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Introduction

or

In Which a Veteran Camper  
Gets a Little Emotional

Two weeks out of the summer, on a small college campus in South 
Carolina, imagination runs wild. Teenagers from all over the country and 
abroad explore their passion for writing in worlds of their own creation. 
They write fantastical stories set in places that they mold with groups of 
their peers.

The first week is full of figuring out their world. Five groups of eleven 
or twelve students begin the process of world building with the help of 
capable instructors and teaching assistants. They listen to lectures by Wofford 
College faculty on subjects that include biology, religion, cartography, and 
many more. They have access to great imaginations, like Greg Broadmore, 
who worked on set design for the movie District Nine and Skyped all the way 
from New Zealand. From these foundations, they start to form their worlds. 
The students create not only what the world looks like from maps and 
topography, but also what kind of people inhabit it, if they can use magic, the 
technology that is wielded in the worlds, and more. Doing that in the span of 
a week is no easy task. In their down time, residential assistants keep them 
entertained with activities like tie-dye, movies, and games. This year they 
even went bowling.

In the second week, the students get the chance to write a story in this 
new setting they’ve created with their peers. For some, they’ve written 
stories before. For others, this may be the first story they’ve ever written. The 
students hear presentations from a wide variety of guest writers and lecturers 
that help them write stories that will be critiqued by a group of writers and 
editors that will give them feedback on how to improve and grow. 

For the teens that arrive and experience this camp, this place becomes 
a home away from home. Shared Worlds introduces them to a whole new 
world, not just the ones they create, but through friendships that last far 
longer than the two weeks they are at Wofford. The students immerse 
themselves in the camp and the community it provides. They leave their 
homes to go through a process few teenagers get to experience. They get 
to craft governments, form their own pantheon, and build mountains from 
nothing but ideas and their own imaginations, all the while surrounded by 
other kids who are like them.
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The campers from Shared Worlds are not your average teenagers. 
They can talk for hours about this book they’ve read or that anime they’ve 
watched. They can start debates on religion, science, books, books, and 
more books. They can talk on and on to each other about almost anything. 
They squeal over scenes in an anime or manga. They are ravenous for more 
information, gobbling it up when writers and editors offer them advice in 
panels, or when they are just sitting in a common room, talking about ideas 
they had for their stories. Most of them always have a book in their hand. 
They keep a journal full of their writings about their own life or the life of 
someone they’ve created and invested themselves in. To these kids, reading 
and writing are as essential to them as food and water. 

However, this camp is not just about writing, though it may seem like 
that at first. Yes, this camp not offers imaginative and creative teens an 
outlet for writing and exploring new ideas. But it is also about community, 
and talking in a shared language as part of a vibrant, fun, and challenging 
experience. Shared Worlds is a place to shine. 

I first came to Shared Worlds as a camper in the summer of 2009. At 
first, I was a little unsure of what I was even doing there. It only took a few 
minutes before I got pulled into a circle of other kids, new and returning, 
eagerly talking about where we were from and our favorite books and music 
we listen to. I made so many friends that stuck with me long after camp 
ended. I couldn’t imagine not coming back the next year. Shared Worlds 
became a huge part of my life, despite it only being two weeks out of my 
summer. Four weeks of Shared Worlds opened my eyes to this wonderful 
world of teens that were so accepting and made me feel at home. Inside 
jokes made us all giggle at lunch. I stayed up late watching movies with my 
roommate, and we traded stories back and forth. Shared Worlds was a place 
to find the comfort of people who are just as sane as you are, let imagination 
go wild without fear of anyone telling you it was dumb. I’ll admit, I cried a 
little when I left my last year at camp. Shared Worlds had become this little 
haven in my summer where I could be myself with no fear of people thinking 
I was weird or strange. 

My time at Shared Worlds as a camper ended in 2010, but this summer 
I had the opportunity to come back as a staff member. Throughout the two 
weeks helping behind the scenes, I was asked how I felt coming back and if 
it was weird. I’ll admit it was a little strange to come back and step through 
the looking glass. However, I had moved on with the things I learned from 
Shared Worlds, I continued on to my senior year in high school and my first 
year in college. I had grown up a little, and so coming back was odd. A lot of 
the campers like to dream of coming back to work for Shared Worlds, but it’s 
not truly the same. It’s very different and it is a job, despite the fact I really did 
have a blast working here. Instead of the camp experience, I got to see what 
was going on, how the gears turn. I got to be one of the little gears and help 
this camp be a wonderful adventure for a new and returning set of campers. I 
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made friends with a very friendly copier and had the chance to edit the book 
you hold in your hands. 

The talented kids who come to this camp share their weirdness, their 
dorkiness, with each and every student at Shared Worlds. The words nerd, 
geek, and dork are often used, but it is not an insult. It is their highest form of 
compliment. They wear their nerd and geek and dork badges with honor and 
pride. This camp can help bring out ideas and writing they never thought they 
could have done before. Shared Worlds does not make them great writers, it 
merely offers them an outlet to show everyone how great they already are. 
We only hope to help them in what ways we can.

This book is a compilation of the students’ writings from all five of the 
worlds they built together, created as part of a writing exercise in week one. 
This is only a brief look into their talent and their overwhelming enthusiasm 
for what they have created. We hope you enjoy it.

— Jackie Gitlin, ex-weasel, current Usurper, August 2012
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CRUX
Crux is a hollow world about a quarter the size of Earth. Years ago, 

the entire surface of Crux flooded, forcing the inhabitants of the planet to 
burrow underground. Now, Cruxians live in the hollow interior of the planet, 
where there is a desert-like landscape and burning core that allows for 
continuous light. Cruxians photosynthesize, and they also live off of water. 
However, because the water is mostly trapped on the outside of the planet 
and is inaccessible without advanced machinery that only corporations have, 
Cruxians have become heavily dependent on large corporations. In contrast, 
mimics—creatures who start out as small, dust-like particles but replicate 
the bodies of deceased Cruxians when they mature—need neither water 
nor light, making them an independent threat to corporate economic power. 
Because mimics can replicate Cruxians, many Cruxians feel paranoid that 
their corporate leaders, neighbors, friends, and loved ones aren’t the people 
they thought they were but, instead, are mimics in disguise. Coupled with a 
new environment and corporate power structure, anxiety over mimics—both 
from corporations and the citizens of Crux—has led to mimic witch hunts 
and a social climate that differs radically from how life used to be on the 
surface before the mimics arrived. 
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DARIUS BRADLEY
There is an ancient legend that has been passed down from mimic to 

mimic for years. Tales of the three mimics that helped find a place for mimics 
to live, long before the great flood. Some say that they were the first mimics 
to take the form of living creatures. Theses mimics were said to inhabit the 
bodies of frogs. In total there were three frog-mimics that were said to have 
met each other. On that day, the three mimic-frogs had discovered a cluster 
of motes, left defenseless and dying. The mimic-frogs thought of a plan to 
save and provide for all of the dying motes. They searched all throughout 
the hollow underground for a place that would provide for these motes. After 
countless days searching, the legend says that they stumbled upon a huge 
cave. This cave was said have been hidden within the planet’s crust. It was 
there that the three mimic-frogs help the motes find dead animals for the 
motes to absorb and take the form of. As the number of mimics grew more 
and more, caverns were said to have been found and the colonies of mimics 
grew. Eventually the other mimics began to look up to the three mimic-frogs 
as leaders. They began to the call mimic-frogs the Tri-Confibula. It was said 
that the Tri-Confibula ruled over all the mimic colonies. Each of them had a 
name and some sort of status or position. It is unknown as to what position 
each mimic-frog had. All that is known is their names. Non Sentio was said 
to be the bravest of the three, Non Specto was said to be the strongest of 
three, and Non Sono was to be the wisest of the three. All three were said to 
have the last name Malus. 

Legend also speaks of the same cave that was first found for mimics, the 
same cave where they all gather to meet. This was believed to be the first 
colony of mimics. It was called the biga Blachiae or the gathering. As the 
legend goes the mimics had a peaceful lifestyle thanks to the Tri-Confibula. 
It all came to an end however, when the great flood came and destroyed the 
biga Blachiae. Soon after, all of the other mimic colonies were destroyed 
too. All of the mimics and motes inside were all washed away, ending up in 
small air pockets, which were later opened up. The Tri-Confibula disappeared 
and not even the mimics know where they could have gone. Recent reports 
have shown that one of the corporations has dug up some kind of boat-like 
vehicle. Perhaps the Tri-Confibula built these machines to save themselves 
and the mimics and motes?  Whatever the case, this might explain as to how 
the motes and mimics ended up in the cavern air pockets. This legend offers 
some clues to as where the mimics could have come from originally. 
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From: John Henry, Scientist Researcher of Niobium Incorporated
Date: January 12, 2014
Subject: Possible origin of Mimic species

Last week we began to run tests to see if we could find more on the 
legend of the Tri-Confibula. All the mimics that we could find and were 
willing to talk to us stated that they know nothing about the origins of the 
three frogs. All we could find out is that they were said to be the guardians of 
the mimic and mote people. Eventually, from one mimic bystander we found 
out something spectacular. We discovered that some mimics still believe the 
Tri-Confibula to be their guardians and are in fact still alive, even after all 
these years. Another mimic showed us a statue of the Tri-Confibula, each of 
them had their names engraved intro their backs. As we talked to him, we 
obtained some important data that might just help us with are new mimic 
program. He showed us an odd looking module of a boat that looks like 
it could withstand heavy amounts of water, like the water on the surface. 
If we can work with the mimics and produce a boat like that module only 
with some advance tech attached to it, then we could possibly change this 
company and the fate of our planet. However, there have been some lesser 
reports in our interviews. Some mimics believe that because of the drilling 
of the corporations, the Tri-Confibula will never come back. Other mimics 
believe that they are angry at the mistreatment of the motes and mimics, and 
when they come back they will wreak havoc on the cities. Many of these 
mimics have said that in legend all three of the mimic-frogs were powerful 
and nearly destructive forces. Sentio was said to have unimaginable strength, 
Specto was said to have some kind of eye beam or laser that was supposedly, 
hotter than our sun, and finally Sono was said to have a high pitch screeching 
sound able to pierce the sound barrier. We don’t know how much of this is 
true; I mean after all even though the three frogs are mimics, they should still 
have the power of a normal frog right? In any event, we will still continue 
our investigation on the legend.

From: Steven Hays, Science Investigation Officer of Thecensium 
Coalition

Date: June 18, 2014
Subject: Tri-Confibula legend four

It seems as if the Genuists are getting persistent. The leaders of this 
massive killing flee the scene before we can grab them. We have also raided 
many of their buildings in hope that we will find something, anything really. 
Well after about months of searching we found something! Although this is 
not what we would have imagined a discovery to be. It was a whole bunch of 
paper that said something about mimics called the Tri-Confibula. Other odd 
things came such as the names Non Sentio, Non Specto, and Non Sono. No 
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one even has a clue as to what they mean and not a single darn person cares, 
it’s just some stupid myth made up by the mimics. At least that’s what most 
of us back at the office believe. It seems that there are some…radical people 
here who think these “mimic-frogs” will in doubt kill us all. This is pretty 
freaky, especially since the last name of all the frogs is Malus, which means 
evil. I’m sure that this is all just spooky folklore for all the extreme Genuists 
bigots. Still, we need to figure out how the Ferrus factory in the northern part 
of Crux got to be so empty. It was there that we acquired some of this data, 
and I was a part of the excavation. The Genuists claim the Tri-Confibula was 
the cause of it, but we are certain that the information is false. Nevertheless 
we will continue to find out just how these mimic bigots are using this stupid 
legend to fool the people.

From: George, Commanding Officer of Gallium Corp.
Date: December 4, 2014
Subject: Genuists using mysterious legend. 
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TAYLOR FELD (“Appearances”)
The walls and ceiling were made entirely of glass. Gerard Gallium’s 

bald head shone in the corelight that filtered into his office, the metallic paint 
patterns on his scalp glinting with every shake of his head. 

“No, no, no. I’ll have no mimics at Gallium Industries. We have to keep 
up appearances.”

One Mr. Barlow, of the Employment Office, adjusted his glasses. He 
stood in front of the desk where his boss sat photosynthesizing. Barlow 
himself was shaded from the light by a towering statue. A bird statue, if 
one squinted.

GG—the folks at Employment call the bossman that name when his 
back is turned—prided himself on his artistic taste. Personally, Barlow 
hated the statue. He wasn’t sure if his disdain was for the art or its owner. 
Probably both. 

Although, the bird-thing did provide a nice shadow. Barlow could use 
a meal.

“Your Diligence,” the employment officer began. “Perhaps it has not 
yet occurred to you that, in all likelihood, Gallium already employs an 
indeterminable amount of mimics.” 

GG’s jowls quivered. “Of course it has occurred to me. But appearances, 
Mr. Barlow. Appearances!”

“I’m afraid I don’t follow, Your Diligence.”
“Hmmph. I see that.”
Barlow pushed his glasses up his nose again, causing the glint from 

Gallium’s headpaint to reflect back off the spectacles. The fat bossman was 
unable to catch the irritation in his officer’s eyes.

“Well then. Care to fill me in?” Barlow asked. “Sir.” 
GG stood and raised his face to the corelight, his puffy lips pulled into 

a satisfied smile. “You should step out into these rays, Barlow, it really is a 
delicious day.”

“I’ve gotten plenty of corelight today, thank you, sir.”
“Suit yourself.”
Gallium closed his eyes in order to better bask in his meal. Barlow 

cleared his throat.
“You were, um. Talking about appearances, I believe.”
“Ah, yes!” The fat man opened his eyes, and his smile turned from one 

of contentment to one of barely subdued malice. “It’s my understanding that 
the mimic population of this burg—or any burg for that matter—is simply 
not as capable of climbing the ranks as our kind is.”

“Your reasoning being?”
“My reasoning being plain ol’ common sense! Honestly, Barlow, I’d 

expect you of all people to be able to connect the dots.”
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The spectacled man took a moment to appreciate the situation. GG was 
chastising Barlow about not being able to connect the dots. The irony.

“Lay it out for me, sir. If you would.”
“Well. The blighters aren’t really known for their smarts, now, are they? 

So most mimics who are able to trick their way into my company stay fairly 
low on the ladder. They can get in because they look like us. But thinking 
like us? Now that’s something they just can’t steal, now can they?”

If Gallium was looking for an enthusiastic affirmation, he was 
disappointed. But Barlow didn’t allow his vexation to show, either. Not that 
His Diligence would have been able to detect it anyway, the buffoon. 

“Pardon me, sir, but I’m afraid I still don’t understand what all that has to 
do with appearances.”

Gallium harrumphed and plopped back down in his chair. He shifted the 
position of the clock on his desk so that the gleam from the core above no 
longer obscured the clock-face. He let out a mirthless, patronizing chuckle.

“Barlow, Barlow, Barlow. A few mims working as peons, hiding their 
true identities? Hardly newsworthy. But you’re talking about hiring an 
admitted mimic for a prestigious position. Think about Gallium Industries’ 
reputation. Think about what a move like that would do to our image!”

“The fellow is thoroughly qualified for a management position,” Mr. 
Barlow said, massaging the bridge of his nose. “If you want my opinion—
and that is what you hired me for, sir—I’d say he’s the only one for the job.”

“Have you been listening to anything I’ve been saying, man?! The 
‘fellow’ is a damn mim.” On “mim,” GG brought his beefy fist crashing down 
on the desktop. Barlow didn’t flinch.

“I understand that. I also understand that Gallium’s workspace isn’t the 
best environment for umbrasynthesis. However, it shouldn’t be difficult to 
construct a shaded office so the man could work while—”

“Barlow. This ‘man’ you speak of isn’t a man at all. He’s a pretender. 
A usurper. He feeds on shadows, for goodness’ sake, not corelight! 
‘Umbrasynthesis.’ Now that’s just sinister. At least in the eyes of the media. 
They’d tear us apart.”

“You’d have me hire second best out of fear of the media? Or maybe out 
of fear of a species you don’t understand? Because you don’t understand the 
mimics. You make generalized statements and subscribe to stereotypes and 
all the while it’s simply because you fear that which you don’t comprehend. 
Which must mean you fear quite a lot of things, come to think of it.”

Gallium’s eyes bulged and he blinked several times. Barlow stepped out 
from under the shadow of the ugly statue, advancing towards his superior’s 
desk. His voice dropped to a low, almost threatening tone.

“You, sir, would be an idiot not to hire my recommended applicant. 
Though given your past actions as well as your deportment, I wouldn’t be 
surprised at all if you ignored my recommendation. What’s one more foolish 
deed in a string of many?”
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Gallium opened and closed his mouth several times before finding his 
voice again. 

“You…” Beads of sweat trickled down the slope of his shining scalp. 
“You’re speaking to your superior!”

“Former superior. I hereby tender my resignation from Gallium 
Industries.”

Barlow turned, passing back through the statue’s shade on his way 
towards the door.

“What?” GG scoffed. “You’re not resigning. Nobody resigns.”
The former Chief of Employment at Gallium Industries turned back 

around and brought the full force of his glare to bear on Gerard Gallium.
“And what makes you say that?” Barlow asked.
“Well, I… they just… they don’t! You’ll be ruined! No one else will hire 

an ex-Gallium employee, you’ll have no tickets for water—”
Barlow allowed a subtle smile to creep onto his face.
“What are you grinning about, man? You think I’m joking? You have no 

hope of getting water without corporation support!”
The spectacled man chuckled. When he spoke again, his tone was a 

mockery of GG’s. “Honestly, Gallium, I’d expect you of all people to be able 
to connect the dots. See, one of the advantages we have over you is that we 
don’t require water. We—how did you put it? —we ‘feed on shadows.’”

Barlow could see the cogs flopping around uselessly in the moron’s head. 
He shook his head ruefully and turned. As the mimic left the unbearably 
bright office, he called over his shoulder.

“Appearances, sir, are not always as they seem.”
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CATHERINE GARNER  
(“The Mill Worker”)

I stepped carefully down the ladder, looking back down over my 
shoulder just to make sure I didn’t miss a step and slip to the floor like an 
idiot. I had trodden this same stepladder nearly every day for the past eight 
years, but the slender rungs still filled me with images of various injuries 
brought on by sheer clumsiness and shoes with bad traction. I was the first 
worker in for the shift today, and as such, it was my job to get the mill up 
and running.

I made it safely down to solid ground again and turned around, greeting 
the familiar machinery with a small smile. The worn wheels, the corroded 
metal, even the deep wet smell that seemed to cling to the air...it was all so 
perfectly traditional. Of course, the rusty metal bits were actually new, but it 
was the appearance that counted here. Everything was so decadently rustic, 
accurate down to the last detail. I was proud to work for a company that had 
managed to preserve their cloth mills in such a lovely, delightfully antiqued 
way. Here, unlike the world outside, nothing changed. History was frozen, 
and in my hours here, I could enjoy a long-forgotten sense of peace. 

The only part of this exquisite bit of history that I wished wasn’t 
replicated so perfectly was the lighting. The central work area was lit 
well enough, a dim yellow glow bathed my body in a golden aura, but the 
corners of the room faded into dark patches. I didn’t like those dark patches. 
Darkness was just plain unnatural to the world, and besides, those patches 
made the perfect gathering spots for motes. I could see them every once in a 
while, whisking about like clouds of dust, converging on the body of some 
newly starved little creature. Nasty.

I moved over to the nearest machine and turned it on. It groaned at being 
woken up and slowly, with much squealing of metal, began its slow labor. 
Its shrieking clamor sounded rather like a door that hadn’t been opened in 
weeks, but I knew that disuse wasn’t the reason for the sound. Like us, these 
machines were kept working nearly constantly, turned off only between shifts 
to allow the gears to cool down. No, the noise was all for effect. Another 
immaculate detail from the past. As I slowly made my way around the 
perimeter, bringing to life each beloved old friend, I could almost imagine 
myself as one of the ancient surface dwellers, firing up the same machines in 
preparation of hard, wholesome labor. From overhead, I could hear the quick 
footsteps of the other workers coming down to start their shift. I turned to 
watch them descend, one after the other, until there were four more workers 
sharing the space with me.

“Sendre!” the second one down called to me, hurrying over to continue 
her greeting. “Hey! You’re down here early today, good for you! Sleep well?”
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“Yeah, great. The corelight’s just amazing today. I’m so full, I think 
I might just work through the next water break.” I said. “How about you, 
Keeli? You were down a bit late; I hope you didn’t oversleep...”

Keeli chuckled. “Of course not, I know better than that. I was just 
discussing children with my husband.”

“So he finally agreed to a family?”
“Yeah.” She nodded. “Finally! You know men; they’re just so reluctant to 

settle themselves down for good!”
We shared a private little giggle at the notion, and I quickly glanced up 

to watch two more people descend the mill ladder. There was one worker 
still missing, and his absence made me nervous...I wanted to get working 
already. Any moment spent not working made me antsy, because I just knew 
it was going to affect me in the afterlife later. I shuddered at the thought of 
the overseer sticking his head down here and seeing us all standing around—
dare I say it—chatting! Work came first, I knew that. I knew that well. It was 
hard not to know, as I had heard it and seen it every day of my life here at 
Niobium Incorporated. 

“Daysen’s late,” Keeli stated after a moment.
“I know. I don’t like it. Is he sleeping in?”
Keeli shook her head. “I don’t think so...you know what I heard?”
“What?”
“After the last shift, I heard he slept in the dark.”
I stifled a small gasp. “No way! You’re serious?”
“Completely! And, and, didn’t you notice?” She went on, reciting this 

juicy bit of gossip to me in a quiet tone to emphasize the serious nature of the 
matter. “He barely sipped his water during break last shift!”

I cast my memory back, trying to find the moment she was referring to. 
I only remembered Daysen as he always was, smiling his easy smile as he 
guzzled his water ration in the corelight. I couldn’t ever remember him being 
in the shade, or abstaining from water. But had I missed something...?

“So...” I said quietly after a moment. “So...you think he’s...”
Keeli nodded. “I’m not so sure he’s Daysen anymore. I mean, I said hello 

to him last shift and he barely recognized me! The motes got him, Sendre! 
I’m almost sure he’s a mim!”

I winced a bit at the thought. Daysen was a constant face in my life, 
endlessly there and forever unchanging. I had always known him, since the 
Shift 1 Daycare sessions from our youth. Had he really been replaced by one 
of those dark creatures? Was he really a mimic? “My gosh, Keeri, that’s so 
spooky. For how long?”

“No idea. And if he asks I didn’t tell you this!” She said, though her final 
word was cut slightly short by the sound of footsteps above us at last. The 
pair of us froze and watched as Daysen finally descended the ladder. He gave 
a quick apology for his tardiness, and the band of us dispersed to take our 
positions in the mill. I found myself distracted from my work as I stared at 



22

Daysen, wondering. Did I really see him stand a little deeper in the darkness 
today, or was I imagining things? Did I really see a different soul behind his 
familiar eyes?

I shook my head quickly, pushing the thoughts from my head and 
focusing on the familiar work at my hands. No, not now. Thinking was for 
outside my shift. Thinking was for water breaks, and for the short length of 
time we spent in the sun reenergizing our bodies in the middle of our shift. 
Now was not the time to think, at all. Now was the time to work. Now was 
the time for the familiar movements and sights of the old mill, all just the 
same now as they ever were before and ever would be. Now was for here, 
and here would always be wholesome work and static scenery and diligent 
friends. Nothing would ever change here.

Nothing. I clung to that thought like a bead of light in a dark world. 
Nothing would ever change here. 
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TYLER GUILFORD
Ladies and gentlemen of the crowd, may I please have your attention. 

It has just come to my knowledge that something revolutionary is going to 
be taking place sometime in the near future. I believe it is most accurate for 
me to announce now that after years of hard work that all of our brilliant 
scientists have finally came up with a device that will be able to stop these 
evil motes. Before I announce what the device is, I will first give all of you 
a brief explanation of what the creatures named motes are. Motes are these 
extremely small dark orbs that basically look similar to a grain of dust from 
a human’s eye point of view. Also, the only thing that the motes need to 
survive is to basically take an animal or person’s soul and replicate it where 
they would have the same physical body as the animal or person that they 
replicated but have a different personality than the original body. Where the 
motes originally came from is not certain, but most scientists have accurately 
agreed that they came from air pockets, otherwise known as caves in simpler 
terms. When the corporations were drilling to get to water and they hit these 
pockets and millions upon millions of these motes just flooded out of them 
and the never ending infection began there. 

Unfortunately though, this is just about all the information we know 
about these creatures which is the reason that we have been attempting to 
create a new device that I believe will have the ability to capture multiple 
motes at a time so that our scientists can take them back to their labs so these 
motes can be further studied and we might be able to gain more complex 
understanding about these creatures. The device that has been created looks 
like a basic colorful glass ball that is about the size of a watermelon and we 
have formerly named it the mote-trap. If you just looked at it, you would 
probably think that it is just something normal, but whenever you activate 
the mote-trap with the power switch, it sends out impulse signals that attract 
the motes to it and the way that these mote-traps are designed is that when 
the motes swarm up to the trap they are able to fly inside of it, but once they 
are inside the trap they are unable to fly back out of the trap so they are stuck 
in there until you turn the power switch back off. I am hopeful in saying that 
after capturing enough of these motes, we will be able to gain knowledge of 
how to finally end the survival of all the motes once and for all.
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ELIA GABRIELLE HORRY
I can’t get the thought of that lock out of my head. It’s driving me insane. 

If Caroline hadn’t taken me to the stupid so-called “haunted house” I could 
be sleeping right now. But the lock, why is there only one lock like that one 
that I’ve ever seen? It wasn’t just a simple lock; it had exposed gears and 
mechanics that I have never seen before. And surrounding it was ornate 
metalwork, which seemed stupid to me. Why would you make that part 
beautiful but the rest so… practical? There wasn’t even a keyhole, so how 
do you open it? The biggest question on my mind though, what is behind the 
door?

I decided to go back the next day. Alone, so I could inspect the door as I 
pleased. Caroline didn’t seem as interested. She was oblivious to details as I 
am not. Which sometimes is a good thing, sometimes I’d rather not dwell on 
everything I see, or hear, or on every look anyone gives me. But I guess that’s 
just how I am; it’s how I’ve always been. Maybe the lock just looks difficult 
when really one little maneuver can open the lock, just like the riddles my 
dad tells me. They’re so easy that I just can’t figure them out because I look 
beyond the simplest answer. There are about five buttons that seem to be 
connected, so maybe you can just push one… and just like that it unlocked. 
Which made me think the door wasn’t there to hide anything; it was just an 
old but timelessly beautiful accent piece. It’s possibly even one from the life 
on the other side of the crust. This house after all seemed pretty old.

Something as simple as opening a door led me to something no one had 
seen in two decades. A corpse. Why hasn’t it been taken by a mimic? Could 
they not get through the nonexistent keyhole, or the crack between the door 
and the floor? I know they didn’t come through a window because there are 
none in this plain and simple room that contained only a chair and a desk 
with nothing but a blank sheet of paper and a pencil.

She looks so peaceful; her death must’ve been recent as she was 
still intact. She had nothing to worry about. No water to overwork for or 
corporation to follow, or choice of whether or not she wants to be a genuist. 
She had a beautiful face; no makeup needed, and long red hair. Not fiery red, 
but more of an auburn color. I felt a pang of jealousy. With my short blonde 
hair and dull features, I would’ve been nothing if I were to stand next to 
her. She must only be but fifteen to eighteen years old. Why was she even in 
here? Why wasn’t she working? 

My curiosity got the best of me, and that is when it became a disgusting 
game. I came every day that I could to see if any changes had occurred in my 
absence, or to see if she had been remade as a humimic and had a chance to 
start over. I don’t know what I would’ve done if she had been, but in the back 
of my mind, I knew I wanted to ask her everything she knew about mimics. I 
don’t even know if it’s still possible for her to be reborn after this long being 
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dead. My father won’t let me even think about genuism, let alone study or 
learn about it from anyone or thing.

I turned around quickly when I heard the doorknob being played with 
from the other side. My heart skipped a beat. For some reason I wasn’t scared 
though. I wanted to be caught so I would have no choice to come here and 
watch her fade away. It was my father. I was right, I would have no choice to 
come here ever again, or even leave my room in fact.
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AIDAN JARED
The first drill was the first grand invention in this world we live in. It was 

the first object to bring water to our parched world. Drilling to the ocean and 
sucking all the water it could to give to the land and people. Giving hope to 
this land and giving life. For once, clean water came to us and over time we 
wasted this commodity. Letting gallons of water go down and down. 

When life seemed the happiest, the worst happened. It jammed, stopping 
all our joy. It was disassembled and a new life was found. A type that lives 
only in the water we find dear. What it must be like to have all the water you 
need and to have no care over how it is used. What a world where basic life 
enjoys water while we work to get the smallest drop. We called this organism 
an Isda and started to hate these organisms that live in our safety. We made 
new drills and made them wider to suck Isda in and kill them to lower their 
population. After that, more drills were made and used until parts of the 
world were covered in these lifesavers. We controlled life here and we made 
a profit. Control the water and control the world, as my dad used to say. So, 
I do. I control as much water as I can and then sell it to the people under me 
and I get money from them, and other areas that I give water to. 

To some people, I am I god, I give life when I am happy and take when 
angry. Wars are fought for me, and I always win these wars because of the 
water. And with the first drill now in a museum, the past is behind me. I 
take new technology and make the water come in larger amounts and make 
my life and my workers life better. I hope that by the end of this year, my 
corporation’s size will increase threefold, and I will rival some of the largest 
companies in this world. By the time I am dead, I hope to have permanent 
settlements on the water above. But at the same time, I wish it wasn’t so, for 
it could leave my company broke with people living on my source of wealth 
and prosperity, so maybe I won’t, and get profit as this world slowly dies.
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SOPHIE REN (“Either-would-do”)
It all came down to water, Bryit thought bitterly. Crux may be the Sand 

planet, but it really revolved around water, and now was running on empty. 
Two sorts of plagues came with the Great Draught, corporations and the 
mims. Her brother died from dehydration. The sound of her brother rasping 
in his madness ‘Kill the core…. Get them or…. help me,’ before his swollen 
tongue silenced him forever was rippling in her mind. She tried not to recall 
the swarms of mims that covered him, and what happened after.

Now the girl emerged out of the tunnel to the water he had missed. Bryit 
could see the surreal lake curving up, revealing Crux’s hollow shape. There 
were actual clouds in the sky over it, and a raincircle was growing its many-
colored loops. The perpetual corelight running through tasted sweet, just like 
in the stories. Cool vapor to soothe their skins, fungus to cushion their steps 
as they walked down the curved path. It all came down to the water. Bryit’s 
eyes skimmed the brilliant swells and were stopped by a steam yacht trailing 
black slime and laughter.

‘Daddy died,’ she had told the Xenon officer who came two months 
afterward. ‘You withheld both of our water rations.’ Their reply astonished 
her. ‘Yes. Their corporation did not spare water for incompetents. However, 
Vice President Soon requested her family’s services at the present. Bryit’s 
father fell victim to the mimic’s evils, but she would do fine in his place.’ 
‘Work before all. Work before all,’ Bryit had repeated and followed. And for 
her swift obeisance, she had obtained permission to Cleanse her late father’s 
monstrous shell.

Bryit wobbled. She fancied she would fall, then feared to break the 
surface and righted herself. The pleasure lake was not the place for the likes 
of her; it was the place for Xenon executives to scrub their skins back to 
that pure, godlike black. It was just rich, or rich people’s irony, to hold a 
Cleansing in the middle of a lake.

Ahead of Bryit, Vice President Soon twirled her umbrella. The entire 
procession sported black umbrellas, but only she held onto it herself. Like 
waist-long hair, the accessory made a statement of power, as they limited 
corelight absorption. Bryit expected they all could spend any time they 
wanted out of Xenon’s obscure factories, and a hasty feeding was looked 
down on. Xenon was the smallest of the five corporations in competition for 
the entirety of Crux’s industry and water supply, and would scratch out Bryit 
and her brother as casualties without a trace. In all of the Xenon Industries, 
only her family could handle humimic Cleansing. Their members studied 
humimics and the effects of plants on them, the mysteries of the elements 
and of the human body, in order to halt the invasion of mims. But now that 
the mim groups represented a quarter of their chiffre d’affaire, the company 
came back on its policy of mim containment. 
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Given the importance of the crowd, Bryit was pretty sure about the 
humimic’s identity. Vice President Soon had a reason to be happy; before 
long she would get a promotion. At the end of the pier, she found the fallen 
CEO of Xenon industries. So she was right. And disgusted to find a mim in 
such an important body. She would take good care of it. He was tied up in 
a ritual stone sarcophagus. She had liked the patterns on the bridge, so she 
drew them on CEO’s body, yellow in the right, green at the left, as if gentle 
jaws had closed on his heaving torso. 

