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I remember Grandma Reilly standing at the wooden table in her kitchen in one of her floral, 

cotton dresses, beating eggs in a bowl tucked under one flabby arm, and telling us about the troll 

that lived under the bridge by the road. I’d listen with my eyes wide, under a long, dark brown 

fringe and a quickening thumping in my chest, and then when she’d finished I’d say, “But 

Grandma, that’s not true, is it?”. She’d reply that if I didn’t believe her I could always go and ask 

Grandpa, only Grandpa was dead. There was always a twinkle in her eye as she said it and I never 

knew why until much later. 

 “What does the troll look like?” I used to ask, wanting to hear the grisliest details. 

“Ooooh,” Grandma Reilly would begin dramatically. “It looks like your worst nightmare.” 

And at that point she’d look directly at me, the biscuit in my hand poised in mid-air between 

the plate and my mouth. 

 “He’s tall and skinny, with scaly green skin, covered in patches of thick, coarse hair. His 

eyes are yellow and bulging, and he’s got thick, bright red lips, rubbed raw from eating so many 

children. Behind those big lips hide jagged, yellowing teeth, and breath so foul it could stop a 

charging elephant.” 

I’d then attempt a bit of my homemade biscuit, bringing it to the edge of my mouth, thinking 

that Grandma Reilly’s description had ended, but it hadn’t. Every time she told the story she would 

add to it. 

 “All hair and skin and bones it is,” she’d continue, her breathing becoming shorter and 

more rapid as she whipped those eggs into a frothy lather. “Looks like it wouldn’t eat much, but my 

word it does! You know it ate your grandpa, swallowed him whole and used his thigh bone to pick 

its teeth clean.” 

I’d look anxiously across at the door to check that the latch was in place and imagine that I 

could see the shadow of the troll in the space beneath the door. 

 “But Grandpa died in the war,” I’d say, and Grandma Reilly would stop beating the eggs 

for a moment and peer over her specs at me. 

 “I know that’s what they say, Pet,” she’d reply mysteriously, “but that’s because the truth is 

too scary for words. I, myself, won’t go near that bridge, nor that part of the river! I don’t mind 

taking the other bridge even if it adds another ten minutes to my journey. I know all too well what 

lies beneath the first one.” 

I can never forget how she’d glance at the door at that point, pretending to do it secretly, 

although always making sure I’d catch her. My grandma was so very crafty that I never knew for 

certain what was real and was not in these tales she would weave. The story of the troll terrified me 

the most since she herself seemed frightened. 

One season followed another into the unending future. Grandma Reilly grew older and I 

grew into a man. University had taken my mind off those days long ago when I would sit by the 

wooden table in my grandma’s cottage, watching her bake cakes and listening to her wild stories, so 

it was a complete surprise when I received a letter from her. 

I need to see you. 

Those words leapt off the page at me like a savage dog. I immediately thought the worst and 

couldn’t pack my suitcase fast enough. I managed to lose myself in music for most of the journey, 

although every now and again my thoughts wandered to the woman who had made my childhood so 

magical. As I drove along the winding dirt roads, passing beneath the overhanging branches of the 

jacaranda and eucalypt trees, I prayed I would make it to the cottage before nightfall. I had no 

intention of driving through the woods after dark. It had been years since I had visited my grandma, 

and the woods were not a place I wanted to get lost in. I may have been twenty-one years old, but 

my grandma’s stories of the troll under the bridge had scarred me for life. 

 



 
 

The song was there. Softly, nuzzled in the inmost centre of his head, it had made a nest and 

curled up. It was a melody of comfort on a morning of hope; hope for change from his stagnant 

situation, hope for renewal and rebirth. It was there! Just like she said it would be, muted now, but 

certain to grow stronger as the moment drew nigh. It was how he knew that victory, at long last, 

after years of waiting, pleading and crying, was finally his.  

She had told him - that is how he knew it was his. He had grabbed her arm as she passed, a 

man reaching for salvation, and he had asked her how she knew. He had asked her how she knew 

she would win. She had paused and turned to him, so radiant and angelic that he could almost touch 

her halo, and said simply that the song told her so. With her divine smile, filled with spirit, she 

touched his cheek and turned away to resume her pace toward the gate.  

