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For my parents, 

who have always supported me 

 



 

 

Author’s Note 

 

The terms ‘Bushman’ and ‘San’ are equally inappropriate. They are each imposed by 

outsiders upon people who have no such collective noun for themselves. I have chosen to use 

the term ‘Bushman’ because ‘San’ seems hypocritical, with its false politically correct 

associations. I have not used any specific tribal name so as not to associate the events in this 

work of fiction with any particular people. 

 

The name of the trickster god that I have written as ‘Kaggen’ would more accurately be 

written using the notation for the appropriate click sounds, like so: ‘/Kaggen’. However, for 

the sake of readability, I have not used this notation. 

 



 

 

It is only by participating in the divine life that mortal, fragile human beings fulfill their 

potential. Myths tell people how the gods behave, not out of idle curiosity or because these 

tales are entertaining, but to enable men and women to imitate these powerful beings and 

experience divinity themselves. 

Karen Armstrong 

 

 

Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world, 

The blood-dimmed tide is loosed, and everywhere 

The ceremony of innocence is drowned. 

W.B Yeats 
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Prologue 

 

Natal Colony, South Africa. 1856. 

Reverend Gray came to the colony to bring the word of the Lord to the heathen. Eager to be 

the bearer of God’s word in the wilderness and to be close to his flock, Gray took the position 

of pastor in a tiny, frontier village with the ambitious name of New Jerusalem. From there, he 

journeyed to the kraals to offer salvation. When he came face to face with spears, animal 

hides and coarse and brutal lives lived in filth he saw only savages, irredeemable. Though he 

would never admit it they terrified him, and after two brief visits he no longer went amongst 

them. 

Once his fear had divested him of any greater purpose than preaching to the handful of 

settlers who attended Sunday sermons in the village’s tiny wooden chapel, Gray’s missionary 

zeal soon transformed into other, equally powerful sentiments. He found himself with time on 

his hands and a powerful resentment at the damage the savages had done to his career. When 

a Professor Olik of London’s British Museum made contact with him, claiming acquaintance 

through a mutual friend, Gray was open to his proposal. Olik wrote of the importance of 

phrenology, the study of human skulls. The Museum’s scientists were eager to study African 

crania, in order to demonstrate the pyramid of development that led naturally to Europeans at 

the apex. Gray found particular interest in Olik’s promises of fame and reward for those who 

helped him obtain the rare skulls of the little people called Bushmen who haunted the 

Drakensberg Mountains. 

New Jerusalem hunched in the mountain’s foothills, and Gray was quick to realise that 

with so few educated men in this southern region of Africa there was an opportunity to carve 

a niche for himself in the world of science, a world in which a man could gain true 

recognition for his work. His religious training was in concord with his instincts in telling 

him that these creatures, the Bushmen, could not be to God as Europeans were to Him. They 

were animals, not human, no better than apes, and thus they were fair game. Besides, they 

raided farms and stole cattle and had even gone so far as to shoot their tiny, poisoned arrows 

at the righteous farmers who pursued their livestock. 

Gray thus regarded the six severed heads dispassionately. A group of the thieves had 

been captured that very day, two males, three females and a whelp. They were good skulls, 

and Gray knew that Olik would be ecstatic when they reached him in London, as would Gray 

be when Olik deposited the payment into his account. 
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Before they could be packed and shipped, though, the skulls needed to be cleaned. For 

this purpose the Reverend kept a great metal tureen which he had his servant fill with water 

and bring to the boil over the outdoor fire. Then, the heads were added to the pot to allow the 

water to strip the precious skulls of worthless flesh. The Reverend sat near the pot and 

smoked his pipe while he read from his Bible and jotted notes for his next sermon. 

 

 

HMS Devout. Near the Port of d’Urban, Natal Colony, South Africa. 1856. 

The salt spray was fresh and cold on Emily Maystar’s face. The sea was high and wild, 

driven by the southern storm that would make landfall on the Natal coast in the next few 

days, and the Devout rose and fell in dramatic motion as it ploughed through the swell 

towards the Port of d’Urban. The weather had been calm for the most part of the journey that 

had brought Emily from her home in the islands of Scotland’s western coast, but now the 

elements shared her excitement. Many of the other passengers wept and prayed below decks 

for delivery to solid ground, but Emily was exhilarated. She moved with the ship as it shifted 

beneath her as if it was some great beast upon whose back she rode, carrying her towards this 

new land. 

She held fast to the ship’s rail with one hand and the other was at her throat, her fingers 

running over the knotwork of golden threads at her neck. The knot was her birthright and the 

symbol and source of her power, power that she hoped would soon be increased many times 

over for she travelled with a purpose, to a meeting and, perhaps, a battle. Her Master had 

made promises and offered her great things, but during the long weeks at sea a hunger had 

stirred within her. It had whispered to her of yet greater heights towards which she might 

reach. She had formed a plan that was audacious and brash in its high ambition, and also 

profoundly dangerous for those beings against whom she plotted were not the forgiving kind. 

Should she succeed, though, the rewards would be incomparable. 

She had left her island home and come to this far colony beyond the Cape of Storms 

because it was a land of tremendous opportunity, and as she thought of what might be her 

soul surged within her and urged her to dare the course she saw ahead. This was not the time 

to play caution. She rode the Devout towards her destiny, and dreamed of a rise to power 

beyond imagining. 
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The Port Elizabethan, 24 December 1979 

SHOCKING END FOR MASTERS MURDERER 

 

Mr Mark Dawson, who was committed to Valkenberg Psychiatric Hospital last year for the 

horrific murder of Ms Lucy Masters, yesterday took his own life. He smashed a window and 

used a shard of glass to slit his own throat. Shocked staff described the scene, saying that 

Dawson had cut himself so severely that the bleeding could not be stopped. 

State Psychiatrist Dr Willem van Tonder, who was responsible for Dawson’s treatment 

at Valkenberg, described him as deeply troubled. Dr van Tonder said Dawson had resisted 

treatment and refused to admit his guilt in the murder of Ms Masters. 

The body of Lucy Masters was found in her Walmer home on the 1st of July 1978. She 

had been stabbed and bludgeoned to death. Police took a man, who was covered in blood, 

into custody at the grisly scene. The suspect was identified as Mr Mark Dawson, a Durban 

architect who was reported missing by his wife early in May when he failed to return from a 

hiking expedition in the Amphitheatre region of the Drakensberg. 

During his trial Dawson claimed to have no memory of events between his departure 

for the Drakensberg and the murder. He was referred to Fort England Hospital in 

Grahamstown for psychiatric evaluation, and the trial ended with a verdict of not guilty by 

reason of insanity. Dawson was formally committed to Valkenberg Psychiatric Hospital by 

Judge Adam Wallace. Despite receiving electroshock therapy as well as other promising 

experimental treatments Dawson showed no improvement and continued to claim that he had 

no memory of the murder. 

‘Dawson was delusional,’ said Dr van Tonder. ‘He suffered from a form of 

schizophrenia that has only recently been described, in which the afflicted possesses a 

number of distinct personalities, none of which is aware of the actions of the others.’ 

Dawson is survived by his wife, who recently instituted divorce proceedings and was 

unavailable for comment. 

Ms Masters lost her husband to illness in 1972 and left a daughter, Jillian, who is in the 

care of the State. 
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Her finger traced the design on the surface of the golden ring. The knotted thread of metal 

wound its way through and about, through and about in a pattern without beginning, without 

end. The pattern was unending, but for Jillian Masters this day was indeed an end, an end to 

her career. As she followed the flow of the pattern in the ancient metal resentment washed 

through her and she forgot that in every end there are new beginnings. 

The sunlight that filtered through the slats of the blinds was winter-weak, yet it kindled 

the warmth of the gold and she hesitated to smother it in the darkness of the cabinets that 

lined the store room walls. They held some of the finest pieces of the South African National 

Archaeological Museum’s collection of metalwork, the Celtic knotwork she loved most, and 

she felt a physical ache at their intricate beauty. Jillian was South African born and raised but 

her mother had instilled in her a strong sense of pride in her ancient Celtic heritage. 

We were invaded countless times, persecuted over thousands of years, and yet we 

survive. 

She was eight when her mother died, and she had no other family to take her in. The 

year she spent in the care of the State was a time of misery and fear. She was eventually taken 

in by a foster family and at first she hoped that she might be loved once more, but her new 

parents soon made it clear that she was a charity case, that it had been their duty to take in a 

child in need because their Lord demanded it. They had two children of their own, a younger 

girl and a boy three years older than Jillian, and she quickly learned that God’s instruction did 

not extend to kindness. Her hand-me-down clothes and ragged, home-cut hair made her a 

target for bullies who were pretty on the outside. 

Worse came about the time of her thirteenth birthday, when she started to blossom. She 

soon became aware of the change in the way that men looked at her. There had always been 

those who she instinctively knew to avoid, but now that instinct hummed its warning more 

often. She was not afraid, though, not until the day her foster father’s eyes set her instinct 

tingling. He saw her see him and he turned away, and from then on he avoided her entirely 

and left her care to his wife. 

Every petty sin had always been noted and punished, Bible in hand, but now the 

discipline became ever more severe. Jillian understood that the woman blamed her for her 

husband’s frequent late nights, and she saw that it was hypocrisy and selfishness and not love 

that drove this God-fearing household. This became the root of her deep suspicion for people 

who proclaimed their own righteousness. For her part, she had never sensed the presence of 
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God, even when in desperation she prayed for his help. As she grew older she was repulsed 

by the notion of a creator being who sat in distant judgement. 

Despite the trials of her home life she focused on her future and worked hard at school. 

She understood that the key to freedom was education, that her escape would be built on her 

achievements, and when she was eighteen a university bursary freed her from the foster 

house that had never been her home. 

After her mother’s death and through her time in foster care she had always felt as if 

some part of her was missing. This was why she spent some of the bursary money on another 

expression of freedom. The hollow she felt within her she inscribed on her skin in a tattoo 

that covered most of her back, a Celtic cross of her own design, with a lacework of intricate 

knots. She had the work done by the most talented artist she could find. The woman’s 

basement studio had cartoon grotesque murals on the walls, and a scent that Jillian did not yet 

recognise as marijuana wafted through Metallica’s Master of Puppets. Once she heard what 

this young girl wanted the artist told Jillian to go away and consider the concepts of pain and 

permanence. Jillian returned the next morning and left seven hours later with an 

understanding of pain, at least, that outstripped anything she had imagined she could tolerate. 

Now, loss weighed heavily on her as she prepared to leave the museum for the last 

time. Her job had allowed her to cling to the distant past, to live in it as much as was possible, 

but in the new South Africa the museum’s collection of European metalwork was irrelevant, 

a relic of colonial history and of no value to the Afrocentric vision of the new millennium. 

Jillian, its curator, was equally irrelevant. She had been instructed to reapply for her position, 

and her application had not been successful. She was left with no option but to look to the 

present and the future, and those wide open and comfortless spaces awoke a disorienting 

sense of agoraphobia in her. She knew that these beautiful things would tarnish here, 

forgotten, and as she slid the drawer into the dark of the cabinet she fought back tears at her 

sense of her own worthlessness. 

This last day over, she made her way through the windowless concrete corridors of the 

museum’s hidden interior towards the employees’ exit at the rear. She clicked her access card 

into the slot, the door buzzed open, she surrendered the card to the dour security guard whose 

name she had never learned and made her final exit from the building. 

The museum was a road and a beach away from the Indian Ocean and the blustery 

winter air was chill and fresh with the salt of the sea. She pressed the button that unlocked the 

Audi. Matt had insisted on the RS3, the top-of-the-range that appealed to his marketer’s ego 

and which made little impression on his bank balance. She had briefly resisted, but now she 
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opened the door and sank gratefully into the leather seat that smelled so good and was 

somehow comforting as it wrapped around her. She paused, breathed, tried to relax. Matt 

would not be home yet. He worked long hours. Supper was her job. 

She drove up the hill and out of the museum’s gate, turned left and left again and she 

was on Beach Road. The sea was rough under a steel sky and the stiff, cold wind mixed the 

salt spray and the drizzle of rain into a rime that misted the car’s windscreen. This road that 

she had driven countless times before seemed strange to her. Her routine was ended, the 

security of the familiar was no more. She was adrift, for without the job in the museum there 

was little else to which she could anchor her private self. Matt did not really see her and so 

she could not see herself reflected in him. A feeling of isolation spread through her and drew 

a tide of panic behind it. This once familiar place seemed alien, the city she had inhabited for 

nearly her entire life twisted out of true so that it no longer belonged to her and she no longer 

belonged to it. 

She turned off the road on which she had travelled to and from work every day and on 

to one she never used. It took her up the hill away from the bay and into a part of the city that 

had once been affluent and sought after for its views over the sea, but which had decayed 

unmaintained by landlords with ambitions of bulldozers and high-rises. As it had crumbled so 

it had become the destination for a flood of immigrants who carried desperation with them. 

She took turns without thinking, and then she saw a strange silhouette, a pyramid, in the 

centre of the city. For a moment she was dumbfounded by the sight, and the mystic symbol 

intensified her sense of dislocation. Then she remembered that this monument had been 

raised by the city’s founder to his dead wife. This was the nexus from which the city had 

taken its former name, Port Elizabeth, necropolis to Elizabeth Donkin. Now the city was 

renamed for the new era, Elizabeth erased from its present and future, and Jillian felt echoes 

of that obliteration in herself. 

Next to the stone pyramid there was a lighthouse, and she remembered a childhood visit 

when she had climbed it with her mother and looked out over the city. On an impulse she 

parked, gave a five rand coin to the attendant in her tattered and soaked high-visibility vest 

and walked the short distance across the precinct’s stubble of grass to the pyramid and 

lighthouse. She walked around to the lighthouse’s sea-facing door. A man in a black uniform 

with ‘Alert Security’ emblazoned on his chest pocket and on his cap slept in a plastic chair 

outside the door, protected from the rain by an awning. His head rested on his chest and his 

arms dangled over the arms of the chair. The door to the lighthouse stood open. She did not 

want to speak to anyone so she slipped quietly past the guard. 
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She climbed the lighthouse’s narrow steps and ducked through the low door in the 

lantern room and out onto the gallery. The lighthouse was on the top of a hill that rose above 

the city and she had a view over much of its slope down to the bay. Building after building 

spread out before her, rows of houses first then lower down the hill the blunt columns of 

corporate and government towers rose towards the low, grey cloud, their glass dull and blind 

behind the veil of rain. From this perspective there did not seem to be any centre to the city, 

no single building that marked its heart, and as she looked at this place that had been her 

home it seemed strange and unfamiliar, unhomely, and as she gripped the gallery’s rail her 

skin prickled with a sense of dread. The walls of the taller buildings rose above the roofs of 

the lower so that the city seemed seamless, sealed, and she shut out of it, rejected and 

displaced. As the cold rain dripped from her hair and down over her skin, she felt something 

rise within her, an emotion she had never felt before, warm and quick, and it smothered the 

self-pity that had been about to consume her. The strange emotion passed as quickly as it had 

come. It retreated to some place deep within her and left her feeling hollow and drawn as she 

wondered what the future would make of her. Her right hand stroked the base of her throat, as 

if it expected to find something there, while her left gripped the gallery’s rail to steady her as 

the lighthouse rode the swell of the hill. 

She turned away from the city and retraced her footsteps down the staircases and past 

the sleeping guard. She got into the car, and a different guard in what looked like the same 

ragged vest appeared at the window. Ordinarily she would have given this guard some money 

too, but today she felt nothing for the woman’s sullen glare. 

 

Matt pulled his Jeep into the garage, later even than usual, hungry and wondering what Jillian 

had made for supper. 

Not bloody fish, he hoped. 

As he finished his cigarette he thought about the surprise he had for Jillian. He knew 

how she would react. He thought back to the first time he had seen her, at a fundraising event 

for her museum when they still hoped to persuade his company to part with some sponsorship 

cash. The museum had nothing worthwhile to offer in return and the deal had been doomed, 

but meeting her had made the time worthwhile. He had expected a woman as beautiful as her 

to be confident, headstrong, certain of herself and of what she wanted, but he had soon 

realised that she was none of these things. She was shy and uncertain, and as he realised the 

potential of what he had stumbled upon his heart had raced faster than it had for her beauty. 

She would be the perfect trophy, beautiful but compliant where women like her were usually 
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wilful. All his hopes had been fulfilled, and this was why he was certain of her reaction to 

what he had to tell her. 

He swung himself out of the truck, as he called it, and paused to wipe a smudge from 

his shoe with his handkerchief. He turned back to the Jeep to retrieve his laptop from the 

passenger seat, and as he stretched towards it the muscles in his back and neck tightened 

painfully. He grunted and straightened up, arched his back and extended his arms towards the 

sky. The joints in his shoulders loosened in a series of clicks. He closed his eyes and rubbed 

his hands over his face and up over his stubbled head. 

Been a long day, he thought. 

He stood for a moment and admired the garden the landscapers had shaped for him. He 

was especially fond of the topiary dog and duck in the centre of the miniature hedge maze. 

Cost a pretty penny, but it was worth it. Classy. 

As he walked up the path to the front door he was aware of the grace with which he 

moved. He thought of himself as cat-like, especially when he danced in imitation of his secret 

idol, Fred Astaire, with whom he was proud to share two other key features, a manly 

handsomeness and a set of piercing blue eyes. 

He pushed the front door open and called out to Jillian. 

‘Honey, I’m home.’ 

Jillian was removing a salmon pie from the oven. She called back, ‘Hello love, in here.’ 

This brief exchange drifted about her with as much substance as the steam from the 

fork holes she had poked in the pie’s crust. 

He came into the kitchen and gave her one of his piercing looks, which she had never 

had the heart to tell him made him squint slightly. He kissed her cheek, popped the top off a 

bottle of Castle Light and they settled down for supper. She hoped he would ask her about her 

last day at the museum, but Matt focused on poking the pie about his plate until he broke his 

news. 

‘I’ve got a surprise for you.’ A pea fell from the tines of her fork, bounced, and rolled 

off the table. ‘We’re going on holiday.’ 

A smug smile curled his lips as she spoke her part. 

‘That’s lovely. Where? When?’ 

‘The Drakensberg. We’re going hiking in the mountains.’ 

The word ‘hiking’ surprised her. She knew that Matt felt that Nature’s bounty was best 

appreciated from a hotel balcony. His ‘truck’ had scaled nothing more challenging than speed 

bumps. 
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‘I bought us backpacks and hiking boots. We leave on the twenty second of May and 

get back on the twenty eighth. I also bought a compass and a map. I’ll be our guide.’ 

She watched as he took a forkful of pie and washed it down with a swig of beer. 

‘I didn’t know you liked hiking,’ she said. 

She saw a moment of uncertainty in his eyes before he shrugged. 

‘It’ll be good to do something different, get out in the fresh air a bit. And where better 

than the Drakensberg? I reckon somewhere close to the Amphitheatre will be the best. Seems 

right. What’s the problem? It’s not like you have to go to work.’ 

Despite herself, despite the pang of hurt she felt at his callousness, still she made sure 

to pacify him. 

‘Of course I want to go. I was just surprised.’ 

He turned his attention back to the disappointing pie. She felt the hollow inside her ask 

why she tolerated his cruelty and tried to please him rather than say what she felt. The futility 

of her life wrapped clinging threads about her and deep within she felt the void expand 

against the knotwork of her tattoo. 
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The ancient, weathered rock of the Drakensberg loomed over Jillian and Matt as the daylight 

failed and he stared at the map in frustration. He prayed silently for inspiration but the rough 

and broken terrain offered none. They had wandered through this maze of narrow valleys for 

hours and now, as darkness fell, a sick feeling grew in the pit of his stomach. At first he had 

found their way without trouble but soon after they entered the system of valleys the compass 

needle refused to settle, and it was not long before he became completely disoriented. He 

tried to take them back the way they had come but he could not see any of the landmarks he 

had noted to mark their route. 

The Drakensberg, Mountains of the Dragon, uKhahlamba in the language of the Zulu 

nation in whose territory they rise, the Barrier of Spears, is the highest mountain range in 

southern Africa. As Matt looked up at the great peaks that hemmed them in he was 

overwhelmed and in his disorientation it seemed to him that the needle of the compass was 

still and it was the mountains that would not settle. The peaks spun about him in a vertiginous 

dance, nausea rose at his unsettled perceptions and he closed his eyes and took deep breaths 

to try and calm himself. The queasiness settled and with caution he opened his eyes, afraid to 

see the world turned to chaos around him. The mountains were still, but the compass needle 

continued to spin uselessly. Any last, small hope that he would find their way left him as the 

sun shrank behind the mountains and their beauty darkened. 

Jillian stood away from him. She knew they were lost and anger blossomed inside her 

as she recalled Matt’s short-tempered insistence that he knew what he was doing with a 

compass. Matt was cornered by his pride and he searched desperately for a way to fix the 

situation, but in the end he could only say, ‘We’re lost.’ 

‘No shit!’ 

Matt bowed his head over the map in a gesture of remorse that was even rarer than her 

anger. She stared at him for a couple of seconds, and when he kept his head down she went to 

him and put her hand on his forearm. 

‘It’s okay.’ 

He gave her an embarrassed smile, and in his uncharacteristic helplessness she found a 

new confidence. 

‘It’s getting dark,’ she said. ‘We won’t find our way before nightfall and it’s too 

dangerous to wander around the mountains at night. We’ll have to find somewhere to 

shelter.’ 
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Matt scanned the terrain and nodded dubiously. 