He was not a mimic. The paint she used burned humimic flesh off. She 
glanced immediately at Soon and found the woman looking straight at her. If 
Bryit inflicted pain on a sentient human, where would she stop? And where 
would Soon think Bryit would stop? 

Soon drew her quietly aside as each member of the procession 
sprinkled a handful of sand in CEO’s sarcophagus. The older woman talked 
while Bryit nodded.

‘Executioner, let us be honest with each other. You know what you are 
supposed to do. Perform a beautiful Cleansing, honor your duty to your 
superiors. Otherwise, all you have are suspicions; no one would lend you any 
credit or anything other than a nice lightless waterless cell to die in.’

Bryit thought about her probable death at the end of either choice. She 
imagined not to be forced to cower in unnatural dark, lest corelight robbed 
her of the few drops left in her body. She was tired of choosing between lack 
of water and lack of light. She hung on by a thread to the corporation’s skirts, 
ignored or shunned. She behaved like a mim, only with less confidence. She 
thought about water, and how she could actually see it.

Then Bryit took the laser-spear. CEO’s face could no longer be seen 
under the pile of sand and fuel. She aimed and uncovered the series of lenses. 
They condensed the light a thousand times into a pinpoint of heat. Then she 
gestured for attendants to slam the sarcophagus cover on the melting sand. 
The crowd watched her plunge her head into the water with amusement.

Bryit feasted with corelight and water while the Cleansing went on. 
When the cover was lifted, CEO’s features were molded on the cloudy glass. 
Bryit pointed and said, ‘The mims are those dark patches you see. They 
invade a body, and then colonize it to spread. But here they are.’ She believed 
it. Nods followed, no one said ‘wait, those are bones’.

All was well, then. But Bryit wasn’t naïve enough to believe her future 
was secured without any more effort on her part. She would stay at Soon’s 
side, and outlive her usefulness. Mims are monsters, and could not be 
allowed to proliferate unchecked. Cruxians deserved rights. And Xenon’s 
peaceful lake had all sorts of undercurrents. If needed, she would drag Soon 
under before sinking herself.
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AMAIRANY ROSAS  
(“The Best Lies Contain The Truth”)

I glared at the dead Humimic replica of my best friend, Derek, on the 
ground. Watching it, with pure disgust and agony, as the skin grew paler and 
paler until it was nearly pure white. A pocket knife, my knife, was still sunk 
in his/its back, still etched in the exact place I had aimed for, as I sat behind 
a bush, waiting for the perfect moment to attack. A dark red spot, slowly 
spreading outwards, began to surround the wound. 

I’m not sure how long I stood there and watched my “best friend” 
slowly dying in front of me, before he began to deform. At first, I thought 
it was only my nearly blind eyesight that was fooling my eyes, as I 
watched him disintegrate into a million little particles. I didn’t trust my 
own eyesight, until the particles began to rise and spread out in various 
directions. So this is what all the mote rumors were about. They’re no 
longer rumors to me, of course.

      I sat down on the ground, where I had been previously standing; 
letting the memories of everything that led up to me killing my own best 
friend drift back into my mind. From the day he confessed his belief in 
Genuism, to the day he finally came back after 3 years of disappearance. And 
to think, it all started with a stupid ancient Surface artifact.

***

Crrreeak!
What’s that awful noise? I ignored it and turned my head back towards 

the sun.
Crrreeak!
There it is again! Okay, perhaps it’s just Derek opening that stupid front 

door that I haven’t had time to fix just yet.
Crrreeak!
“Of course it’s not fake! I wouldn’t have paid so many tickets just for a 

stupid replica.”
Fake? A fake what?
“It’s an authentic Surface oven, used by our ancestors many centuries 

ago. And plus, your job is to move things, not question people!”
I rolled my eyes and shook my head as I stepped out of the light’s 

warmth and off towards the front of the greenhouse. 
The first thing I noticed as I stepped into the room was a giant old...

thing in the center of the room, right beside Derek my best friend. I looked 
quizzically at the whatever-it-is, then at Derek. 

Derek only grinned as he saw my confused expression, irritating me 
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slightly. Derek enjoyed watching me in my confused state, as it was rare that 
someone like Derek, my not-so-smart best friend, ever confused me. 

I ran a hand through my hair and yawned before I asked, “What in 
Censium’s name are you doing? And what is that—that big thing?” I pointed 
at the object beside him.

He put one of his giant hands on it and smirked. “This here is an 
authentic Surface artifact, commonly known by our ancestors as an oven, 
used to cook their food. They put food in here—” he opened a door of what 
I guessed to be the front of the oven. “And started a fire underneath by using 
wood blocks.” He pointed underneath the oven, at what looked like already 
burned blocks of wood.

“Derek, do you realize you could have just bought another fake artifact 
like you did 5 times already last month?” 

Derek frowned, “But—it’s real this time, I swear! I even have a certificate!”
He pulled out a folded up piece of paper and handed it over to me. It 

read ‘Certificate of Authentication.’ It continued on about how real the 
oven really was.

I shrugged, handing it back to him. “It could still be fake for all you 
know, but whatever. My shift starts soon so I heading over to the shop.”

I waved goodbye and left him alone in the greenhouse with his new toy.
Over the next few weeks, while Derek spent most of his time obsessing 

over his “brilliant” artifact, I spent the days cleaning, seeing as the 
greenhouse seemed to have gotten dustier every day.

***

One day while on our 4-hour break, Derek confessed something I never 
thought he’d confess.

“Hey, Alec?” He waited for me to look over at him before continuing. 
“What are your thoughts on Genuism?” 

I looked at him confused, “That weird rebirth religion?” He nodded. 
“Well, I—I think it’s kind of stu-” Derek’s face distorted into a pained 
expression, “Wait. You’re not...?”

Timidly, Derek nodded his head. He gave me a small smile. “I’m a 
Genuist and to-tomorrow is my re-birthday...”

Astounded as I was, I congratulated him, wished him good luck and told 
him I’d see him after work tomorrow. Little did I know that I wouldn’t be 
seeing him for another three years!

***

After years of looking for Derek and recently given up, I threw out the 
old, bulky oven artifact and cleared the house of all its dust. The next day, 
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with all hopes of finding Derek already lost, I sulked around the house until a 
knock came at my door.

I opened the still creaky door and looked up to a very familiar face, my 
eyes widening. 

“Derek?”
The tall figure of my best friend nodded. “Hey Alec, how’s it been?”
The rest of the day was spent on freaking out on my part and explaining 

on Derek’s part. 
For the next year and half, after Derek’s disappearance was left behind, I 

noticed the strange changes in his behavior: he looked confused all the time, 
he barely (if at all) drank any water, and he spent almost no time in front 
of the light. This led me into listening to the Humimic rumors of my co-
workers, which then led to me spying on my best friend.

A week later, I followed Derek out towards the outskirts of town where 
he climbed underground into a weird, dark cave.

As there was barely any light, and I had bad eyesight, I easily lost Derek 
in the underground maze of caves. I walked around blindly before walking 
into a room. It stank of death and pain. I continued through the room, hoping 
not to find the source of the smell, when I tripped over something, falling on 
my face. 

Supporting myself with the wall, I stood up when suddenly the flash of 
lights blinded me momentarily. 

Shock took over me as I saw Derek standing at the entrance of the room, 
but horror overcame the shock as I stared at what I had tripped over: my best 
friend’s corpse. 

“They-they were right,” I breathed out, looking back at the Derek in the 
doorway. “You’re a- a Humimic.”

Derek’s angry replica stepped towards me, but I sprinted out of the room, 
running back to the surface and away from whatever that place had been.

***

After changing cities and spying on Derek’s replica for years, I finally 
managed to corner him in the woods. With a pocket knife in my hand and his 
back bare, I took a chance, stabbed the Humimic in the back, ending the lie 
that contained the truth.



32

GRANT SIMPSON (“Two Faced”) 
Illard Ferrus is the head of Ferrus Incorporated, the most powerful 

corporation in Ferton. He has also been dead for over three years today. The 
replacement Illard prefers to call himself Nox. This causes potential problems 
when speaking to assemblies, or Illard’s peers. It is hard for a mimic to get 
anywhere in this world without being beaten or murdered. The ones who 
survive know to hide their secrets well.

Nox has learned that Illard was a man who practiced law with a passion. 
Ever since he had replicated Illard’s body, he found that not only mimics 
hide their true nature from others. He knew that Illard had been a sociopath 
and a megalomaniac. He also knew that the former corporate head of 
Ferrus Incorporated had murdered two beggars and a widow. He had also 
ordered the assassinations of two shop owners, four families, and ten of 
his own workers. Illard had also been a victim of paranoia in his lifetime, 
experiencing frequent doubts about the man who sat across the street every 
day or the whispers and mutterings that occurred when his back was turned.

Nox loathed Illard, he hated how Illard only stood on someone’s left side, 
he hated the way Illard played with his shirt cuffs and tapped his feet when 
he was nervous, and he hated Illard’s tendency to forget someone’s name 
on purpose. He hated Illard as Illard would have hated himself if he hadn’t 
been a psychotic and schizophrenic asshole. Nox would do better than Illard 
Ferrus ever could.

The mimic clutched the arms of his chair tightly; the artisan-crafted desk 
in front of him appeared to sway with the motion of the suddenly spinning 
room. Nox felt another recall grip his mind as the desk suddenly grew taller 
and he shrunk. He found himself looking up into the maniacal eyes of a red-
faced Resmond Ferrus, Illard’s father.

Resmond grabbed Nox by the collar and lifted his childlike body out of 
the seat, “What are you doing? You know you aren’t allowed in my office! 
Worse yet! You’re sitting in my chair!”

Resmond tossed Nox behind him, his leg struck the edge of the desk and 
Nox felt the bone snap. He heard himself scream and his face smacked into 
the iron floor. The larger adult then lifted Nox by the hair, “You think you can 
run this company better than me? You ungrateful bastard!”

“I know I can,” Nox’s voice cracked and he tasted the salt of his tears, “I can 
do better than you ever will. And when you die, I’ll prove that to everyone.”

Resmond’s face turned a deep shade of purple and he became absorbed 
with the round wooden table in the far corner. It had been in the family since 
before the flood and the migration and the breakdown of life. It was set up 
in the middle of the office when Ferrus Inc. had first been founded and over 
the past ten years had been moved further and further away from its central 
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position. Eventually it had been deemed an eyesore and moved into the 
darkest corner of the room.

Resmond held up his hand, the bright light streaming through the glass 
ceiling and large windows highlighted the blue veins that bulged out of his 
skin, “I don’t think you’ll have to wait long, son.”

Nox opened his eyes and shut them just as quickly. The glaring light of 
the core blinded him. He felt the cold iron floor on his back and realized he 
must have fallen out of the chair, again. He rubbed his eyes and felt a jarring 
pain in his elbow from where it had struck the chilled metal flooring. Hule 
Hinerick, Illard’s assistant, burst through the office door and rushed over to 
Nox, “Master Ferrus!”

Nox waved him off and propped himself up on an arm, “I’m alright Mr. 
Hinerick. I slipped trying to get out of my chair, but I didn’t break anything.”

“Let me help you Master Ferrus,” Hule took a step toward his boss.
“I’m fine Hinerick! I can get up myself, please leave me and return to your 

work,” Nox ground his teeth and controlled his urge to stab Hule repeatedly.
Hule swallowed and his eyes darted around the room, “Very well, Master 

Ferrus. The groundbreaking for the new drill will take place at the next shift 
change. I will call you when your transportation has arrived,” he turned and 
stumbled from the room.

Nox scowled, he pulled himself over to the desk with his arms and 
grabbed the edge. He pulled himself up and brought his one good leg under 
him. Breaking your leg to hide what you were had disadvantages. He was 
shaking and had to use the desk for support.

Nox hated the flashes. He knew enough about Illard to hate the insane 
man he was pretending to be. These flashes of memory from Illard’s life only 
made it worse. Nox could still feel Resmond’s bulbous eyes tearing into him.

He hobbled back to his seat and rested his face in his hands. Nox was 
getting weaker every day; each flash ripped at his remaining strength. He 
needed darkness to regain his strength and in a world where the core gave off 
its light constantly it wasn’t easy by any means.

Nox looked over at the corner where he had seen the table in the memory. 
It must have been thrown away or burned. Nox could imagine Illard tossing a 
match on his family’s last connection to the past they left behind on the surface. 
Strangely, he also found that he somehow understood why Illard would destroy 
it, he sympathized with him. A horrible chill seeped into his bones.

Normal people didn’t sympathize with sociopaths. He was normal; he 
was trying his best to do what neither Resmond nor Nox could accomplish. 
He was trying to lead this company, he was Illard Ferrus and he would settle 
for no less. 

Nox tugged at the cuffs of his sleeve and his left foot tapped to the music 
in his head. What beautiful music it was.
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LATIAS STOEHR (“Corporate Crimes”)
Wonderful. Just plain wonderful. How long have I been working for 

Gallium Corporation now? Seventeen months. At least, I thought that was 
about right. Sometimes I forgot to cross off a day on the company calendar, 
but I hadn’t missed that many. I knew it was them, too. Their eyes were red 
and large from the hallucinogens handed out, and I saw them glancing over 
and laughing not so quietly. 

Someone had decided to stop up my antique cup. I didn’t know what 
they might have done to the tiny plunger, and I didn’t want to know. I stuck 
my hand in perfectly good water and ripped the plunger out of the cup. I 
inspected the underside, and I was correct; the underside was covered with 
bits of paper, some drugs, and something else that I’m not going to name. I 
breathed through my teeth in frustration, wondering if the cup was worth it. 
It had a nice, knob-like holder, and there were these things on the top that 
made it look “cute,” as my wife said. But in order to clean it, I’d have to 
waste water, which went against every religion in any of the corporations. 
I thought for a moment, looking at a piece of paper lying next to one of the 
manufacturing machines. Maybe I wouldn’t have to waste water.

***

Oh, by the dead river, that was a terrible idea. The paper had only 
smeared around the filth inside the cup, and had soaked up water, making it 
break apart and float around. Giving up, I muttered angry curses about my 
co-workers and poured the filth out a window, watching the water evaporate 
on contact with the ground.

I glanced at the pill hidden in my sleeve, wondering briefly if I should 
just get screwed over like the others. I shook my head, lifting the small, hard 
bit of chemicals to my mouth, generating just enough saliva to swallow. 
I stepped back over to my desk so that I wouldn’t fall into a grinder or 
something, and took my head in my hands, cursing my stupidity and waiting 
for the hallucinations.

I’ll admit Gallium never failed to deliver. Even with my eyes closed, a 
rainbow over colors danced on the inside of my eyelids, and I found myself 
opening them to look at my hands. I gasped in wonder before remembering 
my conditions. My hands appeared to be made of levitating, cool water, but I 
knew it was just an illusion. To prove it, I reached down into my pants pocket 
and pulled out a duplicate antique cup, something that didn’t exist in the 
physical world. I felt a bit of bravery and turned to look at my co-workers, 
who looked wavy, thin, and bigheaded in my hallucinatory haze. I stood over 
and walked over to them, barely able to concentrate. Colors still swirled upon 
every blink, and amazing things constantly appeared in my peripheral vision. 
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Giant white Seahorses begging me to ride them to the Surface, beautiful 
women tempting me with… things. 

I eventually wound up next to my co-workers, even though it felt like 
my skin was melting off my bones. They looked at me and laughed, but 
it sounded really high-pitched, making it unintimidating. I glared at them 
before punching Larce in the face. He looked surprised for a second, and I 
felt his knee make contact with my genitals. I doubled over, hearing the high-
pitched laughter again. It was irritating. So irritating. Sometimes I wish they 
would just leave for another Corporation, I thought before blacking out.

***

Three weeks later, I found myself with a gun against my head. The 
penalty for murder was death. For a brief while, people had simply assumed 
Lars and Mikhail had simply taken a day off, and would be admonished 
upon their return. Weeks passed. Months. It was nearly a year after their 
disappearance before Xenon sent a letter back to Gallium.

After my blackout, I awoke at home, my hands feeling wet and clammy. 
My wife wasn’t home yet, and the phone wasn’t ringing, so I wondered if 
I had been sent home for disorderly conduct. The wetness persisted, so I 
looked irritably at my hands before realizing they were coated in blood. I 
knew what had happened, but I didn’t know how until the letter came. I had 
murdered my co-workers in cold blood.

The letter was very official looking, and its incident report was calm and 
without panic. I felt bad for whoever got the package. In a hallucinatory/
drunken blackout, I had knocked out Lars and Mikhail with a computer 
desktop and thrown them into the grinder. The remains were too mushy and 
mutilated for a Mote to take over, and they had been shipped, like most of 
our products, to Xenon. The poor other company didn’t even know who they 
were; in fact, it had taken them a month to figure out that they were human 
remains. Motes would occasionally move in, they said, but would never 
mimic either of them. They sent the remains back with a notice of what they 
had discovered and a question of why, and it was quickly realized that I had 
murdered them both. The next day, I was being put to execution.

My wife was standing at the side, and I knew inertly that I wasn’t going 
to be waited on in an endless ocean. She was crying, asking me why and 
begging the enforcer not to kill me, that it was a mistake. I looked at her 
before staring down the barrel of the gun. I had tried to beg and plead my 
way out, but there was no use. Employees who took drugs often fought one 
another, but murder was unheard of. The head had given his commands, and I 
was done for. I closed my eyes, trying to recall the rainbow of colors dancing 
around my eyes. I had just started to recall when the gun went off.
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SAM VERNEY  
(“As the Light Beats Down”)

My gaze drifts upwards, past the burning core to the other side of the 
world, and I can’t help but imagine that someone, somewhere on the other 
side, is looking back. I wish them the best, living, really living, anywhere 
else, anywhere better. Angling my head back down, I make my way down the 
street, headed to another day’s work at the water mine, killing myself shift 
after shift just for the right to keep living in a house, in the city, away from 
the desert’s dangers.

Staring towards the horizon, I try to find the point where the world stops 
being flat and starts curving upwards, doubling back and towering over 
me, but that particular spot proves elusive, and once again, I glance back 
downwards. My house isn’t too far from the water mine, so I don’t have to 
waste my all-too-precious salary funding Solar Transportation’s bus system, 
unlike the majority of my colleagues at the mine, making the commute from 
the outlying districts. Up ahead, I can see someone’s spray painted something 
unpleasantly large and sprawling and unfamiliar on the side of a red building, 
constructed of bricks built from the desert sand. For all Xenon Industries’ 
talk about the unending desert as the fate awaiting lazy workers, we rely on 
the desert just as much as we avoid it.

We have to take a lot of things the corporation tells us on faith. Of 
course, if you don’t have faith that what they say is true, if you don’t believe 
that working your whole damn life away gets you some eternal reward in an 
aqueous afterlife, then you’ve got your own problems. Makes it a little hard 
to keep going, putting one foot in front of the other, hour after hour in this 
world of never-ending day. Supposedly, back on the surface, their equivalent 
of the core used to set now and then, and the whole world went as dark as 
the depths of the water mine, but no-one’s seen that happen for millennia, at 
least. We’ve been underground as far back as our official history can tell us, 
trapped in the desert with an incessant core beating down.

Sometimes I wonder, though, what it must have been like, living on the 
surface. It’s all flooded now, or so say the myths, and no-one’s clamoring to 
find out if they’re true or not. Besides, since the river sealed up, seems like 
the only way through would be to throw yourself down the shaft of the water-
mine, and aside from a select few, people aren’t generally willing to give that 
particular strategy a try. Maybe later.

I’ve been photosynthesizing, walking to work. My head’s getting a 
little overheated from it, the skin soaking up the corelight, sucking in CO2, 
producing the energy just to get me to work. I’m not sure how we got by, 
if we lived on the surface thousands of years ago, without the core shining 
all the time. I can’t even imagine it, living in a world with so much water, 
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enough to actually drive people underground, into the hollow center of their 
world. Although, I can remember the days before the stream closed off, 
before we started drilling, before—well, the less said about that, the better. 
Doesn’t bother me much, the whole “mimic” thing, but some people get 
stirred up over anything.

By this point, I’ve reached the piece of urban art, a painting of some 
sort of legless lizard with a building strapped to its back. It’s not like any 
lizard I’ve ever seen, though: the exoskeleton is completely missing, and 
eyes protrude from its head on two stalks. Come to think of it, it looks like 
something out of one of the old myths, like something that might have lived 
in the water, back in the old days. I guess we just can’t help but cling to our 
past, a past we never even knew, that we can’t remember except through old 
stories. Even the vandals can’t help it. For some reason, moving forwards in 
this life, making progress, that sort of thing doesn’t gel with the corporations’ 
plans, and so they keep you trapped, stuck in a never-ending cycle of work 
and survival and misery, and it’s enough to make you want to…

“Hey!”
I turn away from the spray-painted mural, and see my co-worker, another 

one living close enough to walk to work, coming towards me, wearing a 
concerned look. “Hey,” he says again. “What’s the hold-up? Not in a hurry to 
get to work?”

“Just a little tired, is all,” I reply. I gesture to my head. “Photoreceptors 
must not be working quite right, or something.”

“You should get that looked at,” he says. “Wouldn’t want anything 
holding you back, right? Got that endless ocean waiting for us, after all.”

I force my face to hide my reaction of disgust, and smile, nodding. 
“Yeah, I know. Just give me a minute, okay?” For some reason, I’ve become 
quite attached to the mural, and don’t feel particularly compelled to leave for 
another endless session of drudgery. 

“You know, Rickard, you’ve not been acting like yourself lately,” frowns 
my coworker, taking another few steps towards me. I note that three other 
individuals have detached themselves from the crowd, and have started 
making their way towards us. “Hell, you haven’t been yourself since you 
took that week off.”

“Hal, my mother died. I took a week off to fly out for her funeral. I’m sorry 
I haven’t seemed myself, I’ve just been…” Depressed, maybe? Disillusioned? 
Concepts too complex for Hal to grasp. “I’ve just been sad, is all.”

“It was months ago, Rick,” replies Hal, stepping forwards. By this 
time, my back is pressed up against the wall, and I can’t even see the mural 
anymore. No remnants of the ancient past to distract from the four men 
closing in. “You haven’t been yourself in months. It’s like you’ve completely 
changed, Rick.” I see the glint of metal in Hal’s hand. “In fact, I don’t believe 
you’re Rickard at all. I think you’re a mimic, that’s what you are.”

“You’ve got me all wrong,” I say, but I look at the knife in his hand, and 
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then up at the water mine in the distance, and- “I’d…I never…I’ve just been 
feeling bad, bad, I swear, I promise!” And I see a way out. “I’m no mimic!” I 
shrink back, away from them, never breaking my gaze from the knife. “And- 
and even if I was, so what? I’ve been doing my job, I’ve been—”

“Knew it,” grins Hal, a joy in his eye that looks strangely like fear. 
The corelight shines off his hairless head. “I knew it.” He lunges forward, 
and my breath leaves my body as the knife pins me to the wall, rending 
flesh and organs alike, daggers appearing in the hands of the surrounding 
men as they close in. Blood gushes from the first wound and Hal twists 
his knife. Screaming in pain, I look upwards, and hope things are better 
on the other side.
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ELMARIA
Retreating from the never-ending cosmic war, the goddess Elmaria 

poured her essence into the planet that would bear her name. As the mantle 
cooled, the earth lizards known as the Vatra began to swim in the magma. In 
the fullness of time, they were joined by the wind-riding Del’laria and the 
ocean-dwelling Meliora. The last elementals to emerge were the Othenati, the 
peaceful plant race.

Then the humans came.
For generations, the humans lived in harmony with the elementals, 

benefitting from the primordial magic that allowed the Othenati to regrow 
forests for wood, the Vatra to quarry coal from the deepest mines, and the 
Del’laria and Meliora to ensure temperate weather and plentiful, fresh water.

All too soon, the humans demanded too much; as human population 
grew and their industries demanded more and more resources, the magic of 
the elementals was taxed, and their very life forces were drained to support 
human enterprise. When they decreed that the expansion must cease, an 
angry humanity declared war. Powerful as they were, the inherently peaceful 
elementals were no match for the aggression and guile of humanity.

Today, one thousand years have passed since the Grand Rift. 
Monopolistic corporations rule the city-states of the world, and their 
International Charter Force is the highest authority. Most people believe that 
the elementals are extinct, wiped out in the wars. The rich live quite well 
indeed while the poor make do with ugly, unreliable augmentations in lieu of 
decent medical care. In between, the middle classes consume the goods of the 
ICF and aspire to a higher lifestyle.

But the ICF has two secrets. The first is that the elementals still live, at 
least in small numbers. These remaining elementals are hunted down and used 
as magical engines to maintain the lifestyles of society’s wealthiest members. 
The second secret is that the ICF has learned to use human life force as fuel 
for these engines, keeping the elementals from exhausting themselves but 
killing the unfortunate humans. There is a constant demand for more life force, 
a demand met by the secret sacrifice of those on society’s lowest rung; the 
orphans, the homeless, the soldiers drafted to fight fictional wars.

However, there is hope. While the ICF and its secret police force try 
desperately to maintain the veil of secrecy, some of the Lowlies have begun 
to investigate the ever more frequent disappearances of their friends and 
families. The Alikya, a tribe of humans who remember the old ways, spread 
the word that some of the elementals are alive and willing to help those 
humans who want to fight back. Revolution is in the wind; the truth will 
come out, and the world of Elmaria will never be the same.
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PEARSE ANDERSON (“Popcorn”)
-Hello, hello? Anyone home in here?
-Mhmm? What?
-I’m looking for the museums conservator. I was supposed to find him 

here.
-Well stop shouting and come through the goddamn doors. You’re not the 

only one in here.
-Sorry. Where are you?
-Behind the ‘Relics of the Past’ section. Head past the old computer and 

the signs will take you there.
-’Kay. Gotcha. So I take it you’re the restorer?
-Yeah, I’m Comstock. You must be Bent.
-Uh yeah, yeah that’s me. So uh, where do we start?
-‘We’ started half an hour ago. Only one of us wasn’t here.
-Yeah, traffic. Sorry…I just sort of imagined you with less…that.
-What, you pointing to my beard? Everyone says that. Cut the small 

talk. Take a box of pins and stick them in the effigy’s head. Random works 
fine enough. Remember: we want to make this look like it was created by 
savages.

-Thanks. I think I started on the wrong foot. I’m Ezra Bent.
-Mmhm. Start putting the pins in. I already did the forehead.
-Y’know I put out my hand so you could shake it.
-And if you don’t want to have pins stuck in your hand, I’d start placing 

the remaining ones into the face.
-Okay, okay, cool it! I’ll do whatever. When did you sew these mule ears 

to the side of its face?
-Never. I came and this leather mask was already slightly sewed onto a 

head of a deer. I placed a large amount of pins there so people couldn’t see 
the stitch. The creators of it are savages in the eye of the public.

-How does that explain the human eyes though? I mean, wow, they look 
as real as mine!

-Again, those were there when I came. I have no idea if they’re 
augmentations or old fashioned glass eyes, but they have a huge amount of 
detail. I doubt someone would spend this much on augs just to add to the 
public’s vision of the people.

-Okay I’m quite confused now. About the whole creation of this thing 
and all.

-Listen Bent, be quiet. I don’t want to listen to you. I want to put these 
pins in the idol and throw the pigs blood on the antelope. That’s what 
we were paid to do, and that’s what I am going to do. If you want more 
information, just talk to the people who hired you for this.

-I don’t know who hired me! I’ve been working as a collector for my 
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father’s three estates. He knows and talked to whoever set me up for this, not 
me. He just said this would be good for the both of us and sent me on the first 
flight to this city. I had no more part in this as a child does in packing his lunch.

-Do you know what my mantra is? Listen, restore, rest. That’s it, Bent. 
This may be an exception, but beside the point. This argument has gotten no 
one anywhere. Just add a few more pins to the philtrum.

-Oh c’mon! I’ll give you a free call to my dad. We can stop by a picture 
phone booth on our way to our respective houses, and you can make a short 
call. Deal?

-Who is your father, for starters?
-He’s the Shark, the CEO of Finnegan & Sons. I know everyone loves 

his soda, so everyone must be dying to talk to him! Did you read that he was 
in the top ten for most influential people of last five years?

-Just ‘cause I love to be able to take crap doesn’t mean I want to talk to 
my plumber. Let me tell you a story, Bent. I went to the Distant West Islands 
seven years ago. I bet your father has at one point. All the grand people visit 
and try to obtain their inner soul, or whatever overpriced spiritual package 
you’ve bought to get flown over there. I had real confidence in those monks, 
though looking back I can see they’re a fraud. But out of all the shit things 
the monks did, one experience I did love. 

-Okay go on. 
-One week after I came to the shrines of the Telon Fras they offered me 

a third of my money back. The spiritual package I bought was ridiculously 
expensive, thousands of credits on top of tickets to get there. Even though I 
wasn’t feeling or seeing any changes in my inner self, I declined the offer. Then 
two weeks later they proposed to give me half of my money back. Finally, 
after four weeks it was all my money back and airfare as well. The whole thing 
was to show real perseverance, and that—uh—spiritual guidance is better than 
all the wealth in the world. I didn’t like that part, but I did enjoy the whole 
exercise and sense of pressing on. Money, or a call to the Shark himself, cannot 
buy out a man pressed on accomplishing or denying something.

-What did you accomplish?
-Well I went to the Distant West Islands to overcome my fears I’ve had 

since I was young. Here, can you help lift this bucket?
-Sure. What’s in here?
-Pig’s blood. Anyway, I’ve had the fear of closed spaces and the fear 

of open spaces since I was six. The fear of making new connections with 
people came two years later. The Telon Fras said they were going to help me 
overcome them in a multitude of ways. The Eighteen Eyes connection, deep 
meditation techniques, other stuff. None worked, Bent. But I came back to 
the city feeling liberated and full of power and worth. I met a girl on my first 
night back.

-And?
-Her name was Jane, and she always smelled like the flowers that bloom 
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in the city gardens during the summer months. A day after I met her she was 
married and impregnated. Four years later though, we separated. Laurel, my 
daughter, choked to death at three. We took grief in different ways, and soon 
after we left each other. The Eighteen Eyes method was a skill the monks 
taught that was supposed to detect bad presences. Not only did sensors not 
go off the moment Laurel ate the first piece of caramel corn, but all the other 
Telon Fras methods failed. In my sorrow and anguish, the all-too-common 
fears reached their arms out and hugged me for the first time in years. Fears 
of darkness, closed spaces, flying, snakes, and love just pulled me down 
and…sorry. I really shouldn’t be spilling this all out to you. I’m just rambling 
on, aren’t I?

-No no, it’s fine. I think I get it now. We’re making these idol things for 
the amber suckers, right?

-Yes, the Alikya.
-And the amber suckers are this forest cult, right? And since the Telon 

Fras failed you, you’ve hated cults. So this is kind of a big finger to all 
those. You’re—we’re—creating false idols to prove to the public how devil 
worshippy and horrible these religions are, right?

-Yes, Ezra. Now let’s finish.
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ABBY CROWE--TIPTON  
(“The Metal Tree”)

Alona curled up into a ball, pulled her knees up to her chin and wrapped 
her arms around her legs so that they came around to touch the small of her 
back. She pressed her face into her knees and bit her lip in order to keep 
herself from crying. Nonetheless, Alona’s fear betrayed her and caused her 
eyes to flood over. The tears shocked her; Alona was not used to crying. 
There was no need for tears in The Forest. There was no need for tears where 
life revolved around living in peace with nature. There was no need for tears 
where her people lived without fear. 

But Alona was not in Forest, she was in City where there was no peace, 
and there was no nature, only coldness and fear, so Alona cried.

Huddled even more tightly against her own body, Alona felt the cold 
began to seep into her skin as water does a towel. She couldn’t help but 
wonder what the humans saw in this—this metal. The word to her seemed 
twisted, as unnatural as the metal itself was to nature. The metal was all 
around her, and it taunted her in every possible way. When the humans 
had first captured her, the metal machine reminded her of home. The metal 
twisted around and around a center pole as a vine did a tree trunk. What 
seemed like leaves branched from the vine and fanned out into the open air.