He watched her go, disappointed that he could not follow, as the parade of pageantry moved 

on and time slowed. The jubilant crowd bounced at an inconceivable pace. People held out their 

hands, clutching at her, looking to, if only for a moment, grasp just some of that luck, that blessing. 

They were in a fervour of joy. And now, he realized, he too would experience such ecstasy.  

He first heard it when he arose that morning. He had slept soundly despite the anticipation 

of this year’s announcement. It woke with him, still somewhat bleary, but full of possibility. So 

focused on his regular routine, it took him a moment to realize what was occurring. The nascent 

harmony quietly hummed its tune of triumph and announced itself with a cry, an awakening of a 

babe in need of sustenance. That was the moment he realized that he had been chosen for the annual 

honour.  

He glowed. Of course he deserved to win, he conceded, but it still remained a shock. As the 

day progressed, it began to sink in. He was to stand in front of everyone, terrible and triumphant, 

and be showered with the same desire he saw the crowd treated her with. He could not gloat, he 

chided himself. He must remain benevolent and beatific, as all the previous winners had done. At 

that realization, the song gained tempo, moving from a hum to a hymn. It blared brightly, and he 

wanted to sing, but didn’t know the words. At least not yet. 

 



 
 

The moon shone silver on the twisted spike of Tur Scatheis, the tower’s tortured shape 

thrusting its challenge heavenward beneath the hard glittering stars. Ripped from the mountainside 

in an ancient age when the Kolossoi walked as masters of the land, the knife-like horn of stone had 

cast its shadow across the centuries, and in all that time it had been the seat of the Scathé, the blood 

sisterhood of the Si Faee. Clyce pried his gaze from the grim tower of stone to retrace his ascent up 

the barren slope of Crag Krök. In the distance a faint pillar of greasy smoke marked the place where 

he had paused to sacrifice a screaming slave and burn its corpse. Like all Faee, Clyce spurned the 

restraints of mercy and was as hard and unyielding as volcanic glass, but the tales of monstrous and 

elaborate cruelty told of the Scathé awed even his flinty heart, and touched a chord of fear deep 

within his being. 

“Leucrn’s Talon has a guest.” Scriel, chief of Clyce’s retainers, gestured toward the hooked 

silhouette of the Talon, the punishing thorn, a sharp barb of obsidian halfway up the tower’s eastern 

face, upon which hung a Faee like themselves. Impaled, bleeding over the cold stone for a year and 

a day, the soulless immortal would know exquisite agony before the witches took his life. Clyce’s 

spearmen, halfkin all, shuffled nervously at the sight, and Scriel snarled and spat curses, and beat 

them with the flat of his blade. Half-Faee feared the Sisterhood, for the witches despised them for 

the impurities of their blood - though it was the Scathé’s own potent magic that allowed the 

commingling of the soulless Faee with the man-tribes and preserved the seed of their ancient kind. 

Clyce bade the warriors to wait where they stood, and together with Scriel, moved toward the 

tower’s gate. 



 
 

Coffee in hand, Amy pulled the back of the chair from the desk, eased into its thick 

cushions, and turned on her computer monitor. With her latest magazine cover scheduled to be 

released in five weeks, she had her work cut out for her. However, the time was approaching 

midnight and her caffeine hadn’t kicked in, so when her page opened, Amy decided to slip on her 

earphones and play on the internet until her creative juices flowed. 

While clicking around on various pages, an instant message sprung onto the right side of her 

screen. 

 

DBender12: Hi, Amy! Are you busy? I‘m travelling, so I’m using my portable. 

 

She recognized the screen name and sent a reply. 

 

Glamourous1: Hey, Dalton. Not busy at the moment. Should be working, but trying to get 

motivated. 

 

Dalton had recently become a constant fixture on Amy’s computer when she signed on. He 

had seen her work for Glamour Weekly and gone out of his way to compliment her photographs for 

the magazine, as well as her personal photo in her biography.  

