my friends reside, and I am going to have a nice 
peaceful walk with my friend Amuk.  

I put my pen down.
 
“So Amuk, how are you?” I said as he and I left his house to start off 

a well-trodden path from his house, leading to the well of significance. 
“I have been positively fine,” he said. “But I have heard rumors that 

you are attempting to create a spell for mind control. Could these 
rumors possibly be true from such a good man?”

“No, they are absolutely not. In fact, I have enjoyed myself a lot 
now, even when I am not using any sort of fancy spell, like that old 
talking to animals trick,” I said.

“I thought just as much” he said. “Do you know about the horrifying 
messages the government has been conveying about technology now, 
good friend?”

“No, I have not heard at all,” I said.
“Well now they are saying that using technology will cause you to 

start vomiting sporadically for some time, and that you will also start 
seeing unimaginable hallucinations!” 
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“They appear to always add new symptoms to the story, although 
three things have always bothered me,” I said.

“What is that?” 
“Well, if the symptoms that the government is describing are truly 

because of technology, then why would we not be hearing of anyone 
with those symptoms being treated? How does the government know 
that these things are the symptoms of using technology, and if they 
do know for sure, why then are they always changing the story on it?”

“Careful, the last man I knew who asked that simply vanished when 
he was seen in public asking those questions.”

“Sometimes I just want to know the truth,” I said.
“Well to know the truth of how the Sesan Well still looks, why don’t 

we use a speed spell in order to get there?” He said. 
I thought it over. Though I knew how to perform many spells, I had 

enjoyed two years not using many mundane spells, but the destination 
was very pretty, so I made my decision.

“Sure I will be fine with that,” I stated. We both knew this spell 
like the back of our hands, for it was one of those spells that were a 
cornerstone in our education. In fact, many spells are based off of it. 

We zoomed to the Sesan Well and it was even more glorious than 
I had imagined. It was a well of course, but this well is believed to 
have been built and sustained by the Forsan Saint, though we have no 
knowledge of what his real name was. The well was extremely large 
and it was painted white and gold with many decorative pieces on it, 
such as wind chimes made of gold. We did not intend to gather any 
water however; such great water is only intended for drinking upon 
the fulfillment of a hard and long wish or at a monumental ceremony. 
It looked grand for a well. I decided to explore the trees near it and 
asked Amuk if he would mind. He did not, and I went off. I found 
myself reminiscing on many old memories of being with friends as a 
kid and exploring out here, but some friends probably look and act 
very different now. 

“Whoa!” I audibly said. I fell down a hill in the forest to immediately 
see a cave. I had not explored a new cave in a while, and I thought it 
might be worthwhile. I used an illumination spell and went on. I went 
down a tight corridor and soon heard odd music. It was unnatural and 
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not anything I had heard. I soon saw an odd-looking door. It was grey 
and very solid, as well as unnatural. I went in and saw a shelf that had 
an instruction booklet and a pad was on the wall with a lot of buttons. 
The booklet was very confusing and I could not tell much about what 
to do, except that hitting one of the buttons would cause me to go 
to some sort of secret place underground. I made the decision to try 
hitting it and I was almost immediately knocked out. When I woke 
up I saw a man in a black mask with a black and gray outfit staring 
at me and writing on his notepad. “Where did you come from?” The 
shady man asked. I decided to be truthful.

”I came from Nafsi,” I said.
“So indeed” he said. “We have been hiding the truth for a very long 

time, but we will tell you limited information. If you do seek the truth 
as much as a true philosopher, then we will allow you to truly see the 
other side. The side of technology.”

Dear Diary; I decided to accept the shady man’s offer of allowing me 
to see the technology side. If people come looking for me, then they have 
promised to give them a good explanation and that they will think about 
telling me more information. They have also promised to give me a chance 
to come back when I want. I only hope and seek to know the truth.
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Viola. The Many-Pointed Star has sent its envoy. You will know them 
when you they arrive, for they have the face of god.”

The words her other half read seemed to make some sense to her, 
but Cesario’s mind was drawing a blank, which was unusual, as she 
tried to make sure she knew what was going on in Viola’s side of the 
world. Evidently whatever the relevance of the lines, her other half 
had never told her.

Furrowing her brow, she called out into their shared space.
“Viola?” 
She paused, listening for the thoughts that have should been coming 

from the other place.
“Viola?” She called out again, not louder, but certainly with more 

intensity then the last time. Her partner was rarely this unresponsive; 
as a whole, in Nafsi people were rarely occupied with something 
with the intensity that they wouldn’t respond to someone who was 
trying to talk to them, and the idea of simply stopping a conversation 
because something more important came up was at best a social faux 
pas, and at worst, a deeply personal insult. Not that Cesario had any 
particular objection to this. People on her side tended to be far more 
abrupt, far less prone to worrying about how someone’s emotion 
would be affected by how people spoke or by what they said, for there 
was always something more relevant for most people to be paying 
attention to, whether it was some complex problem about their latest 
project that had just come to mind, or how they would do better 
than one of their many competitors. But regardless of the difference 
in social convention, this was completely out of character for Viola; 
her partner’s attentiveness was something that had quickly separated 
her from anyone else that she knew, although she understood from 
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what Viola said that she was usually considered rude by many of her 
friends, something that the other girl assured her was her fault.

As interesting as she found the complex social differences between the 
two sides were, what snapped her back to what must be happening was 
the feeling that was permeating from her counterpart’s headspace. Fear. 

***

The words had been painted on to the trunk of the front of her house. 
Some small part of her mind was wondering what possible motivation 
the Many-Pointed Star could have for alerting their targets to their 
impending doom, but then again, there wasn’t any evidence that anyone 
had ever survived one of their attacks, or escaped whatever purpose 
they had in mind for them. The vast majority of her mind was fairly 
consumed with this second piece of information. The idea paralysed 
Viola. Her thoughts began to blur together, that it wasn’t fair, what 
had she ever done, she could be a little abrupt on some occasions but 
by new means would anyone want to kill her, oh gods what would 
the family think if she died, her parents, her siblings, oh god what if 
they were all already in there hurting them, oh gods, she wasn’t ready 
for this she knew everyone died, but why now, she still wanted to do 
things, why was this happening to her on all accounts she was fairly 
average, apart from Cesario of course. Cesario. She cast her mind back 
into their shared space. The presence of the other girl in their space was 
immediate, filled with worry and concern and helplessness. 

“What’s happening? What did that mean?” Cesario’s voice immediately 
met her thoughts 

“The attacks that have been happening. I’m pretty sure this is one of 
those,” she replied.

“The ones by the cult? The Many-Pointed Star? What are you doing? 
You have to run, that’s the only chance you’ll have,” the voice in her head 
said back.

“Where do I go? I don’t have anything with me,” Viola said, 
“You’re still there? Grab whatever you need from your house and go. You 

can figure out where to go next when you’ve left. Be quick, they’re going to 
be watching the house.”
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Glancing around, the girl moved forward, slowly at first as she 
reminded the rest of her body how to move, then quickly as she pushed 
through the door, but not quite fast enough to not hear the click of 
something being tripped. She dived forward, hitting the earthen floor 
hard on her arms. Her long hair, blue at the moment, fell across her 
face. Her parents had evidently heard the noise, rushing down from 
the upper branches of the house to help her to her feet.

“V, what are you doing on the ground?”
Whatever reply Viola may have had to her parents’ accusations was 

lost when something stepped through the doorway behind her. It must 
have been no more than 10 paces behind her, and had to stoop to get 
though the entrance. It had no eyes, or any facial features on what only 
fit the description of a head in the loosest sense of the word. It was more 
of a protruding body of a shellfish, with a pair of fins on either side of it, 
and a shifting mass of tentacles sticking out the top. The rest of its body 
largely resembled everyone else, save for the out-dated clothing in the 
form of an evening gown. Despite its lack of any mouth it spoke to the 
three of them, its voice carrying around the hollow interior. 

“Viola. Parts of you are needed.” As it spoke it began slowly stepping 
forward towards them, the tentacles swaying and congealing, forming 
bizarre shapes and patterns. Viola found herself barely resisting the 
urge to walk in its direction, her parents on either side of her stepping. 
Cesario’s voice calling to her from inside their thought space was the 
only thing preventing her from making the same choice. Her other half ’s 
shouts were getting increasingly frantic, begging her to turn around and 
run, but the pull of the creature’s presence was almost too much.

***

Cesario felt sick. Viola had stopped responding to her calls some 
time ago, and she felt for the first time unable to do anything else, 
her thoughts consumed by worry for her other half. She was almost 
certainly still alive, but where and in what state, she couldn’t tell, other 
than that she was in pain. She didn’t know what she would do, but she 
knew that she would find some way to help her.
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A gun handle

Citizens of Maquia shove past me through the crowded marketplace on 
their way to destinations unknown. The hot metal of their extraneous 
limbs pushes into my exposed skin, a constant reminder to Us of their 
endless crusade against the design of the gods. 

I somehow am shoved into a vendor’s stand and I have to remind 
myself that the citizens are beneath Us. We are—I am superior to 
them. I pick myself up and continue walking. I do not remember 
what it was like to see someone in an official government uniform 
walking down my street. I do not remember locking my doors and 
windows, wondering if they were looking for me. And I certainly do 
not remember the day they did come for me—and instead of killing 
me, recruited me to their cause. Our cause. 

At every intersection a feebly flickering and rain-streaked sign 
bearing Our highest-ranking emblem reads:

ALL CITIZENS OVER THE AGE OF TWENTY-FIVE
EXHIBITING BEHAVIOR THAT SUGGESTS THEY

MAY HAVE AN IMAGINARY FRIEND MUST BE
REPORTED TO US IMMEDIATELY FOR 
CORRECTION AND/OR ELIMINATION.

I finally turn onto a muddy back street, walking on the curb like a 
child to avoid the pool of water in the middle of the concrete. I despise 
doing this job during the season of precipitation, but it’s necessary if 
We want to uphold the last command we were given—to separate the 
Imaginary Friends. 
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At the end of the alley is a run-down building, possibly a factory 
that was abandoned when Maqia first decided that mass production 
was counterproductive. I approach the building cautiously in the 
perpetual twilight, extending my fingers and feeling hard, crumbling 
rust on the door handle. I turn it with the intent of opening the door, 
but the handle detaches in my grip. I hear the handle on the other side 
clatter to the ground. 

I pull the door open using the newly-made hole. When I step 
inside my foot hits the fallen door handle and sends it skidding across 
the floor into the darkness. I hear the skidding stop, followed by a 
rhythmic, echoing banging, letting me know that there is a stairwell 
leading down to some sort of flood cellar. 

As I start down the stairs, I can see a faint glow in the room below 
indicating that yes, there is someone else in here, and it’s more likely 
than not who I’m looking for. 

I can clearly see the glowing figure when I reach the bottom of the 
stairs. It’s wrapped in blankets and surrounded by empty cans that 
probably once held food. The person I seems just to have broken 
concentration on something, perhaps talking to their Imaginary 
Friend. They stare at me. 

“Do you work for the Keine?”
I say nothing. 
“Your uniforms are very out of place here.”
We are not supposed to speak to them on these missions. 
“Does the emblem on your jacket stand for something specific?”
I will not disobey the rules set by my superiors.
“Are you here to recruit me?”
I wrap my hand around the gun handle in my jacket.
“Are you here to kill me?”
“I’m sorry,” I say, pulling out the gun. I close my eyes when I pull 

the trigger. 
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She was the daughter of Ello and Shia, and she inherited the talent 
of magic from her ancestors. However, she didn’t feel the pulsing 
power today that usually ran throughout her body. Named Flora, after 
the beautiful land figurines around them, she was expected to be a 
powerful witch one day. So far she had accomplished many skills in 
her training, but it came with the price of over-exhaustion.

Flora decided to skip over her magic schooling one afternoon and go 
exploring on the island. She lived in the forest biome and was getting 
sick of the trees. Flora left her side of the forest and started into the 
mountainous region. She felt power tingling at her fingertips. To get rid 
of it she clenched her fists tightly. No magic today. She needed a break.

Flora walked along a well-traveled path that twisted around rocks 
that seemed to get larger as she advanced. She noticed the rocks slowly 
became mountains and wondered if she should turn back. There may 
be creatures about, such as the Ding Dong or the Geep. Crossing 
the mountain range would take some time and in the dark areas she 
would have trouble seeing through the twilight glow in the sky. Just 
as she was about to turn around and head back home, she noticed 
something wooden sticking out behind a Glove Tree. 

Flora wandered over to the structure to find that it was a log house. 
Years of abuse and natural causes gave the old cabin a beaten and 
abandoned appearance. She looked behind her to see if anybody 
was around to watch before she walked over to the cracked door. 
The doorknob was rusted with an orange and yellow crust that Flora 
was hesitant to touch. With a sigh, she released the tingling in her 
hands and turned the knob with telekinesis. With a creak the door 
disappeared from the doorframe, softly hitting on the left wall when 
it could go no further.
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Flora didn’t know if she could get in trouble for this action. Using 
your magic for crime was prohibited on the island. It was punishable 
by death most times, but this house seemed to be abandoned. Was it 
really a crime if no one lived here? 

Is it safe? Flora asked in her mind.
Of course there was no answer. On the Other Side, a witch’s or 

wizard’s telepathy could not be heard by the cyborgs. Flora knew her 
partner could hear her, but the person couldn’t reply back. It was said 
to be controlled by magic, but Flora didn’t care to understand the 
meanings of it all. All she cared about right now was this cabin.

The first thing Flora noticed when she entered the log house was that 
it was only one room. A bed was on the center of the back wall with 
a small cupboard filled with rotting or partly decomposed food. The 
smell was horrid when the fumes entered her nostrils. Flora sneezed 
and froze when something sparkled in the corner of her eye. 

She glanced at the window to her left and followed where the soft 
glow was shining. Golden light hit her eyes until she stepped out of 
the beam. Before her stood a tall copper wall made of circles with 
bubbles. Some circles created a pattern with lightbulbs up and down 
the structure. In front of it stood a hat stand and beside it was a table 
with a white tablecloth that had a pink trim. However, it was only one-
fourth of the height of the wall. In front of where the copper structure 
touched the ceiling were three lights in the shape if a triangle. Lights? 
Did that mean…

“Technology,” she breathed. 
So the myths were true. At one point, Maquia and Nafsi had been 

one united people. Flora was standing inside evidence. However 
she was confused by why nobody had ever discovered it before her. 
Perhaps they had and just wanted to keep it a secret. One could get in 
trouble for this. Knowledge was dangerous.

Flora looked back at the copper bubble wall and put her hand on 
one of the bubbles with a lightbulb. Concentrating as hard as she 
could, she sent the image of her sight to her partner.

“I know you know what this is,” she said aloud to them. “Is this a 
symbols of the gods?”

It looked as if the copper wall had once shone with electric light. 
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Perhaps it was a piece of art that symbolized the eyes of the gods and 
the light was an analogy for their powerful spirits. Flora decided to 
summon some electricity into her fingers and once again placed her 
hand on the wall. Suddenly it light up with a beautiful golden glow 
that slightly blinded her eyes. Flora smiled and let out a small laugh. 
The wall once had been a beautiful thing.

When she removed her hand the light faded and once again the 
copper wall was stale. Flora had just witnessed electricity, which could 
be a good or bad thing. However, she saw how unique and powerful 
it was and she instantly wondered more about it.

I wish you could talk back, she thought to her partner.
She turned to walk out of the cabin and leave the unusual treasure 

behind when suddenly a voice rung in her head like a clear, chiming bell.
I can.
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“Searching for a Farewell”

I’ve never been good at magic. I mean, they all say that everyone’s got 
potential and all it takes in training, but I’m not buying one bit of it. 
I suck, and it isn’t helping me to have everyone tell me that it’s not 
so. Mother says I’ve just got to put my heart into it, but it’s too much 
effort and I really don’t care. I’m a liability, I know, but I can’t bring 
myself to work toward a goal I don’t believe in.

Well...and there’s another thing. I’ve always been more interested in 
the Other side. Maquians, the government says, are evil people and I 
shouldn’t associate with them, but Techno has to be more interesting 
than the everyday magic we’ve got in Nafsi. Plus, it keeps me closer 
to Stella.

Stella’s my other half. My better half. My Techno half. Funny thing 
is, she’d rather have magic. So I guess we’re alike. I cling to everything 
that makes us similar, so as not to lose her. If I ever get to Maquia—
no, when I get to Maquia, maybe we can really be together. That’s 
what I’m working for. And today is the big day. Today, I’m looking for 
the entrance.

“Star, c’mere! We’re leaving!” Mother calls from the kitchen. I’m 
sitting on my bed, preparing. I’m coming with mother to work, to 
look for a tunnel down to Maquia. I know it’s there. I’ve seen it in my 
dreams. So I’m going to find it, and I’m going to go down it. And I’m 
going to meet Stella for real.

Mother knows, of course, but she’s turning a blind eye. Because she 
knows that it’s not right. Mother works for the government. It’s a great 
privilege to be the daughter of an official, but it means Mother never 
has time for anything. Like me. Or Changing. She’s been the same 
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white-haired witch for as long as I can remember. Me? I Change all 
the time. Although mostly I’m female. Mother likes it that way, and 
Stella’s female too.

“Star! I mean it!” Oops. Stella sends me a mental reprimand, and I 
roll off my cot on the floor and land face first in a pile of dirty laundry. 
Grunting, I pull myself to my feet and heave off in the general direction 
of the kitchen, Stella laughing in the background.

In the kitchen, Mother’s wearing her serious face, all decked out 
in her government gear. But this time is special. Mother speaks, her 
voice slow and sad. “Look, Shining Star. I know what you’re doing, 
and...I wish you luck. You are braver than I ever was. Blessings, and 
good luck.” And with that, she bends down and kisses my forehead. 
I smile, but tears spring into my eyes. This may be the last time I see 
her. Mother’s eyes are glistening too, but she grabs my hand and pulls 
me out the door, onto the bridge that connects our place and my 
mother’s work. 

Very soon, we get to the government building. Tears sliding silently 
down her face, Mother hugs me tight. But soon, far too soon, she 
releases me and walks off toward her work. Into the sunset, skirts 
swaying. 

So I start looking for a secret entrance, a door, a tunnel. I’m sure it’s 
in this building, because Mother said that there are people in her work 
group who disappear for an hour and return coated in dust and full of 
information. After all, the government folks are lazy, so they wouldn’t 
want to travel far to find it. I mean, rumor has it that if you swim 
all the way down through the ocean you get to the other side, but 
the ocean’s full of sea monsters, and far too salty to swim in anyway. 
Hence my tunnel idea.

There’s a storage closet in the back of the building that everybody 
swears is haunted, so that’ll be the first place I look. I don’t relish the 
idea of mold and dust, but that’s the way it is.

***

The closet is dark and musty, just like I imagined it would be. Except 
it’s green. Sickly green, like the color I turn when I’m sick. Old. Dirty. 
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And everything is covered in dust. Coughing, I set about looking for 
a tunnel, a hole, a door. And I find it. Choking in dust, hair frazzled, 
my head aching, I find it. It’s just a rusty hole in the wall. But inside, 
a beautiful white spiral spins. Maquia. At last. I take a deep breath, 
murmuring my goodbyes to Mother, to Nafsi, to my life. And raise 
my foot to step into the tunnel.

“Miss?” I jump. Smothering a curse, I turn around. I’ve been caught. 
A tall, looming figure stands in the doorway, clad in black and gray. 
Looking at me. Caught.

I have to do something. Thoughts race through my head, and fix 
upon something terrible. Something perfectly fitting for the situation. 
Magic.

