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To the Non-Believers 
 

You read this, and you are not infected. 
 

Imagine if you woke up one morning to be told you had an incurable 

disease. That your disease would change you, irrevocably. That your 
disease would shape the rest of your life, becoming part of how you 

think of yourself and how others think of you everytime they see you. 

 
Imagine being told that because you have this disease you are no longer 

human, no longer part of the species – an outcast and unclean exile. 

Imagine being thrown out of your home. 

 
Historically, this is how the poorest and most unfortunate of our society 

have been treated. These are the people left to beg on street corners, shut 

up in asylums and workhouses, left in the darkness, to rot away unseen. 
For those with wealth and health, these people defile the image of 

humanity with their less than perfect faces and less than perfect lives. 

 
A measure of a civilisation is how well it treats its poor. 

 

In this changed kingdom, some label us as creatures, as vermin, as 

diseased and as part of the problem. But those that do, reject 
understanding in favour of false dogma and doctrine. Ironic then that 

they accuse us of being the cultists, when their blind nostalgic 

polarisation gives them no ability to perceive the world as it is and might 
be – a thing of beauty. Humanity can survive if it accepts alteration.  

 

If you wish to look for present truth in the past, then you must go 

further, right back to the dawn of humanity and before then, to where 
humanity came from. This Earth has dealt with upheaval before and will 

do so again.  

 
Once we worshipped Anu. Now, we do so again.  
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The Depths of Civilisation #2 

By Allen Stroud 

Archaeology – The Remains of Another Past 

[Editor’s note: My great grandfather’s investigation into the origins 

of humanity strayed into many different scholarly territories. Included 
here is a short summary of his findings from the earliest part of the 

twentieth century which concludes with some links to his earliest 

research, that we released to you in Essay #1]. 

 
When we delve into the ground, we find evidence of civilisation in 

preserved art – in writing, pictures, and sculpture. The fragments of lives 

litter the world, going back centuries and millennia. 
Our record of organised city state civilisation takes us back seven 

thousand years to Sumer, Ur and Uruk. The earliest biblical texts 

provide us with clues and the Akkadian texts take us back further into 
the years of the earliest rulers. However, these texts refer to previous 

generations and more ancient kingdoms that we can only glimpse. 

The last ice age ended eleven thousand years ago. Some remaining 

art is made from materials only present at that time and indeed, the 
evidence takes us back further into that period. Told stories of the 

Aboriginal people, handed down from father and mother, to son and 

daughter, date back seventy thousand years. These tales have been 
linked to actual events in the archaeological record.  

Approximately thirteen thousand years ago, many of the largest Ice 

Age animals, including mammoths, mastodons, sabre-toothed tigers and 
giant bears, died out.  Scholars have argued for years over the cause of 

the extinction, with both of the major hypotheses — human overhunting 

and climate change — insufficient to account for the extinctions. 

Recent research suggests that an extra-terrestrial object, possibly a 
comet, about three miles wide, may have exploded over southern 

Canada, nearly wiping out an ancient Stone Age culture as well as 

megafauna like mastodons and mammoths. It is important to consider 
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that such an event could have ended all possibility of developed and 
evolving life on this planet, but instead, life survived and emerged from 

this occurrence changed.  

When looking at our different ancestors, australopithecus is the 
public, human face of the pre-ice age era. These bipedal creatures have a 

prominent jaw and smaller brain cavity in their skulls. However, 

emerging I have determined several irregularities with regards to the 
documentation of several australopithecus findings that would not seem 

to fit with the modern perception of them as a simplistic pre-intelligent 

ancestor of humans. 

The first announced discovery of australopithecus was in 1924, in a 
lime quarry by workers at Taung, South Africa. This became known as 

‘The Taung Child’. The lime quarry was known for containing extensive 

remains of different primates. Many were quickly recognised as being 
gorillas or chimpanzees, but the specimen studied by Australian 

anatomist Raymond Dart, contained a number of humanoid features. He 

came to the conclusion that this was an early ancestor of humans and 

published his findings in the journal in Nature in February 1925. 
Dart’s conclusions were criticised, specifically by the Piltdown Man 

committee, who claimed to have confirmed another ‘proto-human’ back 

in 1912, in East Sussex, UK (the actual discovery being 1908). These 
results were popularly disproved in the early part of the twenty-first 

century with a fluorine content test.  

However, a similar discovery in China’s Qinling-Bashan mountains 
in 1915 was not disclosed to the public. This could be explained by the 

political turmoil of the time. The country was undergoing a particularly 

difficult stage in its transition from monarchy rule to an early republic 

and the First World War going on in Europe caused much of the world’s 
attention to shift away from any attempts by historians to document our 

far distant past. 

Granted an exclusive investigation permit for the Hanzhong region, 
Lei Meng, an archaeologist from Beijing, led a small team into the 

mountains and began exploring the sinkholes that he had been told about 

by local guides (This area was not fully surveyed again until 2016). Lei 
Meng’s group consisted of five technical specialists, including himself, 

and three local guides. They were provisioned for three weeks and set 

out on the 14th of August. Only fragments of Lei Meng’s personal 

journal remain, I have included translated extracts here, as part of the 
discourse. 
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Lei Meng’s Journal 

15th of August 1915 
This countryside is strange to me. I mean, it is part of my country, 

but for most of my life, I have spent my time in the lowlands, amidst wet 

fields, or the cities, where nature gives way to the stone, steel and 
concrete of man. 

Out here, nature remains untamed and the land tolerates our 

presence. There are paths, cut into the dirt by wagons, horses and the 
bare feet of each traveller, but these muddy byways feel temporary, as if 

the wilderness on either side of us might swallow us up at any moment. 

It is at night I find nature most threatening. The sounds of this place 
are nothing like the world I am used to. The shadows cast by trees in our 

firelight, leap and change, as animals all around us go about their 

business. They have not learned to run from us yet, suggesting they see 

few humans in this remote place. 
Nevertheless, we have made good time. The majority of our journey 

in this region will be on foot, walking alongside our supply wagons. In 

many ways, this adventure hearkens back to the journeys of merchants 
taken in ancient times in much the same way.  

Doctor Andros Salamar will be assisting me with our record keeping 

and aiding in the translation of the expedition journal into English and 
his native Spanish. It is my thought that this private account will help us 

both when we come to write up our findings. So far, he has proved to be 

an entertaining, if somewhat eccentric companion, as most westerners 

are. Nevertheless, he has summarised the objective of our work quite 
nicely.  

We are here to look into a hole in the world.   

The rumours I have documented over the last two and a half years of 
ancient graveyards existing in vast caverns that pepper the Qinling-

Bashans can no longer be accepted on sufferance. I must put the wild 

stories and conjecture to the empirical test of my eyes and the scientific 

measurement of my profession. Without such a tangible experience, I 
will surely fail in the eyes of my colleagues and peers who already 

exude an indifferent and sceptical odour in my presence. To counter 

them, I must bring back incontrovertible proof that supports any 
conclusions that I draw.  

I have my suspicions over what we will find, but I cannot abandon 

myself to hope. Were I to do so, the objective rigour of my professional 
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intent might be placed in jeopardy. I must be vigilant and guard against 
such dreams.  

It is my ambition that we should discover the original humanity – the 

first of our species. 
 

17th of August 1915 
The road is a beast that I must tame. My academic body is ill-suited 

for such rigorous travel! 
As a child, I would walk all day whilst about my chores. My frugal 

parents had a name and standing amongst the privileged, but always 

insisted that I be raised as a humble boy, earning what provenance I 
could through hard work. I thought nothing of the hour I spent walking 

to and from the school house, or the extra effort I made to deliver the 

messages of the masters.   

I have become soft. I am far too used to a chair or soft cushions. My 
feet ache and protest, when all I do is employ them in the task for which 

they were made.  

The pains of the day make it hard to concentrate on writing. I have 
managed to attend to my correspondences but neglect other things in 

favour of strong rice wine and sleep.  

My body must harden to its task, else I fear I will be left behind by 
those I have commissioned to our shared purpose. 

James Dawson, younger brother of the esteemed Charles Dawson 

and our representative from the Royal Society, seems much more 

accustomed to the difficulties of our journey. His quintessential 
Englishness, walking with a stick, and wearing a small straw hat that I 

am assured is fashionable in London, leads the way.  He is a confident 

young man, five years my junior, who walks with the swagger of the 
righteous. His intention is to observe our findings and report directly to 

the society, so as to best establish the link (if any) between our 

discoveries and those of the Piltdown excavations. I have come to 
tolerate his presence for his professional standing and eschew further 

social conversation. Whilst a friendship with the Dawson family might 

greatly enhance my academic reputation, I have no wish to listen to his 

theories of European intellectual pre-eminence. Indeed, were I to accept 
his deliberations at face value, I would be denigrating my own 

physiology by comparison. 

Still, it is Dawson who brings with him the photographic plates and 
chemicals needed to record our observations. He shoulders the 

equipment without complaint. 



The Briefing #4 by Jonas Kyratzes and Allen Stroud 

 

8 
 

My other companions, Huan Yi and Xin Ping alternate between 
Dawson and Doctor Salamar, questioning them as intellectual 

curiosities. Some Chinese academics habitually do this. Encouraging the 

opinionated foreigner to unravel their own ill-informed opinions so they 
might be of use to the greater study of all things. This is where there is 

most difference in our approaches. Dawson displays all the qualities of 

personal aggrandisement that no scientist of our people would consider. 
We are vessels and tools, sent to excavate and experience the world’s 

knowledge, so it might be contributed to a greater understanding, not for 

personal enrichment.  

We are some way into the lower foothills now. Still four days walk 
from our first objective, but making good time, despite my discomfort.  

 

19th August 1915 
The first oddity of our journey began sometime in the late afternoon. 

Around this time, I took out my pocket watch and noted the odd 

behaviour of the hands. It appears the device has been ruined by some 

strange force that has been amongst us. 
A cursory inquiry with my companions brought up several other 

instances of the same effect. However, Doctor Salamar’s compass 

appeared unaltered by comparison, which served to encourage but also 
confuse our explanations. The subversion of a compass by magnetic 

impression is a well-documented phenomenon, but I have yet to learn of 

an equivalent that will only corrupt the workings of chronometers.  

We are unsure if the other equipment has been affected. I can only 
hope that it has not. 

Otherwise the day was uneventful and passed as much as it might. 

 

21st of August 1915 
…Not sure… why he decided… Left after packing all his…   

 

22nd August 1915 
Walking has become… The local food disagrees with me, but…  
While we travel, one of our local guides, Chien Yu, has become our 

storyteller. His knowledge of local legends is extensive and most 

entertaining, giving me something to focus on other than my blisters and 
cramps.  

The dirt track path has widened considerably over the last few days. 

According to Chien Yu, three thousand years ago, an army of the Shang 
Dynasty came this way, marching into the mountains in response to 
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desperate stories from regional leaders who claimed monsters had risen 
out of the depths of the world. Emperor Pán Gēng, sent his eldest 

daughter, Liu Wēi, to lead this expedition. She, and her warriors never 

returned to the capital, but some deserters did survive and came to live 
in the local villages, passing on their terrifying accounts of the demons 

that live beneath our world. 

Doctor Salamar has asked that Chien Yu repeat the story to him this 
evening, so he can record it accurately for our expedition journal. I will 

leave them to it.  

 

23rd of August 1915 
We reached the crater at mid-morning, several hours ahead of 

schedule. The locals call this place Èmó dòng – or demon hole. A name 

that evokes the image of Chien Yu’s story. If both are connected, it is 

incredible to think that this account has come to us from three thousand 
years ago. 

The crater is vast. Far bigger in real life than any description of its 

circumference. Despite the encroaching flora, I cannot help but feel like 
it is the beginning of an imminent collapse. The cliffs on each side loom 

into the depths of a fathomless void that I cannot see the bottom of. This 

is a pathway into the depths of the world.  

What secrets lie in in the fathoms beneath our feet? Our expedition 
feels inadequate to the task of glimpsing a fraction of the truth in this 

place. I know instantly I will be returning here, time after time, to learn 

more of what was lost. 
We made camp a hundred yards from the precipice. Working with 

the guides, Huan Yi makes some initial discoveries, identifying a path 

that will take us down to the observable ledges below. An estimate of 
the remaining daylight suggests we have about five hours before sunset, 

when climbing will become difficult. Enough time for a cursory… 

…surprised and disappointed by our initial discoveries, but I am not. 

If we consider the depths of the world to be much like the circular 
shaping of a tree trunk, there will be layers of history lying beneath us, 

waiting to be explored.  

This evening, Mister Dawson has been particularly belligerent and 
critical of our preliminary findings.  It is clear to me that his agenda for 

being here is to ensure the preservation of his brother’s status and 

legacy, rather than solve any mysteries pertaining to the origins of 

humanity. I think he would like to see us fail, which means I am less 
inclined to trust… 
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…attempted sleep at the usual hour, but I am unable to relax. I have a 
sense of being watched. Perhaps the ghosts of travellers rise up from the 

depths of the world to warn those who would follow them? I am not… 

 

24th of August 1915 
…in an hour we had returned to the ledge where yesterday, we found 

the dead monks. The rope they had been using to lower their companion 

is intact and with some effort, we were able to bring him back up to be 
reunited with his comrades.  

I could not help but wonder what happened. There was no sign of a 

struggle or injury. It was as if the sacred brothers simply lay down and 

expired where they stood, in the middle of trying to rescue their kin. 
I spent some time puzzling over the decayed corpses, wondering 

what might have brought such men of faith to abandon life? Whilst I am 

a secular soul, I have known others who find such strength and solace in 
religion. Faith sustains people who are blessed with its gift. I have never 

met a person so inclined who struck me as weak.  

Yet here, I saw no explanation other than acceptance of despair. 
Chien Yu organised our trip onwards. Whilst the monk’s rope was 

intact, we dared not risk its use. The cord has been out in the weather for 

many years and might betray anyone who placed their trust in it. Instead, 

we fashioned our own instruments to the task, contriving a means to 
lower myself and Dawson to the next plateau beneath us.  

It was much darker there. The ground beneath my feet remained wet 

and covered with a soft moss. I surmised that the deeper recesses of the 
hole would be unlikely to receive much sunlight. The further into the 

Earth we would travel, the stranger our surroundings might become.  

Dawson had brought lanterns, and we set these up whilst the others 
made their way down to join us. In the centre of the space, amidst an 

outcrop of strange, yellow plants, I found an eight-

spoked dharmachakra, a sacred symbol to the monks, and possibly the 

explanation for why they were lowering their brethren into the dark.  
Whilst I stood in that shadowed world, I began to feel the same 

sensation as before – an otherworldly intoxication that filled my mind. I 

understood my place as the stranger in this under land, an invader that 
represented the vanguard of humanity. I felt the presence of nature as 

my forefathers might have done, as a dictator who remained 

unsubjugated to humanity’s whim.  