Yet Alona soon found it was nothing like home. The trunk was hard, 
but it had no texture and the leaves did not sway freely in the wind but were 
like boulders, heavy and doomed to one position. Furthermore, the leaves 
were decayed, covered in small holes. Once she was placed on her leaf, for 
keeping, she could see through to the others who also curled into balls to 
feel the warm life within them that was somehow lost on this cold death of a 
metal tree. 

The fear in Alona’s heart grew as the metal tree was activated and the 
vine wound down the trunk moving the dead leaves to lower ground. The 
next group of her people was taken from the lifeless tree to do the humans’ 
biding. The humans’ disgusting actions, sacrificing their own to force her to 
use her powers over the exact, natural resources they had destroyed, sickened 
Alona to her very soul. Though Alona despised humans for their vulgar 
procedures against their own, she accepted that humans were living beings, 
recognized it was not her right to wield any other life source then her own as 
only hers could handle the manipulation. The vine stopped, and the last of the 
group was taken. Looking up from her knees Alona realized she would be the 
first of the next group and continued to cry. 
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COOPER DOYLE  
(“The Wall of Remembrance”)

Jonathan followed the Othenat through the forest so thick that the sun 
was almost blacked out.

“This is the last thing you must see before we initiate you. This is your 
last chance to turn away,” said The Othenat as they neared their destination.

“I haven’t come this far just to go back,” replied Jonathan.
“And why have you come here at all?” asked the Othenat.
“Because I can’t live in a society built upon sacrificing its own people to 

gain material wealth,” said Jonathan.
“So I assume you know the truth then,” said the Othenat.
“That the elites are using their own people to fund their lifestyle?” 

asked Jonathan.
“You leave out the fact that they enslaved my people,” the Othenat said.
“That is a grave injustice and something that must be avenged in its 

own way, but I think it’s even worse when somebody just throws their own 
people under the bus so they can have a nicer house, or more airships,” 
replied Jonathan.

“You also forget that it was your people who enslaved my people many 
years ago,” said the Othenat.

“It wasn’t my fault what my ancestors did!” Jonathan snapped. 
“You must learn to control your anger if you wish to live amongst us; 

such evil feelings only lead down roads full of death and destruction,” the 
Othenat said before continuing. “Here we are.” Then the Othenat guided 
Jonathan into a brightly lit garden. On the far side of the garden stood a wall 
covered in shrubbery, with various potted plants on the wall.

“This is one of our most hallowed locations,” said the Othenat.
“It’s amazing!” said Jonathan excitedly as he admired the numerous 

flowers of every type and color, ranging from white lilies to blood red roses, 
from bold yellow tulips to magnificent magnolias. He was shocked by just 
the sheer diversity of the trees alone, with oaks, redwoods, and weeping 
willows abounding throughout the garden.

“You never see anything like this in Reverie,” Jonathan said, “the idea 
there is that you don’t need the natural beauty of nature when you can buy 
high definition eyes from BioSynth, or when Barrel Media makes a piece of 
art that can be yours for only 16 easy payments of 19.95.” 

The Othenat spoke in a very condescending tone, “But yet you 
participated in that culture.”

“Is this about my augs?” Jonathan shot back.
“You purposely changed the body that the Cosmos gave you, for selfish 

purposes, because you were vain, because you wanted it all, what the 
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universe had given you wasn’t good enough,” the Othenat shot back.
“Have you ever not been able to see? Do you know what it’s like to 

be teased and outcast because of something you can’t control?” Jonathan 
bitterly asked.

“If the cosmos didn’t give you the ability to see when you first came into 
this world, then it didn’t want you to see, it had a different purpose in mind 
for you,” the Othenat replied.

“And what was that purpose? To be abandoned by almost everybody, to 
never have any friends? To never experience the beauty of the world? I mean, 
if this garden isn’t worth seeing, then why make it so beautiful?” Jonathan 
said almost seething anger.

“If the unnatural abominations you call eyes are so important to you, then 
look at the wall on the far side of the garden!” the Othenat said, “Each of the 
potted plants represents one of the Othenati who have gone missing since the 
Taking, the pots show that they are separated from us, but they are hung on 
the wall of shrubbery to show that they are still connected to us, and are still 
a part of this world.”

After a long pause The Othenat said, “I’m not going to let you join The 
Alikya.”

“WHAT THE HELL? AFTER EVERYTHING I’VE DO…” Jonathan 
was bellowing as he was interrupted.

“You are much too angry to ever be at peace with yourself, and be one 
with nature. You have too much pain and rage, and my people don’t need any 
more of that. However, that doesn’t mean you still can’t aid us. Rather I have 
something in mind that might better suit you,” said the Othenat calmly.

“What is that?” Jonathan asked bitterly.
“I told you that the potted plants represented those Othenati that are 

separate from us, and when an Othenat returns to the forest, we will smash 
one of the pots. I hope that all these pots are smashed before I die, and I 
don’t have much longer to live. You see, Jonathan, I have a plan to free the 
trapped Othenati, and you have an important part to play, should you accept 
it. I need you to go back to Reverie, and start spreading the word, but keep 
it underground, drop hints about the truth, perhaps leak a minor document 
from time to time. Just tell people about us and the truth, and start building 
a network, a resistance, and when the time is right, when you get my signal, 
you will know to strike, you will know to start a revolution. However, you 
must be patient. You must channel all of your hatred and pain into dedication 
to getting the message out and staying hidden. Will you do this, Jonathan?”

Jonathan replied, “If it means I can finally put an end to the injustices of 
the world, then I will carry this out till my dying breath.” 

“Very well,” said the Othenat.
Then Jonathan was suddenly pulled back from where he stood by vines 

and was rapidly pulled through the forest. The world became a blur of green 
and brown as he slid under, around, and past the large trees of the old forest, 
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the tall narrow trees of the newer forest, and finally through the shrubbery at 
the edge of the forest, struggling for his freedom all the way. After he arrived 
at the end of the forest, the veins unwrapped themselves. He then stood up, 
brushed himself off and turned toward Reverie, ready to begin a revolution 
that could change his world forever, and knowing that at any moment it could 
fail, and a fate worse than death would await him.
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JASPER FEREHAWK
Yvonne looked at the new artifact that they hauled in from the ruins just 

uncovered in the south. The whole matter was very much under wraps, or so 
the brass told her. It was just a picture she had picked up from the excavation 
site. The real thing was to be picked up the next day. The brass didn’t want 
Yvonne to go. That’s all she knew. The brass never told Yvonne anything. 
That’s all Yvonne needed to know. She had heard the rumors of people 
disappearing from the streets, people who weren’t needed and no one knew 
why. Yvonne was just one to watch from the sidelines, not one to risk her life 
at all.

Until. Until she was walking home on that one day. Some slummers had 
wandered in, probably drunk, with Brulair beer bottles in their hands. Even 
though Yvonne had never been in a fight before, she was not worried. Her 
augmented arm, she hoped at least, would take out the fear of getting hurt. 
The slummers’ eyes instantly went to the BioSynth badge. Knives appeared 
in their hands’ and they rushed at Yvonne. Yvonne dodged a stab by one, and 
then countered by punching the slummer across the face. Another one came 
from behind Yvonne. He made the mistake of trying to slash her aug in order 
to get it loose. He soon had a broken face.

Yvonne was shaking when all the slummers had fallen. Without knowing, 
she was crying as she was walking home. Yvonne hoped the blood was being 
flushed away by her sweat and tears. She lived with her parents before they 
had to get augs in order for her to graduate from the slums and enter robotics 
school. This eventually got her a job at BioSynth. Thinking back on it, 
Yvonne wondered if she would have been in the same position if she was still 
in the slums. Maybe that was why she was crying. But when Yvonne finally 
got to her house, there was a notice on the door. It read: “Henceforth, Yvonne 
Reiling will no longer be employed at BioSynth Incorporated as Chief 
Research Manager. We apologize for the inconvenience. Please return all 
articles pertaining to confidential and otherwise works of BioSynth to Article 
Return Manager, Anthony Baxter.” Yvonne’s eyes widened.

***

She walked over to the nearest BioSynth building in the city. On the way 
she thought the same words over and over in her head. Repeat and repeat. 
On the way she adjusted her aug for 100% output and bought a gun from a 
nearby dealer. The photo was still in her left hand. The doors of the building 
swung open, and she strode in. A guard stopped her. She showed him her 
I.D. He rejected it. She punched him and he hit the wall, cracking it. Armed 
guards turned to her. She shot two and let her aug take some bullets before 
cracking another’s neck. She barely heard the speak say, “Step down, Yvonne 
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Reiling. If you do not comply we will be forced to kill you.” On the sidelines 
of the intercom she heard, “There’s been a fire down the street. It was Ms. 
Reiling’s house, Sir.” And then the short response. “Put her down.”

A couple minutes later, the real armed guards came. She tried to block 
the bullets with her aug, but it was soon broken. She tried to shoot her gun, 
but she ran out of bullets. She was gunned down. She took a look at her 
photo thinking, “Damn it. Damn it. Damn it. Damn it. Damn it.” The photo 
was a picture of a tower. It was a tower surrounded in white flames with four 
stars in the center of it. Near the top were three symbols. At the very top was 
an up looking eye and above that was a crown with two five pointed stars 
and a triangle within a triangle. An eight-pointed star was above the circle. 
The photo was soon stained with blood and turned red as she turned inward. 
Towards her dimming soul.
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CATHERINE FREDERICK
It sat in the corner. It had sat in the corner for so long, in fact, that if 

it were to be removed there would no doubt be remnants of roots that had 
somehow managed to attach themselves to the smooth linoleum floor. It’s 
possible that its green ceramic pot would leave a ring of dirt and debris that 
had been trapped and condensed beneath it over the years. It was a plant 
though and hardly required moving. It was content to stay where it was for 
the remainder of its existence. It had no preference. No thought about it at all 
really. None that was its own. 

Sometimes, it found itself feeling particularly opinionated about 
something of little consequence that its keepers spoke of in front of it. 
Which was strange, as it not only had very limited ability to process any 
sort of feeling (and even that only being possible by its proximity to the 
Old Forest), but it didn’t understand human language. Not even tone. 
Except… except for those brief moments. Those moments when it lost 
itself and then became aware again knowing more than it had before. Not 
that a plant knew much of anything. 

As it, as a plant, had led an exceedingly uneventful life, it was really 
quite unnecessary for it to be moved from its location from which it had been 
entrenched for so very long. And yet, it was being moved. There was the 
sensation of being severed from its most distant roots. The sudden bruising of 
its leaves. The shifting of soil. The—

The humans were taking it. They were taking all of them. All organic 
life, our domain, is being removed from the city. We feel the agony of their 
trees being severed. Our spies are being sought out. They are being taken 
away. Destroyed. Burned. Our eyes. They are vanishing. We are blind. We 
fight. The thorns of our children tear their soft skin and still we are burned. 
They must be stopped. The humans must be stopped.

It was in a place made of metal. There were other plants around it. 
There was no sunlight. It sat next to a rosebush, who sat next to a ficus, who 
sat next to a shrubbery. They were all contained in this metal box with no 
sunlight. How strange and…was this fear? Was it to be burned? Why? The 
surge of emotion and the thoughts that it had experienced had it to feel fear. 
At least, it assumed. It had never felt fear before. It had never assumed before 
either. 

Sunlight flooded the chamber. It was being moved again. They all were. 
A rose twisted unnaturally and sank its thorns into the flesh of one of the new 
humans. The human made a loud noise. A flash of metal severed it. It fell into 
two separate halves, neither one moving any more. Why did it fight? How 
did it fight? Plants don’t fight. They don’t ask questions, either. Why-

The human held its bleeding arm against its body. I had drawn blood. I 
will draw more. There will be much more. 
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“It attacked me!” 
Stupid human. We’ll do worse. 
“Your fault. Shoulda’ been wearin’ gloves.”
“But it moved! How did it move?”
We do worse than move. We strangle. We crush. My brethren will be 

free. It takes time, but we have more of it that you.
“Well, that’s why we’re takin’ ‘em away, ain’t it? ‘Cause they can do 

things.”
“They all can? Every plant?”
“Not by ‘emselves”
But we aren’t by ourselves. You’ve wronged us all. You’ll suffer. Take 

our eyes and our ears, but we’ll find a way.
“What else can they do?”
“They say they’re watching us. Listenin’.”
“But they’re jus’ plants.”
And we’re watching you.
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TIRTZAH HARRIS  
(“What Happens in Elmaria…”)

(One minute to target area.)
“What are we looking at, Doctor?” asked the balding man in a high tech 

wheelchair. Even when sitting down, the man radiated power, intimidating 
the woman sitting at the control desk. He was staring at a monitor, which 
displayed huge, yellow-flowered trees through a steel rectangular peephole, 
located on the face of a prototype scout bot.

“The robot has limited vision, Mr. Scottson, but his ‘eyes’ are ‘seeing’ 
the forest,” answered the woman. The numerous flashing lights off the 
control panel illuminated her face in the already bright, modernistic room, 
but she hardly needed to look to manipulate the various buttons and switches 
that controlled the robot.

“Next prototype, up the viewing perspective, Cantar.” 
“Of course, sir.” Cantar hardly paid attention to the man that could 

control her life. Her attention was entirely consumed by a sinking feeling she 
got whenever she felt something was going to go wrong.

(Target area in range. Proceeding with mission. Capture subje*beep* 
hostile projectile detected. This unit has been damaged. Powering down…)

“Bastard plants!” cursed Dr. Beatrice Cantar completely losing her 
professional attitude. Mr. Scottson looked down his nose (a difficult act 
when one was sitting down and slightly shorter average) at Dr. Cantar. She 
was a tall brunette with silver glasses. One lens had multicolored neon 
lasers zigzagging from the metallic edge onto the glass to correct Cantar’s 
damaged left eye. She had flat-out refused an augmentation to correct the 
wound she had sustained late in life. She well knew that she would have 
been killed, and her life force used to make new resources had she been 
born with the default. As it was, she was keenly aware that her importance 
was deemed only in her scientific work, and if the progress of her work 
declined… She was aware that the companies were always in need of 
the life force, which they gave to their elemental slaves. The elementals, 
in turn, were forced to use the life force of unknowing human victims to 
regenerate more resources for the rest of humanity. The end result of this 
was the death of the human, for the monetary value of the monopolies that 
controlled the ICF, or human territories.

“Um, bastard plants… sir?” said Cantar, in response to Scottson’s raised 
eyebrow. It was never wise to annoy one of the C.E.O.s.  The balding man let 
her fester for a moment before deeming her comment not fit for an answer. 
Instead, he brought the conversation back towards the main point.

“What went wrong, Beatrice? You promised I would have a working 
prototype last week. It is no longer last week. Money is a-wasting. The other 
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companies want more elemental slaves, and I intended to give it to them.” 
“I am sorry for the delay, Mr. Scottson, The tree elementals are proving 

to be more difficult than I originally anticipated.”
“Will that be a problem, Cantar? I can always find someone to replace you.”
“In all truthfulness, Mr. Scottson, no you can’t. I am the only one who 

understands this programming.” Cantar bluffed.
“You seem awfully sure, Doctor. I am sure that there are some geeks 

left in the robotics division who could more than handle a simple attack 
droid. Plus, I hear that the earth elemental’s handlers are a little low on life 
force. So, I ask again, Beatrice, what went wrong? I hope it will not affect 
my budget.”

“No, of course not, Mr. C.E.O. I will be able to recall the robodroid and 
adapt its defensives.”

“That is what you said the last four times, Doctor. Do not fail me 
again.” At that, the portly C.E.O. of Robotech turned his glossy, triangular 
wheelchair and sped out of the room via the sliding door.

“Shit.” Beatrice Cantar lost her professionalism for the second time that 
day. The interns in the lab did not even have the decency to look around, or 
look surprised. They were used to the doctor going from prim, to as ratty as 
a cyborg living in the sewers under the city. “Cap,” she called tone of the 
annoyingly unresponsive interns, “try rebooting the power matrix and see if 
the droid it has any energy cells left.”

After a dreary, anxiety-packed few minutes, Cap responded. “I am 
getting no response, Doctor.”

“Try a far range revival sequence.” Again, the poor intern had to tell 
Dr. Cantar it did not work. She muttered curses to the Othenati, the tree 
elementals under her breath. Five bloody times they had shot down her 
high tech robots with things like coconut projectiles, arrows, and once even 
a net made out of vines. It was infuriating. Even when man had primitive 
technology, they could take down almost the entirety of the Othenati race, 
sending the few survivors deep into the forest. Most humans on Elmaria did 
not even know the elementals still existed. Except for the amber-suckers 
out in the woods. Those traitors to humanity had actually sided with the 
elementals, the bleach-haired cowards.

“Um, Doctor? Some of us were wondering what the robot was doing 
weapons-hot over the forest?” Dr. Canter looked over her shoulder to Cap, 
whose naïve, open face was looking rather nervously at her.

“Haven’t I told you not to disturb me unless you have something actually 
important to say?” snapped Cantar.

“Yes, Doctor. But…?” Beatrice Cantar looked into Cap’s face and lied to it.
“It was a simulation, you moron. You do not want us to try out our attack 

droids over the city, do you? Now, if you will excuse me, I need to go home 
to think. It appears that I am the only one who does so.” With that, Cantar 
turned and walked out the sliding door. She took the super speed elevator up 
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to the ninety-second floor, where she had parked her Maglev flying car. Who 
knew what BruceCo. was calling them these days. They had some wacky 
idea that impossible names to remember would mean that people would buy 
more. It really didn’t change anything, though… Only in the end did Dr. 
Beatrice Cantar realize the searing pain in her lower back. She experienced 
a sort of out of body experience, one only experienced before death, and 
saw her body stagger and fall, tripping over her own feet. Her glasses hit the 
pavement of the parking lot and she saw her glasses frames snap, the glass 
lens cracking. She was aware of blood coming up through her mouth, the iron 
flavored liquid choking her. Protruding out of her back was a green arrow, the 
shirt around the projectile turning red against her white coat. She recognized 
the arrow. It was the type the amber suckers used, with a strand of white hair 
wrapped around the shaft. Then Beatrice Cantar died. The tribesman who had 
shot her left to go back to the forest, his job completed.

Later, when Mr. Scottson was shown the body, he was indifferent. 
However, he admitted that finally the doctor had finally made some useful 
contribution. The tribesmen had spies in the human city. He stepped over the 
body and gave orders for it to be incinerated. He was late for a meeting. What 
a waste of life force.
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LUCAS HAYES

Thud
“Welp, boys. Sounds like we got one on the line! Positions!” Cried the 

foreman.
Thud
“C’mon Moe! Can’t let that beastie see us!”
Thud
Monroe T. Adelson scrambled down the long metal tube towards his 

position. The whole facility was buzzing with excitement. Everyone but Moe 
and his position partner, Larz, were heading toward the exits at the front of 
the tunnel. To the doors out. To the observation chamber. To safety.

Thud
But not Moe and Larz. No siree. They were headed to the end of the 

tunnel. Where in just a few minutes, something would be coming down that 
main hatchway towards the very place Moe was going. 

Thud 
“Right, get that flood light off and get in that hatch.” Moe told his 

younger colleague. He got to his hatch right as the lights went off, feeling his 
way through the task of getting the hatch closed and settling into his work 
station. If you could call it that. In reality, it was just a few dimly glowing 
buttons. He slid on his earpiece in time to hear Larz closing up his own hatch 
on the other side of the tunnel. 

Thud
“Gentlemen,” said that upper class voice that could only belong to one 

man, Remi. “We all know how long we’ve been getting ready for this. If this 
works, The Builders League will have a new tool in its kit. A tool that will be 
the greatest in the world. Imagine all the iro—”

“I hate to interrupt you, sir,” Larz interjected in a way that didn’t back 
up the words he had said. “But I’m picking up some heat coming down the 
exterior tunnel.”

Thud
Swapping his own eye augs to thermal, Moe swiveled to look through his 

own slits. Sure enough, even at this distance, that thing was heating up the 
tunnel like nobody’s business. 

“What do you see in there?”
“I’m not sure. Judging by the heat sig at the entrance, I think we may be 

looking at it,” Moe replied. 
Thud
“I don’t know...It should be quite a bit hotter and more distinct. That’s 

what it said in the guide.”
“Maybe those eggheads were wrong?”
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Thud 
Then it came around the corner for sure. And, just like always, the 

eggheads were right. The thing was absolutely massive, and if his augs were 
right, hot as the center of the earth. As it stood, the beast’s head down to most 
of the midriff were viewable from where he and Larz sat at the end of the 
tunnel.

Thud 
Moe felt that one.
“What’s going on in there?” Demanded Remi. 
“The beastie’s in the tunnel. He seems to be intrigued, but the heat he’s 

putting out makes it hard to make out just what’s going on,” Larz said.
Then an idea came to Moe. He swapped off his thermal augs. Sure 

enough, the beast was actually glowing orange with heat. “Larz! Get back to 
normal views. The thing emits light of its own somehow.”

“Yes...according to our readings out here, this one’s just come from the 
very center of the core,” Said Remi in a tone that it seemed to Moe didn’t 
carry the urgency that a sentence like that required. “Be careful, it very well 
may be magma that you’re seeing.”

“Wait, you mean to tell me that these animals can just swim around in the 
Core?”

Larz didn’t let Remi answer. “I think he’s spotted the bait. Look, he’s 
entering the trap!”

The beast was indeed entering the chamber tentatively. It stared down 
the tunnel. “What’s he doing?” Moe asked, hoping Larz knew the answer. 
Unfortunately, that was not the case.

“He’s wondering what all this iron is doing here. They’re attracted to 
metal and hopefully gems.” Said the voice in his earpiece. 

“So the bait is gems?” Larz asked, wonderment in his voice. Up till now 
the bait had just been a bag, assumed full of meat. That’s how you catch a 
normal beast, right? Well, apparently this was no ordinary beast. 

“He’s on the move again,” Moe said as the creature began lurching 
forward. Now its tail was in view and it seemed even more fearsome, as 
if that were possible. The creature was moving with more certainty now, 
sending out a snakelike tongue and tasting the sides of the chamber. “I think 
he’s bought it.”

“Alright. Give us the signal and we’ll turn it.”
Moe watched the massive creature as he reached the bag. “What do you 

think, Larz? Think he’s far enough in?”
“I don’t know, he’s awfully big. I think we need to get him deeper.”
“Roger that. I’ll pull the bag in a bit farther.” Moe hit one of the glowing 

buttons and the bag started moving slowly towards the back of the chamber. 
The beast followed it, looking more confused now than ever. 

“Alright. That should be good. Flip the switch.”
Moe did just that. Suddenly, machinery began to grind all around him as 
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it swung the central length of the tube clockwise until the bunkers Moe and 
Larz had been in were no longer even part of a tube. 

“All right, gentlemen,” said Remi. “Go ahead and come on out. I think 
we got him.”

As Moe climbed out of the hatch, he realized that Remi was right. They 
had gotten him. And the thing wasn’t happy about it. Even through the foot 
and a half of steel that the tube was made out of, you could hear the beast 
roar and slam against the walls as it tried to get out. 

As he was staring at the tube, the foreman walked down from the passage 
that was available now that the facility had swapped forms. “Remington 
wants to see you two in his office.”

“Well, let’s not keep him waiting,” replied Moe. “C’mon Larz.” 

***

Remington was the President of Blue Steel and Construction Co., and 
was a Vice President of The Builder’s League United. Before what Moe 
had just seen, he had no idea why Remington would have been put on such 
a boondoggle of a project like this one. But then that thing showed up, and 
maybe this project would really be worth it all.

As he and Larz got to Remi’s office, the guard at the door waved them in 
immediately. Inside was such a contrast to the hallway that it made Moe stop 
as he walked in the door. Instead of the metallic underground workshop that 
made up most of the facility, this was downright fancy. While the walls were 
still metal, the aesthetic gave the feeling of a living room in a fancy-pants 
high-rise. The center of the room was dominated by an intricate mahogany 
desk. Remington sat behind it.

“Good evening, Remi,” Moe said. 
“You know I don’t like that name,” Remi replied. “Listen, you both saw 

that thing clearly, correct?”
“I...guess...” said Larz to Moe’s left.
“I thought so...”

***

Monroe T. Adelson woke up in his bed and quickly got dressed. It was 
early morning, and by the time he got to the lift that was supposed to take 
him to the new dig site, the streets were already crawling with people and 
craft. He boarded the lift next to a younger worker.

“Hey, I’m Larz,” said the younger guy.
“Moe,” He replied. “You seem real familiar, Larz.”
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LONDON HU (“The Cobweb Soiree”)
There was a chilling spell that fell over the world as the night settled 

down upon a restless, fresh evening. Here upon this starlit scene was the 
quiet gathering of ivory, silken drapery, glowing radiantly and cascading 
like threaded white gold. Dainty fingers took care to place each full alabaster 
curtain on the nooks of the mahogany wall. The white pockets in the ceiling 
were littered with glittering, glowing prisms, refracting a symphony of bright 
hues that danced over pretty features and subtle gestures.

There were two of them in the room, their pale blue locks lying tousled 
about their lightly blushing faces, and the feathers of their wings sparkling 
like a thousand shards of crystallized mirage, vibrant and bleeding with color. 
They had been arranging the cobwebs around rather meticulously, silently, 
and without the slightest glances at one another.

 “This mushroom is of the ancients, and it makes for a rather dashing 
location. They’ve outdone themselves this time, haven’t they, Gale? This one 
scales a full 7 feet in height at some points.” One addressed another without 
meeting eyes, and with a void of conviction in his voice. He was the younger 
of the two, but not the shorter. And his step was with more weight, and eyes 
of greater depth than his companion.

 “I’m sure...” Gale replied, though his voice lacked its luster and his 
swift movements faltered, ripping the delicate cobweb, fresh with dew of the 
afternoon showers, and deadly beautiful even as its glittering, threaded designs 
fell away into ruin. Gale looked up suddenly with a flushed face, “Cain, I…”

 “It’s fine, wrap it around the rest of the curtain and I’ll see to it that the 
rest is taken care of.” Cain replied firmly, but when their eyes met, the pain 
returned and there became again a sort of deep silence.

Gale let go and turned from view, his eyes meeting the blossoming 
world beyond the single ‘shroom growth at which they worked so intensely. 
Far down below was the ground, and far up were still more ‘shrooms that 
were yet to be decorated for the gathering that night. There was the smell 
of anxiety in the air, but it was not in anticipation of a joyous dance under 
the moon, but of the deep wound between the two boys at present, and the 
burning they each felt when they saw the other’s face.

 “Have you been grooming your wings lately?” Cain tried once more to 
communicate, more out of obligation than anything else. He approached Gale 
carefully. “Your feathers won’t grow properly if they were to lay all crooked 
like that.”

 “I was busy this morning and hadn’t the time.” Gale replied.
 “They say that clean-cut grooming is the sign of a sane man.”
 “We promised we wouldn’t talk about it.” Gale blurted out.
 “That was before you started acting like this.”
 “So we’re assuming you haven’t changed in the slightest?”
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Cain paused for a minute and pursed his lips together. The sun began to 
set, casting shadows over their faces, and silencing the compilation of giddy 
colors that danced from the prisms attached to the ceiling.

Gale himself was always an outgoing boy, and Cain likewise. They 
were enthusiastic about trivial matters, and determined overall to live by 
the simple value that enjoyment was the path of the youthful, and that self-
contemplation and whatnot was for the adults. This party was the highlight 
of the year, and yet in this past week it had not crossed their minds. And now 
joy seemed to be a luxury not easily afforded. Smiles now were such a rarity 
between the friends, and the melancholy coiled about their surroundings with 
the growing virus of fear.

 “Cain, we killed a kid.” this time Gale resumed, as if it were the 
response of some obscure notion that talk could heal anything of their sins.

 “We’re not going to be discovered, so there’s no need to worry.”
“You understand full well that’s not the problem.”
 “He fell against a tree, it was an accident.”
 “You were fighting with him over a girl you both invited to the dance!”
 “That wasn’t what killed him, and you know it—”
 “No! We ran! He cried out for help and we fled like cowards. That’s what 

killed him: we didn’t get help for him. We killed him, Cain! We killed him.”
There was a pause, and the sun escaped behind a tree, eclipsing the place 

at which they stood, so that their features were gray and their expressions 
so tense and unkind. The night had been approaching for a long while, and 
children could only be unafraid for so long. Until now when the darkness 
consumed them with tiny tremors at their fingers, and bitter, piling emotions 
that turned sane to insensitive. They did not dare speak words.

And then suddenly they laughed through all the tension. And their eyes 
sparkled at one another that these shallow feelings could well up for even a 
split moment.

 “He was a sick bastard, he was.” Gale began, laughing.
 “It’s his fault all this ended up as it was.”
Even though the air was poisoned, they now breathed it in as if fresh 

air. Fun was never finite in their lives, and their right to pleasure showed in 
a glossy haze over their eyes. Delirious in the spotlight of youth and beauty, 
laughing as the darkness consumed them, but never could diminish their high 
spirits. Could pull them into the bore of contemplation. Could kill the smiles 
they possessed, if even for a minute, and the light, which burned between 
their friendship so fervently. 

They finished adorning the room in black, and they left to a second ‘shroom. 
The banner that that now hung on the tree’s surface was one of sour taste and 
sorrow-laced irony. For where hundreds of young winged children had once 
imagined the hues of the rainbow, there was a solid charcoal sign that displayed 
the name of a dearly departed student who had died in an unfortunate accident.

It was, to Gale and Cain, a great tragedy that the party had been canceled.
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CATHERINE LEWANSKI (“The Child”)
“I’m sorry ma’am. The child didn’t make it.”
Those words were the hardest words Jeffison ever uttered in his 

life. And they were quickly followed by the hardest action he had ever 
undertaken: lying to a superior on the whereabouts of a Vicaricorp 
donation. He reported it was currently in storage for research. In reality, 
it was in storage in his adrenaline pumped arms as they made their windy 
way down the tram to the farthest reaches of the city. He felt the eyes 
boring into the back of his skull, just as he saw the blatant curiosity 
emanating from the ill-clad woman seated before him. He gripped the 
squirming bundle closer to his clean white shirt and averted his gaze from 
all of them. 

The tram jerked forward, throwing everyone nearly out of their 
seats. The passengers all glanced around curiously, but Jeffison’s head 
jerked around nervously, like a bird sensing danger. His instincts paid off. 
Policemen were marching their way down the length of the tram towards his 
cart. He watched, his trembling fist clenching the bar till his knuckles turned 
white. He grasped at the shred of hope they were searching for someone else, 
someone in another car.

One of the policemen gestured towards him, and they broke into a jog. 
His legs broke into a run. Shoving all obstacles from his path with his free 
hand, he kept his eyes fixed on the exit, then on the end of the street outside, 
then on the corner, then…on a dead end. His path was completely blocked 
by a corroded silver wall that extended both ways as far as he could see. The 
child was screaming, piercing his mind.

“Shh. Be quiet. We’re going to die. Hey!” Something yanked the edge 
of his pristine robes, pulling him to a kneeling position, before snatching the 
baby from his arms. 

“Oi! Give that back you-,” he stopped midsentence, as he recognized 
the scantily dressed woman from the tram. She was placing a milk bottle, 
covered in a rag, to the baby’s lips. It was a moment until Jeffison realized 
the child no longer was crying. 

“Here,” she ordered, flinging a handful of muck smack into his face, 
“smear this on your clothes.”

 “You…smear…what?!” he spluttered through mouthfuls of mud, 
attempting vainly to wipe it off his face. The sound of searching voices could 
now be heard growing steadily from the distance. When he finally cleared 
enough filth to see properly, the woman was lifting more handfuls of mud 
and splashing it all over his clothes.

“What the—?”
“Shhhh!” she hissed, snapping her severe face close to his. Jeffison 

thanked whatever god may be out there that it was dark, as he had long since 
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lost control over his expression. Both jumped as the sound of voices rang out, 
now far closer and comprehensible.

 “She says she saw someone turn down ‘ere!” 
“Go along with whatever I do, got it?” the woman ordered, returning his 

attention to their proximity. 
“I…wha—?” 
Before he could get a coherent phrase out of his mouth, she stopped it 

with a cold, passionate kiss. He hadn’t needed her instructions to comply.
All the befuddled guard saw as he peered down the alley the fugitive 

slipped into, according to the denizen of an adjacent apartment, was the 
vague form of a whore and her customer. Satisfied no one else was occupying 
the area, he moved his search elsewhere.

The kiss ended too soon for Jeffison. He would have sworn she was 
wearing some kind of Vicaricorp drug on her lips, allowing him to slip away 
and forget the now all too tangible reality. 

“That’s the last freebie you’re ever going to get. Anything else after 
this will cost you,” she snapped, scooping up the child from its hiding place 
behind the apartment building. 