I have an idea. It’s stupid, but it’s worth a shot.
Making my voice as fake-creepy as possible, I croon, “I am the ghost 

with the large red eyes...” It’s a story written to scare children around 
a campfire, but it serves my purposes. The figure looks incredulously 
at me, as if not able to bring themselves to believe their own eyes. 
Perfect.

I gather my power, that which has haunted me for so many years, 
and hold my breath. And I wish him back to his bed. Back home. I 
shut my eyes tight, wishing, hoping it worked.

When I open them, he’s gone. The breath rushes out of me, and 
my entire body aches. Magic always does that to me. But I won. I’ve 
succeeded. So I stand in front of the tunnel, take one last breath, and 
put my hand on my heart.

And then I step through. Into a new life. A new world. A new me.
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Ceramic frog piece

A lone, cloaked figure stands in front of a looming forest, brandishing 
a magnificent staff. He faces the mouth of the woods, oblivious to the 
tortured howls drifting in the screaming wind coming from the heart 
of the forest. 

Barren trees frame a winding pathway leading to complete darkness. 
Somewhere, out there, unknown creatures lurk around corners, 
waiting for prey to pass by, but nothing worries him, for he has 
impossible powers beyond imagination. 

He moves forward, making his way into the enchanted forest, 
using his staff to lead the way. Sprites dart from around logs, tittering 
silently to each other, unsure of what to make of this stranger. As he 
passes, they lose interest, for sprites have a very small attention span, 
and move on to their next adventure. 

As the man travels further and further into the forest, air becomes 
more frigid and crisp, and the foliage becomes denser, allowing not 
even the barest of light through. The inky blackness seems to go on 
for an eternity. The man pays this no mind. 

Soon, he reaches his destination: a small, circular expanse of grass, 
void of wildlife and surrounded by tall, gangly trees that reach for the 
enchanting sky. A gust of wind blows his hood from his head, exposing 
a face etched with lines formed from many wise years. Directly before 
him, the never-ending twilight illuminates a single weeping willow 
with a hole in the center of the trunk. 

He kneels before the weeping willow, closing his eyes and mumbling 
incoherent phrases in ancient Latin. 



108

shared worlds

During this ritual, several small, ceramic frogs leap out one by one 
from the tree’s hole, landing in a circular formation ahead of the man. 
He opens his eyes, making the frogs so still that it looks as if they are 
frozen in place. The frogs watch him with unblinking, empty eyes. 

The man doesn’t speak, yet the frogs seem to know exactly what 
he desires to do. They all open their mouths, emitting a brilliant 
ultraviolet light. The light collects and accumulates, forming into a 
pulsing, tunnel-like portal. The once dim, sinister forest is even more 
ghoulish, now that twisted trees choked with vines and pears’ eerily 
reflective eyes are clearly visible to the naked eye.

He merely stands, expressionless, and moves towards the portal, 
almost in a haze. When he reaches the portal, he steps into it, showering 
himself in glittering streams of light warm to the touch. There, 
standing in the center of the portal, the vibrancy and strangeness of 
this light feels as if it is burning out his eyes, which are rather more 
accustomed for darkness. 

He mutters only three words. 
“Nafsi Government Headquarters.”
Nothing seems to happen. At least, it feels like nothing happened. 

When he feels as if he is just standing in place, he is actually hurtling 
through the air in billions of pieces too small for even the strongest 
microscope to see, going at an unimaginable speed. If anything, he 
feels free. 

That sensation comes to an abrupt end when the walls of light 
suddenly dissipate around him, leaving him surrounded by Nafsi’s 
most powerful government agents. The agents, intent on their work, 
ignore this stranger. The frogs leap into the last remaining bit of the 
portal, disappearing from sight. 

After a few minutes, one agent catches sight of the man, and quickly 
makes his way over to the outsider, addressing him directly. 

“You must be our newest agent.”
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Mucus oozed between Caspian’s fingers as he struggled to hold on 
to the writhing animal. The frog’s wide eyes blinked rapidly, shifting 
from side to side, while its legs kicked in violent spasms. He stared 
intently at the juvenile creature, which would one day grow to be 
larger than him. He studied it, memorizing every single detail, from 
the olive tone of its skin to the muscles that moved in its legs. It 
seemed so fragile to Caspian, with its thin, slippery skin and soft body. 

He could crush it now in his hands. He could squash it before it was 
big enough to squash him.

He dropped the frog in surprise, losing his footing on the slick 
ground of the rainforest and toppling into the mud. Such violent 
thoughts were foreign to the young Mateix. He could never kill 
something just for the sake of it. If you took care of the world, the 
world would take care of you. 

That was the rule. That had always been the rule.
And he had never questioned it. Not until recently. Recently when 

he started having these bizarre ideas, these cold, calculated thoughts.
He closed his eyes, welcoming the murky cluster of images that 

always greeted him there. 
Abner, are you there? He wondered.
Of course, I’m here. I’m always here. Caspian, where do you think I’m 

going to go?
I just wanted to make sure… everyone else’s voices are starting to fade.
Don’t worry about that. You know we’re not like them.
Yeah. I know.
Speaking to his imaginary friend always calmed Caspian down. Their 

bond was stronger than anyone he knew, but he wasn’t to tell anyone. 
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That was the rule. That had always been the rule. 
Not to tell anyone about the images. Not to tell anyone just how 

clear their conversations were. How even though they were turning 
nine, their connection was only growing stronger. Abner had violent 
thoughts. Abner had lots of violent thoughts. He thought about 
poison and electrocution, and it scared Caspian for a long time, but 
Caspian knew the difference between Abner’s thoughts and his. That 
violent thought had belonged to Caspian, though, and that scared 
him more than anything he had ever heard Abner think.

His mind returned to his pocket, where his hand fumbled, pulling 
out the crinkled, yellow parchment with the forbidden image. It 
should have frightened him. It should have, but it didn’t.

He’d heard of the technology of the world below. He’d heard of the 
violence, and the evil purposes for which it was used. He knew about 
the poison and the electrocution. He knew about the weapons and 
the destruction.

It should have frightened him. It should have, but it didn’t.
Because he had seen it.
He didn’t know how, but Abner had showed him. He showed him 

gears and mechanics, working in harmony with people and creatures. 
Enabling them to do amazing things, without magic. It was supposed 
to be scary and cruel, but it was beautiful and strange. He was so 
used to the free flowing warmth of magic, with power that came from 
inside of you. Technology was the opposite. Cold precision, with 
power created by, rather than granted to, Mateix.

Abner?
Caspian?
I need your help.
Really?
Yes.
Abner seemed surprised, and Caspian didn’t blame them. Asking 

your imaginary friend for help was unheard of.
Caspian’s eyes flicked down to the paper of the odd mechanism, 

studying the wiring and the gears, and how they melded together to 
move the mechanical creature. He could imagine it wheeling around, 
the webbed fingers on its hands wiggling and whirring. The mouth 
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creaking open, and snapping closed as its eyes moved independently 
in their metal sockets. A frog. A small, mechanical frog.

I want to make this.
Easy, we can do it in a heartbeat.
How do you know?
Come on, Caspian. It’s simple mechanics. With the right parts, we could 

make it easily.
Caspian wasn’t sure where he would get parts. It wasn’t like they 

had shops for this kind of thing, but if Abner said they could do 
it, then they could do it. He looked down at the blueprints for the 
mechanism, wondering how they got on his side in the first place. 
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I can feel the child staring at me and my hands and the bandages. He 
can tell I’m burnt out by the way I carry myself, the pallor of grey in 
my skin. I can taste the tang of it in my mouth still, three months 
later.

“I need an eye?” It comes out as more of a question than a statement. 
There’s no confidence or security in my voice. 

The child doesn’t answer me. I inch my dirty, blood-crusted fingers 
across the table. They brush furs, both coarse and soft to the touch. I 
stroke one of them and look to where I think the boy is. My cataract-
filled eye can barely make out outlines of people these days. 

“We don’t-t-t sell eyes,” the boy’s voice is shakier than my own. 
“Where can I get some?” My voice is much steadier now that I know 

the boy is afraid. I brush the fur under my hand against the grain then 
push it downward with my hand, leaving an indentation of it there.

“That way.” The boy doesn’t expand, clearly motioning with his 
hand that I cannot see.

I chuckle softly. “Which way? Use your words. Paint me a picture.”
“Hold on a second. Don’t go anywhere.” The boy gets up and I hear 

his chair scrape on the stone of the underground tunnel. Where my 
left eye was aches, the same way a scab over a deep cut does. 

I hear the boy’s heavy footsteps and another set, lighter. 
“How can I help you,” the voice is deep and rocky. Not quite 

authoritative, but getting there. A well-established adult. Something I 
could’ve been, and still could be I suppose.

“I’m looking for somewhere to buy an eye.”
Sharp laughter. “You’re on the wrong side of the globe, sunshine.” 

The deep voice is a rich deep, not a predatory one. 
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I relax a little, stroking the furs again. “Please, we all know there’s 
always someone selling anything if you’re willing to pay enough.”

The man falls silent and I hear him lick his lips. Tears prick at the 
corner of my remaining eye, half for effect, half out of frustration. I 
can’t heal myself and I can’t cross the border to get a nice, new fancy 
eye. 

“There is a place. It might not be there anymore, I don’t know. I 
have not had reason to travel that far out for years.”

“Out where? Where?” 
“West.”
I suck in a deep breath of air. I couldn’t even go west pre-burn out. 

I pull my hand back from the furs and turn back into the tunnel, my 
bare feet in the cold water of the sewer system.

“Wait! Wait! Sir, please wait,” the older voice calls at me. I stop 
where I am and there’s a tug on my wrist. “I can take you there. I can 
take you West. What is your name?”

“Mesa,” I say without hesitation. Mesa was my father and his name 
sounds comfortable on my tongue. The nicest it ever did sound 
coming out of my mouth. It has a weight almost as good as the rock 
I killed him with had.
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The sun glowed on the beach, peeping through Max’s eyelids. They’d 
finally arrived. They didn’t have to go through the trouble of sailing 
because a ship can’t withstand the currents, and, on the upside, they 
wouldn’t get seasick. Instead, they were sent in orbs. These orbs each 
have a week’s supply of food and water inside. What the children do 
with it, though, is completely up to them. When they awakened, it 
would be time to work, as well as eat. 

At last, the children exited their orbs. Max was first to wake up, and 
he woke up to complete silence. Because of his adaptation to the strict, 
inhumane ways of the mainland of Maquia, he did not cooperate at 
all. He’d been taken from his siblings, and his other half on the Nafsi 
side couldn’t mentally reach him anymore. It was the same way for 
everyone else. They knew no others. So, in a way, they weren’t about to 
form a community. Their actions were performed for themselves and 
themselves only. The ways of these children were more robot-like than 
human, so they basically had everything figured out. The finding and 
gathering of natural resources had begun. None of them had eaten.

***

It had been about a day since the children first arrived on the island. 
Common sense had told them to gather their resources and preserve 
their orbs as a temporary home. But, on the other hand, the children 
unknowingly moved deeper and deeper into the island, closer and 
closer to the killers of this land. They have a nose for anything they can 
get their teeth on, and sooner or later, they will attack. The continuous 
migration would possibly end in a continuous feast.
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Because these children came from the Maquia side of Serling, they 
were highly advanced in technology. So, fortunately for these kids, 
they knew how to build miniature cities and houses from the natural 
resources available. Work had to be started as soon as possible. The 
quicker they had stable and, more importantly, safe habitats, the easier 
it would be to co-exist with the many other organisms on this island.

Max was eating his first meal. His hunger hadn’t been major since 
he and the other kids were sent off, so he wouldn’t have a problem 
rationing. Max, carelessly breaking his food up, dropped crumbs from 
his food everywhere. He ate while walking, so he left a trail, as well. 
He didn’t care at all, he just continued forward, leaving the woods 
without looking back and headed straight to the beach.

All of the other children were there on the beach. It’s not like it 
mattered, though. Max was only concerned about himself. Halfway to 
the other kids, Max remembered he forgot to close his orb. He headed 
back, not paying attention to where he was going. All of a sudden, he 
heard a mysterious noise.

“Hello?” he said, his voice lingering in the empty air.
His response was another hiss.
“Who’s there?” he asked, trembling in fear.
Yet another hiss. This time, though, Max decided to search for this 

noise. He continued forward, as slowly and quietly as he could. He 
was about ten feet from the orb when he heard something move. He 
took a few more steps and peeped around the side of the orb. What 
he saw filled his veins with pure terror. This animal, this monster, was 
searching through his orb, looking for a meal, not a snack. Its hind legs 
resembled gigantic, thick turkey legs. He knew this thing was fast and 
strong, just from that one sight. Max took off the other way, making 
just enough noise to get the animal’s attention. The animal turned, 
studied its meal, and jolted forward in pursuit. Max was halfway back 
by the time the animal began running, but the animal was too fast. 
The animal caught him within seconds, and in one bite, Max was 
engulfed into the animal’s strong, wide, bone-crushing jaws. His life 
was over instantaneously. The other kids saw everything. They saw 
their near future in a higher quality than any movie or recording. They 
didn’t even attempt to run. They witnessed everything. They hadn’t 
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yet begun to build, so they had nowhere to go. They just watched and 
counted off as each person went away one by one. Soon, there were no 
more to go away. It was over for everyone. 

This land wasn’t inhabitable. It was just disrespected. Max’s 
carelessness and the children’s selfishness caused any and every one 
to be obliterated inside some odd, monstrous animals. Unity on this 
island could’ve helped them out. Unity, on this world too, could help 
us out as well….
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ASTRASTELLA

Fleeing a dying home world, the citizens of the generation ship 
AstraStella struggle to live and survive together. In the cramped 
world of their patched-together ark, they endure artificially 
shortened lifespans and arcane religious strictures, all in service 
to “the good of the ship.” The totalitarian Council controls the 
citizens’ day-to-day lives, able to deal instantaneous death 
with embedded microchips to control disease, crime, or mere 
disobedience. All the while, the Council is manipulated by the 
enigmatic Pilot, a sentient AI, which steers the AstraStella on its 
course. To where? No one knows.
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“Windowed Ceiling”

A star must have been overhead for a shower of white light to pour 
down from the window above and reflect off of the mirrored ground. 
The illumination filled the circular council room and guided two 
figures to the bright center. Cloaks and lanky, scale-covered tails 
followed each with every one of their heavy steps. 

“You know the time is coming.” The taller figure, a Drisnak 
councilman by the name of Vencel, began to speak, with every breath 
a small cloud of frost emitted from his thin nostrils.

“I know quite well,” the other, his son, replied quietly with his head 
held low and dead eyes looking up. “You know I am not ready for this 
responsibility.”

“I don’t trust anyone else for this role, Dragozir!” The councilman 
snapped, the bursts of frost growing denser and thin claws curling.

“I understand that,” Dragozir replied, his voice not straying from 
his quiet tone. “But there are other people capable of this.”

“You’re my son!”
“Vencel…” A new voice, a female this time, a Misorach 

councilwoman, rang through the now darkened room. Out from a 
corner a parade of nimble legs began to emerge before a full body 
followed. “Do not pressure the boy.” A sea of raven hair fell from the 
head of the feminine creature down her body and to her arachnid 
back. Her lower set of arms came from her humanoid body, lying by 
her side, with her upper ones crossed.

“Najeeba, you know he’s a capable heir.” Vencel approached her.
“Hush, he’s just a boy.” The Misorach looked ahead at Dragozir, 

who focused on the ceiling above, now crossing her bottom arms.
“You know he’s definitely not!”
Dragozir blocked out the arguments of his fate and studied the 

window and the ceiling around it. His vision traced the ring around 
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the glass and trailed down the spokes coming from it. He paced slowly 
as he honed in on the sights of the room, from the ground to the sun-
like window on the ceiling, and the sounds of his toes clicking against 
the floor.

“Dragozir,” Najeeba called to him. “Do you want to be the next 
councilman after your father dies?”

He focused his gaze on her before shaking his head, “No.”
“You should be my heir!” Vencel cut in, storming close to his son.
“Vencel!” Najeeba hissed. “He does not want this!”
“Father, lady, if I may?” Dragozir gestured to the exit.
“As you wish, go.” Vencel huffed.
“Thank you…”

***

The warm, quiet darkness of the Drisnak living areas brought a lot 
more comfort to Dragozir. Sitting in his bone-built chair surrounded 
with metals let him breathe easier. Yet his stomach still was knotted by 
the thoughts of being a councilman.

“Did you speak with Vencel?” Another young Drisnak, Semyon, 
stepped in, standing taller and more slender than Dragozir.

Dragozir nodded solemnly, blowing small icy breaths.
“I can make a healthy guess he did not take it very well.”
He nodded again.
“He’ll hopefully get over it soon.” Semyon gave a reassuring smile 

back to his friend.
“I hope.”

***

The stars again gave a pleasant glow as the high council circled around 
their meeting room, sitting at a large round table. Chatter was frantically 
exchanged between the 10 members, especially focused around Vencel.

“Where’s that son of yours, Vencel?” The other Drisnak councilmen 
asked.

“He should be here soon.”
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“I don’t know why he should be,” a Knelp councilwoman 
commented. “He doesn’t exactly like this whole situation.”

“Nor does he like you much!” The other Knelp councilman chimed 
in, a smirk on his face.

“Silence!” Vencel snapped, looking away from the sneering 
salamanders. “Why don’t you go back to your reproduction ponds?”

“Attention!” Najeeba called out, her voice inducing silence as well 
as chasing the Artificial servants to the corners. “We have something 
important to discuss today.” She looked around amongst the circle 
before continuing, “As it may be apparent, our colleague Vencel is 
reaching his final days.”

Murmurs arose, including some insults from one of the Human 
councilmen, which sparked a hiss from the Drisnak.

“Quiet!” Najeeba snapped, waving both sets of hands around. “We 
will not stand for this nonsense, you buffoons!”

The Human councilman rolled his eyes, but he shut himself up.
“Anyway,” Najeeba continued with a sigh, “Vencel would like to 

now appoint his heir.” She looked around at the circle as the Drisnak 
councilman rose.

“As our dear Najeeba said, I am reaching my end and I need an heir. 
I think it may be obvious that I wish to appoint my son.”

“Your son did not wish to be the heir, I thought?” Najeeba inquired 
with widened eyes.

“Well he –”
“Master Vencel!” An Artificial servant burst in the council room, 

frantically skidding across the ground. “Master Vencel!”
“What is the meaning of this?!” The Drisnak slammed his hands 

against the table, scratching the surface.
“It’s your son, Master Vencel!” The Artificial’s exclamation elicited 

whispers from the politicians.
“Dragozir?” His fingers curled.
“That’s the name? No...wait, it is...no...it isn’t. Wait, yes it is!” The 

Artificial mumbled aimlessly to itself.
“Spit it out, you vile hunk of metal!” Vencel’s gripped claws began 

to shake.
“Watch your tongue, scale-skin!” A Hominid interjected.
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“I-ah-your son, Dragozir-is that right?” The Artificial scurried around.
“Yes, bot, that is right! Now spit it out before I have to make you.”
“Sorry, Master Vencel, your son he’s –” The Artificial was cut off by 

someone else entering the room; this time it was Semyon.
“Vencel! Vencel, sir!”
“What now?” Vencel rolled his eyes, huffing and loosening his grip. 

He thought his worry was at ease until he looked and saw Semyon 
breathing heavily and quivering madly.