We progressed further, descending to another level and then another. 
On the fourth level, Dawson began setting up his camera, unpacking the 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dharmachakra
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plates and assembling the body of the device on its tripod. Huan Yi 
offered to help him, but his generosity was rebuffed. 

I sat by the edge, peering into the depths and felt a hand upon my 

shoulder. Salamar came to sit beside me. “How far do you think it 
goes?” he asked. 

“I don’t know,” I replied. “All the way to the centre perhaps?” 

“And out the other side?” 
We both laughed at that.   

Dawson took photographs of the plants around us, and afterwards we 

obtained samples, placing them in the glass tubes we had brought for 

such purposes. Many of them were unfamiliar to us in their shape and 
composition. The white and yellow colour of their leaves, gave them a 

sickly and weak quality. I was unsure if they would survive in direct 

sunlight and so intrusted that they be kept under cloth. 
After we completed these tasks, we moved on. 

The fifth level was very dark and slick underfoot. We proceeded with 

c---, working with our hands to m-- out the -----…    

The sixth level was… 
At the eighth level, we took a precise measurement. We had reached 

a depth of seven hundred feet. There was a species of Sciuridae here, its 

fur revealed to be a vivid red under lantern light. Dawson called them 
rodents and mentioned their similarities to creatures that prowl the 

streets of London. 

We carried on down and…  

 

26th August 1915 
The camp is packed up. We’re leaving as quickly as possible. We 

have agreed not to speak about what happened last night, but we must 
distance ourselves from this place before nightfall. The madness comes 

in the dark and we will call ourselves fortunate to escape with such few 

casualties. Still, we will remember Chien Yu and Doctor Salamar, even 

if we cannot mark the place where they lost their lives. 
Dawson is already some hours ahead. He fled the camp before dawn, 

taking most of the specimens with him, but thankfully, I have managed 

to keep the complete body of the woman by sleeping with one arm over 
the box. 

I did not sleep well. My neck… the itch will not abate… 

maddening…  

Huan Yi and I will need to… 
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We must leave. If we catch up with Dawson, there will be a 
reckoning. I am sure we will— 

Aftermath 

The record ends here. Only one further fragment of Lei Meng’s 

writing remains on a torn piece of paper to give a clue as to what 
happened. The words translate into the following phrase:  

…Some rise by sin, and some by virtue fall… 
It is unclear to me why Lei Meng chose to write this Shakespearean 

quote and how it would be relevant to his expedition. 
Tracing the surviving members of the journey is also, difficult. There 

is evidence that one or some of them arrived at a nearby temple and 

stayed there for several days before returning to where they had set out 
from. The town they returned to no longer exists, it is as if it was wiped 

from the map. 

The recovered body that is referred to in Lei Meng’s writings was 
taken to a research centre in Taiyuan that was affiliated with Lingde 

College and the new Shanxi University. There are some filing notes 

from its admittance into storage and we were fortunate that a member of 

the Second Phoenix Society was contacted via numbered message and 
tasked to retrieve a sample – a decayed finger, which was quickly 

transported to secure facilities in Eastern Europe along with copies of 

some initial research notes. 
Six weeks later, the storage offices were broken into and ransacked. 

The recompiled records show no entry for a preserved corpse from the 

Qinling-Bashan Mountains, even by serial code and subsequent searches 

by our operatives have found no trace of this or any other artefact 
associated with Lei Ming’s 1915 expedition. 

There is no reference to a Huan Yi in any study I can find. University 

student and staff records of the time in Beijing were incomplete, 
nevertheless, I expected to find some reference, before or after the 

expedition. 

James Dawson returned to England and continued to support and 
champion his brother’s Piltdown findings. He made several references to 

‘supportive evidence from other global archaeology’ but never produced 

anything specific to back up his claims. It is unclear whether any 

secreted aspect of the Piltdown finds could have been related to the 
Qinling discovery. 

As for Lei Ming himself, he never returned to his tenured post in 

Beijing.  
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Examination 

The forensic examination techniques available to Second Phoenix 
Society members in 1916 were rudimentary at best. The society’s 

laboratory in Bilbao at least had the foresight to preserve the specimen 

as best they could and prevent its undue exposure. Notes from the 
Shanxi scholars and annotations from the Spanish experts indicate they 

did not believe the specimen to be of human origin. The Spanish 

researcher, Doctor Luis García, describes the finger as having a ‘dual 

centre bone structure unlike any primate sample I have ever examined.’  
Preserved drawings illustrate his point in that the proximal and 

intermediate sections of the limb were dual boned, but that the distal 

section was similar to that of a human of undetermined physical gender. 
The Shanxi notes indicate that the body was physiologically female. 

A preserved thigh bone was measured and recorded as being comparable 

in length to that of a young adult in her mid-twenties, but again, the 
bone had a ‘double interlaced structure’ that did not conform to any 

known human or primate skeleton of the time.  No tensile testing was 

recorded, but there is some speculation in the notes that this biological 

design would have been ten or twenty percent stronger than a 
comparable human thigh bone. The writer also suggested that bone was 

not fully grown, indicating that whilst its size was comparable to a 

human adult female thigh bone, the individual who it belonged to, was 
still growing when she died. 

The Shanxi scientists also appear to have taken some initial 

measurements of the skull. Unlike Raymond Dart’s australopithecus 

specimen, ‘The Qinling Woman’ appears to have had a similar cranial 
capacity to a human being, or in fact, a larger capacity. However, it is 

frustrating that they did not complete more examinations of the corpse 

before it went missing. 
The Bilbao sample was subsequently transferred to the townhouse 

residence in Connecticut and it was one of the first things shown to me 

when I agreed to become part of the new working group. The box that it 
lay in was metal and had been carefully lined and sealed. The word 

‘Amatxu’ had been written on a label affixed to the top. 
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Conclusions 

‘The Qinling Woman’ offers us considerable insight into the 
possibility of a second human-like species living on Earth thousands of 

years ago. Whilst this archaeology is difficult to verify and access, there 

is I think, enough evidence to suggest the existence of some kind of 
humanoid variant, living in what is now mainland China, thousands of 

years ago. 

The Qinling-Bashan expedition is not the only lost journal or the only 

set of forgotten or supressed archaeology. There are many other 
anomalies. If they interest you, I would suggest making a written 

submission to the research department for access to this part of the 

archive. Dexter Abernathy, proprietor of the Connecticut sanctuary until 
1952, collected reports of other anomalous discoveries, right up to his 

death in 1963. Several crates of his work were transferred to the 

project’s Nexus Research facility after he passed, and these documents 
form the basis of our current understanding and our hypothesis: 

 

There is something out there. One day, it will return, and we must be 

ready.  
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The Old Man of The Sea 

By Allen Stroud 

It is 1995 and I’m told my Grandfather has passed away. I am 

twenty-seven years old. 
We called him Grandfather, but he wasn’t my Dad’s dad, or my 

Mum’s for that matter. I was never really told what he was to us, only 

that he was ‘Grandfather’ and that we should respect him. I was never 
told his real name. 

As a child, I got used to his regular visits. He would always come at 

our house on the same day every year, bringing presents for all the 

children who’d come over. The day before, people would start to arrive, 
choking up our little street with their cars. Dad said they were all our 

relatives, but we never saw them any other time. The front room would 

be crowded with old people, who I guessed were Grandfather’s friends. 
Mum would ask me to help make lemonade for them and I’d play with 

all the different boys and girls.  

I never remembered their names. 
Eventually, some guests would leave, while others stayed the night in 

our house. Some slept on floors, a few in chairs. I always had to give up 

my bed and sleep in my parent’s room. 

Grandfather would arrive early in the morning. Sometimes, I would 
try to stay awake and catch him, but there was never a car or the sound 

of footsteps on the street. He would just appear in the room, just before 

the sun came up and start talking to people. He treated everyone equally, 
young or old, as if he was everyone’s grandfather, asking after what 

they’d been doing and taking time to listen to their answers and shake 

their hands.  

I remember his face. Old, tanned and weathered. His hands and arms 
rough like tree bark, some of his skin was scaled and patchy. At times it 

caught the light and glittered. He had a tattoo of an anchor on his left 

wrist amidst the worst of it.  
His eyes were blue like the sea, his hair, a straggled mass of grey that 

ran around his bald head and over his ears from front to back. He didn’t 
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walk well, as if moving around on two feet was awkward to him, but he 
never seemed weak, like many of the old uncles and aunts. He kept a 

cool distance from us all, not offering help with the cooking or the 

cleaning up after. He knew all the preparation was for his visit and 
didn’t want to lessen our effort by mucking in.  

After breakfast, he’d sit with all the children. A big canvas bag 

would appear and out would come the presents, all individually wrapped 
in a delicate paper and tied up with twine. 

At first, when I was very young, it was like an extra birthday, but as I 

grew up, I could tell the difference. I never got a present I wished for 

from Grandfather. 
Instead, I got shells. Every year a different one. Some were big with 

whorls of colour, others plain or patterned. My parents didn’t live near 

the sea so, to begin with, I didn’t understand what they were, but got 
excited along with everyone else. All the adults would make a fuss over 

each one unwrapped, as if they were some sort of special prize.  

Over the years, the gatherings became smaller. The boys and girls I 

played with got older. Some disappeared, and we didn’t talk about them 
after. The old people disappeared as well. But Grandfather still came 

and with a flourish, presented me and those who remained with new 

shells each time. 
I pretended to be excited out of courtesy to it all, seeing the trouble 

everyone had gone to and how much they valued this annual event. I 

thanked him kindly as I always did, being too well behaved to do 
otherwise. 

After he left, the new gifts would join the others in an old shoebox. 

Between visits, my parents didn’t say much about Grandfather. Any 

questions I asked were answered in ways that cut short any conversation 
about him.  

Occasionally, I would get out the shoebox from the bottom of my 

wardrobe, open it up and unpack all the shells. I studied the collection 
for a long time, trying to work out why I’d been given them. Some were 

big, some small, some colourful, some plain, but no two were alike, or 

of the same type. There seemed to be no pattern to it. Sometimes, I 
would try to look them up in books at school, but I could only find the 

first few, given to me when I was very young.  

The last time I saw Grandfather was when I was eleven or twelve I 

guess? Only three children remained amidst the small group of adults 
and elderly aunts and uncles. I was the youngest. He leaned down and 

took my hand, making me blurt out my question. 

“Grandfather, what are the shells for?” 



The Briefing #4 by Jonas Kyratzes and Allen Stroud 

 

17 
 

He smiled, his wrinkled face becoming even more wrinkled. “They 
will be your guide, dear one, when you are ready to follow me.” 

When I became interested in boys, the box stayed, taped up in the 

wardrobe and the visits from Grandfather stopped. 
I finished school and went to college. English and Drama were 

always my interests and slowly, I forged a career out of my gifts, 

qualifications and opportunities. I moved out of my parent’s house when 
I went to university, leaving most of my belongings behind, including 

the shoebox. 

When I came back to collect things after graduation. I left the 

shoebox where it was.  
The first house I owned, where I still live, was a little terrace in 

Bournemouth near the beach. When I first moved in, I thought about 

Grandfather and his presents. I always liked the sea. Swimming in a 
pool never felt the same. Each time I went back to my parents’ house, I 

thought about taking the box with me, but for some reason, I never did. 

Only now, with Dad on the telephone with the news, am I thinking 

about those shells.  
“You probably don’t even remember him...” 

“No, I remember,” I reply. “All those gatherings of people when I 

was young.” 
“Oh... Right...” Dad sounds hesitant, as if he wants to say something, 

but isn’t sure how to say it. “He left a will and some instructions.” 

“I can’t imagine that’d be anything to do with us.” 
“Actually, it is. I was wondering if you would come here and we 

could talk about it?” 

The drive to my parent’s in the Home Counties takes just under an 

hour. On the way, I’m going over what’s been said and the strange, 
nervous words. What should I expect when I arrive? 

What I didn’t expect was to see the old shoebox on the middle of the 

dining room table. 
“Your mother is at the shops,” Dad tells me. “She’ll be back in an 

bit.” 

“And you have some reason to keep this from her?” I ask. 
“A few reasons,” Dad says. He sits down and traces a finger around 

the cardboard lid of the box. The tape holding it is worn and yellow. “I 

didn’t open this, they were given to you.” He pushes the box towards 

me. 
I scratch at the loose end of the tape and it comes away. I open the lid 

and carefully, take out each sea shell. Thirteen in total, at least one I 
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don’t recognise. I glance at Dad and frown. “Thirteen?” I say. “I don’t 
remember that many visits.” 

He shrugs. “You were very young and later... well, you weren’t here 

when he came.” 
A little part of me regrets the missed opportunity, but that’s in the 

past. “Are you going to tell me what this was all about?” I ask. 

Dad runs a hand through his thinning hair. He looks older today than 
I ever remember him being. He’s leaning forward on the table, looking 

tortured by what’s not been said. “We should discuss what’s happened 

and what you need to do,” he says. “Grandfather kept a little house, out 

in Portland. You have to go visit and organise his affairs.” 
“Shouldn’t that be up to someone else?”  

“No, it must be you. His wishes were clear.” 

I frown at Dad. “I don’t understand why you can’t just tell me what’s 
going on.” 

“Please, this has to be done right, for your own safety,” he says. “I 

don’t want you put in danger, unless...” 

“Unless what?” 
“Unless you choose that.” 

I stare at him, but he’s not saying anything else. I cannot ease his 

burden. “Let’s do it your way then,” I decide. 
 

--- 

 
An hour later, I’m on the motorway. The shoebox is on the seat 

beside me next to a lunchbox with sandwiches in that my Dad prepared. 

I’m driving, but my mind is on the conversation and on what I need to 

do.  
The journey to Weymouth and Portland takes a bit longer than 

before. The roads are good, but it’s a distance to go. While the world 

goes by, I’m thinking about what Dad said and what he couldn’t say. I 
have directions, a route drawn in an A to Z in biro, a street name and 

house number. I’m not great at finding places and this is a difficult place 

to find.  
Portland Beach Road is the only way onto the island without taking a 

boat. There used to be a railway line, but that was closed a long time 

ago. The view is beautiful, with the sea on both sides of the causeway 

and not much traffic. Today, the sky is overcast, and a stiff breeze whips 
up the water, bringing little foaming dips and troughs. Ahead, is the old 

naval base, the only reason I know much about where I’m going as it 

was on the news when they closed it earlier in the year.  
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A roundabout, then another. Portland is a small island, little more 
than a collection of villages. The castle looms over everything. I finish 

off the last of Dad’s sandwiches and stay on the main road, heading 

towards Southwell and Portland Bill right at the bottom, near the water’s 
edge, turning left into a short street and following it all the way to the 

end and then further. 

The roads aren’t so good here and the local traffic is a bit thicker. 
The island’s pretty flat for the most part and gradually, fewer and fewer 

houses either side of me. 

The ‘Bill’ lighthouse is ahead, distinctive with its red and white 

stripes that everyone remembers from the children’s cartoon. I turn off 
the road and towards a bungalow set apart from everywhere else. 

Grandfather’s home. 