‘Come on,’ said Jillian. ‘Let’s go.’ 

They were in a cleft between a steep rock face and another, gentler slope, and as she 

looked up at the jagged peaks silhouetted by the lowering sun she could understand why they 

had reminded early travellers of the teeth or spined back of a dragon. As they moved off over 

the rough ground Jillian felt the cold of night begin to settle round them. At first she had 

thought that the thick down jackets, thermal underwear and high-end hiking boots were a bit 

over the top, but now she was grateful for them. Even so, she knew that they would only 

provide so much protection and she tried to calm her fear of a night in the open, cold and 

hungry. 

They had not gone far when a darker patch on the slope above them caught her eye. 

‘Matt, look, is that a cave up there?’ 

He looked where she pointed. 

‘I think so.’ 

She judged the slope. 

‘I think we should go up. Maybe we can shelter there for the night.’ 

In the breakup of the supercontinent Gondwanaland some two hundred million years 

before, the Earth tore and let loose a flood of magma that formed layers of basalt nearly a 

kilometre and a half thick over the land that would one day become South Africa. Beneath 

the basalt is another layer of softer sedimentary rock, once the bed of an ancient sea, and 

carved by the elements into a warren of caves that riddles the peaks. Jillian and Matt slipped 

and stumbled their way over the loose rocks, up the slope towards a cave that had provided 

refuge to many others over the millennia. They reached the cave’s mouth, breathing hard and 

exhausted from the day’s exertions. Inside the cave what little light there remained of the day 

was lost. 

‘I’ve got some matches somewhere,’ said Matt. 

He shrugged out of his backpack, searched through a few of its pockets and came up 

with a matchbox and a stub of candle, which restored some small part of his wounded pride. 

He gave the candle to Jillian and she sheltered it with her hand while he struck a match. The 

candle’s wick smoked and then flared into a welcome light. 

‘Now we can make a fire.’ Matt covered the last vestiges of his humiliation with a 

business-like tone. ‘All we need is something to burn.’ 

He went out of the cave and soon returned with an armful of dead branches and twigs 

broken from the low and scrubby bushes that grew on the harsh slope. He dropped them on 
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the cave floor and as he squatted down and began to arrange them Jillian pulled a Lonely 

Planet: Drakensberg guide book from her backpack and tore some pages from it. 

‘Here, use these for kindling.’ 

‘I knew that would come in handy,’ he said wryly. 

He held the pages over the candle’s flame and then gently pushed the burning paper in 

among the twigs. They smoked, then crackled into a small flame that pushed back the 

darkness and cold. Matt fanned the fire and added the larger branches, and as the flames grew 

their shadows licked the cave walls. It was through these shadows that Jillian caught her first 

glimpse of the art. The walls of the cave were decorated with the rock art of the Bushmen 

who had lived in these mountains for perhaps as much as a hundred thousand years. Here 

they had hunted and created their vivid, sacred paintings, until they were driven out in a long 

and brutal process begun by the Nguni tribes that arrived from further to the African north 

and finished by the European colonists. The flickering light lent eerie life to the figures of 

people and animals and to other, stranger creatures. 

‘Look at that,’ she breathed. 

Matt looked up through the smoke from the fire and the cigarette he had lit and 

followed her gaze to the scene on the rock. He looked at the artwork briefly but he was too 

hungry and worried to show much appreciation. Jillian, though, was captivated. 

‘Have we got any food left?’ asked Matt. 

She realised that her hunger was becoming painful. She rooted through her pack. 

‘We have a grand total of one cheese sandwich and a little water.’ 

She passed him half the sandwich and sat down next to him to eat the frugal meal. 

Afterwards, they huddled next to the fire and held each other for warmth and comfort until, 

exhausted, they fell into sleep. 

The night wore on around them and the cold deepened. Jillian woke to a piercing chill. 

The fire had long since burned down and her body was stiff and sluggish as she felt around in 

the dark for the matches. She managed to fumble one from the box and struck it, not to light a 

fire but for the brief flare of heat against her palms. That small comfort spread through her 

body in an imaginary wave of warmth before the match went out. As it died, a movement on 

the cave wall caught her eye, but the light was gone before she could focus on it. She stood 

up and moved cautiously through the dark until she felt the rock under her hand, then she felt 

for another match, struck it and shielded it with her hand till it burned strongly. She held it up 

to the wall, and it cast enough uncertain light for her to discern the shapes of the paintings 

against the rock. The flickering of the match lent the figures motion, and she blinked to dispel 



Revelation, by Tom Jeffery 

10 

the illusion. When she looked again, though, the figures still moved. A hunter raised his bow 

to shoot a huge antelope. The antelope grazed, unaware of the hunter’s presence. The hunter 

loosed his arrow. 

Just as Jillian took a shocked step back, the match burned the tips of her fingers and she 

dropped it. As the dark reclaimed the cave her shock quickly turned to doubt. 

No way. There’s no way I just saw that. It must be the cold and hunger messing with my 

head. 

She fumbled for another match with fingers that trembled but not from the cold, found 

one, dropped it, finally grasped another and struck it. As the match flared, what it revealed 

stopped her breath. The brush-stroke figures were come to vibrant life. They danced around 

the wounded antelope, stabbed it with weapons of ash and berry dye. The hunters began to 

slaughter their kill and the antelope’s blood flowed over the rock. Jillian’s mouth was dry, 

and her mind sang at the impossibility before her. 

The match burned out and she lit another one as fast as her numbed state would allow. 

By its light she saw more clearly the other creatures that she had only half glimpsed earlier. 

They danced as they celebrated the kill. Their forms were alien, their bodies bent double at 

the hips, their torsos elongated and their arms transformed to hinged, mantis-like points. They 

moved awkwardly, insect-like, and yet they were echoes of humanity. She felt fear thick in 

her throat at the sight. 

The hairs on the nape of her neck pricked as she sensed a presence behind her. She 

turned too quickly and the match went out, but now there was light enough from some other 

source for her to see a small man who sat cross-legged on the floor of the cave. He was very 

thin, his skin so wrinkled that his eyes were no more than sparks within the folds. Before she 

could speak a high-pitched sound sang in her ears, she felt an insistent pressure in her head 

and her words failed her, eclipsed by another voice in her mind. 

‘You are lost?’ 

The wrinkled man’s lips did not move as he spoke, but a calm had fallen over her and 

this seemed inconsequential. 

‘Yes, I … we are lost. Can you help us?’ 

‘I can help you, if you will help me in return. But before we begin, fire to warm us.’ 

Flames sprang up from the ashes of the fire and their sudden heat stung her skin. By the 

new light she looked at the hunt but the figures were still, hunters and prey and human-

insects frozen in place. 

‘Sit down.’ 
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The calmness that had come over her was like a warm and heavy blanket that muffled 

both her body and her mind. She could see no reason to disobey the voice in her head, and 

she sat down on the opposite side of the fire without even a glance at Matt where he slept in 

the shadows against the cave wall. 

‘You are Jillian Maystar. But you do not remember me, do you?’ 

She shook her head no, but as he smiled in satisfaction she felt something stir in the 

reaches of her mind, a vague memory of something, a name perhaps, lost in the fog of time. 

She tried to reach for it but she could focus only on the present, her attention captivated by 

the figure that squatted on the opposite side of the fire. 

‘I am here to make you an offer. Your life, in exchange for a favour. Without my help 

you will never find your way out of these mountains, and so you will die. But if you help me, 

I will help you.’ 

Beneath the simplicity of his offer she sensed depths of deceit, depths that were 

reflected in the hard glint of his eyes and that belied the friendliness of his smile. 

‘What do you want from me?’ she asked. 

‘A small favour. If you will carry something for me I will show you the way out of the 

mountains.’ 

‘Carry what?’ 

‘Something small and light. Are we agreed?’ 

She found herself unable to think of any reason not to agree. The only thing clear in her 

mind was the desire to go home. 

‘Yes. I’ll do it. Just tell me how to get out of here.’ 

‘First you must come with me to collect what it is that you are to carry. It is not far, and 

then you can go home.’ 

She nodded, no longer caring. Without even realising that she did so, she gave herself 

completely to his influence. Her vision burst into white light and she gave a hard gasp of pain 

as her stomach twisted and the muscles bound into an excruciating knot that bent her double. 

The pain was so sudden and intense that she had no time to scream before her breath was 

snatched from her. A voice spoke through her agony. It was the voice of the old man, but 

now he spoke a language she did not know, swift and flowing. His voice was the only thing 

to which she could cling, the only thing that hinted at relief from her agony even though she 

knew it was he who was its cause. She resisted briefly, uselessly, and then gave in to his 

voice completely, and fell, and fell, until she plunged into cold, clear water. Her clothes clung 

to her and weighted her as she struck upwards through the shock of her descent. Her heavy 
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limbs flailed clumsily for the water’s surface, but she made no progress and soon there was 

no air in her lungs. She took an involuntary breath, and breathed. There was no choking 

panic, no horror of water-filled lungs. She could breathe, and the pain was gone, the knot of 

agony in her core loosened. 

She heard him call to her. 

‘Follow.’ 

She looked around and saw him where he beckoned nearby, suspended in the water. 

‘Swim,’ he called. 

He turned and started to swim away. His arms melded into his sides, his legs into each 

other, and he snaked through the water with a sinuous grace. Without thinking about it she 

did the same and the movement came naturally, an easy side to side motion with which she 

glided effortlessly through the water. As she swam she felt her arms melt into her sides and 

her legs bind to one another and this too felt natural, even somehow familiar. 

The old man kept looking back to check that she followed and they swam on and on, 

but she was tireless now. She was enveloped in a blanket of uncaring and it didn’t occur to 

her to wonder what this place was. She was willing to follow and watch, wait and see. 

They swam on, and on. Then a barrier rose out of the haze ahead of them, a massive 

cliff of dark stone that stretched to infinity above, below, to right and left. The cliff was 

riddled with caves, and the old man swam into the mouth of one. She followed. The cave 

twisted and turned, joined with other caves and branched endlessly, and she realised the 

immensity of the system that permeated the rock. She followed him on through the maze until 

finally they swam out into a vast cavern with crystalline walls that reflected the bright white 

light suspended at its centre, and which she knew was the heart of this place. He waited for 

her to come to him at the light and then he reached his arm into it and pulled something from 

it. He turned back to her and held it out to her. 

‘Carry this back for me.’ 

In the palm of his hand there lay a knot of fine metal threads, an intricate weave that 

glowed rich gold in the light. Her gaze fixed on it. The knot seemed to ripple and flex, its 

threads writhed through one another, and she knew that despite his assurances this was not a 

simple thing she was being asked to do, that it would be no easy burden to bear. But she 

wanted to go home, and he had promised her that she could if she would carry the knot. And 

she wanted it, for it was beautiful and she desired it. She felt a need to touch its rippling 

surfaces and to untie it, to look inside it, to unweave it and discover its secrets. It glowed with 

more than just the gleam of rare metal. There was a promise there, and though of what she 
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could not tell, she knew that tied within this knot were the beginnings of something 

momentous. 

‘Do we have an agreement?’ 

‘What is it?’ she asked. 

‘You will see,’ he replied. 

‘What must I do with it?’ 

‘You will know what to do when the time is right. Do we have an agreement?’ 

Her eyes were drawn from the knot to meet his, eager in the light. 

‘Yes,’ she replied. 

She reached out for it and as she closed her hand around it he spoke some words in his 

rapid tongue, and then he vanished and she was alone in the cave. His sudden disappearance 

startled her, and immediately her reverie faded. Panic rose within her as she looked around at 

this strange place, and she clutched the knot to her. 

I have to find my own way back, she realised, and the last traces of uncaring left her. 

Can I remember the way? 

She was disoriented, she could not remember from which cave they had entered the 

chamber. She chose one at random, swam towards it and into the labyrinth and was lost. She 

had no idea which tunnel would take her out of the cliff, and even if she found her way by 

luck, she didn’t know how to find her way out of the water beyond. 

In her fear she did not notice dark shapes come out of the passages behind her. They 

followed her and came closer and closer to her as she swam through the caves in her ever 

greater panic. They reached out for her with leathery limbs and clawed nails and as a hand of 

bone wrapped around her ankle she started fiercely at the sudden, powerful grip and twisted 

to see what held her leg. She screamed at the sight of the horror there. It was black and rotted, 

a parody of life with a mouth that gaped below eye-sockets that were empty but for the 

shining of the creatures’ single motivation, hunger. It clung to her as others moved in to grasp 

and tear at her, and her blood gushed from the places where they ripped away chunks of 

flesh. Her blood clouded the water and cloaked her vision, and though she could no longer 

see them she could still feel them shaking her and tearing away pieces of her, ripping at her 

with terrible strength as she screamed. 

Then she heard someone calling her name from a great distance, calling to her to wake 

up, wake up. 

To wake? 
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She tumbled from the trance and into her waking body. Matt was shaking her by the 

shoulders, and he was white with fear at her screams. 

‘Jillian! Jillian! Wake up! It’s me! It’s Matt!’ 

She drew a shuddering breath as the last scream faded. Her throat was raw and she 

could only croak pitifully as she pressed herself into his arms. 

 

When she woke once more wood crackled in the fire and the shadows of flame again played 

over the cave wall. She lay still and took stock. Her whole body throbbed with pain. She was 

not sure where she was or how she had come there, but as she stirred and groaned Matt was at 

her side. 

‘Hey, how are you feeling?’ 

There was real concern in his voice, and she gave him a weak smile as she raised 

herself into a sitting position. 

‘I’m … okay. Sore, but I feel okay. What happened? Where are we?’ 

He stroked her hair, a gesture she normally despised, but now she appreciated the 

contact. 

‘We’re in the mountains, the Drakensberg. We got lost and holed up in this cave and 

then last night you had some kind of … some kind of … attack.’ He hesitated over the words. 

‘I don’t know what else to call it. You freaked out, like you were having the mother of all 

nightmares, screaming and pleading. You scared the hell out of me.’ 

His expression told her that he was not exaggerating. For some moments they just 

looked at each other and she felt a flickering of the love with which their relationship had 

begun. 

‘What happened? I mean, what were you dreaming about?’ 

She thought for a few moments, but as was the way with dreams almost nothing of her 

journey came back to her. The memory of what had happened to her was evasive and 

uncertain. 

‘I don’t remember much except being under water. And fear. But I don’t know what I 

was afraid of, just that it was something terrible.’ 

He laid a comforting hand on her shoulder as she shuddered. 

 

A little later Matt took out the compass and prayed silently that it would work. The needle 

settled quickly to magnetic north. They clambered down the slope from the cave and walked 

on down the valley, and they had only gone a short distance when Matt saw an outcropping 
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of rock that he recognised. He studied the map for their position and he was stunned to see it 

show quite clearly that the valley they were in was a direct route of no more than two 

kilometres to the trail that led back to their hotel on the lower slopes. He stared at the map, 

certain that it must have been the faulty compass that had caused him to become so 

disoriented the previous night, and, he admitted only to himself, a bit of panic at the thought 

of being lost in the mountains. 

He showed the map to Jillian, and she was not sure how to react to the news that they 

had been so close to safety all along. Whatever had happened to her would not, she was 

certain, have happened in the hotel bar. She felt too drained to be angry. 

Whatever happened last night, she thought, it’s over. We’ll be home soon, and 

everything will be alright.
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Jillian shuffled into the living room in slippers and pyjamas. She dragged her feet over the 

wooden floor in a way that she knew would have driven Matt rigid with irritation. A week 

had passed since their return from the mountains, but her stomach, arms and legs still ached 

terribly. She had little appetite and she had been sleeping badly. The past few nights she had 

woken from dreams she could not remember with her stomach in painful knots. A constant 

sense of nervous anticipation hung over her and she felt as if there was something that she 

should be doing, some urgent neglected task, but she could not remember what it was, could 

not draw out the evasive memory that lurked in the back of her mind. 

She wandered from room to room, picked up a magazine and flipped through it without 

seeing the pages, thought about playing some music but was unable to decide on anything she 

wanted to hear, absently rearranged ornaments. She walked over to the big window that 

looked out over the expanse of the front garden, the driveway and double garage. Matt had 

taken her Audi to work and left the Jeep for the gardener to wash the Drakensberg mud from 

its bodywork. He had not used it since they arrived home. In fact, she realised, their hiking 

backpacks were still in it, forgotten in their relief at getting home. The elusive memory 

shifted nearer as she thought of the backpacks, and she felt an urge to look inside them. She 

made her way through the house as quickly as the pain allowed, picked up the car keys at the 

front door and went out to the garages. 

She unlocked the Jeep and opened the tailgate. The two light daypacks were where they 

had left them, and she picked up both and carried them inside, down the hallway past the 

living room and up the stairs to the main bedroom, where she upended both onto the bed. 

There was the compass and map that had failed Matt, the empty water bottle and a greasy ball 

of cling wrap, and the guide book from which she had torn pages to kindle the fire. She had 

expected there to be something more, something … was wondrous the word? She thought so, 

though she would not have been able to explain why. 

Then she picked up the map and underneath it, cushioned on the bedspread, was the 

knot. 

The room around her receded into shadow as her entire being focused on the knot. It 

was beautiful. Its metal was the dark, golden colour of amber, rich as honey, smoothly 

intricate as syrup dripped thin on ice cream. She reached for it slowly, reverentially. She 

picked it up and it filled her palm, and she turned it over and over in her hands, captivated by 

the tangle of threads that ran over and under each other in a complex weave, and though its 
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perfection was unbroken by any seam or hinge it was heavy in her expert hand, which told 

her that it held something within. Her practised eye recognised the craftsmanship of a master, 

though its knots reminded her of many different styles, many different places and pieces, and 

she could not pin it down to any period or maker. 

Beautiful, and perfect, she thought. 

The threads had another quality to them. They gave the impression of imminent motion, 

as if at any moment they would start to slide over one another, and this sense of potential 

heightened the anticipation she had been feeling in the days since their return. She knew now 

that this was what she been looking for, waiting for, and a memory tickled the back of her 

mind once more, something to do with the knot and where it came from, but still she could 

not grasp these teasing thoughts. She stared at it in fascination, struck with a deep desire to 

undo it and reveal its wonders, and she began to run her fingers over the tangled metal, 

feeling for a crack or a catch. 

She spent the rest of the day examining and stroking it, driven to discover its secrets, 

unaware of the passage of time until her rapture was interrupted by Matt as he opened the 

front door. She felt a surge of possessive jealousy. 

He doesn’t have to see it. I won’t let him see it. 

She opened her cupboard and pushed the knot to the back of the top shelf, then she 

went downstairs to spend the rest of the evening in a state of carefully concealed agitation, 

until Matt finally yawned and said he was going to take a shower and go to bed. 

While Matt washed away the day’s dirt she went into the bedroom and took the knot 

from the cupboard to spend these few minutes stroking it and yearning to release its secrets. 

As soon as she heard him approach she hugged it to her and feigned sleep. Matt placed an 

exploratory kiss on her cheek but she made no response, and so he went to sleep. 

 

Matt was getting more and more frustrated at Jillian’s insistence that nothing was wrong. She 

had withdrawn from him and he assumed that this new distance was because of something he 

had done, and he resented her refusal to have it out and release him. 

Why the hell did I want to go and bugger about in the mountains? What was I thinking? 

He had no answer to that question, no recollection of what had prompted him to arrange the 

trip in the first place. Why the hell did we go? 

Life was no longer as neat as he liked it. Before, there had been some problems, some 

difficulties as she adjusted to his routines and expectations, but nothing too complicated. 
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Now, he didn’t know what was going on in Jillian’s head. She seemed a different person, 

distant, and less willing to please him. 

I want things back the way they were. 

He sighed and shook his head. He almost went upstairs to say goodbye to her before he 

went to work but he found he couldn’t face her disinterest, the sense that he was no longer the 

most important thing in her life. 

 

Jillian’s anticipation had mutated to possessiveness. She would not show the knot to Matt or 

anyone else. She would not share it. 

It’s mine. I will be the one to understand it, nobody else. It came to me. 

As the days passed she wandered deeper into obsession and carried it with her almost 

always, unless she was too afraid that Matt might see it, though that fear was ever easier to 

overcome. Her fingers stroked it in her pocket, caressed the smooth ridges of the golden 

threads. It seemed to generate warmth, and every now and again she was sure she could feel 

it move of its own volition, give a small jerk or twitch, communicating its potential like a 

baby that kicked in the womb. The puzzle of its opening occupied her every moment and she 

spent her days stroking it, rubbing it, pleading with it for a solution. 

Matt was at work and she was alone. She turned her prize in her hands, totally absorbed 

in its puzzle. When a knock on the front door distracted her from her reverie, she ignored it, 

and hoped whoever it was would leave. But there came another knock, louder and more 

insistent. She closed her eyes and willed the intruder away, but the third knock was louder 

still, and determined. She didn’t stop to think about the implications of such insistence. She 

tucked her obsession into a pocket of her dressing gown, strode to the door and yanked it 

open. She didn’t recognise the man who stood there. 

‘Yes? What do you want?’ 

He showed no discomfort at her terseness. He was tall and heavy, and what had once 

perhaps been muscle was now turned to fat. Jowls and a double chin hung from his face. 

Sparse black hair topped a pallid complexion. Below a lump of a nose thin lips clawed across 

his chubby cheeks and pulled into a smile that revealed yellow, chipped teeth. His suit had 

once been expensive, and he when he spoke his plummy voice strengthened the impression of 

a banker or broker gone to seed. 