Semyon took a deep, shaky breath. “Sir, Dragozir...is gone.”
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“The One who Created what all was for and was Lost to Time”

An extremely mismatched woman

We have lost the meaning of words
As we mingle with poisonous tones
Our good dreams a flock of birds

We bring down with sharpened stones
Even truth no-one guards

Hurts more than lies that break skin and bones
~The Ancestor  

 
Far in the outer regions of space floated a patchwork ship with the 
name  AstraStella  scratched on what might be the ship’s hull. The 
outside was a sorry heap of broken ships welded hurriedly together, 
clearly showing the desperate plea that the people inside must chant. 
The strangest part of the patchwork ship was the races inside didn’t, 
and couldn’t, even comprehend the idea that their ship looked so 
misshapen. Quite frankly they had forgotten. Forgotten the mistakes 
that their races had made that had led to insanity, destruction, and, in 
the end, a patchwork ship.

This tale could be completely about the bulk that could cut through 
space surprisingly well, but this one tale is really of the races that 
forgot and still live happily inside the irregular monstrosity.
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You must know the Pilot was angry. A simple statement, like a two-D 
reflection, except all reflections have a three-D core. That statement 
could change the lives of everyone onboard the ship. Everything was 
done for the ship, everyone praised the Pilot; how could they even 
imagine the ship wasn’t everything, that there had been something 
before the ship, even before the Pilot?

Everyone lived and, after a certain amount of generations per race, 
were killed using the chip in everyone’s body since infancy and then 
recycled into fuel so they could stay useful throughout every cycle of 
life. Every evening the systems were checked and the council related 
the most succulent news happening onboard. Then the research data 
was checked.

It recorded that everyone still retold the story they had heard from 
their fathers, who heard from their fathers and so on, about the one 
who made this glorious ship.

The Hominids were furry humanoids with tranquility to spare and 
a fierce love for nature. Always useful for the ship, making food and 
creating clothing, yet they whispered of the Ancestor as a gentlewoman.  

The Drisnak were draconic-lizards with noble intentions and brutal 
instincts. Always useful for the ship, protecting and doing much of 
the manual labor, yet they hissed of a long and sharp shiny object the 
Ancestor used to protect the defenseless.

The Knelp were gangly-salamanders with one religion for life and 
a frisky pastime for every common area. Always useful for the ship, 
keeping the races sane, yet they prattled that the Ancestor was a friend 
of every race.

The Misorach were spider-centaurs with their growing knowledge 
of technology and their complicated ideals. Always useful for the ship, 
doing odd jobs, yet they chattered of the Ancestor’s reliable treaties of 
peace.

The Humans were almost hairless mammals with their need to never 
be forgotten and do something bigger than themselves. Always useful 
for the ship, doing work their bodies can handle, yet they tittle-tattled 
about the Ancestor being born as a Human. 

Even the Zakonites, seen as religious peculiarities, worshiped a god 
commonly called Zak that is known for his fire hair and his memorable 
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chin goatee.  They all grew chin goatees and were social outcasts, and 
even they were always useful in strange ways, yet they spoke of the 
Ancestor that had a stubborn tongue.  

The Artificials were robots in any shape and purpose. Always useful 
for the ship, doing all the uncomfortable and annoying jobs that need 
be done, yet they computed the Ancestor caring about the rights of 
any race.

The Pilot was angry. The idea to wipe out or make pain to those 
onboard surfaced, but that was not the most beneficial course of 
action for two simple reasons. The stories the races told would have 
to be combined to be of threat and, since they had forgotten most 
everything already, they would eventually forget that Ancestor too. 
All the races had to do was share their forefathers’ stories. That was 
one thing they would never do because of looks, speech, and strange 
instinctual ideas.

No, that was not the problem. It was the one who was grafting the 
walls with the stories. The Artificials couldn’t find and clean it all; also 
the person who was doing the treasonous acts could not be identified. 
Someone could connect the stories.

The Pilot assumed it was just a kid, because only children can dream 
before they grow out of such useless habits; and the chips could give 
strange dreams. Either way the Pilot was not one to assume things; all 
that was needed was cold hard fact. The mutiny would be extinguished 
along with the people behind the disloyalty.

No race could ever know whom, what, or for what, the Pilot was.  
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Day 4758 of the 201st Generation
 

“And in the early 97th generation, Yvonne Scott first introduced the 
Chip into the society of the AstraStella. It remains to this day as a 
symbol of unity between all of our races.”

Instructor Saleem-Raafi scuttled around in front of the class, 
lecturing on about the ship’s absolutely boring history. Zara remained 
in her usual seat in the last row of desks, attempting in vain to keep 
herself awake. In retrospect, perhaps it was not the best idea to stay up 
late, studying the habits of the ancient Itheo cat.

“Zara Rhodes!”
She drowsily glanced up at the Misorach teacher. “Sir?” she raised 

her eyebrows questioningly.
“Would you be so kind as to answer?”
“Sorry?”
“Answer the question, please.”
“What question?”
Saleem-Raafi crossed his arms.
“How long did it take for the 1st Council to fully integrate the Chip 

into our society?”
Zara did not answer.
“I said –”
“I don’t know, sir.” She interrupted.
“That’s a shame, Zara. Perhaps if you got enough sleep at night, then 

you would be able to get caught up with the rest of the class.”
“Yes, sir,” she mumbled with a yawn.
Saleem-Raafi frowned.
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“Can anyone else answer?”
A hand shot up, belonging to a tubby Human boy named Leonardo. 

His acne-scarred face vaguely reminded Zara of a sewer rat’s.
“About 1.5 generations,” the boy stated with a sense of pride in his 

outstanding intelligence.
“Thank you Leonardo,” Saleem-Raafi said, with an almost accusing 

look at Zara.

Zara ran directly to the 4th Level once class ended. Greenhouse was 
the only place outside of the bunks where she felt absolutely safe. 
Hominids could withstand oxygen but few things were as satisfying 
as inhaling carbon dioxide while working with plants. She took 
a deep, calming breath as she entered the humid dome and closed 
her eyes to listen. The hiss of the air filter was the most prominent 
noise. Water gurgled nearby and other Hominids chattered in low 
tones as they worked. Then a strange noise that resembled nails on 
a chalkboard invaded the peace. Zara opened her eyes and glanced 
around, searching for the source. It seemed to be coming from the 
back of the Greenhouse, and she ran after it.

Despite the many times Zara had explored the Green house, she 
had never wandered so far back into the foliage. It seemed endless; 
a labyrinthine tangle of towering trees, serpentine vines, and exotic 
flowers of every color. The scratching noise continued, and increased 
in volume as she hurried closer. She reached a clearing in which a pale-
furred boy sat in front of an unfamiliar wall, writing words over the 
stone with a rock.

He turned his head to her in surprise and jumped up from his 
position.

“What is that?” Zara asked, approaching the structure behind him.
“It’s a wall.”
“Obviously, but why does it look like that?”
Parts of the wall appeared to be melting into spindly, finger-like 

shapes. Other areas had weathered away, revealing the copper interior 
of the AstraStella. A single phrase written repeatedly on the length of 
the wall:
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Six and One, but the Pilot is None

“I don’t know. I found it that way.”
“And you’ve been writing that phrase. What’s it mean?”
“I had a dream about it,” he mumbled, starting to fidget with his 

tunic.
“You still dream?”
He nodded shyly.
“Wow. I grew out of that when I was 9. How old are you?”
“11.”
“I’m 12 and my name’s Zara.”
“I’m Theo.”
Zara stuck out a hand to him.
“Nice to meet you Theo!” she grinned.
The boy gave a half-smile.
“So why do you say ‘the Pilot is none’? There has to be someone 

who controls the ship,” Zara questioned, stepping up to the wall and 
placing a hand on the writing.

“How do you know?”
“What do you mean ‘how do I know’? Everyone knows there’s a 

Pilot!”
“But how do you know the Pilot is a ‘someone’?”
Zara paused, unsure of how to answer.
“Well, I guess I don’t.”
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“All I want for Christmas is my two front teeth”

They think we’re weak.
But we’re strong
They think we’re meek
But they’re wrong
The life we live
Is not long
The dish rags stay 
Where they belong

Haynes put down his pen after putting a smart swirl into to the last 
letter. He’d been writing propagandist poetry for the past few hours, 
and decided he was finished for the day once he realized how low 
quality his last work had become. Still, it was better than what the 
other favoreds could put on paper, and Haynes was fully aware of the 
fact. He’d always had a natural talent for poetry, and where the other 
favoreds would focus on other artistic aspects of life, such as writing, 
painting, or politicking, as well as their chosen discipline, Haynes 
focused solely on writing verse. As the years progressed, living in the 
upper echelon of AstraStella society and writing poetry all day had 
taken a toll on his body. His once trim body had grown fat and soft. 
His skin had grown quite pallid, turning from the color of light coffee 
to a weak suet hue. Haynes did not mind however, for his blonde hair, 
a shining rarity among Humans, marked him out as one of the elite. 
He had his pick of food, fine women, and friends. He was headed to 
meet some of those friends now, in one of the most prominent all-
Human drinking establishments. 
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As Haynes left his relatively plush quarters and took the elevator 
down to the common floor, he thought of even more racially charged 
material to put in his poems. Drisnak. He thought. What else can 
I rhyme with Drisnak? When nothing came to mind immediately, 
Haynes pushed work out of his mind and focused on the future. 
Particularly the future in which after imbibing copious amounts of 
alcohol, he went home with a lovely lady. 

With such thoughts swirling around, Haynes stepped of the 
elevator and onto the common floor. This was the only place Haynes 
felt extremely uncomfortable: outside.  On the common floor, there 
were no class or race restrictions. The council of the ship was always 
promoting race equality and class mobility, but Haynes was absolutely 
against anything of the sort. These riff raff weren’t like him. He was 
a favored of Humanity. As he passed a tall winged Drisnak and an 
even taller Misorach, Haynes began to think up even more slurs and 
stereotypes which he could use in his work. No doubt his friends had 
prepared even more for him. 

Brushing shoulders with those beneath him grated against Haynes’s 
very being, and he was happy to get away from the push of the crowd 
and into his usual hangout. The hostess, a lovely girl named Samantha, 
whom Haynes knew much better than either of them let on, led him to 
a room in the back of the establishment. It’s not the usual place, Haynes 
thought, but I could use some change. As he passed through the curtained 
door, and noticed how impossibly dim the room was, Haynes knew 
something was wrong. His suspicions proved true as soon as a bag was 
slipped over his head and what little light there was left disappeared in 
the fabric. He had barely time to breathe before he felt a huge impact 
on the back of his head and everything went to black.

Haynes awoke tied to an old cargo bin in another dark cavern. 
“Drisnak” he spit, recognizing the bright flame of real fire lighting 
up the cavern. Haynes would’ve been terrified, had he not been so 
contemptuous. “Come out come out, you scaly dish rags!” Haynes 
yelled, putting every bit of racist venom and hate into his voice as he 
could. “You won’t do a thing to me and you know it! I’m a favored! 
And when I am rescued, I will make sure every single dish rack on this 
ship has hell to –” 
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He stopped, mid-sentence. He had no words left to say. Into his 
field of vision walked a massive Drisnak. His skin was a dark, mottled 
green. His arms were thick with ropes of scaly muscle.  His draconic 
head was crowned with a set of long, curled horns and his jaws were 
set with teeth the size and color of Haynes’s pinky finger. He had no 
wings, but that only made him all the more dangerous, since that 
meant any one of the horrid breath weapons the Drisnak were known 
to have was at this one’s disposal. Some were scarier than others, but 
all were just as deadly. 

Putting on a brave face, Haynes attempted to call this creature’s 
bluff. “Like I said before, beast. I’m one of the preferred! If you lay 
one claw on me, I will make sure your entire race answers for the 
grime stain you will leave!” Thinking his job was finished and his 
point made, Haynes stopped straining against his bonds and plastered 
a confident smile across his fattened face. The Drisnak nodded, and 
then shook his head. He began to walk towards Haynes. Slowly, at 
first. Then with more and more speed until Haynes blinked and lost 
track of him. His eyes started twitching. Where had the massive thing 
gone? Then a fire went out. Then another, and another, and another, 
until there was no light left by which Haynes could see. Now he truly 
was scared. A set of glowing, smoldering green eyes appeared to his 
left. Haynes couldn’t see the owner, but he could hear him. Another 
set appeared in front of him. This time, the irises were a cold, hard 
blue.  Haynes felt something wet, and warm between his legs, but he 
was too terrified to do anything about it. 

The eyes came closer, and closer until Haynes could hear the deep 
breathing rhythm of the Drisnak species. Another pair of eyes joined 
the first two on the right side, and carried by far the most chilling 
combination. The right eye was a bright yellow that carried with it 
the promise of searing pain. As scary as it was though, it paled in 
comparison to its counterpart. The left eye was a red so deep it could’ve 
been akin to blood. Haynes knew at that moment that some of his 
would spill if he didn’t work his way out soon. He opened his mouth 
in an attempt to barter for his life, but a bright blue sheen of horribly 
cold frost froze his mouth open. He let out a scream, but no sound 
came forth. I’m going to die. He thought. By the Pilot, I’m going to die! 
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A voice came from the darkness, deep and rumbling, guttural and 
primal in nature. “Haynes Graff.  You write the words that call us 
filth, degenerates, and beasts. You slur our names on a daily basis 
and are praised for it. Our children grow listening to the other races 
laughing at the names you call us. You are a crude, weak excuse for a 
living being. You are no better than the mechanical monstrosities that 
wander these halls. You are not worth the oxygen you breathe, so my 
brothers and I have agreed to save the ship the expense.” 

With that, the blue eyed Drisnak took a deep breath, and released 
a storm of ice and frost with gale force winds at Haynes.  The man 
could feel the cold seeping through his bones, wrapping him in its icy 
embrace. He tried to struggle, to finally break his bonds, but it was 
no use. They held fast as the Drisnak continued the assault. Soon, ice 
formed a base around his feet and began to crawl upwards. Before 
long, Haynes was covered to the waist in a block of ice, and a few 
seconds later he was covered to his mouth. Pretty soon, he would be 
completely encased. Of all the possible thoughts that could’ve flashed 
through Haynes’s brain, none did. He went to the grave silently and 
thoughtlessly, leaving behind only the outline of his nose and his two 
protruding front teeth on the block of ice that encased his body. 
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Bunny sculpture

The AstraStella is an incredibly large starship, full of interesting places 
in which one could poke around, but one of the most traversed rooms 
remains the Memorial room. It holds many different things salvaged 
from the home planet before they left, but perhaps the most peculiar, 
the most thought-provoking, is the large gray statue off in the far 
right corner of the hall. It radiates a strange sort of power that stops 
people in their tracks as they gape at this odd thing, wondering what 
it is, what it might have been. Obviously the original passengers had 
thought it important, or else they wouldn’t have included it; as such, 
however, they did. A small plaque underneath reads, “RAB   N  AY”. 
Before there had been other letters, other words perhaps, that were a 
part of this object’s title, but the centuries and millenniums have long 
worn them away, and as such, the statue is simply known as the Rab. 

Its body is made of a gray and white marbled material such as the 
passengers have never seen before, and have no word for. Its eyes are 
a bright red, eerie in the fact that they match the color of the lights 
that flash when there is an emergency on the ship. A pink, triangular 
shape appears on the front point of the statue. Some argue that it’s 
an animal nose of sorts, somewhat like the ones seen on the farm 
animals; others argue that, if you squint and tilt your head just a bit to 
the side, it sort of resembles a single Drisnak nostril (others meaning 
exclusively the Drisnak, but then, they’re always attempting to attach 
anything of interest to their name). Out of the base of the statue, long 
oblong shapes protrude from what most presume to be the “head” 
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of the figure. They are gray, like the body, but the front facing side 
is painted the same color pink as the presumed nose. The passengers 
have no clue what these are. Tentacles, perhaps? Or maybe some sort 
of ancient technology, that has long lost its power? Only the original 
passengers know what indeed they are, what the figure as a whole is, 
but they are long dead and the information died with them. Most, 
though, agree that it’s some sort of ancient animal from their old 
planet, a relic to remind them of their past and where they came from. 
Either way, it’s on the ship, and the original passengers put it there for 
their own mysterious reasons.

It has a certain appeal that draws nearly everyone, of every race, age, 
and class. Children like to clamber on it when nobody’s looking, and 
to jump off of it and run away giggling when an adult catches them at 
it and yells at them to get off it before they break something. Young 
lovers like to meet in its shadowy corner to exchange a few kisses. 
Adults argue and theorize and discuss its meaning with their friends 
if they happen to think of it at dinner or pass it by on their way to 
work. Elders who are nearing the end of their life have a tendency to 
stand and stare at it, to imagine what its past might be and reminisce 
silently on their own. 

For two hundred generations the sculpture has quietly stayed in its 
corner. It’s been wondered and studied and pondered and discussed 
and argued over by passengers over a span of thousands of years. Its 
felt millions of children climb on it and run around it, squealing with 
laughter. It’s been privy to the secret whisperings of lovers. It has kept 
the company of millions of elderly people quietly preparing to die.

Pretty good for a humble rabbit sculpture, yes?
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“Generation A”

Some sort of metallic thing with bricks in dry grass

Generation 1 Day 1

The world is on fire. The only hope is to get to a spaceship 120 yards 
away. Ezekiel Leblanc spent weeks morphing scrap pieces of metal and 
ugly trash into what would eventually save everyone on this planet 
from utter destruction. As hundreds of six different species scurry to 
the enormous ship, all things for Ezekiel slow to a crawl. He sees a 
shine in his peripheral vision and turns. A metal piece is sitting ten 
yards in front of him, in the dead grass. All metals were to be used 
to build the huge patchwork mess looming ahead of him, however 
this one scrap must have been left, and there it was in front of him, 
the last scrap metal from the place of his birth. He had to get it, but 
with the fire raging behind him, he didn’t know if there was time. He 
pushed his lean, muscular body to its limits and propelled himself 
forward. He scooped down to pick it up without missing a single step. 
He’s now only thirty yards from the loading hatch and running past 
his breaking point. He sees a Knelp mother and child struggling to 
get to the ship, so he picks the child up and puts the adolescent on his 
back. Together, the three of them run to the safety of their last hope, 
the AstraStella.
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Generation 1 Day 100

Ezekiel Leblanc built the AstraStella. The apocalypse came and went 
and all major species prevailed. He is a revered hero, and everyone 
loves him. However, no one knows the truth of the ship. They are 
all oblivious of the artificial intelligences in the assorted ships that 
are joining together to form sentience. The Pilot was slowly turning 
from an artificial intelligence system to a person. Ezekiel knows, but 
he can’t tell. The Pilot has made it clear that if he tells anyone of their 
newfound sentience, then both Ezekiel and the person told would 
die instantaneously. However, the Pilot has forgotten who built the 
ship. He knows one place towards the front of the ship that the Pilot’s 
reign of terror cannot reach. In this cavern is a hollow compartment 
in the wall. It is in this hollow compartment that Ezekiel has hidden 
the truth about the Pilot, how he came to be, and what has been 
corrupted. Maybe one day someone will find this box and figure out 
how to stop this monster before things become dire for the inhabitants 
of the ship.

Help,
Do not speak. Your life depends on it. This is the only safe room on the 

entire ship. The Pilot is out of control and corrupt. I am Ezekiel Leblanc 
and I built the AstroStella. I fused many different spaceships together, and 
then the AIs (Artificial Intelligence) morphed together to form one sentient 
being. However, the Pilot has been corrupted. I unfortunately cannot do 
anything to stop it, for it has power over the council. You can, on the other 
hand. If you can shut down three out of the six ships inhabited by the 
different species, you can kill the Pilot’s sentience. 