I park up on the verge in front. The house has no garage or 
abandoned car, just the little one storey building and a tiny shed beside 

it. The bungalow is totally different to everything else on the island. 

Faded white paint and a checkerboard of wooden planks, like some of 

those old pubs you see, but not kept and preserved with the same rustic 
charm.  

I get out and walk towards it. The sea is very close, not far from the 

fence around the back garden. Dad said he’d inquired as to the 
property’s worth and was told coastal subsidence made the whole place 

completely unmarketable. “Why am I going then?” I asked him. “Why 

not just lock it all up and let it fall into the channel?” 
“Because we owe Grandfather.” 

“Owe him for what?” 

“I can’t say.” 

I pick my way through the unkempt garden. Everything’s been let go. 
Bushes stray over the path and the grass either side is as tall as me. 

Stinging nettles, brambles and thistles lurk in the lawn. The earth is 

churned and uneven, as if someone’s dug it up a year or more ago.  
I’m on the porch and facing the door. The long brass key is in my 

hand. It looks far too big for the lock, but it slides in and clicks as I turn 

it. 
The door opens and the first impression I get is a musty smell, like 

old damp, mould and neglect. The walls are moist under the plain 

painted wallpaper. I can taste the air and gag at first, but quickly get a 

hold of myself. I could be in worse places.  
I walk into the front room and draw back the curtains. I open every 

window I can find, reaching up on my toes to the small ones. Some of 
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the catches have been painted over, but they’ll not defeat me. 
Eventually, the outdoor breeze invades to battle the stale air.  

As I explore, I discover more shells. They are everywhere, on every 

sideboard, shelf, dresser and table, covered in dust. No two are alike and 
none are the same as those from my box. I clean and examine them with 

my fingers, quickly making my hands filthy. A few are damaged, and I 

find thin glue lines where someone’s repaired them. Grandfather must 
have spent ages collecting these. Not for the first time, I wonder why.  

Grandfather has a dining table in the middle of the back room. One 

of the chairs is half turned, as if someone sat on it and left recently. On 

the table is a battered book, open and filled with scrawled handwriting. 
Next to it, I find a chewed pencil, clearly sharpened with a knife.  

I sit down and take a closer look, gently turning the pages. There are 

drawings of the shells and of people too with lines connecting each to 
one another. I can barely read what’s been written, but one word stands 

out. 

Cordelia.  

My name on a page, with a drawing of me.  
I stare at the journal. I flip back to the beginning. Slowly, I start to 

recognise the letters and make sense of it all. 

 
--- 

 

I came to these lands in AD 787. Three boats, delivered by Odin onto 
this barren arm, jutting into the deep. We were lost, souls left to the 

whim of the sea and rescued by the All Father for his own hidden 

purpose. We came ashore as survivors and beaten men, our hopes and 

dreams of trade and plunder broken by the waves we had failed to tame. 
We made camp upon the sands of what is now named Freshwater 

Bay, tending to our wounded as any defeated army might. Olaf, our 

priest made sacrifices and called on all the Gods, but they did not hear 
his exhortations. Day and night our enemy harassed us with great waves 

and rain that washed away our camp and supplies.  

Olaf came to me then and said, “I sense a foul hand in this wind. We 
are besieged by an ancient power that claims us for its own.” 

“Is it the Christian God?” I asked. 

“No,” said Olaf. “Much older. As old as the bones of this land.” 

“What of your prayers?” said I. “Surely the All Father protects his 
own?” 

“The All Father helps those who help themselves,” Olaf replied. He 

drew back his sleeve and turned his wrist to show me his arm. Scales 
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puckered the skin, as if grown from his flesh. “A gift from beneath the 
waves. I know not what it means.” 

“We should ask Odin,” I say. 

“We are on foreign lands and our words are whispers to him. Much 
closer is a strange god of the sea who knows we are unbelievers.” 

“What shall we do then?” 

“We will placate this old god,” Olaf said. “We must make a sacrifice 
to him, so he will let us live.” 

“I cannot renounce my faith,” I said. 

“Nor I, nor anyone of us, but if our enemy is not appeased, we will 

never reach Valhalla.” 
That night, I heard the words of the water. Harsh and bitter curses 

for us in a tongue I do not understand. We are the invaders of a land 

long claimed by another. I could not sleep but gather with others around 
Olaf as he slit the throats of two lambs, casting them into the great fire 

to slate the god’s anger. “It may serve for a time,” he said. “Though I 

fear our foe will demand a greater offering from us.”  

The next morning, the breeze calmed, and we moved inland, away 
from the ships. 

It was there and then that the island folk found us. 

 
--- 

 

There is a noise in the house, as if someone is here. I stop reading 
and look up. The sun is lower in the sky and the ivy near the window 

casts long finger-like shadows into the front room. I stand up and 

wander towards them, peering out of the bay windows. No-one about. 

Must have been the wind. 
I peer around the room again, taking in the rows of old books behind 

the shells and the discarded tea mug on a small table next to the sofa. I 

pick it up and take it out to the kitchen sink. The pipes make a grinding 
noise as I turn on the tap and the water spits a little before settling into a 

constant stream.  

I clean the mug, find a kettle and fill it. I flip the power switch, but 
nothing happens. The electricity must be off.  

I take in the kitchen. Old gas cooker, covered in rust, a fridge I dare 

not open and a few cupboards with assortments of plates and eating 

utensils. A few of them are unfamiliar to me. On the walls are broken 
and rusted knives, swords, and axes. Some of them are very old. The 

edge of an axe blade crumbles in my hand as I touch it.  
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I go back to the book and look at the words, examining the pages I’ve 
read and the ones I’ve not. The spidery writing is the same. One person 

has compiled these stories. Whether they are real or not, they are all 

taken down by one person. I find no crossing out or rubbing, as you 
might expect if they were being made up. Everything’s right there on the 

page. 

I sit down and read on. 
 

--- 

 

The villagers spoke strangely, but after a while we made ourselves 
understood and laid out our trade offerings to them. They had watched 

us make land and endure upon the beach, waiting until we chose to 

move inland before revealing themselves to us.  
A rider was dispatched to their lord and whilst we waited, we 

exchanged words and food. Olaf asked them many questions about faith 

but struggled at first to make his meaning clear. 

“What other idols do you worship?” he said at last, pointing to the 
wooden cross around the neck of a man robed in white. 

“None but Christ and his Father,” the man answered. “We 

abandoned heathen ways long ago.” 
Olaf pointed out to sea. “Then how do you appease that god?” he 

asked. “We have felt his wrath and it is terrible. How do you answer 

him?” 
“We do not seek passage through his domain,” the white robed man 

said, “and so he leaves us be.” 

The two men fell into further talk of the mysteries. I left them and 

wandered along the shoreline. Far from our camp, I found broken white 
stones, arranged into steps and crude walls. Upon them, I saw the 

pictorial writing of some ancient tribe with crudely drawn figures 

bowing in front of etched waves.  
These ancients had known our enemy, it seems. 

Shouts drew my attention. Horsemen had arrived, their mounts 

lathered from riding hard. Their leader dismounted and introduced 
himself as I hurried back to the camp.  

The newcomer’s was named Beaduheard. He held their King’s 

favour and the post of Reeve. His beard was brown, braided and 

plucked and he spoke to us in our own tongue. “You’ll come with me,” 
he said. “All merchants have to be recognised by law.” 

I eyed my shipmates and their captains. None had the stomach for a 

long walk to wherever the riders had come from, but the Reeve didn’t 
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seem to care. “You’ll submit or we’ll cast you back into the sea,” he 
warned. 

One by one the villagers shrank away, leaving Beaduheard and his 

soldiers with their spears. We were too many to be surrounded, so they 
contented themselves with shouting and jeering in a language we did not 

understand.  

I do not know whose blood was spilled first, but I saw a bright 
fountain of red and heard a gurgled scream. My axe was in my hand 

then. I marched up to one of the Reeve’s soldiers pushed aside his spear 

and chopped at his neck. The man’s collarbone shattered, and he wailed 

as he fell, knowing he was powerless to save himself. I stood on his 
throat and turned, grabbing a second by his leather jerkin and leapt on 

him. His breath came in a gasp as we slammed into the dirt. I hacked 

and hacked at his face, denting his helm and cutting through his eye 
socket until brain and eye were a puddled mess upon the earth. 

I sat up and looked around, the battle rage fading from me, leaving 

behind a heaviness in limb and mind. The fighting had ended quickly. 

Beaduheard and his people lay dead and dying in front of us. 
A hand gripped my shoulder. Olaf, his beard flecked with blood, 

grinned down at me. “A sacrifice to the old sea god after all! Perhaps 

now we will see our homes again.” 
“Aye, perhaps,” I said and stood up. 

 

--- 
 

I stand up from the table. My eyes are drawn to the wall of the 

kitchen, the ancient rusted axe I looked at before. Could it be... No... 

Impossible. 
All of this is a distraction. The sun is setting and I’ve no wish to stay 

here overnight. I go back to the car and return with a pen and a notebook 

of my own. Starting from the front windows, I begin writing down 
everything I can find, along with a comment on what it might be worth. 

Most things like the shells and battered weapons are given a question 

mark. Only a specialist could identify all the different types. It feels like 
a violation of my childhood even thinking about it. I’m not sure if I’m 

ready for that.  

I pick up an old white stone from the shelf with three wavy lines 

etched into it. I remember the stones from the story with the drawings of 
people worshipping the sea. Underneath are a stack of faded 

photographs, most of them black and white, or yellowed with age. 

Children and adults crowd around Grandfather in the centre. He always 
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looks the same – old but not the oldest and he’s always sat in the same 
place with the same smile.  

I turn over the pictures and find dates written in pencil on the back. 

1924, 1932, 1946...  
The books are a strange collection. I read the names – Lovecraft, 

Derleth, Leiber, Bloch, Howard, Holdstock. None of them are authors 

I’m familiar with. The volumes are all hardbacks, old and well used. 
Some of them have marked pages and lines circled with pencil marks. 

One phrase leaps out at me.  

That is not dead which can eternal lie, and with strange aeons even 

death may die. 
A shiver runs through me. I put away the book and make for the sink. 

I’m washing my hands even before thinking about it and I don’t know 

why. 
Get a hold of yourself! 

I turn off the tap and wipe my fingers on a dish cloth. A gust of wind 

makes the house creak around me. How old is it? Truly? How old are all 

these— 

“Hello?” 

The voice startles me more than it should. “Who’s there?” I say, 
turning around and eyeing one of the swords on the wall. 

The head of a middle-aged man pops around the door to the lounge. 

He’s wearing thick glasses and sports a flat cap and bushy brown 

moustache. “Sorry, didn’t mean to startle you. Just, we don’t get a lot of 
cars up here.” 

“This is my grandfather’s place,” I blurt out. “He died. I’m just 

sorting his affairs.” 
“Died?” The man frowns. “I thought no-one lived here.” 

“Who are you?” I ask. 

“Oh right, yes, Sam Bradley.” He thrusts out a hand. I hesitate, but 
then take it in mine. His handshake is weak and cursory, a contrast to his 

enthusiastic grin. “Been in Southwell for eight years, but most people 

still think I’m an outsider.” 

“Is that why you think you can walk into people’s houses uninvited?” 
“Sorry I...” His smile disappears, and he wipes his face with a hand 

as he tries to work out how to reply. “Look, not a lot that goes on around 

here without folk noticing. I thought it best if I—” 
“Well you thought wrong.” 

We stare at each other for a few moments before he flinches and 

looks away. “I’ll go then, glad all’s well.” 
“Yes, so am I.” 
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“You really shouldn’t be alone out here. If you need anything I—” 
“I won’t. Thank you.” 

I follow him to the hall, noting his lingering glances at Grandfather’s 

things. When he’s outside, I close the door and lock it from the inside. 
Good riddance. 

To the right, I spot the fuse box and open it up. Two of the breakers 

have tripped. I flip the switches and the porch light comes on. That’ll 
make life easier. There’s a phone on the wall next to the box. I lift the 

receiver to my ear but get no dial tone. 

Damn. 

I take up my pen and notebook again. This time, I go through the 
books, ornaments and furniture methodically, listing everything. I head 

into the bedroom at the back and note down all the old clothes and 

anything else I find. There’s a collection of old newspapers in a drawer, 
some of them stiff and brittle. Articles have been cut out of the pages 

and more pencil marks ring words and letters. More mystery to it all, 

more puzzles to mull over when I’m back in my own home and far away 

from here. 
It’s dark outside when I finally take a break. I boil the kettle and 

make tea, using stuff I brought with me from Dad’s.  

I sit down at the dining table again and turn to the book.  
 

--- 

 
After the battle, the villagers do not return. Instead, they lock 

themselves away in their homes. Olaf walked down the hill to their 

settlement and asked to speak with the white robed man again, but he is 

met with silence and no doors open at his request. 
The captains meet and decide to abandon this place. We shall sale 

home, with only the poor spoils taken from Beaduheard and his soldiers 

to be distributed amongst us. For my part in murdering two, I am given 
a wrought silver armlet from the Reeve himself.  

As I placed the device on my wrist, I found rough patches of skin 

near my palm. They are similar to those Olaf showed me. 
I too am cursed it seems. 

The longboats are readied, and all are aboard. We launched off into 

the water as clouds gathered in the east. A stiff breeze sprang up against 

us, trying to turn us back into land, but we were sons of Odin and bent 
our backs to the oars, driving onwards through the sea god’s waves and 

wind. 
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Muscle, sinew and bone work as one with the boat. I pulled upon my 
oar in time with the drum, as the wrathful spray of our enemy drenched 

me. The skin on my arms itched, but I dared not attend to it without 

giving up my work and revealing the curse to my shipmates.  
“Thor is angry with us!” The man next to me shouted. 

“No!” I told him. “Olaf says it is an older god of the deep who hates 

us for being strong!” 
“To the crows with Olaf!” My oar mate cursed.  

The sky was black with hate. The sea, a wall that rose and fell in our 

way. Each time the breakers came, I thought our boat would founder, 

but we held true and fought hard as warriors born to tame the sea.  
If only our foe had been as mortal as us, with the same weakness of 

mind and body, the same doubts and cares that make men and women of 

us all. A heartbeat late upon the stroke, my grip slipped from the oar 
and the boom came about, crashing into my chest, dragging me from my 

seat. 

The last I remember were Olaf’s words over the wind. “One of ours 

given! Now, grant us passage, Dread Lord!” 
 

--- 

 
The kitchen window smashes inwards, drawing me out of the book 

and away to the other side of the room. I’m staring into the darkness, a 

sword in my hand. I don’t recall lifting it from the wall, but the heft of 
the blade is reassuring.  

I spot a stone on the table, a few feet from where I was sat only 

moments before, with paper around it, held on string. I want to pick it 

up, but I can’t. There’s black hole where the window was, watching me, 
waiting for me to move, to breathe, anything that gives away I’m there. 

If I stay still and silent it can’t see or hear.  