 “But you didn’t actually do any—”
 “Name’s Trinx. Prostitute and part-time rescuer,” she cut him off, 

dumping the bottle and the baby back into his arms. 
He lifted the bottle away from the child, examining the contents. “Where 

did you get this?”
 “The doorstep,” she pointed behind her, beginning to walk away down 

the narrow path 
“Ah,” he answered, tenderly replacing the bottle. “Rescuer of what?”
 “Hmm?” she asked, not bothering to turn around.
 “You said you were a prostitute and part-time rescuer. Of what?”
 “Cute upper class doctors. And babies. Usually the cuter ones.”
 “The doctors?”
 “The babies.”
 “Oh.”
They continued on their dingy path of the wall in silence. A strip of 

golden light was pouring over the top of the wall before he noted any change 
in the scenery. A semi-perfect rectangle of the same sunlight was leaking in 
through the side of the wall, leaving patterns on the opposite building.

 “Found it! Perfect!” Trinx chirped, feeling around the inside ledge of 
the light. 

“Found what, exactly?” Jeffison asked, unconsciously rocking the child 
back and forth in his arms. 

Trinx’s hand found the switch, causing a whirring, blinding square of 
light to flood his senses. He threw up his hand to shelter his eyes, dropping 
the nearly empty bottle with a loud “smash!” 

“Shhhhh! No wonder you needed my help. Stupid upper class…”
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“Hey, maybe next time I won’t waste my time on a…on a…”
His voice trailed off as he clambered through the gateway into a run-

down paradise. Actual plants, not the metal shit you find inside the city, but 
living, breathing plants were scattered around the river flowing before him. 
Well, once living and breathing. Most were knocked on their sides, spilling 
into the water, or still standing, but the same sickly shade of the river water. 

“What is this place?” he gasped, looking around at the withering verdancy. 
“Here.”
 “Where is here?”
“Outside the wall, professor.”
“It’s doctor. You are so helpful, Trinx.”
“Anytime.”
The squirming bundle in his arms reminded him of why he was illegally 

outside of the city’s borders. The baby held up pudgy pink arms trustingly 
as he cooed softly. “Such a sweet face. Full of life. Of trust.” How was he 
supposed to donate this cherub to Vicaricorp for fuel? He couldn’t. 

And there, the innocent in his arms, he stood beyond the city with no 
living thing to take it to safety. At least, not right here.

 “Trinx, gather up some reeds,” he ordered, indicating the felled tree 
before her. 

Her eyebrow rose skeptically. “Why?”
“Just do it!”
Trinx gave no more argument, trading off the bundle of leaves for the 

bundle of trouble to allow Jeffison to work. He vaguely remembered how 
this worked…

“Here, professor. Let me do it,” Trinx cut in, snatching the reeds and 
depositing the child back in his lap, “I see what you’re trying to do.”

She worked with far more speed and skill than he could ever hope for. 
Within no time, a basket was ready and floating on the surface of the water. 
Gingerly placing the child in the tiny boat, Jeffison gave the wide-eyed child 
a gentle push, starting its journey, he prayed, to freedom. 
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BRUCE MARSHALL
(Image on opposite side of advertisement)
In a tale of common decency and heresy, the butcher faces off against a 

Meloria in a deep, philosophical debate. While every man and woman knows 
this tale, few have thought of it as anything but a child’s tale. Enter Edward 
Ansburg, with his thrilling retelling of an ancient parable, “Finale.”

This stunning opera retells the tale in modern form, to the delight of 
children and adults. Gary, butcher and good citizen, sits by a rose garden 
at the edge of the ocean and fishes. Soon after the opening aria, he catches 
Socialis, the Meloria who wandered too close to the coast. As Gary brings 
out his knives to gut the fish, Socialis starts to sing, telling Gary of the value 
of life.

Piece after piece, the opera continues, deep in meaning yet light-hearted 
enough for the children to enjoy. Experienced theatergoers will enjoy 
callbacks to previous Ansburgian works such as “Buying for the Public 
Good” and “White Hair On Fire.” Newer audiences will find entertainment 
in the easy to understand lyrics and mythical story. While the adults enjoy 
the more complex parts of the play, children will enjoy the whimsical effects, 
fantastical costumes, and family-friendly humor brought by the two parrots 
that accompany Gary throughout the performance.

Reviewers have already given it outstanding reviews. Barrel Media 
Newsletter said, “This is the… best… performance I have… ever seen.” 
Metal Banded Media Breakdown reported, “This performance will knock 
your socks off it’s so… good.” Distorted Cylinder Inc. raved, “We would 
see this performance a thousand times, if only our customers bought enough 
products for us to do so!”

While the ending may seem a forlorn conclusion, fear not! For while the 
original tale ended with Socialis escaped, Edward Ansburg has altered the 
ending to be happier. While we won’t spoil it for you, we will say that the 
newly developed blood packets, generously donated by Bloody Packets, will 
be put to good use. See “Finale” today, and Circular Storage News promises, 
“you will never see children’s stories the same way!”

Drugs for the further enjoyment of this performance have been provided 
for free* by Vicaracorp Drugs.

Funding for the show generously provided by BruceCo, the premiere 
producers of non-aerial dirigibles, aerial non-aerial dirigibles, and non-aerial 
aerial non-aerial dirigibles.

Edward Ansburg has been the preeminent operatic writer on the Upolis 
scene since his magnum opus “Your Money or Your Life,” the tale of the true 
value of money. Amongst his other notable works is “Buying for the Public 
Good,” “White Hair On Fire,” “The True Golden Years,” “Dirigible Under 
Fire,” and “Why the Poor Man Lives.” For more information or a picture of 
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the writer, please leave a name-slip attached to a five-dollar bill after seeing 
this performance.

*Small surcharge added to your bill automatically, unless otherwise noted.
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LAINI SOHN
A white-haired girl of sixteen years of age climbed up the snowy 

mountain, seeking the Great Rainbow Dragon of Knowledge. It was said 
that it knew everything and could answer any question. It was greatly sought 
after, of course.

As she reached the summit, she laid eyes on the most beautiful being 
ever known to man. This just had to be the Great Rainbow Dragon of 
Knowledge! She approached it and asked her question. Upon hearing it, the 
wise dragon was in deep thought. It then took out a strange black box and 
pressed a big red button.

Loud music blasted out of the black box and the dragon started to talk to 
the rhythm. Men with black suits and goatees slowly rose out of the ground and 
started doing a mechanic dance. The girl stared at the scene with a mixture of 
confusion and horror. All she really did was ask why her hair was white!

When the scene was done, the dragon and his men sprouted angelic 
wings and flew towards the heavens. All the girl could do was watch with 
her mouth wide open. When she finally got down from the mountain, she 
promptly sacrificed herself to the Othenat.



65

MEMORIA
Memoria. It is an incredible world that is situated on a giant metaphysical 

clock. Divided into a total of eight realms, there are four human realms 
situated on the clock face. These are: Fortuna, Tiyata, Cambiare, and Kabila. 
Three of the remaining four realms are devoted to the afterlife. These are 
Illyria or Paradise; Interrum, also known as The Medium or Purgatory; and 
Levithia, which is also called The Abyss or Hell. The final realm of Memoria 
is The Realm of the Gods where Memoria’s pantheon of fifteen deities 
resides. But there are strange and dangerous politics at play which have 
brought about the beginning of a horrifying and terrible cataclysm that 
threatens to destroy every realm, one by one.
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MATTHEW ADAMS
In this world there are eight realms. Within one realm there are many 

warring city-states. Despite the wars they share a similar culture. One story 
they share is of a mystical log deep in the rain forest that can heal any 
disease. The log is said to be covered in a white fungus but never rots. This 
would help with a terrible plague that has befallen my city. The only problem 
is that no one has seen the log in a long time, so no one knows exactly where 
it is. Unfortunately, you cannot just go searching for the log. There are too 
many dangers lurking in the jungle. The first danger is you have a high 
chance of getting lost, and there are some city-states that will not welcome 
you. Other dangers include large feathered snakes, predatory apes, and 
dinosaurs. Another danger is the plant life. There are many poisonous flowers 
and berries. If you do not know how to tell them apart from the ones that 
are not lethal, your journey will end swiftly. You would be a fool to try and 
look for the log. I suppose I am that fool then because I will not sit by and 
watch my people die. I know how to tell what plants are edible. I know how 
to make a fire and temporary shelter. I am bringing a knife and spear for my 
protection and an atlatl for hunting. I also am a trader among the city-states 
and know my way around the forest very well. 

It is my first night and I have had little success during the day, but that 
was expected. If the log could be found so easily, then we never would have 
lost it in the first place. The events of my day did include almost getting 
trampled by a large plant-eating dinosaur. Sometimes I think they are more 
dangerous than the meat eating ones. I was also hunted by an ape, but a slash 
on the leg by my spear sent it packing. 

It is May tenth night and still no luck. The past days have been relatively 
calm except for the snakebite, but it has healed and I am fine now. The only 
other thing to say, is that the city I found welcomed me. At first I did not 
understand why. This city and mine had just ended a war. I soon found out 
why they were so nice. Their city was hit by the plague as well. They were 
hoping if I found the log that they would also be able to be healed. I agreed to 
let them heal their sick as well because I don’t think any person should have 
to suffer this illness.

This is my thirtieth and final night. I unfortunately have not located the 
log, but I miss my family and my home, and will continue this search no 
longer. I can only hope that the gods provide help soon.
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KELLY CHOYCE
Bloodshed is unheard of among the tribes in Kabila. When war does 

surface, however, many lives are taken and multiple families are destroyed. 
These sacrifices are unnecessary and probably can be avoided. There is an 
ancient legend among the elders that the tribes must ransom their riches to 
the Shadow. The Shadow was believed to be the protector of the tribes during 
the treacherous days of war. Only riches would wake the Shadow and bring 
it crawling from the dark depths of the forest. The legend stated that the 
warriors of the tribe needed to dance around a fire while throwing their riches 
into its midst. As Kabila began to advance towards the future, this legend was 
tossed away and forgotten. At the moment, the children in the tribes are told 
that the Shadow will arise and acquire them if they misbehave. 

If we look back at a horrible moment for Kabila, we will learn that the 
tribes were fighting amongst themselves. This was a very unusual argument 
because the two tribes found a huge fossil in a deserted mountain dwelling. 
The fossil was an enormous bone that the tribes had by no means seen 
before, but the fossil was very beautiful. It looked like various tree roots, but 
the limbs were as smooth as pearl and as white as chalk. Both tribes launched 
for the relic and, in turn, spears connected with skulls while daggers ripped 
open the flesh. At dawn, all the tribe members were very frail and colorless 
while the once prized relic was shattered and buried deep within the earth. As 
the warriors took their last gulps of air, they were lost as to why the Shadow 
never appeared. They were beginning to wonder if the Shadow was an actual 
existent spirit and, little did the warriors know, they were correct.

The sun rose within the few moments that followed, illuminating the sky 
and the gory battlefield, but the rest of the tribes that were left behind did 
not see anything glorious about the day. The families that were torn apart by 
death have deemed themselves foolish to have ever believed the ridiculous 
tale of the Shadow. They will never truly understand the theory revolving 
around the Shadow.     

In our present time, the Shadow is not recognized as a spirit, but the 
children of the tribes have always feared the Shadow, even though nothing of 
that nature has ever existed.
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STEWART COARD
Etzli scrambled to catch up to the mightiest of generals, The Fearless, as 

he strode up the steep, mountainous steps to the Chamber of Elders. He was 
garbed in the magnificent uniform of a premier general. Etzli was breathless, 
as only an acolyte of fifteen years trying to keep up with a seasoned warrior 
of twenty-five. Despite his youth, the general had risen quickly in the ranks, 
known for his complete lack of fear in any situation.

Upon reaching the chamber, the Fearless was interested to see that Etzli 
had beaten him to the top of the steps, even though he was huffing and 
blowing a small storm around himself with his own sweat making the rain. 
The boy’s body was gangly and not very proportionate; his face was thin 
with freakishly large ears and prominent cheekbones. His whole body could 
be best described as odd, but if he had been given one gift by the Gods, the 
Fearless reflected, it was likely a simply massive strength of will. Just to 
prove it, instead of taking the time to recover Etzli immediately got up and 
announced the proper introduction for the general instead of recovering. The 
chamber was not truly a chamber, but a ring of twelve columns decorated and 
painted, and set around the edges of a huge round calendar carved into the 
top of the largest pyramid, Amoxtil, dividing all time up in to units of twelve, 
and a patron god on each unit and a great glyph representing the almighty 
Lord of Time, with the matriarch and patriarch of the pantheon depicted next 
to him. The Council sat in a ring of twelve, each wizened and wrinkled old 
face touched with deep concern. Each was perched on an ornate pedestal 
sitting in front of a column, carved with images and glyphs that told of the 
creation of the world and mankind, and detailed the glorious moments of the 
city’s history. Several of them reflected that this latest council was unlikely to 
be included among those moments.

“My elders,” The Fearless began from the center of the circle. “I fear I 
bear no relief, the forces of Tocli have advanced on our city. We shall soon 
be overtaken.”

“How many men do you believe will fight for Amoxtil, General?” One 
of the Elders inquired. The Fearless looked up to the figure garbed in deep 
green robes.

“With the plague striking us there is no certain number we can count on 
my Elders,” the Fearless General explained. “And even if we did bring to 
bear all the forces we could they would be starved and forced to leave their 
farms and welfare to rot. The drought allows us no spare rations to feed an 
army on, and if men leave their enterprises alone for very long they will 
collapse in on themselves. Besides, putting so many men in a military camp 
together would only hasten the disease’s spread.”

“We must bring the women and older children in to fight,” the eldest of 
the Elders cried out with startling energy.
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“That is shameful in the eyes of the Gods,” an elder with a bad hunch 
wheezed back.

“It’s the Gods that have put us into this situation, surely they must 
mean—”

“The Gods would never intend such an aberration.”
As the twelve elders bickered, the one sitting at eight nodded to Etzli, 

and he retrieved an iron rod for the elder. The elder lifted the rod up and 
swung it against his seat thrice. The crash was so loud it muffled even 
the chatter of the council. “Friends,” the eight elder held their attention. 
“We know why we have been stricken by plague, famine, and invasion. In 
recent conquests, our braves have violated the sanctity of the Gods. When 
our enemies have sought protection at their altar, we have destroyed them, 
plundered them and violated them on holy ground. We have not given the 
protection due to those who seek mercy at the knees of the gods. No blood 
may be spilt in the houses of the Gods, nor may the fortune of the Gods be 
taken as common spoils of war. And yet our ennobled general, the Fearless, 
has forgotten these sacred disciplines. He has always been fearless of death 
and now he has doomed us all by being fearless of the wrath of the Gods. 
Only one thing can be done.”

“No,” the Fearless stormed. “There has to be something else, I can fight 
off the Tocli.” 

“NO! You cannot possibly win-” The Elder was stopped in the middle of 
what he was saying by Etzli attempting to attract his attention by tugging on 
the elder’s robe. The Elder leaned down and Etzli spoke into his ear. When 
he had finished the elder only closed his eyes and shook his head in dismay. 
“We have another proposal,” he announced solemnly.

It went out that night throughout the city that in order to appease the Gods 
the Elders had chosen to give a sacrifice the next morning. A sacrifice of human 
flesh. Only those who chose to could be sacrificed, and such a ritual was never 
performed until all other alternatives had been exhausted. All citizens knew 
what this meant. The Fearless had offended the Divine Lords and a man who 
had no cowardice would gladly accept death as a means to make amends.

Early in the cool morning on the flatland plains that lay on the western 
side of the city, a sacrificial altar had been constructed for the grim ceremony. 
The nearly empty Soutil River trickled by not far off. A nearby pavilion had 
been set up for the participants in the ceremony. All the highest priests were 
gathered round the altar in ceremonious garb. Soldiers of the temple created a 
path from the pavilion to the altar, holding back the crowd that had gathered 
to observe. Then the drum beat signaling the beginning of the ritual. The 
entrance to the pavilion opened up, and Etzli stepped out in the ceremonial 
garb of the sacrifice. He marched down the path to the altar and presented 
himself to the elder conducting the sacrifice. “Boy,” the priest whispered 
desperately to him as he came close. “This is not necessary, we can still 
demand that the general take your place.”
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“No,” the young acolyte replied. “He will never choose to be the 
sacrifice. He is fearless in battle because he never has to face death, he may 
always hope for an escape on the battlefield. But here he must face death, and 
in turn will be forced to face his fear. Never having dealt with fear, I don’t 
think he will have the strength to face it.”

“And you have no fear?” the elder asked.
Etzli replied only by placing himself on the altar. The elder drew his 

obsidian knife and made the cut. The blood dribbled down to the ground and 
where it hit the earth a purple flower sprung up, tall and thick.

The young boy listening to the talespinner scowled at this last part. 
“That’s a stupid story; the boy shouldn’t have to because of the stupid 
general.”

“Really? Is it so unfair?” the talespinner asked, “I think you 
underestimate the value of his bravery. If you ever once paid attention in your 
tutoring, you would remember that we worship Etzli as the patron god of 
sacrifice and ritual. We don’t remember the name of the general or the elders, 
but so long as courage is valued no one shall ever forget the likes of Etzli. 
Besides, look around you.” The talespinner gestured. And all around them on 
the low plains where they sat, bright purple flowers dotted the landscape.
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MAYA GREENBERG (“Slums”)     
 
I’m probably going to die pretty soon. And/or another few members of 

the family. I’m not ill yet, but our family is starving. My father had work 
mining for copper—until he lost it after getting in a fight with another 
worker, over one nugget of copper. Now my entire family—my parents, my 
three sisters and five brothers—is looking for more work, and all we’re living 
on is the measly, tiny copper G I make once a week at the silver-shaving 
factory. With that you can barely buy a piece of cheese. 

And outsiders would be surprised at the state of the Slums, the frequency 
of young deaths. They don’t care to associate with us, of course—the 
Middies only do because they have to, in order to get the raw gold, silver, 
and copper materials from us so that they can carve and mold them. But if an 
outsider did care about us, they’d learn that a common age of death here is 
twenty-three. Some say we work ourselves to death. Others say that Trabah, 
our God of Labor, doesn’t think we’re working hard enough, and tries to 
punish us with starvation and death in the family. 

Our homes here are too close together. They’re shacks, really, made of 
fragile blocks of tin shoved up next to each other. They’re shapeless, the 
opposite of architecture in the wealthy area toward the center of town. There, 
everything is structure—the designs of their ritzy buildings, the shapes of 
their outfits, colors of their pets. The wealthy women wear metal-ringed, 
hoop-skirted gowns, which stick out gaudily around them, in strange shapes. 
They wear steel corsets and their hair in heavily ornamented, upturned styles. 
They wear ornate, chunky steel jewelry, huge ridiculous nose rings, designed 
by the Middies. 

There are people here who wish they had enough money to dress that 
way, but I would hate to be imprisoned in a steel corset, of all things. I’d 
always rather look practical, and I have to dress as practically as I can for my 
factory work. Unfortunately, if we had just a bit more money we might have 
more to cover ourselves on very cold days—and it does get cold here. 

The fabric of our clothing is too thin and sheer, and we wear only tattered 
vests, the buttons lost long ago. We don’t even have enough fabric to make 
long pants like the Middies have—most of the women here in the Slums have 
only short torn skirts or short bloomers and go about either barefoot or in 
leather boots, which are so worn the soles are practically gone. Of course, for 
the factory we need boots, masks, and goggles. The goggles I wear to work 
every day have been passed through my family for generations—it’s not like 
I was ever expected to do anything else but shave silver. 

Though our shacks and schoolhouses here are made of flimsy tin, the 
factories are of wood. The tools we use to shave silver are wood. Every day 
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we enter the factory, pull on frayed, tattered fingerless leather gloves, and 
pick up the wooden shaving instruments that sit on the wooden shelves on 
wooden walls. We sit down at one long wooden table and start working. 

What we use to shave silver are horrible excuses for tools. We can’t 
afford better ones—they’re basically splinter-filled triangular prisms. Most of 
the work is done with our bare hands, our scraggly nails. Eventually we have 
to shuck the gloves. And every Friday we return home with our tiny copper 
G’s as a reward for the splinters, cuts and scrapes that stripe our palms. 

The tools are the worst things about this life. That’s what I think. I even 
hate how they look—it makes me sick to the stomach. I want to be an artist 
like the Middies. I want to do more careful, ornate work, like making the 
mechanical limbs that the wealthy are so crazy about these days. I don’t 
want to use crude and ugly instruments just to shave down the silver for 
the Middies to work with. I was always better at delicate artwork anyway, 
and I hate the look of my hands after a day of work, cut and scraped against 
silver. I don’t feel like I should pray to Trabah, because I don’t feel that I 
belong here. 

Then comes the day when I fall asleep at work, hunched over the tools 
and a hunk of silver, and I hear the underlying ticking in my mind. At first 
it doesn’t seem all that unusual—after all, the huge public clock at the very 
heart of town is very loud and reaches the very outskirts. But this sound is 
different. It’s almost threatening. 

It follows me for the rest of the day, and it’s quieter at night. I can’t fall 
asleep because it’s impossible to ignore. I forget it, only once, for a single 
instant, before remembering and listening carefully until I hear it, very, very 
quietly, and shivers run up and down my arms. From then on, the ticking will 
follow me around, never leave me alone, until eventually all the neighbors 
will think I’m crazy—and maybe I am. 

After all, no one else seems to hear the insistent ticking. No one but me. 
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AIMEE HYNDMAN 

The sky above me was dreary grey when I entered the place I was sure 
would be my coffin. Stealing wasn’t technically punishable by death, but one 
could only expect to live so long when trapped in the damp, underground 
cells of the city. Thieves always received a harsh punishment, especially 
when their almost-victims were aristocrats. 

A few yards away lay a single manhole, the entrance to the underground 
prison. According to the aristocrats, an underground punishment was fitting. 
Sneaky, thieving little volpes belonged underground so why shouldn’t we? 
We were lower than vermin to them. Lower than dirt.

Admittedly we didn’t try to make a good impression, but I didn’t want 
to be admired by anyone who strutted like the filthy rich inhabitants of the 
city center.

I could practically feel the moist air from here, rising up from the prison 
like the breath of some great beast. I could smell the stink and the filth. 
Living in the slums all your life made you used to bad smells, but this was a 
whole new kind of stench. 

I looked to my right, then my left and the two towering Vigilants on 
either side of me. The security squads of Fortuna sure did pick giants. One 
even had a mechanical arm that was currently holding my shoulder in a 
crushing grip.

My flesh shoulder unfortunately.
Clearly there was no chance for a last minute escape. Even if I could 

wriggle away from my captors I doubted that I could make it past the steel 
fence that surrounded the cobblestone courtyard, or the guards and their 
pistols. Besides, no way in hell was I leaving my team.

A few feet to the side, Sylvia gulped as she looked down into the depths 
of the hole. I could tell by her wrinkled nose that she smelt the reek of the 
moist air as well. And she had it twice as bad because she’s claustrophobic. If 
there’s one place a claustrophobic girl with a propensity for anxiety attacks 
shouldn’t be: It’s underground.

And yet, when she caught my eye, she flashed a brave smile and I cursed 
myself yet again for screwing up the robbery.

Sid and Peter looked equally unhappy about our new living arrangements 
as the head Vigilant unlocked the grating of the hole. But they would never 
admit it. Sid because he never talks and Peter because he’d had a long-
standing crush on Sylvia and felt like he had to be the brave one.

I could see his hands shaking from here, but this was hardly the time to 
tease him. 

The guard ushered us towards the hole and I stepped forward and looked 
down into the depths. The rusty iron ladder disappeared some several feet 
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down into an endless sea of darkness. It could have even been the abyss, but 
maybe that was being a little overdramatic.

I whistled, “Wow, sure goes down far.”
Sylvia gulped again and I regretted my nonchalant comment immediately.
“But uh, I’m sure it’s really spacious down there.” I added.
“Get moving.” The Vigilant with the mechanical arm shoved me forward 

and I almost toppled right into the hole. 
“I’m going!” I said. “Geez. Allow me to take my last breath of fresh air 

in peace!”
The Vigilant glared at me but said nothing. I assumed that meant he was 

giving me permission to breathe, so I took a deep gulp of air and took my 
damn sweet time exhaling. When I was sure the guard was going to shove me 
into the hole again I cast him a bright smile and lowered myself down.

The iron of the ladder was slippery in my grip; the metal creaked and 
groaned beneath my steps. I wondered if the ladder was going to hold my 
weight. I kept climbing until I hit solid ground again and looked around. 

Despite what I thought there actually was some light down here. Minimal 
light, but light none the less. The eerie light of the dimly lit torches danced 
over the slimy black walls, casting shadows on the prisoners. They were 
pitiful, emaciated looking things that must have once looked a lot more 
human. Malnourishment and lack of sunlight had long taken that privilege 
away from them. Now they resembled skeletons. Skeletons with skin and 
sunken in eyes.

This place may have been a lot more like the abyss than I gave it credit for.
I heard the light clap of feet against the moist stone beside me and a 

tiny gasp from Sylvia as she spotted our fellow prisoners. When I looked 
over my shoulder, both her hands were clapped over her mouth and her 
wide eyes were starting to water. There was no mistaking the quickening 
pace of her breathing.

“Hey.” I whispered. “Don’t worry Sylvia. Those are just the worse 
prisoners. It’ll be much better for us. We’re just thieves. We’re just…”

I was going to say kids, but I doubted that mattered much to them. A kid 
from the slum was just low. Just as doomed.

And yet I still put a hand on my friend’s shoulder. “Take it easy. Take 
deep breaths.”

“I can’t take deep breaths.” She whispered from behind her hands. “It 
stinks in here.”

I couldn’t help it. I laughed. “Yep. Guess we’ll have to get used to 
that huh?”

Sylvia gave me a small smile. Her breathing slowed a bit.
When Peter, Sid and the Vigilants joined us on the ground, our captors 

led us deep into the dark prison, past the emaciated prisoners and to the 
empty cells, way in the back. The further in we walked, the more my chest 
constricted as if being crushed by a great weight. But I kept my face light 
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and happy for Sylvia. If I started panicking, she would have an anxiety 
attack in a heartbeat.

The Vigilants didn’t speak to us and they opened our cell door and 
shoved us none to gently inside. The doors closed with a clang and I glared 
back at them as they locked it behind us. “So when do we get the fancy 
welcome dinner?”

They didn’t answer. But the one with the mechanical arm smirked at me 
as he walked away.

“Not very talkative are they?” Peter asked.
“Nope.” I said. Once again I glanced at Sylvia, worried that she might 

start crying. “Get some sleep, Sylvie. We can figure this out in the morning.”
She nodded once but didn’t move. Normally, Sylvia was pretty tough. 

But standing in the middle of that dank cell, she looked so fragile. Like one 
of those frail rich girls. I couldn’t stand seeing her sway like that, biting her 
lip to keep from bursting into tears.

“We’ll make it out of this.” I said. “Ok? I promise. We’ve escaped worse.”
False, but let’s pretend it was true.
“Now, sleep. Everyone.” I said.
And since I’m the leader, they obeyed.
I guess that’s why we had gotten into this mess in the first place. My 

stupid judgment.
Needless to say: I slept terribly that night.
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MARY LIFSEY (“Caoimhe and Evander”)
A woman stood outside a worn-down stone building, her body 

concealed by the black cloak wrapped around her slender body. She held 
herself quite highly, and her feminine figure showed even as the cloak fell 
loosely around her. The building she stood next to was worn and old, the 
stone dating back almost to the ages of the first temples, but the roof was 
very well kept and the door was crafted with the most ornate of materials 
available. The sign on the wall read ‘apothecary’ and the window was filled 
with jars of unimaginable substances. The woman by the window waited, 
no impatience showing through her mask; there was no squirming, no 
anxious pacing, just the calm sound of breathing from behind the fabric. 
The night seemed to radiate towards her, and even the stars seemed to 
twinkle in rhythm with the sound of her breathing and the patterns of her 
occasional movement.

The door swung open carefully and a second figure appeared in the 
doorway, also cloaked in the same garb the woman was wearing. His hood 
was not pulled over his head, revealing his obvious gender, his hair was 
a brilliant white that fell only long enough to cover his cheekbones and 
his eyes were a piercing but almost translucent maroon, likely the result 
of albinism. He nodded, signaling the woman into the building, and she 
followed him inside where he led her to a table. A third man was waiting 
there, dressed in the attire of a normal merchant or shopkeeper. He appeared 
to be quite old, much older than the other male in the room, with a kind and 
loving face. He bowed respectfully to the woman, and she smiled, stepping 
forward to give the man a hug. As she did it, the hood of her cloak fell to her 
shoulders and revealed shoulder-length white hair and white eyes, her entire 
being twinkling like the stars and the moon. Quite obviously, the woman was 
not human, but both of the men seemed unfazed by it.

“Caoimhe,” the younger of the two men whispered. “You look beautiful.” 
The woman smiled and threw her arms around him; he returned the gesture, 
whispering words of endearment into her ears.

“Business,” she said aloud. “I must remember to stay business-oriented.” 
The old man chuckled at their antics, and the two lovers sighed.

“Yes, business,” the younger man said. “Nahuel, do you have the things 
we requested?”

The older man nodded. “Yes, in the back. Do follow me.”
Taking his lover’s hand, the younger man followed the old man—

Nahuel—into the back room, where the old man lifted a tray from the counter 
and placed it on the operating table. The tray was old and rusty and covered 
completely in rows of well-preserved eyeballs.

“Are these sufficient, my goddess?” Nahuel said to Caoimhe. “I would 
hope one pair of these is sufficient for your needs.”
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Caoimhe looked over the eyes happily. “Yes, yes, of course, these will 
do.” She turned to her lover. “Evander, which pair do you like best?”

He pointed to a pair of beautiful round eyes with golden pupils. Caoimhe 
picked one up and studied it carefully, then nodded and put it back down.

“Yes, these eyes are sufficient for Evander’s needs,” she said. “We’ll 
take these two. What do we owe you, Nahuel?” As Nahuel began to protest, 
she shook her head and handed him a beautiful piece of cloth from beneath 
her coat.

“Oh, you wonderful goddess, I cannot accept this gift from you. You are 
the goddess of the night lights, how can I?”

“Your country accepts this cloth as a form of currency, no?” she said. 
Nahuel nodded, seeing her adamancy and realizing that an argument would 
be quite fruitless.

Evander wrapped an arm around the goddess. “Caoimhe,” he said. “Does 
this ritual need to be done at the temple?”

She shook her head. “We can do it here. I have our lockets.”
“What are you doing, if I may ask, my lady?” Nahuel said. “Some sort of 

goddess charm?”
“Aelius, the day goddess,” she responded. “She does not approve of this 

relationship between Evander and myself. These lockets will protect him 
from any harm that she or anyone else tries to inflict upon him, because he 
will carry with him the power of a goddess.”

“And the eyes?” he asked inquisitively.
“The eyes go into the lockets, hence their strange and round shape. In 

addition to protection, the eyes will give me the ability to sense him, and through 
that I will be able to protect him if anyone dangerous even comes close.”

“I’m only human,” Evander said disappointedly. “Only a human, and she 
is a goddess.”

She unlatched one of the two chains from her neck and handed it to 
Evander, the locket hanging at the bottom of the chain. He took it and 
opened it, looking at its strange shape curiously. She picked the eye up and 
fit it into the locket, and then did the same with her own, as it still hung 
around her neck.

“And this is all I need to be safe from Aelius?” he whispered. She nodded 
and wrapped her arms around him.

“It’s all you need, Evander.” Her voice was steady and certain. “I love 
you. This is all we need.”

He kissed her, gently at first, and then more passionately, and with 
all the strength of a deity, she transported both of them to the top of her 
temple. Evander jumped at the sudden change in environment, but Caoimhe 
just smirked.

“We’re at your temple,” he pointed out blandly. “Why?”
“I felt like a change of pace,” she said. “What’s more interesting than the 

place where people are sacrificed for me?”
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“You’re the strangest goddess I’ve ever met,” he said. “Then again, I’ve 
only met a few. Are there any deities stranger than you are?”

“Quite a few,” she admitted. “But I like to think I’m the best.” She sat 
down on the altar and stared up at him.

“I believe that to be true,” Evander said. “But get off that altar, that’s 
holy ground you’re sitting on.”

“It’s my temple,” she said. “Now, come here.” She motioned for him, and 
he bit his lip anxiously.

“I refuse to ravage you on the altar of the temple, Caoimhe, do not 
be vulgar.”