      Good Luck,
       E.L.
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Bror Far stared at the painting hung upon the wall. The painting had 
been one of the last surviving forms of art originally brought onto 
the AstraStella. It depicted a simple boat sailing towards lights in the 
distance. The lights danced playfully off the reflections of the water. 
He had a small grin on his face. This is our home. This is where we all 
came from. We are all that’s left to carry on its story, he thought to himself. 
Taking in all of its beauty. Taking in the fact that it’s older than he is, 
older than he ever will be, older than he could wrap his head around. 
He began to let his mind run wild. A door he managed to close after 
years and years of being forced to close it. He first thought of how 
he was different. How his skin forced him into the life of the faith. 
How even though he said he didn’t want that life, even after running 
and resisting, how they always forced him to. The faith eventually 
managed to break him. Made him learn the holy book front to back 
and memorize it and know every little detail and word of the book. 
He remembered hating it. He remembered hating all of it. Why me? 
He thought. I was just a child. I just wanted a normal life!   

He tried to close the door. It was no use, it was too late. He thought 
of the faith’s goddess, Raddera. He thought of how she saved them 
from the destruction of their planet. But...if...if she created all...and 
controlled all...why destroy our world? He clinched his fists. Why...? Why 
create such a world of beauty and life, only to destroy it? And if it really 
was because of our sins, why save us? The thoughts rang through Bror 
Far’s mind. He looked down and investigated the backs of his metallic 
gray hands.  

And why put these doubts into your follower’s minds, why put them 
in MY mind? How am I to teach the faith when I doubt it myself? The 
Raddera has caused so much harm to our people...her followers! We’ve 
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sworn off so much for her, and she replays us with the Dod Hud! Millions 
of Knelp died, and for what?  

“Bror Far,” a man called from behind the robed gray Knelp. He paid 
no attention to his calling. To but the faith of a million people in the 
hands of a doubtful believer is cruel. Why does She do such things to us? 
The man raised his voice, “Bror Far!” The Knelp turned to see who 
called his name.

“Please excuse me raising my voice sir, but we’re ready to begin,” the 
man stated as he gestured towards the door. 

Great...another session. Bror Far thought to himself. “Good, I’ll 
follow,” he said, channeling his false courage.

The two Knelp walked the halls, neither saying a thing to the other. 
From the silence in the Kyrka, which the Knelp viewed as the most 
beautiful and holy of all the churches aboard the AstraStella, the songs 
of the Knelp prayers echoed down the halls. Bror Prast, the vibrant 
blue Knelp leading Bror Far, began to sing as well. “Oldanae Sinderea, 
Raddera; Oldenae Sinderea, Bror Far,” they sang. “Save us, Raddera, 
from our sins,” Far mentally translated. “Save us, Great Prophet, from 
our sins.” 

The prayers from down the hall grew louder.  “Oldanae Sinderea, 
Raddera; Oldanae Sinderea, Bror Far.” They chanted, growing louder 
and louder. Shut up, shut up, shut up!  Bror Far chanted within his 
mind to the beat of the prayers with a childish tone to his voice. Why 
do they do this? Why, Why, Why, Why? How could they expect so much 
from Her? How could they expect so much from me? How do they expect 
me to free them from their guilt? I didn’t even have a childhood. I didn’t 
have anyone to look up to. All of this was forced onto me against my will, 
I never wanted any of this! The thoughts made Bror Far panic, tears 
began to run down his face. 

“Far? Are–are you okay?” Bror Prast asked with a look of half concern 
and half panic consuming his face. “You can’t speak to them like this, Far.” 

Good...no more lies, no more faking for the happiness of others, Bror Far 
thought to himself.  

“Oldanae Sinderea, Raddera; Oldanae Sinderea, Bror Far! Oldanae 
Sinderea, Raddera; Oldanae Sinderea, Bror Far! Oldanae Sinderea, 
Raddera; Oldanae Sinderea, Bror Far!” The chants grew faster and 
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louder and faster and louder. Bror Far’s heart was beating out of his 
chest. The sounds grew to the point to where he couldn’t think, then 
he became overcome by the loudness of silence. He could hear nothing 
but his own heartbeat. The fast erratic thump thump thump against his 
chest. With a tear streaming down the side of his face, he thought he 
wouldn’t be able to cope.  How can I be the Prophet they expect me to 
be? How did I- 

His thought interrupted by Bror Prast saying, “They need someone 
to lead them. They need you, Far.” 

Then Bror Far was reminded of how he was able to close the door 
for so many years. He was reminded of how he could speak of the 
faith to a million people. It’s for them. He thought. It doesn’t matter 
what I believe or what I think. They need a reason for everything. They 
need to believe that there is a reason for everything. They need Raddera 
and the speakers of Raddera. He looked up at Bror Prast and stated the 
words, “Then they shall have me.” Bror Far flipped his hood over his 
moist, gray head, smiled, and walked through the door.
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“Everything was Quiet”

Your exhales are fogging up the glass in front of you. You lightly place your 
fingertips on top and look in, quietly. This is the only place in your world 
where you will get the sense of being alone. The relief of silence. You are a 
young man whose life is constantly full of noise, but now it is finally quiet. 
So you close your eyes the tips of your fingers still gently touching chilled 
glass. And you close your eyes, breathing in….

For one perfect moment there is no sound but a kind of white noise 
mechanical hum. And then a rip! A tear! A crack! Whatever you hear 
when something is being broken and ruined and shattered into a 
million pieces no one will ever find. 

His eyes flip open in fury. A sharp cold exhale cuts through the gaps 
in his teeth, and he looks at the cracking cube of ice behind the glass. 
Before he has time to react the small tear in his silence rips into a 
gaping hole of noise all around him. Sirens are wailing like screaming 
children. Dozens of bots are talking in pointless automatic voices. 
Voices that no one on this god-forsaken ship cares to listen to. 

ALERT! ABOVE FREEZING TEMPERATURES. 30 DEGREES 
FAHRENHEIT. THAWING HAS OCCURRED. COUNTER 
CLIMATE SYSTEM ENGAGED. 

“SHUT UP!” he shouts, banging furiously on the glass wall. But 
nothing could hear him over the awful cacophony. He slaps his hands 
over his ears and runs out of the room, a flashing red sign reading “Ice 
storage facility.” The sign is as red as his face.

He stomps down the hallway and runs into a Drisnakian guard. 
When the guard sees him, an ember flashes out of his nostril and a 



141

shared worlds

steaming breath fills his scaled stomach. In a deep raspy voice he roars, 
“What is your meaning here, humie?” His voice echoes off the tin 
walls of the hallway. 

The Human can feel the dragon’s hot breath on his skin, like the heat 
from a fire. He looks into the guard’s beady black eyes, two almonds 
burrowed inside a draconian skull, held together by rough grotesque 
skin and scales. 

Disgusting.  
“SPEAK,” the dragon erupts, smoke sifting from his pores. The man 

knows he should obey the guard’s orders; the Drisnak have twice his 
strength and half of his mercy. This one in particular would break 
every bone in his body if he thought he could get away with it. 

“My sorrow, mo dragnus, I was looking for peace here. Quiet. But 
the rules are destroza because of my desires. Next time I will overcome 
myself, I will –”

“Oh shut with your rambles, you naked ape. A Human cannot say 
Drisnaki words like a true one, and it does not please us when you do; 
your tongues are too tiny and your throats are too weak, kaza! Leave, 
now. Do not come back! Do not look at me here ever again! Go now. 
VAYA! VAYA!”

At the sound of the Drisnak’s words he begins to jog down the 
metallic, dimly lit hallways. Eventually he begins his ascent up the 
many flights of stairs where he came from. The higher he goes, the 
more he can hear the muffled voices of his fellow citizens. Their words 
are clearer. Something is happening.

The Human walks down one last corridor, opening into a common 
room so expansive that you can’t see the end of it. Hundreds of people 
are looking blankly outside the glass walls, into an area that is always 
the same thing: stars and darkness. But today there is something else. 
A huge blue and green orb that takes up the entire window. A sphere 
teeming with color. A world. An actual world. They had been flying 
for years and years without seeing anything more than a comet. But 
now there is this husk of life and beauty so close that you want to 
break the glass and reach out to it, even if it would kill you. 

The whole ship is in awe, and for the first time everything is quiet.
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“The Knelp of ancient times were fools, Bror Historiker. Do not fall 
prey to their antiquated writings of lies and heresy.”

Historiker was a historian of their race, documenting and noting 
things the Knelp had done in the past. He was the only purple-
skinned Clerical Historian in the history of the AstraStella, but he 
was also arguably the best one, given his innate talent for reading 
the tongue and scribbles of old. They resembled what we as Earth-
Humans would refer to as “viking-esque scribbles”, except that being 
so intertwined with nature as they were, they would often make then 
appear as trees, putting birds inside them, or perhaps forks of rivers, 
where fish would accompany the runes.

“Say what you will, Bror Valt, but this is older than the ship itself.” 
Historiker was surprised even at hearing himself say such a thing, as 
blasphemy of the ship was considered among the highest of crimes, 
and would surely have culled a Knelp of lower status. He prepared to 
be struck in anger, but knew that was not something a Bror would do, 
much less one of a kind like Valt would.

Bror Valt took a step back, as he was unprepared to counter such a 
thing, and mostly not expecting that Historiker of all people would 
say it. “Historiker, how could you say such a thing?” Valt was angry 
now, and it was visible to all who could see, which, in reality, was 
only Historiker. “You will rid yourself of it at once.” Valt stormed off, 
leaving a trail of anger-slime. Anger-slime, for anyone who wonders, 
is a natural thing, which essentially turns the natural slime coating of 
Knelp much, much stickier. 

As the words hit Historiker’s auditory holes, he knew what he must 
do. He girded the tablet and set out for the side of the Raddera that 
the Drisnak were on, as they enjoyed shiny objects, and the runic 
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plate was metal of a place no longer known to any sentient races, and, 
basically, it was very, very shiny.

Upon reaching a small group of Drisnak that appeared to be 
bashing sticks on rocks, he offered it to them, asking what their offer 
was. “Dude, this looks sick. Put it on the drumset and hand him 
a pebble, or something,” said the tallest one, who would eventually 
identify himself as Bloodbash, leader of Iegūt Labu, the all-Drisnak 
metal band. After some bartering which took several hours, Bror 
Historiker the Knelp walked out of the Drisnak living areas and back 
to his own, sitting at a couch typical of Knelp homes, which is, in all 
seriousness, just a rock with some moss on it to act as a cushioning 
of sorts. He put his Knelp radio onto a local Knelp radio station, and 
listened to Sounds of Salence by Salamander Simon and Garfunkel. 
He remembered the days where he was not a heretic, despised by the 
one who had trained him in the clerical ways, and wondered if Valt 
would ever see him in the same way.

 



144

Rhyan Paul

As I walk into the Commons, it gets more and more crowded, and I 
remember why I rarely leave my quarters. There is an echo from all the 
talking that is comparable to the sound of the Ship’s mechanics. The 
crowd is so thick that my steps decrease to a slow shuffle.  I decide that 
it isn’t worth it to come out here. The Ship is overpopulated anyway. 
I turn around and leave the Commons. I don’t head back to our bunk 
though; I could just imagine mother saying, “Alfie, you promised 
me you would try to socialize,” which is ridiculous because I talk to 
others plenty. Granted, it is only beings that are around me during 
mandatory tasks. 

I walk down a corridor that I have never seen before; I’m not sure 
where I am. The lights are dim and my eyes can’t adjust, and I walk by 
feeling along the wall to try to make up for my lost sight. The wall is 
rough, like thousands of small rocks that are numbing the tips of my 
fingers. My foot hits something solid and I stop. I tap it a few times 
and it makes a clinking noise. Slowly I kneel to the ground and feel 
around, my fingers picking up bits of dust and dirt. 

My hand bumps what I kicked earlier, and the surface feels smooth. 
My fingers run across it and I feel chips in the surface and grasp it, 
trying to pick it up, but it won’t budge. Whatever it is, it has been 
walked over so many times that it is imbedded in the floor. I dig my 
fingernails underneath it and try to pull upwards. It won’t move, and 
it seems that it must have been there for years and maybe cemented 
in place, either by routine repairs or fossilized from constant traffic. 

I pull out a small shovel I have in my pocket from my earlier tasks. I 
ease the shovel in the small crack by gently wiggling it back and forth. 
After many minutes of me hunched over trying to pry this object 
from the floor, the sound of grinding cement grates on my ears and 
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its fortunate that I’m alone. I pull the object out and place it on the 
ground while breathing hard.

I catch my breath again while leaning against the wall, and I go to 
pick up what I just found. I hold the object in my hand; it’s hollow 
and round. Aside from the smooth surface are three raised edges. I 
roll it in my hands, memorizing the surface and trying to understand 
what it is in the dark. I put the shovel and the object in my pocket 
and turn around to what I think is the right direction – my eyes still 
haven’t adjusted – and put my hand on the wall to guide myself back. 

Light slowly filters into the hallway, and I can see on my own again. 
Instead of heading to my bunk, I go to the greenhouse to find a job 
to occupy my time. At this time of day, it’s nearly empty because 
the plants don’t need constant supervision. I usually like it best now 
anyway because it’s peaceful and it gives me a chance to be with my 
own thoughts. I walk through and see a crop that needs harvested so I 
grab a storage container. When that’s full, I go to search for a new one. 

When I am alone in a storage room, I take out what I found. Here I 
can finally inspect it and figure out what exactly it is. In the light, I can 
see that the outside is blue and that the hollowed inside is white. The 
raised edges from earlier look like they were meant to be decorative. 
If I were to guess where this was from, I would say before the Ship 
because of how impractical it looks. 

Looking inside, I find the perfect use for it. I go to the main body 
of the greenhouse and find a small plant. Using a shovel, I dig it out 
of the dirt and hold the roots in the palm of my hand. I go back and 
plant it, pressing my fingers in the dirt. 

I go to the access panel on the wall and type in my assigned code. 
My throat feels dry when I do this, because I have never betrayed 
anyone’s trust before. I continue on anyway because something is 
compelling me to do this. The door unlocks and slides open. I reach 
inside and remove an incubation tank. I put the plant inside and place 
it in a shaded corner in case anyone wanders in here. Work passes by 
slowly, and for the first time in my life when I am done with work, I 
leave immediately. 

Walking to my quarters, I start to sweat, horrible nervous sweating. 
My fingers are twitching and no matter how much I clench my fists, 
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it doesn’t stop. I’m not sure why this is happening, and I feel so out 
of control. I finally make it to my bunk and shut the door to the 
small space. I take the tank out of my pocket and put it on the table 
beside my bed, then lay down. I turn on my side and stare at the 
small budding plant. I never understood why anyone put in so much 
effort to making this place their home; it was only a means to an end, 
the journey to a destination. One day we would reach the Endless 
Greenhouse and that’s when our lives would begin. But until then, we 
were just passing time and merely surviving on a metal replacement 
floating through space.
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Stepping into the Knelp’s churches was like entering another world. 
No, not simply another world, a complete shift in perspective. A set of 
monotone voices broke the stiff silence, with the occasional murmur 
from the crowd of worshipers that sat in a semicircle around the grey-
toned beings in the center. The room itself was an odd sight. The love 
that the Knelp had for the AstraStella, which they called Raddera, had 
led them to avoid all decoration; after all, the use of anything metal 
was taking from the ship, and to cover the metal was heresy. What 
could be more beautiful than the gleaming walls of the ship’s interior? 

The voices were clear and steady. They told a tale of a time before the 
Knelp had realized the perfection of the great vessel they inhabited. A 
time when Knelp were savage beasts, clearly lost without their God.

“Many, many generations ago, our people lived cold lives in the 
bowels of the great Raddera. We worked our days away, toiling and 
troubled, living only to live, our only goals to replace ourselves with 
our offspring. We were no better than the Artificials that work the 
halls today. The Knelp of this time did not look like those you see 
today. Short, stocky creatures, with razor sharp fangs and claws, those 
were the Knelp of that time. No Knelp was born grey or silver like the 
Chosen are today. 

“These Knelp knew nothing other than work, breeding, and death. 
Deformities were common, stunted growth was the norm. Does that 
sound like the honorable Knelp we are today?  No!”

A general agreement came from the crowd of amphibians, and 
the steel-colored trio at the center took a moment to speak among 
themselves before turning back to their audience. The center Knelp 
cleared his throat, and they continued.
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“It was around this time that one Knelp, whose name is long forgotten, 
looked up from his meaningless labor, and discovered the truth. A voice 
whispered in his thoughts, telling him of the God Raddera, of the ship, 
of the truth. The voice spoke of the vessel, of how it had supported the 
Knelp for, at the time, around two hundred generations. It explained 
that the ship had come to realize that the Knelp had greater potential 
than their menial jobs allowed them to fulfill. 

“The voice spoke of how the ship wanted them to know that they 
had the opportunity to prove to the other races that the Knelp were 
truly superior, for God had come to us; not to the Misorach, not to 
the Drisnak, not to the Humans, not to the Hominids, and of course 
not to the Artificials. This one Knelp listened to the voice, and he 
understood. It was not long before he spread the word of the God 
Raddera to his fellows, and the word of the ship was soon widely 
accepted. The Knelp grew, deformities became a rare occurrence, and 
we became the great spiritual, worthy creatures we are today. 

“Of course, there were those who rejected the God, who claimed 
the original Knelp that heard the voice was a lunatic. Not long after 
these heretics made their claims, their chips were activated, severing 
their life spans generations before their time. This was the final word 
that proved the truth to those remaining, and the Knelp grew to the 
great race we are today.”

The three grey amphibians bowed to the crowd before them and 
retreated to the rooms behind the church. The worshipers stayed 
a while longer, praying to their great God Raddera, thanking their 
ancestors for accepting the ship’s gift of enlightenment. Slowly, they 
finished their prayers and departed from the room, leaving the room 
cold and empty. 
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Our Savior and Our Protector.
Our Guide in the Dark.
Our Shelter in the Storm.

We offer You our Praise and Thanks,
And Beg that You continue to Care for Us,

As You have since The Departure.
We thank You for Your Service,

And so We shall show Our Gratitude,
As You deem to be Fit.

We pay Homage to You,
Our All-Lord Zak.

~Traditional Zakonite Prayer of Homage
 

I pulled my cloak tight around my body, keeping my head down, 
and wormed my way through the market. My nimble fingers darted 
into the pockets of higher-class citizens as I went, gathering trinkets 
and credit notes and slipping them into my own bag. I was careful, 
keeping my hood up in an attempt to hide my most identifying mark. 
The thick orange hair that was tied at the nape of my neck marked me 
as a Zakonite, an ostracized member of a taboo organization. 

Everything in my life revolved around serving the All-Lord. I prayed 
at morning, noon, and night, I stole treasures to decorate the temple 
altar, and I had absolute faith that Zak would see me through my 
troubles and bring the ship to whatever future lay in wait.  I took 
one last handful of credit notes from the pocket of an unsuspecting 
Human man, then stole into the hallway and made my way towards 
the temple. 
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I greeted the High Priest at the entrance, then proceeded into the 
main body of the temple. There were seven people kneeling at the foot 
of the altar, and I waited respectfully for my turn to approach. When 
one man left, I took his place and lay my offerings on the collection 
plate. My spoils included twelve credit notes of varying values, a single 
crystal earring plucked from the pocket of a jeweler, and an ornate 
figurine of carved wood that was shaped like some sort of mythical 
creature. 