I gaze at the wrapped stone and remember the parties and the 
seashells. It’s the same string from my childhood. The realisation helps. 

I can move now. I go to the broken window and peer into the dark. I 

can’t see anyone out there, but... 
I put down the sword and turn to the stone. The string comes apart 

quickly, as if my hands are used to untying knots like this. The paper is 

wet, but the writing clear and legible. 

Don’t follow them. Don’t read the book. 
I stare at the words, trying to understand them. Whoever is out there 

is warning me off, but my Dad and Grandfather both wanted me to come 
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here, wanted me to deal with all this. The question I asked about the 
shells all those years ago, if the answer is anywhere, it will be here. 

Waiting for me. 

 
--- 

 

I awoke next upon the sand, seawater lapping at my face. I got up 
and stumbled back into our abandoned camp. I ate what food I could 

find and tried to make a fire from wet wood.  

For three days I lived like that, unable to get dry or warm as the sky 

poured out its rage. No-one came down from the village. No-one dared. 
The strange scales on my arms spread quickly. I found patches on my 

feet, fingers and neck before I became too weak to fend for myself. 

At the time, I believed the fever came from exposure on that beach, 
but I know differently now. I had been sacrificed to the sea god and was 

undergoing a transformation to become his instrument. 

Hands carried me from the shore. A soft bed, a warm fire and hot, 

thick broth gave me back something of myself. I remember kindly eyes 
and quiet words, though I understood little of what was said.  

Later, there were loud voices, shouting and screams. Determining 

which came from my fevered nightmares and which were real, remained 
impossible as does so to this day. 

I don’t know how long I slept in that bed or how long it took me to 

recover. When I regained my senses, I found my body covered in the 
scaled sores. I sat up. Another person lay in the corner of the room. I 

crawled over and gazed upon a sightless face. It was a woman, long 

since dead and with the same scales about her skin. 

I went outside and discovered more bodies. Some had been dragged 
from where they died and burned in a smouldering pyre in the centre of 

the village.  

I was the only one left alive. 
I lived in that place alone for many days while rain and wind beset 

the island. When people came, at last, venturing forth from the northern 

settlement, the storms had washed the earth clean. No-one knew me, but 
I managed to make them understand, telling them to stay away, else they 

would catch the plague that had killed the others. 

I lived alone like this for years. 

 
--- 
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It’s dark and I’m cold. I don’t want to go outside. The adult in me 
says I’m making the choice because I don’t trust myself to make the 

drive back on unfamiliar roads, but I know what the real reason is. 

Whoever threw the stone could still be around, watching for me trying to 
leave. 

I pick up the book and the sword and make my way into 

Grandfather’s bedroom. I pull off the sheets and take out new ones from 
the cupboard. For all I know, he could have died here, in this bed. I 

remember what Sam Bradley said – I thought no-one lived here. Surely, 

someone would have called an ambulance? There must be some record 

of the old man passing away, otherwise how would Dad know? 
I shut all the doors in the house and turn off all the lights. The little 

bedroom has no windows and a door with a lock. I take advantage of 

that and sit on the bed next to a reading lamp, which I flick on.  
I take the sword in both hands and look at it. The blade is rusted and 

pitted, but the wooden hilt has symbols carved into it that are still 

visible. Centuries ago, this was a beautiful weapon. I wonder if 

Grandfather found it where the men from the story made camp? If the 
story is true... 

I put the sword on the floor in easy reach and lie down. I stare at the 

book’s battered cover. Should I read more? Best not to. This is no 
bedtime tale. 

I turn out the light. 

 
--- 

 

Time passed by. People returned to the village. I stayed away, living 

on the edge of the land, listening to the waves. The noise of it comforted 
me and it became my companion. There were words in the water, words 

that spoke of a purpose that would be revealed in time. 

I collected up all I could of my old life. The broken swords and axes, 
the clothes, the discarded trinkets. I kept them safe around me, at first in 

the shelters I built, but later in my home. 

I swam in the sea and hearkened to the call of the strange god who 
had claimed me for his own. I could dive far into the waters, pushing 

myself further and further underwater, where his words became loud 

and clear in my mind, but still I could not make sense of what he said.  

I took shells from those depths, bringing them back as a reminder 
each time of where I had been. 

In the reclaimed village, folk lived and died, leaving me to witness 

them from afar. I aged slowly by comparison and stayed distant, at times 
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helping, but mostly being apart. They had names for me and made up 
stories about my life. I watched them and smiled, just outside of their 

firelight. 

The sea always called to me back and for a time, I felt more at home 
in its embrace than I did on land, but I sensed my time in the deep had 

not yet come and I returned to retain something of humanity’s touch.  

For a while, a woman came and shared my life. Agnel was her name. 
Before the sickness took her, she gave birth to a child who I sent back to 

live in the village.  

Years later, the girl came to visit. She sat in my home for three days 

until I revealed myself. When I did, she stroked my hairy face and named 
me Grandfather. More time had passed than I realised. She was the 

daughter of my daughter with Agnel. She stayed the night and we talked, 

but I made her leave after that, afraid that the plague that lives in my 
skin would claim her too. 

Sometime after that, a boy came to see me. I kept away from him too, 

but then relented and spoke to him for a night. He was my great great 

grandson. He told me I had many relatives, all living on the island and 
the coast nearby. 

There were more faces and names. I wrote them down when I learned 

how, but there wasn’t much to write things on. I took to etching marks 
on stones, the same as the ancient people who dwelt here long before me 

once did.  

Years went by and the sea god grew quiet. More ships came to 
Portland and two lighthouses were built. Descendants of mine lived in 

them and I visited on occasion, never staying too long, else I infect them, 

but there was never any sign of this that I could see. I never told them 

anything of the curse that killed the villagers and how I survived it, all 
that time ago. 

Paper became cheap and I was able to record more of my life. 

Typewriters and computers were never something I felt comfortable 
with, but pencils and exercise books were soon easy to obtain and use. I 

wrote down everything I could remember in a hundred or more of them, 

with drawings of every family member I met.  
Later, when many people moved away, I received invitations to visit 

them. After a while I began to accept. 

Which is when I found you, Cordelia. 

 
--- 
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I open my eyes. The book and the sword lie on the floor where I 
placed them. Did I read all that? I’m not sure, everything is a blur of 

images. Grandfather’s kindly face, his voice, words on the page and in 

my mind. I can see the moments described, the faces, all of it. 
The room is lighter than before. The door is open, its key lies in front 

of me. Someone has been here... I reach for it and notice the fraying skin 

on my knuckles. The exposed flesh beneath glitters in the light. I bite my 
lip when I see it and there is a sudden sharp pain. I’m up and in 

Grandfather’s little bathroom. I dab at the blood with a tissue and it 

quickly stops.  

I look at myself in the mirror. Wild tired eyes stare back at me. My 
face has a greyish cast to it. Did I sleep? The words and images from the 

story are a jumble with what I remember from before. They won’t 

straighten out. Was it real? Was any of it real? 
I turn on the cold tap and get the same grinding as before. My hands 

are shaking and a roaring, thumping fills my head. Get a hold of 

yourself! A splash of water on my face brings back some kind of poise. 

No-one’s here to see me like this. I can take a moment or two.  
I shut the door and sit down on the toilet. Here in this little room I’m 

safe. Whatever happened before doesn’t matter, I’m awake and I can see 

all around me. This is all happening, the throb of my mouth as the cut 
dries, the wetness of my fingers, the seat under me. My breath, in and 

out, in... and out.  

In... and... out. 
I wait out the storm. Let it calm and subside. Only then do I start to 

think about what I read and what I remember. This time I concentrate on 

the words, the things said and described. The shells, the broken 

weapons, the chafing skin, they all fit with what’s in the house. If the 
story is fiction, it’s elaborate and woven with references to things I have 

seen in the house. The little comments about things and visiting people 

match my memories too. They all make it feel like I’ve discovered an 
explanation. 

My Grandfather is more than a thousand years old.  

I’m laughing at the thought, the peels come instinctively, bursting out 
of me and opening the wound on my lip again. Quickly the laughter 

becomes a dry cough and I’m back over the sink, retching uselessly. My 

stomach growls to remind me I haven’t eaten since yesterday. There 

won’t be any food in the house.  
I run the tap again and wash the drool from the basin. I can’t stay 

here. Maybe I should just drive away? 

No, I can’t do that. Not when I’m so close. 
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I open the bathroom door and go back into the bedroom. I pick up the 
book and return to the dining table. The pencil is in the same place, 

along with my inventory.  

I glance at the broken window. The view outside holds no surprises 
in the morning light. I can see uncut grass and dull grey clouds. 

I sit down and open the book, going to the part I remember reading 

last night before the stone broke the window and examine the next two 
or three pages. The story picks up where I left it, but not in a nice neat 

summary. Instead, I find detailed family trees, little sketches of people 

in the margins and annotations all over the place. I flip back over the bits 

read and see none of these additions. Good, at least I’m not completely 
mad. 

I hear a voice and glance around. It’s coming from outside. I can’t 

make out words, but I definitely heard it. I’m on my feet and nearly out 
of the house before I even think about it and stop. What if I’m being— 

No! I need answers!  

The door handle is wet and slips in my hand, but that barely slows 

me. I hurry around the house to the right, until I’m standing in the grass 
opposite the window.  

No-one here. 

“Mister Bradley, I know you’re out here. You threw the stone into 
the house last night,” I say loudly and wait. 

No-one answers. 

I look about me. If there’s a person hiding, then I don’t know where. 
Grandfather’s fenced garden is overgrown, but around it are flat fields, 

with little else. I listen to the sea and the cries of seagulls. I glance that 

way and hear the voice again, elusive, like a conversation you’re too far 

away from to make out, but you know you’re being talked to.  
There is a crash, I turn around. Someone is in the house, They passed 

me as I walked outside. They’re in the front room— no, now they’re by 

the dining table, where the book is. 
“Mister Bradley!” 

I’m running back to the door, I fling it out of my way and tear 

through the living room to confront him. He’s facing me as I enter, his 
cap on the table and a cold sweat on his balding brow. The book’s in his 

left hand, his right outstretched as if to ward me off. “No-one needs to 

get hurt,” he says. “I just want this.” 

“Why?” 
“Because he’ll have written it all down for you – how it all works. 

My need is more urgent than yours. You have your whole life ahead of 

you.” 
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I frown at him. Then I realise what he means. “You have cancer.” 
“Leukemia actually, but the outcome is the same. I have five months 

to live. Your friend here has the cure.” 

“His curse is not a cure, it won’t help you.” 
“Trained medical practitioner, are you?” His face reddens as he 

speaks. He’s angry and desperate, trying to justify himself. 

“Breakthroughs like this need to be examined in a laboratory, under 
proper conditions!” 

“I agree,” I take a step forwards and he takes half a step back, 

keeping the table between us. “Look around you. Do you think this is 

the home of a scientist? My grandfather was an eccentric who loved the 
sea and old things.” I lower my voice. “Living with what you have must 

be hard, but this isn’t the answer.” 

His shoulders slump and his gaze flinches from me. I make a choice 
and move around the table, putting my hand on the book. “This is 

mine,” I say.  

His expression hardens, he snatches it away and grabs the collar of 

my blouse, pushing me back against a cabinet by the wall. “You think I 
don’t know about the shells, the presents and all that? I even remember 

you, Cordelia, sitting there with your fatuous smile, so sure of yourself 

as the chosen one!” 
“Chosen one? What do you mean, I didn’t know anything I—” 

“Yeah right, of course you didn’t!” 

His hand is on my neck, his grip tightens and I’m struggling to 
breathe. The voice is loud in my head, demanding, urging, even though I 

can’t understand the words. I reach behind me and my fingers get hold 

of one of the shells, a big one. I pull it out and bring it down on his head 

with all my strength.  
The shell shatters against his ear. He grunts, his glasses fall off and 

he drops to the floor, releasing me. 

There’s blood on the carpet and the table. Bradley is lying slumped 
amidst shards of something that once lived in darkness and water. A 

tough and brittle outer skin, ancient and discarded, now broken in the 

aftermath of new purpose. All those years waiting and growing for both 
of us, to finally meet and become part of the same purpose at this one 

moment in time. 

I run outside.  

I hurry away from the house, across the field to the cliff edge. The 
sea is right up against the rocks below, foaming as it crashes against 

them. In amongst it all, I see a man, naked, swimming. He looks up at 

me.  
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“Grandfather!” 
He’s paddling in the surf. The waves could take him at any moment 

and smash him into the sharp stone cliff-face, but he doesn’t move 

away, he just looks at me.  
It’s a thirty-foot drop at least into the water. I could die from the fall 

alone, but the answers are down there, waiting for me, my Grandfather 

is there. He can’t come back, not after last night. He wouldn’t survive on 
dry land anymore, he’s too far gone. If I want answers I have to go to 

him. 

This is the danger Dad warned me about. They can’t make the choice 

for me. I have to choose for myself. 
I kick off my shoes and take the last few steps to the edge. The mud 

and grass are warm under my feet, but that isn’t the feeling I crave. I 

yearn for the sea, the salt and the spray. Somehow, I know I always 
have. 

I leap... 
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The Last Patriarch 

By Jonas Kyratzes 

I look back at the man I was before my second birth with a strange 
mixture of embarrassment and fondness. Everything I did, I did 

bumblingly, foolishly. Yet my intent was good. The Exalted teaches us 

that the spirit is perfect, and our flaws arise from the body; when I think 

of myself then, I see how true that is. 
I had just finished college, an experience that was almost monastic 

for me, a far cry from the hedonism other students spoke of. If others 

reacted to the terrors of that troubled time with drink and debauchery, I 
reacted by retreating into obscure books - as well as the occasional 

computer game. I rarely saw other people, avoided the news, stayed far 

away from social media and the like. It was behaviour that some would 
have deemed unhealthy - and I can’t say, looking back at myself, that I 

was healthy - but to me it seemed like the only way of clinging on to 

sanity. 
Yet despite staying away from the news, an anxiety permeated my 

life that I could not control. My body, primitive thing that it was, reacted 

with the instincts of an animal. Unable to choose between fight or flight, 

I was trapped, with a terrible existential dread rising within me, 
threatening to drown my soul. 

I realized I needed answers; a path forward. So I began to search. For 

months, I read every holy text, every manifesto, every proclamation I 

could find. None of it spoke to me. It all seemed fake - just constructs of 
language and desire. 

Then, while idly browsing the internet late one evening, I came 

across a website for an obscure organization called the Holy Disciples of 
the Xenoglossic Doctrine. The website was unspeakable; with its big 

graphical buttons, its low-resolution tiled background, and its 

embarrassing font choices, it was the closest equivalent to an ancient 
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scroll the digital age had to offer. But when I started reading, I was 
spellbound. 