‘Good day. My name is Victor Gray. I am a dealer in antiquities and objects of 

interest.’ 
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He handed her a card which repeated his name and occupation in embossed gold, but 

offered no phone number or address. She glanced at it and then turned a blank, discouraging 

gaze on him. She spoke in an icy tone. 

‘You still haven’t told me what you want.’ 

Her tone and body language suggested that he go away, but Gray seemed unperturbed. 

‘It has come to my attention that you have in your possession an item that I would very 

much like to purchase. It is small, gold, and of exquisite craftsmanship. I would like to make 

you an offer for it.’ 

She could not hide her surprise and she stumbled over her denial. 

‘I … I … no, it’s not … I mean, I don’t … I don’t have anything like that. You must 

have the wrong house. I’m busy.’ 

She started to close the door but Gray jammed his foot in the gap. She tried to slam it 

against him but he shoved with powerful arms and the door swung open and pushed her back 

into the hallway. The sunlight at his back framed him in the doorway and hid his face in a 

cowl of shadow that gave him an unnatural and chilling appearance. She retreated, and 

shouted her fear at him. 

‘Get out! Get out of here! What do you want?’ 

‘You know what I want,’ he replied, his voice calm. 

She turned and bolted down the passageway, up the stairs and into the bedroom. She 

locked the door behind her and stepped quickly backwards from it. There was no crash 

against the door, no instant pursuit. A minute ticked by and she took a careful step closer and 

tilted her ear towards the door. Over the pounding of her heart she heard unhurried footsteps, 

the casual approach of a man certain that his quarry has nowhere to run. She retreated from 

the door as the footsteps approached and stopped outside. She yelped and stumbled back as 

something crashed hard against the door, and then Gray’s second kick smashed it inwards. He 

smoothed his jacket as he stepped into the room. 

‘I’ve been very polite so far, and you have been exceptionally rude.’ He sounded 

genuinely hurt. ‘Now, where is it? Answer me, or I may have to be less pleasant.’ 

She made a desperate rush to get past him but he caught her in powerful hands, twisted 

her round and locked an arm around her throat. 

‘Tell me where it is.’ 

She struggled as he ran his free hand over her, searching. Her heart sank. He would 

surely feel the lump in her pocket. But his hand passed over it and did not find it. Frustrated, 

he doubled the pressure on her neck and cut off her air. 
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Tell me,’ he said softly, his mouth close to her ear, his breath warm on her cheek and 

sickly sweet in her nostrils. 

Her struggles weakened as she began to lose consciousness. Her vision dimmed and her 

body went limp and as she slumped he took his hold from her throat and roughly turned her 

to face him. He took her by the throat with one hand and hit her hard with the other. She 

collapsed, unconscious, and he planted a vicious kick in her abdomen. 

Gray turned his attention to a search for the knot. He tore the bedroom apart but he 

found nothing and moved into the other rooms. He searched with dispassionate destruction, 

methodical as he broke, cracked and shattered. 

Jillian stirred. She recovered her wits slowly and as she struggled to her feet her body 

protested. She could hear Gray as he tracked destruction through the downstairs rooms. She 

sneaked out of the bedroom and ignored the pains of her damaged frame as she crept to the 

top of the stairs and peered over the banister. She listened intently and sounds of smashing 

glass told her he was in the kitchen, out of sight. She collected herself, ran down the stairs 

and out the front door, snatching up the keys to the Jeep as she went. She hurried past Gray’s 

big, dark car and crossed the courtyard towards the garages. She thanked God that the garage 

doors were open, climbed into the Jeep, twisted the key and blasted down the driveway. 

Gray heard the engine start. He reached the front door in time to see her speed out of 

the gate and into the road. He considered following her but decided against it. She had too 

good a head start and he wanted to search as much of the house as possible before the police 

arrived, as they now undoubtedly would. He went back to his hunt. 

Jillian drove fast. She checked her mirrors but no car appeared and when she realised 

that he had not come after her she slowed down and considered her next move. 

Go to the police? 

She dismissed that for fear that they would take her prize from her. 

Friends? 

She had none who would be of any use in a situation like this, and she did not want to 

risk anyone finding out about her knot. There was no one she could turn to for help if she 

wanted to keep its secrets to herself. 

As she stroked the knot it gave off a gentle warmth that comforted her. She had no 

memory of where it had come from, of how it came to be in her backpack, and no knowledge 

of what it was, but she knew it was beautiful and important and that it was hers. She felt a 

rush of rage at the man who had invaded her home and tried to take it from her. She slapped 

the steering wheel with the heel of her hand. 
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It’s a miracle that bastard didn’t find it there, right in front of him. 

In the same instant she realised that this very man who had beaten her and tried to steal 

her prize, Victor Gray, was also the only one who might be able to tell her what it was and 

where it had come from. 

I have to find out who Gray is and what he knows about the knot, how he knows about 

it, and why he is so desperate to take it from me. 

At the thought of losing it she felt such a stab of fear that it sickened her and she had to 

swallow hard and catch her breath. She brought the car to a halt at the side of the road. 

For the first time in my life I have something wonderful, something that is truly mine. 

And for the first time in my life I have an enemy. She saw his florid face and smelled the 

sickly stench of his breath. The one brought the other, she knew. 

She made a decision. She pushed her fear aside, hit the accelerator, turned the wheel 

and headed back to the house. 

She drove slowly past the gate and saw that Gray’s car was still in the driveway. She 

parked a short way down the road. She would wait for him to leave and then follow him and 

see where he went and what he did, try and find out who he was. Then she saw her silver 

Audi turn into the road. 

Matt! 

The events of the day had pushed him from her mind. Since the trip to the mountains he 

had been coming home much earlier, sometimes even working half-days as he must have 

done today, and she swore as he turned into the driveway. She sprang from the car and ran 

through the gate, and saw Matt enter the house. She shouted his name but he did not hear her 

and disappeared inside. She ran up the drive and in the front door, calling his name as she 

entered the house. She was too late. Gray had him pinned to the wall and she saw shocked 

incomprehension on Matt’s face. Then she saw the blade that protruded from Gray’s hand 

and into Matt’s midriff. 

‘No!’ she screamed and rushed forwards. 

Gray turned to her with a feral look on his face. He threw Matt towards her. She caught 

him but he was in shock, bleeding, unable to stand and she collapsed under his weight as she 

tried to support him. Gray bent over them and his eyes were dull and flat even in this moment 

of violence. He brought the point of his bloody knife towards her face and she flinched from 

it, but he turned it away and cleaned the blade on Matt’s back. Then he straightened and 

looked down at Jillian with the stern regard of a teacher, or a priest, and his tone was 

businesslike, officious. 
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‘I am not without mercy. Take him to the hospital. I will see you again, and next time I 

won’t be so understanding.’ 

Grey turned and strolled casually out of the door. Jillian was stunned. They had been 

completely vulnerable and at his mercy and she had been certain that he would kill them 

both. She could not believe he had left them there. Then she felt the warmth of Matt’s blood 

spread across her chest and stomach. She rolled over and pushed him off her as gently as 

possible. Her breath caught in a sob as she saw the amount of blood that had spilled from 

him. She fumbled with her mobile phone and dialled for an ambulance. Soon afterwards, as 

she pressed a kitchen cloth over the tear in Matt’s unconscious body, she heard the siren 

approach, a sound that before had always signalled misery for some distant other but now 

meant that it was her life that had changed forever.
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She sat in the hospital waiting room. The strip lights buzzed with a glare as harsh as the 

antiseptic smell that hung in the room, and emphasised her pallor and her blank, shocked 

expression. She still wore the dressing gown and slippers that were stained with Matt’s blood, 

congealed and tacky, and her body ached more than ever. The room was drab and depressing, 

institutional green with a brown stripe at half height, and small mesh-covered windows set 

high in the wall. Her hand stroked the knot in her pocket. 

 Matt was in surgery. The police asked her some questions and she used her grief to 

avoid them. She felt bad about Matt, but she did not want to lead the police to Gray before 

she had a chance to find out what his role was in the drama unfolding about her. 

The door opened and a woman in green surgical scrubs entered. 

‘Mrs Combrink?’ 

Combrink was Matt’s surname and the doctor assumed they were married, as people 

always did. Jillian’s surname was Masters, which was her mother’s maiden name and the 

name Jillian had grown up with after her father’s death, but she had no desire to explain so 

she nodded. 

‘I am Doctor Mboya. I’m treating your husband. He’s going to be fine, but before you 

ask, it would be better if you did not see him for now. I know you must be very worried about 

him but he’s sleeping and he needs the rest. Don’t worry, we’ll monitor him carefully.’ 

She considered insisting, but as she stroked the knot in her pocket a sharp edge of metal 

brushed her finger. 

This is perfect. I need time to solve this, and now I don’t have to bring Matt into it or lie 

to him about what I’m doing. It’s better for him. He didn’t even know about the knot and he’s 

already been hurt. It’s better that he knows nothing of it. 

‘I suggest you go home,’ continued Dr Mboya, ‘clean yourself up and get some rest. 

You look exhausted.’ 

She could feel the dark rings like weights under her eyes. As she stood up she stifled a 

groan at the muscle pains and said what she knew the doctor wanted to hear. 

‘Thank you, Doctor. You’re right, I’m very tired. I think I’ll go home and get some 

sleep. Please call me if anything changes or if he asks for me. Goodbye, Doctor.’ 

She squinted in the Sun’s brittle glare as she headed out to the car. The Jeep waited for 

her where she had haphazardly parked it. There was a piece of paper jammed under the 

windscreen wiper, and she pulled it out and unfolded it. As she read the rebuke for her 
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inconsiderate parking a hot wave of hatred flushed through her. She twisted the paper and 

wished it was the neck of the pompous twit who had written the note. She looked around, 

hoping to see the fool, but she was too exhausted to be angry for long. 

 She drove slowly back to the house, her mind in torment. She pictured the knife 

lodged in Matt and the blood as it flowed from the wound. These were the things she feared 

most, unpredictable violence, the fragility of happiness and the frailty of the body. Both 

seemed so secure, but she knew the security was nothing but a veneer and that the human 

condition was no more than a constant struggle to avoid harm, both physical and emotional. 

So how are we better off than any other animal? 

She had no answer to that question. 

Her heart sank as she turned into the driveway and remembered the destruction wrought 

by Gray. There was nothing to be done about that now. She wanted a shower, a cup of tea 

then something stronger, and then bed. She parked the car in front of the garage and walked 

towards the front door, which stood ajar. She pushed the door open and tossed the keys at the 

table in the entrance hall. As she headed towards the kitchen she heard a noise behind her and 

turned to see a man in the doorway. As before the sun was behind him so that she couldn’t 

see his face, and fear surged through her as she realised this must be Gray come to finish 

what he had started. She stumbled backwards away from him but her heel caught on some 

piece of wreckage and she cried out in alarm as she fell. The back of her head hit the tiled 

floor and blackness smothered her. 

 

Carter Blake stared at the gleaming thing he had found. He ran his fingers over his scalp, and 

pushed back his thick and unruly hair. Strands fell forward again as soon as he leaned 

towards the knot, but the metal demanded his focus and he ignored them. 

He had found the knot in the blood-stained gown worn by the woman who he hoped 

was Jillian Masters, the woman he had come here to find. At first he thought that the blood 

was hers, that whoever had wrecked the house had done her some damage too, but a quick 

inspection, limited by modesty, had shown her to be without injury besides a small cut and a 

bump on the back of her head where she had struck it on the floor. He carried her upstairs, 

still unconscious, and laid her gently on the bed. He stood for a moment and looked at her. 

She had long, dark hair and her face was pale from shock. His heart’s beat quickened and he 

felt his core draw tight as he looked at her, lying still and unaware, and captivating. He shook 

his head and drew the cover gently over her. 



Revelation, by Tom Jeffery 

25 

It was as he laid her down on the bed that he felt a lump in the material of the gown and 

found the knot in the bottom of a pocket, tangled amid loose threads of the robe’s towelling. 

He snapped the reluctant threads and pulled the knot free, and as the gold gleamed in the light 

from the window he was amazed, first for its beauty but also because he knew what this was, 

he knew its provenance. He had followed its story to this house, to this room, and because he 

knew that story its weight in his hand seemed impossible, its very existence inconceivable. 

Jillian stirred and groaned. Carter left the room quietly and carried the golden knot 

downstairs. He picked his way through the wreckage and sat at the great dining table. The 

knot’s weave put the embroidery of the tablecloth to shame, and it seduced his gaze. It drew 

his eyes into its pattern and he followed it, looking for its beginning or its end, turning it over 

and over, but he could not see any break in the thread, any sign of where its maker had tied it. 

The pattern was unending, infinite, and as he studied it his mind filled with unsettling 

thoughts of inevitability and hopelessness. 

He was drawn back to the room by a sudden movement and the sound of an angry 

voice. He looked up to see a woman standing before him with rage on her face. 

 

Jillian awoke gently, at home, in bed, and there were a few brief, blissful seconds in which 

everything felt normal. Then there was a swift crescendo of pain in her muscles, and the 

memory of the man in the doorway. She sat up as quickly as her abused body would allow, 

grimaced at the new throb of pain in the back of her head and looked around the room. She 

was alone. 

The knot! 

Her pocket was empty. The knot was gone. 

Panicked, she flung the bedclothes aside. She wanted to rush from the room and go in 

search of it but her clothes were crusted with Matt’s blood and as she moved she felt them 

tear away from her skin. She felt a flush of nausea and in spite of her urgent need to find the 

knot she tore off the blood-stained pyjamas and added them to the debris from Gray’s search. 

She went into the en suite bathroom and as she showered rivulets of washed out red ran down 

her stomach and thighs. She hastily cleaned most of the blood from her body, dried herself 

and pulled on jeans, a t-shirt and shoes, too impatient for underwear. She went quickly to the 

door and yanked it open, but then caution got the better of her and she stopped, listened. She 

heard nothing, nobody moved in the house. 

Somebody carried me upstairs. He might still be here. 
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She went carefully down the hallway to the stairs and descended as quietly as possible. 

Halfway down, she could see into the living room. Late-afternoon light filtered through the 

circle of stained glass set high in the wall of the entrance hall and fell on a man sitting at the 

living room’s large central table. It was not Victor Gray but a younger man, no more than 

thirty years old, with curly brown hair that hung over his forehead and eyes as he bent 

forward to study something in his hands. She had felt a lurch of fright when she saw him and 

she had been ready to turn and run back up the stairs, but his whole attention was devoted to 

the object in his hands and he was so intent upon it that he had neither seen nor heard her. As 

she saw what he held anger smothered her fear. He had her knot, and in the second before she 

strode into the room to confront this stranger she wondered why he had found the knot when 

Gray had not. 

‘Who the hell are you?’ she demanded. 

He looked up, surprised, and dropped the knot onto the table. His nose was large. His 

eyes somehow contrasted with the fineness of his mouth and jaw. 

Too small? No, she realised, different sizes. One slightly smaller than the other. 

His features seemed unbalanced, somehow out of proportion, in contrast to Matt’s 

almost perfect handsomeness, and yet there was something in this man’s looks that she found 

attractive. A gentleness, perhaps. 

And then he smiled at her, an awkward, apologetic smile that racked up her indignation. 

She was not afraid any more. 

‘Who are you, what are you doing in my house, and what the fuck are you doing with 

that?’ she shouted at him as she advanced, pointing at the knot. 

The smile dropped from his face as she snatched the knot from the table and clasped it 

to her. 

‘I’m sorry. I don’t mean any harm. My name is Carter Blake. I came here to find you. I 

mean, I think I did, anyway. Are you Jillian Masters?’ 

‘Yes.’ 

‘Then, if that is what I think it is,’ he motioned to the knot, ‘well, then I have quite a 

story to tell you, if you’ll let me.’ 

Questions such as why he was here or how he had found her vanished from her mind. 

There was only the knot and its secrets and the depth of her need to understand them. 

‘You know what it is? You know where it came from?’ 

‘Yes. Yes, I think so.’ 

‘Tell me,’ she demanded. 
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He seemed to weigh up something in his mind before he nodded. 

‘Please, can we sit down. This will take a while.’ 

She took the chair opposite him and looked at him expectantly. He was unsure where to 

begin, as people always are when they are about to tell an unbelievable tale. His hesitation, 

though, was in part caused by his distraction at her dark eyes and the darker hair that framed 

the pale skin of her face and her smooth features. He marshalled his thoughts and began to 

speak. 

‘The story starts in the colony of Natal in 1856. It was a time of change and there was a 

lot of tension. The Zulu kingdom was divided by the dispute between two heirs to the throne, 

Cetshwayo and Mbulazi. Their father, the king Mpande, was old and frail. Each of his sons 

claimed the throne, and their claims divided the Zulu nation. Then, the Afrikaners and the 

British were at each other’s throats because the trekkers who had settled in Natal viewed 

themselves as independent while the British Empire regarded them as its subjects and had 

sent in troops to emphasise its position. And while these tensions simmered the Bushmen of 

the Drakensberg stirred the pot by raiding the cattle and horses of the Zulus, the trekkers and 

the British. These were Bushman hunting territories, you see. One of the few points on which 

the British, the trekkers and the Zulus agreed was that the Bushmen were pests, to be 

destroyed as an inconvenience.’ 

She became impatient with the history lesson. 

‘What are you, a teacher?’ 

He gave her another awkward smile. 

‘I’m a mythologist, though I’m not much of a storyteller. It gets more interesting. In 

April of 1857 a group of Bushmen raided the farmstead of the settler Robert Taylor Leigh 

and stole about fifty cattle. It was a big loss, and Leigh and some of the other farmers from 

the area went after them. They caught the Bushmen and killed them all, except for one man 

who escaped. Leigh wrote of it in a letter that I found during my research.’ 

Carter had a worn messenger bag from which he took some pieces of paper, their edges 

ragged and the paper brown with fox marks. He unfolded the sheaf and leafed through it until 

he found the pages he wanted. He separated them and pushed them across the table towards 

Jillian. 

‘The first pages are a preamble about how he came to be in Natal, and then there’s a 

description of the hunt for the Bushmen. Here, read from this line.’ He marked the place with 

his finger. ‘This is the part that is important to you. Leigh and his friends returned to his 
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farmhouse to celebrate the success of their hunt, and then …. Well, it will be better if you 

read it for yourself.’ 

She took the pages and started to read Robert Taylor Leigh’s account of what happened 

the night after he and his friends slaughtered the Bushmen who had stolen his cattle. 
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5 

 

The terrors began with a soft knock on the door. I happened to be near and opened it with a 

smile on my face and a drink in my hand, warm and merry from the celebrations. On the 

doorstep stood a small, dark figure, and as he looked at me all joy fell from me. I knew 

immediately that this was the one Bushman who had escaped us. I recognised him somehow, 

though I cannot remember his face now as I write. I tried to move back but I could not raise 

my feet, I could not move at all until he moved towards me, and then I found that I moved 

involuntarily. 

All sound of voices and laughter stopped as he entered the house, and the room 

darkened. Although I could not move, my senses and emotions remained my own and I felt 

terrible fear. I was certain that he had come to avenge the deaths of his people, and yet he 

smiled as he looked around at us, each man frozen in place. He showed none of the usual fear 

of Bushman for White man, and when he spoke to me it was in English. His lips, though, did 

not move. His voice sounded in my head, and I was too shocked at this to wonder that he 

knew our language. 

‘You were the leader of the men who killed the Bushmen in the mountains.’ 

I was unable to move or speak. He stared at me closely and his eyes were bright stars 

in the wrinkles and folds of his face. His body looked ancient and weathered, worn down with 

the passage of time, yet he stood straight and his apparent weakness was belied by the power 

he held over us, for none of us could move. He was naked except for a loincloth and a skin 

bag which hung over his shoulder. At his throat there was what I at first took to be a stone 

pendant, but then I saw that the stone was embedded in his flesh – more than that, it was part 

of his flesh, part of him. Upon the stone was painted a figure in vivid red, white and black, 

but which somehow deceived the eyes so that I could not make out the design. 

 ‘You have done me a great service,’ he said, ‘and I will repay you.’ 

He opened his mouth wide, and wider, far wider than humanly possible, like a great 

snake unhinging its jaw to swallow its prey, and from that gaping maw there spewed forth 

words the sound of which was like nothing I can describe, but most strange and terrible was 

that the words were visible. They were like crystals of ice, bright and transparent, in shapes 

that shifted and changed, twisting in and out of perspective and defying nature so that my 

mind swam to watch them and their impossible geometries. They were beautiful, though, and 

William Nicoll, entranced, reached up to touch one. As he touched it, it let out a warm 

humming sound and glowed with a soft light. Then it liquefied, and flowed over his 
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outstretched hand. He gasped in surprise and I remember the look of wonder on his face. Still 

clearer in my mind is the change in his expression as the liquid word began to absorb into 

him through his skin and his wonder turned to pain and fear. His skin began to change. It 

took on the luminous transparency of the word that had entered him. He stared in horror as 

the effect spread up his arm, I am certain he would have panicked and thrashed but for the 

creature’s hold over us. I say creature, for it was clear to me now that this thing was not the 

Bushman who had run from us, that it was not of any of the races of men or apes. What it was 

I will perhaps never know, but what it did will remain with me forever. 