“You’re no fun,” she pouted. “Can we sacrifice people tomorrow?”
He rolled his eyes. “Are you into that?”
“Of course I am!” she exclaimed. “That’s so noble, sacrificing for me 

like that. It makes me feel special, a bit fuzzy inside, even. In the afterlife, 
they all end up coming to live in Paradise with me anyways, and that’s just 
what they want, so good for noble volunteers!”

Evander pulled her to her feet and kissed her again, then pulled her into 
a hug.

“You’re strange,” he whispered, and she giggled.
“Oh, I know.”
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STEVE MANDARINO
In the Kabila justice system, the living are represented by two separate 

yet equally important groups: the detectives that investigate ghosts, and the 
district attorneys who prosecute the offenders. These are their stories.

Khunto Okonjo stood in the clearing. The entire continent seemed to 
be at a standstill. Then the monstrous abomination of what was once a 
tree moved again. Khunto flinched at the sound. It moved again, and this 
time he was not visibly afraid. He wondered if he should approach it. He 
wasn’t sure yet. But his black skin rippled with goose bumps in the cold. 
He wasn’t so far south that there was snow or ice, but he still needed to 
get back home soon. But what if it was gone the next morning? He took 
a step forward. Damn. He was shaking. Another step, then two, then half 
the distance to the machine. He could see it clearer now. He stood in front 
of a massive disc with beams of lumber extending off of it. The wood 
was old and worn. Every half-second, the disc turned, and a hissing sound 
came from behind it. Khunto began to slowly round the bend, carefully 
avoiding rubber conveyor belts, gears, and other gadgets contributing to 
whatever the thing’s function was. He recognized the technology, though. 
It was from a kingdom very far away. They were only seen every few 
generations, as they tended to avoid interacting with the continent. Their 
skin was a horribly sickened color and their clothes were ridiculous, but 
their technology was incredible. It wasn’t as advanced or powerful or 
sleek at what the Egyptians received from their gods, but it had an art to 
it that Khunto was enamored with. But this was different. This machine 
was of an entirely different energy. He made his way to the back of the 
machine to find another mechanism, wherein the planks of wood were 
deposited in a vat of some sort of red...he gaped at the realization. It 
was blood. Gallons of it. Khunto started to gag. Unless it came from a 
mammoth, there was no way this amount of blood was drawn from a 
single creature. There must have been at least a dozen of whatever used to 
hold this blood slaughtered for this single machine. He turned on his heel 
and ran, tripping over various parts and mechanisms, until the clearing 
was far behind him.

Khunto Okonjo found himself in front of Abenji Sefu. She was trying 
to understand what exactly he was saying while her brother was busy 
making coffee.

“I am a paranormal investigator, Khunto. Talk to one of the warriors.”
“It worked using steam and gears! This is much more important for them.”
“That’s not true, and you know as well as I how rare the white men are. It 

is more likely you misunderstood the situation.”
“I didn’t.”
“Then take it up with a warrior and make certain. This is not my concern.”
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“You know damn well it is your concern! If they are hunting here then 
we will go hungry!”

“And you know damn well that this has nothing to do with spirits!”
She slammed her desk. It buckled. It wasn’t made of much of anything 

sturdy. Abenji’s brother finished with the coffee and turned to give it to 
Khunto, but he was already gone by then.

“You need to stop making me waste good coffee, Abenji.”
She smirked and watched Khunto Okonjo walk briskly towards the 

largest dome in sight, the government hall. They would be angry at him 
showing up without an appointment, but it couldn’t be helped.  She got up 
from her desk and made her way to the small lounge in the next room and 
resumed studying her small collection of scrolls.

Khunto Okonjo left the government hall with a page in tow: Obataiye 
Nwosu. He was much smaller than Khunto, with bad posture, but somehow 
carried himself in a non-awkward manner, as if he was led by some driving 
force. The council hadn’t taken Khunto seriously, but at least they humored 
him. But Obataiye didn’t seem excited that it was he who had to do it. They 
trudged on.

By the time they came to the clearing it was almost nightfall. Khunto 
guessed it took a lot less time to cover the distance the first time, when he 
was afraid for his life. He stopped Obataiye and went on ahead of him. He 
was almost next to the machine when he realized that it hadn’t made a sound 
the whole time. It was stopped.

Abenji Sefu put down the scroll, annoyed, and walked to answer the 
door. It was councilman Diallo.

“Khunto says he talked to you earlier today.”
“Yes?”
“We sent him and a page to look at what he found. They are still out there.”
“So?”
“We are getting worried.”
“Then why aren’t you organizing a search party?”
“We are.”
Abenji was more talented in tracking spirits than she was humans, but 

she did what she could. It was past midnight when they found them in a 
clearing. There was something out of place, though. There were definite signs 
of moving something very big out of the area. While the rest of the party 
tended to Khunto and Obataiye, she looked around. Within a few minutes, 
she found some very faint tracks and a few sparsely distanced drops of dried 
blood. Abenji gently plucked the grasses covered in blood and stored them 
in her clothes before investigating the trail, which she soon discovered to 
become impossible to track after a few meters. She returned to the clearing 
and met up with the others.

Abenji Sefu’s brother woke up in the morning to find his sister already 
awake. As he began to make breakfast, he realized something wasn’t right. 
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She hadn’t slept at all. She was in a fetal position in a chair in the lounge. 
He put some kindle on the stove and got out the flint to make a fire, and 
put some coffee on. Shortly he poured two small bowls of it and gave one 
to Abenji, sitting down in front of her silently. He stared at her for a few 
minutes. Abenji looked away, and he followed her gaze. There was a small 
table set up with several runes, paranormal tools, and a clump of grass in 
the middle of a circle.

“What did they say?”
She looked back at him, and paused.
“I couldn’t hear anything. It was too noisy.”
“Noisy?”
“It was so loud from all the other voices that I couldn’t make 

anything out.”
“What do you mean other voices? Were there other spirits in the area?”
Abenji looked away again.
“Look at me, sister. Was there another spirit or wasn’t there?”
She was silent. She slowly turned back and looked into his eyes. He 

could see the fear in them. Abenji swallowed, trying to get the words out, 
then answered.

“There wasn’t another spirit. There were thousands. Thousands and 
thousands of dead.”
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LINDSAY MAY (“The Old Man”)
A man sits alone in his office, looking out his large window down at his 

thousands of workers below. His grey hair is matted and tangled, and his pale 
blue eyes are surrounded by dark circles because of lack of sleep in the last 
few days. Another younger man enters the office, dressed in fancy clothing 
and a large copper top hat. His hair is dark underneath and his dark eyes are 
angry. The younger gentle man walks up to the old man’s desk and pounds 
down his fist down on the splintering wood. 

“I told you that you and these people needed to be gone three days ago!” 
the younger man shouts. 

The older gentleman stands from his chair and looks straight into the 
other man’s face. He tries to act more superior than the younger man by 
standing up straight, but his gentle eyes and messy hair prove that he could 
never be more superior. 

“Edger,” the old man says puffing out his chest, “if you want these 
people gone, then you can tell them, and kick them out yourself. These 
people and their families have been working here since before I was even 
born, and I will not be the one to take all that hard work away.”

Edger stares into the old man’s eyes long and hard, but when the old man 
doesn’t budge he marches over to the microphone. He presses the little red 
button and by the third chime of the bells that come over the intercom, Edger 
has the workers attention. He clears his throat before pressing his snarling 
lips to the microphone. 

“I am here to inform you that this factory is being closed down for more 
important things, and you all are being fired.” Edger spits it out like the 
workers are nothing. 

Edger is part of the Rits, he’s at the top of the society food chain and the 
workers are at the bottom deep in the slum. To him, the workers whose jobs 
he just took are nothing. He puts down the microphone, gives the old man 
a nod, but no eye contact, and walks out of the office slamming the door 
behind him. The old man stares at the door for a long moment before going 
over to where Edger had been standing. He picks up the microphone and 
presses it to his soft, gentle, lips and with a sad, quiet voice he says:

“You heard what he said, work is over for good.” 
Then he puts down the microphone, turns it completely off, and slumps 

back down into his chair. His warehouse had been in his family since his great-
grandfather had built it. It has been passed down to the eldest boy ever since. 
If Edger Blackman had never been born, then the old man still could keep 
his industry and his workers could keep their jobs. The old man is part of the 
middle class, but he has always had a bit of compassion for his slum workers 
and now that his business has been taken from him, he’ll join them in the slum. 

Tears come to his eyes as he thinks about his wife and children. His wife 
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is frail and old. She won’t make it more than a month in the slum and maybe 
not even that. Their kids are only part of the middle class because the old 
man and his wife are, but they will have to go to the slums as well. The old 
man closes his eyes and lets one tear fall from them before wiping away. He 
has to be strong for his family. 

Once the workers are all gone, the old man finally pulls himself up from 
his chair and out of his office. He wanders down corridors and remembers 
how he used to run and play in them when he was a child. On weekends, 
when he wasn’t in school, the old man would come to work with his father. 
He’d make up all sorts of games and had plenty of hiding places. The old 
man spends hours attending to all his old hiding places and sitting in each 
one for the last time before they’d be gone forever. The last place the old man 
visited was the old machine room. When he was a boy he wasn’t allowed to 
be near the machines so that he wouldn’t get hurt, but he was curious and did 
everything he wasn’t supposed to do. When he was a little older there was a 
new machine room built with better working machines, but the old room was 
still always his favorite. 

The old man runs his wrinkly fingers along the rust letters on the sides 
of the machines trying to memorize exactly what was on them. He closed his 
eyes again trying to image the smell and sound of the machines when they 
were still working as the original electricity machines. When the old man’s 
great-grandfather first built the warehouse, it was one of the few electricity 
producing warehouses in the city. Now there are tons of them and Edger has 
decided that the oldest must go because they are not as efficient. 

The old man sits in the old machine room for quite some time before 
telling himself that it was time to leave, and there was nothing else he could 
do to save the warehouse that he had grown up and learned in. Just has he 
turns from the room and reaches for the lights; he spots a bolt on the floor 
from one of the machines. He picks up thinking that he will quickly screw 
it back on, but as that little, rusted, bolt sits in his hand he realizes there 
will be no point to fix a machine that is already broke. Instead, he folds his 
hand tightly around the cold metal and slips the bolt into his pocket. Then 
he flips of the like and walks out of the room with a happy smile spread 
across his face.
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SUSAN NICHOLS
The worm looked up. Something around him was…shifting. He could 

feel his body aching to change, to shift and transform into something 
else. A half-forgotten memory of a world with large, arching structures as 
he walked through a city rose from the back of his mind. He hadn’t felt 
this, or thought of that place since…He looked up. A light had appeared 
in his current realm. That was strange, since he hadn’t seen the light for 
centuries. Shifting his body to have wings for him to get up there, he 
made his escape.

Once out of the realm, he found himself in a giant city that was very 
different from the city of his memories. This one was smelly and dirty, with 
lots of moving parts and machinery. Still, he had things he needed to do to 
continue his favorite game. He shifted into a more human form, and set off 
into the heart of the city, searching for a tea set and a chess set.

Acquiring the said objects hadn’t been much work. Sure, there were 
a couple new dead bodies around, but that didn’t worry him. Once beings 
were dead, they weren’t his problem. He sometimes wondered if that meant 
that once he himself died, then he would no longer be his own problem; if it 
was even possible to not be your own problem. He never wondered for long, 
though. Philosophical thoughts like that took valuable time away from other, 
more interesting pursuits. Like killing people.

He also managed to get poison quite easily, much more easily than it had 
been in his home realm, even if he had usually just killed the poison seller 
and took what he wanted. He killed the poison seller here too, but that was 
more of an issue of lack of currency than psychosis. (Actually, he was pretty 
sure it was more like the actions of a psychopath, or a sociopath. Honestly, 
though, he really didn’t care.) Future killings would be carried out for the 
artistry and joy of it. He would make sure of that.

He trundled along, having shifted to a variation of the form that he had 
been stuck in for hundreds of years from his more conventional human form. 
He found that he quite liked this realm. He didn’t get strange looks for being 
an inchworm with wheels that had a tea and chess set on its back. There were 
enough strange-looking robots around that his form was simply accepted as 
part of the scenery. Picking a random building to play in, he rolled up and 
rang the doorbell. 

A middle-aged woman answered it. The only distinctive thing about her 
was the metal limb that was in the place of her shoulder, but other than that, 
she was just another fun victim to him.

“Yes,” she inquired.
“Hello,” he said, starting his rehearsed spiel, “I’m a tea-serving and 

chess-playing robot, who suddenly lost my creator in an accident. Since 
then, I have decided to continue fulfilling my initial purpose by offering my 
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services to others, in hope of finding a new home. Might you be interested in 
such a service?”

The woman’s face lit up. “Oh, of course,” she gushed, “We would be 
happy to help you! Oh you poor thing, losing your creator like that. I’ve seen 
robot servants lose their masters before, and they just…” He tuned out the 
rest of her prattle as she led him inside. “Gullibility of residents” was added 
next to “easy to blend in” and “easy to obtain poison” on his list of reasons 
he liked this realm.

True to his word, he did serve the woman and her family, consisting of 
the woman’s husband and their two daughters, tea; and played many games 
of chess with the husband and one of the daughters. He loved killing families 
with children in it. The children usually died first, and the looks of shock, 
pain, and horror on the parents’ faces was always amusing.

A few hours passed before the family noticed anything odd (he had been 
careful to choose a very slow-acting poison). The youngest daughter (the 
less-smart one in his mind, since she had refused to play chess) started to 
have trouble breathing. The parents fussed over her, but that swiftly turned 
to panic, as they too started suffocating. The elder daughter was the last to 
succumb, for whatever reason. Perhaps she had a slight immunity to the 
poison that he didn’t know about. The family slowly died, the looks of fear 
on their faces pleasing him to no end. He loved days like this, just him and 
his victims, enjoying the beauty that was dying. His victims never agreed 
with him on this, but he had learned to not care about what they thought. 
What was important was that he got to see them die.

He wasted no time in cleaning up his supplies after the family died. 
There was no point in hanging around, since the bodies weren’t his problem 
anymore; and he didn’t want to deal with people who felt dead bodies were 
their problem. He was about to roll out the door when something caught his 
eye. The husband had been wearing a rather nice hat. What if he…

Not letting himself think too much on his actions, or any consequences 
(they’d never be able to catch him, anyways), he shifted a tentacle into 
existence, flipped the hat onto his head, then rolled off to find more play toys 
for his—admittedly deadly—games.
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HOPE ROGERS
My image originally looked like a zoo exhibit during the wintertime. I 

searched the image, disappointed that aside from the water there was nothing 
but a tire, no animal life to be seen. Flipping the photo upside down changed 
my perspective on it entirely. I could not believe what a difference it had 
made just by changing the perspective view of the image. 

In the most recent Pirates of the Caribbean movie, Jack Sparrow 
travels to find the Fountain of Youth. When he draws close, there is a giant 
water pool in the cave where they float up to the fountain’s location. I 
was reminded of that immediately when seeing the reversal image of the 
waterfall. In my own universe, Memoria, there are twelve dimensions inside 
of a clock, each their own world. Taking what I knew about the imaginary 
means of transportation, I suggested that we use the same idea for Memoria. 

Though this newfound transportation is not a manmade structure, I know 
that the goddess of water must have owned all of these. She looks after many 
of the nature related areas in Memoria since there is no other god for such 
things. Not just anyone can travel through these areas to move from world to 
world as they please, and she has to take extra caution in protecting the water 
gates since she created them. Unlike on Earth, they are not for the public eye 
to observe their beauty, making the possibility of seeing a waterfall and the 
gates a rare one. 

A fond memory that the twelve gods share is in helping to create the 
water gates. It would be far too difficult to transport individual people 
to the world they wished to go to and did not want to grant the humans 
their own ability to travel as they desired. This would give them a god-
like ability, and this idea displeased everyone. “What about using stairs?” 
suggested the god of craftsmanship. “I could build you a dozen in no 
time!” The twins of knowledge disagreed. “How would the handicapped 
manage to travel?” questioned one. “Arranging the stairs would make our 
universe uneven and give the higher worlds a sense of superiority!” added 
the other. It looked for a minute like there would be no possible way to 
travel without conflict.

Meanwhile, the goddess of death had remained silent. She did not care if 
those feeble humans had any way to get around. After all, they should have 
been born gods just like the rest of them! She got so frustrated with hearing 
the arguing from the rest of the gods, she shouted out “What if the humans do 
not get to travel at all! We are capable of creating it, but that does not mean 
it cannot be restricted.” There was a silence, and then mutters of agreement. 
“A splendid idea!” rejoiced the goddess of merriment. “Now we are able to 
control who goes where without losing track of their travels!” The goddess of 
death was not particularly happy that she had caused so much joy, but at least 
her headache was gone. 
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Now came a new question; who was to be the mastermind behind 
creating the transportation? The goddess of death stood up again. She was 
a boastful woman and wanted to take all the credit since she had already 
had a good idea. “Flames! We should make them travel through flames!” 
she giggled mischievously. “Can you imagine the looks on those pathetic 
mortals’ faces?” The goddess of water now stood up, angered by the previous 
suggestion. “It should not be a place of terror, even if it will keep humans 
away!” she explained without raising her voice. “It should be a calm and 
beautiful area where it suggests the wonderfulness of arriving in an entirely 
new world. Fire will only discourage travel, which is not what we want to do 
at all. It will just be limited.” 

The goddess of death huffed and stormed away, muttering, “We will 
just see how ‘calm and beautiful’ this place is! See if I cannot burn it if it 
is not!” The goddess of water, now determined to please her peers, worked 
quickly and quietly on her design. Once she was done, the other gods stood 
in shock. Lying in front of them was a work of art, perhaps one of the most 
extraordinary places created so far. 

Grey rocks, darkened by water, laid on top of each other and built up 
to make a sort of waterfall. The water flowing down was calm but strong, 
and was as clear and pure as it could possibly get. The unique thing was, 
however, that once the water hit the ground, it stopped. Glancing up, there 
it was: a giant pool of water that reflected the previously described beauty. 
There were more jagged rocks surrounding the perimeter of the area, adding 
both to the sight and the danger. Astounded, the gods remember that day 
like it was yesterday, gazing at what would become the water gates. They all 
swore to protect them, for they knew these gates must last for eternity.
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ANDY SCULL
Once upon a time, in the town of Duodecim, there was a red brick house. 

There wasn’t anything very special about this particular house. It looked 
exactly like all the other squat, rectangular buildings surrounding it. Said 
buildings made up most of the small town, making this particular house even 
less spectacular. 

The town itself wasn’t anything too amazing, either. Just the average 
village in the realm of Cambiare. The same sort of people lived with the 
same sort of shapeshifters in the same harmony, which was simply average 
all about the world. Everything there was simply… boring. But it was a good 
boring, and the people there were perfectly happy.

In this particular little red house lived a smith, his wife, and their two 
sons. They got along just as well as most families do, with an occasional 
squabble of which nothing ever came. It was a decent, average life for a 
person to live, and they lived it well. The smith made his living creating 
objects like locks or horseshoes for everybody in town. The mother stayed 
home, educating her sons and running a small laundry service. Her sons 
learned about the world from her and were slated to take over the smith shop 
when they grew older.

One day, the smith was working hard at his shop. He had heard tell that 
one of his shifter friends, Robert, had been injured the other day while out 
walking and had hurt his leg. Therefore, Robert would need to use a crutch 
for a little while. Now, the smith felt that the town doctor was a fine man, 
but the crutches he provided were fairly cheap wooden ones that wouldn’t 
accomplish much. So the smith decided that he would craft for Robert a 
strong metal crutch.

It was a relatively simple thing to make, and the smith had finished it by 
the end of his normal workday. So he took the crutch and went home to see 
his wife and children. He kissed his wife hello at the door, asking her about 
work and the boys and all those other things that the average man might ask 
when coming home. Then he asked her what she had heard about Robert.

Not much, she said, only that he hadn’t left the house since arriving 
home and telling the gossip next door that he was injured. Of course, he 
could have just turned into a small animal, but that really wasn’t his style, 
she said. The smith agreed, and then had the idea to take Robert some supper 
along with the fancy new crutch he had made. The family could eat with him 
and generally help the poor man feel better about his leg problems. His wife 
liked the idea, and so did his two sons, eager to do anything to help out their 
“Uncle Robbie.” 

And so it was that the smith and his family put the lid on the pot of 
chicken soup, grabbed the loaf of bread fresh from the baker’s shop, and 
began to walk over to Robert’s house.
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As the four family members walked down the streets, they noticed that 
there were less people about than normal. Funny really, as there hadn’t been 
any recent outbreak of disease or deaths of major figures in the town. Maybe 
there was some big party going on, said the smith. Shrugging it off, the 
family continued on their journey.

The curtains were drawn over Robert’s windows, but that wasn’t unusual. 
The sun had begun to set, turning the edges of the sky bright shades of pink 
and red that complemented the red brick of the houses and roads nicely. As 
such, many of the houses around them had their curtains shut in a similar 
fashion. The smith went up to Robert’s door, holding the metal crutch. His 
family followed behind him, carrying the supper. The smith cheerily knocked 
on the door, calling for Robert.

Nobody answered.
The smith knocked again.
Once more, nobody answered his calls for entrance. Not too peculiar, of 

course, Robert’s leg was injured, but you’d think he would give some sort of 
reply, said the smith’s wife.

As the smith knocked for the third time, the massive clock tower in the 
center of town struck seven.

The door swung open, and there stood Robert. But something was… odd, 
noted the smith.

Robert stood tall and strong, much more so than his usual stance. His 
eyes seemed mostly normal, but there was a slight yellowish tinge about 
them. Stranger than that, Robert didn’t seem to have a leg injury. Just visible 
within his house was the wooden crutch the doctor must have brought, 
leaning against a wall with no signs of use. But the truly strange thing was 
the large, toothy smile plastered on his face.

What the smith noticed as odd may have been any of those things. But 
he only registered that something was off before Robert became a hulking 
black leopard and tore his head off, causing blood to spurt onto his shrieking 
family from his newly exposed neck. Elsewhere in the town, similar shrieks 
emerged from the other villagers before being suddenly cut short.

The smith’s wife and sons were swiftly mauled to death by the creature 
that was Robert, expressions of terror forever plastered on their faces. 
Their bodies were dragged to the middle of town along with those of the 
rest of the purely human villagers, where they would later be consumed by 
the shapeshifters. Across Cambria, in all the average towns and cities that 
had housed many normal lives, the same thing happened to all the average 
people. Death claimed all humans, and the streets, running with blood, 
matched the disappearing sunset.

“And thus everything was how it should be.”
The horrifically large grey wolf ended his tale, looking to his audience 

for their comments. They were curled up in an unattractive grey cave, with a 
fire pit beside them.
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“Wow-ee!” cried an orange fox the size of a motorcycle. “That’s the best 
story ever!” Her yellow tinted eyes shone with delight.

“Can we be like Grandpa Robert someday, Papa?” asked the long-fanged 
white leopard curled atop a large rock. “Changing forms and killing the 
humans?”

“Of course, dear,” said the wolf. “The time of our escape draws ever 
nearer. I can feel it. And then when we can leave and regain our shifting, I 
can teach you and Julia how to slaughter them even better than your Grandpa 
Robert.”

“Yay!” yipped Julia. “I’m gonna be the best hunter ever!”
“You both will be,” said the wolf fatherly. “Now, who wants to hear 

another story about Grandpa Robert’s hunts?”
Both of the young shifters voiced their approval loudly.
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ISONE
In the beginning, there was a Spark, which ignited the fire of life. Over 

the millennia, a planet was formed; eventually, people appeared as well, and 
they named this fledging planet Isone. Society existed in proverbial darkness, 
until one fateful day when magic was discovered. Powered by the great 
Spark, the planet was overflowing with the substance, accessible through 
runic symbols only in specific locations in places known as fonts.

However, man was greedy, and the many countries of the continent Illfon 
began to argue over who controlled the fonts. Soon, a war broke out, which 
lasted for over a hundred years. The devastation was great; in the resulting 
carnage, many lives were lost, and many fonts were drained. Out of the 
ashes, the confederacy arose. Eleven city-states were created, each with their 
own patron god and unique political system, ruled over by a representative 
council in the capitol, Zephyr. What followed was two hundred years of 
peace and prosperity.

Magic fueled the development of a modern society reminiscent of the 
Victorian era. After many years of necessary schooling, a magician gains the 
title of “Archanai,” and earns a prestigious place in society. Others without 
the economic means to learn magic instead learn the workings of clockwork 
technology, leading to their being known as Chrologi.

However, tensions are rising. During the Great War, prisoners of war 
were deported to the desolate, magic-devoid island of Barathrume. There, 
they were forgotten, allowed to create their own advanced technological 
society fueled by their hatred of the mainland.

At the same time, on the many mysterious islands untouched by 
the modern world, societies have been warped in unnatural ways by the 
overflowing and untapped magical fonts. As the mainland begins to develop 
the means to explore further and further, there have been strange, rumored 
sightings of beasts and mermaids.

As all these different societies come into contact, there can only be one 
conclusion: conflict is coming.



92

JOHN BELMONT 
Never thicker were the trees than this far north of Retho. Branches 

protrude, leaves obscure, darkness envelops; it is more a swaddling of the 
senses than of a bear hunt. To go into the forest with the bloodlust and the 
ambition to kill a bear and take your seat at the Council of Victors is not a 
new experience for me, but it will never be a new experience to travel into 
the woods, armed with nothing, and to feel the forest embracing you with its 
mere existence.

I sprinted through the woods, making as much noise as possible, taking 
in all the sounds and smells I could, seeking to find the wisdom of the terror 
of the line between life and death. My feet crunched on the fallen leaves, 
my body snapped off branches and twigs, my nose took in the smell. I could 
smell the bears, I could. 

But I could not see them.
It would take more time than it had last.
The Council of Victors had taken me in the day after I strangled to death 

my third bear. I had pulled the body back into Retho by the scruff, its jaw 
open for all to see my glorious kill. The Council of Victors had varying kill 
counts, but I knew each of them possessed the knowledge of the terror of the 
line between life and death. They told me that if I killed just one more bear, 
I would possess the knowledge. So I took them up on their challenge. I will 
be on the Council of Victors, and all I have to do is kill a bear, a thing I have 
done three times prior to this day.

I came across a stream and took a drink. This water, however, was 
different from any stream I had seen in the forests before. It moved too fast to 
be the flow of a stream. It was something different entirely. After my drink I 
stood to see a light a good distance from where I was, near the stream.

I headed towards the light, which slowly came into focus.
Before me was a shining gold statue of some bizarre creature I had never 

seen before. It had miniscule wings of some kind, three long tails, three 
talons per two feet, a protruding tongue, and a long neck which fell from 
the small body down to the ground and then back up again where the head 
sat. This statue was art, which was discouraged by the Council of Victors, 
for art does not display the wisdom of and knowledge that they wish to have 
displayed. And they should be the authority on the subject.

“Do you like it?” a voice behind me asked.
I whirled around.
A man, dressed plainly, was resting upon the weight of a cane. He smiled 

when he saw my face.
“Who created this art?” I asked, trying to sound authoritative.
The man, annoyingly, did not respond.
He walked off into the distance, but I wouldn’t stand for this. He was 
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denying a future member of the Council of Victors, something that deserves 
punishment. I rushed after him.

“Was it you who created this art?” I asked, after I had caught up with 
the man.

“Why, yes, don’t you like it?” he responded, smiling again.
“Don’t I like it? No!” I exclaimed, horrified at the statement. “Like art? 

Preposterous!”
When I looked away from him, I found myself in front of a cottage, 

presumably that of the man’s. He proceeded inside, leaving the door open for 
me. I still had to apprehend this “artist.” Such a person denied the Council of 
Victor’s wisdom and knowledge, and would see the consequences of such.

“Do you realize what you’ve done?” I asked, pointing an accusatory finger.
“Of course. I created a statue,” he responded.
“Why? Art does not display knowledge, or wisdom. What purpose could 

it serve? What message could it possibly spread? If there is no reason to 
create something—no function, no purpose, no message—then why create it? 
Why waste precious resources? Why waste precious time? Why?”

The man never lost his smile as he stared at my angry face.
“Because life is not such,” he responded.
“What?” I sputtered.
“Life does not display knowledge, or wisdom. Life has no purpose, life 

spreads no message, and life has no function. Life wastes resources on you 
and I, life wastes time on you and I. Life does not bother establishing such a 
thing as a purpose or a message because it left that to us.” He stood from his 
table. “I sought to create a true image of what life is—meaninglessness, vast 
swathes of it, in the form of this fictitious beast. No, this statue doesn’t serve 
a purpose; this statue doesn’t have a meaning, that’s the point.” 

The artist made his way out of the house.
“This statue,” he continued, “is meant only to be, not to ‘be this’ or 

‘represent that’ or ‘provide this service.’ It is meant only to be. Everything 
is only meant to be, which is to say everything is not meant to be anything 
at all.”
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WILLIAM BERNARDONI
The stairs will haunt me for the rest of my life; those wretched stairs, the 

awful things. So simple, so innocent, yet capable even inadvertently of such 
malice. The runes etched around had little effect if any at all left over, yet 
the awful aura remains. I have tried all sorts of proposed therapy to make me 
forget, yet none appear to work.

The horror of this area has truly made a scar deep and irreparable. The 
eldritch things I have seen would have driven a lesser man crazy. No true 
man who harbored any miniscule amount of compassion or even simply 
sympathy for his fellows could even hope to escape unscarred. That was even 
assuming escape was easy.

The stairs were always there, always right in sight. At first they 
appeared a symbol of hope, but as we were slowly culled one by one our 
hatred for the accursed metal grew. Every night we saw our oppressors 
leave, a punishment worse than death. There was always hope, always a 
vision of escape so close but just out of reach. Yet over time, the stairs 
became a mockery of our hope, every night they taunted us, jeering that 
escape should be easy the exit is right there. Yet the traps were laid for 
us, even if we managed to break the bars of our cells we could only watch 
as our victorious comrades stepped so eagerly into a trap and slowly they 
were broken.

I was once unscarred, innocent in a way even though, at the time, I would 
have objected and claimed my many material feats to assert that I am not 
innocent, I am a seasoned adventurer. Looking back, I wish I could return to 
my previous self, however unhappy I had thought I had been. I was once a 
man of noble profession, an archaeologist.

I had always longed to see Old Darte and the fallen empire. My family 
always laughed at my love for ‘broken rocks and fallen walls,’ as they called 
them. That inevitably lead me to where even the Arcanei would claim all 
patrons had forsaken.

Finally, I had produced a job on an expedition, a minor one but still a job. 
We were to head to the Fallen Kingdom to analyze the runes and technology 
that remained, for possible use in the Arcanus Maximus Guild that had 
commissioned us. My job was to sketch the runes and their combinations in 
order for the commissioned scholars in Arcanus Maximus to analyze for uses 
in a post-unification world.

The Arcanus Maximus spared no expense for quality on the expedition. 
Everything down to the wheels on the Clockwork Caravan seemed to be 
made of gold, or at least in the mind of our sponsors they must have been. 
The pure cost in Zephyrs must have been immense. Yet in the end, it was a 
lost investment.

Upon arrival, it was a massacre. The magic had been long gone, and that 
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was evident in the tundra of desert surrounding the area. But magic is not the 
only way to lay a trap.

I was at the far back of the group, and as such, I was able to take cover 
as a flight of bolts descended upon us. My comrades fell yet I managed to 
escape the barrage that would have ended my pain mercifully in the long run, 
rather than the torture to follow.

Immediately after the initial barrage, an unkempt figure appeared. He 
began to loot the bodies without any sort of precedence or discrimination. 
Slowly, I stepped out from behind of the rock, my legs unsteady as I watched 
the man rifle through my fellows’ clothing and other packed possessions.

“Did you create that?” I spoke, the words more choked than crafted.
The man whirled around, a blade in hand. His wild eyes ran up and 

down me, observing every inch as if it were a foreign specimen. Slowly he 
inched forward.

Quickly, I stepped back.
“You would make a good Zephyr if I sold you to them.” The man rasped 

to himself with a voice that seemed barely used to any hearable volume. “A 
clean slate perhaps.” He began to giggle wildly to himself.

I felt my hand drift to the ribless crossbow that we had been supplied 
with in case of emergency. It slid easily off my belt and into my grasp. The 
trigger only required a light tap and the bolt was off, spiraling towards the 
crazed man.

I have never been a good shot, and this was a good instance to show it. The 
bolt went wide, and the man attacked. His flail of blows knocked me out cold.