The Holy Disciples, it claimed, had existed for over one hundred 

years. They had broken away from Blavatskian Theosophy in the early 
1900s, after a transcendental experience during which the members of 

what was to become the Founding Council had received direct 

inspiration from a Supreme Spiritual Master. This inspiration was 
offered in an unknown tongue, which could only be understood in a 

trance state. But the Holy Disciples claimed they could replicate this 

state, enter it at will - given enough preparation and the necessary 

ingredients, which (as the website noted) were not cheap. In this fashion, 
the Holy Disciples had learned much about the secret history of the 

world. 
I became obsessed with finding out more. Who were these people? 

What were the secrets they had uncovered? Why wasn’t there even a 

Wikipedia article about them? Even the official website seemed half-

finished. I needed to know, because something inside me told me that 

maybe they had the answers I was so desperately looking for. 
Eventually, I managed to track down an address; but it was in Sofia, 

Bulgaria. Having incurred a substantial amount of debt to pay for my 

studies, I was quite poor, and airplane tickets were expensive. The wise 
course of action would have been to forget about it all. 

I arrived in Sofia after a twelve-hour flight, bleary-eyed and 

unprepared. I had neglected to book a room, or to purchase a guidebook 
of some sort; the only thing I cared about was finding these elusive 

Disciples. 
I took a taxi to the address I’d found. The location turned out to be an 

old house on a quiet street. There was nothing particularly remarkable 
about it, but something inside me stirred. It was a clear night, the stars 

were bright, and the mountains surrounding the city were covered in 

snow. In the light of the street lamps, this ordinary house seemed like a 
gateway to some profound truth. When I knocked on the door, the bells 

of a nearby church began to ring. I took it as an omen. 
“What the hell do you want?” an irritable voice asked from behind 

the door. 
“Is this... is this the... office of the Holy Disciples of the Xenoglossic 

Doctrine?” 
The voice laughed. 
“Office? Why, are you here to deliver paperwork? Are you applying 

to be my secretary?” 
“No. I’ve come... I’ve come a very long way.” 
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“What for?” 
“To learn.” 
The door opened, and I met the man who was to be my mentor and 

master for many years to come. He was old, short, and cranky; mostly 
bald, but with a goatee that made him look like an Eastern sorcerer or a 

vizier from an old movie; and he spoke with an accent that I could never 

trace. He called himself the Patriarch, and even though he was wearing a 
bathrobe, he managed to carry himself with an odd dignity and 

confidence, as if no circumstance of fate could alter the inner truth of his 

faith. 
I followed him to an overfilled and chaotic library room, where we 

sat on old armchairs and talked deep into the night. That moment was 

the first great test of faith I endured. 
The Holy Disciples, this mystical organization that I’d hoped would 

provide all the answers I craved, was one man. There had been more, 

once, but they’d splintered off, or rejoined mainstream Theosophy, or 

joined any of the hundreds of cults that offered more immediate 

rewards. The Patriarch was the only one left, one last stubborn emissary 
of the Xenoglossic Doctrine. There had been another convert, more than 

twenty years ago. 
“Randy was his name. He was the one who set up the web presence. 

He said it would help us bring the truth out to the information 

superhighway. But his heart was not in it. His faith was weak, as was his 

mind. He became a drug addict. Yes, very sad. Threw himself from the 
Empire State Building because he thought he could fly. Only faith will 

give you true wings, you know.” 
It would have been easy to laugh at all of this. This silly old man 

with his silly accent and his silly beliefs, this run-down library, the 
pathetic website, the story about Randy (untrue, as I was to find out 

later; Randy became a successful stockbroker and was later killed by 

one of his clients during the economic collapse caused by the first mist). 
On the surface, it all seemed awful. But I did not laugh. Somewhere 

underneath the Patriarch’s eccentricity lay a core of unbroken faith, and 

that was a rare thing in our world. 
So I became a convert. The Patriarch’s joke at the door turned out to 

be true, because for all intents and purposes, I was now his secretary. 
 
--- 
 
As the years passed and the world slid deeper into crisis, the Holy 

Disciples began to expand. Not greatly, but more than they had in 
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decades. I would like to think that my work had something to do with 
that, but I can’t claim all the credit. The Patriarch seemed invigorated by 

my conversion, lit up with a new enthusiasm - in his own crotchety way, 

of course. 
Then came the visions. I will never forget being woken up by the old 

man’s screams, rushing to his bedroom on the second floor of the house 

to find him convulsing, howling words in an unknown tongue. Here it 
was before my eyes: the truth of the Xenoglossic Doctrine. It was both 

frightening and exhilarating. When he woke up, he told me that he had 

dreamed of a great wave, a great change that was coming. It was almost 

upon us. 
The visions had previously been limited to the trance state, which the 

Patriarch had not entered for many years. But now they came at an 

increasing frequency, sometimes even while he was awake. These 
visions inspired him and our new converts, but they also took their toll. 

His health began to fade, and he confided in me that he was afraid he 

would not live to see the coming change. 
There were other groups that shared beliefs not entirely dissimilar to 

ours, and as people lost faith in the old political and religious causes, we 

began to compete for followers. We were still insignificant in the larger 

scheme of things, of course, but that very insignificance made us take 
our tasks even more seriously. Our two great rivals were the Children of 

the Black Tide, a sea-cult with Polynesian origins, and the Order of Anu, 

who claimed to have ancient knowledge that predated the history of 
Homo sapiens. Many were the evenings that I spent listening to the 

Patriarch’s angry denunciations of their dogmas, which he dismissed as 

dangerous half-truths. 
“Floods! They all insist upon their foolish literal understanding of the 

flood myth. These ignorant buffoons would take a great wave of 

transformation and turn it into a literal wave! And this Anu, this 

preposterous Mesopotamian name these savages have chosen for their 
god - he sends the wave as a punishment! They recognize the fallen 

nature of humanity, but they cannot imagine a solution! They cannot 

even imagine the very being they claim to worship offering a solution! 
What greater sign could there possibly be of the degenerate nature of our 

civilization than the ravings of these blockheaded cretins?” 
He was not an easy man to be around, and sometimes his faith was 

obscured by his pride. Still, even at his most pompous, his contempt for 
most people was balanced by his belief that salvation was possible. 

When I think of him now, all these years later, that is what I remember 

the most. 
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--- 
 
As the dreams started getting stronger, something else crept into 

them. 
“I have heard a voice calling me,” he told me one morning over a cup 

of tea. “A woman’s voice, beautiful, very beautiful, from the sea. 

Singing my name. I believe she may be a prophet.” 
“A prophet?” I asked, startled. 
“Yes. A disciple of the Supreme Spiritual Master, such as ourselves, 

but far greater. And... different. I cannot tell how.” 
He did not mention her again for a few weeks, but then, late one 

evening, he called me into his room. I could tell from his reddened eyes 
that he had recently experienced another vision. 

“You must arrange a meeting,” he said. 
“A meeting with who?” 
“The Children of the Black Tide and the Order of Anu.” 
“Are you sure that is wise?” 
So far, our conflicts with them had mostly been confined to the 

internet. I feared that a personal meeting might end in violence. 
“Yes. I have received instructions. It is necessary. Perhaps... perhaps 

they may be shown the true path. Write down these coordinates: it is 

where we must meet.” 
I must admit that I did not immediately believe my master. He was 

an old and often eccentric man, and part of me hoped that he would 

change his mind. But ten minutes later, the phone rang. It was a 
representative of the Children of the Black Tide, calling to arrange a 

meeting. 
I shivered. The voice in the sea was real. 
 

--- 

 
The Gathering of the Three Elders, as it was later called, took place 

in a ruined monastery on the coast of the Black Sea. When I saw the 
eerie, crumbling ruins, lit only by moonlight and dwarfed by the vast 

expanse of the sea, I felt that something momentous was about to occur. 
There were six of us: three elders and three assistants. The head of 

the Order of Anu was a tall black man with a thin, hard face and greying 
hair; his assistant’s face was hidden by a strange mask. The leader of the 

Children of the Black Tide was a short Asian woman, almost as old as 
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the Patriarch, but without his frailty. Her assistant was a young man 
from Iraq, who later became a close friend of mine, and served until 

recently under the command of Taxiarch Nergal. 
The meeting did not start auspiciously. Here were three people who 

were used to being obeyed, to being treated with reverence, as the sole 

authority on all matters cosmological. Now they had been called by a 

greater force, yet each of them had a different interpretation of what this 
calling meant. Soon they were bickering like children. 

“A messenger of Anu? Pah! You are clinging to ancient superstitions 

merely because they sound imposing!” 
“You brag about your fabled Xenoglossic Doctrine, but you don’t 

even understand the meaning of your own revelation! And how could 

you, when you have no knowledge of the true history of the world?” 
“Neither of you understand anything! You have no understanding of 

the tides, of the comings and goings of the great forces of the universe! 

You imagine that we matter, but we are nothing! If you do not 

understand this, everything else is hubris!” 
This painful spectacle went on for some time. We assistants stepped 

back, knowing that it was pointless to become involved. Even the 

masked one seemed faintly embarrassed. The elders screamed at each 

other while the waves lapped at the shore and clouds drifted across the 
sky, obscuring the stars. 

When she came, we all heard her song in our minds. The fighting 

stopped. We fell to our knees, trembling, as she rose from the sea and 
walked towards us. 

Even now, I do not know how to describe her. She was not human, 

and yet, everything most beautiful about humanity was not only 

preserved in her form, but accentuated. She was more human than we 
were, a better kind of human. I found my eyes overflowing with tears. 

“You have been called,” she whispered. “And you have answered. I 

am the Exalted.” 
None of us were able to speak. 
“I have searched for a long time,” she continued. “I have tried to find 

a way. To be human. It was not easy, even for me. It will be harder for 
you. Hard, but necessary. You have all dreamed of the change that is 

coming, have you not?” 
They nodded fervently. 
“Yes. But each of you has only seen a fraction of the whole; each of 

you carries but a small fragment of understanding. The truth is so much 

greater; perhaps too great for you to ever understand.” 
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She reached out and touched them, passing her hand over their 
foreheads, leaving them covered in a thick, transparent liquid. The elders 

were too entranced to react. 
“The world is not prepared for this change. Humanity is too weak, 

too divided. They will fall. All that is beautiful will be extinguished. But 

this apocalypse is also an opportunity. A way forward. I have found 

answers.” 
They stared at her, dripping, trembling. I could barely breathe. 
“I will need help. I cannot turn back the tide on my own. You are 

wise, each in your own way. You know of ancient things.” 
Now her voice became louder and angrier. 
“But you are also foolish, in the old human ways. Selfish. Greedy. 

You mistake the fragment within you for the whole truth. You are smug, 

self-satisfied, unwilling to reach further. You have closed yourselves off 
from the world, ceased striving for epiphany.” 

Now I was overwhelmed with fear; the Exalted was terrible in her 

anger, more terrible than any ordinary human being could ever be. 

Moreover, I knew that she was right. We were conceited and arrogant, 
all of us. 

“I will not destroy you, as the Dead God would. I bring salvation 

through transformation, not punishment. I will unify your strengths and 
erase your weaknesses. I will make you one.” 

She reached out again, and now the substance she had smeared on 

their foreheads came alive, dissolving their skin, reshaping their bones. I 
saw my master scream in agony and terror as his skull softened and his 

eyes liquefied, but I could not help him. I knew the Exalted was right, I 

knew she was doing what was best. The pain was temporary. 
An overwhelming acidic smell filled the air. The elders shrieked in 

inhuman voices as their flesh became transparent and malleable, until 

finally even their mouths and tongues became but elements to be 

rearranged.  As bones twisted and tendons reshaped themselves, as skin 
and muscle were remade in a divine image, the Exalted pressed the three 

elders together, melded them before our eyes into a new being. 
If ever I needed proof that the human body is but a vessel, and that 

this vessel can be reshaped, here it was. I do not deny that it was 

frightening, almost unspeakably so. But this was not death; it was only 

transformation. When the pain was over, when the flesh had resolidified, 

a creature of immense power and wisdom had been born. 
“Now you are one, where before there were three; but traces of the 

three will remain. You will never be perfect, but you will always strive 

for perfection. You will seek to unify the doctrines, to craft one truth out 
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of many fragments. You will never succeed, but from your efforts the 
future will be born.  You will be called the Synod of Yearning, and you 

will help me save this world.” 
She looked up, for a moment, and straight into my eyes. What I saw 

there terrified me, but also filled me with hope. I felt a great depth 

within her, of ideas and possibilities I had never imagined. There was so 

much more to the Exalted than any of us could understand. But in that 
swirling ocean of possibilities, there were also horrendous dangers. The 

Exalted danced on the edge of an abyss for the sake of humankind. 
She went back to the waves, and we were left with this new creature 

we knew and yet didn’t, this herald of a new age. The Patriarch, the 
strange old man I’d come to love and respect despite his many oddities, 

was dead. And yet he was alive; sometimes, later, I saw glimpses of 

him. I write these words to remind myself of him, and so that one day, 
when the Exalted has led us to triumph, our descendants will know his 

story. I have no doubt that the creation of the Synod of Yearning was 

necessary - it was the very foundation of what we have become. But 

when we build the new world, we should not forget the sacrifices that 
were made, and the good people that were lost. 
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Black Star 

By Allen Stroud 

[Editor’s note: This work was found amongst the remains of a high 

rise block of appartments in downtown Chicago. The author is not 
known, but it is believed the document was written around AD 2025.] 

 

A black star in the night, 
Unseen, its dark shine 

Warms dangerous things 

That lurk on our shores. 

 
Those who sense its rise 

Are older than us. 

Aged, immortal, sleepers 
Whose dreams in gloom 

Beset this world. 

 
Oh, black star 

Thy people lurk 

In fetid depths. 

Sightless blind they are 
Knowing the land 

Through another sense. 

 
They pity us. 

Blinded by our 

Information Age, 

As we make gods 
Of machines 

And the mutilated. 

 
They wait and watch 

Behind your screen 
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Between click and load. 
Amidst wired and wireless. 

Beyond touch and press, 

Friend and follow, 
Like and loathe. 

 

They are numbered countless. 
The wave that comes and spills 

Out across our bubbling froth. 

We have forgotten them, 

But they did not forget us, 
Or you, the silent maker, 

Who is gone but shall return. 

 
What art thou black star? 

A sign of unrequited love? 

We beseech you, 

Acknowledge us. 
Grant us your dread gaze. 

Your fell scrutiny. 

That unmakes minds. 
Snapping flesh 

That is poorly wrought 

For such regard. 
 

The sliver of your wisdom 

That remains 

Breaks lives. 
And mortal understanding. 

 

A mere shadow 
Of your luminance 

Lingers here. 

To render material knowledge 
And concern 

Insignificant. 
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They ignore 

Your truth, black star. 

They crawl 
Around patterns 

Of their own making, 

And call this 

Enlightenment, 
Revelation, 

Progress. 

 
Oh, black star 

Return! 

And give their ignorance 

Voice in screams. 
Make them bleed 

From eyes, ears and mouth 

As they ought 
When they learn 

Their lowly place 

In your kingdom, 
In your will, 

In your empty light. 

 

Remake us black star. 
Until all is a viscous world 

Of burning jet 

Chained no longer 
By soulless avarice. 