Its words filled the room and touched every man present but I, and I watched as Nicoll 

was transformed. His clothing fell away as the effect of the word spread and his skin, frail 

vessel, no longer hid its contents. I could see the veins in his arms, the tendons and meat, all 

defined and clear in the ice-white transparency of the word. It spread over his shoulders and 

down his chest and I saw pale lungs and his heart racing to supply his terrified body with 

oxygen and blood. His face became a crystal layer over his tongue and brain, and his hair 

crackled like thin strands of glass snapping. Through his skin I could see how his organs 

pumped and heaved as they tried desperately to control the transformation, but were 

themselves transformed. It was not long before all motion ceased in the terrible figure that 

Nicoll had become, a man of crystal. My horrified gaze went from him to the others in the 

room, and I saw that they all suffered as he had suffered. 

Then the creature blew a breath towards them. I could see the breath as it moved 

slowly through the air as a ball of shimmering haze, like that which rises from hot ground. 

The ball of breath struck Nicoll in the chest and he shattered like a crystal goblet thrown 

against a wall. His body exploded into hundreds of shards, but none of the shards fell. 

Instead they hung in the air, and as the ball moved through the room and touched every man 

so they too shattered, and their fragments floated in the air like Nicoll’s. The shards began a 

slow circling motion that gained steady momentum until they formed a funnel like a dust-

devil that sang with the collisions of the crystal shards. The vortex drifted back to the 

murderer who yet stood with his mouth spread wide, and it funnelled into that terrible gape. 

The remains of these good men disappeared into him, vanished into the beast. 

He closed his mouth and I was more free of his hold, but I had lost any ability to think 

or move. My mind was numb. I could not accept what I had just seen. He looked at me with a 

terrible light in his eyes, a light that would be a fitting beacon to mark the entrance to Hell 

itself. I found that I could speak again and I forced myself to ask the only question in my 

mind. 
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‘What are you?’ 

He regarded me with eyes that seemed full of pity and understanding. 

‘A friend,’ he replied, and I chose not to argue. ‘You I will keep for a while, otherwise I 

will get lonely while I wait.’ 

‘Wait for what?’ 

He grinned. 

‘I am waiting for somebody.’ As he scuttled across the room to the window he laughed 

in a way that put me in mind of the day some friends and I went to view the lunatics at 

Bedlam. ‘I’m not sure when she will arrive, so we will have to wait and see,’ he said, peering 

out of the window into the night. ‘You will sleep now.’ 

And I must have, because the next thing I knew it was daylight and the wrinkled 

creature smiled over me. 

‘Our guests are on the way. We must go to the mountains. We will meet them there.’ 

And then we were there, in the mountains. One minute we were in my farm house and 

the next we stood before a wall of rock. As I looked about I recognised the valley where 

Nicoll, the others and I had hunted and killed the Bushman thieves. He must have brought the 

bodies from the cleft into which we had cast them for they lay limp and broken before me, 

their wounds dried to black holes in their flesh. 

The sound of horses’ hooves drew my attention from the bodies. A man and a woman 

rode up the valley towards us and even from this distance the woman was beautiful, her hair 

a dark halo around her pale face as she sat proud in the saddle. The man’s head was 

lowered, his face hidden within a black cowl, and he rode slumped as if his horse carried him 

to gallows. The murderous creature had vanished, but as the riders approached I realised I 

once more had no control over my body. I was a puppet, trapped inside my own flesh, the 

most loathsome sensation I have ever felt. I felt my face wrinkle into a smile, but neither the 

beautiful woman nor the cowled man returned it. She stared at me with evident suspicion and 

the man raised his head enough to reveal waxen features in the shadows of his hood, dark 

rings prominent below his haunted eyes. The riders came closer and the woman dismounted 

and came to stand in front of me. She looked at me with a cold curiosity and still I could not 

speak. Her hand went to her throat as she studied me and there I saw a knot of metal sewn 

into her. A network of golden threads spread from the knot, embedded in her flesh. 

Then, behind her, the rock face rippled and as if it were no more than a veil of water 

the creature in the guise of the surviving Bushman stepped from it. The woman turned to face 

him, and his smile was grim. The hooded rider remained mounted and shrank further back 
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into his shadow. Something seemed to pass between the woman and the creature, some sort 

of understanding or recognition, and they spoke as if they were somehow familiar. 

‘What form is that which you wear?’ 

 ‘Amusing, is it not? It belonged to a man whose anger and grief presented me with an 

opportunity that I could not resist. I’m sure he regrets it now.’ 

The hooded man had yet to move or speak. The creature turned to look at him. 

‘There are no skulls for you here, Reverend Gray.’ 

The hooded man raised his head, shocked at being addressed by the creature, and I saw 

the mark of a priest at his throat. He looked at the creature with hatred and anger, and 

plainly evident fear. His mouth worked as if he would speak but no words came, only a silver 

trail of saliva that trickled down his chin and glistened where it wet his robe. There was 

torment in his eyes. Finally, he seemed to gird himself, and cast back his hood. His face was 

fleshy, his nose pitted with drink between watery eyes that yet glowed with his gathered 

resolve. He dismounted with some awkwardness and as he advanced on the creature he took 

an ornate crucifix from within his robe and began an incantation in Latin. The creature 

laughed at him, loud and mocking, and the priest’s resolve faltered. The creature took a 

quick step towards him and the priest retreated. 

Then, the woman spoke in a language that was far stranger to me than the priest’s 

Latin, and as with the deadly words that the creature had spoken in my farmhouse it seemed 

certain to me that it could be no human language. Her cadenced incantation flowed, and as 

she spoke rage came over the creature’s face. 

‘No! You will not betray me! You were sent here to join with me and unite the Orders! 

You are mine!’ 

She paid him no heed. The creature’s hold on me fell away and I collapsed to the 

ground. My release was so he could turn his attentions elsewhere. The bodies of the dead 

Bushmen rose. Their eyes were open but the orbs within were pitch, and their wounds wept 

clear fluid as they moved with terrible speed. Their clawed fingers reached for the priest and 

the woman. The priest, past his tolerance for terror, turned and fled. The woman stood fast 

and from her there sprang a mass of writhing golden threads knotted together. She spoke, the 

knot flared with light, and the dead melted before her. Their flesh fell from their bones and 

their bones crumbled to powder so that all that remained was ash that fell to coat the ground 

and dust the wind. For the first time I saw the creature falter. She turned to him and spoke. 

‘I shall have your power.’ 
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His face twisted in anger, and the painted design on the stone at his neck flowed and 

ran. Stains of red, black and white reached out from it towards the woman. She raised her 

arms in a gesture of command, and her golden threads stretched towards the creature and his 

colours. Their commanding voices mingled in a cacophony of sound and the very air began 

to vibrate with the power of their words. A dizzying hum was loud in my head, and the powers 

unleashed before me distorted my vision so that the mountains themselves seemed to liquefy 

and flow. As their war struck me with its terrible forces I felt wave after wave of their dread 

intent wash over me and the pain was terrible, but I could not look away. And then, just as it 

seemed that my head would burst, the creature gave a scream of rage and the golden threads 

enveloped the stone, closed around it and sealed the stone within the knot. Cut off from their 

source, the creature’s pigments of red, black and white lost their coherence and fell to the 

ground with a great hissing sound, and a vile black smoke rose up as they burned deep 

scorches into the earth. 

 I looked at the woman, who was triumphant. The knot glowed at her throat with a 

warm pulse of light. There was victory on her face, as though she had won some great prize, 

and I was awed before her as she smiled the cold and terrible smile of a deadly queen and 

fire flashed in her eyes. 

‘I have it,’ she said, her voice ringing with her victory. ‘I have everything ….’ 

Then the creature was at her with nightmarish speed, and tore the golden knot from her 

throat and the stone within it. He cast it at the rock face and it vanished into it, and now it 

was the woman who screamed in denial as she fell to her knees and reached her arms 

towards the rock in a desperate plea. Blood gouted from the wound in her throat as her 

victory turned to despair, and the creature raged at her, hatred on his face. It seemed as if he 

was being pulled towards the rock face, unable to resist. 

‘Neither of us shall have it!’ he said. ‘You have trapped me between the worlds, but you 

are lost. Lost!’ 

And then he too vanished into the rock. 

I thought that her wound would be the death of her. I bound the ragged hole in her 

throat with a strip of fabric I tore from some garment of the priest’s, forgotten in his saddle 

bag as he fled on foot. She was unconscious, and there was nothing for me to do but take her 

back to my farm and wait for her to pass. There was no doctor near enough to help her, and 

even had there been, I have seen such wounds in battle and I had no hope that she would live. 

But live she did. She healed within days. She would not speak, though, and remained in the 

room that I gave her. She ate and drank almost nothing, and for many weeks she would do 
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nothing but sit and stare through the window at the distant mountains, ever with one hand at 

her throat where she had been wounded. 

Eventually, she emerged. She seemed reduced somehow, her substance lessened, the 

power and confidence she had radiated that terrible day in the mountains were gone. She told 

me her name was Emily Maystar and that she had come from Scotland on one of the many 

ships bringing colonists to this country. She would not speak of what had happened in the 

mountains, saying only, after I pressed her for answers, that she had lost a part of herself that 

could never be regained. 

She has given no more sign of her unnatural abilities. She shows no desire to leave my 

farm, and for my part her beauty and her strangeness captivate me. From all the horrors I 

have seen and experienced, and the terrible doubts about the nature of existence that have 

been set in my mind, I have salvaged a love for her. 

Of the man who accompanied her she has said no more than that he was the priest of 

some small town, that his name was the Reverend Gray, and that he had claimed to be driven 

by the need to defeat the enemy of God, which was his duty. She had acquiesced to his 

request to travel with her, ‘So that his eyes might be opened,’ as she put it. Her contempt for 

him and his false piety is open. 

She will not speak of what brought her to the mountains, or of the battle she fought. We 

live together still, and she seems happier now. I can only hope that she will remain so. 
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Jillian laid the pages on the table and rested her hands on top of them. Twilight had crept into 

the room as she read, but she barely registered her surroundings as her mind drew threads 

together. The name ‘Maystar’ was prominent in her thoughts, as was the wrinkled face of the 

man she had met in the Drakensberg cave. She remembered that this was the name by which 

he had called her. She looked at the golden knot and knew that this was the same that Emily 

Maystar had possessed. Ever since it had come to her she had felt a sense of familiarity 

towards it, a sense of that it belonged to her, and now she began to understand why as she 

discovered these ties to a past that she had not known, ties to a heritage that had been hidden 

from her. She was a Maystar, descended from Emily Maystar. The knot belonged to her 

family, and now it belonged to her. 

Something stirred inside Jillian, as if there was something more which she should 

remember, but whatever it was, it slipped from her reach and was replaced by something else 

that intrigued her. 

‘Leigh said this “creature” stepped out of the rock. What did he mean?’ 

‘I’ve been thinking about that. During the trance dance Bushman shamans have visions 

of the spirit world, and their rock art captures those visions. There is some research that 

suggests that for the Bushmen the art is much more than just a memory of their visions. The 

art is as real as experience, as real as you and I sitting here.’ Jillian remembered what she had 

seen on the cave wall, the hunters and the strange, insect-like beings that danced around their 

kill. ‘In some of the art there are figures, both humans and other creatures, that vanish into or 

emerge from cracks in the rock face. This was the artists’ way of showing that the rock can 

be a path between the spirit world and our world, and that people and other things can travel 

between the two.’ 

 ‘So the Bushmen can use the rock face as a doorway between the two worlds,’ she 

said. 

‘Yes. When Leigh talks about how the Bushman vanished and appeared it suggests this 

idea of the rock as a doorway between the two worlds. But I mean, obviously, that’s just 

myth. Bushmen are skilled at evasion and very quick. It must have just seemed to Leigh that 

he appeared from the rock, but it’s still interesting that he describes it like that when we are 

only now starting to understand such concepts in Bushman myth.’ 

‘What more do you know of these beliefs?’ 
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‘Well, the Bushmen call the spirit world the First Order, because it existed before our 

world. Ours is the Second Order. The First Order is a world of chaos and the creatures that 

live there are therianthropes, half human and half animal, like those in Egyptian mythology, 

Thoth and Sekhmet and the rest of them with their human bodies and animal heads. Bushmen 

believe that the Second Order split or grew from the First, and that the therianthropes of the 

First Order also split into their two parts to become humans and the other animals of the 

Second Order. The Bushman cultures have oral traditions, so the tale gets told and retold and 

there are many different stories of how this split between the Orders happened, but in the end 

there were two states of being, the First Order where the gods, spirits and monsters live, and 

the Second Order, our world. The Orders are separate, but humans can still see into the First 

during rituals such as the trance dance. And the creatures of the First can influence the 

Second, but they can’t control it.’ 

‘What do you think he meant by “unite the Orders?” And how was Emily to be his?’ 

‘I don’t know. I don’t understand how Emily could have betrayed the Bushman. Leigh 

seems quite certain that they recognised each other and that there was some kind of 

arrangement between them that had something to do with this union of Orders, whatever that 

is. But how could that be? How could they have met before, or had any alliance for her to 

betray?’ 

Jillian’s chest felt tight and her breathing was shallow as she listened to Carter. She 

noticed that he avoided talking about the story’s fantastic details, and she understood that this 

was because he could not yet consider that they were anything other than Leigh’s fictions. 

She, though, was exhilarated by the certainty that something miraculous had found her, 

something for which she realised she had waited her entire life. 

‘How did you find me?’ she asked. 

‘That’s a story in itself. I told you that I’m a mythologist. I’m writing a book that will 

show the similarities between systems of myths around the world, that they are all connected 

in many ways. I believe that many of the ideas within different cultures’ myths are 

archetypal, because no matter how far apart people may be in space and time our myths have 

their source in our shared humanity, in our shared desires and fears. Part of my study was a 

comparison of Bushman and Scandinavian myths, because if I could find any similarities 

between two such distant peoples’ beliefs, any shared ideas, anything common to the two, 

then I would have some good evidence for my theory.’ 

His passion for his subject was clear. 
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‘Orthodox opinion rejects any deep links between the myths of the world’s cultures. 

But there are so many similarities, I just can’t shake my instinct that there is some profound 

connection, some deep meaning. I collect the myths and look for the links, I look for the 

ancient, hidden stories, the lost and secret tales. Nearly every culture in the world has a quest 

myth, for instance, and I’m certain that this is one of the stories that must have an original, 

antecedent tale.’ 

‘One thing that many peoples’ myths have in common is that the gods constantly chase 

after beautiful human women. There are many such stories in the European myths, but then I 

heard one that originates in the Drakensberg. It’s a simple story that some of the Bushmen 

use to explain a strange rock formation. A woman was walking in the mountains one day 

when she met the trickster god Kaggen. She was so beautiful that he wanted to take her with 

him back to his home and make her his wife, but she ran from him and as he tried to catch her 

his fingers gouged deep marks into the rock. I went to the mountains and I saw them, deep 

gashes in the rock with a blackened colour that makes them look burned, completely different 

to the rocks around them. Obviously it was caused by some sort of erosion, but it really does 

look as if some giant hand drove its nails into the rock and dug out these trenches.’ 

‘What eventually led me to you, though, was a story that my guide told me while I was 

in the mountains. A clan of the Drakensberg Bushmen stole some cattle, and a group of 

colonists chased them into the mountains and killed them near those strange gouges. The 

colonists returned to their homes, but soon afterwards they all vanished. Their farms were 

found abandoned, their cattle gone. The story intrigued me because as part of my study I’m 

researching the colonial persecution of the Bushmen in the nineteenth century to see if it has 

influenced their myths in any way, to see if the Bushmen perhaps tried to make sense of what 

was happening to them by mythologizing it. They must have feared that the colonists would 

be the end of them, and humans create myths to help us cope with just such fears, to make 

some sort of sense of things that seem beyond our control.’ 

‘Anyway, I did some investigation into the incident. The colonial record-keepers were 

meticulous because there was a bounty paid for every Bushman killed, and the bureaucrats 

wanted to keep track of their expenditure. I found records of the cattle theft from Leigh’s 

farm and his pursuit of the Bushmen, and then I found a note in the records that seemed to 

confirm what my guide had told me. Thirteen men vanished. I did some more digging and I 

came up with Leigh’s letter. There are public records that confirm some of his story. Leigh 

and Emily Maystar married, and it wasn’t difficult to find a chain of relatives that continues 

through to the present day, through to you. You are the last link in that chain. You are Emily 
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Maystar’s last living descendant. There are no records in South Africa about the Maystar 

family prior to Emily, and I wanted to meet you to see if you had any other information about 

your ancestors. I never imagined that you would have that.’ He looked at the knot. ‘It is 

Emily’s, isn’t it?’ 

Jillian knew this to be true. Her instinctive reactions to the knot were evidence enough, 

but now she saw that it had chosen to reveal itself to Carter and not to Gray, that it had 

allowed Carter to find it. As she understood this, she knew that the knot had purpose within 

it, and that it had come to her because she was that purpose. It had come to her so that it 

might reunite her with her lost past. It had come to her to guide her towards her destiny. As 

she realised this she felt something stir within her once more, sensed herself change as she 

started to shrug free of the tensions and the uncertainties that had wrapped about her and 

bound her body and her mind. 

‘I never expected to find the knot itself,’ said Carter. 

‘Neither did I,’ said Jillian softly. 

She stroked the bright metal with her fingertips and a sense of hope began to course 

through her. Hope had left her with the death of her mother. Jillian had rejected the 

possibility of miracles, she had seen that there was no God, no heaven, no reward, and she 

had resigned herself to the fact that death was nothing more than an end, a gateway to 

nothingness. Now, with this gift of an extraordinary past, she began to believe in miracles and 

answers once more, began to build some sort of connection with … what? She could not yet 

imagine, but she could sense that she had within her grasp the power to escape the petty 

miseries of a mundane existence. A feeling of release burgeoned within her. 

Carter spoke, so amazed at what he had found that he repeated himself, as though to 

convince himself it was true. 

‘You are the last remaining blood descendant of the Maystars. That’s why I came to 

find you. That’s why I brought Leigh’s tale to you. I thought you might have more 

information, family stories. But you have much more than that. You have the knot.’ 
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The room was in nearly total darkness now. The golden knot occupied her whole attention. 

‘There is something else,’ he said. 

She had no interest in what more he had to say. Her birthright was in her hands and it 

would reunite her with her past. She was so rapt that Carter was unsure whether or not she 

heard him as he spoke. 

‘There is a pattern in your family’s history. A disturbing pattern. Leigh and Emily had a 

daughter they named Claire. Leigh died two years after the child’s birth. Claire married at the 

age of seventeen and had a daughter before she was twenty. She lost her husband by the time 

she was twenty-four. This pattern repeats in each generation. There is a marriage, a child is 

born, always a girl, and then soon after the birth the father dies. After each death the mother 

reverts to the maiden name, Maystar. Your father died when you were two, but then your 

mother chose the name Masters instead of Maystar. Do you know why? I mean, I know you 

were only eight years old when she was murdered, but did she ever talk to you about it?’ 

A rigidity entered her posture as he spoke of her mother’s murder, and as she raised her 

head to look at him through the darkening room there was something in her eyes that made 

him feel as if a many-legged creature had scuttled up his spine. His mouth was dry and he 

moved his tongue against his teeth to draw saliva. She saw the expression on his face and 

knew what it meant. 

‘You are afraid of me’ she said. Excitement filled her as she held up the knot between 

them. ‘You fear me because there is a part of you that senses what I can become with this.’ 

The darkness was complete now, but still the gold shone. She was a shadow in the 

gloom, but her fingers worked in the metal’s glow and moved ever faster as she sought the 

place at which the knot was tied. She turned it over and over, rubbing and feeling, and at last 

she found a softer spot, a place which felt more pliable, looser. She pushed aside logic and 

allowed herself to believe that she was miraculous, and at last she found the place where the 

golden thread was tied. She drew its end from within the knot and it came to life. It began to 

unravel, to blossom and open, and then it lifted from her hands and hung in the air before her 

as it unfolded. Carter saw something fall from within it, something small and dull, but Jillian 

did not. She looked eagerly into the opened knot … and she saw nothing. There was nothing 

within, no secrets for her to discover. It was empty, and confusion flooded through her.  

A symbol, two entwined serpents, flared in her mind and as it faded she felt an 

awakening deep within her, a sudden burst of revelation that charged her every cell with 
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energy. She realised that the knot was a catalyst for a potential that had always been within 

her, dormant, waiting, and as it woke and filled her she could not believe that she could 

contain such power within her flesh, and for a terrible moment she expected her meat to burn 

away in its heat. Then her senses regained some balance as they began to adjust to this new 

immensity within her, and she knew that this was the thing that humans called the soul, and 

that its true name was the Animus. She knew that every living thing had an animus and she 

sensed these essences in their countless billions in the world, human, animal and plant. She 

could sense Carter’s, too, as it quailed from her becoming. Hers, though, was no mere soul. It 

was the Animus of the Maystar line, made magnificent by her ancestors and passed on 

through their flesh. It was powerful, superior, and now it was not just part of her, it was her. It 

was everything that would drive and define her from this moment forward. 

She ran her mind over her rediscovered soul and felt how the passage of enormous 

amounts of time had ground and smoothed it like a glacier on bedrock, wearing away pity 

and compassion and fear to leave a purpose that was smooth, dark and singular. She had 

found her Animus and with it she had found her family’s purpose, now her purpose: the 

gathering of power. The absence that had always lived within her was filled, the constant 

ache that had been with her since her mother’s death was wiped away by the knowledge of 

what she was, and she felt her tattoo move in sympathy over her skin, felt it shift and change 

as her Animus awoke. She had instinctively created a design that was representative of her 

family and their history but in her imperfect knowledge so it, too, had been imperfect. As she 

changed she felt it becoming that which it should always have been, felt it grow and spread, 

felt its knots and mazes creep over her flesh just as her awareness of who and what she was 

crept and grew through her being. 