Dalton was a graphics design engineer and had sent Amy the link to his site, in order to 

share his work. After browsing his page, she decided he was borderline brilliant, and not to 

mention, very handsome. 

 

DBender12: You poor thing. � Let me whisk you away to the beach like I did last summer. 

Remember? 

 

A little confused since she’d never actually met Dalton, Amy was about to type a response 

when the photo manager of her instant message opened. She watched as a photo-shopped picture of 

her and Dalton lounging on a sunny beach appeared.  

The picture highlighted the six pack of Dalton’s stomach along with his muscular biceps and 

shoulders. Amy admired his physique while she smiled at the absurdity. Although he was wearing 

swim trunks in the photo, Amy looked a bit out of place in her satin blouse, black skirt, and 

stilettos.  

 

Glamourous1: LOL! Yes, I recall that trip. I was wearing the outfit from my bio page 

because I had forgotten my swimsuit. HA! That’s awesome.  

DBender12: I’m glad you like it. I have a few more I may show you…if you’re a good girl. 

☺ 
Glamourous1: You’re quite the handsome devil, Dalton. And, I’m always a good girl. 

DBender12: I bet you are, pretty lady. (He typed, Leering wickedly. Heheh.)  



 
 

When I met Satan, I was inside Sav-a-Bunch on the corner of Rimwall and Wellington, 

waiting in the slowest fucking line ever to pay for my gas, water and chocolate pie. My head was 

fucking killing me. I was thirsty as hell, and even though it was only closing in on nine am, my 

mouth tasted like some dying dog took a shit in it. Me and Josh Gunther finished off a fifth of Beam 

the night before. 

Oh, yeah.  My name’s Josh Gunther. 

Well, I killed most of it, but about an inch soaked my fucking crotch when I fell asleep with 

the bottle in my hand. That morning I was almost not drunk. It wouldn’t matter whether I was 

drunk, sober or dead. My job was a damn joke. I was a security guard at the Russet County Public 

Library. I’m taller than most guys, and my arms are bigger than most guys’ necks. All I have to do 

is walk around the damn place, look mean, and sometimes touch my gun when some asshole acts 

up. Mostly it’s the fucking kids. I hate those fucking kids. One time, I caught this little skinny kid 

with his wanker out, pissing on the carpet in a dark corner of the non-fiction racks. You should have 

seen his face. He was scared like all get out. I made him get down on his knees and stick his nose in 

it, like some dumbass puppy. I knew he wouldn’t tell; he was too scared. 

Anyways, there were three morons in front of me, and in exactly one minute I was late for 

work. I cussed under my breath, but the woman directly in front of me heard. Her fat head swung 

around. The folds of fat hanging from her face and neck followed a couple seconds later. She 

frowned at me, and her wet mouth opened. 

“God hears every word,” she said to me. 

That pissed me off. “Turn around, and stuff a couple handfuls of those Cheetos in your 

mouth, ma’am. That’ll surely stop it up.” I grinned and nodded at her, as if I was giving her helpful 

advice. Her jaw snapped shut, and her chin disappeared in a fat and a freakish overbite. She turned 

away, and I heard a squeaky whimper. 

Stupid, fat bitch. 



 
 

Bethany complained of lower abdominal pain for a week, and I tried to be the helpful 

husband. But when she told me it was likely just a rough case of menstrual cramps, I backed off. 

I’m old-fashioned that way, I guess. I had suggested that she’d been eating too many eggs recently, 

and they weren’t agreeing with her. It was a reasonable guess; the woman ate a dozen eggs every 

day. Fried, scrambled, poached, boiled, you name it. It had been a kick of hers recently. But it was 

just Mother Nature paying her usual visit, she said. That was all. But Mother Nature, she could be a 

lot stranger than a monthly period when she wanted to be. She’s a crazy bitch, all right. 

On the morning of the eighth day of her ongoing discomfort, without a single drop of blood 

yet to be shed, Bethany got out of bed and immediately started howling in pain. We’d enjoyed some 

late-night lovemaking that had left us both naked, so at first I enjoyed the sight of my poor wife 

squatting naked on the bedroom floor. Luckily, common decency came over me in the midst of her 

agonized wailing. Besides, Jinx, her beloved cat, came running in to see what was wrong, and he 

started yowling like crazy along with her. 