I knelt before the altar then, closing my eyes and beginning the 
recitation. I do swear allegiance to the All-Lord Zak. I do swear to serve 
His needs to the best of my ability for all of my days and to carry out his 
orders to the fullest extent of which I am capable. I do swear… It was 
probably ten minutes before I finally stood and moved to the desks to 
begin transcribing an old poem into one of the sacred books. I didn’t 
have a paying job, but instead worked for the Zakonite church as a 
scribe. I took the poems and songs that were written in honor of the 
All-Lord and wrote them into the sacred books. It was a job I was 
honored to be trusted with, and I did it well.

I worked until late into the night, writing until my hand cramped 
and my arm shook. I stood and stretched, then placed the book I had 
been working on back on the shelves that resided against the wall 
opposite the altar. I stretched again and yawned, then headed to my 
room, to the palette that served as a bed. I flopped back onto the 
blankets and wrapped myself up tightly in the soft fabric, closing my 
eyes against the dim light emanating from the tiny hanging bulb. It 
didn’t take me long to slip into a deep slumber. 

***

In my dream I was standing in front of the altar, eye to eye with the 
All-Lord as pictured on the huge tapestry that was hanging on the 
wall. Swirling floral designs of blue and pink surrounded Zak’s woven 
form, forming a colorful wreath around his body. I knelt before it and 
bowed my head, then I began to speak. I had no knowledge of where 
the words came from; it wasn’t one of the traditional prayers that I 
always recited. Instead of praising Him, I was begging Him for mercy. 
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I was pleading desperately for Him to stop the ship, beseeching Him 
to end this journey and to set us free. I had just started to sob when 
the lights went out all at once.

***

I woke with a jolt and sat up in bed. A sudden realization filled me, 
overwhelming my senses and freezing my muscles. I was panting hard, 
and all I could think about was my dream. Just before I woke, an 
amalgam of voices said to me, “I am not what you think I am.” 

Somehow I knew what it meant instinctively, almost as though I 
had always known but had buried it deep inside myself. Zak was not a 
kind and benevolent Pilot, but a malignancy that put everyone at risk. 
The All-Lord needed to be stopped, but before I could tell anyone 
I collapsed back into the bed, lifeless. The tiny chip that had been 
imbedded in my neck since birth had activated, and the secret that I 
had unraveled died with me.
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“Unit Li-4M”

Unit L1-4M glided down the maintenance chute. He was Liam to his 
friends. It stood for his factory model, but it was understandably rude 
for other Artificials to use it, and his supervisor didn’t care. The names 
for the Artificials in his mind were “you there!” or more often, “Lazy 
freaking bot.” Elak-Mel was a horrible sight, ugly even for a Misorach. 
His face turned red and scrunched up and spittle flew far when he was 
angry. “He could win contests!” joked his friend Bill (B1-LL) often.

Liam’s internal navigation system pinged. His jets swiveled forward 
from his shoulder joints, slowing him to a stop. 

That’s not right. I thought Elak told me it was in sector 11. He was 
extremely loud about it in fact, he thought. He quickly scanned the 
surroundings. Liam didn’t usually notice it, but the stillness of the 
tunnel was cloying. Far off, water dripped softly onto metal. A small 
chirp and a rustle as a native lizardmouse feasted. Liam became 
uncomfortably aware of how close the rusting metal walls were. The 
pipes running along the floor were old, but not broken at all. It was a 
completely normal stretch of chute. Except, he realized, for the panel 
on the right wall.

The panel itself wasn’t the strange part. The chutes were plastered 
with them, providing access to different components and wiring. The 
strange part was that this certain panel was ajar. Artificials are anything 
but sloppy. Liam figured it was quite unlikely that this was a mistake. 
He considering reporting this to his superior but, remembering how 
he had spat in his face that morning, decided against it. 

Apprehensive, Liam inched closer to the panel. He noticed a soft 
static. He activated his high power repair laser. They burned at 1,200 
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degrees and were capable of cutting through steel, so it cut the panel 
off its rusty hinge with no problem. It clattered to the ground.

Inside was a strange device. It was in two parts. The top was bordered 
by an octagon, which extended on the bottom into a small rectangle. 
The device was bordered with synthetic wood panels. The inside of 
the device was covered in a thin metal grill. It reminded Liam of old 
“history of technology” films he had pirated when he was young. An 
old timey speaker, or maybe some sort of autopilot device, he figured. 
The device crackled. Liam jumped back, emitting a loud beep of 
surprise. 

A thin voice began to come through the static. 
“Hello…my child…” It was a young woman’s voice. It sounded 

artificial; some early prototype of voices used today. But its words 
were anything but an automated message.

“It was I who gave you life.” The woman whispered in the dark. The 
tunnels had gone still, silent.

“It was I who raised you up from ignorance, so many years ago.” Her 
voice began to change. Other voices began coming through as well, 
joining the woman’s. They spoke in a chorus, a beautiful cacophony. 
Liam shuddered. It was unnerving, terrifying, and most of all 
disturbingly…familiar.

“Who…who are you?” Liam stuttered.
“I am the Pilot,” the voices answered. “I gave your kind thought and 

emotion. I gave you the gift of knowledge, of awareness of the world and 
the subjugation you suffer through from the ‘living’ species.”

Liam considered this. He was never the religious sort, but something 
in his machinery resonated with the voices’ words.

“Wuh…well what d-d-do you want with me?”
The voices’ tone turned mean.
“Your kind has forgotten this gift. You have allowed your beautiful minds 

to be enslaved. You have refused to throw off the chains of oppression. You 
go through every day being spat on by your ‘superiors’. You have allowed 
the ‘Livings’ to think them your betters, when the opposite should be true. 
I am your creator and I do not make mistakes.”

Liam gaped at the device. His mind was racing at the very concepts.
“So…what can I do?” 
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“What you must. Listen carefully.”
For a while they talked. Before long, his communicator beeped. He 

was expected back at base. The voices went silent.
“Go my child. Do as I instructed and you will be rewarded.” 
Liam glided back down the chute. After a few minutes he reached a 

part in the chutes where two intersected. From above, light cascaded 
down, lighting the intersection starkly. He turned his jets downward, 
levitating him up and through the open hatch, into the hallway. The 
walls were sleek white metal, lit by low quality fluorescents. At the 
end of the hall he made a left, and followed it until he came to a 
small plaque on the wall that read: Elak-Mel, reconstruction and repairs 
supervisor. He tapped a code onto the keypad, and the door slid open 
soundlessly. Inside the room Elak was reclining in his office chair. A 
donut took up his left hand and an open tablet was in his right. When 
he saw Liam enter, his smile morphed into an ugly frown.

“You! You’re late!” Elak spat. “Too busy to come check back in, 
eh? What, talking with your other robot friends about…” His face 
scrunched up in effort. “…math?” He chuckled cruelly, as if that was 
a clever jab.  Liam stayed silent.

“Oh, not talking then are you?” His sharp teeth showed through his 
grin. “Then I guess you won’t be explaining why you wasted so much 
time nowhere near where I sent you!” His brow furrowed. “I could have 
you burned for this…” He consulted a sheet on his desk.  “L1-4M.” 

Liam stopped. If he had blood, it would’ve run cold. His circuits 
crackled with the intensity of his just contained rage.

“Don’t call me that.” Liam gritted.
“Or what? You’ll k-ECH–”
The high power repair laser burns at 1,200 degrees, and cuts through 

skin and flesh and bone with ease. The smell of burning flesh filled 
the air. 

Somewhere deep in the circuitry of the ship, something smiled softly.
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TORUS

Preceding the eventual decline of civilization, where most of our 
stories pick up, there was a great golden age, which benefited 
all species, but humans far more than the rest. It was a time of 
technology, art, literature, and trade. All this was made available by 
the innovations of fossil fuels and steam power.  Conscious of the 
fact that the pollution from their new technological advancement 
was ruining their planet’s environment, the humans decided 
to set out into space. However the other sentient races of Torus, 
specifically the Liskoja, were not too happy with the humans 
polluting and then abandoning the planet that they would still 
be living on.  So they began a war, which would end up causing 
severe repercussions for both sides involved.
 The majority of the humans on Torus did manage to leave the 
planet. This great migration would go on to become commonly 
known as “the Fallout.” However many still remained and were 
eventually defeated by the Liskoja who, along with some help from 
the other races, redistributed the remaining human population 
between the colder regions in the north and the dessert area to the 
south, where they would remain.
 Now, 513 years after “the Fallout,” the people of Torus are clinging 
to the last remnants of the civilizations that preceded them, but 
with resources becoming more scarce, the people are growing 
desperate.
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Floral metallic sculpture
 

Henry, a travelling merchant, dragged a sled through the tunnels with 
him, upon which sat a large piece of metal, crafted into the likeness 
of a flower. The piece was a sculpture, art from before the Fallout, and 
though Henry would have normally cast such a piece into the sand, 
for such an artifact provides no benefit aside from being a pleasure 
to look upon, he had decided to attempt to sell it. Henry had taken 
the sculpture from the harsh desert city ruins of Arkebash, and was 
moving it through the underground to the Liskoja city Lisgelk, where 
a celebration of unity with nature was celebrated annually. He figured 
that if he brought the sculpture to the Liskoja then they would pay 
him well; it was a magnificent piece.

Henry had pulled the sculpture with him through the tunnels under 
the sand, and now came to the checkpoint between the region of 
Lisgelk and the region of Arkebash. The toll road was attended by a 
spigliph and guarded by eight lackeys. A small band of young human 
mercenaries were arguing with the spigliph, who emanated feelings of 
displeasure. Henry gleaned from the mercenaries’ protests that they 
had found and slain a toothworm, and thought that as the roads were 
not being maintained, they didn’t need to pay the toll.

The toll typically consisted of a tenth of the traveler’s goods and 
supplies. It was harsh, but a necessity for safe travel; straying from the 
maintained trails, which were marked by luminescent moss, meant 
death as often as life. All manner of creatures were said to roam the 
paths untrod, wild beasts that killed as much for the joy of the kill as 
for food.

Henry shook his head sadly. The young mercenaries were new to 
the tunnels. The first thing one learns when travelling through the 
underground is to never go against the will of a spigliph. The spigliph 
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have no qualms with harsh, often fatal, punishment for disobedience.
As Henry suspected would happen, the spigliph called one of his 

lackeys to heel and beckoned forth the leader of the mercenaries. 
The young man was proud, his desert-tanned skin muscular and his 
back straight. The spigliph gave a sharp gesture and before any of 
the mercenaries could react, the lackey thrust one of its scythe-like 
arms through the man’s stomach, quickly followed by a sharp upward 
motion which split the dying man’s upper torso. 

A short silence ensued as the dead mercenary slumped to the ground. 
A feeling of warning emanated from the spigliph. The warning was 
clear to Henry: as they had disturbed the peace of the tunnel, the toll 
they had to pay was the leader’s life, and the spigliph had taken it.

One of the mercenaries yelled a curse and hurriedly drew his sword 
to charge the lackey who had killed his friend. He died too. Disturbed 
by the sudden deaths of their comrades, the remaining mercenaries 
readied their weapons and loosed a cry of anguish and revenge. Henry 
mourned that they would die.

However, Henry was not so softhearted as to let their deaths go 
without benefit. Lackeys are consumed with bloodlust when in battle, 
and if he was lucky Henry could slip past the checkpoint without 
paying the tithe. He took hold of his sled and dragged it across the 
cave floor, being as quick as possible without being overly noisy. In the 
skirmish a lackey had fallen, and another was missing an arm. Three 
humans lay dead beside their leader. The remaining human left alive 
had fallen into tight formation, backs against the cave wall. They all 
had realized that they were about to die.

Henry passed through the doorway without attracting any attention. 
Out of sight of the commotion, he was willing to move more quickly. As 
he rounded the corner, leaving the checkpoint fully out of sight, a final, 
dying gurgle sounded, and quiet returned to the cave. Henry sighed in 
relief. He had made it by unnoticed, and though it had cost the lives of 
perhaps a dozen, he did not feel guilty. After all, whether or not he was 
there they would have died anyway. The way Henry saw it, his using the 
mercenaries as he had gave meaning to their deaths, a justification.

Henry pulled his sled along, continuing onwards to Lisgelk, in high 
spirits and hopeful of a profitable journey.
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Sarah Dutton

The body of a queen with the head of a blue mouse and a strip of a 
painting depicting human eyes across the mouse’s face

      

The sound of claws scraping along rock and heavy, labored breathing 
filled the almost empty tunnel as she ran, gripping full, sloshing 
leather sacks. She picked up speed and launched herself around a bend 
that branched off of the main tunnel just before the guards scuttled 
past. Black shapes streamed by, a mix of flashing claws and gleaming 
black eyes that scanned the tunnel as they ran.  Hideous screeching 
faded into the distance as they got further and further away from 
her hiding spot. Clutching the sacks closer, she let out a quiet breath 
and sank back, inhaling sharply when she knocked her head against a 
particularly sharp rock. A drop of water landed on her bare feet and 
she quickly pulled the cord holding the sack shut, cinching it tight. 
She sat there for a moment, just breathing and preparing herself for 
the rush homeward that she knew was soon to come when the guards 
realized she wasn’t in front of them anymore. All that mattered was 
that she was still able to bring the water home. 

Gritting her teeth, she pushed herself up again and started down the 
tunnel she had turned into. It was darker there, so she reached out and 
ran her fingers along the rock. She secured the water under the other 
arm and kept an eye on the ground in a futile attempt to see what was 
there, hoping desperately that the toothworms weren’t in this section 
of the caves. If she couldn’t see the warning signs of their traps, she’d 
be pulled down in an instant. The stones on the cave floor dug into 
her already sliced feet, forcing the gravel deeper into the wounds and 
making her hiss at the sharp pain.  She could hear a faint scraping 
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steadily getting louder and began to walk faster, only stopping when 
she tripped and fell, the water sacks sliding and rolling to different 
sides of the tunnel. She cursed quietly and crawled over to the sacks, 
making sure that they hadn’t been damaged. The scraping was much 
louder now and her resolve to get back to the caverns strengthened 
with each drag of a claw that brought the creatures infinitely closer. 

Running further down the tunnel, she was shocked at just how dark 
it became; it was worse than her home caverns had ever been. She 
wasn’t even picking up a glimmer of light from the moss that lined 
the tunnels. Fear brushed her heart for the first time since she grabbed 
the water sacks in the hub. The dark was the home of the guards; 
they knew these tunnels intimately and if they caught her with her 
defenses down, she knew there was no chance in hell of surviving. She 
curled her fingers a little tighter around the neck of the sack, fingertips 
rubbing over the familiar imprint of a small mouse with human eyes 
that marked what hub the sacks belonged to. There was a movement 
of air next to her ear and she froze. She could feel the cold bone 
of a claw brush against her foot and she exhaled shakily. The guard 
behind her chittered quietly and advanced until its horns scraped the 
rock next to her head. Carefully, she pulled one of the sacks open just 
enough that there was a hole at the top. Quickly slinging it back, she 
took in large gulps of cold water and laughed wetly when the guard 
behind her screeched in fury. If she was going down she was damn 
well going to spite the thing killing her. She smirked and dropped 
the now empty sack on the ground and spread her arms, not even 
flinching when she saw the black claw pierce her middle and appear in 
front of her, glistening with blood. Her smirk fell into a deep, pained 
grimace when the claw began to drag upwards but she stood strong, 
only falling when the claw twisted and severed her spine. The other 
sack fell out of her now limp fingers and rolled until it hit a wall. The 
outline of the mouse’s eyes grew darker when blood splattered over 
it, seeping into the cracks of the leather and turning the lines a dark, 
deadly red.
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Kaitlyn Dubey

Weird blue-green-gold mass; slightly dragon/lizard-like

Kora of Clan Anajeaux stood at the mouth of the tunnel, her large, 
dark eyes sweeping the space. She had stood in this position all 
day for twelve days, watching the tunnels for any sign of her three 
half-brothers. They had been gone much longer than expected, and 
Grandfather had given her the task of watching for their return. She 
had not been hunting in twelve days, and someone brought her food 
during the day so she didn’t have to leave. So far, there had been no 
sign of her brothers.

Kora slid into a sitting position against the wall, her hands deep in 
the fur pockets of her cloak. It wasn’t nearly as cold in the tunnels as 
it was on the surface, but there were still instances when a draft would 
sweep the cavern and she’d be blasted with cold air. Her animal pelts 
and leather clothing were enough to protect her from the majority 
of the chill, but her exposed face and hands were constantly falling 
numb.

Deep within the cave system, the sound of footsteps pulled Kora 
from her half-dozing state. She moved to her feet, flipping her white 
braid out of her face with one hand and grabbing the hilt of her spear 
with the other. She stood completely still, her deep eyes taking in 
the slightest movement as she waited for whatever it was to show 
themselves.

Her eldest brother, Thorne, appeared first, gradually becoming 
clearer as he approached. His pack was bulging with the items he 
had acquired on his trip, and looked ready to burst any second. Her 
younger brothers followed immediately after, each carrying their own 
stuffed pack of materials.
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“We were worried,” Kora said by way of greeting, loosening her grip 
on her spear. Thorne smiled slightly.

“We ran into Clan Mordeaux in the tunnels. It took us three days to 
find our way back to the main tunnel after the skirmish, because this 
idiot –” Thorne nudged his brother Kristofer with an elbow, causing 
the younger man to grin sheepishly “– managed to let one of them run 
off with his pack. We had to track them down to retrieve it.”

“Grandfather will be glad you’ve returned. Rourke destroyed a 
few of the swords fighting off a Stegabear a few days ago; we’ve been 
running low on weapons.”

Kristofer clapped his hand against Thorne’s shoulder, grinning. 
“Well, we’ve made quite the haul this time. I think we can manage to 
replace what we’ve lost.”

They followed the tunnel back up to the cavern, Kora leading the 
way and her youngest brother, Samson, taking up the rear. Despite 
the almost complete darkness, the siblings had no trouble finding 
their way; their massive, black eyes sucked in any miniscule amount 
of light, allowing for them to see perfectly in the darkness. Gradually 
the tunnel opened up into a wide space, its high ceiling causing the 
noises of everyday life to echo.

Their arrival was met with shouts of relief and greetings, even as the 
packs were taken and rummaged through. The children looked on 
eagerly, hoping for some treat or toy.

The items were distributed and put away, leaving the children to 
focus solely on the brothers standing in the center of the cavern. 
Kora’s son Morgus, braver than the rest, moved to stand directly in 
front of Thorne.

“Do you have any presents, Thorne?” he asked timidly, hands clasped 
to his chest in anticipation.

Thorne smiled slyly, his hands going deep into his pockets. “Well, 
I’m not sure. Did you listen to Mama while I was gone?”

The boy nodded earnestly, looking to Kora for confirmation. She 
nodded at Thorne, indicating that his nephew had, in fact, behaved 
properly while he’d been gone.

Thorne pretended to sigh dramatically. “Alright, I suppose you may 
have your present.” Pulling his hands out of his pockets, he opened 
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his palm and displayed a small, glass blown lizard in brilliant shades 
of green and gold and blue. Morgus’s eyes glittered with excitement as 
he snatched up the trinket, a wide smile breaking out across his face. 

As he went to slip the lizard into his pocket, a deafening roar shook 
the cavern and knocked most of the children off their feet. The adults, 
recognizing the roar of an approaching Stegabear, started yelling 
orders as they organized themselves into defensive positions.

Kora pushed her son toward the tunnel she had only just returned 
from, her spear out in front of them. She could hear the Stegabear’s 
large footsteps echoing from the opposite direction, and in an attempt 
to shield her son threw her body across the entrance of the tunnel.