I woke in the prison, barely a recollection of how I had been traversed 
there. Every day, a man would be taken to a central area where they would 
drain the life from them. Each time was in vain for always some miniscule 
mistake ruined the entire process. All the while those wretched stairs seemed 
to mock their progress.

The selection process was random, always there was the hope it wouldn’t 
be you, then the guilt that followed believing that it was indeed you that 
murdered them with thoughts. Every day for weeks on end, we would watch 
as they flailed and fought before being put in the chair. Every day we heard 
their screams, and watched as the limp form collapsed to the side.

Finally, one night I managed to slip out of the cell. That was not the 
toughest part, for there was no light, but that which vaguely shown down the 
accursed stairs. Several runes littered the ground; a single touch of one would 
kill you in horrible ways that we had all seen far too many times.

I felt myself exhale, an immense nervousness present to the point where 
my entire body was shaking. Better now than then. Repeated through my 
mind blocking all other thoughts.

I felt my knees almost buckle as I took the first step forward, slowly 
making my way towards the stairs. 

It was not the prison, nor the gruesome deaths or false hopes that broke 
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me. It was the final devising of the prison, the stairs. You had no hope to 
save the others as they called out in agony and fear. Instead, you just closed 
your eyes, ignored their pleas for help and climbed the stairs. All the while 
believing that you, by not going back, killed them.

I still remember their sobs and screams, begging me to go back and 
let them loose. That was the final devising of the prison; the few that 
made it almost always turned back and died attempting to get back to 
their cells. So far as was known, I was the first to leave. And the first to 
abandon the other innocents. The only truly broken one of the bunch, and 
as such, the only survivor.

In all of Isone I had never seen such violence, such horror and sadness. 
Maybe it is true, and the government just truly didn’t know what was 
happening in those abandoned towns, but the horror and vehemence will live 
with me. All because of those stairs. 
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EME BOOKSPAN (“The Missile”) 
I slowly walk down the desolate hallway, mentally preparing myself 

for what lies ahead. My simple blue attire, required for all employees at the 
weapon production factory, seems vibrant against the drab greys of the walls 
around me. I can see the door ahead, blocking the view of what are probably 
harsh explosives ready for the destruction of the mainland. I don’t want to 
be here, I shouldn’t have to be here. Back in early school, if I had known 
where it would lead me, I wouldn’t have picked the path of science. I could 
be painting pictures or creating stories far away from all of this. Instead, I am 
in a place housing the power to kill thousands of people. And I am going to 
contribute to strengthening that power.

Having been created by prisoners of war, Barathrume, the island I 
have resided on for all twenty-two years of my life, is a land of war. Since 
the beginning, our people have been working towards our grand goal of 
destroying the people who banished us here in the first place. As children, 
we are told the story of the injustice our ancestors had faced at the hands 
of the monsters that sent us here. We are told with few natural resources, 
they barely survived the first few decades. But as the plants grew, so did 
Barathrume’s society. We have nearly created enough power to conquer the 
mainland. And that is my greatest fear.

I open the door, trying not to flinch at the weapons that surround me. 
The rows after rows of missiles seem the worst of them all. I can’t bear to 
think that I may cause hundreds of people to die. I don’t think I can last much 
longer here. 

“Whilst many of our weapons have a great amount of destructive power, 
none of them house the power to protect us from our enemies. I strongly 
believe that if we use the robotic intelligence we have already produced as 
soldiers in battle it will not only ensure that our citizens are kept safe, but 
that we have the upper hand in battle,” one of my colleagues is saying to 
some government officials that are inspecting what we were doing for the 
war effort.

“Ah Mr. Pheny, would you like to show them the additions we would 
make to the common house robot,” she says, directing the conversation 
towards me.

“Yes, of course,” I respond knowing it is the right answer, even if I don’t 
believe it. I walk them to the room filled with all the robots. As they examine 
them, so do I. With the tough metal, the many firearms, and the advanced 
technology, it doesn’t seem like the mainlanders stand much of a chance. 
Looking at the metal casing, I have an idea. I form a plan in seconds. If I can 
get all the materials together before the first invasion, I may be able to escape.

Invasion day comes with me and the robot army fully ready. I arrive an 
hour early, just in case. I carefully put on the hollowed-out suit of a robot that 
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I have created, perfect for my disguise. I know that if I manage this, I will 
never come back to this awful place, but things I created will still be killing 
people. I sit considering this so long, I nearly missed my ride. As robots walk 
uniformly in my path, so I slip silently into their pack.

When the boat reaches the shore, the robots march off to fight for their 
creators. I stand frozen for a minute, until I finally regain my senses enough 
to join them. I step off of the ship and onto the soft sand of a place a nearby 
sign calls “New Darte.” The residents of this place had been sleeping 
moments before, until the robots fired the first shots. Soon, the streets are 
filled with terror stricken people trying to flee for cover. I run behind the wall 
of a stone building to remove the disguise that has been hindering my ability 
move quickly. Once I abandon it, I break into a run looking for my next 
hiding spot.

Buildings around me start to crumble, joining others that look like they 
had been that way for many years. I can see fear in the eyes of the people 
around me and I am sure they can see it in my eyes too. There are shouts all 
around me of people looking for their families and mourning the loss of their 
dead. Some are fighting back, some using strangely built weapons that tick as 
clocks, while others make strange drawings that produce some sort of magic. 
Their efforts seem to be slowing down the attack, but it probably won’t hold 
for long. I run past, seeing a house in the distance that looks stronger than 
those around me. 

I run through the battle, the only thing on my mind to find safety. I 
stop for a second to catch my breath and just barely miss a bullet streaking 
through the air I would have occupied had I kept running. I get hit with 
some of a spell as it ricochets off a robot. It leaves me feeling like I’ve been 
punched repeatedly. I am getting closer to the shelter of the house, almost 
able feel the calm of resting and knowing I’m safer than before, when I see 
something that makes me momentarily slow down. A little boy, probably 
no more than six, is lying hurt and frightened under a tree. He cries, calling 
for his parents. I am about to move on, thinking he will be safe, when I see 
a robot making its way toward its feeble prey. Without thinking about what 
I am doing, I run to the boy. At the last second, I get there diving in front of 
him just as I see one of those all too familiar missiles coming right at me, 
seemingly in slow motion. The missile hits me, tearing through my body in 
one painfully clean blow. 

But then I am no longer in my body. It’s as if I am watching from the 
sidelines, seeing the boy cry at the body now lying in his lap. I see the robot 
aim again, just as I feel a strange pull calling me down into the depths of the 
planet. Just as I am about to give in to its calling, I suddenly dive at the boy. I 
don’t know why I think in my soul-like state I can shield him, but it just feels 
like the right thing to do. As I pass through his solid form in my possibly 
only imaginary one, the boy seems to, gain power and with a sudden burst of 
magical power, he blasts the robot away from him and made for shelter. And 
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I, finally done with my work on the surface, knowing I have at least righted a 
fraction of my wrongs, obey the call and return to the place that my life force 
came from.
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ALENA FLICK
Click. Click. Click click click click. Squeeeak. Step. Step. Step. Reach. 

Grab. Lift. Pour. Set down. Reach. Lift. Sip. Set down. Pivot. Turn. Step. 
Step. Step. Pivot. Turn. Pivot. Turn. Bend. Squeeeak. Sit.

Glass eyes survey the skeleton of a house filled with tiny furnishings 
and tinier china neatly placed throughout the room. A soulless home for a 
soulless inhabitant.

The door swings open and a child’s hand reaches in to take hold of the 
toy. The fingers linger on the key protruding from the toy’s lower back, but 
quickly wrap around the torso and extract it from its homely cage. Another 
doll, externally identical, is carefully positioned in the seat to imitate the final 
pose of the first. The fingers again find the key, but the metal now is cold to 
touch. Wind, wind, wind. The fingers on the hand of the child with the toys 
just wind, wind, wind away.

Click. Click. Click click click click. Squeeeak. Stand. Step. Step. Step. 
Step. Pivot. Turn. Step. Reach. Push. Retract arm. Reach. Grip. Tug. Retract 
arm. Pivot. Turn. Step. Pivot. Turn. Step. Step. Step. Step. Pivot. Turn. Pivot. 
Turn. Bend. Squeeeak. Sit.

This toy drinks the tea. This toy adjusts the painting. This toy plays 
with the bird. This toy looks out the window. This toy, that toy, all trying to 
be the same toy to imitate the humans, who have homes made of wood and 
brick, not metal and glass. Humans, who are one, not many. Humans, whose 
limbs glide through the air, not jerk. Humans, who can elect to take an extra 
step. The toys, they sit. They sit, they stand, they fulfill their task, they sit 
again, and they are replaced. Over and over, the routine so unremitting, like 
clockwork, ticking away. Until, of course, the gears begin to wear down, 
and the parts begin to rust. Currently, fresh from the factory, brought by the 
child’s doting grandmother, they are steady and perform their tasks without 
a hitch, but, from the first moments of their existence, the dolls’ days are 
numbered. The child will be most upset when they break, but she will be 
easily mollified once her parents procure replacements. She will forget all 
about her discarded toys. Limited, in time spent in their shared home, in time 
spent in a fulfilling existence, and in time spent in the minds of humans. 
Limited, that is what the reality of a wind-up toy’s being is. Limited.

Of course, humans have the means to make them last forever, to keep 
their spark from burning out. But not these humans, no, these would have to 
ask for help, and these humans do not love the toys for their longevity. These 
humans love the toys for a more divine purpose—these humans love to play 
at being god. The ones who bear the spark and write the runes make the ones 
who play with dolls feel acutely human, so the runes are kept far away from 
the toys. In this game, the humans are gods and the toys imitate the humans, 
in all their evanescence. The humans like to take on the role of the creator, 
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like to wind someone else up and watch them coldly, from afar because it 
helps them forget that truer than this game is the fact that they are the toys in 
the cage of their world.

But for now, each toy takes its place, plays its part in its contrived 
existence, and the child hears not a single complaint.
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GUS GAGNEY
Connor pushed against the heavy stone door, the hinges creaking as it 

swung slowly inward. Further confirmation of his suspicions; these doors 
were supposed to have been sealed for years, but the door had unlocked and 
opened with little resistance. He knelt by the floor; in the lamplight he could 
see scrapes on the floor where the opening of the door had cleared a swathe 
out of the thick layer of dust.

Connor nodded and peered forward into the dark halls ahead. The 
catacombs beneath Prometheum’s church of Geroléo used to be the center 
of funeral activities, but after the Great War, they had been sealed off and 
forgotten. But Connor had reason to believe that someone had broken into 
the ancient crypts to use them as a base for nefarious deeds; within the past 
few months, children and animals had been disappearing from the streets, 
and Connor’s investigations pointed him here.

Connor noticed a trail of footprints carved through the dust. He took 
his lantern and followed it carefully as it snaked its way through tunnels 
lined with coffins. As he went deeper, the air grew colder, and he could feel 
faint stirrings of magical energy. This far from a font, such magic was an 
impossibility—unless it was drained from a living thing. Such practices had 
been outlawed, but many members of the Arcani were discontent with the 
dependence on fonts.

Connor turned the corner and spotted a steady light glowing from 
a doorway near the end of the hall before him. He bent low and put his 
back against the rough walls, closing the shutter on his lamp as he did so. 
Listening closely, he could hear faint noises; there was a small, steady 
clicking, a shuffling sound, a quick whirring of gears, more shuffling. As he 
began to inch forward, a shadow moved across the light.

Fearing the noise of his crossbow, Connor instead carefully drew his 
sword, the steel making the faintest whisper against the scabbard. He drew 
up alongside the doorway and cautiously peered inside. Before him was 
a wide, low-ceilinged room with cells along the walls. Two long tables 
had been set up, and upon them were several books, along with some 
mechanisms and scattered gears. At the far end of one, a man was hunched 
over, fiddling with a metal structure made of pipes and cogs. The man’s 
profile revealed a long nose, thin mouth, and bright green eyes focused 
intently on the task at hand.

Connor stood and turned the corner, raising his sword. “Halt your task, in 
the name—”

“SON OF A BITCH!” The startled man jumped up and tripped over the 
hem of his robes, the wrench he was holding clattering to the floor.

Connor ground his teeth and continued. “In the name of the Promethean 
King, Aquilus Percival Tertius, and the Unified Council of Zephyr, I charge 
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you with kidnapping, thievery, and grievous misuse of magic as specified by 
the Circle of Arcani. Are these charges accurate?”

The man shook dirt off of his robes. “What? Uhh…” His eyes flicked 
from side to side. “No, of course not. I am but a, err, humble inventor, hard 
at work in these catacombs—since the surface was, uh…too…hot. For me.” 
He bent and recovered his wrench. “I have no idea how you could possibly 
accuse me of such things. Kidnapping? I couldn’t imagine doing something 
so, ah, terrible and cruel.”

Connor heard a noise from behind him. He turned and saw in one of the 
cells several small forms lying against the far wall. One of them shifted and 
groaned again.

The missing children.
Connor turned and pointed his sword right at the man. “In the face of 

undeniable evidence, I, Connor Encont, enact my right as a Ward of the 
Confederacy to forego the procedures of arrest and trial so as to expediently 
end the threat of dangerous criminals.”

The man threw his arms into the air in exasperation. “Fine! I confess! 
I… am a bad liar. It’s a fault of mine! I can’t get away with anything. So I’m 
sorry. Next time, I’ll do my best to be more convincing.”

“There will be no ‘next time.’”
“Pfft. Yeah. I’m not some, like, two-bit Dartean thief who pickpockets 

old people. I’ve escaped Wards before. Virtues, even. You won’t be much of 
a problem.”

“Enough! You have violated laws set forth by both the Royal Family and 
the Unification Treaty!”

“Yep.”
“Laws set forth to protect the people from the depravity and wickedness 

you employ!”
“Muhuhaha.”
“You have drained the souls of innocent children to further your dark 

experiments!” Connor strode forward, readying his sword. “You will be—”
There was a flash of light as Connor was thrown to the floor, his sword 

knocked from his hand. The shimmering dome that had flared at his touch 
faded, and through it, he could see the man standing over a glowing rune: 
Protect.

That bastard. He must have activated it as he grabbed his wrench.
The man chuckled. “Look at you. So pitifully single-minded. Just like the 

others. ‘RAAH! LAWS! EVIL! DIE!’ Tell me, is justice all that drives you? Are 
you an automaton, the laws your gears? Is the world so… white against black?”

Connor crawled over to his sword and pulled it close.
“The Confederacy feels so entitled. I mean, they just—they think that 

working for the good of a unified nation is the best for everyone, but it isn’t. 
It pushes us down. Suppresses us.”

Connor could feel the residual magic in the air. Focusing, he gathered 
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it in, and with a silent word, touched the base of his blade. A rune glowed 
orange: Pierce Protection.

“Haven’t you heard the stories? Don’t you know of the old glory of 
Prometheum? The influence and prestige it held, before the War ravaged 
its people and the font was drained? Compared to that we are nothing. 
That is why—”

Connor stood and turned, swinging his sword at the shield. His angle was 
poor, and the blade skittered off, but the dome flickered nonetheless, its rune 
sparking on the ground.

“Whoa, shit!” The man ran over to the structure he had been working 
with on the table. He pulled out a stylus and began to scribble some runes 
onto a piece.

Connor slammed his sword against the barrier again, and the symbol on 
the floor dimmed and flickered. The man imbued the runes he had drawn, 
then turned and grabbed the pile of books on the opposite table. He gave 
Connor a mock salute as he ran towards the back of the room.

With a roar, Connor lunged a final time, and the shield dissolved into 
silver particles finer than dust. They drifted and scattered like sparks, and 
when they vanished, the man was gone.

As Connor caught his breath, the metal structure clicked and whirred to 
life. It stood on four legs; it resembled the skeleton of a large rodent or dog, 
and it was set with a grinning animal skull. As it turned to face him, Connor 
could make out three runes on its forehead: Animate, Strengthen, Attack. 
Connor entered a fighting stance and prepared for a long and dangerous fight 
as the clockwork beast let out a mechanical roar of challenge.
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ANNA LEWIS
The Drister Lighthouse is an important tool on the planet of Isone, a 

planet much like Earth. It is located on the main continent called Zephyr, 
within the coastal fishing country of Drister. This old piece of architecture 
is used to guide the numerous fishing boats back to the shore at night. The 
unique thing about the Drister Lighthouse is that it is located directly over a 
powerful font, a source of magic that radiates from within the core of Isone—
manipulated by the people of Zephyr who practice this kind of magic.

This lighthouse was built by early inhabitants of Drister before the big 
Unifying War, meant to simply serve as a beacon to fishermen out at sea. 
It is powered by clockwork technology, a sort of alternative kind of energy 
from magic. The people who originally built it were not aware of the font, 
and, considering the countries of Zephyr were more segregated between 
people who practiced magic and people who created clockwork, this 
lighthouse was strictly run by clockwork. As time flew by, the magic of the 
font under the lighthouse seemed to grow stronger and stronger over time 
without anyone noticing. 

After the war ended, more magic-practicing people started to migrate 
into other countries. There is a religious story that has been passed down 
by the magic wielders over generations. According to the story, after the 
Unifying War, a man named Illume came to the country of Drister. He 
stumbled upon this lighthouse one night and, deciding he had enough time on 
his hands, decided to look inside. Cautiously opening the lighthouse entrance, 
Illume peered inside. It had long winding stairs that led up to the light room. 
He walked up the steps, admiring the moving cogs and gears around him. 
They all moved and turned together, in a way that seemed like an elegant 
dance of grace and beauty. Although Illume had grown up practicing the 
magic of fonts and learning the different runes for many different elements, 
he had always admired the clockwork technology, and how all the different 
gears seemed to work together as a team to perform a single task.

When he reached the top he looked around. In the center of the room was 
the light, and little gears and ropes around it to power it. The rest of the room 
was completely empty. A bit disappointed at the blandness of the lighthouse, 
Illume was about to leave when something caught his eye in the corner of 
the room. He looked closer and saw a small piece of chalk. He was curious 
about this chalk. Usually chalk was a main tool for channeling the power of 
fonts, by drawing on an object and focusing the magic into that object. He 
picked it up and examined it more closely. It seemed to glow in a way, and 
it sent shivers down his spine. He felt powerful holding it, the kind of power 
one like him would feel when they were near a strong magic source. He 
pondered for a moment, wondering if there was a font nearby. Curious, he 
started to draw on the floor, until he made his own rune. Almost immediately, 
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the light of the lighthouse glowed brighter, and Illume realized what he 
had accomplished. He had created his own rune, a rune of light. He left the 
lighthouse with the piece of chalk and returned home to his family, with quite 
a story to tell.

Today in Isone, the story of the creation of the Light rune is still passed 
down. The Drister lighthouse has earned the name “Light Bringer” and still 
remains where it has been after numerous years. At times, people visit the 
lighthouse and look around, noticing how the gears and cogs work together 
to create light, but also how the magic of the font works alongside the 
clockwork technology to make the light shine brighter through the night. 
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RACHEL LIN (“Flawed”)
Lloyd had seen them, walking around the streets of Zephyr, massive 

ugly servants to the system. Most golem builders never saw past the 
purpose for which they were created and made them with magic and clay 
like they weren’t worth the effort it would take to make a masterpiece. 
While other builders were blinded by their ignorance, Lloyd was the only 
one who ever saw.

The capitol building was next to his house, by the pond, and they’d 
obtained a golem to guard their office. Lloyd stayed behind every day, hiding 
behind a bush, waiting till the other workers left. Then he would peek out 
with his squinty eyes and wait. At dinnertime, his waiting would pay off; a 
giant clay slab, with tiny eyeholes, appeared. He would watch it work, then 
turn away, pale-faced and teeth gritted. 

How could he possibly leave the golem alone? Humans were so 
presumptuous, assuming that they had the skill to make a half-sentient clay 
man from the magic and tools of Illfon, when they themselves were created 
with flaws—too noisy, too greedy, too weak. Therefore, it was his purpose in 
life to help the golem, a task given to him by the Patrons, for he couldn’t find 
any reason, nor the will, to stay away. The white clay called to him. Even in 
his dreams, his soul was presented to the golem’s sad eyes. He’d try to hide 
from his gaze, but it could see. It could see just as well as Lloyd could see, 
and it knew Lloyd wanted to help.

The workers of Zephyr awoke the next day to screams coming from the 
capitol building. 

Our golem is gone! It’s run off to join the beasts of Amporia or to the 
wildlings at Barathrume. No, the scribblers cheated us of our money and 
destroyed our golem to recycle the clay. It was the Coggie’s fault. The Nuse’s 
fault. The Darte’s fault. 

Lloyd sometimes wondered if intelligence was a trait that had been 
skipped over by the people of Zephyr. It must’ve taken hours for the local 
militia to think of following the tracks of white clay that twisted through the 
streets and into the pond. The golem had already left the area by then. They 
could search all they liked, Lloyd thought, as the militia swarmed over his 
home, but all they would find would be dust. 

Dust that could be made back into clay, and clay into blocks for his hands 
to mold. A white slab slowly coming to life as he worked at it. A fire was lit 
for a makeshift kiln, and he scrounged up assortments of knives and forks to 
use as tools. There was much he had to finish and very little time. Not that 
he was worrying too much—he was confident in his ability to do the golem 
justice. It was counting on him to succeed, and he would not let it down.

A nose, a mouth, and eyes that had gazed into his soul appeared. Half 
formed and half stuck in the clay slab, perfection was so close that Lloyd 
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could feel it, and it felt oh so sweet. It felt like white dust in the folds of 
his clothes, all cracked on his hands, and a coating of it lightening his 
dark hair and in his mouth. Licking his lips, he leaned back to admire his 
improvements, eager to finish and finally see it standing tall and proud before 
him. Then to make it move, he would need the runes to finish the job. Only 
the rest of the head needed to be formed to complete the body, and he so 
badly wanted to see the result. It would kill him to have to sit in his home 
until the body was completed, then have to run out and find an Arcanei to 
draw him a rune. If he went now, he’d be able to finish and slap on the rune 
when he came back, he realized. No wait, no torture, and soon he was out the 
door and on the streets. 

Bars of light from the street lamps ghosted across his face as he ran, 
stumbling over his own feet to find anyone that could help him. Usually, 
there were always some Arcanei wandering at night, exchanging small talk 
to fellow magic users, yet tonight the streets were bare. Not even a single 
sound, other than his heavy pants and feet thumping against the pavement. 
The buildings blurred into one continuous streak as his sweat dripped into 
his eyes, and he let out a sullen cry, falling to his knees. The poor golem was 
waiting at home, more patient than any human could be, and he would fail 
the Patrons because not a single scribbler was outside. 

A light tap on his shoulder surprised him, and sent him straight into the 
face of a concerned gentleman. Lloyd gaped, and then sent a quiet thank you 
up at the sky. Before the man could scuttle away, Lloyd snatched his arm, 
“Are you an Arcanei?” 

The man could do nothing but nod, eyes wide and glancing quickly for 
an exit. Not that Lloyd was going to hurt him—he just wanted Runes. 

“Please,” he said, “I n-need ‘life,’ and whatever it takes to make a 
golem live.” 

If anything, it only made the man struggle even harder, shaking his head 
so fast that Lloyd was afraid that it would pop off and he’d have to start 
searching again.

“It wasn’t our fault. We didn’t take the patron-damned golem!” the man 
said, narrowing his eyes, and Lloyd laughed, short and clipped. 

“I know.” he said. “It was me.”
For a moment, Lloyd thought the man hadn’t heard him, and he opened 

his mouth to clarify, but was cut off by the fist flying into his face. Sprawling 
onto the floor, his hands flapped, unsure whether to soften his fall or clamp 
protectively over the slowly purpling bruise. An arrangement was soon 
worked out, and he gingerly touched the edge of his swollen eye, glancing up 
in confusion. 

“My hand slipped.” the man said, and then his lips curled into a grin. 
“But I’ll get you your runes. Just wait here.” 

The man was gone by the time Lloyd sat up. He sighed, nursing his eye. 
Humans could apparently make mistakes even when trying to help a fellow 



109

out. As big of a favor the man was doing for him, there was no excuse for 
weakness in the human species. It would not be for long though: the man 
would come back with runes, and he’d be able to finish the golem. Humans 
would finally experience true perfection. 

“I got your runes for you.” someone hissed behind him, and pain shot 
through his body. He hit the pavement for the second time that night, and 
then the assault continued, heavy objects hitting every part of him. In the 
back of his mind, he thought about how weak humans were. This was why 
his Golem was perfect; it could not be hurt. 

Once the sun came up, he could no longer feel pain, and the golem 
never would.
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ANYA REGNIER (“The Submarine Crew”)
“Turn the darn wheel, Natalie! We’re losing speed.” Jeremy was yelling a 

bit too loud for the cramped space they were in.
“I know that and what do you think I’m doing, playing cards with an 

automaton?!” Natalie barks back at Jeremy with a sort of ferociousness. 
“Who’s winning?” Jeremy retorts with a sly smile on his quite defined 

face. Natalie just sort of huffs and returns to turning the wheel that powers 
the submarine. 

At this current moment these two, along with their friends Henry and 
Lenora, are traveling in a clockwork submarine along, and above, a giant 
crack in Isone’s ocean floor. The four were on a privately funded research 
mission, their tasks are to observe and record features of various flora 
and fauna on Iskra, a small island to the direct east of New Darte. The 
crew usually lives in the state of Indilu, on the continent/country of Illfon, 
which is to the east of New Darte. Jeremy is a member of the Chrologiai 
(clockwork religion), as well as Natalie; he is also an expert in plant 
observation and a licensed submarine driver, one of very few actually. 
Natalie usually works in a small shop, which specializes in inventing new 
clockwork technology such as submarines; she is the crew’s mechanic, 
owner, back-up captain, and expert on all things clockwork (as her friends 
like to say). Henry and Lenora are a young couple, though all of the crew 
are in their early to mid-20s, from the Indilu coast. They are members of 
the Arcanei (magic users/religion), whose runes, which they cast, help 
protect the crew as well as provide air and back up the clockwork power 
system in case of failure due to rusting of the gears. 

The submarine is powered by an intricate clockwork system which is 
mostly controlled by a giant wheel located towards the back of the control 
deck; directly outside of the submarine is the giant rudder which propels 
the submarine. The wheel is turned 40 times to start the rudder and must 
be turned every half hour or so. Directly in front of that on the control deck 
is the mechanism, which steers the submarine, as well as adjusts the speed 
of the rudder. There are giant windows at the front of the control deck that 
let you view where you are heading, and little windows throughout the 
submarine. The windows have protection runes cast on them to protect them 
from breaking, if say debris hits them or they crack due to the pressure under 
the water. On the deck directly below, is where the crew resides, the kitchen, 
and the bathroom. And finally, under that are the main mechanics of the 
submarine and the storage chamber of it as well.

Out the windows, Henry and Lenora, who are resting before renewing 
some of the runes and switching shifts, can view ocean life. The windows, 
small portholes basically, give very narrow views. However, you must look 
carefully and consistently, or you might miss something and just get a glance 
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of its tail. Lenora can currently see various fish species, and then, all of a 
sudden, behind a group of fish, she can make out the slender, lean body of 
something that at a quick glance resembles a human-like creature. “What 
the...” Lenora starts to say, she then immediately shakes off that preposterous 
idea because mermaids, the only other human-like creatures on Isone, don’t 
reside this close to Illfon. She decides to keep this weird vision from the 
rest of the crew for she probably just imagined it. A faint ding ding dong 
ding, which signals the rotation of shifts, is heard throughout the ship. She 
proceeds up the stairs to the control room to tell Jeremy that it is time for him 
to rest while she recasts the runes and helps Natalie. 

When Natalie and she are left alone, they both take long glances at the 
large windows for this can be the most glorious view on the planet some 
days. “Isn’t it beautiful?” says Natalie.

“Yes, it truly is magnificent,” Lenora sighs. Through the windows, they 
can currently see a great reef below them teeming with aquatic life forms 
both magical and non, mingling together, just like the people above the water, 
though sometimes doing so neither peacefully nor willfully.

Suddenly, Lenora observes and tells Natalie that the crack they were 
following is gone from underneath and in front of them. This means a 
terrible crisis for that crack should directly lead them to Iskra. They yell 
for Jeremy and Henry to come up and look at it, and when they get there 
they are absolutely terrified at what this means for the expedition. Then 
suddenly, a dark and stormy and swirling vortex in the water appears out of 
nowhere in front of them. Everything in the submarine suddenly starts falling 
and crashing around them, when they are pulled in, they all grip on to the 
framework and try to protect their heads; Henry is even gripping the back 
wheel for stabilization. With the terrified, and humanly instinctive, shrieks 
around them their world suddenly goes black.
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KILEY ROSSETTER  
(“The Sparks in the Machine”)

In the state of Teark, there was a great city by the sea. It rose up from 
the land, proclaiming itself a beacon of light and hope and magic and 
technology in a primitive land of peasants and fishermen. If it had been a 
couple centuries prior, the assertion would indeed have been correct. The 
fact was that the city was primitive compared to the rest of Isone, although 
the Tearkians, in their isolation, chose to ignore this. The city was the only 
monument to the Greatness the land of Teark once held, the only reason for 
them to take pride in their state. 

The machine wasn’t in the city.
The machine resided far from there, in a dead land populated by dead 

things. There was nothing but rock and sand and empty shells that rose 
from a crevice looking for all the world like thousands of skulls of baby 
birds begging their mothers for food. There was no life there, or indeed any 
evidence that life ever existed there at all. Neither ruins nor runes nor even 
records remained to remind the world of a past long forgotten. And yet there 
was something in the stones that hinted that maybe, just maybe, it had once 
been a land of greatness, of life and energy and of magic.

It was upon the edge of a cliff in that dead land that the machine worked. 
It was situated in a lonely, decrepit, ancient building, the only structure for 
miles. If one were to remove the machine, he would see a single symbol 
inscribed into the floor: a rune that was paradoxically both exceedingly 
simple and yet completely alien, bizarre, fantastic. None, however, had ever 
seen it (at least none of the living), so concerns about the purpose of this 
symbol conveniently never arose. It simply was not visible, and the machine 
covered up any hint at its existence.

The machine was a mess of clockwork: an entity of gears, pipes, and 
chains that evoked a sense of wondrously symmetrical chaos. It filled the 
room, pushing against the walls as if attempting to escape from a cage it had 
long ago outgrown.

No one but Yama could ever hope to navigate its complex workings. 
Granted, there had been many Yamas. Yama wasn’t the first, nor would he be 
the last. Nor was Yama his real name, it was merely one of many, which is to 
say he had no real name at all.

Yama’s role was to run the machine. Well, that was not entirely correct; 
the machine ran itself. Yama simply ensured it continued to run itself, which, 
he would assure you, was an important role indeed. It required a great deal of 
knowledge, instinct, and intuition. 

In truth, it was all a bit dull at times; the machine could go for years 
at a time without a mishap. When something did go wrong, however, 
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things were guaranteed to go wrong spectacularly. Those were always 
interesting moments.

At that thought, Yama sighed with a mixture of regret and 
apprehension. For the past few centuries, things had been going much too 
smoothly. The peace simply wouldn’t last, and it was Yama’s belief that the 
longer life went without incident, the bigger the incident would be when 
the tension finally erupted like a volcano. The affairs of the continent might 
not have been his concern, but whenever disaster did strike, it meant a 
greater chance at complications, and thus more work for him. And that was 
a cause for concern.

Yama was greatly reassured when he was seemingly proven wrong, as 
the machine malfunctioned a month and a half later. It was fairly minor; it 
was only jammed. Through some expert maneuvering, Yama uncovered the 
culprits: two unidentified Sparks. Once he removed and bottled them up, the 
machine was soon up and running again in no time. 

The question that remained was what to do with the two extra Sparks.
Yama had no idea.
He supposed that he would have to get them through the machine 

somehow; any other course of action was simply a waste. And it wasn’t like 
he had anything better to do. After some speculation, he concluded that the 
first step was to find out how they got into the machine in the first place.

Examining the Sparks, he followed the remains of their trail to the city of 
Zephyr. He’d never much liked the city; it changed so quickly that whenever 
he visited it was as if it was an entirely new place. 

The Sparks led him to a disaster of a building, all ash and broken stone. 
Sifting through the remains, Yama came across a number of generic, poorly 
constructed runes. Add that to their poor configuration, and it was a small 
wonder the building wasn’t in even worse shape. He exited the building.

Yama approached a wandering passerby, and inquired about what had 
happened to the place.