 

Shine on us, black star 
Shine darkness 

Into the cracked 

Flawed spaces 

Of our souls. 
Your truth unbinds 

The unworthy. 
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And so, it must be, 
Black star, 

So, must it be. 

On Earth 
As the deep. 

Made eyeless 

To become 
True witnesses 

To eldritch power. 

 

Then all 
Shall bask 

In your 

Light, black star. 
 

Then all 

Shall bask 

In your 
Light. 
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The Big Egg 

By Allen Stroud 

 
I have learned to love the water, to consider it my home. But, once it 

was not my home. I know that, even though it becomes increasingly 

hard to remember a time before I was here, in the water, in the sea. 

I remember the early morning sky. An orange glow, lighting up 
broken clouds. There was sand between my toes and the warmth of the 

sun on my soft skin. In those days, I lived in the dry places, I remember 

people, I was… a people… a person. 
Back then, I wore glasses and clothes. I stood by the water’s edge as 

the mist rolled in. Something called out to me and I followed it. I swam 

and swam away from shore, as far and as fast as I was able.  
When I could go no further, I sank into the depths and there, I was 

reborn. 

Now, I swim again. I am hard flesh and I breathe in the sea. I journey 

at the command of that which found me, a… presence that lives in the 
deep. 

Ahead, I see my destination. A tower of iron, made by people of the 

land. People like I once was. Some of them live here. I will see them 
soon. 

I know places like this, though I have never been to them. They are 

mechanised engines, made to drill into the depths and bring forth the 

world’s black blood, but that is not the only violation here. 
Around me in the sea are my sisters, brothers, mothers, fathers, 

daughters and sons. We are all the people of the water, reclaimed from 

our misguided lives on land. 
This day we return at the behest of some instinct that drives us. A 

presense that wants as I want. We come here because we have been 

called by our chosen kin, taken from the sea to be broken by the 
machine. 
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A child of the sea has been stolen, so we are tasked to bring her back. 
The ocean’s deep wroth will be wrought. We are fingers, claws and 

teeth of the water’s vengeance. We bring anger to the soft land-stricken 

flesh.  
I am vengeance and rescue, contained in one hard shell. I shall not 

fail. 

I am underneath the tower in the dark water. The iron is not made for 
these hands. My hardened fingers do not grip this metal, but my body 

remembers something of what it was, and old muscles respond. I climb, 

dragging myself from the sea into the air.  

Around me, others swarm this metal web. We are not entangled, we 
are spiders of the ocean, come to feast and sate the anger of the deep. 

A loud, sharp crack cuts through my concentration. I glance upwards. 

There is a man, looking down at us, a rifle in his hands. He shouts words 
that my mind can no longer decipher, but the meaning of them is clear. 

We have been seen. The soft flesh will come out and fight. 

Good. 

I am half way to the platform when the automatic weapons begin 
their chatter. I feel the disturbance in my kinfolk’s resolve. Some of 

them are in pain, the bullets breaking into their hard bodies, but they are 

distant to me, an effect of being out of the water, away from our proper 
place.   

I reach the platform, unaffected. The man with the rifle is there. He 

levels his weapon at me, but he is too slow. I leap at him, my hard 
fingers closing around his ankle. Closing tight. The bones snapping, 

shattering, crumbling as he screams. 

I let go and stand up, watching him crawl. His legs are bloody broken 

stumps. His rifle lies on the metal deck. 
I pick it up. Memories come back. In my land life, I spent evenings 

after work in the shooting range, avoiding my husband and children.  

I know how to use this weapon. 
Another human shouts at me. I turn the rifle on him and press the 

trigger. His soft flesh explodes in a spray of red and he falls over the 

side.  
I am vengeance and rescue! 

Others begin to reach the deck. I move on, heading in the direction 

the people came from, working my way inside the structure, through 

doors and rooms, searching, hunting, trying to find what was taken.  
Something crashes into me and I stumble into a wall. A man, 

wielding a short metal pipe attacks, his weapon raised, aiming for my 

face. I raise my arm, deflecting the blow and our eyes meet. 
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The man recognises something of my former life in me. For a 
moment, he hesitates.  

In that split second, he condemns himself. 

My hard fingers close around his wrist, again, snapping bones and 
rending flesh. He drops the pipe and cries out in pain.  

I grab his throat and that cry becomes a wet gurgle. He coughs up 

bright red blood and his eyes lose their focus. 
A memory of my old life comes to mind. My birth mother in hospital 

in her final days. She coughed like that, just before the machines began 

to whine and the doctors rushed in. Her eyes sought mine, then slipped 

away as convulsions ripped through her body. 
The man struggles I tighten my grip and he goes still. I let him fall. 

Enough vengeance. Now, I must be rescue. 

I am moving faster now, tearing through these walkways and 
hatches, leaping down stairs into the bowels of this place. I can sense 

our lord’s chosen, concealed in the centre of this metal world.  

The rooms trigger more images from my past. I see beds, chairs and 

tables. A kitchen where people would gather. There are plates on the 
side with half-eaten food left behind. This meal has been abandoned, 

those who were eating it have fled. 

More stairs, more doors. Finally, a bolted entrance that I cannot open. 
I smash windows and claw at the metal panels, but I cannot break them. 

Others join me, crowding the small space. One amongst us is older, 

larger and stronger. A silent command from the deep herds us back, 
giving our brother room.  

He launches himself at the barred entrance. The metal shrieks and 

shudders but does not give way. When he draws back, I see the doors 

are dented and scarred. 
He gathers himself and charges again. The doors scream their 

defiance and still they do not give way. 

The third time he throws himself into the door, the resistance ends. 
The metal buckles and tears. Our brother bellows in triumph and charges 

into the room. I hear the soft flesh shouting and an explosion shakes the 

floor. The large brother disappears, his remains decorate the floor and 
the walls.  

Then I am swept into the room with my kin, following an instinctive 

command. 

Six humans stand against us; against thirty or more agents, compelled 
from the sea. Their guns flash as they attempt to defend themselves, but 

we are too many. As a woman rises from her vantage point, behind a 
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steel crate, I take aim, and fire. The bullet catches her in the arm, 
spinning her around and into the wall.  

The soft flesh is weak. The cries of the dying echo around the metal 

chamber. Such a waste of life. The mists could have taken these ignorant 
fools and remade them as it did with me and the others, here at the 

bidding of our lord.  

Afterwards, there is a gory, sodden silence. 
We are not done. My nature compels me. The child is somewhere in 

this place, somewhere in this room. Everyone hears the command and 

begins to search.   

In the corner of the room, there is a large container. Ropes and cables 
have been attached to it and lie trailing across the floor. As I get close, I 

see there is a glass panel on the front of the box. I can see the container 

is filled with murky water.  
A face appears against the glass. The sea child we are searching for is 

trapped in this metal prison. We must get her out we must— 

I am shoved aside by a sister. She raises her twisted hand to the view 

plate and presses down, firmly. Her sharp bone nails score the glass, but 
it does not break.  

Another of us pushes her away. Claws seize handles and scrap at 

seams and hinges. My family swarms over the container. For a moment 
or two it stands up to this punishment, but then the metal screams and 

tears. Water fountains out of the wound and the chosen child is free. 

We are rescue! 
Obeying the will of the deep is rewarding. I am wracked with 

sensation and rapture as his blessing reaches me. The guttural cries of 

my kind are a discordant choir to accompany the emergence of the child. 

It flops on the wet metal, until a sister is commanded to assist.  
In a reverent column, we follow her and leave this place. 

As I clamber across the deck, I hear something above us. I look up 

and remember. A helicopter hangs in the air, long cables trailing from its 
undercarriage. Some of the soft flesh has escaped. They planned to take 

the lord’s chosen with them but failed.  

A part of me smiles. I stop, raise the rifle, aim and fire. The shot goes 
wide, but my message is heeded. The helicopter moves away, 

disappearing into the sky.  

The water beckons me. I climb down from the platform and return to 

the sea. As I swim away with my brethren, I glance back.  
The final act of our god’s revenge emerges. A long claw-like hand, 

grabbing the iron tower as if it were a fragile toy. A whole section is 

torn away and dragged down, into the depths. 
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Into our kingdom. 
I wriggle and submerge, returning to my new world; the water, where 

I feel most at home. The song of the depths calls me, urging me 

onwards, downwards to the secret place where we live and feed upon his 
corpse.  

As I swim, I hear something else. A faint song beneath the others. A 

woman who bids me turn away and come to her. 
I stop swimming and hesitate. The shoal of my kin continues without 

pause, and soon, I am left alone in the dark blue.  

I must make a choice. 
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Before the Waters of Life 

By Jonas Kyratzes 

After all this talking, I’m sure you’re wondering: why did I join the 

Disciples of Anu? How did I end up here, preparing you for this? The 
answer is pretty simple, really: I joined the Disciples because of all the 

factions in this mad world, they are the only ones who are thinking 

about the present. Synedrion is imagining a utopian future in which 
people are free from oppression and exploitation; New Jericho is 

looking back at an imaginary Golden Age they wish to return to. None 

of them see the world as it is. None of them are trying to find a way of 

dealing with reality. The Disciples, strange as I’m sure you think they 
are, care about what’s going on right now. 

 
So, about myself. I spent ten long, boring years living in a minor 

independent haven in an extremely remote location. On the surface, it 

was a good place to be. But life there was as free of meaning as it was 

free of mutation. Nothing mattered but survival, so nothing mattered. At 
first, I thought this was the price we had to pay to save humanity. Only 

after years of soul-crushing unlife did I realize the right word for what 

we were experiencing: stagnation. It didn’t matter whether we survived. 
We were already dead. 

 
Leaving was probably the craziest thing I ever did. Everybody told 

me not to. It’s suicide, they said. If the mist doesn’t get you, the 

monsters will. And to be fair, they were almost right. The very first 

night I was on my own, camped out in the overgrown ruins of a 
suburban mall, I saw a group of scavengers get torn apart by some 

multi-legged monstrosity. They had guns and seemed experienced, but 

that thing... that thing just screamed at them in an unearthly voice until 

they couldn’t move, couldn’t do anything but stare at it as it crawled up 
to them and started killing them. It was horrifying. 
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That experience taught me a valuable lesson, though. We can’t lie to 
ourselves about this world. Everything has changed, and we’re not up to 

the task of dealing with it. Not as we are now. We’re too fragile, and 

these new organisms are too powerful. Survival of the fittest doesn’t 
mean survival of the smartest or the strongest, but of the best adapted, 

and we’ve become sclerotic. 
 
It took me weeks to reach another haven. This one was also 

independent, but closely allied with New Jericho; apparently, they were 

considering officially joining up soon. I thought about staying and talked 
to some New Jericho soldiers who were passing through on a mission. I 

liked the fact that they didn’t care about my gender or my race - all that 

Tobias West cares about is merit, they said, and I believed them. Yet I 
couldn’t help but notice how out of place they looked in their heavy 

armour and their huge weapons, almost like medieval knights lost in 

some nightmarish landscape of the future. This was not their world. 
 
A few days later, I spent some time with a Synedrion representative. 

She was certainly a likeable person, clearly more alive and engaged than 
anyone from the haven I’d left behind. But there was something 

inwards-looking about her, too. She was awfully concerned with 

Synedrion issues: an upcoming debate on the validity of nature as a 

philosophical concept seemed to occupy more of her attention than what 
was going on right here in front of her. 

 
The arrival of a troop of Disciples caused a major stir in the haven. 

Officially, the haven welcomed members of all factions, but the truth 

was that more than a few people considered the Disciples to be non-

humans, or traitors to their species. It was one thing, after all, to accept 
that even an infected human being might still have rights - but to 

encourage mutation? To treat it as useful? To seek it out? That was 

outrageous. 
 
I was instantly fascinated. The stories I’d heard about the Disciples 

made them seem monstrous, like crazed cultists out of an old horror 
story; but the men and women I saw before me were anything but 

crazed. They were well-organized, disciplined, and exuded confidence. 

Everything from their clothes to their tools to their very bodies was 
adapted to the new world. They belonged. 
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Curious and not realising who he was, I spoke to their leader, an 
older but extremely tough-looking man. He was highly courteous, and 

patiently answered every one of my questions. We talked for almost an 

hour, but one thing that he said really hit a chord with me: that the 
human soul was perfect, but the human body needed to evolve. It was 

such a hopeful statement, such a different way of looking at the mist. 

Everyone else looked out there and saw only a threat to be overcome or 
accomodated; the Disciples saw hope. 

 
But what about the monsters? I pressed him on this issue, and he 

laughed. People kept misunderstanding that, he said. The Disciples were 

only too happy to kill anything threatening that came out of the mist. 

They believed the mist was a punishment for humankind’s arrogance, 
after all. It wouldn’t make much sense to worship something that was 

done to you to punish you, would it? But sometimes bad things 

happened for a reason, and when you understood that reason, you could 

use the insight you’d gained to grow better as a person - or as a species. 
To the Disciples, the mist was both damnation and salvation. Which of 

these would outweigh the other was up to human beings. 
 
I understand why at first people are frightened by the Disciples. I 

really do. The strange names, the odd clothes, the belief in the Exalted 

and the Dead God Anu; these things seem alien, right? But what the 
Disciples have actually done is to draw on human history, to keep all 

that is useful in this terrible time, and to jettison the rest. They’re not 

alien. We’re not alien. We are the last living human tradition. 
 
That said, it wasn’t easy for me to join. By which I mean to say that 

even though I felt an immediate connection, it was still a huge step for 
me. It’s important not to lie about that. Seeing the value in a philosophy 

or religion is one thing, but actually surrendering yourself in this way... 

that can be hard, and it’s nothing to be ashamed of. 
 
After I’d expressed my desire to join the Disciples, the man I’d 

spoken to promised to personally take me to the nearest Chamber of 
Baptism; this, he said, would also be a good opportunity for me to see an 

important, but less pleasant aspect of the faith. I didn’t know what 

exactly he meant by that, but his manner was so reassuring that I felt no 
fear. 
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How strange it seems now, that I was converted by Taxiarch Nergal 
himself. Yes, for those of you who had not guessed: I had encountered a 

living legend and treated him like my own personal tour guide! Hah. But 

despite his position and his fame, he had acted in the same way he 
would have expected anyone of his faith to act, whether it was a lowly 

Hiereus or the Synod of Yearning itself. No-one is to be turned away 

from the path of the Exalted. 
 
They took me to a nearby haven; I won’t say which one to spare 

certain people a little bit of embarrassment. You see, even within the 
faith, there are many who stray. The rules, the rituals - all these exist for 

a reason! They maintain an order, a way of thinking, that allows us to 

function in the new world. But sometimes... sometimes people fall back 
into old patterns. They start using old names, ignoring the hierarchy, 

reviving petty issues they should have overcome years ago. That’s what 

had happened at that particular haven, and that’s what Taxiarch Nergal 

wanted me to see: that it takes commitment. That we fail, and have to be 
reminded of what we aspire to accomplish. And then we try again. 