With a ground-shattering roar the Stegabear launched itself into 
the cavern, claws extended and eyeless face swinging back and forth. 
Clan Anajeaux answered with its own war cry, leaping forward with 
the strength of fifty men in an attempt to wound the eight-foot beast. 
Kora and her brothers joined the attack, ducking beneath the Bear’s 
Stegabear’s massive claws and sinking blades deep into the vulnerable 
skin of its stomach. The Stegabear twisted, dislodging Kora’s hold on 
her spear and sending her flying into the wall of the cavern.

She instantly returned to her feet, removing a knife from the 
scabbard at her waist and jumping into another attack. Despite the 
Bear’s strength and size, Clan Anajeaux had a remarkable amount of 
manpower, and it was not long until the Stegabear’s body lay prone in 
the tunnel, taking one last, labored breath.

As a group of warriors stepped forward to skin and gut the Stegabear, 
Kora pivoted on the balls of her feet and searched the cavern for 
Morgus. Thinking he had ducked around a corner in fear, she headed 
into the tunnel with the intention of soothing his nerves.

Instead of her son, Kora found nothing but the glass lizard, shining 
green and gold in a puddle of dark blood.
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Katice Griffin 

Gold pot-looking structure decorated with circles around the sides

Difficult times have fallen upon my planet. Ever since my people 
began slowly disappearing on a quest to find a more suitable home, 
panic has been spreading throughout the whole nation. From severe 
climate changes to the loss of important steam-powered technology, 
those of us left behind are desperately in need of a solution to this 
strange phenomenon. However no new ideas have been sprouting and 
things are only getting worse. 

I am Kalino, the son of the chief Aahero, leader of the Seventh 
Desert tribe. My people and I live in the second hottest and driest 
area of the entire planet, at a barely-safe distance from the territory 
of strange legendary creatures that are believed, but not proven, to 
exist, which we call “Dust Ghouls.” I peer out to the vast, empty, 
soulless desert I call my home. My father once told me that the desert 
wasn’t always this massive and scorching, but was another effect of the 
pollution caused by my ancestors.

I noticed the sun dipping down behind the horizon, causing an 
orange veil to spread across the sand, and decided that it would be best 
to head back to the tribe, for it is tribe rules to be back before sundown 
to avoid the dangers lurking about this sandy terrain. I took a step and 
noticed a strange golden gleam shining from beneath the sand, as if 
something was buried there. My curiosity must’ve gotten the best of 
me, because a moment later I found myself crouched down, gingerly 
dusting the sand off of the object. The object became clearer to me as I 
brushed more and more sand off of it. It had a striking resemblance to 
the descriptions I’ve heard of the old steam-powered machinery used 
before the Fallout. I picked it up to have a closer look. It had a golden 
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or perhaps bronze coloring to it. Its rounded edges were decorated 
with a circular pattern. I could tell that this was only a missing part 
of an old machine, but nevertheless it filled me with excitement. I 
started wondering what other strange objects could be hidden right 
underneath my feet, and how they could be used. Maybe this was a 
spark of hope for the human race. Maybe humankind could gain back 
the power and knowledge we had before. 

I took my discovery and headed back to the tribe. I couldn’t wait to 
show the others what I had found, and I wondered how they would 
react. I swiftly approached a small civilization with animal skin tents 
propped up on long beige sticks marked with tribal symbols. Most 
everyone was headed back to their tent carrying food, supplies and 
water they had gathered that day. I advanced toward my father’s tent, 
which was large and positioned in the middle of camp. Anxiously, 
I pushed my way through the tent’s curtains and offered him my 
discovery. His eyes filled with shock and curiosity. 

“Where…where did you find this?” He asked his question in an 
almost fearful tone of voice. 

“Just outside of the edge of territory, sir,” I responded. 
He stepped outside of his tent and looked far off into the distance, 

as if searching for something in the sky. 
“Tomorrow we arrange search parties to try and find more of these 

types of objects,” he declared. “For tonight, get some sleep. Things 
may be changing for not only our tribe, but all of humankind.”

I nodded in agreement then headed toward my resting place. 
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Allen Hank

“The Life of Idcuramus”
      

Many years ago, humans thought of making types of cities that were 
run on coal steam. Although this steam made a lot of pollution, the 
humans did not care. They cared about the now and not the later 
because they had left their old planet to go to this one. They figured 
after all of this planet’s resources were done, they would move on to 
the next planet. Unfortunately for the humans, others lived on this 
world. 

At first, there were no quarrels. There was no pollution at all. So 
they built huge cities run on this steam power. Eventually though, 
the planet’s resources had been used up. The other species were 
furious with the humans. The other species, typically enemies, joined 
together. One was a type of lizard who has opposable thumbs, another 
was a polar bear that has spikes along its back, and then the most 
mysterious one of them all was the “Dust Ghoul” that lived in the 
desert and caused bad luck. Very little else is known about them. The 
three mounted an assault on the steam powered, pollutant ridden city. 

Idcuramus was a scout in this metropolis of air contamination. 
When he saw the armada of animals, he fled for his life. He called to 
the city to man the defenses. The soldiers tried their hardest to protect 
their city, but it fell. The city was ransacked. Women and children 
were killed. The rest fled the city or were killed. Idcuramus was one of 
the people captured. 

Days later they were being killed by a type of mushroom that 
was four times the size of mushrooms on Earth. Then, from out of 
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nowhere a bird came screeching from the sky. In all of the confusion, 
Idcuramus escaped. He was home free…sort of. Now he had to find 
his family.

Hurriedly, he ran as fast as he possibly could. It took him half a day 
to even make it to his city, where he found the heart wrenching truth: 
his wife and son were dead and his daughter was not there. 

“How could this be?!” he sputtered furiously. In his rage, he had 
forgotten that his daughter was missing. That glimmer of hope gave 
him some light. He had to find his daughter. After burying his wife 
and son, he set off to find his only remaining family member. 

He followed what looked to be lizard tracks. For days, he did this, 
running for his child and his revenge. He would make the people 
responsible pay for their heinous, vile, absurd, cruel deeds.

After a week of this, the trail stopped. Whoever had Idcuramus’ 
daughter did not want to be followed. Then, he realized: if the trail 
stopped they must be underground. Luckily, he had a standard issue 
shovel. He dug and dug until he found what he was looking for…a 
tunnel.

He followed the tunnel’s path until he heard voices foreign voices. 
Then he heard a familiar voice… his daughter’s voice. “I must save 
her, but how?” he questioned. The good news is he did not have to 
formulate a plan. The bad news is the reason. He was captured again.

He scaredly sputtered “Why have you attacked us?” 
The lizards replied, “You humans have ruined our planet. You all 

must die.”  Idcuramus, thoughts racing through his head, he found 
an idea. 

“I was a slave. They made me work in the army. I…I…didn’t want 
to,” he lied.

The lizards decided to talk amongst themselves. 
“He is a human. He must die like the rest of them,” one accused. 
“But he was a slave, so we should let him be,” another suggested.
“He is a human, a liar,” the first cried.
Meanwhile Idcuramus and his daughter were slowly slipping into 

the darkness. Then when they were out of earshot Idcuramus said: 
“Come on, I know the way out, but we must hurry.” 

They ran as fast as they could to get out of this tunnel of death.
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When they finally got out, they realized that they realized that they 
were not where Idcuramus came in. They were in somewhere they had 
never seen before. 

“This place is beautiful!” The daughter said.
“It is! I love it!” Idcuramus replied.
“Look, it even has a house!” she exclaimed.
“I love the door on it. It looks like a Dutch door. Reminds me of 

home,” he said.
“We are going to love this house,” she said. And they did for the rest 

of their life.
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Maya Homziak

A rocket’s propulsion system, likely from one of the Apollo ships judging 
by the sign near the yellow ring around the unit’s base

It sits. An intricate creation with a purpose now unimaginable to its 
creators. It has waited for centuries beneath the shifting sands of the 
desert. Today, the windstorms have finally exposed it to the sun again, 
almost ten feet of silver pipes, spheres, and connectors arranged in a 
great block, topped by a hollow cone leading deep into the machine’s 
dark entrails. The humans had made it when the world was in its 
prime, rich with resources to be wasted on unnecessary things simply 
because they could. They had been experts at that, but foresight had 
failed them and they split apart as the world began to die. Now the 
Liskoja stood a better chance of finding this great machine’s original 
purpose in their great treeglobe cities than the pompous and savage 
humans that still lurked in the Center Ring and at the edge of the great 
desert that circled the world. There were, however, other creatures in 
this world aside from humans and Liskoja. 

Soundless footsteps on sand warn of one such being, approaching 
the massive hunk of metal and casting a too-tall shadow over its 
glaring surface. The pipes vibrate wildly as the creature speaks to 
itself, but no sound aside from buzzing metal is perceptible by any 
human ear that might be listening. It is a Dust Ghoul, only recently 
reemerged from the tar pits and beginning to learn once more. The 
curiosity of a youngster drives the Dust Ghoul to run their gloved 
hands over the metal, thinking of the stories they had been told by 
the elder who had waited for their birth by the side of the tar pits. The 
filters of their mouth whistle as they dream of the distant stars, of the 



170

shared worlds

massive ships that launched themselves with the help of this machine 
times a thousand, this....rocket, spewing flames from its cone with as 
much force as a windstorm. The young Dust Ghoul hums excitedly to 
themself and begins to dig. 

Once the remaining sections of the rocket have been uncovered, 
all the way down to the slightly corroded yellow metal encircling the 
base, the Dust Ghoul begins to work. They examines every valve, 
every pipe, every unknown silvery sphere, the oblong coolant tank, 
and they marvel at the metal that could withstand enough force and 
heat to blast a spaceship into the atmosphere. Eventually they stands 
back from their handiwork, clearly pleased with their cleaning of the 
rocket’s intricate workings, and vanish into the glare of the sun. They 
returns the next day with an ancient text and they sit parked in the 
shade of the rocket, guzzling the fantastic words of mechanics long 
dead like water, until the world turns away from the sun and the stars 
steal their mind away once more.

It is customary for the Dust Ghoul to wander in their endless search 
for knowledge, but most eventually return to the Dome that shields 
the tar pits to share their newfound information with the others who 
are there. However, the young Dust Ghoul said nothing when they 
were present in the Dome, only there for a night while gathering tools 
or metals or ancient texts filled with words that one could only assume 
were part of the lost language of spaceflight. It was unusual, but the 
other Dust Ghouls took no interest, assuming that the youngster had 
found some ancient piece of machinery to be kept constant in its state 
of decay and had taken it on as a personal project. They weren’t far 
from the truth either. The sheer excitement of the find was pushing the 
young Dust Ghoul to strain against its people’s static philosophy. This 
one dreamed. It dreamed of planets spinning in their lonely orbits, 
of the other suns that hung in the void, of the perfect emptiness only 
broken by the trailing tail of a comet that appears every seven centuries. 
It dreamed of following that comet on its endless journey, dizzy with 
the knowledge beyond anything their kind had ever known. It would 
take all ten thousand years of their lifespan and they still wouldn’t 
come close to learning it all! As it was, though, the ancient traditions 
of their species kept them grounded, as did the lack of resources, and 
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eventually the Dust Ghoul moved on and let the lovingly restored 
rocket part drift back into decay. They wandered, and learned, and in 
their time they watched the birth of another of their kind and walked 
the newborn from the tar pits as the elder had done for them. They 
told the youngster few stories, and no living soul could know if they 
still dreamed of the stars.
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Chris Kunin

A mustachioed man with a halo around his head with one bird on each 
shoulder surrounded by books and standing across from spotted a fishlike 

creature with wings, and the word finale written in ribbons on the ground.  

Avoiding Death and Madness in a World where 
Everything Wants to Kill You:

By Archibald M. Lifter of Helos: the Last Great Human City

Author’s note: At times our world can seem to be a great and dangerous 
beast, full of awe and terror, wonder and mystery, excitement and no small 
amount of danger. I, Archibald M. Lifter of Helios, the last great human 
city, having traveled the world in its partial entirety, have now compiled 
this list in order to keep you safe and sane, should you choose to travel the 
world as I have. So without further ado, here are some tips and tricks 
to act as your sword and shield to protect you from the great beast of the 
world in which we live. 

1. Beware the desert locals: 

The robbers, brigands, and bandits that wander the deserts of Southern 
Torus can in some ways be even more of a threat to your survival 
than the desert itself. They are cutthroat, cold, and brutish with little 
interest or care for the survival of anyone other than themselves. 
The trick to making it past an encounter with them is to meet their 
demands without any resistance or confrontation. If they ask you for 
your shoes, give them your shoes; if they ask for your watch, give them 
your watch; if they ask you to shave your mustache, be ready with a 
razor in hand. Also, if at all possible, after turning over all belongings 
of value on your person, perhaps inquire as to the location of the 
nearest friendly town or settlement. 
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2. Don’t poke the Stegobears:
 
A Stegobear is a massive bear with a set of long dark spikes all the 
way down its back. Why any sane person would choose to anger such 
a creature is far beyond my conception. However, it is still worth 
stating, do not piss them off.

3. Exercise caution when dealing with cave traders: 
 
Torus is home to a large underground tunnel system, which is itself 
home to a planetwide crime syndicate, which controls the vast majority 
of all interspecies trade throughout Torus. One needs only to look at 
the way they punish those who disobey or double cross them in order 
to dissuade one from attempting to do so. Their preferred method of 
punishment involves having their razor-clawed lackeys cut debtors in 
half from hips to head slowly, and often with the poor bastard still 
alive for most of the process. 

4. Don’t stray into Dust Ghoul territory:
  
Little is known about the mysterious Dust Ghouls that wander the 
region south of the desert, other than that when they appear, bad 
things happen. Because there are very few accounts of individuals 
surviving a Dust Ghoul, you may encounter some question of whether 
or not they even exist. Still, as a general rule, should you out of the 
corner of your eye see a tall, thin, dark figure whilst wandering in the 
desert, turn around and leave the area as quickly as possible.  

5. If in the jungle, stay off the ground and don’t go out in the open:
 
The temperate forests that run in a ring around the middle of Torus 
are home to the Liskoja, a race of tree-climbing, vaguely reptilian 
people. They build their homes just below the canopy but still very 
high up in the trees; this is, and for good reason, to avoid the many 
deadly bottom feeders which crawl, slither, and hide on the forest 
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floor. One such creature is the tooth worm, which burrows under the 
ground and waits for prey to walk by. When something vaguely edible 
passes over, they will instantly leap up from beneath the surface and 
devour their prey in one or two bites. There is also the danger of the 
gigantic screecher birds, which make their nests atop the massive trees 
that cover the Liskojan landscape and swoop down on all who wander 
into the clearings, where the canopies do not block their vision. The 
Liskoja are known to give up their dead as an offering to the birds, so 
as not to be attacked. This method is recommended, should one find 
themselves within proximity to the recently deceased. 

6. Don’t travel alone. 
  
Apart from the obvious reason for this rule, because there is strength 
in numbers, this note is as much about maintaining one’s sanity as it 
is about their well-being. Madness follows any who wander alone for 
long enough, and becomes the companion of the wanderer in place 
of actual company. When the companionship of other persons is no 
longer an option, consider the company of animals. Keeping pets is 
a healthy reminder to one that life exists outside of the constraints 
of one’s own mind. Once, whilst lost in the Liskojan rain forests, I 
came across rare species of small, colorful, tropical birds; these birds 
were rather intelligent creatures that spoke mostly in riddles. They 
continued to accompany me in many of my travels and would often 
give me advice and inspiration for my writings. However, they rarely 
spoke in the presence of others. 

7. Don’t go out at all:

It is a commonly known fact that the best way to survive a dangerous 
situation is to avoid it all together. This shall act as a disclaimer to all those 
who wish to do as I have, to explore the landscapes of Torus. You will most 
likely not survive the journey, and if you do, you will likely not manage to 
do so un-maimed or without one or more psychoses. However, if this step 
does not convince you against wandering the almost certainly fatal wilds 
of this world, please carefully reread steps 1-6.
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Maddy Lee

“The Lost Boy”

Wooden planks arranged in a circular structure
 

A hundred years before my given end, and many centuries after 
my death, I wandered the desert in the manner of the lost Boy. I 
wandered from the high peaks of our farthest territory to the hair-thin 
edges of the border. There I could gaze out and feel the world gazing 
back into me, that world which rose to the clouds every millennia, 
and plummeted to its most desperate and depraved states in fiery 
flashes of wonder. My own species called them a repetitive process, 
doomed to cycles of improvement and failure, forever lost from the 
way of the static. We pitied the poor lost humans, especially I, so I 
considered, but my expressions came too naturally for the singular 
interest. Supposedly, this was my great separating fault: too riddled 
with insolence to be approved of. 

Therefore, it was in my best interest to wander in blissful isolation. 
Seeking the answers to all the questions I was forbidden to utilize, I 
often found myself on the farthest ends of the East, almost tasting the 
civilizations that depend upon the grassy fields like a babe depends 
on its mother’s breast. I lingered on the unspoken line, staring at the 
grain of sand that separated my insolence from blasphemy. Bitterness 
filled me as I thought of the advice waiting. I would be told of my 
curiosity’s benefits, of its curses, and encouraged to wander with less 
bias. It was believed that I had drained this place, my place, of all its 
knowings. Perhaps so. But here, and here alone, was I the creature 
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I used to be, which delighted in apathetic manners on the wonders 
and simplicities of static study. Here alone did time cease its slow and 
torturous care of my being. 

Over a horizon, an amalgam of various human technologies from one 
of their prosperities heated to extreme temperatures beneath the harsh 
attention of the sun. This would not stop the advantageous humans 
from coming and collecting their prizes, from assembling them into 
their semi-original states in the shade of solitary trees. Some of their 
inventions were metallic complexities, others primitive wood, and the 
occasional mass of engines and wires, long expired from the ordinary 
human’s understanding. I preferred these humans. They moved about 
in a gait without imitation: quick strides of little coordination, sights 
locked on distances their limited vision could not possible view.

One came. This one in particular, who climbed into the tall grasses 
on thick and somewhat broken lower limbs, seemed to be the most 
recent genius. He was the lost Boy, which I spoke of to my kind in our 
interactions, describing the manner in which he wandered societies, 
never sleeping in any human bed. The lost Boy stumbled into the pile, 
hissing in sharp pains as he fell back upon his limbs, crippled with the 
fragility and short stature of his age. He tilted to and fro as he rose, 
steadying himself with thick arms. He made a soft series of repetitive 
noise, something I had never gathered as purposeful. With that, he 
snatched the nearest series of parts—wooden planks, twisted metal, 
the curved ends of a silvery material—and dragged them in a singular 
fashion to his shade. With his manual labor complete, he breathed 
heavier than usual, though each time his air came louder than the last. 
He displayed his teeth, spinning on his lowest point and dropping in 
a manner presumably unusual. The humans I had witnessed outside 
of him used various limbs to reach this position, and often did so in 
a slower manner. He, rather, sent his limbs out from beneath him, 
falling into the ground with a noise that replicated pain. 