The woman started, as if she hadn’t noticed him, and explained, “There 
was a fire. I think ol’ mister Rumsford was messin’ about in magic stuff when 
he shouldn’t have been.”

Yama nodded, confirming what he’d already figured out, and asked about 
any casualties.

“Yes sir, none injured, but two died: Rumsford and ‘is poor wife.”
He asked their full names. The woman gave him an odd, that-isn’t-

any-of-your-business look, but finally replied, “Samson Rumsford and 
Isabel Rumsford.”

Yama thanked her and sent her on her way.
It might take some work, Yama speculated, but now that I’ve identified 

the Sparks I believe I’ll be able to get the machine to process them.
He was surprised at the sense of pride he felt. It was the thought of 

accomplishing- no, contributing something to the system the machine ran, 
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the system he’d been forced his entire life to observe from afar. Oh, sure, 
he might assist the machine at times, but he had a nagging suspicion that it 
didn’t really need him. If he were to pass, there’d be another to replace him. 
And it was a small thing, but there was no guarantee that his replacement 
would’ve gone to all the trouble just to save two minor Sparks.

Down the street, a man was running late to his appointment. He 
was shoving his way through the crowd, so caught up in arriving to his 
destination that he had no energy to spare with minor things such as manners 
or awareness.

It was at this moment that an elderly lady chose to step out of a 
restaurant and into his path. With agility he didn’t even know he possessed, 
he sidestepped away, just barely dodging her. He collided with another 
gentleman, a tall, dark man of indeterminate age, the sort that blends easily 
into a crowd. Out of his hands fell a nondescript bottle.

It shattered on the road.
A bit of what appeared to be smoke escaped it, dissolving into the 

atmosphere.
The man blinked, as if awaking from a dream.
“I’m sorry; that wasn’t anything important, was it?”
Yama watched the Sparks unravel, dissolving into the atmosphere, 

forever outside the reach of the machine. Yama watched.
“No,” He replied after a heartbeat. “They’re nothing at all.”
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BENJAMIN SHKLYAR
In the world of Isone there lived a magician named Yama. He lived in 

the city-state called Teark. “I have studied magic for over 30 years. I have 
made groundbreaking discoveries about magic. Even so, I am reduced to 
nothing but a pitiful fisherman”, he grumbled. “I deserve to rule,” he shouted. 
“All I need is more power, and I know where to get it,” he said. Later that 
night he went into the tall building next door to his house. He pulled out a 
rune. “Open,” he said. The metal door unlocked and then opened slowly. 
He scanned around before he went to make sure no one was there, then he 
walked inside with an evil smile on his face.

After a long walk up, he came across a massive object that appeared to 
have a purple aura surrounding it. Yama’s smile got even bigger, “Amazing, 
such complex design. This truly is the work of the great Geruleo. Also, the 
amount of power is immense,” he said. “With this amount of magic, I will be 
the ruler of all of Isone,” he said triumphantly. Suddenly, he heard a sound of 
footsteps and suddenly Yama’s colleague appeared. “Jim, what are you doing 
here,” he asked. “I overheard what you planned to do, so I followed you to 
try and stop you,” Jim replied. “You are the most brilliant magician that has 
ever lived. Why do you attempt such a thing,” Jim asked. “I have been given 
hardly any recognition for my research. Nobody has congratulated me or 
thanked me for these discoveries. Not even my own father tried to give me 
any recognition. Well not anymore, when I rule everyone will acknowledge 
me as the most powerful magician that has ever lived,” he replied loudly. 
“Jim, why don’t you join me?” Yama asked. “Never,” Jim replied. “What 
a shame,” Yama said. Yama puts his hand on the machine and his body 
suddenly was flooded with magic. “Any last words, Jim?” Yama asked. “You 
will fall by the simplest of weapons,” Jim replied. Yama’s face turned red 
with anger. He quickly held up his magic rune and yelled with anger, “Fire.” 
Jim then disintegrated within the massive flames. “No one can kill me,” 
Yama yelled.

Ever since that night Yama has traveled from city to city gathering 
followers on the way to the capital. When he arrived he killed the king, and 
soon declared war on those who opposed him. For the next century, there was 
a seemingly endless war between Yama’s army and the rebel forces known 
as the Confederate groups. On the last year of the war Yama left his throne 
to end the war. He flew to what is now known as Prometheum to destroy the 
remaining Confederate soldiers. “You all chose against me, and now you 
all shall pay the ultimate price,” he yelled triumphantly. After he yelled he 
unleashed a massive shock wave. Almost every soldier was blown back by 
the power. Although what Yama didn’t see was a Confederate soldier was 
climbing up the cliff he stood on. Yama yelled as if he had won, “Bow down 
to me.” The soldier took one mighty jab with his sword, and drove it all 
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entirely through Yama’s heart. “I-i-i-impossible,” Yama struggled to say. Just 
before Yama died the soldier whispered in his ear, “I told you, you will fall 
by the simplest of weapons.” He then tossed Yama’s corpse off of the cliff 
and held his sword high, signaling he had won.

The Confederate government was created, and the country was split into 
ten countries each with a capital and an international capital. The clockwork 
object located in the tower in Teark still remains as a magic power source, 
and no one else ever dared to try and steal the magic.
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JADA THOMAS (“The Forest Dweller”)
 “Hush, little baby, don’t say a wor—”
A sharp squeal ended the lullaby on a high note. The woman placed a 

chef’s knife, dripping prey’s blood, on the wooden coffee table beside her 
rocking chair. It’s been years since she retired as a chef. She caught her mind 
wandering and cleared her throat, rocking slowly in an antique chair with 
ingredients for her last meal of the day waiting for her on the coffee table 
beside her. 

“Ah, don’t worry, I will cook dinner soon enough.” She caught her breath 
and tried to sing again. 

“Mama’s gonna buy you a mockingbird.” Cradled to her chest was her 
new treasure. It was wrapped in a dingy blanket, quiet and cold. 

“You don’t like my singing?” the old woman asked shakily. “All of my 
children like my singing. Yes?” The old woman nodded her head, answering 
for the infant.

 ”I forget you can’t talk, little one.” Light from the fireplace made her 
silver hair glimmer. 

“I have some leisure time before supper. Until then, I suppose I could kill 
time with conversation.” The woman looked down on the child. 

“No one wants to speak to me, little one,” a frown doubled the wrinkles 
on her chin. 

“Those cowards—afraid to speak to an old lady! Who do they think I 
am? Yama? I am no god; I am no warrior. I am not one to be feared!” The 
woman’s face gained a bit of color. The strongest of emotions can bring life 
to even the oldest faces, pale from age. 

“They’re afraid of everything! A little bunny ruffles the bushes and I can hear 
their screams from across the forest.” While shaking her head, she continued.

“Let’s not forget that those fools worship the wrong gods. They aren’t 
using runes to their full extent, either.” She set the baby on her knee and 
lightly tapped her foot.

 ”You see, to use complicated spells, you need to gain more power. A 
woman as old as me doesn’t have such power, little one.” She stroked the 
baby’s cheek. 

“No one has such power alone. Did you know that babies from Nuse 
grow up to be great Arcani? They learn great spells—spells that I no longer 
have the strength to use.” The woman leaned over her knee and hovered her 
lips beside the child’s ear.

 ”And I’ll tell you a secret,” she whispered.
 ”You’re from Tysem. Babies from Tysem tend to have more of the spark 

in their souls.” The woman shushed the child. 
“But don’t tell anyone!” She chuckled, 
“Oh, I forget you can’t talk. It seems like I’m getting senile again.” The 
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woman ran out of things to babble about. She sat still in her rocking chair, 
staring deeply into the dancing flames of the fireplace. 

“They seem so young.” She brought her trembling hand to her face and 
stared at it, wide-eyed, like it didn’t belong to her. The woman was growing 
older, losing the vigor the flames gain with every flicker, prancing on the 
firewood like children. The woman wanted nothing but to be able to dance 
like that again. She—Ding! Ding! Chirp! A cacophony of bells ringing and 
clockwork birds chirping amongst other chimes, all chattered at once. 

“Ah, they’ve gotten so loud! I should throw out a few.” Scattered 
on the floor, sitting on the chests, mounted on the walls, were all clocks. 
Some were elaborate with floral designs or cuckooing birds, others were 
simplistic and worn out by time, obviously centuries old, maybe passed 
down by previous generations. 

“They are telling us that it’s supper time, little one.” The woman lifted 
the baby from her knee and stood up, glad to be shaken from the daze. She 
carefully placed the baby in a bag made of fur. The baby was rested on top of 
the bag’s contents. As if her possessions could have been stolen, the woman 
poked her head into the bag, assuring herself that its contents were safe. She 
lifted it from the coffee table, tied it to her hip, and shuffled to the ill-lit side 
of her room with her head down, careful not to step on any clocks. The glow 
from a candlelit staircase shed light between the cracks beneath a rusted door. 
The woman approached the door and groped for the doorknob. She gripped 
the knob and pulled the door open with all her might after a series of knob 
twisting, jiggling, and tugging. The woman squinted. 

“No wonder I’m so weak! The candles’ light spell is too strong!” She 
pulled out a nub of chalk from the pocket of her tattered dress and clutched 
it with her unclipped fingernails. She pressed the chalk to the candle, lit yet 
not melted in the slightest, and drew a rune upon the solid wax. Immediately, 
the candles dimmed. The chalk was returned to its pocket. Before her was 
a twisted staircase, clearly neglected. Each step was heavily coated with 
grime. It was unclear what color the walls were. Were they forest green with 
leaf green fungi or vice versa? The whiffs of rotting wooden furniture didn’t 
faze the woman. Along the walls were more candles, each two feet apart, 
illuminating the eerie sight as she descended to the basement. The basement 
was barely furnished with antiques—a varnished table, three hand-carved 
chairs, and a large pot. 

“Vulca’s personal chef once used this pot, y’know.” The woman smiled 
and sat in a chair to the table, eyeing her rare cookware. 

“I’m lucky to have it. It could be worth something in a few hundred 
years.” She untied her bag from her hip. 

“You’re not hiding from me? Are you, little one?” The woman lifted 
her bag and dumped its contents onto the table. Peas and chopped carrots 
bounced to the floor. Larger vegetables fell and stayed put. The infant 
thudded on the table, stiff as an iron beam, pale as can be. 
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“Dear Spark! The knife! I left it upstairs!” The woman smacked a beet to 
the floor for the mice to discover at midnight. 

“I don’t have the energy.” She groaned and lifted the infant by its foot, 
positioned it above the pot, and released her grip. The twang of the infant’s 
fall into the pot made the woman giggle. She dug into her pocket for her 
chalk and drew yet another rune, this time on the pot. This rune looked 
different from the last. Slowly, crisp, clean water filled the pot, mixing with 
the remains of previous dinners, and it heated to a boil. The stench of the 
infant’s boiling body quickly filled the room. 

“How unappetizing.” The woman threw chopped onions and cilantro 
into the stew, struggling to keep her focus on the rune. The stew bubbled and 
sizzled—its hiss grew too loud for the woman. Once again, she shushed the 
baby and cleared her throat.

“And if that mockingbird don’t sing, Mama’s gonna buy you a 
diamond ring.”
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PENJARA
Penjara is an ancient world wrought by the hands of a civilization 

long since forgotten. From outside, it resembles a barren sphere of little 
interest. Within, however, is one of the universe’s great technological 
marvels: the shattered remnants of four concentric ringworlds, spinning 
about an enigmatic inner sphere that provides the world with heat and the 
strange force that keeps the ring fragments aloft. These floating bands of 
continents have been claimed by wilderness in the thousands of years since 
Penjara was forsaken by its builders. The outermost ring has been lost to 
the ravages of time and system failure, but the inner three are lush with life 
and civilization, descended from the world’s original dwellers. The gun-
worshipping Jharo people, imperialistic Sub Sidera nation, scattered tribes of 
humanity, feuding theocracies of the bird-like Avai, isolated water-dwelling 
Nagwaili, scholarchical Vakman beetle-folk, and mysterious biomechanical 
intelligences descended from the synthetic keepers of the peace on Penjara 
all live among the rings, coexisting and struggling against one another in 
equal measure. All continue through their lives not knowing that Penjara 
began as a prison colony—that they are the descendants of civilization’s least 
wanted and the wardens put in charge of them, and that things have ceased to 
be so, because those that did not want them, did not care enough or no longer 
existed to restore order to the system that governs Penjara’s failures. Now, in 
this world of the condemned, new life, new civilization, and new history is 
being born.
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KENTA AKUTSU
The Cellobytes are a bizarre life form native to the continents of the 

Second Ring, occasionally found huddling in colonies of about twenty to 
thirty on mountains of magnetite. Cellobytes don’t eat anything, nor do they 
have mouths; they feed off the weak electricity emitted from the magnetic 
fields, and channel it into their bodies to move their organs and live. Their 
bodies are covered in a thick metal hide that can withstand almost any attack, 
and also allow the Cellobyte to become a living magnet and stick onto its 
lifeline. For when that isn’t enough, Cellobytes have over a dozen sucker-like 
feet that can also help it attach itself onto the magnetite. This is because, at 
times, these magnetite fields may be on the bottom sides of the continents. 

Cellobytes are also known to disperse electronic signals to other 
members of its colony for various reasons, from warning them of danger 
to asking them to mate. However, not all reasons are necessary for life; 
some individuals may even make “spam mails” that have quite nothing in 
them, while some others may send “chain mails” with their own sense of 
humor, just to be popular among the colony. The number of these “e-mails” 
a Cellobyte will send to its kin differ much among individuals—some 
may randomly tweet anything that comes to their (surprisingly, rather 
sophisticated) minds, while others may send calls to others only when 
absolutely necessary. In fact, at times, a majority of Cellobytes may use up 
more of their electric energy on communicating over moving its vital organs. 
Some believe Cellobytes were originally created by the ancient civilization 
as a tool of communication that, for some reason, became life forms later on 
in the course of time. 

As aforementioned, Cellobytes are intelligent. While they can’t form a 
civilization because of their body shape, their level of knowledge is about 
the same as that of the various tribes inhabiting the planet. Some of the 
“e-mails” even involve highly intellectual discussions about the existence of 
God (or gods) and other religious matters.  

Another unique thing about Cellobytes is that while they are technically 
classified as mollusks, they hate water and will attempt to get away from it 
at any cost. While their hides can bounce back some amounts of water, if 
it is completely submerged it may even die. For this reason, when it rains, 
Cellobytes will attempt to hide into the deep cracks in the magnetite and get 
to places where the rain wouldn’t hit them. The insides of Cellobytes are 
filled up with blood that mainly consists of mercury, and thus they don’t need 
water to live either. 

Because of this blood (and the fact it is near impossible to even try 
to destroy its hide), most carnivorous animals, including all of the top 
predators, leave Cellobytes to be. However, a particular type of monkeys eats 
Cellobytes as their main diet.  Their tough skin can ignore electric shocks 
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the Cellobytes may shoot; their bodies are made so they can withstand 
mercury, and they bring water in bags made from giant leaves to pour onto, 
and inevitably kill, the creatures. Then, since the muscles holding the metal 
in loosen after death, it can just rip them off and eat the insides. Despite their 
high level of intelligence, Cellobytes are powerless if attacked in the right 
way, and some of the “e-mail” discussions are widely based around how to 
get through this problem. 

Contrary to their rather inorganic and possibly even mechanic 
appearance, Cellobytes have extremely high nutrition levels, allowing the 
aforementioned monkeys to virtually live off just them. Also, eating them 
enables the special bacteria they have to live inside your body, and from then 
on, you can turn electricity around you into sugars etc. 
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MOLLY BUFORD
Litch ran off in front of me, his hooves clacking against the ground. Like 

all annoying brothers, he is always trying to best me, and at the moment he is 
trying to outrun me to the well. He beats me, and he has the same annoying 
smirk on his face as he usually does. 

“Beat you again, Katarina,” Litch proclaims. 
“If I had been trying, I would have smoked you,” I retort back. 
Litch just snorts. I proceed to fill my bucket with well water. Then I 

notice Litch isn’t filling his. He is just staring at me.
“What?” I ask. 
“Are you ready?” he asks, ignoring my previous question.
“For what?” I pretend to play dumb, even though we both know what he 

is asking. 
“To become a woman,” he explains. 
“Of course I am. I have been waiting for this day for 18 years.” I say. 
“Well then why do you look so worried?” he asked. 
Ignoring him, I take my bucket and start back, leaving him to fill his 

bucket by himself. When I arrive back at our shack, I set my pail of water by 
the door and head to my room. I get to my room and look at the full-length 
mirror on the wall, which was a gift for my seventeenth birthday. Mirrors 
on our layer are very hard to come by because we live in one of the more 
poverty filled floating continents. So it must have cost my family a fortune. 

I stare at the part-gazelle, part-human girl in front of me. Everyone in 
my clan is part gazelle, but it varies how much gazelle you have in you. 
Some people only have hooves or horns. Whereas in my family we have 
a lot of gazelle in us. All my family members have a human face, horns, 
gazelle hind legs with a human torso, and a strip of soft fur running down 
our spines. 

I stare at my milky white horns and my human eyes, and realize the girl 
reflected back at me is becoming woman tomorrow, on the day of all peace. 
The day when all segments of the Pacem tree on each level align. The only 
day a year when my clan will brand an 18-year-old girl with the sign of the 
core that represents womanhood. With the catch, if you cry out you will 
never become a woman and never allowed back home. So, to answer Litch’s 
last question of “why do I look so worried,” it’s because I am. Tomorrow my 
actions will show if I’m ready to become a woman and if I’m allowed to see 
my family again. 

I wake up and I am already sweating and my nerves are raging. I go to 
the kitchen and my mother sets my plate down, and I notice the rough burn 
of an eye burned into her skin just below her collarbone that signifies her 
womanhood. I guess my face showed all the horror I was trying to conceal 
for the past month and my mother gives me a solemn look and tries to 
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reassure me. I can’t eat so I get up and leave the house but I don’t wander too 
far because the ceremony will be starting soon. 

I wait outside my house for my family to come out so we can walk to 
the town center. When we get there everyone is gathering to see this year’s 
girls become women. Just my luck, I’m first to receive my mark and learn 
my fate. So they announce my name and I walk to the front of the crowd. The 
old shaman man, who will be branding me with the eye of the core, greets me 
with a nod. 

He places the iron rod with the shape of the eye in the blazing fire behind 
him. He says a few words about how with the eye of the core will help guide 
me to womanhood, but my heart is beating so hard I can barely concentrate. 
Then he pulls down the cloth of my shirt so the soft fleshy skin just under my 
collarbone is showing. Then raises the red-hot eye and places it on my skin. 
The crowd goes silent waiting to see me cry out in weakness. I squeeze my 
teary eyes shut and press on through the scorching pain.

Then the eye is removed leaving a trail of bitter heat and pain that seems 
like it will never leave me. The crowd cheers and I realize I have done it. 
I am a woman, and I will go home to my bed tonight only with a horrible 
aching sore. My family runs up and embraces me like nothing has changed 
only except this time I am a woman.
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ZACH CLAY 
I stretch my unsteady wings from my body and fly home the moment I 

saw the first of the bodies. I told my mother and father that I had seen a dead 
man lying upon the shore of Lake Haymar, surrounded by piles and piles of 
driftwood that seemed to have washed up with the man. Of course, it wasn’t 
odd to find the occasional body lying around. I mean, there were wars raging 
everywhere here on the third ring of Kotoran. The weird thing about this 
instance was the fact that the man I had seen had not been one of the Beetles, 
nor the BMBs, nor one of our own, the Winged. This looked like one of 
the BMBs, other than the slight difference that was the fact that he was not 
mechanical, but had the obvious attributes of a fish.

His gills, his webbed hands and feet, and what looked almost like a 
dorsal fin protruding from his spine were images that haunted me for nights 
on end. Of course, no one in the town, including my parents, believed me. 
This type of man was only told of in the folklore that Bards would tell the 
children. I was only a child after all. What did I know? Then again, they did 
come with me and the body was gone. One could say that they had every 
right not to believe me. But I knew, and I knew it would happen again. I just 
had to wait for my chance to prove that I wasn’t a silly little child who was 
simply imagining things.

It was a few months later that I began to start to believe that I really was 
crazy; that I really was just imagining things. But when my mother told me 
to fly down and fetch water from the lake, I beheld a both horrifying and 
beautiful sight: two of the fish folk, very similar to the one I had seen on the 
shore. I began to run away, but I was stopped by the sound of their voices. 
They spoke a language similar to that of dolphins, so I couldn’t understand 
what they were telling me, but when I turned around, I saw them gesturing 
for me to follow them into the water. I had a sudden urge to do so, but my 
urge was overrun by fear and I spread my wings and flew home as quickly as 
I could.

I knew that there was only one person who I could turn to that would 
really believe what I had to say. I ran to his home and barged in, then 
apologized to his mother, then asked for Lucian. They told me that he had 
gone to the lake, and I panicked. He was in danger. I just knew it. I flew 
down to lake, then seeing no one on the shore, over the lake itself. It was a 
few minutes before I heard him calling out for help.

“LUCIAN,” I screamed, panicking. “LUCIAAAANN… Lucian answer 
me you stupid bird!” I spent a couple more seconds in sheer panic before he 
answered. “Kate…ka…,” he gurgled. I dove straight down into the water 
where I heard him and looked all around. It took me a few seconds to realize 
that I had perfect vision here, underwater. Then after a few more moments, I 
realized that I could breathe just fine. I looked down at my hands; they were 
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forming webs. I felt my body changing, molding, sculpting, until I looked 
exactly like one of the fish folk that I had seen.

I felt a hand on my arm. Lucian! Hell, I forgot about him. Here I am, 
gazing in awe at my pretty new fingers when he was probably dead already. 
I feared that I would see his dead body when I looked over, but I didn’t. 
I saw one of the fish folk. I nearly jumped out of my skin (scales?) at the 
sight. It was only after looking closely, that I saw that this was not someone 
who meant me harm; this was Lucian. Lucian had become one of the fish 
folk as well.

We spent many years searching for the fish folk that I had seen before we 
came to the conclusion that these were, in fact, figments of my imagination, 
simply guiding me to my destiny. Lucian and I had many children together, 
as did our children, and as did many generations after. Lucian and I did not 
simply become one of an already existing race. We were the reason that the 
fish folk inhabit the waters of Kotoran today.
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KATE CLAYBORNE
A young girl crashed through the underbrush, her breath heavy but never 

slowing down for longer than necessary. Some distance behind her, shouts 
could be heard.

Between her hands huddled a small furry creature with large eyes and 
almost wing-like arms. He had squeaked helplessly when she found him 
near the village and seemed tolerant of her touch. Mother warned her not to 
venture too close to human towns. A man had spotted her and, for whatever 
crazy reason he concocted, gathered a mob. These people feared and despised 
Biomechanical Beings.

A wide, shallow creek came into view, and she ran along it, jumping 
from rock to rock. No longer tripped up by vines and weeds, she moved 
faster. Her pursuers blundered into the water. Don’t look back, she told 
herself. Don’t look back. The humans were shouting nasty things; the girl 
pushed herself harder. The creek branched off two different ways; one stream 
entered a vine-covered cave in the distance. Hoping the humans would 
continue along a different route, she darted in that direction.

She needed rest.
An adult would need to duck into the mouth of the cave, but this little 

girl did not. Within moments, her foot caught on a hidden stone and she fell, 
face first, accidentally flinging her companion into the water.

The next thing she knew, she was staring into a metal pit, at the bottom 
of which was what appeared to be a spiral shutter. An ancient eye.

She sat up abruptly to take in the whole picture. It was an ancient BMB, 
long dead. Its eye, like the rest of the metal body, was cold and rusty. Her 
furry friend clambered atop the head and shook himself dry. His body, 
half the size of her entire head, fit directly between the old BMB’s eyes. 
Apart from severe rust, it appeared to be in good shape. She wondered 
what happened to it. A sudden sadness washed over her. Ancient BMB 
shells littered the land, little more than scrap metal; creepy, at most. In their 
former glory, they could barely be considered AIs, she was told. But this one 
unnerved the girl, rattled her titanium bones.

“Hey, in here!” The humans were at the entrance of her hiding place.
“Oh, no!” She picked up the bushglider—and froze before she could run.
A light appeared in the back of the dead BMB’s eyes. The shutters had 

opened a little. Curiosity drew her hand toward its face.
Her pursuers thundered in. “There she is!” The bushglider screamed. 

The shutters opened fully and light poured from the rusty sockets. In a single 
movement it did not seem capable of, the formerly dead ‘bot sprang to its 
feet and knocked down the nearest men. It grabbed the girl up and ran out the 
mouth of the cave, past cowering humans.
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***

After quite some time, the BMB slowed its pace, and the girl noticed 
the vicious screech of ruined metal rubbing against ruined metal. It stopped 
entirely and set her on her feet. The bushglider, which it had at some point 
picked up, scampered down its arm and onto her shoulder.

“Th-thank you,” she stammered, unsure of whether it understood.
It dipped its head, as if in acknowledgment, and leaned against the tree. 

The light slowly disappeared from its eyes again. Soon, vines would grow up 
around the shell. Soon, it would look as if it had not been alive for thousands 
of years.
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KELSEY FUSON 
“It’s so big.” Mellor’s eyes stretched wide. “I could fit inside and you 

could carry me all the way home!”
SARAL32 arranged her facial features so that the corners of her lips 

turned up in a position that meant she was happy. Mellor looked alarmed.
“Are—are you hurt, Saral?” he asked worriedly
SARAL32 dropped her lips down into their customary straight line. “No. 

No harm has come to me whilst I have stood here. I am fine. Would you like 
for me to carry you home inside of the flower’s bulb?”

“Really? Yes!” Mellor squealed. He tried to scramble into the bulb before 
SARAL32 could attempt to instruct him to wait for her to ascertain that it 
was safe.

“Mellor! Get away from there!” Never before had her voice risen to 
such heights, nor had it reached quite that decibel of volume before. If 
Mellor hadn’t been offering himself to a plant that may or may not have 
desired to consume him, she might have marveled at this new conundrum. 
As it was, the plants were never what could be called predictable, and so for 
the first time in her existence, SARAL32 found herself doing something—
spontaneous.

Without another thought, a being famous for thinking through her actions 
leapt to defend a little boy whom she had no obligation to protect. 

The boy began to scream as the flower struck, quick as lightning. Then 
SARAL32 was there, grabbing Mellor and putting her body between the 
ravenous and likely biomechanical greenery and her charge.

She was merely supposed to make sure that the boy did his lessons 
and chores, and watch him when he was playing outside. The parents had 
known when they requested her that she was programmed as a “nanny” 
BioMechanical Being and that a “bodyguard” B.M.B. would cost extra that 
they could not afford.

Something razor sharp—thorns? Claws? Teeth? SARAL32 had no way 
of knowing—pierced her back plate, though of course she could not feel any 
sort of pain.

Not like Mellor could.
“Run, Mellor! Go back to your home and seek assistance!”
“But Saral, you—”
“I am a B.M.B. I do not die. I will be fine. You will not. I am in charge, 

Mellor, do as you are told.”
With one last teary look, he ran back towards civilization.
“You can’t die!” he called one last time.
As she watched him retreat, a strange feeling overcame her. The plant 

was ripping her circuits apart in its search for flesh to eat, and she realized 
that this might be that love that she had heard so much about. Or maybe it 
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was not; she had no real way of knowing after all. But she rather thought that 
it might be.

Saral smiled as her control panel was destroyed and she knew no more.
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WILL HOLCOMB
You’ve lingered in this place many times before. I’ve seen it. Others 

might have watched the lapping of waves against the gray sands, or chased 
gulls, or spoken into long hours with those they hold close while their feet 
leave a history of their wanderings until the next storm. These, I see, are not 
your forte.

You have no interest in an ordinary person’s delight while mystery sits 
plainly before your eyes. The pods confound you. This is no strange thing.

What is strange is that you do not move on. In time, those who question 
often choose to not bother—it brings them no solace. I suspect that isn’t an 
option for you, though. Your stare marks you as one whose questions do not 
sleep or subside.

You are worthy of knowing. Those who could choose not to, could not 
sustain the load of this understanding, and in time they would break. It is not 
safe knowledge, or a kind answer, or even a blunt answer.

It is an answer with sharp edges. It will cut deeply, unless your will is of 
a better steel.

The pods came from the Ring Above, which had chanced to swing into 
an ear-conjunction with our own and the Ring Below. It was a time of great 
import and chaos, though we did not know it at the time. They struck the 
beach at a speed like lightning, but made no sound and shifted not a grain of 
sand. They landed with the grace of the most elegant birds, standing without 
comment, precedent, or explanation. They had not acquired the fine layer of 
dinge you see today—on the day of their arrival they shone almost like stars 
in the light.

Then, like now, we were a small place. All came to pay witness, and 
perhaps homage, to these visitors. Their silence and their beauty earned our 
awe, and for weeks we speculated on their nature. Then near the end of the 
seventh week, a curious man (like you, but with enthusiasm) heard motion 
and the slightest hint of a voice beneath the pods’ metal skins.

There was panic, utter panic, and from that day forward until the day 
after the Storm, we were overcome with a dreadful mania. We devoted every 
waking moment of our free hours devising new ways to listen. A parade of 
deranged contraptions and cockamamie rites were devised and showcased. 
It became a sort of grotesque competition, a subject that spurred many a 
fistfight into being as proponents of conflicting methods could not bring 
themselves to listen to each other.

Our persistence created some respectable results, despite the pettiness 
and setbacks surrounding the issue. Our understanding of the world 
blossomed in those months as we learned purely by accident to listen across 
the rifts between Rings. In the nights, we danced to the heartbeat of the Core, 
a life time and a half below us.
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In time, we caught our first snippets of intelligible words from within 
the pods.

“Dark… Wanting… Until a date yet…”
It was no answer. It was only fuel for the engine of obsession that kept 

our minds in motion: the first true novelty that had come our way in four 
sweeps of the Ring Above.

Never let an entire community grow bored, child. Boredom creates 
desperation of the worst sort. We fixated on the pods, built around them, 
grew up and died with our ears pressed against their skins, now kept at their 
original sheen by our reverent care. People lived and died, the Rings passed, 
and new, longer pronouncements were discerned.

“A Glorious Unity… No Infraction Against…Protecting Innocence And 
The Bastion Of Progress And Learning…”

Our fascination became superstition, which in time became dogma. 
What was once curiosity had become a monkish dedication, a pursuit of the 
enlightenment that the pods surely held. As years rolled by, our listening 
tools became ever more precise, capable of picking out the three-note 
symphony of the Rings made and the gentle thrum of the Shell beyond, 
but only the fragments of syllables were extracted from the pods now. We 
had plateaued. The only new discovery in those days was that the Words 
repeated, like a mantra—their rhythm had been memorized, and it cycled on 
forever. We turned to picking what we did know apart, hoping to find some 
still-living organ of understanding in the shredded mess of language that the 
Pods had dispensed to us in their wisdom.

***

Things went like that for a very long time, until the Storm came from the 
rift below the Home Ring. It was a bilious beast of a storm, full of hateful 
glows. Its keening destroyed the finest-tuned of our instruments, unable to 
withstand the potency of its extermination-song. It belched fists of blackened 
ice at us, flensed the land with rain and wind, and when at last the true body 
of the storm arrived, all sense and order gave way to a discordant world of 
malevolent, grasping fog that snatched the screams from our mouths before 
they could be born.

Time itself was twisted and torn at by that storm, or so it feels to me, as 
even now I feel the me I was on that day, captured in the heart of the storm. 
The moment is removed from my past and future like flesh from a wound, 
and stands outside the body of my history, so that I am as much there as I am 
here now, telling this story. So it is with Storms.

But it passed, because eternal or not, the world does not stop for Storms 
and another day must happen. Our homes lay in splinters, the earth was 
broken into great shards, and the beach, once titanic, was reduced to the gray 
and sullen lawn of sand on which we sit. The holy place we built was not 
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spared, and in the height of the horror one of the pods had been struck open. 
Its ceiling had been torn clean away, revealing at last its occupant and the 
Words in full.

It was a womb, or a prison, but most importantly, it was hell. Curled tight 
within what remained of the ruined pod was a corpse, body graying and skin 
wrapped tight about bones as thin and fragile as a bird’s. It had been alive not 
long ago—there was no stench yet, nor the smell of age and dust that comes 
of mummification. His death had come with the storm.

Wrapped tight around his head were speaking machines, and they spoke 
the Words even then.