 
I’m telling you all this because you have to understand that we are 

human. We do not want to be anything else; we just want to be better 

humans. If that’s what you are looking for, you will find it here with us, 

but it will take dedication, and more than a little effort. 
 
As for what awaits you when you walk through these doors, that is 

not easy to describe. I know you have heard of our messenger, the 
Apostle to the Once-Born. His name indicates that those of us who join 

the Disciples are born for a second time, and birth... birth can be a messy 

business. You will feel the mist within you. It will try to rip away all that 
you are, to change you, to remake you from the ground up. Everything 

that you are will be shattered. But when it seems like there is no hope, 

the Exalted will show you a way. A way she herself found only through 
terrible sacrifice, through pain and despair. And you will take all those 

shattered pieces of yourself and use them to build a new creature, a new 

human being that will be better than the old. 
 
It’s hard to believe, isn’t it? Hard to find hope in this grim world. 

Hard to embrace painful change when you could just try and sit it out, 
praying that everything will go back to normal. But deep down you all 
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know that it won’t. This is the time of Wormwood, and the End Days 
are almost upon us. We will change, or we will die. 

 
Yes. Good. Come, my friends. The Waters of Life await you! Do not 

be afraid. Behold, he comes with the clouds and the rain; he comes from 

the sea and the stars; and every eye shall see him, and all the tribes of 

the Earth shall mourn. But those who exult in his coming shall be 
uplifted. 

 
When it feels like you are drowning, remember: there is hope. 
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Cult People 

 By Allen Stroud 

 

My name is Jess sib-Miller. I am part of the Anannage temple, all 
praise to the Exalted and the Dead God, Anu. 

I am running through overgrown woodland. Once, this place was an 

industrial complex and home to many manufacturing businesses. They 
called it Goldstone, a name created to inspire their ambition and greed. I 

can still read the rusting metal signs, directing travellers to different 

commercial factories. The concrete paddocks have been invaded and 

overrun by a wilderness it sought to subjugate and contain. 
Now, thanks to the dead god, Anu and the Exalted, praise their 

names, that wilderness has found new vigour and rips away at the 

temporal human skin that stains the earth.  
The world has changed, and we can never go back. 

The broken concrete paving of a parking lot. Old rusting vehicles, 

left behind as people fled. This place was an oil refinery. Three huge 
eighteen-wheeler trucks have been left near the entrance. Our temple has 

been here before, scavenging supplies of petroleum and machinery. 

According to the stories, these trucks brought the first of us here, after 

the collapse of the warring factions in America and this was the first 
place colonised, before moving to a more defensible position. The 

territory remains valuable to us and we must defend it. 

A flicker of movement ahead. I crouch behind a torn metal fence, 
draw my pistol and glance back at my companions. Four of us, sent out 

as a test of our faith as much as anything else. I feel each of them just 

like I feel my arms and legs, or the beat of my heart. We are all sibs – 

siblings of the first circle, brought together from our former lives to be 
born again, and given new purpose by the mysteries. 

I remember my old life and those last days as I made my pilgrimage 

to deliverance in Anannage. The night drive in an old camper van, the 
violent touch of Anu’s ignorant children. 
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 I recall the embrace of the Exalted. The feeling of new flesh, the 
touch of new minds, my friends, my new family. In that first moment of 

confusion, I became what all humanity is fated to be. 

I belong with all of this. I cannot imagine existing without it. 
Daniel sib-Tremayne is next to me. He is carrying a rifle. The scarred 

skin of his bicep bulges as he loads a clip and disengages the safety. 

“We must know them first,” I caution, laying a hand on his arm. 
“The priests value knowledge as well as trophies.” 

“We are tasked to cleanse this place,” Daniel replies. 

“We can do both, if we are patient.” 

I feel his need for violence, it is an urge that placates the rage within 
him. Something of his old self remains, fighting against this new state 

we share. Each time he kills, he purges that voice, drowning it with 

guilt. 
At that moment, the figure re-appears. It’s a girl. She can’t be more 

than fifteen years of age. She knows we’re here and that she’s 

outnumbered. She raises her hands. “Please, I don’t want any trouble,” 

she shouts. “I’m here to talk.” 
I stand up and holster my pistol. “We can talk,” I say. “You and I 

will have a conversation and if it goes well, we will let you leave.” 

“You’re mistaken,” the girl replies. “I will be the one granting you 
safe passage.” 

I smile and let the girl keep her illusion, for now. “I’m walking 

towards you, slowly. Tell your friends to stay where they are.” 
The girl nods and raises her fingers to her lips. The piercing whistle 

she makes to signal them is similar to a birdcall, but not one I would 

mistake for being human. However, it means they do not have to reveal 

their positions. 
Clever girl. 

I move forward, slowly, keeping my hands in plain sight. The girl 

remains where she is. I reach the hulk of a fallen redwood and stop. I 
climb onto the wood, my hands brushing over the welts of infection that 

probably killed it. Carefully, I settle myself into a seated position, six or 

seven paces from her. “You know who we are,” I say. 
“Yes, you’re the cult people,” the girl replies, eyeing me with an 

expression of distaste. “This is your land.” 

I nod. “It is, and you are trespassing on it. If you have come to join 

us, then we can discuss the matter. If not, you cannot be here.” 
“We didn’t come to join you,” the girl says. “We need your help.” 

  

--- 
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There are two of them, Lyla and Zacary, a boy and a girl. They were 

part of a survivor convoy of three vehicles, driven off the road by 

something huge. After a short fight, most of the people were captured, 
including the girl’s father and little sister. 

Now they are guiding us back to the ambush site. I have pledged to 

help them. 
Daniel does not agree with my decision, but the priest gave me 

leadership today, cutting my flesh with the mark. So long as it remains, 

and we are away from the temple, he must obey and so must the others, 

else feel the retribution of our people and the mysteries. 
We are moving fast through the undergrowth behind the girl and the 

boy, running like before, but with weapons ready in our hands. Lyla has 

told us they were following the creatures who took her family when they 
encountered us and decided to hide, before risking a conversation. I am 

impressed by how brave she is. 

I recall being her age, living in the remains of Pine Bluff; a broken 

city that refused to accept it was bleeding out. 
I first got sick at home, like most people. The flu symptoms and the 

shakes were nothing new, so I self-medicated and took a few days off. 

I remember waking up one morning in a soiled bed with a hole in my 
mind. Four days had just vanished, but I felt better, as if the illness had 

passed. 

After I’d washed, I turned on the TV, and it was then that I found out 
what had happened to everyone else. 

I was one of the lucky ones. 

Years later, I remember my escape and that night drive with Joel at 

the wheel, Daniel sat next to me and the priest, Peter Akler-lil, in the 
back. We were different people then, we hadn’t realised the fate we 

were driving towards. 

Sometimes I wonder if I should have run away that night, like Daniel 
suggested? If I had, would I have survived? Odds are that I wouldn’t 

have or that I’d have been recaptured and brought in, like Daniel was. 

 There were seven and a half billion people on this planet in 2005, 
when I was born. Now I reckon there’s a tenth of that, or less. We’ve no 

way of counting any more, but if the rest of the world is as empty and 

abandoned as this, humanity as I remember it, is doomed. 

The only way we can survive is to accept change. 
The second time I got infected was deliberate and my choice. The 

morning after we arrived at Anannage, I volunteered for the 

indoctrination ritual. Peter Akler-lil and the other priests gathered 



The Briefing #4 by Jonas Kyratzes and Allen Stroud 

 

59 
 

around me chanting before they administered the injection. Then, I was 
taken to the cells and locked away on my own, just like all the other 

initiates. 

Those days in that cell all blurred together, but I remember waking 
up one morning and hearing a voice in my head, urging me to leave, to 

escape Anannage and run into the ocean. I would live there in joy, 

breathing in the dark water of the deep. Thousands awaited me there, the 
remnants of old friends, old family and a new father who would teach 

me the ways of a world my mind and body had forgotten. 

The days and nights blurred. I changed. Thoughts of the deep 

consumed and possessed me. I broke myself against the wooden bars of 
my cage, snapped bones and tried to sever limbs to escape my shackles. 

I became a bloody ruin of what I had been, scarred and twisted as the 

virus remade my mind and body. 
Only when I at last succumbed to despair did they come for me, 

dragging me out and into the rock pool. I remember the chanting and the 

touch of thick muddy water. Both soothed me, quieting the shrieking 

voice in my head. 
 Other bodies writhed in the slime, struggling feebly to rise, climb 

out and flee, but we were weak and starved, sharing the last moments of 

our old lives as the infection consumed our pasts. 
I was dragged out, a sharp knife pressed into the back of my neck and 

the bulging virus flesh was cut away. The pain set a fire into my flesh, 

purging it in hot bubbling agony. 
Suddenly, the voice disappeared, and I no longer desired the sea. 

I remember cold water in my throat, being washed, cleaned and 

wrapped in the white robes of the initiate. I was reborn. 

In that moment, I heard the Exalted and became who I am now. I 
joined the first circle of the temple. 

All four of us have been through this process and bear the scars of 

our rebirth. I watched Daniel get dragged out of the muddy pit and cut. 
He was still fighting, even in his feeble emaciated state.   Afterwards, 

the priest praised his spirit, but Daniel did not acknowledge him. 

Now we are hunters, scavengers and foragers, sent out to solve 
matters that do not require the attention of those greater than us. We are 

here to prove ourselves worthy of the Exalted’s favour. Demonstrate 

competence and value to the community and you are rewarded with 

knowledge and gain. Better living conditions, higher status, many things 
an individual might value. 
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Lyla stops and raises her hand. I stop too and drop to crouch in the 
brush. After a moment, I inch my way forward to her side. “What is it?” 

I ask. 

“The trail is just ahead,” Lyla replies. “I think…” She swallows. “I 
think they are there.” 

“How many?” 

“Too many. They’ve been joined by others. They’re all heading for 
the sea.” 

It makes sense. We have seen this before. The voice of the virus lurks 

in the deep. Creatures in its service come to the land and take the 

humans they capture back into the water. Later, those same humans 
return as twisted, enthralled versions of themselves. When I see them, I 

see what I would have become. 

I reach out to Lyla, touching her shoulder with my hand. “You must 
not lose heart,” I tell her. “A way will present itself.” 

The girl looks at me. For a moment, her pinched and fierce 

expression relaxes. She reaches out a hand and touches my face, 

brushing the back of her hand against my cheek. “You’re beautiful,” she 
says softly. “I never noticed before. What they’ve done to you, it’s made 

you…” 

I smile. “Inhuman?” 
“No, strange for sure, but beautiful, in a way.” 

I take her wrist and gently pull her hand away. “We must attend to 

your family.” 
Lyla flinches. Her face colours and she looks down. “Yes, sorry. 

What are we going to do?” 

“We need to see what we’re dealing with,” I say. “Then we will 

make a plan.” 
  

--- 

  
Within an hour, we are close enough to catch glimpses of moving 

figures on a muddy track that cuts through the thickening forest. Once it 

might have been a tarmac or concrete road, but virus-enhanced 
vegetation makes short work of such man-made constructs these days. 

Roots and vines worm into weaknesses and crack smooth artificial 

surfaces into shards. Rampant malformed nature is winning a silent war 

against its subjugator all around us. 
I am part of this change. I have learned to accept it, to embrace it. 

The world where humanity imposed its will on everything around it is 
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gone. We are all part of this new order. We have to be if we are going to 
survive. 

More movement up ahead. I can see the familiar hulking crab-like 

figures of the warband as they amble along. We call them Shar, an 
ancient name that the priests say refers to their origin. Ahead of them, I 

see three hastily constructed cages containing their prisoners. They are 

being pulled along by mutated beasts that I’ve seen before. Around them 
will be other creatures, lurking beside the trail, watching the woodland, 

where we are. 

Lyla was right. This is too many to handle. If we get any closer, one 

of them will spot us. 
Silently, I call everyone together. Daniel is by my side in an instant. 

Lyla’s companion, the young boy is a moment behind him. Zacary can’t 

be more than twelve, but his face is pinched into a permanent frown. 
I’ve seen that look before in children, he’s holding himself together 

against all the horror he’s seen. 

Sarah sib-Hewitt and Thomas sib-Walter appear a minute or two 

later. Thomas’ glasses are cracked. In a few days, his body will change, 
and he’ll no longer need them. Perhaps it already has, but he’s wearing 

them anyway. 

“We’re outnumbered,” I tell them. “We need an alternative plan.” 
“We could go back to the industrial zone we just passed through,” 

Sarah suggests. “There might be something there we can use.” 

I nod, it’s a good idea. “We’ll need to split up, otherwise we’ll never 
manage to deal with them before they reach the coast. I’ll take the 

children. You three stay here.” 

Daniel growls and shakes his head. “The girl goes with you; the boy 

stays with us.” 
I hesitate. In one sense he is right. By dividing the children, we 

ensure their compliance, and the boy could be useful if there is an 

opportunity to rescue prisoners while I am away. But, by letting them 
stay together, we demonstrate trust. As Daniel has voiced his objection, 

either I confront it, or I accept his suggestion. The former will make him 

difficult to control, the latter risks our compact with Lyla and Zacary. 
“Agreed. The two of us, the four of you,” I decide. “Daniel leads 

until I return. He is senior. Watch them and do nothing to reveal 

yourselves, unless you are sure of success.” 

“Understood,” says Thomas. 
I roll up the sleeve of my shirt and take out my knife. I cut the flesh 

around the leader symbol drawn upon me by the priest and beckon 

Daniel over. He crouches down and presents his bare arm to me. I take 
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the bloodied blade and carve into his skin the same symbol of our 
temple, marking him as leader. 

“This, until I return,” I say. 

“Agreed,” says Daniel. 
  

--- 

  
We retrace our steps as swiftly as possible. Lyla shares my sense of 

urgency, but for different reasons. She wishes to see the people rescued. 

I am concerned about what my temple kin will do. 

Daniel is impulsive. There is an anger about him that he cannot 
control. I saw the look in his eye. I had little choice but to leave him as 

leader. Anything else would have provoked a reaction. Neither Thomas 

nor Sarah are ready to face him down. Placing them in a position where 
they would have to, jeopardises them. 

I must lead and manage my kin. We are all part of the temple. My 

task is to bring us victory and to bring us home alive. 

 We reach the refinery and the three rusted trucks. I walk past them 
and open the door of a large van parked in their shadow. Lyla does the 

same on the other side. 

“Do these things still work?” she asks. 
“They should do,” I reply. “This facility is still used, occasionally, by 

our people. There were six trucks here. We took parts from the three that 

are left to fix the other ones, but we use this vehicle for transporting 
smaller goods. I was told it’s still working.” 

“What about the road? It’s all overgrown.” 

“I know. There’s not much we can do about that now.” 

I have never driven a vehicle this size. The seat position is very high 
up and over the road, not at all like the cars I’ve driven. I depress the 

accelerator and clutch and glance down at the dashboard in front of me. 