Then it all happened pretty fast. One minute she was squatting and screaming, and Jinx was 

meowing at the top of his feline lungs, and suddenly I could see the white head poking out of her. I 

knew in all the commotion she couldn’t be pregnant -mostly because she didn’t look like it, but also 

because she’d had her tubes tied after our third child had been born twenty years ago. But there it 

was, the round top of what had to be a baby’s head, coming out of her. 

And just like that, it plopped onto the bedroom carpet and we looked at it, utterly astonished. 

It was white and smooth, ovoid and covered in goo, and Mother Nature was really showing off. 

My wife had just laid an egg. 



 
 

November, 2007 

I’ve broken a promise made long ago, and I don’t know what’s going to happen. 

The cursor on my IMAC blinks, daring me to continue what I’d started months ago. What 

once seemed safe, now felt foolish. I was dancing at the edge of something terrible, but I didn’t 

know if I could stop, or wanted to, for that matter. 

Maybe it’s the long nights, which have only become more desolate since Jennifer packed 

her bags and left, or the cold bed I wake up in every morning. Maybe it’s driving to work and eating 

alone; or maybe it’s the dead eyes looking back at me from the mirror, dull and flat. 

I called Joel and Chris the other day, but the conversation fizzled. They remember three high 

school kids trespassing in an old house, nothing more. Even with gentle prodding, I couldn’t get 

their shuttered memories past a certain point. To them, nothing happened. 

 However, something did happen. One August Saturday afternoon we glimpsed a dark, 

powerful truth: that a shadowed world exists next to ours, one that defies explanation.  

Slowly, my fingers engaged the keys, initially hesitant, but with each keystroke the corridors 

in my mind widened. With care, I again opened doors shut long ago, wondering if tonight the things 

sliding in the dark would claim me at last. 

# # # 

August, 1985 

I hesitated on the old porch outside the closed window, hand resting lightly on cracked 

siding. Through dirty glass the room appeared empty, littered with the debris you’d expect in an 

abandoned house. 

“This’s stupid,” I breathed. “You seriously want to do this?” 

I couldn’t see, but heard the smirk in Joel’s voice. “C’mon, you’re the biggest guy here. 

Don’t tell me you’re chicken.” 

I glared at him over my shoulder. Joel and I’d been friends since kindergarten, but 

sometimes he pissed me off. I’m cautious by nature and he’s not, especially when I’m going first.  

“Listen, you may not have football this fall, but I do. I don’t want to miss the season because 

I sliced myself on a broken window messing around.” 

“Honestly, Joel,” Chris said, leaning against the siding, “that window wasn’t closed up last 

summer. Maybe this isn’t smart.” 

Chris’s support emboldened me. “Okay, we can open this - I’m just gonna need a hand, 

because the frame’s weak, and I don’t want the glass to break.” I grasped one corner of the window, 

and nodded at the other. “Chris…?” 

He nodded, moving quickly, without second thought. 

As we carefully tried to open the window, I asked, “So what’s the deal with this place?” 

The story was typical. Bassler House was an old, three storey Victorian that had stood 

abandoned for years, and every summer when Chris and his brother visited their grandmother at 

Clifton Lake, they took a pilgrimage here to test their mettle. According to Chris, its walls and 

floors were adorned with hastily scrawled Satan-worshiping paraphernalia: pentagrams, 666 and 

predictable slogans such as ‘Satan Rulz’ and ‘Jesus Suks’. 

“It’s lame,” Chris finished as the window opened, “it was fun to poke around as kids, but 

there’s not much here.” 

“That’s only because we haven’t gone into the basement yet,” Joel remarked from behind. 

I glanced at the crumbling foundation and remarked, “That’s probably smart.” 

Joel snorted at what he probably thought was cowardice; but I ignored him, knowing the 

only way he’d venture into the basement would be if I went first. 

Thank God we didn’t go into the basement that day; because I don’t believe we would’ve 

made it out of there. 