‘My mother died before she could tell me who I really am,’ she said, ‘but now I know. 

After all this time, all these years of compromise, now I have found my past and I know who 

I am. I know what I am.’ 

Her voice filled the room and poured into Carter’s mind. He rose from his chair, 

knocked it over as he stumbled backwards away from her. Her eyes were filled with light, 

and he was filled with fear as he witnessed a becoming that obeyed no laws that he 

understood and which mocked those he believed to be immutable. The woman he had met 

was no more and he knew that the person, the being, that stood before him was of a kind 

unlike his own. 

The knot hung in the air before her, and its golden threads writhed. She knew for what 

it waited, and she put her head back so that it could join with her. The knot reached for her 
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and embedded itself in the flesh at the base of her throat, and from this nexus the golden 

threads spread with a caress of needles. They pushed their way into her flesh and sewed 

themselves into her, up her throat and around her neck and over her shoulders, to where they 

met the knotwork of her tattoo. She felt a surge flow through her body, electric, and intensely 

pleasurable, the final confirmation that she had become something other, something more, 

than she had been. She was Jillian Maystar, and that meant that she need never again be 

afraid. She was the one for others to fear. 

The knot supercharged her body, her mind and her soul in ways that she had not even 

begun to explore, and it bound her to her momentous past. But she had much yet to learn. She 

knew very little of what she had become, or of her history, no more than what Carter had by 

chance found in his research. She knew of somebody else, though, somebody much hungrier 

and more driven than Carter, and someone who would have at least some of the knowledge 

she wanted. Victor Gray. She would go to him. She knew she would find him without 

difficulty. She had a purpose. She sensed it deep within her, but she could not yet draw it out. 

Gray would know. 

‘Jillian?’ 

She sneered with contempt at Carter’s obvious fear. 

‘Get out of my way.’ 

He gave way before her, and she swept past him and was gone. 

 

Carter’s legs felt weak and he gripped the back of a chair for support. His mind was filled 

with the hunger he had seen in her eyes. He did not know what she had become, but he knew 

that it was something terrible. 

She had left him in darkness and he fumbled about the walls until his hand chanced 

upon a light switch. He flicked it on and went to where she had been standing. He soon found 

the thing that had fallen from the knot and he bent to pick it up. It was a flat stone that fit in 

the palm of his hand. 

The stone that Emily trapped inside the knot. The stone that belonged to the thing that 

killed Leigh’s friends. 

The faint outline of a figure was still visible but the remaining paint was dry and 

flaking and he realised that he needed to protect it. As he looked for the kitchen he flicked on 

all the light switches that he came across to dispel the nervous dark, and then he picked 

through the wreckage of Gray’s search till he found a roll of plastic. He tore off a strip and 
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wrapped the stone in it, the best he could do for now to protect this small but surely 

momentous thing. 

Carter was mired in uncertainty, unable to decide what to do next. The unfamiliar house 

and the destruction wreaked by Gray added to his sense of helplessness. He looked at the art 

on the walls and the ornaments on shelves and side tables, at the cream-coloured paint and 

the tasteful carpets scattered over the wooden floors, and even these banal symbols of 

suburban homeliness had somehow been changed. They had witnessed Jillian’s 

transformation and they had been charged with some new depth, some greater meaning. This 

place had been sanctified in some way, consecrated, and for the first time Carter understood 

the holiness that so many people feel in places and buildings where legend tells them their 

gods or saints once stood. 

He realised that it was not only her journey that had begun here. He would begin a 

pilgrimage of his own from this place, driven by the miracle he had just witnessed, though to 

where and with what goal he could not imagine. When Jillian had untied her golden knot she 

had untied the knot of Carter’s security, she had unravelled his certainties, and he felt his 

rationalism recede from him like a sea tugged by some new and strange tide. Jillian’s 

transformation had left him to stare after her into a world in which he was left with nothing to 

grasp at but Leigh’s letter and the stone. Even these were no keys, no answers, but talismans 

of his mystification. Carter felt a spiritual agoraphobia rise within him, a fear of the wide 

open spaces of possibility that lay before him. He felt as exposed as if some spiteful deity had 

peeled away the face of the sun to reveal the moon hunched behind, bleak and cold as it 

bathed the world in a sorrowful glare. 

Where do I go? What do I do? Am I alone in this? Who would ever believe me? 

He wished that there was someone to share the journey that lay before him, to ease the 

its burdens. He had friends, people with whom he shared meals or a few beers, but nothing 

more meaningful. His focus on his work had created a barrier that separated him from that 

most important part of being human, deep and significant friendship. 

His thoughts turned to the only people he knew who might be able to help him. During 

his research he had spent a lot of time with a clan of Bushmen in the Kalahari and he was on 

good terms with Dawid Kleinbooi, a shaman and storyteller. Carter and Dawid shared many 

of the same interests, even if they approached them from different, even opposing 

perspectives. Dawid had attended a Kalahari farm school and then, as part of a government-

funded adult education and poverty alleviation initiative, he had completed a Diploma in 

Heritage Practice at the University of the Western Cape. He had focused his studies on an 
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analysis of the practice of anthropology. He had said to Carter that he wanted to study the 

people who studied him. Now Dawid’s work was focused closer to home as he recorded the 

myths and stories of his own people. Carter grasped at the idea that Dawid would help him on 

his journey. 

The Kalahari was a long way away, and Carter did not want to take the University’s 

battered little Ford Fiesta on this trip. His beloved, vintage Land Cruiser was out of service, 

parked in a mechanic’s lot where it waited for parts. Given the circumstances, he didn’t think 

twice as he picked up the keys to the Jeep. 

As he turned into the road in front of the house Carter tried to ignore way the world 

seemed to tremble, and the way his heart beating in his chest reminded him of his mortality. 
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Jillian Maystar left the house which had been home to Jillian Masters, a place with no 

memories of value and where there was nothing to tempt her new incarnation to linger. As 

she strode down the driveway towards the gate she saw Matt’s carefully constructed garden 

with new eyes. Before, it had always seemed subdued, the plants’ urge to growth curbed by 

the constant landscaping, and she had imagined it straining to be free. Now, though, it had a 

new quality to it. Fragility. The plants and flowers looked brittle, the trees poised to fall 

before her, their eagerness subdued by some earthy sense of what she was becoming. She 

turned her eyes upwards and the night sky above looked as weak as crystal, ready to crack. 

She laughed as she remembered how afraid she had been of this world and how she had to 

fight to hide her fear and to drive herself to succeed in an environment of senseless, sudden 

and unpredictable violence. Now she was the one who would be capricious and dangerous, 

she would be the one to act without warning and as the mood took her. She felt no fear, and 

no love. She was free, and the world trembled before her. All that she lacked was the why of 

all this, and that she would get from Gray. 

As she left the gates she heard the rising growl of an engine and a black Jaguar with 

tinted windows pulled up aggressively in front of her, headlights blazing. The driver’s door 

opened and Gray came quickly around the car towards her, his meaty face red and the first 

words of a threat on his lips, but she stopped him with a look and surprise wiped the anger 

from his expression as he saw the knot at her throat. After a moment’s uncertainty he 

gathered himself and spread an ingratiating smile across his broad face. 

‘I have some questions for you,’ she said. 

She saw him calculate his options and make a swift decision. 

‘Certainly,’ he said. ‘But we can’t talk here.’ 

He opened the passenger door for her and held it as she got into the car. She didn’t ask 

where they were going, content to wait and see. 

They drove in silence. The knot was warm within her skin and pulsed lightly in time 

with her heart in a dual rhythm that coursed through her. She no longer felt the old familiarity 

with her body. She was a new being. She remembered who she had been, remembered Jillian 

Masters, but she gave that old incarnation as much thought as a butterfly does its caterpillar, 

that lowly version of itself that crawled where the butterfly soars. 

Gray felt her power and he knew that this was no longer the same woman whose mate 

he had wounded. 
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I wonder how much of her legacy she has discovered. What does she know of the 

Maystar legend? 

Gray‘s own family history contained something of her past and her future, and his mind 

raced to find a way to turn that knowledge to his advantage. 

That knot is the key to her power. It should be mine. My ancestors have spent their lives 

searching for it and now here it is, within my grasp. I have only to reach over and take it, 

tear it from her throat, and then I could …. 

He realised that she was looking at him. He had been so distracted by his desire that he 

had not felt her eyes upon him. She put her hand to the knot as she spoke. 

‘You want this so badly. Why?’ 

Gray hesitated. For so long he had hidden what drove him. The secret quest of his 

family was a dark engine for his every action, and he could not bring himself to speak openly 

of it so suddenly. 

But is there any point in hiding it from her? She is the heiress of Emily Maystar, who 

rode with the Reverend. Now our families will be allied again, and together we will burn the 

evil from those mountains once and for all. 

He knew that he had no chance now of taking the knot. 

Better to join her, and guide her where possible. 

Even so, he would not speak of what he knew outside the security of his home. 

‘We’ll be there soon,’ he said, his eyes fixed on the road ahead. 

The car sped through the slumlands of the city’s industrial areas. The chocolate factory 

released a delicious, sweet smell that taunted the derelict as they rooted through stinking 

waste bins and competed with the homeless animals for scraps. Where before the sight of 

such lost and hopeless souls would have made Jillian shudder and think thankfully of her own 

home, now they no longer forced her to imagine such a life for herself. 

They are nothing, they might as well not exist. This, she realised, was the case with 

most humans. They do not matter. They have no power, no influence, and little knowledge. 

They do, say and believe whatever the powerful few, the clergy, the scientists and the 

politicians, tell or allow them to. Mine was one of these wasted lives, but no more. 

Her mouth watered at the prospect of the sweet future that lay ahead of her. 

Gray pulled up outside the gates of an industrial building. Seven dreary storeys of 

concrete rose up from a wilderness of weeds. A strip of windows circled each floor, most 

glassless and boarded up. Those on the lower two storeys were covered by rusted bars that 

looked like they might be there to keep something in rather than people out. High, sharp 
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railings were topped with razor wire and there was a small sign with a stylised dragon logo 

below the words ‘Draco Corporation’. The gates, also crowned with razor wire, opened as 

Gray pressed a button on the car’s rear-view mirror. 

‘This is where you live?’ 

Gray smiled. 

‘Yes. This is my home.’ 

He parked the car, got out and again held her door for her. The night was moonless and 

dark but the building was bathed in the sickly yellow of the streetlights, which emphasised its 

bleak façade. There was a single door of scratched and rusted metal towards which Gray 

directed her. He unlocked it with a key from the large bunch he kept with him always, a key 

for every door in the building, his domain. He ushered her inside and locked the door behind 

them again, then led her down dark passageways past rooms without the hustle of busy 

people or the hum of computers. The interior of the building was like its keeper, once well-

kept and solid but now running to ruin, wood warped like sagging flesh, paint pitted and 

cracked like aging skin, window glass as opaque as cataract-scarred eyes. 

‘Why do you need such a large building?’ she asked Gray. 

He hesitated, shrugged. 

‘I find the space useful.’ 

She sensed that he was being evasive, but she put this aside for the moment. There were 

more pressing questions she wanted answered. 

She followed him into an elevator that stood open at the end of a passage. The markings 

had long since worn away from the row of buttons, but beneath them there was a slot into 

which Gray slid another key from his bunch. He turned the key, the doors closed with the 

grating sound of rusted machinery and the lift began to descend into the earth beneath the 

Draco building. 

The lift stopped and its doors opened on a dark space. A strong, woody smell filled 

Jillian’s nostrils. Gray went out of the lift ahead of her and she heard him flicking switches. 

Rows of strip lights flickered and buzzed into life. 

‘Welcome to my den, Ms Masters,’ said Gray, and as she walked past him he gave an 

awkward bow which seemed facetious but which she knew he meant as a marker of occasion. 

She watched as he took a stick of incense from a packet that lay on a small table next to 

the elevator. His face was stern and his purposeful movements were those of a man 

conducting a ritual as he placed the stick in a brass burner and lit it with a match. She 
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understood where the woody smell came from as he brandished his censer and thin plumes of 

smoke drifted through the still air. 

He loves his pompous little ceremonies. 

Jillian looked around as Gray conducted his sacrament. The ceiling was low, but the 

room was long and wide. Shelves lined the walls from floor to ceiling on every side. As she 

approached the nearest stack she saw that the shelves held countless objects of gold, bronze, 

ivory and wood, of materials common or rare, objects intricate and plain, ancient and modern, 

gathered here in their many thousands. She began to understand Gray’s desire for her knot, 

but she also knew that he was more than a mere collector. 

‘What is this?’ 

His chest puffed with pride, and his tone was solemn. 

‘This is the Gray Acquisition. My family gathered it over many long years, and its 

history, our history, is closely connected to your own.’ He drew himself up. ‘I am the direct 

descendant of the Reverend Gray, the man of God who faced the evil of the mountains with 

your ancestor, Emily Maystar.’ 

‘Gray.’ 

She remembered the name, now, from the document that Carter had shown to her, and 

she felt a flash of irritation that she had not made the connection before, that she had not seen 

the significance of the fact that the man who had forced his way into her house shared a name 

with the man in Leigh’s tale of her ancestor, Emily Maystar. She had been distracted by the 

greater connections she had been making. 

‘The Reverend witnessed the confrontation between Emily Maystar and that other 

creature,’ Gray continued. ‘That was the day that my family’s Quest began. That was the day 

that the gathering of the Acquisition began.’ The Gray family legend did not mention that the 

skull-boiling Reverend had witnessed that great event from where he cowered behind a rock. 

‘Both the knot and the stone were lost that terrible day. That was the day the Reverend started 

his travels, searching for rumour of them, searching for the place to which they had been 

transported, their hiding place.’ 

Gray did not feel the need to report the Reverend’s belief that the power of Emily’s 

golden knot and the Bushman stone did not belong in such profane hands, but rather in the 

charge of someone responsible and worthy, someone like him. 

‘He searched for year after year. He searched the south and central parts of Africa, as 

far north as Kenya, and once he even chased a whisper into the Sudan, without any hint or 
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glimpse of his quarry. But he found other things, other objects of power that were unsafe in 

the heathen hands of those who possessed them, weak and foolish idolaters.’ 

‘At first, he resisted killing. He was a good and kind man, after all, a man of God. But 

one day, he found this.’ Gray went to a shelf and picked up a box of black wood polished to a 

high gloss and detailed with an intricate silver inlay. The box contained the ashes of a revered 

ancestor and its keepers had defended it vigorously. ‘He had no choice but to use violence to 

bring this into our keeping. The primitives who kept it left him no other option. Besides, the 

heathens had already damned themselves with their idolatry, so it was of no matter if they 

were removed from the world to face the wrath of God sooner rather than later.’ 

The Reverend had come to prefer fire as the medium of purification. 

‘He searched for the rest of his life. He never gave up, such was his dedication, his 

strength. Even he, though, had one day to meet his Creator.’ 

The Reverend’s hunger for the knot and the stone never eased and he spent the rest of 

his days obsessed with the search, until the constant travel through the harsh African 

landscape wore him down to the point that he had no resistance to offer the nameless disease 

that filled his lungs with fluid and drowned him in his narrow bed. 

‘The Reverend’s legend and the Acquisition have been passed down from father to son 

over the generations, and now they are mine.’ 

The impulse to horde objects of power ran strong in Victor, and unforgiving. He had 

spread his net wide, travelled the world, and he had made more additions to the Acquisition 

than any Gray before him. He also found it absolutely necessary to kill the keepers of the 

objects that he collected, in order to erase the knowledge of their blasphemies from the world. 

Each of the items in the Acquisition thus had two things in common. Every object here 

had once been worth more than life itself to those to whom it was holy, and every object here 

carried upon it the stain of its worshippers’ murders. Pain, loss and despair seeped from the 

Acquisition, so thick in the air that Jillian could taste it like tainted water on her tongue, and 

she saw that this was why Gray used the incense. He burned it to mask the stench of death. 

Victor Gray could smell, carried on the winds of his mind, the rot of the corpses he and his 

family had piled over the years. 

The Acquisition was vast, but each item Victor Gray added to the shelves only served 

to remind him of the one piece that yet eluded him, the piece that had opened the Reverend’s 

eyes and begun the Quest and the only piece that could end it: the Maystar knot. Now, he had 

found Jillian, and the ultimate prize was within his reach, but he knew that he would have to 

play this game carefully if he was to have what he wanted. 
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She saw Victor watching her through the plumes of smoke that curled from his incense 

burner, studying her as he might one of the objects on his shelves. 

‘If you think you are going to add anything of mine to your collection, you should think 

again,’ she said. Her voice was cool and there was a warning in the casual way that she 

walked along the shelves, touched the things that caught her interest, picked them up and 

examined them and dropped them carelessly back into the Acquisition. ‘Tell me what you 

know of my family. Tell me how you found me, and how you knew that I had this.’ 

She stroked the golden knot that had woven itself into her flesh. 

Gray spoke carefully and watched her reactions to gauge how much more she knew. 

‘Ever since that day in the Drakensberg my family has followed yours. Where there 

was a Maystar there has always been a Gray nearby. Our destinies are bound together. We 

have watched, and we have waited. I have watched you, and I knew when you went to the 

mountains, those mountains, that the time had come, that the Quest could be completed at 

last.’ 

She was tempted to ask, For how long, and how closely, have you watched me?, but 

new being or not, her skin crawled at the thought of what he might answer. Instead she asked, 

‘What quest?’ 

‘The Quest, to destroy once and for all the evil that dwells in those mountains. The 

power to do that lies in the knot, and with you. And with me. I want only what our ancestors 

wanted, to destroy the evil of the Bushman magic.’ He spread his hands and gave her an 

obsequious smile. ‘I admit, I wanted the knot for myself, to fight alone, but I see now that it 

is with its rightful owner.’ There was a sly glint in his eye as he fished. ‘I didn’t think that 

you were aware of its power, or of your ancestry.’ 

‘I wasn’t, before Carter. I suppose he is partly responsible for all this. He was the one 

who told me the story of Emily and the knot, and the meeting in the mountains.’ 

Here was a name that Gray did not know, a name that had no place in this story. 

‘Carter? Who is Carter?’ he asked, suspicious. 

‘Nobody. He doesn’t matter. Tell me what you know of my family.’ 

He cocked his head as if he might scold her for her rudeness once more, but he held his 

tongue. 

‘Once the battle in the mountains was over and the knot was lost, and before he began 

his search, the Reverend returned to Europe to look for records of your ancestry. He became a 

close friend to a great scholar, Professor Olik, a Scandinavian gentleman of deep learning and 

knowledge. With Olik’s help the Reverend gained access to a private library in Scotland, 
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where he was able to unearth your family’s history. He discovered that your line is unbroken 

as far back as there are records to be found. And there are still older legends, of women, 

always women. Women who were feared.’ 

‘Emily was not the first?’ 

‘No, the Maystar line goes back much further than her time.’ 

‘Further, even, than your Quest?’ 

Gray’s face flushed at the mocking smile on her lips, but he skirted her question and 

carried on with his tale. 

‘The Maystar name survived because your husbands did not. The men that the Maystar 

women take always die, and it was this that eventually drove Emily from her homeland. She 

was accused of witchcraft and murder and hounded from her village, and the pursuit of the 

witchfinders did not stop until she abandoned Europe and came here. It was here that fate 

brought Emily and my ancestor together in a powerful union.’ Jillian raised an eyebrow and 

the disbelief in her eyes stoked his fanaticism. ‘They faced the evil together, and now it is up 

to us to finally eradicate it. Do you not see? Just as the Reverend and Emily found one 

another, you and I have been brought together for a reason. The Reverend knew what would 

come to pass. That’s why he initiated the Quest.’ 

As Victor spoke of their ancestors a question turned over in her mind. 

Why were they together, Emily and Gray? Why did she let this broken priest join her? 

And then she remembered Emily’s words. She had let Gray come with her, “So that his 

eyes might be opened.” She did not know how they had met and probably never would, but 

now she understood the game her ancestor had played with the Reverend. Emily had known 

Gray’s weakness and his hypocrisy, and she had allowed him to accompany her because she 

had known that what he would see in the mountains would either break his empty faith or 

make a true believer of him. 

And the end result of the game is Victor Gray’s damaged soul. That worked out even 

better than Emily hoped it would. 

Gray’s face was alight with passion for his mission, a passion she knew was fed by 

repressed guilt and a desperate need to find favour in the eyes of his father and his God. 

‘People with quests are usually insane,’ she said, baiting him. 

‘No! This is a holy undertaking and I will not have it mocked! The Reverend knew that 

the evil was not truly vanquished and that one day it would return. He knew that it was up to 

him to prepare for the future. He went to the Church because he thought that they would 

support him, that they would help him in his Crusade to ensure that the evil could do no more 
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harm. But they betrayed him.’ His voice rose with his anger. ‘They dismissed his warnings. 

They called it delusion, and sent him away for “treatment”. These “men of God”,’ he gave a 

snort of mocking laughter, ‘men without the smallest spark of divinity in them, they thought 

him mad. So he took the responsibility upon himself.’ Gray paced in a righteous fury at the 

treatment of his ancestor. ‘He knew he had to pass on his knowledge to future generations. 