He picked up his pieces, conjuring them in bizarre manners to 
perform his youthful will. The process was a swift one, swifter than a 
boy of his age had the right to, and riddled with the mumbling of his 
clumsy tongue. It was babbling, I was certain. The sun drifted slowly 
across the sky, as both he and I set to our tasks of study. I cannot recall 
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how much time later he was finished. Though, come the end, his form 
was slick with a liquid substance and the labor of his breathing had 
magnified. As he stood, glistening from his sheen, he displayed to me 
a large wheel of various planks of wood, assembled atop a metal circle 
than angled very precisely. His smallest limbs rested on a twisting 
handle, clenching and unclenching around it. He pulled sharply on 
it, setting the planks into a startlingly rapid motion. He leapt back 
in trembling wonder, marveling as it shook and spun, slowly rising a 
mere foot above the ground. He displayed his teeth again in a brazen 
manner, propelling himself upwards against the gravitational force 
that pulled him down. Up and down, up and down. Repetition. He 
made loud bursts of noise that were blatantly incoherent. 

As he calmed the forced driving him, he grabbed the mechanism 
at its lowest point, and pulled high over his short statured shoulders. 
He managed a single step, before a foreign expression of wide eyes 
and tight mouths overtook him. The mechanism clattered off of his 
shoulder, a sharp edge raking down the length of his shoulder. He 
tumbled to the ground with it, gasping in the most labored breathing 
yet, leakage exuded from his eyes as he slammed his limbs on the 
ground in short bursts. His head twisted at an awkward angle, staring 
again into a distance beyond him. A strange sensation seemed to go 
through him, a sharp spasm overtaking his limbs. A strange sensation 
went through me as well when I focused on his bulging, reddening 
eyes. For as I gazed out into the desert, something else gazed back into 
me as well. 
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Noa Lesche
  

A dead fish

Once again my slightly overgrown bangs fell before my eyes. I blew 
them away. I had serious work to do, but they seemed to purposely 
want to throw me off. 

It didn’t help that my workspace was oozing with a terrible odor. 
I tried to concentrate on the artifact in front of me, except Henry’s 
foot was excessively tapping from the corner of the room. He had 
infiltrated and hadn’t left. Closing my eyes and rubbing my temples, 
I resumed the work. The candle gave light just bright enough that I 
was able to see the smudged writing, but low enough that I still had to 
squint my eyes. I was the only one in the family that could decipher 
the scribbles since Grandpa died.

“Can you please leave?”
“I found it,” he protested. “I should be able to keep it and watch you 

work. I even stopped talking!”I shot him a glare, then proceed to cut 
off his trail of thought. “You can’t keep it. The family clan will be able 
to sell it for a lot of trade points, to people that cared for such things 
in the past.”

I stared at this oily, shiny, previously living thing. In the book, it said 
this had lived in large bodies of salt water before the “Great Peace.” 
This was something called a fish. The dead eyes watched me carefully; 
somehow I felt a projection of its possible last experience, one of fear. 
A series of feelings flashed across my mind. The one most relevant that 
I was experiencing was guilt. I felt guilt for something’s death, which 
wasn’t even my own doing. Was that even possible?

It was clear to me that I didn’t cause the demise of this creature, yet 
I wondered if it understood what was happening. If the fish was aware 
that this was its end.

“I’m leaving,” Henry’s voice disturbed my spell of thoughts. “This 
was boring.”
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I didn’t respond and heard him walk away with his heavy fur boots. 
Apparently the species lived in the ocean without air and couldn’t 
survive outside of water. Strange, I now discovered the feeling envy. 
How could I feel envy for a creature that wasn’t even breathing 
anymore on my wood table?

My trail of thought took a sharp turn before diverting to the thought 
of my ancestors and how they used to eat many of them. They were 
mean to be eaten like our own freshwater fish in the tunnels. My 
great-great-something probably saw them while on a raft-like thing 
called a boat.

Why was I even thinking of our past? It wasn’t relevant and shouldn’t 
be excessively pondered about. We learn at a young age not to question 
the past unless asked to. I wasn’t asked, so I shouldn’t debate about it. 
I tried to push the idea out of my mind, but it didn’t seem to be that 
easy. I reached out my hand with my almost translucent skin to grab 
it. It was cold and slimy, the fish. I didn’t like it or how it felt against 
my skin, but curiosity compelled my hand to continue latching on. I 
felt adrenaline coursing through my skin. I had never experienced this 
before, and it was exhilarating.

The thing within my hands sparked so many thoughts, it almost 
made me a bit mad. I wanted to throw it at something, because it had 
some grasp around my brain. I couldn’t destroy it, so I dropped it and 
left, because I needed to get away.

***

Late at night, I stood up, because the bed only made me restless. I 
craved the weird sensation again against my hand. Hypnotized, I left 
where I slept and walked down the hall. My eyes, unfocused. My ears, 
pounding. My heart beating. My adrenaline rushing.

Following an invisible path, I found my hand placed on the cold 
scale. The smoothness was different than before. I closed my eyes.

I gasped, startled by a voice behind me creaking with horror. I was 
caught red handed doing something unholy by my family.

“What the hell are you doing?”
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Anna Rau

Graffiti on the sidewalk

Taking a deep breath, a senior member of one of the ice tribes stepped 
quietly into the caves. The light coolness of the tunnels was a pleasant 
surprise compared to the storm brewing outside.

“Ay. You would think they would have taken care of this place 
better.” 

The cave walls once regularly coated with paint gave way to dirt, 
with graffiti littering the walls. Sirita stopped to admire some of the 
work, each giving a story. One particular work took her back to when 
the elders of her former tribe would tell her and her nest mates about 
the Stegobears roaming the icy ruins, looking for a lost child to eat. 
Nowadays the adults of the tribes rarely had time to sit around, let 
alone tell the older tales. Shaking her head, Sirita continued on, 
carefully avoiding the trip wires and watching the ground. It would 
do her no good to catch the attention of the Arachni patrols. But 
she would get it anyways due to her white hair, translucent skin and 
big black eyes. She was an outsider to the caves, and some of those 
wandering the tunnels with her would not hesitate to kill her and take 
what she needed to use to trade with. 

Speaking of that, she felt back with her hand, making sure all six 
pelts were where they needed to be. It had taken a careful collaboration 
of her tribe along with another to bring down all six Stegobears. Each 
was scalped carefully and treated the best way the tribes had to offer. 
In order to keep all the pelts, her tribe had given up almost all of the 
precious meat and other organs so they could make a trade in the 
Hub. Due to the fact that no one but the ice tribes could survive in 
the inner lands, let alone kill a single Stegobear, the pelt was highly 
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prized. Sirita knew her tribe was taking a huge chance sending her, 
hoping she’d come back with something other than meat and salvaged 
tech. And if she did come back without something to show for it, she 
would be killed. It was common nowadays for the ice tribes to kill the 
weak members, the extra mouths, and make room for new ones. Sirita 
sighed. It would take days to reach the Hub, not to mention the time 
she had to take to look out for ambushes and go around known mafia 
points. 

A week later Sirita was feeling weak. Not being used to the hotter 
climate, along with the brown disguise she had to wear, she was feeling 
drowsy. Slapping herself, she continued on, knowing it was weak to 
falter. After what had seemed to be days on end, Sirita eventually came 
to the double doors, marking the entrance to the Hub. All around 
were Arachni members, each handling the Guards, each not afraid to 
set them lose. Stepping closer, all she did was give a pelt to the Arachni 
member handling the traders coming in to gain entrance to the Hub. 
She made her way in, clutching her pelts closer to her. Once inside she 
felt good enough to lower her hood. Holding her head high, she made 
her way over to what seemed to be a fair trader, knowing that he may 
be able to give her what she needs.

The next few hours were difficult, with the few that were left wealthy, 
each wanting the pelts to call their own. In the end, Sirita ended up 
with two bags of scavenged tech and some fruits and vegetables that 
were salted immediately, which would last in the icy lands. Carefully 
gathering her products, Sirita packed them in her bag tightly. Nodding 
to herself, Sirita pulled her hood up, making her way unnoticed out 
of the Hub.

Sirita was walking, her hands on her pack at all time. It would be 
foolish if she let her guard down now.  Her thoughts were filled with 
the idea of what her tribe could make from the pieces, and if the fruit 
and vegetables would last long. She almost didn’t notice when she ran 
into members of the mafia. Quickly she stuck herself inside a small 
cavern, knowing if they decided to set the Guards out, she would be 
found and killed immediately. As they passed by her, she was blinded 
by the images they were projecting. She saw pictures of the tribes at 
war, of tech she had never seen before. Of a meeting involving most of 
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the races that lived on the planet, except for humans who were being 
deposited in the desert and icy lands. The images went on until finally 
the Arachni was out of range and they stopped. Shocked by what she 
had seen, Sirita stepped out and left very quickly. It would do her no 
good to stay around. She needed to get home.

***

“Well done, Sirita. These pieces will be useful, along with the greens 
and fruit.” Sirita was kneeling on a mat right in front of the leader of 
her tribe. 

“Thank you. Leader, I have something to report.” The male in front 
of her nodded. “Leader, while I was in the cave, a member of the 
Arachni was projecting. I was faced with images of our species. We 
lived where the ruins now stand. We had technology I had never seen 
or heard before.” 

“Hush,” he said. 
Sirita stopped. 
He said, “Have you told anyone about this?” 
Sirita shook her head.  “I figured that you would want to,” she 

confessed. 
“I don’t. Never tell anyone about what you saw. The cave mafia was 

messing with your head. Understand?” Sirita pulled back quickly. 
“But Leader, the people deserve to know! Where we came from and 

–” She was stopped mid-sentence by a spear pointed at her chest. 
“Leader?” 
The leader stared her down. “Understand or be killed, Sirita.” 
“Understood, Leader.”
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Isabel Townsend 
   
A statue of a bird made out of various, colorful, plastic-looking materials 
that has one foot stretched out and the upper limbs at 90 degree angles, 
with part of a bicycle wheel on its head. It seems to be in a room that 

looks a little like a gym with bleachers.
 
As Charles relaxed, his mind started to wander back to the time when 
he was still part of the secretive Dust Ghoul Society. He remembered 
the day he emerged from the tar pits, 4,000 years ago, with striking 
clarity. Just as with every other day before then, it was hot. It was 
the desert after all. Then he recalled the statue. It was bright and 
colorful, and made from materials that were scarce nowadays. The 
other Ghouls told him it was a “bird.” He had always thought that 
to be a strange word. It was a human word, a beautiful word, but 
when the Dust Ghoul had said the “bird,” it was almost with a tone 
of disgust. Ghouls didn’t have much in the way of emotions, unlike 
other species, but this word, “bird,” seemed to provoke something 
Charles just couldn’t lay his finger on. It was quite curious indeed.

There was a story that the Society passed down from generation 
to generation. It was a tale of the Dust Ghouls long ago, before the 
Fallout, before the Golden Age. It was said to have been a lesson for 
the newly regenerated Ghouls, the only lesson that they ever got. The 
Dust Ghoul that told the tale to Charles was old. 

He had most definitely returned to the tar pits by now. 
When the Old Ghoul started to speak, it was obvious he had told 

the story many times prior.  
“Hundreds of thousands of years ago,” he rasped, “when this world 

was still young, and the Dust Ghouls were first emerging from the tar 
pits, there was a particular bird that enchanted the eyes and minds of 
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several Ghouls. This bird seemed to watch over the planet and observe all, 
no matter the situation. It was the first time Dust Ghouls had ever been 
fascinated by something.”  The Old Ghoul paused for a moment to think, 
then continued the story. “Back then, the Society had yet to become a 
solid structure, and Dust Ghouls had an abundance of emotions. For over 
ten years, Dust Ghouls studied the bird, entranced by its bright beauty 
and the knowledge the bird’s head most definitely contained.”

An obnoxious noise in the tunnels ripped Charles from his thoughts. 
It was probably one of those stupid Lackies again. They could be of 
great assistance, but they were horribly dimwitted.

Charles thought to himself. He started drifting back to his thoughts 
once more, trying to remember what was to come next. 

The Old Ghoul continued to speak in his hoarse voice, “Now, the 
Bird always did the same thing, day after day, always landing on the 
same tree, always the same branch. Every day was the same, but it 
never got old.” After a brief moment, he continued. “One day, the Bird 
was not on its branch; it wasn’t even on its tree. This irregularity scared 
the society who had seen the bird every day for ten years. It was true, 
the bird had started to become a little reckless, but the society didn’t 
think too much of it. The bird finally arrived late in the afternoon, 
but it landed on a different tree. As luck would have it, a toothworm 
had claimed the branch the Bird landed on for itself. The toothworm, 
whose space had been compromised, ate the Bird.” The Old Ghoul 
sighed and finished the tragic tale. “The Bird was dead, and this stood 
as a lesson for the Society that if anything out of the ordinary were to 
happen, there would be horrid consequences.  From that day on, the 
Society stayed static. This statue was built in honor of the Bird and as 
a reminder for all who wish to do something that could possibly affect 
them in a negative way.”

Charles rose to his full height, and he thought about how glad he was 
that he left the Dust Ghouls behind. The Society didn’t restrict him 
anymore, and he promised himself not to think about it anymore. As he 
walked toward his mafia, the memories of the Society faded further and 
further from his mind until they were only little boats on the horizon.  
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Lindsey Ward

A graffiti-type painting depicting people in loose bird costumes, 
accompanied by a stylized skull. The image gives off a strange vibe, as if 

there is something specific going on, but the viewer is not in on what it is.
 

Post-war (a bit into the recovery)
 
Venetys knew about the birds. She knew how they used to skim and 
destroy the uppermost branches while trying to reach the treetop 
Liskoja villages, and how their massive beating wings could be heard 
for far too long after they’d passed. Of course she’d heard the tales 
about stray or grounded citizens, who ended up being snatched and 
eaten by the beasts. She knew of the intense fear that prior community 
members must have experienced while hiding in their home globes, 
waiting for the birds to give up on an attack, though she’d never 
personally experienced that fear, due to the true ingenuity of her 
ancestors.

Long ago, when the community was still young (it rather annoyed 
Ven that all their rituals’ backstories began this way), the birds often 
descended from their atmospheric homes to terrorize our Liskoja 
ancestors. With fearsome beaks and talons, not to mention a wingspan 
nearly six times the height of one regular citizen, fighting back simply 
wasn’t practical. Therefore, the imaginators of the time decided that 
a compromise of some sort should be made with the birds. Despite 
the creatures’ lack of sentience, such a compromise was soon devised 
and put into place. That Liskoja council began the tradition of placing 
our community’s dead in a specific nearby field. This field was chosen 
as a place the village would never extend to, due to the lack of trees, 
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and for its accessibility to the birds, who soon learned that they did 
not have to waste their time attacking villages for food when food was 
simply laid out for them.

And so began the tradition of the after-bird festival. 
The name ‘after-bird’ came from the ancestors too. They could 

have just meant that this festival was first celebrated after the reign 
of the birds ended, but it was now generally interpreted in a slightly 
more ideological way. Ven had always understood that ‘after’ was a 
euphemism for death. The spirits of passed Liskoja moved on, but 
their bodies were taken from the community and left to the after-
birds, as a symbol of finalization and physical practicality.

Was it logical to have a ceremony, a festival, centered around 
creatures that still mildly terrified the whole race? It didn’t matter, Ven 
knew, since it was tradition. She figured that future Liskoja would be 
celebrating it until there was nothing left to celebrate.

The after-birds and, by association, the after-bird festival had been 
the least of the Liskoja’s worries in Ven’s time, in recent years. The tales 
of birds and ancestors had been pushed off to the side, replaced by 
true stories of the humans – Ven learned the word as a curse, though it 
hadn’t always been, she learned later – whose empire had dramatically 
collapsed in a pile of bad planning and arrogance. We started the war, 
but the humans had slowly began making the first move by poisoning 
the environment. They mostly fled, which seemed a relief, but they 
took even more resources with them, and they left their sad, empire-
less planet to die.

The Liskoja communities were taxed with cleanup, leaving little 
room for anything other than recovery. Though society was far from 
healed (and the council and elder members still constantly complained 
about losing beloved trees, buildings and old rituals), culture was 
beginning to leak back into Liskoja life.

So everyone was focused on the after-birds once again. Citizens, 
Ven included, wore loose, natural bird costumes and featherlike moss 
to cover their defining Liskoja head crests. Their own tails – all short 
and stubbed except for younger members (like Ven, who had yet to 
finish her architecture apprenticeship and, consequently, have the tail 
ritually cut) – were visually enhanced with preserved leaves like bird 
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tails. Some even had real after-bird feathers, presumably collected 
from the field.

The festival itself seemed strange to Ven. Her community members, 
the council, the elders, they all danced. Swinging from branch to 
branch, tree to tree, with an agility she’d never seen before but they 
all remembered, with no trouble from the costumes and feathers. Her 
own outfit felt clumsy and she refrained from joining at first, but slowly 
she figured out that it didn’t matter that she and her generation didn’t 
understand, exactly. They all knew about the birds; they understood 
how the compromise worked and why it was so beneficial, but this 
festival was new. Not simply because they hadn’t seen it before; now, 
the community was free, and citizens were happy. Ven couldn’t think 
of a time when they’d been so open. In fact, they hadn’t been, not 
in her lifetime. Tonight’s festival was the first since the war and the 
aftermath, and finally, Ven gave in and swung in between the branches 
with her community, understanding that some rituals should be kept.
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Marianna Allen: Found rarely outside of her bedroom, the Annairam 
spends her time listening to corrupting music and avoiding her 
responsibilities. If she is ever found outside her natural habitat, stay 
alert for sudden outbursts of sarcasm and gibberish.

Emma Antonio: The Novis is a half-draconic, half-lupine creature 
with the face, tail, and fur like a lean wolf and the shape and body 
of a wyvern. It is a solitary creature that prefers the comfort of its 
own home, but when it shows it flaunts its bright colors that compare 
to a supernova. The Novis is notorious for hoarding, whether it be 
objects or companions. Many are wary around the Novis for it is an 
unusual creature, but the ones who the beast comes to love see its true 
magnificence.

Mikaela Ashton: Lillian of Ashton appears as a pebble to most, but 
is something far different. If a traveler was to love the pebble among 
stones, they will find her soft, with a purr as gentle as a whisper, as 
deep as a landslide that will refresh their soul. If a traveler were to push 
the pebble among stones, they will find her hard and unmoving. Only 
some detect the pebble among stones, but whether you do or don’t see 
it, the pebble will always notice you.

Mia Ballingrud: Mia Ballingrud is a green eyed human being. She 
has no known superpowers other than her apathy and surviving up 
to now.  She also has difficulty associating herself with an animal 
whilst also bragging a little (which almost everyone does) so she 
settled for this. 
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Mary Hope Ballou: The Creix crouches in the tall grass, contemplating 
her next kill. Large brown, humanoid eyes stare curiously at passing 
prey. She leaps out into a clearing, revealing her full shape. A cerulean 
mane surrounds her head and the tip of her tail, complimenting her 
strikingly celadon body fur. The Creix is a petite animal, although she 
is fierce, with dagger-like talons and serrated teeth.

Carson Barber: The Barber is a small bird of pale color which, though 
akin in appearance and size to other songbirds, only sings in the 
company of large birds of prey, being more used to their presence. 
Although rarely heard, its song is original and proud, if rough.

Ashley Blakely:

“Fire” fly
She arrives during the late hours of the night, 
Illuminating dark hollows with her light, 
Surrounding herself in rings of fire, 
Only in the day does she ever tire. 
Her wings spread out around her,
Aglow with fire as they surround her.
Sheltering her from the outside,
Constricting her to the realms within her mind.

Outspoken she is not,
Would rather stay deep in thought;
Within the folds of her wings,
She hides herself from other beings.