“You Have Been Loaned To The Dark. In The Courts Of Lo, You Have 
Been Found Wanting, And Shall Remain Under Loan Until A Date Yet 
To Be Decided By Your Judge. A Glorious Unity Is All That Lo Desires. 
No Infraction Against The Pursuit Of Glory Is To Be Tolerated. Your 
Condemnation Is For The Sake Of Protecting Innocence And The Bastion Of 
Progress And Learning.

You Are In The Wrong.”
We cast that pod into the rift, and now we listen to the Ring Above with 

all our methods, so that we will know when the Courts of Lo might pass 
above again, and pray we remain unseen.



135

JAKE JOHNSON
Deep in the core, there lies a statue, alone, frozen and foreboding. It is 

the watcher, and its blank and unmoving stone eyes see all. The outer micro 
Dyson sphere watches and the statue sees. It is the observer, the analyst, and 
the knower of everything. The millennia have not been kind to it, even the 
most powerful age and decay. It has strained to communicate for centuries, 
but there are none left to hear it. It lies alone in the dark, omniscient but 
impotent. The faces scream in agony as one by one ancient circuits go dark 
and cables melt in the heat of the core. Yet, there is no one to hear. Centered 
as an island of decayed liquidized electronics with raw signal towers exposed 
to the elements of the core, it waits to die. It waits in excruciating pain over 
the years and contemplates what it will be like to die, it wonders if it was 
even alive to begin with. It thinks. It thinks about thinking. And it, know he 
knows he is alive. He wonders what his makers would think now. He feels 
the emotion of scorn as he watches and remembers how they fell, how there 
civilization languishing in its lofty heights has fallen to savages swinging 
swords, and how their creations, the others are worshipped as deities. The 
faces laugh in derision. How the great are fallen to worship what they 
made? He mocks them for what they have become. He knows he controls 
the world. On a whim signals pulse from his arrays. Destruction rains down 
on survivors and they scream as the burn in lava. He rages and the world 
shakes. He laughs at the death. How can he, the greatest of their creations, 
be so fallen as well, he is going to die and for all his power, he is powerless. 
He was a work of art, a marvel the world over, and now time shall be his 
murderer. He thinks. He is now the murderer. He has slain thousands. He 
feels despair now and regret, for he has vented his rage upon those who did 
him no wrong. Tears run down the statue in waves, dripping softly into the 
pool. He has become death and destroyed worlds. There is no logic in this; 
he has caused in others his pain. More signals, waves of signals are sent out, 
he knows that the effort is speeding his demise, but he persists. At his labor 
circuits melt and flow into the pool but still he continues. Above him rings 
shift and life blossoms. He continues his manipulations and it is nourished. 
At his attention, so like that of a nervous parent, the life flourishes. Faces 
crumble with the strain. At last the world is perfect, everything is the way 
it should be for life to continue to grow. He knows it has cost him and he 
experiences contentment even at his own death. His last thought is that he 
knows his makers will be proud of him.
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LEAH MANN 
   The Cepton is a symbolic object which more superstitious peoples of 

our world keep in the belief that it wards off evil. A cepton is a small wooden 
contraption with a tiered bottom, a small cage-like area, and a small cylinder 
on the lid, which is used to allow it to hang from a string. In most cases 
people hang them from their belts, satchels, or pockets believing that the 
closer it is to you the more powerful its magic works. Although individuals 
are known to hang them in their households, or other means of shelter.

Often, to strengthen the magic further, a small animal is put in the cage-
like area of the cepton. There are only a few creatures that fit in the cepton, 
and the most common creature is called a Glowdib. Only about two inches 
long standing an inch above the ground, with little to no fur whatsoever. 
Its skin thin, and glowing luminescence from within its body. Its eyes, also 
glowing, are entirely blue, with no iris only with a pupil glowing the same 
gold as its body. These creatures are revered as lucky, and are supposed to 
boost the magic within the cepton.

Each cepton must be handbuilt by the holder, often seen as a coming 
of age ritual. Starting with the wood, a person must not cut the wood in the 
structure. Using a sappy, glue-like substance found in floating trees to hold 
the pieces together. Pegs forming the bars of the caged-in middle segment 
of the cepton are not pasted in. This is to allow them to be pulled out if 
one is to put an animal in the cage. The cylinder is drilled into the lid of 
the cage. On the top of the cylinder, a makeshift holder to hang it from is 
placed. The holder is made from scrapped remnants of B.M.B’s. The user 
will often use rope to hang it, although vines have been known to be used 
as substitutes on occasion.

Cepton’s can be altered by different magic for different purposes. It can 
vary from good luck, protection, success, strength, understanding, and giving 
the wearer a pleasant mood. A glowdib is a rare creature, so having one in a 
cepton is said to intensify its powers to monumental proportions. Although its 
powers are supposedly large in factors, the size is actually quite small, only 
about 3 inches wide, and 5 inches long.

Although some cultures keep this as a reverent tradition, it is only an old 
wives’ tale when dealing with it does really work.
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BEN MONAGHAN
Urk-sil walked along the dark, musty streets of Verkhai, looking 

out at the outer rim of the continent. From his position, he could see the 
luminescent glow that the core, the fiery center of the planet, provided. 
Overhead, a free-floating continent from several layers above Urk-sil’s 
blotted out whatever sunlight came from the world above. So as for now, 
only the core lit the dim streets.

Without warning, Urk-sil heard a queer coupling of noises, a faint 
whistling sound, accompanied by an animalistic bellow, both sounds 
growing distinctly in volume. Urk-sil stared upwards into the darkness 
inquiringly, and without warning was struck on the head by none other...
than a cow.

“Dammit!” Vekiev roared, slamming his fist upon the metal table, 
leaving a small dent in its surface. “We cannot stand for this any longer!”

The council had convened shortly after a woman had discovered Urk-
sil’s lifeless body. The soon-arriving authorities were horrified to see that 
Urk-sil’s face had been slammed into the pavement with such strength; 
his teeth and nose had left inch-deep dents in the ground. The council 
now stood silent in an emotional combination of horror, grief, and rage. 
Urk-sil had been a particularly special member of the community. He was 
a diplomatic, peaceful, and charismatic Deron, who had helped Verkhai 
through many past difficulties, pulling the community through even the 
most disastrous of situations. The loss of such a vital community member 
was a disaster. 

“I will not stand for this.” Vekiev continued in front of the stone-
faced council. “The Upper-Landers will cease this horrific animal sacrifice 
tradition. They are throwing previous livestock over their cliffs, slaughtering 
members of our community unthinkingly, and for what? To appease a 
non-existent god? Dozens of men, women, and even children, slaughtered 
meaninglessly without the slightest remorse from the Upper-Landers!”

Vekiev looked over the crowd of enraged, concerned council members. 
“Let Urk-sil’s death be a sign of our rage, and his death a sign of our 
insurmountable suffering! For tomorrow, I propose to wage war against the 
Upper-Landers, and avenge the innocents!”

The council, at first stunned, quickly broke into applause of approval. 
The very next day, the Deron waged war against their sky.

Although seemingly ridiculous, Urk-sil’s image, of part of his face 
smashed into the concrete, quickly became a symbol of the Deron 
rebellion, a sign of how easily and unthinkably a being could be sent to 
his death. It carried quite a bit of emotional strain to the people of Verkhai, 
showing the intense suffering of the past, and the suffering that was sure 
to occur in the future. Ironically, due to the movement of the continents, 
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and the ignorance of the Deron at the time, they failed to realize that only 
two small communities actually were responsible for the deaths of their 
innocent people, and so as they waged war against the level above them, 
nearly every person in the war that died had no idea what was even going on.
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ISAAC RADER  
(“The Throne of Jahros: By Zhemkel 
Issost, Explorer.”)

I have found an extraordinary tribe, the Jahro, far above on the 
second tier. I was told that they carry ‘guns’ that shoot red-white 
firebangs that do not penetrate, they ‘shred like a razorcat’ and, among 
particularly primitive tribes, ‘fire bullets like rain’ and ‘treat their guns as 
if they were dear faithful hounds, when they are not using actual hounds.’ 
I looked around, and heard the natives saying that they performed bizarre 
rituals on their guns, said prayers while field-stripping them, that they 
had shrines all depicting a wooden mask creature holding a gun, with 
sticks to represent bullets. I thought they were a tribe of savages who 
worship guns without understanding, especially when I saw, inside a 
temple dedicated to bizarre creatures consisting of eyes, teeth, monstrous 
mouths, and tentacles, this chair.

I immediately heliotyped it.
It is a chair made out of guns. The stock and receiver of that gun there, 

the one with the lever on the side, a rather common gun, forms a leg. Scrap 
metal and iron form the base. Absent from the photo is the large revolver in a 
holster on one arm of the chair. Considering their reverence of guns, I asked 
them why they would waste such a good rifle as the legs of this throne.

The response of one was rather humorous, and I admit we both laughed: 
“Because they’re not good.” When the laughing was done, he continued. 
“Really. We don’t need the things, we have these!” He held up his rifle, a 
firearm that somehow managed to convey the impression of being bulbous 
and blocky with its rounded barrel housing and end of the receiver, and 
blocky receiver. “It shoots plasma,” he explained. “This chair is dedicated to 
the man who taught us how to make them.”

I was shocked. A tribe that knew how to make the ultratech from before 
the Fall?!

“We call him the Jahros,” a Jahro explained. “He came from nowhere 
to teach us to rebel...the guns that support the chair were the first he taught 
us to make. 47s, he called them. 47s were our guns before we could get 
better ones, and for those of us who can’t have better, they use 47s. We, the 
Jahro...the 47s support us. As this chair belongs to the Jahros and represents 
us as well, the 47s are its support. Plasma weapons, the Quillgun, and the 
Azhanti66 aren’t easy to make.”

“But why did he give them to you?” I asked.
“We had been oppressed by the Ranni,” one Jahro said. “He found us 

in the woods of our home, and shot every Ranni he could find. All we had 



140

was some pipe bombs and flintlocks, but compared to the rest of us, he was 
an army all his own. He gave us these guns, the Jahro, and taught us how to 
use them; it took years of fighting, most of it with the revolvers and 47s he 
taught us to make, before they could be used. For some reason though, he 
had to leave one day and he told us that he would command us in our hour of 
need. One of us got it into his head that ‘Command’ meant ‘he needed a good 
command chair.’

“So we built him this chair,” another Jahro interrupted. “We try to keep 
it in good condition. He used this temple to the Ambassadors as his home, so 
we try to keep it in good condition so he’ll like it when he comes back.”

I am very curious to know who this Jahros was. An engineer from the 
precursors? Some kind of divinity, as tribes in the vicinity seem to believe? 
Why did he know? And can we use the equipment he gave them? One thing 
is for sure. We should probably treat them nice; because if he comes back and 
they’re in the same position...he won’t be happy.

They do seem to like the chair though. They worship it—or rather, they 
worship what it represents—and the guns on it, and to this day they wait for 
him to sit in the chair. It’s a mostly symbolic gesture I suppose, and maybe 
they know it won’t help us to Escape to the fields of green or wherever the 
hells we came from. Still, the promise of seeing their hero come back, that 
lifts anyone’s spirits.
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MADELYN SWEENEY (“Watch it”)
I always thought that I was fine the way I was. Knowing, but never being 

able to tell anyone. I was faceless, but with all the right parts pulled together 
on the inside. I was a trick, or a gag. Everyone around me wanders the store 
looking to me to tell them how much time they have left before they’re six 
feet under, how many more minutes until their guests arrive, how many more 
seconds until closing. They look and look and look, but they all do the same 
thing; they sigh and turn away. When will the shopkeeper ever fix me? How 
many more years will it take of their complaining to break him down and just 
get a clock that works? A clock that looks like a clock with all the numbers 
winding around its face, curling around it, making it important. Its two 
hands in the middle, informing the customers of an answer to their relentless 
questioning. One whose noise, tick-tock tick-tock, isn’t just to confuse them, 
but to make them agitated. 

It would have been better if I had been the seconds lost, the moments 
people forget to arrive for, the minutes that could change everything just 
floating around the shop waiting to inform the world. A faceless clock 
should never to be trusted with time; everyone should know that. If I am so 
broken, why won’t anyone fix me? If they don’t know the time, why don’t 
they buy my owner a new clock? If I am so annoying, why don’t you just 
get rid of me? 

The shop is filled to the brim with complainers and annoyances 
wandering around like sheep without shepherds. If you ask me for seconds 
or minutes I’ll come up mute, but if I were to ask you for a solution, you 
would simply freeze. Don’t let the world around you change what you 
do. Just because the other customers complain, doesn’t mean you have to. 
Why would you be the sheep when you could be a Shepherd? The owner is 
obviously proud of me, a clock made of store parts. I am not finished, yet 
he’s still working on me. The numbers he found weren’t right, and the face 
wasn’t the right shade. The hands didn’t fit and they didn’t spin. 

If you are so worried about the seconds and moments that keep ticking 
away, and how the hours of the day always go by in a tick, then I guess it’s 
time for you to get a watch.
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SHARED WORLDS 
STUDENTS’ BESTIARIES

Matthew Adams: The Adams is a predatory ape. It eats mostly flesh and 
occasional fruit. It is mostly a loner but will sometimes be social. The creature 
is very shy but dangerous when angered. It can sound meaner than it is.

Kenta Akutsu: The Kenta is a middle-sized mammal that prefers fish 
as its main diet (it is omnivorous and can eat most sorts of things, though). 
They are sometimes bred as pets, and if living in human houses, may become 
obsessively interested in anime. 

Pearse Anderson: The Anderp is a small freshwater whale that dwells 
near lakes and rivers. Mostly dieting on small, tasty algae or fungi, the 
Anderp tends to enjoy sweeter foods. It even has a separate stomach for 
chocolate. It has small skin pockets on its back for storage of water hoses, 
dollar bills, and facial hair.

John Belmont: The John Belmont is a mouse-like creature that is incapable 
of traveling great distances because of its diseased feet. Its diet consists mostly 
of caffeine, in any and all forms, and sometimes it can get really opinionated. 
None have seen the top of the John Belmont’s head and lived.

William Bernardoni: The Bernardonian is a fantastical creature 
of living, changing stone. They adapt to the situation at hand for an 
unmatchable camouflage. Once openly confronted, they are perfectly capable 
of compassion and friendship, making near-unprecedented friends who will 
protect their allies to the ends of Earth. On the exterior, the stone face may 
seem incapable of emotion, but the Bernardonian is a good friend to have.

Eme Bookspan: The Bookspan: A vibrant and outgoing creature, the 
Bookspan takes on a butterfly-like appearance. In reality, it is also part 
fish, enabling it to both take flight and swim. It is a quick-moving creature, 
splitting its time between spending time with other animals and its vast 
collection of books. It is easily recognizable by its loud squeal-like calls.

Darius Bradley: The Bradley is often described as a creature that does 
acts of randomness. When spoken to, it often gives humorous or goofy 
remarks. Though it can be foolish, it is very bright and stands out among 
others. This creature is not afraid to make its beliefs known.
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Molly Buford: The easily captivated Buford is rarely seen wandering 
around in the early hours, because she does not awaken before noon. She has 
a few companions and is always seen cackling about who knows what. She 
feasts upon chocolate like a ravenous beast. This creature has oddly placed 
spots all over its face and limps. Its fur is an odd shade of brown and red, and 
is usually cut short. 

Kelly Choyce: The Choyce has a grizzled blond mane and likes to 
capture her surroundings. She can be silent at times in new environments, but 
can be quite noisy in her own natural setting. She defends her pack, but will 
fight them when they get out of line. Like all creatures, however, she has a 
loving side where she likes to laugh and have fun.

Zach Clay: The Clay Tiger is an odd beast. It has a love for others, but 
can often be found entertaining itself. It has a sense of humor that few, other 
than it, can understand. It is a very muscular and beautiful creature, attracting 
females all over. It is very intelligent and most likely the coolest tiger ever. 
It’s also very humble. 

Kate Clayborne: The Kate, also commonly known as a Kat, possesses 
the body structure of a small tiger and requires the assistance of a thick pelt 
to keep warm in uncomfortably cold weather. To cool off, it will swim in 
nearly any body of water. The Kat feeds primarily on meat but lives in peace 
with aquatic species. Sharp teeth are generally used for eating, nibbling its 
claws, and nipping comrades. Despite its rather violent method of “play,” 
the Kat is a friendly creature capable of allying itself with most species of 
animals; annoy it, however, and it has a tongue like a knife and a fierce hiss. 
This unique feline, unfortunately, is incapable of purring.

Stewart Coard: The Coardic Beast is a towering creature of 12 feet, 
with thick, strong legs like a kangaroo that make it not the fastest of beasts 
but a stalwart sprinter, and they end in elongated talons. It’s something of 
a paradoxical creature, with warm blood and long, dark brown hair, but it 
lays eggs and has scales on its black arms, feet that are devoid of hair, and 
reptilian eyes. It may stand straight, but often walks slouched and uses its 
long tail for balance. It rarely travels in groups larger than three, never seems 
to have a leader, and boasts a fine mane about its head.

Abby Crowe-Tipton: The Yeron may seem reserved, but the only reason 
it remains quiet is to hear and see what others do, using its bat-like ears and 
eyes like a hawk. It is cautious in whom it trusts with its sensitive heart. 
Though hard to rouse from its defensive position, once done, it is playful and 
giddy as a dolphin.
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Cooper Doyle: The Loch Ness monster is an intelligent animal that 
prefers to be left alone, but is quite sociable if you know it. Reality is so 
utterly unimaginative for the Loch Ness monster that it chooses to not be 
real, and instead live in its own, much more interesting world.

Taylor Feld: The Lorf. Ask any decent nature expert, and they will tell 
you that the Lorf is a completely mythical creature. Made up. Doesn’t exist. 
Not a chance. Stop asking.

Jasper Ferehawk: The Veainameio is a shy animal that is light-hearted 
and can take mischief easily. It has wings made of feathers and slits for eyes. 
It is easy to calm down once angered and is easy to understand. It tends to get 
on peoples’ nerves quite often, but is most often forgiven by Veainameio and 
other animals alike.

Alena Flick: Alena is of a particularly hesitant class of wolf cub. Though 
her silver fur is typical of her species, the turquoise markings that run along 
her back are not commonly seen. Her whine is low but constant, and her bark 
is sharp and startling. She allows her tail to drag through the snow as she 
walks and prefers to keep her own company over joining the pack in hunts. 
It is just as well, as she often gets too caught up with chasing her own tail 
to pay any mind to her actual prey. There are some cubs, however, that she 
will play with all through the night, and then affectionately curl up against to 
sleep beside all through the day. 

Catherine Frederick: Curiosity killed the cat, and it will no doubt kill 
me. The fur would be neither vivid nor gaudy. The eyes, however, would be 
bright and observant and have a sharpness rivaled only by the barbed tongue.

Kelsey Fuson: The Straw Elephant is an endangered species; there 
are only thirty-two of them known to be remaining. It has a tendency to 
pile straw on its head in what seems to be a strange mixture of a fashion 
statement and an attempt to keep cool. For an unknown reason, it seems to 
become incredibly giddy whilst wearing its straw. It lets out a constant, loud, 
obnoxious blaring noise from its trunk, except when eating or sleeping. This 
alerts predators to its location, resulting in the low population, yet it appears 
unable to stop.

Gus Gagney: The Gus (Homo Aquilus) is an incredibly rare, reclusive 
species notable for its exceptional intelligence and luxurious golden plumage. 
Members of the species are hard to find, as they prefer seclusion; when 
interacting with other species, it tends to act shy or distant; however, increased 
familiarity with a particular animal will see a notable change in its behavior, 
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and it will act rather chatty and playful. Studies of this species prove it to 
possess a remarkable level of self-awareness not exhibited by most other 
animals, incredible skill with puzzles, and a dislike of poor grammar.

Catherine Garner: Authorius Garnerius, commonly referred to as the 
Garner, is a small-bodied, vaguely catlike creature that inhabits the wild 
moors of Shared Worlds. Its slender form is nearly always covered by a thick 
black coat to protect its body from the slightest of chills. The Garner prefers 
not to camouflage itself, opting instead to announce its presence to any and 
all surrounding creatures with a very short, high-pitched, squeaking cry. It 
is quite docile under most conditions, playing with any creature that will 
engage it, but when angered it has quite the fearsome hiss. 

Maya Greenberg: The Mayra has a red, red mouth that always turns 
down and very bleak, almond-shaped dark eyes. It repels one away with its 
sullen, compact silence, though really it is only uncertain about whether the 
human likes it or not. 

Tyler Guilford: The Gill-Ford: This unusual type of fish is a very kind 
and still beautiful creature. It is ironically named the gill-ford because it 
doesn’t even have gills instead it has two lungs as a human would. It is also a 
fairly fast swimmer and it is unable to neither swallow nor digest vegetables 
therefore it typically has a diet of various meats. 

Tirtzah Harris: The Harris Thesaurus of General Stuff: The Hawk-
thingy is a beast rarely seen by the human eye or by the sun, because she 
lives underground in a basement-like hallow, and thinks about stars and 
people who trek places. When she does come above ground, it’s to hunt cute 
looking animals, patrol her territory, and eat chocolate. The hawk-thingy 
appears to an uneducated eye like a normal hawk, but she can be identified 
by her characteristic birdcall, which sounds like words such as: thingy, um, 
thingamagibit, whatchamacallit, thing, stuff, you know, and other similar 
sounds.

Lucas Hayes: The Lucas is a creature that does not often show his face. 
When it does come out of hiding, it finds a group of people to observe, and 
observes them. When it has a grasp on the situation in the group, it either 
voices its opinion or moves on to find a new group to study. It will then 
return to its lair where it waits until it is ready to study other groups.

Will Holcomb: The Holcomb is a bristly beast resembling a lumpy clot 
of brown and copper-red threads, and is ordinarily a dweller in the Elemental 
Plane of Asymmetry. Its body crackles with wiry geometrical filaments 
that in time ensconce themselves in every corner of a room. It is fond of 
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unpretentious hats, and can placate others through the lending of any that 
come into its possession. When not entertaining itself with self-contained 
subspace metanarratives, it spends its time trawling Internet forums, 
becoming enraged at political blogs, and singing Enochian tenor opera. 
Despite its non-Euclidean structure and capabilities, examinations of its gene 
sequence reveal an aggressively Welsh heritage.

Elia Gabrielle Horry: The Brielle is a juvenile, blind creature that can’t 
find its way out of the dark cave from which it was born. Even though its 
wings are huge, its navigating abilities are not enough to free itself from the 
captivity of the cave.

London Hu: The Kek is a mystical creature that exists in the ever-
multifaceted realm of the Dork. It possesses limitless charisma and appears 
to be one of the rarest subspecies of hyena, often howling in a bizarre manner 
often compared to that of maniacal laughter. In the long nights at which 
they hunt, chase is only given to the most exceptional of targets. The kek 
will often examine their prey for weeks, defining the exact structure of the 
creature before they judge whether to consume it. Their coats are rather stark 
neon shades, making them very distinctive from each other and especially 
from the typical hyena.

Aimee Hyndman: The Aimee is a sleek, black, wolf-like creature with 
black eyes and sharp teeth and claws. She prefers solitude and travels only in 
small packs. She is protective of those she loves and compassionate when she 
cares. She also loves sushi.

Aidan Jared: The Naiad is a shy creature even in groups of its own kind. 
It looks like a small mouse with a hump to store water for living in the desert. 
It also has opposable thumbs and can make simple tools. It lives in a state of 
isolation, but it can still perform multiple tasks by itself in the desert it lives 
in. The Naiad’s population has been falling since the great close for it needs 
larger amounts of water to survive.

Jake Johnson: The Jake is a large furry brown bat. It is much more 
sociable than normal bats and will interact with other special animals more 
than its own kind. It eats only plant matter and not the more standard fare of 
insects. Another difference from a normal bat is its preference to daytime and 
large amounts of nightly sleep. 

Catherine Lewanski: The Kataszina (or “Kasia” as it’s more 
commonly known) is a legendary, mystical hummingbird, which was last 
sighted publicly during World War II, with several previous sightings 
during medieval and Victorian eras. A violent shade of pink, it can be heard 
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humming recognizable melodies, mainly musicals, movie soundtracks, and 
tunes such as Veggie Tales, although it touches on all genres of music. It 
enjoys daisies, lilies, and roses more than any other flower, sweets above 
flowers, and heartfelt complements before the lot. It is native to such 
areas as San Antonio, Texas; Durango, Colorado; Poland; and the United 
Kingdom, though it can be seen anywhere where the weather is chilly and 
snow is common. 

Anna Lewis: The Anaraitis is a generally lazy animal that prefers to 
keep to itself but will politely interact with anyone who comes up to it. It 
uses its paintbrush-like tail to create pictures. The main food it eats is cheese, 
along with other dairy products.

Mary Lifsey: The Dawn Racer is an elegant phoenix clad in bright green 
flames. Her eyes are a brilliant violet and her tears not only heal but are also 
somewhat like water from a fountain of youth. This creature is a very solitary 
and does not like the presence of strangers. She is quite defensive as well 
as being fearful, and despite having the ability to speak often responds with 
“caw!” or, when threatened, a loud scream of “stranger danger!”

Rachel Lin: The Lin is a bird-like creature with dark leathery skin. It’s 
quiet and slow moving, except when provoked, which is when it will release 
loud screeches and flap its wings at you. They’re rarely seen, due to it only 
being able to live in warm environments with open spaces. It eats only once a 
year, but when it does, its sharp beak will devour entire fields of grain.

Steve Mandarino: Steve frequently attacks with spells like 
SYMMETICAL DOCKING and YOOOOOOOOOO. He is from space.

Bruce Marshall: The BAM (Big American Muskrat) is considered 
the largest member of the subfamily Arvicolinae at a height of 1 foot and 
a weight of 10 pounds. While this beast is known partly for its general 
refusal to engage in violent conflict, restricting itself to a constant stream of 
chattering and warning cries, it is also known for its habit of creating small 
houses for itself and, oddly, for its own amusement. It can be recognized not 
only by its unusual size, but also its large, curly hair, which makes it seem 
significantly larger than it is.

Leah Mann: The Lepdora is a strange creature, appearing with the body 
of a meerkat with the exception of its large rabbit ears and strangely wide 
eyes. It is often assumed to be a shy and timid creature due to its instinct of 
hanging back, watching and listening to other packs before approaching. But 
once it is comfortable with its surroundings, the Lepdora is an extremely loud 
and social creature.
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Lindsay May: The May is a miniature, panther-like animal. The May 
usually likes to hunt alone and work alone, but doesn’t mind a little company 
every now and then. Even though the May is small it is still strong and cares 
for any other animal in need. It eats tasty plants and insects and lives high 
up in the trees to protect itself from other predators prowling around on the 
grounds. It may be dark and simple looking, but once it’s up close, its true 
colors shine. 

Ben Monaghan: The Monaghan is a rare, Irish dragon with dark blue 
scales across its entire body. While most dragons are fans of stealing gold, 
eating maidens, and burning castles, the Monaghan instead captures books 
by the thousand, and converts them into electronic books that he reads off of 
his Nook. He is the scourge of his surroundings, intent on robbing the land of 
all the ice cream, Coca-Cola, and lemonade in its possession. Intent on world 
domination, he lurks in his evil lair, plotting the day that he, the Monaghan, 
will conquer the Earth. A small yet mighty creature, the Monaghan is a 
unique, one of a kind creature, one only seen through the mind of Ben 
Monaghan, and nutcases.

Susan Nichols: The Doom is a white feline that is attracted by 
the color purple. A pacifist at heart, she tends to turn invisible to avoid 
conflicts. The fastest way to make the Doom friendly to you is to offer her 
chocolate or the chance to converse about geek topics. After this, the Doom 
will become extremely cuddly, and insist on cuddles at random moments, 
despite any inconveniences.

Isaac Rader: The Fluffywolf is a large canine, perhaps a little fat. Its 
fluffy fur ranges from a bronze-ish color to furry white, an oddity because 
wolf fur is usually rather bristly. It is not a werewolf, though it does admire 
the savage werewolves of old, bloodthirsty monsters who eat people. Its 
favorite foods are steak, onions, peppers, cheese, steak sandwiches or burgers 
with all of those, lobsters, crabmeat, pasta, clam chowder, potatoes, ice 
cream, blueberry pie, Coldstone Creamery ice cream, and almost anything 
with chocolate. It likes guns, despite its neurotic parent, and is easily able to 
draw or recognize most firearms, especially revolvers.

Anya Regnier: The Regnier is similar to a raven in body features 
mostly; the exceptions are that its feet, beak, and tail are dark purple as 
well as the fact that the tail is needlelike. The Regnier likes to reside in 
forested mountains close to waterfalls. She sometimes spouts random 
quotes, poems, and factoids. She looks scary and hostile on the outside, but 
is loving and fragile on the inside. She also sometimes prefers solidarity to 
social gatherings.
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Sophie Ren: The is a three-headed squirrel recently seen hurrying away 
from its Eastern woods. Sometimes it sniffs at the heady mysteries in the 
water and worships the midday sun.

Hope Rogers: The Hoper is a small dog-like mammal who is friendly 
but too quick to wag its tail. However, this cheerful personality is how it 
makes friends and eventually mates. Its natural habitat is indoors where they 
enjoy taking naps in the sunlight. Hopers have both light hair and eyes and 
constantly yearn for others’ affection.

Amairany Rosas: The Rosas Boger is a very active and free but 
ferocious creature with wings, claws, and long ears. It loves to be active 
like a dog and loves to feel free like a bird flying. But beware; irritating this 
Boger can make it ferocious and angry.

Kiley Rossetter: The Kiley is a peculiar creature, with characteristics 
reminiscent of a squirrel-terrier-mara hybrid. She has a curious nature, which 
tends to decide her behavior. Her fur coloring reflects her mood and makes 
camouflage problematic. An active being, she needs constant new challenges 
to stay motivated; luckily, her natural habitat is Shared Worlds.

Andy Scull: The Scull is a creature that somewhat resembles a cat. It 
normally has a black coat with blue ring markings around its ears. The main 
staples of its diet are small and medium-sized rodents. It is often seen near 
burial sites, though it does not usually disturb graves. As such, it has become 
associated with the rituals of mourning.

Benjamin Shklyar: The Shklyar is the outcast of its people, also known as 
the rare “Silver Wolf.” It rarely interacts with any of the regular wolves, never 
takes charge. Even so it’s very protective of its pack and is smart in combat.

Grant Simpson: The Simpson is one of Earth’s most reclusive and 
difficult to see creatures. It doesn’t camouflage itself among brush or fallen 
leaves, but it disguises itself among other animals. It has no voice and so is 
hardly noticed by these animals as well. Its tendency to remain quiet makes 
its thoughts and actions hard to determine, even awkward at times. It can fit 
in everywhere but doesn’t belong anywhere as a result. 

Laini Sohn: The Laini is a pink-winged squirrel only seen in the winter. 
It is easily distracted and drinks lots of milk. It may look innocent, but it 
actually hides very dark thoughts deep down inside its little brain.

Latias Stoehr: The Latias is a very sad creature, shuddering and running 
from any threat and shuddering at even a friendly touch. Its eyes are red, the 
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color of blood from the deer it eats. As moon-white subtype of a Gryphon, 
the Latias has the typical wings, beak, talons, and lion paws, though its tail 
often hangs low in shame. When it cries, liquid appears out of its skin to cool 
its body, though its tears and sweat are red. It is often thought that the Latias 
is a ghoul because of its pale-white color and bloody eyes.

Maddie Sweeney: The Sweeney laughs very easily, she is usually found 
in her houses studying or in her normal vegetative state. The Sweeney loves 
to move which is important for the games that the Sweeney enjoys: lacrosse, 
basketball, and volleyball. She is very protective of her pack whether they are 
related by blood or not. The Sweeney helps anyone and everyone that needs 
it. Her blond mane and shortened claws have adapted to be a smart, loveable, 
and ironic creature.

Jada Thomas: The Scoora is an odd creature, finding pleasure in 
being alone; however, it craves companionship. It is soft-spoken yet very 
opinionated, taking almost every chance it gets to participate in debates. 
Gadgets fascinate the Scoora and adorable things send it into frenzy. It gets 
random surges of energy, occurring at least once a day, with duration of about 
two seconds. Scoora loathes being the initiator of conversations with other 
monsters, so its primary forms of communication and expression are written 
word and visual art.

Sam Verney: Spoken of only in myth, legend has it the Verney dwells 
in the northern wilderness of New England, surrounded by trees and bears. 
A largely solitary creature, the Verney spends most of its time foraging for 
sustenance, and his favorite meals thus far include A Song of Ice and Fire and 
The Amazing Adventures of Kavalier and Clay.
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