He had to make sure there would be someone prepared to do battle when the time came. So 

he found a woman and through her begat a son, a son to whom he could pass on his 

knowledge. But the Church found out about the child, and when they questioned him about it 

he told the truth of the Quest. He begged them to understand, but they wouldn’t. He was 

driven from the Church he loved by its false leaders, weak men who couldn’t see the danger 

from which the Reverend wished to save the world. And yet he did not despair. He vowed to 

carry on the Quest and ensure the rule of God in the future. He founded a legacy to be passed 

down from father to son, and it has fallen to me to bring that legacy to fruition. The evil stirs 

once more, and I will rise to the challenge. You and I will go forth together and we will 

cleanse this stain from the face of the Earth.’ 

In Victor’s passion the wall he had raised around his thoughts crumbled and she read 

there more of him, of his father and of the Reverend Gray than Victor could allow himself to 

admit into the myth of his family’s history. The Reverend had turned and fled in the face of 

what he believed to be an enemy of his God, and as she picked through Victor’s mind she 

saw there the traces of the Reverend’s guilt and self-loathing, passed down through the 

generations in a violent absence of love. The Reverend had regarded his son he as an object 

with a Purpose rather than flesh of his flesh. The final expulsion by the Church had left only 

hatred to burn where once there had been a flame of devotion, and the boy learned that he 

was nothing more than a means to an all-important end, that the only reason he lived was to 

fulfil the Quest and that the same would be true of his own son, and of the son of his son, and 

so on through the years until the time came to face destiny. The Quest allowed no place for 

domesticity. Women were taken from the streets, from amongst the poor and the homeless, to 

be vessels for the sons that would continue the line. They were used and then disposed of in 

cleansing fire, while the Grays left by the wayside a casual litter of baby girls, useless to the 

Quest and discarded. 

And so the Gray line had continued, loveless and hollow and bent on the destruction of 

something that it did not understand, friendless and alone in an obsession that twisted an 

entire line of descent. The man who stood before her was the product of this twisted line, its 

final offspring, and his obsession with the Quest was rooted deep in his soul.  
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Jillian was becoming impatient with Gray’s self-absorption. He had told her why Emily 

had left Scotland but not why she had come to South Africa. Not to join in the foundation of 

any religious quest, of that she was certain. For that matter, the reasons Gray gave for 

Emily’s departure from Scotland were not convincing either. 

I am only beginning to understand this power. With complete control of it, Emily would 

surely have had no fear of a ragged clutch of witchfinders. So why did she run to the colony? 

What drew her here? There must have been something that she wanted, but what? 

‘What do you know of the Union of Orders?’ she asked Gray. 

Gray stared at her blankly, and it was obvious that he knew nothing of it. 

‘Now, to business,’ he said. ‘Where is the stone that was inside the knot?’ 

She cocked her head, thinking. She remembered the stone from Leigh’s story, now, but 

she had given it no thought as she opened the golden knot. 

‘I don’t have it.’ 

He stared at her, shocked. 

‘What? Where is it?’ 

She thought for a moment. 

‘Carter has it. If it was in the knot then it must have fallen from it, and he will have 

picked it up.’ 

Gray groaned and lifted his hands to cover his face as it crumpled in anger. 

‘That stone,’ he ground the words through clenched teeth, ‘is the power of the Bushman 

shaman that the Reverend and Emily fought. That stone is the key, the key to the destruction 

of the evil. How could you lose it? You fool of a witch!’ 

As he spoke his voice rose to a shout and he spat his anger as he advanced on her, his 

face purple with rage and all restraint forgotten. This would be his last mistake. He had given 

her everything that he knew, less than she had hoped but more than Carter had known. She 

had no more need of him. 

Gray stopped. He could not move. There was a terrible, crushing pressure on him, and 

he would have gasped at its touch but he could no longer breathe. He looked at Jillian in 

confusion and her cold regard put the fear of death into him. She tested her new strength, 

pressed on him with her mind, and his bones begin to slide and give. He felt rather than heard 

a dull pop inside him as something failed, and pain arced through him. The skin of his scalp 

writhed as his skull began to unknit under the terrible pressure. The plates of bone twisted 

and then one of the joints sprang and tore open a bloody gash through which crenellated brain 

was briefly visible before it was covered by a flood of blood. More pops inside him heralded 
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broken bones and pulped organs, there was a burst of white light in his eyes, and he saw no 

more. 

As she crushed Gray, in the final moments of his life, his mind was open to her. He had 

been reluctant to speak of the use to which he had put the Draco building’s many rooms, and 

now she saw why. The necessity of murder in pursuit of her knot, coupled with his collector’s 

instincts, had inspired Gray to populate the rooms of his home. In his mind she saw shadows 

of the things that he had done in the rooms above, the things that he had hidden here. 

Your own little funhouse, she thought. 

She released his mangled form and it slumped to the floor. A slick of blood pooled 

around his torn head and as she watched its smooth, curving margins slowly erase the floor 

she considered the word ‘witch’. It was one she had never really pondered before. She had 

never had reason to do so. 

Witch? Is that what I am? What does that word even mean? 

The instant associations were with Halloween costumes and broomsticks, Snow 

White’s evil stepmother and dull people grasping at individuality. What she was becoming 

was something of an altogether different order. 

In the centre of the room there was a large table upon which there stood an open laptop 

surrounded by piles of paper and books. The screen of the computer was blank but a small 

light flickered to tell her that the machine was more alive than its owner. She flicked her 

finger across the mouse pad and the screen unfaded into life. There were many icons 

scattered across a background picture that she recognised with a flash of surprise. It was her, 

emerging from the house where she had lived with Matt. It was a close-up of her head, 

shoulders and chest, grainy and obviously taken from some distance with little skill. She 

looked with satisfaction at the mangled flesh that had taken this photograph. 

She clicked on the icon for the internet and a search engine that she did not recognise 

came up in the new window. The name ‘Holistic’ was spread in a banner above an empty 

search field. She typed ‘witch’ and hit the enter key. Many results came up, and she spent 

some time browsing reference sites and pages run by people with names like Moonshadow 

and Prince Raven. Some history, some horror, quite a lot of sex, and some anthropology. 

Cultures the world over had their witches, and their punishments for witchcraft. She was 

surprised to read that even in modern South Africa, the beacon of African advancement, 

hundreds of women and men were murdered as witches each year. But then a grim smile 

grew across her face as she considered what she was becoming, the desires that were waking 

in her. 
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Maybe their fear is justified. 

But this was all too human, too mundane, to bear any relevance to what was happening 

to her. She felt no kinship with these people of whom she read. Their ambitions were too 

petty, their endings too mundane. She cared nothing for sex with the Devil or naked, 

midnight dancing, for bargaining for the souls of the unwary or stealing unbaptised children, 

and even less for bonding with tree sprits and healing minor ailments. She sensed that her 

potential, the Animus hot within her, was far greater, that she was nothing so inconsequential, 

nothing so readily understood as what ‘witch’ meant to these people. This was all far too 

limited for what she was becoming. 

She took the keys from Gray’s corpse and left it to cool and rot. She went into the 

elevator, slid the key into its slot and pressed the button to take her back to the world above. 

The machine ground upwards and halted with a shudder, and she left Gray’s lair, now his 

tomb, to search for Carter and for the stone that Gray had called a key. 
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As Carter drove he pondered the cold, sick feeling in his stomach. He knew its source. He 

had studied humanity’s myths for years, and loved them because they revealed how people 

through the ages shared a need to answer similar questions. Throughout time, people had 

used their curiosity and inventiveness to answer questions that otherwise had none. Myths 

were a way to find comfort in the dark of the night, they were a way to face the unknown and 

the inexplicable. Even while he had immersed himself in the fantastic, however, he had 

remained a sceptic at heart. He belonged to a more advanced age, an age of learning and 

science in which myths were no longer needed to soothe fear. 

Jillian and the knot had shattered his confidence in the way the world worked. 

Whatever she had become, she was proof that there was an otherworld and that the 

boundaries between reality and imagination were permeable. As myth ran wild through the 

substance of the real he realised there was nothing he feared more. Even with the weight of 

the stone in his pocket, there was no part of this new world that was in his control. If power 

lay in knowledge, then Carter was impotent. 
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Jillian needed transport. Victor Gray’s black Jaguar XJ was parked outside the Draco 

building and its locks sprang open and the engine roared as she willed it. She was about to get 

in when an unfamiliar urge woke in some yet distant part of her mind. She looked up and 

imagined a rush of cold air over her skin as she soared skywards. The potential was there, 

deep within her. For the moment, though, the car would have to suffice. 

She needed to find Carter. The Animus whispered to her and she drove to the city’s 

outskirts, to the edge of a cluster of shacks of broken wood and rusted sheets of corrugated 

iron. There was a patch of scrub, thorn trees and waist-high grass, scattered with ragged 

plastic bags and other bits and pieces of flotsam from wasted lives. The grass was high 

enough to act as a screen behind which the strong could use the weak, and she sensed what 

she needed hidden there. 

Words came from somewhere deep within her, words in a language she had never 

before spoken but which came to her as naturally as breath. The words travelled on the foul 

breeze that blew over the wasteland, and something stirred in the grass. A figure rose up from 

where it had lain, and she called to it. It came towards her, moving with the jerky motions of 

a poorly managed puppet. Soon the ragged thing that she had raised to be her guide stood 

before her in the moonlight. Once, it had been a young woman who lived in the nearby 

township. Then it had been her corpse, raped and murdered and cast aside, buried shallow 

and forgotten. Now, it was something else, soulless and empty, a shell of decayed flesh under 

the tatters of the clothes that the victim had worn on her last living day. 

It followed Jillian to the car and sat in the passenger seat as if it were human. Its stench 

filled the car but Jillian did not care. It had the power to find those of the living that its 

mistress ordered it to. She willed it, and it turned the hollows where once there had been eyes 

in the direction in which she would find Carter and the stone. 
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Carter drove through the night. It was winter but the further north and west he travelled the 

hotter it became, and even in these early hours of the day the heat was oppressive. Brown 

scrubland and patches of rotting rock stretched away to a horizon of low hills that wavered in 

the heat haze, and the road before him shimmered like water as the sun’s rays cooked the 

tarmac and dried the air. The Jeep’s climate control was not working and the car was thick 

with heat. A drop of sweat trickled down his forehead and dropped onto the lens of his 

sunglasses, and he brushed at it with a finger but only smeared it across the lens. He needed a 

break anyway, so he pulled over. 

He squinted against the glare as he wiped his sunglasses. He took a bottle of water, 

more than warm now, from the floor of the car and as he drank a trickle spilt down his chin to 

land on the parched roadside. The trickle burst into dusty globules on the hot sand, like tiny 

new worlds, fragile and fleeting and unaware of the vastnesses that surrounded them. 

A small, black ant, one of a column marching across the road’s sandy verge, was 

trapped inside one of the drops. Its legs flailed frantically against the surface tension. Carter 

bent down and gently touched the drop so that it broke and released the ant, which stuck to 

his finger, its body glued to his skin by water. He straightened up and watched the tiny insect 

as it managed to lift itself and then dragged itself away from the dampness. It began to clean 

its feelers and each of its legs in turn, a purposeful routine. Once the ant finished cleaning 

itself it began to walk around on Carter’s hand, searching for a scent to lead it home. Carter 

stooped and gently pushed the ant onto the sand, where it quickly oriented itself and scurried 

off, absolutely sure of itself. Carter wished he could feel such unshakable confidence, wished 

that somebody would pick him from the unlikely new world in which he was trapped and lift 

him above the dangers of miracles. 

 

Hundreds of kilometres south of Carter and the fortunate ant, a pale, grim glow leached from 

the hundreds of artifacts of the Gray Acquisition and washed over the mangled heap of flesh 

that had been Victor Gray. The crumpled form stirred, and from it there rose a broken gurgle. 

 

After twelve hours of driving Carter arrived, hot and tired, at the tiny town of Bitterwater. 

This was the town nearest to the Bushman settlement that was his destination. Anybody who 

wished to meet with the Bushmen of the area was supposed to get permission from the San 

Trust in Bitterwater and pay a fee into the Trust’s Namibian bank account. Carter had 
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discovered that the Bushmen never saw a penny of these fees. His denunciation in leading 

Anthropological journals had not been well received by the Trust’s council, and an S-Class 

Mercedes had pulled up outside the Durban University’s Anthropology Department. Carter’s 

boss, Doctor Sukula, shared Carter’s feelings on the subject and the meeting had not gone 

well for the man from the Trust. He had climbed back into his million rand car and returned 

whence he came, having been told in no uncertain terms to expect no further monies from the 

Department and to most certainly expect an official investigation into how the Trust managed 

the funds that were supposed to be used for the benefit of the Bushman community. Carter 

gave the Trust’s offices a wide berth and went straight to the town’s hotel. 

Bitterwater was typical small-town South Africa. A few shops clustered on one main 

street. A road led off towards the suburbs on the west side and the township on the east, an 

apartheid-era division preserved by income. The hotel, the town hall and the nearby church 

occupied pride of place in the town square. Colonial Dutch architecture glared white in the 

bright sunlight. The hotel would be Carter’s last stop before he went into the sands the next 

morning. 

 

Jillian’s dead guide pointed the way and she pursued Carter to the north and west. She did not 

sweat, and the people and ants she passed were lucky that she did not stop. 

 

Carter lay on the bed in the blissful cool of the air conditioned room, and thought of the 

Bushmen. During his research he had come to know them as well as any outsider could. His 

hope was that Dawid Kleinbooi would have some idea of what was going on and that he 

would be able to help. 

 Dawid’s education was practically unique among his people and offered him a chance 

to escape the desert, but after his years of study he had returned to his family and to a life that 

Carter knew was nothing like the idealised image portrayed by guide books and game farm 

publicity. They sold craftwork and calabashes to tourists and stories of their gods and 

ancestors to researchers, and begged from both. Alcoholism was rife among these people who 

struggled to find a place for themselves in the world, and any profits from the tourism 

industry mostly ended up in the tills of the local liquor stores. 

Their greatest loss was their history. Their knowledge of their past was handed down 

from generation to generation in stories and legends, but now the children took the first 

chance to leave. Soon it would all be forgotten by the people to whom it belonged and their 

past would be entombed in PhD theses and university text books like the one which Carter 
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had been writing. Dawid, though, was writing his own book. He had gathered his clan’s tales, 

their mythology, and Carter hoped that somewhere in that collection there might be a way to 

repair the fraying edges of his world. 

Carter’s sleep was troubled that night. A terrible figure he could not see pursued him 

over ground that gave under his footsteps so that instead of running forwards he slid back, 

ever closer to the thing behind him. He felt something in his hand and looked down to see a 

stone that fitted perfectly in his palm. On its surface was paint of red, white and black but the 

image formed by the colours shifted and changed. He knew that if he could understand the 

image then he would be protected from the thing that pursued him, but he could not grasp it 

and so he ran on over the treacherous ground, terrified and helpless. 

He was relieved to wake, but he felt hollow and tense and the sense of pursuit 

remained. He wanted very much to hold the stone. He took it from the drawer of the bedside 

table where it lay on the black cover of the New Testament, and unwrapped it from its plastic 

prison. It dropped into his palm, cool and hard, and flecks of paint drifted from it onto his 

skin. Almost nothing remained of whatever had been painted there. As it warmed in his hand 

it looked more and more like any old stone that he could have picked up anywhere. 

It can’t have come from inside the knot. I must have been imagining what happened to 

Jillian. She’s just an ordinary person like me. 

Even as his rational mind tried to persuade him that his was too active an imagination, 

there was a small but insistent voice that denied it. Today, he would go back to his research 

grounds looking for sanctuary and answers to questions that he did not even know how to 

ask, and he could only hope that Dawid would help him. 

 

Bitterwater. 

The name on the faded road sign was sweet to Jillian for it brought her closer to Carter 

and the stone, and closer to a power which she would make her own. 

Emily was searching for something even greater than what I feel growing within me, 

greater even than my Animus. And it’s all still waiting for me. The Union of Orders, waiting 

for me to discover. 

She did not know what the Union was, or what it meant, but she was certain of one 

thing. Whatever it was, it was momentous and it would lift her far, far above any ambition 

she could have imagined for herself before.
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Dawid Kleinbooi ran his pen once more over Owen R. Thompson’s hateful words, and etched 

them deeper into the paper. 

  

You pigmies lived in dust and filth, 

the earth with lepers sowing. 

And man, though gaining by your past, 

is better for your going. 

 

Dawid pondered the casual evil of a mind that could write such a thing. There was a 

callousness to it, a brutal civility that masked a profound contempt for fellow human beings. 

Dawid knew that these words were the perfect epigraph for his book because these were the 

very sentiments that had decimated his people and ground their knowledge from the world. 

He paged through what he had written, his record of the myths and legends of his 

people, the stories that were their memory of the path back to their origins. He tapped the 

table with a cheap, plastic pen, one of a box of ten that he had bought in Bitterwater, and as 

he drummed out the rhythm of his thoughts he felt a pang of anger and sorrow, directed at the 

pen and all it represented, this cheap, plastic tool that was such an eloquent expression of all 

that was even now destroying his culture, his history, even as he used it to record what little 

there yet remained. As the modern world reached ever further into their lives his people were 

losing their mythology, and with each day he saw the void that remained filled with despair 

as they lost their ability to understand their own world. They were weighed down by 

enlightenment as the mythologies of the modern world overwhelmed their own. 

Dawid was fighting to record the foundation of his clan’s existence, the closely woven 

tapestry of knowledge and beliefs formed of the landscape and the ideas that rooted within it. 

This tapestry was of fantastic design and it had an extraordinary beauty that he knew 

intimidated those who could not understand how such a thing could be made. Now, it was 

being wrenched from them, torn down and remade in duller colours. He felt an urge to throw 

the pen from him and yet he was bound to it, for it was the only salvation for what would 

otherwise be lost. 

He read some of the memories he had already captured. As always, their beauty calmed 

him. He hated the fact that the most extensive collection of Bushman lore was that gathered 

by two nineteenth-century colonists, Wilhelm Bleek and Lucy Lloyd, from prisoners forced 
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to labour on the Cape Town breakwater. He wanted to make sure his own peoples’ stories 

would live, and he had already collected some four hundred pages of songs and myths which 

he hoped to publish as an anthology of literature. Literature, not a study of linguistic structure 

or as evidence of social practices and beliefs. He wanted the words to be appreciated for their 

beauty, for their art, and not as fodder for a sentimental longing for lost innocence. Dawid 

could not help but feel a twinge of revulsion for every tourist that came to the camp, for he 

could not shake the feeling that hidden shallow beneath this flawed fascination with the 

Bushmen was a morbid desire to visit a site of tragedy. And yet worse than this, was that the 

tourists did not know that they themselves were mouths of the homogenous, amorphous beast 

that watched its prey with curiosity as it devoured them and absorbed them into its body. The 

monster, being truly modern, did not know what it was, and could not see that it dissolved 

difference as a spider dissolves the guts of its prey to leave behind the empty husk. 

As Dawid read his people’s tales he sensed the stories’ bonds to the past, threads of 

words with a life all their own. They reached from his pages towards the warp and weft of the 

tapestry of myth that he was trying to capture in his writing, even as his own sense of despair 

and helplessness picked away at that very fabric. 

 

Carter left Bitterwater and took the road into the desert to find Dawid Kleinbooi. Tar soon 

became gravel and gravel sand, and he engaged the Jeep’s four wheel drive. The sands closed 

about him, hot and dry and seemingly lifeless, though he knew that less than a hundred 

kilometres away the great Orange River carved its way through the desert. He wiped the 

sweat from his brow with his sleeve until the material was sodden. The oppressive heat dulled 

his concentration so that he twice lost the track, but eventually he saw the Bushman village, a 

collection of rough huts and military drab tents sprawled on the desert sand like someone 

near dead from thirst. 

Even after this short drive he was exhausted, and he felt the usual disbelief that the 

people who lived here walked this route nearly every day to sell their crafts next to the 

national road and buy their booze. Some of the clan were sitting around a fire and looked up 

as he approached, and others emerged from huts and tents as they heard the sound of the 

engine. They wore rags, and some clutched bottles. Carter felt a profound sense of relief as he 

saw Dawid come out of one of the tents. 

 

Dawid heard the sound of an engine approach the camp, rising and falling as it laboured 

through the sand. He laid his pen aside and looked through the flap of his tent, and saw a Jeep 
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enter the camp. The vehicle was quickly surrounded by excited children, and Dawid watched 

the white man climb out and begin to hand out sweets to the little ones. He recognised the 

man, he had been here before, and he remembered his name, Carter Blake, one of the many 

researchers who came to the desert to hear the stories and see the dance. This man, Dawid 

recalled as he went out to meet him, was more subtle and respectful than many of the others. 

 

Carter stopped the Jeep near one of the outermost tents. As he stretched his tired muscles 

children crowded around his legs, palms out, faces lit with big smiles as they chirped ‘Please! 

Please!’ Carter had come prepared and as he dished out the sweets he saw Dawid approach. 

He wore a pair of battered jeans and a threadbare shirt over his thin frame, and on his 

sockless feet were a pair of beaten-up running shoes. He came up to the throng around 

Carter’s legs, a smile on his narrow and wrinkled face with its high forehead, and swatted a 

couple of the kids on the back of their heads so that the pack scattered, squealing in mock 

terror. 

Carter and Dawid shook hands and squatted down in the meagre shade offered by the 

Jeep. They exchanged the customary pleasantries in a mixture of English and Afrikaans, and 

Carter used some of the few words and phrases of Dawid’s language that he had managed to 

learn, his tongue clumsy on the complicated clicks. 