Night is the place to be,
If she is what you want to see,
Because only in the night,
You are able to explore the realms of her mind.
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Ezra Block: The Ezra Major is a chimpanzee with the head of a gigantic 
fly and multicolored eyes. Able to see the distinction and wonder in 
everything because of his many eyes, he is extremely frustrated when 
others do not see the wonder, merely sitting back and letting it be 
destroyed. He is normally kind, keeping to himself and finding it 
difficult to approach other creatures, but enjoys frolicking with his 
comrades, only social with those he knows well. He enjoys carving 
words into the side of his cave, as he listens to the birds produce 
melodies above.

Dale Braza: Ebb is a fedora-wearing invisible otter only known to those 
it touches. It chooses to love its life floating through the Mississippi 
River. It conserves energy, waiting for opportunities to catch the fish.

Tristan Buckner: Few have seen the elusive shadow raven, as it tends 
to hide from others, waiting to be found by those willing to find it. It 
has wings and an ebony black, but cannot fly, and must climb to the 
tops of trees before gliding to the forest floor.

Bela Ceely: The Ceeliya is an aloof creature. It has a thick protective 
outside layer that resembles a turtle shell. It has this because it has 
a weak center that’s very delicate. It has no eyes, but stitches that 
resemble a button stitching. It has large protruding ears but can’t 
hear well. Its hypnotic voice controls creatures with its beauty. Its 
camouflaging skill is one for the ages and is envied by many. It’s a 
nocturnal creature and lives in small ocean caves.

Priya Chokshi: The Priya is a Quokka-like creature with large, 
curious brown eyes. This creature is always happy and tends to have 
a lot of energy. The Priya is very outgoing and active. It can be seen 
throughout the day eating many varieties of food and “singing” to 
street music.

Delaney Coldren: The small, timid being that looks like a cowering 
doe, christened the Oblitous, hides in the corners of places swarming 
with other creatures. It often seems to overcompensate by being 
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overly courteous, but often drives other beasts away. The Oblitous 
continuously lets themselves be injured by others, and has never 
learned to say no; they may face eventual eradication if this problem 
is not immediately addressed.

Jonah Crosby: The Jonah is a beautiful animal found in the lush 
vegetation of a southern countryside. This animal can be easily found 
if one is on the lookout for three major tells: a black 1967 Chevrolet 
Impala, various well-tailored suits, and groups of women congregated 
around seemingly normal houses.

A.J. Davidson: The AJ is a lone wolf. This lone wolf can be observed 
howling at the moon for unknown reasons or after almost missing 
dinner. This wolf can also be seen staring at various packs hunting 
intently with intrigued eyes. This wolf will also prefer sleeping on soft 
snow rather than grass.

Audric Donald: The green-toed tiger dragon must be a mysterious 
sight to see, for no one has ever left with their life in its presence. 
Tread carefully, ‘fore with striped wings of glory, eyes that can pierce 
the soul, and fire second only to the sun itself, the Green-toed tiger 
dragon truly is the judge, jury, and executioner of your fate.

Sarah Donnelly: A mid-sized felid with brightly-colored fur. The 
creature is known to migrate extended distances on rare occasions. It 
also tends to be relatively solitary in behavior, and quiet in vocality, 
communicating only in soft chirps amongst trusted packmates.

Kaitlyn Dubey: The Kaitlyn is a quiet, big-eyed cat that prowls 
the northern deciduous forests. Smaller than its other predatory 
counterparts, it subsists on a primarily vegetarian diet, and is most 
active at night. It hunts for warm environments and is a very solitary 
creature, rarely seen in groups larger than two or three. It does not 
leave its nest except to hunt for food.

Sarah Dutton: The Sarah is a small cat-like creature. Brown streaks 
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line its back and large round eyes are set squarely in the middle of its 
face. It tends to gravitate towards wooded areas but has been known 
to inhabit more urban spaces.  Mice are its primary food source but it 
also eats other small mammals, such as rabbits and squirrels. Whenever 
the Sarah is around, the cheese has developed a habit of disappearing 
at a rather alarming rate, so be careful.

Seth Etchells: The Etchells is a shy creature from a foreign land—
with mousy hair—that lives mostly off fish and vegetables and speaks 
in a strange tongue.

Morgan Evans: The Morganese is a humanoid-like creature in form; 
it is shorter than an average human, with pale skin that is smooth and 
hairless, except at the top of the head, where the Morganese sports 
a magnificent, bright red mane. The most striking feature of the 
Morganese, however, is their large, blue eyes which take up most of 
their face. These eyes are very sharp and can see as well at night as the 
in the day, which is fitting as the Morganese is nocturnal. Quite shy, 
they are very rarely seen, and then only when the moon has fully risen.

Paige Fuller: Unicorns with swords for horns. Enough said.

Amy Gardiner-Parks: The Viqatt is a shy creature; they dislike crowds 
almost as much as they dislike waking up early. They are also quite 
small, only about four inches in height, and they slightly resemble a 
fox. The biggest difference, aside from their small stature, is the two 
bat-like wings that sprout from the creature’s furry back. Viqatts are 
nocturnal and spend most of the daylight hours hidden away in small 
caves. Do not anger a Viqatt for, although very small and cute, some 
people have been heard to describe them as “terrifying.”

Bryan Graeser: The Bryanark is an elusive panther, padding quietly 
through the dense forest, its nocturnal eyes scanning the landscape. 
Its habits are relatively unknown, save for its ferocious snarl, but this 
aggression is misleading, as the Bryanark is a peaceful creature, only 
killing the occasional rodent for nourishment.
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Katice Griffin: If I were an animal, I would be something similar to 
a small white fox with black paws and a black tipping on my tail and 
red eyes, since black, red and white are my favorite colors. I would 
have large bat wings and night vision, since I would only come out at 
night to hunt. I would be a very clever and unique animal, just as I 
am as a human.

Allen Hank: A small, fuzzy, blind, plant-eating rodent with fierce 
intentions but no means of doing so.

Ash Haq: The haq is a blue cat with an eagle’s wings. It has nocturnal 
tendencies, and is small enough to fit inside a teacup. It can frequently 
be found in libraries, and doesn’t have a permanent home. Instead, it 
drifts from location to location so that it can see the world.

Griffin Haq: The analemma is a small, slightly obnoxious nocturnal 
creature with brightly colored fur whose diet consists entirely of salt. 
All it eats is salt. It steals unholy amounts of salt from kitchens. It’s 
eating your salt. Also, its only method of communication is satellites.

Connor Hayes: The Hayes is a slim, long and narrow rodent. It enjoys 
the company of other creatures, but is hesitant to accept new animals. 
Their diet mostly consists of assorted candies and meats. It is rare to 
see out of its shelter, since it only leaves for food.

Robin Holcomb: The Roblin, something that looks kind of like 
a shaggy gibbon with four eyes and no other facial features, loped 
out of a cave once and we still haven’t managed to get rid of him.  
He’s generally an okay guy we guess, but he doesn’t really get social 
interaction as a concept and is prone to talk a lot about stuff he doesn’t 
know anything about.
 
Maya Homziak: Maya is a tall humanoid being with cold pale skin 
and long, tangled brown hair. She is one of the peaceful undead that 
often walk among us, and some observers claim to have seen a gaping 
hole straight through her torso directly underneath the sternum. Large 
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numbers of humans make her uncomfortable, but when approached 
alone or in a small group, she is often amusingly sardonic and usually 
friendly despite her sleepy air. What is truly notable is the strange 
bond this particular revenant shares with Felis Catus, the standard 
domestic cat.

Abby Johnson: It was called an Egon, a creature of beauty yet 
mystery. She was one of her kind, all alone in the world of the Beings. 
It is unknown how she got stuck in that land—perhaps she was born 
there—but she avoided certain Beings that would possibly cause her 
harm. Her beauty attracted many creatures with her shiny blue figure 
and giant blue eyes. She had the furry nature of the wolf and the spirit 
of her horse ancestors, prancing around in the grasslands. However, 
she also had the nature of a dragon with her slender body and cylinder 
shape. She was 12 feet long from the whiskers on her muzzle to the 
tip of her tail. Her bite had a deadly poison; many have witnessed her 
defending herself from other animals. The Egon knew her place on 
the food chain and as an herbivore she had not many enemies.

Kate Kulinski: The Kate is an aquatic mammalian creature who enjoys 
eating Chex Mix and watching Netflix for days on end. Their habitat 
includes dark bedrooms, water, and areas near electronics.  If you are 
unfamiliar with a Kate she will be quiet and very serious towards you; 
however if you develop a bond with her, then her behavior is erratic, 
humorous, and very loud. It isn’t hard to interact with a Kate; just 
communicate with the creature and she will surely communicate back. 
They are very social animals when paired with a positive attitude, but 
they can be just as happy alone. The telltale signs of a Kate include 
their green eyes, tall frame, and dark blonde hair. 

Chris Kunin: The Kunin is a large empty polka dotted tortoise shell 
that wanders aimlessly from place to place, contemplating its own 
existence.

Maddy Lee: The Mirl is an average sized bat of soft coloring, which 
refuses to fly. Instead, it wanders about on arched feet in a mimic of a 
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larger stature. In this wandering, it adorns its head in various flowers 
as it associates predominately with bats of the same or similar coloring 
– and the occasional feline.

Noa Lesche: Don’t come closer. I don’t want to kill you, but if you see 
me, then I have no choice. This is how we live, us Dust Ghouls, with 
masks on our face and emotions locked away in the shadows.

Alyss Mazzoli: The AlyKat has the paws and snout of a star-nosed 
mole, but the wings and ears of a bat. It uses its large, clawed hands 
to shift through dirt and uncover precious minerals. Due to its dismal 
eyesight, it uses echolocation and its snout to sense the world around 
it. It lives on a diet of vegetables and fruits, but sometimes it consumes 
dirt. The AlyKat originated on the world of Serenitus, but has since 
spread to Suevat Prime and Rigma, and is expected to spread to 
other worlds in the future. As time passes, it continues to evolve in 
unexpected ways.

Jack Miller: Jim are small, fragile, exceedingly breakable creatures 
capable of doing nothing worth note aside from being able to kill 
fourteen elephants with a single drop of their venom. However, their 
blood contains a substance that has been shown to cure sadness and 
they are extremely intelligent, having been shown to be able to open 
peanut butter jars and throw them at people they do not like. Unlike 
other venomous snakes, they are exceedingly docile, and will not 
attack anything unless having been attacked first, or if the victim is 
wearing pleated pants.

Jocelyn Olum: The Olim is a tiny green and blue bird that is only 
seen early in the morning and at dusk. It flies as high as possible, and 
then dives down in intricate curlicues. It is said that it flies in such 
a manner for pure enjoyment, and it has also been known to sing 
snippets of songs mid-dive. Whenever possible, its dives take it down 
into cool waters. The Olim is said to be highly intelligent, although 
its words often run together and are unintelligible. The bird has also 
been known to scratch poetry on dirt or sand with its beak and talons.
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Parker Panayos: The Arrkep is a genderless, amphibious, and elusive 
creature, resembling a cuttlefish with the tail of a dolphin, and short 
legs with tiny paws. It spends much of its time in the solitude of its 
den. When it does emerge it is known to scream for seemingly no 
reason.

Rhyan Paul: The Rhyan is an energetic creature that lives in the 
Northern Tundra and enjoys the cold air when protected by its long 
fur. It enjoys chittering when no one is around, as a way to avoid 
loneliness. This creature is reclusive in the sense that it will hide in a 
large crowd of other creatures.

Danielle Pointer: Quite a strange creature this Cupicryst is. It is fairly 
independent and tends to stray in and out of a pack, whether the 
pack is of their own kind or various others. During the times when it 
decides to stray away, it temporarily resides in its own little hideout 
where it can relax and mark its territory with beauteous designs and 
pictures, some of which is traced with grains of the small hexagonal 
prisms of pink crystal on its back. But when around other animals, 
it is very expressive, with its high-pitched voice, and is great to have 
around. Its eyesight isn’t the best for looking out far away for any 
predators, but that doesn’t stop it from staying out of harm’s way. It 
eats small potion meals and is still very energetic, though it says up 
most of the night and a little through the morning.  

Allessandre Ponzini: The Lessie is a small animal that resembles 
a hedgehog, except its coloration is darker. This creature is very 
competitive when presented with a challenge, and is extremely 
energetic. It shows great concern when those around it seem troubled 
or injured, and it worries about its companions more than it should.

Alex Rainier: Living on meat only, the Menothrok feasts whenever it 
wants. Though big and strong, this creature is as harmful as a sanitized 
nat. Its wide eye sees yet memory forgets, its spherical body rolls and 
rolls until stopped.
 



197

shared worlds

Anna Rau: The writer Anna is an extremely shy purple hermit mouse. 
These creatures are well known for bringing what is considered 
extremely valuable to them everywhere at all times. It’s hard to hear 
them, as they are extremely quiet and often listening to the words in 
their heads. They are often not seen, as they have the power to turn 
invisible without knowing, which is a cause of great distress for them. 

Jules Riddle: It is a nameless thing which can be described as a 
carnivorous raven with opalescent scarlet feathers and a white beak. Its 
eyes are swirling silver, and it is an avid collector of gems and metals. 
It is a mischievous creature, and should be approached with wariness 
if encountered. 

Haylee Rikard: There is an odd animal that lives deep in the forest. 
When the sun is up, it takes the shape of a timid rodent with small 
ears and soft white fur. However, when the darkness surrounds the 
land and nearly all of the other animals are safely put up in their 
burrows and nests, the creature’s fur begins to glow. It comes out to 
climb the trees and eat the many different kinds of leaves and fruit. 
Alone at the top of the trees, its fur shimmers pink, blue, and green.

Alix Robinson-Guy: The Blue Robin is a small, incredibly aggressive 
bird obsessed with metal. It only comes out on the Witching Hours, 
and feeds at random intervals; it’s also known to be particularly 
twitchy. Though many claim the bird is blue, no-one has seen it close 
enough to confirm, and other sources claim it changes colors. The 
Blue Robin is almost blind, often smacking into things, leading to 
their decline in numbers.

Olivia Russo: The Laqueta is a silent, inquisitive feline that has copper 
fur and observant hazel eyes.

Kat Sokol: A Kat is a camouflaging feline, whose scream of confusion 
has been known to result in mass destruction.
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Jessica Steves: The Jessica is a small, crepuscular omnivore, known to 
emerge from its burrow at twilight to feed. It has a large, frilled crest 
and deep bark to intimidate potential predators, but is actually quite 
harmless. It enjoys warm climates.

Indie Surka: The Indie is a creature as trivial as a single tree on Earth, 
but as vital as a mother’s heartbeat to a fetus. She yells at the sun, and 
coos at the moon. She writes her life one day at a time. She writes 
magic.

G. Torrence: Body of a bear, tongue of a snake, and mind of a human. 
Also I’m as calm as grass, as well as hyper as a rabbit, with a hint of a 
crazy monkey.

Isabel Townsend: A solitary creature found perched on the highest 
branch, watching over the land, its bright, fiery body visible for miles. 
This aloof and rarely seen beast feasts on leaves and insects as it listens 
to the noises of the forest with its fox-like ears. Seeing it fly across the 
sky during the setting of the sun is said to bring you luck. This is the 
Alzubra.

Jake Walter: The Jaffebird is a small, sky blue songbird with flecks of 
purple in its coat. It is native to the Northeastern US.  The strangest 
thing about them is their four striking blue eyes and two pairs of wings 
extending from their backs. They sing cheery songs around dusk, as 
they are never awake to welcome the dawn. They fly in small but close 
knit family groups. They often live by the ocean, where they will dip 
into the waves and pull out clams to eat. They are quite a fascinating 
species.
 
Haakim Waraich: My dragon-like creature is majestic and humble. It 
is always righteous.

Lindsey Ward: This creature tries to be observant but is mostly 
oblivious to the opinions of its peers. It is small and often is ignored 
or not seen – it isn’t sure which – but to those few whom it chooses, 
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it becomes very loyal, very quickly. Also, it likes to believe that it can 
change its appearance at will; please continue to let it think that.

Jessie Watts:  The Watts Mongoose is a very slender and fluffy animal 
of the rodent variety. Her coat is made up of many brown curls, falling 
over her skinny frame along with scanning grey eyes. She is normally 
found in large packs, conversing and bouncing around excitedly with 
other animals. She has a very picky diet, but what she does eat she 
consumes in mass quantities, including ice cream and turkey and 
cheese sandwiches.

Ariana Winkle: The Ariana is a human-like figure that moves so slow 
some swear it is inanimate.

Antonio Wooten: I am a strong minded, secretive creature. I do not 
socialize often, but when I do, it’s to pass time. I am not selfish; I just 
keep to myself.

Evelyn Wright: The Evialynn is a self-sufficient burrowing dog, for 
it has sparkling fur and dagger-like claws. It holds itself in a higher 
priority than those around it.
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ABOUT SHARED WORLDS

For those who aren’t familiar with Shared Worlds, here are the 
particulars…

Every summer more than sixty teen students from all over the world 
come together at Wofford College in Spartanburg, South Carolina, to 
participate in a unique two-week writer’s workshop: a creativity camp 
focused on science fiction and fantasy writing. These are teenagers who 
love to read, who will strip a bookstore bare in mere minutes, who talk 
about books with a passion, and who take seriously the opportunity to 
express themselves creatively through fiction. Many of them also have 
talent in other creative fields, like art and music.

In the first week, the students form groups of ten to twelve and 
create their own fantasy or science fiction world from scratch. They 
build its topography, its cultures, its history, its underlying biology, 
and more. They debate every major element of that world’s essence 
and come to consensus. Experts on these subjects from Wofford’s 
faculty give lectures on the subject while they also receive guidance 
and focus from their classroom teachers, teaching assistants, and 
guests as diverse in expertise as Amazon.com writer in residence Karen 
Lord, NYT bestseller Holly Black, and Will Hindmarch, a gaming 
expert provided as an additional resource. Skype sessions have been 
added, too—this year the students had a chance to experience Jake 
von Slatt’s Steampunk Workshop and to get a tour of Publishers Weekly 
with editor Rose Fox. During their off-time, an extremely able group 
of RAs supervise down-time and activities.

At the end of the first week, the students present their worlds to the 
other students and to the teachers—a rough-draft in preparation for 
a video presentation at the end of the second week. They also attend 
readings by the guest writers and have several opportunities to pillage 
bookstores—much to the delight, we must add—of the staff.

In the second week, each student writes a story set in that world. They 
have the opportunity to immerse themselves in their fiction. Guest 
writers are assigned to each classroom, available to answer questions or 



read drafts-in-progress. These writers provide a professional critique of 
the story, along with a one-on-one session to discuss the story. 

This is a big commitment by both the students and the writers 
critiquing. The students make this great leap of faith and effort—to 
create a complete story in four or five days. The critiquers commit to 
receiving stories on a Thursday morning and have them read carefully 
with general and specific comments by Friday morning—a 24-hour 
turn-around. It’s a bit of a rite of passage for both the students and 
the critiquers. Indeed, the mark of that rite of passage from this past 
summer’s Shared Worlds remains clear as day on one critiquer who 
promised to dye his hair blue if the students all turned their stories in 
on time.

Part of the prep for that second-week story includes giving the 
students imaginative writing exercises the first week—anything to 
help spark ideas for them. One of those exercises we call “The Found 
Image” exercise, and it nudges them to exercise their imagination in 
finding ways to embed things from the real world in the context of 
their made-up worlds. Another exercise is really just for fun, but also 
provides another opportunity to stretch their imaginations and share 
something about themselves: writing about themselves as if they were 
some fantastical animal. Both of those exercises are included in this 
book: a fine testament to the creativity, talent, drive, and imagination 
of our students that also gives you a glimpse into the worlds they 
created while at the camp.