 
 

Tsiatis stood on the deck and gazed out across the ocean, and the cold brine sprayed lightly 

onto him, a vivid reminder that it was far too late to turn back now. The crew had laboured for 

months to traverse the majesty of the ocean, and as the ship neared its destination, the ominous hour 

of resolution loomed within reach.  

His hands came to rest on the rail, and his luminescent eyes turned toward his associates 

across the deck. He tolerated their company for now, as a necessity, but he could not bring himself 

to trust either of them. Hessan was a human, and Dytus was a colocom. Though Tsiatis had little 

experience with those of either race, he knew well their harsh roles in the history of Megola.  

Tsiatis was kanalora; his light features, and especially the glimmer of his eyes, were 

evidence to this, even from a considerable distance. He carried himself with dignity and refined 

grace, which was more than he could expect of his colleagues, most notably the colocom.  



 
 

 “Whatever they bring, you eat it.” 

Nick Renner swelled in the chest, and glared at Ambassador Jaffe. “Hell, I’ll eat just about 

anything to land this deal. We need the oil rights, and these guys need the legitimacy.” 

The ambassador, a thin, pale man with a black brushstroke of hair, leaned closer to Renner 

and whispered again, “Some of the cuisine is just a little, different.  But you can’t afford to offend 

Sinaga - the ‘chief’, got it?” 

Renner nodded with a wink.   

They sat at the end of a long table of rich, dark wood. Cushions surrounded the table on all 

sides; the highest ranking of Guntur Sinaga’s advisors sat on these pillows, dressed in traditional 

clothing. All wore head scarves or turbans, sashes of rank, and most had at least a pistol resting in a 

leather holster at their side. A small mouse of a man wearing no sidearm slipped onto the cushion 

next to Renner.   

 “Hello, senator is it? How was your arrival?” the man asked. 

Renner glanced at Jaffe. “Fine. Roads are a bit rough. Could probably use some TLC.” 

 “Senator Nicholas Renner, allow me to introduce Pramana Kitishe. He’s our contact for 

Sinaga’s organization.” 

 “Please to meet you, Mr. Renner.” The small man bowed his head in slow reverence. 

“Would you mind, what is TLC?” 

 “Tender-loving-care, looks like-” 

 “-what the Senator is saying, Pramana,” Jaffe interrupted, “is that he thinks Uncle Sam 

might be able to offer some assistance in the way of infrastructure improvements. Roads, bridges, 

hospitals, schools. Yes?” 

Pramana’s lips curled into a little wiry smile. “Ah, yes. The Americans are ever so helpful 

with their…what is it?” He touched one thin finger to his lips. “Deep pockets.” 

   

# # # 

 

Servants clad in brown hovered like mute bees, ferrying loaded plates to the table, and then 

empty plates away, with no sound. Guntur Sinaga sat at one end of the table, laughing and talking 

heartily, but watching Renner with one eye the entire time - at least Renner felt as though he was 

stuck and wriggling on Sinaga’s pin-hole gaze. 

Once the servants floated the last of the dishes from the room, Sinaga motioned for quiet 

around the table. Pramana stood from his pillow next to Senator Renner, and dutifully hovered to 

his leader’s side. Sinaga was a lined man, his face set with deep, black cracks and rimmed with a 

hoary beard. When he smiled, his teeth showed in three distinct colourings: a dead brown, stained 

yellow, and bright gold.  He carried the look of someone who had seen much in his life. He 

motioned Pramana to his side, and the little man obliged. 

Pramana nodded and turned to Renner. “Sinaga would like to know what the distinguished 

gentleman thinks of the dinner thus far?” 

At this point, Renner pushed back from the table and pulled at his waist.  “Delicious. I must 

complement the cooks,” he said, adding, “and his Excellency for the hospitality.” Renner nodded 

toward Sinaga. 

Pramana smiled broadly, “Yes, wonderful. You should know that desert will be even more 

special. A true… delicacy.” 

Renner leaned toward the small man. “When can we discuss-”  

“Ah,” Pramana interrupted, “we will have plenty of time. For now, simply enjoy.” 
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