After a time, Carter said, ‘I’ve come because I need your help.’ 

Dawid had expected this. These people always wanted more answers to more questions, 

more stories and myths that Dawid either shared or, if he was feeling bitter, invented. It 

appealed to his sense of irony to think of the fruits of his imagination written up as ancient 

tradition. 

‘OK, what do you want to know?’ 

Carter took the stone from his pocket and unwrapped it. His heart sank as he saw how 

little of the paint now remained. 

‘Do you know what this is?’ 

As he saw the stone Dawid’s surprise was obvious. He held out his hand and Carter 

gave it to him. He turned it over and over, his brow furrowed in concentration. He gently 

stroked the surfaces with his fingers, careful not to wipe away any more of the pigment. 

‘Where did you get this?’ 

Carter hesitated, unsure of how to answer. He found he was reluctant to speak of what 

he had seen and realised that he was afraid of ridicule. He opened his mouth with a lie on his 
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lips, but then he saw how foolish he was being. He had come here precisely because he could 

think of nobody else who might be able to believe his story. 

‘It was ….’ Still he struggled for words. ‘I traced a woman who I thought might have 

some useful information for my research. She had this knot, a knot of golden threads that I’d 

read was part of her family’s history. I never imagined she’d actually have it. She untied the 

knot and … it changed her. She became something different, a different person.’ He hesitated 

over the word person but he did not know what other to use. ‘The stone was inside the knot. 

It fell out when she opened it, and she didn’t see it. She left it behind.’ 

Carter knew that his brief story did little justice to what had happened, to what he had 

seen and to the terror that had brought him here. 

Dawid asked no more. He turned the stone in his hands. 

‘Let me speak to the others.’ He got up and Carter made to follow but Dawid waved 

him down. ‘Wait here.’ 

 Carter sat in the shade of the Jeep. Soon he dozed in the heat, and the memory of 

Jillian’s change segued into dream. A vision of her filled his mind, a harrowing and 

inescapable presence. His dream-self was immobile, transfixed by her gaze as she stepped 

forward to crush him with the weight of her being, and he cried aloud at her terrible beauty. 

He woke as Dawid shook his shoulder. 

‘I spoke to the others. We all agree that there is something in this stone.’ 

‘What do you think it is?’ 

The muscles in Dawid’s arm tensed as he weighed the stone in his hand, as if he held 

something of far greater substance than a small rock. 

‘Come, let’s go to my tent.’ 

Carter followed Dawid through the camp. He greeted the people that he knew from his 

previous visits, a few by name and some only by sight and most not at all. Little had changed 

since he had last been here, the people and their meagre goods seemingly just as he had left 

them, and for a moment it seemed to him as if his departure had frozen them in place and 

now, with his return, they lived once more. 

The camp was small and they soon reached Dawid’s home, a large, brown, military 

tent. They ducked through the entrance flap. The air inside was surprisingly cool and Carter 

felt a wave of relief at this escape from the heat. In one corner of the tent there stood a metal 

folding bed with a thin mattress, a pillow and a couple of blankets. A small wooden cupboard 

without doors held Dawid’s meagre collection of clothing. There was no groundsheet, but 

there were karosses spread over the sand floor. A rickety table and chair, Dawid’s writing 
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desk, stood in the corner opposite the bed, and on the desk was his book, a neatly stacked pile 

of unbound pages filled with his small, dense handwriting. 

‘How’s your book coming?’ 

‘Ja, it’s coming, it’s coming. Slowly, slowly. It’s hard, man, rerig, but it’s getting 

there.’ Dawid grunted. ‘The others tease me that I am like one of you that come here for the 

stories and to see the dance. But they understand what I am doing. At least, the older ones do. 

The youngsters ….’ He sighed. ‘They don’t care. There are one or two who are interested, but 

the rest only want to find a way to get away from here. They say there is nothing for them 

here.’ He paused, looked at Carter. ‘Maybe now you can begin to understand what it is that 

they can’t see any more, what it is that they have lost.’ 

There was only the single chair at his writing table, but Dawid sat on one of the 

karosses and motioned for Carter to do the same. 

‘What do you mean?’ Carter asked as he sat. 

Dawid said, ‘You spoke about how this woman opened the knot, and how she changed. 

Tell me, what exactly did you see?’ 

Carter struggled to even begin to describe what he had witnessed and he realised that 

this was because he could not begin to express the way his certainties had been shifted. He 

realised then what Dawid meant, what it was that the young people of his clan could no 

longer see. He was talking about this other world, the world that Carter had for the first time 

glimpsed as Jillian opened her knot. For years he had researched stories of the fantastic 

without considering that there might truly be wonders at their core. Now he had been 

confronted with their existence, his eyes had been opened, and it was precisely this vision 

that Dawid believed his people were losing. 

Carter dug in his satchel and passed Dawid the letter written by Major Robert Taylor 

Leigh. 

‘This is how it started. This is what brought me to you.’ 

Dawid took the letter and began to read. He grunted his disgust at Leigh’s description 

of the punitive hunt. The story fascinated him, though, and excitement stirred in him as he 

read of the encounter with ‘the creature’. As soon as he first held the stone and saw the faded 

remains of the art Dawid suspected that this was an object with powerful potential, that it 

could be a channel for nam, the energy of the gods. This was art that was not always just art 

but which could be, that could take on life. Usually such power was used to bring rain, and 

food, but Dawid knew the potential was far greater and far more deadly. It was possible to 
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open a way between the Orders, a way through which the things that lived in the First Order 

might pass into the world of humanity. 

This was unthinkable. The creatures of the First Order did not belong in the human 

world. Sometimes, a powerful man or woman would call one through and ask favours of it, 

but this always ended in misery and death for the summoner, and often many others besides. 

No human could control a god, because there was nothing in common between them. The 

gods were not limited by human ideas of good and evil. Their nature was far more complex 

than any such simple duality. They were immortal, so they did not fear death and did not 

understand the undercurrent of sorrow that ran through every human and animal life. From 

the human perspective they were both protectors and persecutors, bringers of both joy and 

suffering, but the truth of it was that they were unburdened by any fear of consequence and so 

they simply did what they wanted. 

Dawid handed the letter back to Carter, then he stood up and opened a metal trunk that 

stood next to the cupboard. From it he took a soft leather bag which Carter knew was a 

divination pouch. The pouch contained a collection of objects that Dawid would let fall from 

the pouch, and in the patterns in which they landed he could read details of the past, present 

or future. 

‘Put the stone down.’ 

Carter laid the stone on the kaross in front of him, and Dawid rolled the pouch and its 

contents in his hands as he spoke. 

‘You saw something,’ said Dawid, his eyes locked on Carter’s as he shook the pouch, 

‘something that you can’t understand, and now you need answers.’ 

‘Yes. That’s why I came here.’ 

‘Because you think you’ve lost something and you hope I’ll be able to give it back to 

you, even though you don’t know what it is that you’ve lost. And that’s your mistake. You 

haven’t lost anything. You’ve found something, but it has shaken up everything you believed 

and that’s why you are afraid.’ 

In a swift motion Dawid flicked the pouch open so that its contents spilled across the 

kaross and around the stone where Carter had laid it. Pieces of bone, a tiny tortoise shell, a 

bird’s skull with a long, sharp beak, a geode broken open to reveal its purple, crystalline 

interior, and something that glinted silver as it tumbled. The silver thing pierced the eye 

socket of the skull and Carter saw that it was a crucifix, the figure of the tortured god looking 

up at him from the cross rooted in its tiny Golgotha. 

Dawid studied the pattern. 
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‘What is the crucifix there for?’ Carter asked. ‘That’s not traditional, is it?’ 

The cross had been given to Dawid by an American missionary. He picked up the skull 

with the crucifix lodged in the eye socket and gently rubbed his thumb over their contours. 

He looked at the god staring up at him in judgment and he suppressed a shudder at the sense 

that there was something dark there, something hidden, some good reason not to trust this 

god. He had always suspected this. It had been an instinctive reaction when first he heard of 

this god as a child, and an equally instinctive impulse that had made him slip the cross into 

his divining bag that morning. 

‘Divining is not about how we want or believe the world to be. It is about how the 

world was, how it is, and what it might become.’ Dawid looked at the small, silver crucifix 

where it jutted from the skull. ‘This is going to be important to you somehow. But I am not 

part of that future. I can’t see anything else about it, and I can’t help you with it.’ 

Carter thought that he saw a flash of pity in the shaman’s face. 

‘I’m looking for the stone that you brought here, and these …,’ Dawid pointed to the 

objects where they lay scattered, ‘… these tell me that it is very important. We need to find 

out more about it, and there is only one way to do that. I will ask my people to dance tonight.’ 

Carter was surprised, then troubled by Dawid’s decision. The trance-dance was no 

simple entertainment, but an important means of prayer. It was used only for good reason, to 

cure illness or to find water or to resolve other serious threats to the clan’s existence. Carter 

knew that the dancers saw into the world of gods and spirits, the First Order, that they could 

even enter it, and now, for the first time, he found himself capable of believing that there was 

more to this than just superstition and hallucination. 

‘There really are worlds,’ said Carter. ‘Not just a world. And the divide between them 

can be crossed.’ 

Dawid picked up the stone from where it lay. 

‘Yes,’ he said. 

He rose and crossed to his metal trunk. He took something from inside it, and then with 

his back to Carter he worked at something, pulling and tightening. He turned around and 

Carter saw that he had tied the stone to a leather thong. Dawid slipped the thong over Carter’s 

head so that the stone hung against his chest. 

‘Won’t you need it tonight?’ asked Carter. 

‘You must also come to the dance. We have to find out about you as well as the stone. 

We must find out why you have it. Keep it with you.’ 
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He returned to the trunk once more and took out a tobacco pouch, a bottle and two 

glasses. The bottle had no label and was half-full with a dark liquid. Dawid poured a measure 

into each glass. The sweet smell of cherry tobacco drifted across to Carter as Dawid opened 

the pouch and rolled two cigarettes. 

‘Once upon a time,’ Dawid glanced up at Carter with a glint in his eyes, ‘once upon a 

time, your people used to tell stories, stories that were meant to do more than just frighten 

children. But now we, human beings, we think we know what the truth is. We have science 

and the church to give it to us. But science has no place for the gods, and the church says that 

it has the only answer. The other day I read the words, “Myth looks into the heart of a great 

silence.” We’ve taken everything fantastic and stretched it so thin that all we can see is 

emptiness, all that is left is the silence. You’re lost in that silence, and you’re hoping that I 

can show you the way out.’ 

He lit his cigarette and passed the other and a box of matches to Carter. Carter lit his 

and took a sip of the liquid, which was a harsh rum that somehow made the tobacco sweeter. 

He was trying to think of some response, but Dawid continued to speak. 

‘You know,’ he said, ‘you study myth, but I don’t think you understand it. Myth shows 

us the universe, and maybe even what there is outside the universe. It gives us answers to 

questions that we can’t answer. It’s more than just stories about talking animals or people lost 

in strange places. The stories have a much deeper purpose. We’re surrounded by things that 

we can’t understand. Our myths explain these things and make them familiar to us, and that’s 

how we find our place amongst them. The stories show us the pattern in the chaos. Myths 

help us find out who we are. Once, they were our only defence against the things that 

frightened us. We told stories about those things and made them part of our lives. That is 

what you have forgotten how to do. Tonight, though, you will begin to remember.’
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The sun sank towards the horizon and the coming night gave a chill edge to the desert air. 

Carter and Dawid sat with the rest of the clan around a fire in the central clearing of the camp 

and shared the pipes that were passed around the circle. Carter’s sight and hearing became 

more intense, sharper, and he felt a new appreciation of the beauty and wonder of the world 

around him. As the sky reddened towards sunset the stunted desert trees reached up like 

skeletal hands and tried to catch the sun as it passed below the horizon, or maybe their 

branches were a network of cracks across the darkening glass of the sky. The call of a bird 

rose clear and pure and he imagined how marvellous it must be to fly. The voices around the 

fire were comforting, though they spoke in language he couldn’t understand, and at that 

moment he felt that he was happier than he had ever been. All worry had left him and he was 

content just to sit and enjoy the marvel that the world around him had become. 

A bottle came to him, he took a deep swig and warmth coursed through him as he 

passed it on to Dawid who sat to his left. On Carter’s right was Gogga, so called because as a 

boy he had been obsessed with the large, black beetles that were common in the sands. Carter 

smiled at them but both Dawid and Gogga were oblivious, focused elsewhere. He took 

another deep puff on the pipe before he passed it on. 

Soon only the fire held the darkness at bay. One of the women began to clap a steady 

rhythm which the others took up, and as the beat took hold the talking died away and the men 

began to sway in time and hum a complementary rhythm, a gentle buzz in the smooth night 

air. The mood around the fire changed and Carter saw Dawid start to sway, and when he 

turned to look at Gogga he too had his eyes closed and was swaying in time to the rhythm. 

Carter closed his eyes and soon became aware of how in tune the clapping and humming was 

with the sounds of the desert, the rasping of insects and the calls of the night birds and the 

sigh of the breeze as it wound its way through the branches of the thorn trees. He started to 

hum softly and to sway gently in time to the rising music, his mind intent on the rhythm that 

grew out of the desert night. 

The men began a shuffling dance around the fire, accompanied by the women who 

clapped and sang. Carter stayed seated by the fire and hummed and swayed, his eyes open 

now, watching the others. As he rocked, the stone on its leather thong thumped gently against 

his chest. The rhythm of the dance cocooned Carter’s smoke-limp body and he felt weighted 

down, his limbs lead, time irrelevant. 
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The dance changed pitch, intensified and became more urgent. Carter felt a new heat in 

his stomach, different to that of the alcohol, uneasy, disturbing his contentment. The people 

around him began to blur and he would have rubbed his eyes but for the impossibility of 

raising his hands. He blinked and shook his head to clear his sight but the blurring worsened, 

the dancers’ forms as uncertain as the flickering light of the fire. Carter watched, fascinated 

and frightened in equal measure, as their bodies shifted from their humanity as they cast 

threads of their being into the First Order, threads which joined them with it and made them 

subject to its transformations. Dawid and some of the other men held long, thin dancing 

sticks in each hand and as they bent forwards to lean upon them Carter saw the sticks in 

Gogga’s hand become the front legs of a great lion. The man behind Gogga became an eland, 

and Dawid and some of the others became fantastic creatures, therianthropes, the half-human, 

half-animal creatures worshipped as gods by so many cultures across the aeons. 

Then the warmth in Carter’s stomach flared into fire, a ball of pain that licked inside 

him, and his abdominal muscles contracted into excruciating knots. He gasped and doubled 

over, his eyes and mouth stretched wide, the capacity to scream snatched from him by the 

pain. His vision blinked to white and his hearing failed so that he was in a world of bright, 

silent pain. His body toppled over, curled into a tight ball and clasped its stomach while 

Carter fell from it through the silent white place. 

Before he could begin to comprehend what was happening he plunged into deep, cold 

water and, filled with panic, he flailed towards what he hoped was the surface, but he swam 

up and up without reaching it and knew that he would breathe in water and drown. The 

moment came, his mouth opened, but the water did not fill his lungs and choke him. He was 

breathing, or did not need to breathe, he was not sure which, and he felt no pain now. He was 

aware of only the cool of the water on his skin and the warmth of the stone where it hung 

against his chest. He folded his hand around it and looked down at it snug in his palm. Its 

faded and worn paint was clearer now, and he could make out the outline of a figure. He 

traced over it with his index finger and as he touched it the figure became more solid, but he 

still could not grasp its form. 

He looked around. The water stretched away in all directions, and vanished into a haze 

of distance. He began to swim and it was easy and natural, and he found that his body 

automatically fell into a sinuous motion that sent him quickly through the water. 

He was not alone, there were other creatures in the water. One was a curve of light 

tumbling over and through itself, a cluster of snapping mouths revealed as it writhed through 

the water. Prodigious eels, pale translucent white with twin rows of red dots running down 
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their backs, showed some interest in Carter and wriggled around him, but they did no harm as 

they rubbed against him. Creatures like butterflies moved through the water on beautifully 

patterned wings which they would wrap around an eel before they pierced it with a long, thin 

tongue to feed on its fluids. Far below, Carter could make out the shadows of slow leviathans 

that swam too deep to see clearly. 

He swam on and on. A great shadow rose ahead and he swam towards it, and he saw it 

was a cliff that soared from the unseen bottom and out of sight above, and vanished into the 

haze to left and right. The cliff was peppered with caves, some small, some yawning mouths 

in the rock. Carter chose one and swam into it and he saw immediately that the cliff was a 

honeycomb of caves, that many others branched from the one he had chosen. He swam on, 

turning left and right as the fancy seemed to take him. Some passages were darker than 

others, some so black he could not see beyond their openings, and these he avoided for the 

lighter tunnels. The light grew as he swam, drawing him to it, guiding him into a huge cavern 

where a white fire blazed as if the water itself were its fuel. As he swam towards it he felt the 

stone’s warmth grow, and it communicated a sense of urgency. He reached out for the fire 

and touched it. The flames engulfed him, sheathed him in their glow, but he felt no pain and 

no fear, at least, not until the fire began to show him things. 

He saw a group of men in old-fashioned clothes turned to glass and shattered, cursed to 

be the playthings of terrible creatures in a city of sorrow, and he knew that he saw the fate of 

Leigh’s companions. He saw a beautiful woman with eyes of pitch and skin so stained with 

blood it seemed that she herself was scarlet. He saw a campsite strewn with broken bodies. 

He saw a high, jagged mountain range capped with snow, dark clouds and lightning, and a 

monk’s cowl which slipped back to reveal a creature barely recognizable as human, its 

broken head an impossible horror to match the lumps that jutted beneath its dark robes. 

And then he saw two figures, imprisoned together in a cave with no entrance or exit. 

One was small, human, with a sense of infinite sadness about him, and he lay peaceful and 

resigned. The other was vast, its form uncertain, and about it was a dark static of implacable 

rage and malice. It saw Carter and howled its fury and as it thrashed in its prison its gaze was 

upon him and he sensed hatred of a depth he had never imagined possible. But there was also 

desire in that gaze. The thing reached out to him and called to him in a voice that was terrible 

and beautiful, and resonant with demand. Though he could make out no words, Carter felt the 

power of the thing’s desire to be free and as it looked at him he knew that he was crucial, 

somehow, to its release. 
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He sensed deeper urges beneath its desire for freedom, deeper lusts, the need for 

making and unmaking, destruction and creation, and another stream of images poured into his 

mind, a flood that he could not begin to process but for a single vision that lodged in his 

mind’s eye, a tree, vast and beautiful, and the object of the imprisoned thing’s hatred. Carter 

saw the proud branches wither and rot, the green leaves blacken and turn to ash, and the great 

trunk crack asunder. 

All of this burned into Carter’s mind, and then he was released to spin away from the 

light and out into the water, stunned. He started to swim before he could begin to think or 

orient himself, his senses too numbed by the assault to pay attention to where he was going. 

He entered one of the dark caves that he had avoided before and soon he sensed pursuit and 

looked back and saw the ragged black creatures coming for him. Rotten flesh hung from their 

frames like tattered clothing and as they swam it billowed to show brown and yellow bone 

beneath. Gaping mouths and eyes like pits rushed towards him and he turned and swam but 

they were upon him and tore his flesh, bit and ripped, and he screamed his agony but no 

sound disturbed the water that was thick with his blood. 

 

As the sun broke over the horizon Carter woke next to the ashes of the fire. He shivered with 

cold, and gasped and clutched his arms over the agony of his cramped stomach muscles. He 

fought the weight of the pain that throbbed in his skull, and pushed himself up with his 

bruised limbs. He felt as if he had the mother of all hangovers, his mouth dry as the sand on 

which he lay. He heard a groan and looked over to where Dawid stirred and slowly sat up, 

rubbing his head and holding his stomach. His brow was furrowed and his eyes were 

clenched shut. He opened them a crack and stared at Carter for a second or two, and then he 

slowly, painfully got to his feet. He beckoned Carter to follow him, and headed for his tent. 

They went in through the low door flap and Dawid motioned him to one of the 

karosses. Carter sat heavily. His stomach muscles were knotted and aching and he sat bent 

nearly double to ease them as much as possible. Dawid passed him a military-type flask and 

Carter swallowed warm, brackish water, grimaced at the taste. They didn’t speak for a time, 

each lost in his misery, but finally Dawid asked Carter, ‘Did you see the god?’ 
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The Jaguar glided down a quiet street, one of the few that branched off to the east from 

Bitterwater’s main road. Jillian’s guide had brought her to the town’s sparse suburbs, where 

the few people that had managed to create a life for themselves here made their homes. She 

grimaced in distaste at garden gnomes, wire windmills, concrete wagon wheels and squealing 

children. 

A house caught her eye, a house of stone where the others were brick. The stonework 

told her that this house was much older than the others around it, and as she focused her 

attention on it she felt the depth of its tale. Once it had been a farmhouse, set apart from the 

settlement, but over the years the village had grown into a town and overwhelmed it. Even so, 

it was still somehow separate. It was bigger, more solid than the houses around it, and it was 

darker. There was history here, connections to the past that reminded her of the connections 

she was discovering to her own past, and she felt a sense of kinship with this place. 

The house’s front door was screened from the road by a thick stand of prickly pear. She 

left her guide in the car. She didn’t ring the bell but opened the door and walked in as if the 

house was her own. She would be its last owner, for nobody would be willing to buy it after 

today. 