A bundle of wires are hanging out of the broken plastic. I reach down 
and fumble with them. After a minute or two, I make the right contact 

and the engine roars into life. 

“Okay, we’re ready.” 
I get out of the van and walk around to the back of the rusted trucks. 

There are two oil drums and a large gas cylinder lying in the back of 

one. I climb into the trailer and pick up the gas cylinder. The old Jess 

could not have lifted this container, but I am strong now, made so by my 
rebirth. 

“Wow,” Lyla says. She is watching me from outside. 
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The cylinder is heavy. I bring it to the edge of the trailer. “Find a 
cloth or something. Do you know how to start a fire?” I ask her. 

“Yes,” she replies. 

“Can you do it quickly, while I’m driving?” 
Lyla reaches into her jacket and pulls out an old metal lighter. “This 

still works. My dad gave it to me.” 

I nod. “We will drive the van down the road to where we were. When 
we get close, I’ll lock the steering wheel and you’ll throw your burning 

cloth into the back. We’ll leave the vehicle to crash into the crabs.” 

“What about the prisoners?” 

“If all goes well, they will be unharmed. In the confusion, we’ll be 
able to rescue them.” 

Lyla frowns. I can tell she doesn’t like the risk we’re taking with her 

father’s and her sister’s lives. “I guess there’s no other way,” she says. 
“Not before they get to the sea,” I reply. “Once they get there, it’ll be 

impossible to save anyone.” 

“Yes. I understand.” 

Once the cylinder is secure in the van, I examine the oil drums. One 
of them is much heavier than the other. If it’s full of oil, the exploding 

gas will trigger it and we’ll have a two-stage explosion. I drag the drum 

to the trailer doors, then jump down and walk back to the van.  
“Open the back,” I say to Lyla. She nods and unlocks the doors. 

“Ready,” she says. 

I reverse the van around, so the open back is as close to the truck 
trailer as possible. Then I get in the back and carefully manoeuvre the 

heavy drum into the van. The suspension squeals in protest as the 

vehicle is forced to take the extra weight. I shut the doors and walk 

around the van. I pick up two large slabs of concrete and return to the 
driver’s seat. 

“Okay, let’s go.” 

Lyla pulls on her seatbelt and I gun the engine. The van sputters and 
lurches, but then settles and we make our way out of the parking lot and 

onto the ruined road. 

  
--- 

  

We’re bouncing along the track, after the shar and their prisoners. 

Lyla is staring straight ahead at the road and I’m doing the same, pretty 
much. 
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Out of the corner of my eye, I can see she’s nervous. There’s a lot 
riding on her to make this work. She’s only a young girl. Half my age. 

I’m not sure I could have coped with all this back when I was fifteen. 

You’re beautiful. I remember her words and look at my reflection in 
the rear-view mirror. I’ve not thought of myself like that for a long time, 

probably since before I left Pine Bluff. Back then, I was existing; 

surviving even, but not living. Since I was reborn into the temple, I’ve 
changed a lot. The face in the mirror is very different to the one I 

remember. 

But the eyes are the same. 

“Why are you helping us?” Lyla asks, bringing me back to the here 
and now. 

“Because you asked us to,” I reply. 

“You could have refused and just killed us,” Lyla reasons out loud. 
“We aren’t part of… whatever you people are.” 

“You are human beings, trying to survive in this world,” I explain. 

“Back in the old days, when there were churches in all the towns, priests 

opened their doors to the sick and the poor. They didn’t ask if the people 
who came believed in god, they just chose to help. It was called 

charity.” 

“So, you’re being charitable?” 
“I am following my instructions. We were sent to patrol this territory, 

which the temple has claim to. You trespassed, but you also gave us 

valuable information about this warband from the sea. You and Zachary 
are not a threat to our people, but the warband is. We must act against 

it.” 

Lyla shrugs. “You could just ignore them. They’re leaving. If you 

attack, you might draw more attention to this place, meaning more of 
them will come back.” 

“We cannot live in hiding forever,” I say. “The world will not be 

saved if we ignore its problems.” 
“Some would say you Anu people are part of those problems,” Lyla 

says. 

I shake my head. “I don’t believe that. I would not have joined the 
temple if I did. Our path is not the same as the virus.” 

“I see that now.” Lyla gives a shaky laugh. “You’re helping me, that 

settles my doubts.” 

After that, we drive in silence. The broken road requires my 
attention. I have no desire to damage the containers in the back before 

we need them to get catastrophically damaged. Thankfully, there are no 

major obstructions to negotiate. Maybe the shar cleared them away in 
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front of their lumbering prisoner wagons. If they did, they helped hasten 
their fate. 

I see movement ahead. A moment later, something slams into the 

side of the van. The driver’s door window shatters and hot pain lances 
through my upper arm. I grit my teeth and look around. There’s 

creatures in the trees, moving fast, trying to keep pace with us. 

“Hold on!” I yell at Lyla, slamming my foot down on the accelerator. 
The engine growls in response and we pick up speed. I can see the 

prisoner wagons and the shar. Some of them are turning around, looking 

at us. 

I remember that night in the camper van and people screaming at me. 
There’s a loud bang on the roof. Then a crash as a figure rolls off, 

appearing in front of the windscreen. Claws grab at the wipers, bending 

them back. A twisted face looms in front of me on the other side of the 
glass. 

A gun goes off, the window shatters and the face explodes into 

chunks of flesh, brains and dark blood. The creature tumbles away and 

the van rumbles over it. 
“Get ready!” I yell at Lyla. 

Lyla nods and clambers into the back to open the gas cylinder. I 

focus on the road. The shar aren’t moving. I expected some of them to 
be scattering into the woods, but they’re hold their ground. Then I see 

why. They’re under attack from the treeline. Someone or someones are 

picking them off. 
I smile. I bet it’s my people. Daniel wouldn’t have been able to resist 

the opportunity. 

I smell burning cloth. Out of the corner of my eye, I can see the rag, 

aflame in Lyla’s hands as she settles back into her seat. We have 
seconds until it burns down to her fingers. We’re seconds away from the 

horde on the road, I see their shields and hear pattering impacts of 

gunfire against the van’s chassis, radiator and headlights.  
I duck down, keeping the wheel steady, making sure we’re still 

heading in a straight line, I grab the concrete slab, jamming in over the 

accelerator pedal, adding the second one to make sure it stays put. Then, 
I grab the wheel in both hands and pull, hard. The metal squeals, and the 

steering mechanism is ripped away. I twist the shreds into a knot, 

locking the vehicle’s trajectory, straight ahead. 

“Jess!” Lyla screams. I glance at her. She’s out of her seat, ready to 
throw the cloth into the back. I grab her other hand and kick open the 

door. 
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“Now!” I shout, heaving her weight and mine out and into the air. 
For a moment, we’re tumbling, and I pull her close, wrapping myself 

around her, shielding her from the— 

Impact. 
Ow. damn. That hurts. 

If you’ve ever jumped from a moving truck at forty miles an hour, 

you might understand. If you’ve thought about it, let me advise you 
now, don’t do it. This place makes it all worse, with hard jutting 

concrete, ripped tarmac and the broken detritus of other vehicles all over 

the place. I’m stronger and tougher than I was, before my rebirthing into 

the temple, but even then… 
Ow. 

A flash of light. A pounding boom. The assault claws at my eyes and 

ears, burning, screaming vision and sound. The gas cylinder has ignited. 
A moment later, a second, deeper crunching explosion, then shouting 

and cries of agony. The oil ignited, bathing all those nearby in flames. 

Lyla is in my arms. Her head is bloodied, but she’s safe and moving 

against me, trying to get loose. I relax and let her. A moment later she is 
gone. I hear her voice, calling out for her family. 

People are shouting and screaming.  I hear sporadic gunfire, the clash 

of weapons and the dying of men, women and children. Yes, the 
creatures who belong to the virus, to the voice from the sea are our 

enemies, they are changed; their free will taken from them, their fate 

shackled to their telepathic masters, but they are still people. They had 
lives, just like mine. 

They too have been reborn but changed into slaves. Do they even 

remember who they are? 

This is what I could have become. 
A shadow falls across my face. I blink and raise my hand to shield 

against the sun’s glare. It is Daniel. He offers his hand. I take it, letting 

him pull me to my feet. 
“You attacked them?” I ask. 

“Yes,” he says and smiles. He looks bruised and battered, but the 

tension in his face has eased. I realise the violence soothes him, calming 
the anger that I saw within him before. “It seemed like the right thing to 

do, when we saw you charging up with that battered truck.” 

“It was,” I say. “You kept them on the road, right in our path.” 

“I’m glad we helped.” 
I look around. Burning bodies litter the broken trail. I can see one of 

the prison wagons overturned. It’s empty. “What about the people? Did 

they get out?” 
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“Most did,” Daniel says. “Zacary led them into the treeline while I 
came back looking for you. Sarah and Thomas are on the other side of 

the road, fighting. We need to move. There’s still too many for us to 

fight.” 
“Then let’s go,” I say. My right ankle hurts, so does my left arm and 

my ribs, every time I breathe. I’ve broken bones. I don’t know how 

many, or how serious these injuries are, but I cannot let them slow us 
down. 

Daniel begins to move towards the side of the road, and I follow, 

trying to match his pace. My legs feel like broken sticks, but I force 

them to move and to carry me, in a stumbling, lurching run. Ahead I can 
see faces; people huddling together. Some of them have weapons and 

guard the others. There are injured people here and more, living 

children. One of them is Lyla, who steps forward, catching me and 
steadying me as I reach them. Behind her is an older man, bald, but with 

a white beard. Behind him, I see Sarah, her expression is grim. 

“We gathered everyone together. What do we do now?” she asks. 

I glance at Daniel. He inclines his head, indicating his acceptance of 
my authority and that I should speak. “We should split up,” I tell Sarah 

and those nearest to me. Others move forward to listen. “Now is the best 

time to get away, while the enemy is confused. We need to make the 
most of the time we have. Small groups, each led by one of us back to 

the temple.” 

There are murmurs amongst the gathering. “We don’t want to join 
you!” a voice cries out. 

I hold up my hand and gradually the whispering dies down. “We 

offer you sanctuary with us,” I say. “But if you come, you will know 

where we reside. The priests must decide the fate of any who come to 
Anannage. If you wish to take your chances without us, now is the time 

to leave.” 

The conversations begin again. Daniel grabs my arm. “What are you 
doing?” he hisses. “We need to take them back with us!” 

I glare at him. “Not if they don’t want to come. These people need to 

have a choice. I thought you above everyone else would understand 
that.” 

“I thought I understood your plan. If you let them go, the priests will 

make you answer for it!” 

“I am aware of that. I will answer to them, if needs be.” 
The crowd of figures around us begins to thin. People are slipping 

away into the woods, just as I suggested they might. I can feel Daniel’s 
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rekindled anger radiating from him. He sees these people as trophies, he 
thinks returning with them will grant him status in the temple. 

It might, but that’s not how or why we’re going to do this. 

I can hear gunfire in the distance. Sarah and Thomas are still out 
there, fighting. I can feel them. I want to chase them down and help, but 

I can’t. They are buying us time.  We have to make use of it. 

Zacary and Daniel are here. There are ten or twelve figures with 
them. The boy looks tired, but the fierce expression from before has 

gone. By coming back, he has exorcised some sort of personal guilt. He 

seems eager to help too, so I let him. “Zacary, divide these people into 

two groups. You and Daniel will lead one, I will lead the other.” 
“You’re injured, you should—” 

“I will lead the other.” 

The boy flinches at my tone but nods and turns to talk to the people 
around us. The instructions will be best coming from him. 

Daniel grabs my shoulder. “Once I leave, I will not come back for 

you,” he says. 

“I understand.” 
 

--- 

  
One foot in front of the other. 

The shouting and sounds of battle fade away. Beyond them, the 

woodland is quiet. Nature has always absorbed humanity’s violence and 
passed no judgement on it. The principles of nature are that the strongest 

and most well adapted, survive.  

According to those rules, the five people with me do not deserve to 

live. Without me, they have little hope, little chance of escape or rescue. 
With me, their odds are better. 

I know the way back to Anannage. I also know such information is 

valuable. We cannot conceal our trail and I do not have the strength to 
take a circuitous route in a vain hope that it will throw off pursuit. If we 

are followed, the location will be compromised.  

I am injured. That is a concern beyond my ability. 
Each footstep hurts. I’m holding my pistol in my right hand, but it 

dangles loosely. My head hurts. I’m not sure I can defend these people if 

we are attacked.  

A woman is beside me. She does not talk, but keeps pace, matching 
my footsteps. The others are behind us. They could go faster, but they 

do not know the way.  

“Here, drink this.” 
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The woman offers me water in a battered plastic bottle. It looks clean 
enough. Too tired to speak, I nod and accept it from her. The cold drink 

restores me and eases my dry throat. I hand the bottle back. 

“What’s it like? The place we’re going to? I’ve heard terrible 
stories.” 

I look at the woman. She’s in her fifties I guess, her hair a mix of 

grey and brown. “It’s… different,” I reply. “It is something you’ll have 
to get used to.” 

The woman smiles grimly. “I was lucky to live a good life before all 

this. The last few years have been hard. So long as I’m given a chance, I 

can accept some compromises.” 
I start to reply but think better of it. There is no preparation for 

acceptance of the rebirth. “We’ll be there soon,” I say instead.  

We reach the outskirts of the old compound and cross the tyre tracks 
of the van from where I left with Lyla before. I think of when I last saw 

her. Where did she go? 

Shouts disturb my thoughts, I look up. The woman who gave me the 

water screams as twisted figures emerge from the bushes nearby. 
They’ve found us, we were too slow. 

I raise the pistol, sight at the leader and squeeze the trigger. My shot 

goes wide. One of the survivors’ steps in front of me, raising a tree 
branch. The pursuers crash into him.  

Then, gunshots ring out from my left. I look around. Lyla is there, 

aiming a rifle at our enemies. Her aim is true, and they go down. Black 
blood and bile spraying the survivors around me. 

I fire the pistol again and again. The enemy are running away, we’ve 

beaten them back. I’m falling, trying to stay conscious. 

I fail…   
 

--- 

 
“Jess?” 

Hands take hold of mine. I blink and look up. 

I am kneeling outside the Anannage entrance. Sarah is here, looking 
at me. 

“Jess, can you hear me? What happened?” 

I blink again. Trying to recall, but I can’t. There is a hole in my mind. 

The last thing I remember is seeing Lyla, the attack and now… I am 
here. “I… don’t know,” I manage to reply. The world is turning, moving 

spinning. “I don’t remember.” 
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“You’re badly hurt. Stay still,” Sarah says. Her voice echoes, she 
seems far away. “We got here this morning. Daniel and the survivors 

arrived a few hours back. You’re safe, you’ve made it.” 

“What… about… the others? The people with me?” 
“There’s no-one else.” 

I slide to the ground. Sarah is here, she will help me. The smell of 

wet grass and earth is warm and inviting. I let it take me, let myself slip 
away…  
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