At the dawn of the next day she woke refreshed. Even miracles need a break and she 

had rested well, though she had been forced to a final exertion before she slept. The father 

and mother of the household had defended their property and their child. She had crushed the 

father instantly but only wounded the mother, who crawled back to her screaming baby. As 

she watched her awkwardly cradle the toddler in her broken arms Jillian felt a memory stir, a 

memory of being held and protected just as this woman held her child, and she felt a powerful 

resentment at the years she had spent after her mother’s death deprived of knowledge of the 

power that had waited within her. She turned her back on mother and child and somehow, 

with a will born of grief, fury and desperation, the woman picked up the gun from where it 

lay beside her husband’s corpse and fired at Jillian. The last sounds the woman heard were 

that gunshot and her child’s screams, and once the mother was dead Jillian did not hesitate to 

silence the child. 

Better that you have no life at all than one with neither father nor mother, nor any hope 

of being raised from your misery. 

She left the bodies of the family for whoever would chance upon them. Her guide took 

her north from Bitterwater, until the car became mired in the sand. They abandoned the 
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vehicle but the guide’s devastated body made slow progress over the yielding surface and 

Jillian quickly lost patience with the crawling pace. She took a bearing from its intention and 

then she withdrew her will from it and it collapsed in the sand. 

Jillian loved the desolation of the desert, the hot, dead sand and the mute appeal of 

tinder-dry trees to the cloudless and unforgiving sky. She wanted to be like that sky, to have 

the world look up at her and beg her for relief so that she could show it the power of denial. 

The soft sand did not slow her and the heat haze made her a ghost that moved in daylight, and 

if there had been anyone to see her the watcher’s skin would have crawled with the fear the 

mouse feels for the shadow of the hawk, that instinctive knowledge of the proximity of death. 

 

The thing stood in the pool of gore that had flowed from the head of the man it had once 

been. It raised its hands to its face and felt the soft, wet meat and it remembered that it had 

been human, that it had been a man called Victor Gray. It was nameless now but it could not 

tolerate that. It, he, reclaimed the identity he had lost as he died. It was a poor fit, though, and 

he wondered what he was now. He remembered the woman who had destroyed what he had 

been and he growled, deep and menacing, as he remembered what she was. He saw the 

witch’s face in his mind and he saw the thing that he most coveted, the intricate golden knot 

woven into the flesh of her throat. 

The room was dark but for a sickly glow that seeped from the hundreds of artefacts on 

the shelves that lined the room. The spectral light seemed agitated and he could feel it tug at 

him. It worked at his flesh, and as it reshaped him he understood that it was this that had 

granted new life to his broken form. He sensed, too, its ambitious nature and knew that he 

was to be the instrument of that ambition. The light had a name and as its child he knew that 

name. It was the Necrosium, and it was woven of the final prayers of the Grays’ victims, the 

last, despairing pleas drawn from deep within their souls and dispatched heavenwards 

through each of the relics, gathered together in the Gray Acquisition. In the dark of the Draco 

building’s basement these threads of misery had wound together and taken on a life of their 

own, a parody of the lives that the Grays had destroyed, and now the broken body of Victor 

Gray offered the Necrosium a vessel for its loose-knit essence. He would be its flesh, and it 

would be his soul. 

The thing that had been Gray saw the hand of God in the Necrosium as it raised him 

from death to complete his task. He drew himself up and tore off the blood-soaked remains of 

his clothes. He opened himself to the Necrosium and it covered him with the pale 
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phosphorescence of deep-dwelling things, a cloak of sorrow that swirled around him and 

seeped into his every pore, filled him, and gave him purpose. 

I will bring an end to the Gray Quest that my ancestor could never have imagined. I 

will not merely serve a god. I will become one. I will have the power the Church so feared, 

the power of a god in the flesh. I am transformed. I am reborn. I was human, and now I am a 

god. I will be the God of the Earth. I will purge the Earth of filth and begin a great new age. I 

am Necros. I am Necros the Purifier. 

There was a door concealed amidst the shelves. Behind it there hung a long and thick 

black woollen habit, Gray’s ancestor’s cowl, a relic of the Reverend passed down the family 

line together with the Quest and the Acquisition. Necros slipped the habit over his tortured, 

powerful frame, and the Necrosium faded beneath it. 
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Carter’s memories of his trance journey were jumbled and hard to piece together. Flashes 

came back to him, water, a cave, a burning light, and the terrible rag-and-bone creatures. 

Then he remembered the imprisoned thing and its vast and formless rage. 

‘I saw … I don’t know what it was. There was something trapped. It was huge, and 

dark.’ He could find no words to describe the thing he had seen. ‘There was a man trapped 

with it. I think he was one of your people.’ 

‘He was of a clan from the Drakensberg. There are none of them left now. That was 

why he was so desperate. He knew his people were dying out. That was why he did such a 

dangerous thing.’ Dawid sighed. ‘We can’t blame him. All he could see was death.’ 

‘What do you mean? What did he do?’ 

Dawid was quiet for a while as he gathered his thoughts, and when he spoke it was as if 

he could hardly dare to utter the words. 

‘The thing you saw imprisoned is the trickster god, Kaggen.’ 

Carter knew of Kaggen. The trickster was a prominent figure in Bushman myth and 

took on many forms, though often that of the mantis. The Christian missionaries of the 

nineteenth-century had tried to equate Kaggen with the Devil, but he was no Christian 

demon. He was a god of Africa and as independent as his European counterpart, Loki. Like 

all tricksters, Kaggen was both a creator and a destroyer, and like all tricksters he loved 

games and he was as untrustworthy as he was dangerous. 

‘What?’ was the best reply Carter could manage. 

Dawid took a swig from the flask before he answered. 

‘You know that our rock art is not just paint on rock. It is where our world meets the 

spirit world. The art can become a doorway between the worlds, between the First and 

Second Orders.’ Dawid gestured to him and Carter took the stone from around his neck and 

gave it to Dawid. ‘The man who escaped from Leigh’s massacre was a shaman. He had great 

skill, and he wanted revenge against the people who slaughtered his clan.’ Dawid let the 

stone hang from its thong between them. ‘And so he drew Kaggen on this stone and called 

him into our world. But Kaggen is a trickster, and instead of helping the shaman he took the 

stone from him and stole his body. It was Kaggen, not the shaman, that went to Leigh’s farm 

and destroyed the men there, and it was Kaggen that Emily fought in the mountains. It’s as if 

Kaggen was waiting for her, as if he expected her and expected something from her, though I 

don’t know how that could be. Anyway, Emily got the better of Kaggen. At least, at first. 
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When she trapped the shaman’s stone in her knot she closed the door through which Kaggen 

had entered our world, and she trapped him. She sent him into a prison deep within the 

mountains, where you saw him. She took a lot of his power, too, but she did not manage to 

keep hold of it, or even of her own. Even as she imprisoned him he tore the knot from her and 

took it with him to his prison. The knot was the key to her power and without it she was 

helpless. Kaggen was imprisoned in the mountains and he could not escape, because even 

though he had the knot he could not untie it and retrieve the stone that was the key to his 

prison. And she could not retrieve the knot because without it the very prison she had used it 

to create was beyond her reach. She lost everything when he took the knot from her.’ 

Dawid drank again and began to roll himself a cigarette. 

‘You were in the place of water,’ he said. ‘That is the part of the First Order that is 

nearest to our own world. You also saw Kaggen’s prison, but it is not there, it is not in the 

First Order. It is somewhere else, somewhere between the Orders, somewhere in the 

Drakensberg Mountains, inside the mountains.’ 

Carter stared at Dawid in silence, his pain forgotten as he struggled to absorb 

everything that Dawid was telling him 

‘Tell me again where you got the stone,’ said Dawid. 

It took a moment or two before Carter could gather his thoughts. 

‘Jillian. It was inside the knot. She opened it, and the stone was inside. It fell, and she 

just left it lying on the carpet, so I picked it up. And then I brought it to you because I 

couldn’t think of anybody else who might know what it was.’ 

Dawid shook his head in disbelief, then he spoke slowly, deliberately. 

‘Listen Carter, Kaggen wants to be free again, and this stone is the key that can free 

him. It is the only way he can get out of his prison.’ 

Carter hesitated, uncertain if he understood, unable yet to cope with the gravity of what 

Dawid had described. 

‘But … Kaggen had the knot, and the stone inside it, he had them in his prison. So why 

did he let them go? Why did he give them to Jillian?’ 

‘Because he cannot free himself. The stone, the key to his prison, was trapped inside 

the knot. Only this woman, Jillian, could open the knot. The only reason that Kaggen would 

send the knot and the stone back into the world is if he has a plan to escape, and she must be 

a part of it. And this must all be something to do with what Kaggen spoke of with Emily, 

something to do with the Union of Orders.’ 

Carter was chilled by the fear in Dawid’s soft voice. 
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‘What is the Union of Orders?’ 

Dawid hesitated before he spoke. 

‘In the beginning there was one world, the First Order. There were no people and no 

animals, and nothing was as we know it now. There were the gods and there were creatures 

that were part human and part animal. Then, from that world there came our world, the 

Second Order. The one world became two as the world of humans and animals split from the 

world of gods and spirits. People became people when the Second split from the First. We 

were made from the creatures of the First. Imagine if all of that was reversed. I think that the 

Union of Orders means that the Second will be reunited with the First, and if that is so then 

all of this,’ he gestured broadly to the world, ‘will disappear. The First Order will consume it. 

Humans and animals will transform back into the creatures they once were, and our world 

will be destroyed.’ 

Carter stared at Dawid, stunned. His story had leached all the heat from the desert air, 

and the tent canvas seemed like a thin wall holding a nightmare at bay. 

‘The world can’t end like that,’ said Carter. ‘It’s ridiculous. These are just stories, just 

myths and fairy tales.’ 

Even as he spoke the visions of his trance journey flowed through his mind’s eye and 

he remembered that myths were not that far removed from his world, not any more. 

‘How do you know this, that this is what the Union of Orders is? And that it’s going to 

happen?’ 

Dawid sighed. 

‘I don’t know. This is just what I think. I hope I’m wrong.’ 

Carter opened his mouth to speak but he was cut off by screams from outside the tent, 

the terrible, high-pitched screams of a human in agony, and he knew that the nightmare had 

found its way to him. 
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Jillian saw the Jeep parked inside the circle of huts and tents. 

He’s here. 

 A swarm of children appeared, running towards her, hoping for more of the sweets and 

cents that white people usually gave them, but as they came near her they sensed what she 

was. Their childish chatter stopped abruptly and they turned and fled from her in terror, some 

with urine streaming down their legs. One of the men saw the children’s reaction to Jillian 

and tried to defend the camp from her. She used the arrow that he fired at her to dig his eyes 

from his skull. They were spitted upon its point and she examined them idly as she turned 

their weight on the arrow’s tip and her victim crawled and bled before her. 

Carter peered through the flap of Dawid’s tent. His heart lurched as he saw Jillian, and 

his gorge rose as he saw what she had done. He ducked back into the tent before she could 

see him. His breathing was heavy and his heart pounded the rhythm of the certainty that she 

had come for the stone. He was just as certain that he had to keep it from her. He knew that 

much more than just his own life depended on it. He had no choice. He could escape neither 

Jillian nor his responsibility to keep the stone from her, for he knew that she could not be 

allowed to add the power of the stone to the power of the knot. As he accepted this 

responsibility an unexpected calm fell over him, a thin cover over the wild sea of his fear. 

Carter knelt down and pulled aside one of the karosses to expose the sand below. He 

quickly dug a hole and was about to bury the stone when Dawid’s hand on his shoulder 

stopped him. 

‘No. Put it in this.’ Dawid held out a pouch filled with a pungent herb. ‘She won’t smell 

it through this.’ 

Carter took the pouch and put the stone inside, and covered it with the soft plant. He 

buried the pouch in the sand and replaced the skin to cover it. 

‘This is her,’ asked Dawid, ‘Jillian, the one who dropped the stone?’ 

‘Yes, it’s her. I have to go to her.’ 

‘She is very dangerous. There is something in her, some terrible thing. I can feel it. You 

must be careful or she will kill us all.’ 

Carter nodded, unable to speak as he and Dawid clasped hands, and in that moment 

Carter wondered if they would ever again grip each other’s hands in friendship. It was only 

now, he saw, that there was a real tie between them, a union born of their shared experiences 
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of the night before, and it was only now that their handshake could speak of each man’s 

distress at the other’s peril. 

 

Carter stepped out of the tent. Jillian saw him and stood perfectly still as she watched him 

approach. He could not take his eyes from her face, but he was all too aware of the red and 

white jellies she twisted so casually on the arrow’s point. He fought to retain his calm, to 

stand against the waves of fear. 

She cast the arrow aside and the bloody orbs gathered sand. 

‘Where is it?’ 

She spoke without emotion and in her voice Carter heard the coldness in her soul that 

allowed her to hold a man and carve his eyes from his skull. The golden threads woven into 

the flesh of her throat shone, and the waves of despair slowly eroded his resolve. 

‘Where is what?’ 

He broke from her gaze and knelt next to the man crumpled at her feet. It was Gogga, 

and Carter almost gagged at the sight of the terrible thing that she had done to him, bloody 

holes where his eyes had been. Gogga clung to him, pleading for help. Jillian ignored her 

victim, her attention fixed on Carter. 

‘I know you have it. Tell me where it is.’ 

As she spoke Carter could feel her probe his mind and he had to swallow back bile as 

he resisted the fingers that pressed and prodded in his head. She stood above him, beautiful 

and terrible, dark hair framing an angelic face that held eyes black as coal and cold as 

diamonds. She still wore the casual clothes she had so hurriedly put on before she came down 

the stairs of her house to confront Carter, unaware that the moment marked the beginning of a 

new life, and as he looked up at her from where he knelt and cradled Gogga’s wounded head 

the incongruity of what Jillian had become and the Nike swoosh on her breast somehow 

made her more frightening. 

‘Let me help him. Then I’ll talk to you.’ 

Carter’s voice was much steadier than he felt. She took a step towards him and he 

thought that she would kill him there and then, but after long seconds she said simply, 

‘Hurry.’ 

Carter took Gogga under the arms and raised him up. He was shaking and cold to the 

touch, obviously in deep shock. Blood streamed down his cheeks as he staggered, but Carter 

took the weight of his light, wiry body on his shoulder and helped him into a nearby tent 

where a group of people huddled. They gasped and cried out at the sight of Gogga’s ruined 
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eyes, but quickly came forward to help him and laid him down on the skins that covered the 

sand. Carter placed his hand on Gogga’s chest in a gesture of sympathy, guilt and sorrow. 

 

As Carter carried Gogga into the tent an old woman stumped out of another, oblivious to 

Jillian. Anna Malgas was the oldest member of the clan, with more knowledge of her 

people’s history and customs than she could remember. She saw little and heard less, and she 

moved slowly and painfully. Her age had bent her double and weakened her knees. She was 

thirsty and hoped that one of the clan would give her some water as she was too old to carry 

her own. She hobbled closer and closer but it was only when Jillian’s feet came into her field 

of vision that Anna looked up and saw the dark and cruel soul that had come to the camp. 

Anna started to say a spell to ward off evil but Jillian gripped her throat and squeezed, 

just enough to cut off her breath and silence her. Anna gasped and choked, and her weak 

hands clawed at Jillian’s arm but could do nothing to loosen her grip. Then Anna felt Jillian’s 

mind as it probed her own, the sickening sensation of another consciousness entering her 

thoughts to violate all that she could call hers alone. She writhed with more strength than she 

thought she possessed, but to no avail. Jillian had her at her mercy and she picked through the 

most intimate details of Anna’s humanity as if they were a collection of petty curiosities. 

Tears began to course down Anna’s weathered cheeks and she ran the worst curses she knew 

through her mind so that the witch would read them there. 

Jillian finished with the old woman and dropped Anna to the sand as she had cast aside 

Gogga’s eyes, and the old woman curled up into a tight ball at her feet. Jillian pondered what 

she had read in Anna’s mind. These people’s knowledge and skills were deeper than she had 

imagined, and she realised that even she could learn from them. They knew much about 

things which Jillian herself had only just begun to understand, but most tantalizing of all was 

the knowledge of the place they called the First Order and their belief that it was here that 

humanity and the world itself had their origins. She knew that this was another step on her 

path to understanding what the Union of Orders was. Her desire to fathom the Union let the 

stone slip from her mind once more, and Jillian went to find other minds that she might 

plunder for memories and knowledge. 

 

When Carter came out of the tent Jillian was gone and another victim lay in the sand. He 

hurried forward, filled with guilt for the suffering of these people, and he felt a rush of relief 

as he rolled Anna onto her back and saw that she seemed unharmed. She clung to Carter as he 
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helped her up and took her to another tent, where another huddle of frightened people took 

her from him. 

He found Jillian where she walked slowly amongst the tents as she browsed the minds 

that cowered inside them, looking for interesting things. Rage at her terrible cruelty burned in 

his stomach. As she turned her deadly-beautiful gaze on him she read his emotions, and she 

knew how to unsettle him even more. 

‘Don’t blame me, Carter. It was you who triggered my memory, you who told me of 

my ancestry and awakened my soul.’ She stroked the knot of threads at her throat. ‘All of this 

is on your shoulders.’ 

Carter stared at her in shock. He was a peaceful man who had never intentionally 

harmed any living thing, and to have her blame her atrocities on him raised anger in him such 

as he had never felt before. But he knew that to rise to her bait was too dangerous. She did 

not yet have the stone and he had to retain what little control remained to him. She smiled in 

amusement at the emotions that warred within him. 

‘First, I want to meet the rest of these people. I think that some of them may have 

things that they want to tell me. Then, you and I shall talk about the stone.’ 

‘Please, leave them alone. They have nothing you need.’ 

‘These people know things that you can never hope to grasp.’ She came close to him, 

and leaned towards him with a terrible smile. ‘But I can, and I will. I’ll tear through every 

mind here till I have all that they know, and then, to save their lives, you will give me the 

stone. If you leave or try and trick me, they all die, and then I will find you and you will 

suffer in ways you cannot imagine.’ 

Carter was backed up against the canvas wall of a tent. He had never been so afraid of 

anybody in his life. He knew that Jillian, if the impulse took her, could snuff out his life at 

will. 

She turned away and left him. He almost collapsed, his knees jelly and his heart racing. 

He felt a shaft of pain in his head, and for a moment he feared that maybe she had damaged 

him after all. He realised, though, that it was the immensity of all that had happened in so 

short a time, the profound strain of the past few days, and the absence of sleep but for the 

hallucination-filled coma of the night before. He needed to rest, but how could he? He had to 

do something to help the others. 

But what? What can I do? 
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The Necrosium was woven of the threads of lives cut short, of stories that had come to dire 

conclusion at the hands of Gray and his ancestors. Its warp and weft were the final moments 

of lives ended badly, dyed with pain and loss, anger and fear, and now these threads, these 

tendrils, caressed Necros’s flesh. His new body felt powerful, his muscles alive with 

potential, as if they could and would do whatever he asked of them, without limitations. This 

sense of power was the needle with which he stitched together his own creation myth. 

Am I not like God? To create new life, as I have created the Necrosium, is the work of a 

god. And I have been resurrected by the very life which I drew together. He remembered a 

phrase that described his new state. I am the resurrection and the life. The weaker will do my 

bidding. She will do my bidding. I will make the witch kneel before me and beg for mercy 

before I punish her. He was pleased by the poetic justice in the fact that his rise to godhood 

had been precipitated by his death at her hands. In killing me, she has destroyed herself. 

First, though, he had to find her. 

She will be hunting the man she named, Carter, who has the shaman’s stone. Find one, 

and I will find the other. 

He knew where neither Jillian nor Carter had gone, but the Necrosium could find them. 

It could travel far and fast, in many directions at once, and as soon as part had an answer the 

whole would know. As he willed it, motes of Necrosium broke free and swirled around him 

like a cloud of fireflies, and then the cloud scattered in every direction, unimpeded by walls. 

They would search ceaselessly till they found their quarry. All Necros had to do was wait. 
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No joy remained in the camp. Jillian’s presence cast a shadow of hopelessness that leached 

colour and light from the world. Carter was on edge and tense with fear for his life and the 

lives of the Bushmen, and yet the desire that Jillian provoked in him, the breathless desire, 

swamped his mind as he watched her, and he could not put it from him. As he accompanied 

her around the camp he felt the unbearable tension between his lust and his dread of her draw 

ever tauter. 

A few of her victims resisted but she was too strong and Carter could only watch 

helplessly as she raped each of their minds and tore from them their final independence, their 

knowledge. She was particularly gratified with the shape-shifting tricks she took from the 

eyeless Gogga, who groaned once in despair and gave up all his secrets. She forced a path 

through the minds of the Bushmen, searching for their knowledge. She hunted through their 

spiritual landscape, mined it for all its bounty, consumed it all. Carter pleaded with her, 

begged her, but he could not prevent her invasion. She enjoyed watching him try to stop her, 

ever more desperate, and she sensed that he had ungovernable feelings for her. She took 

further pleasure from the knowledge that these feelings became stronger with every moment, 

and in spite of the repulsion he felt for what she was doing. 

Jillian had begun to understand why Emily had abandoned her northern home and come 

to South Africa. There was power here, great power. She knew, now, that Gray had been 

right, that she had been a fool to ignore the stone, but she had been newborn and glorying in 

her rebirth. Now, she was learning, and learning such things. In the minds of the dancers who 

had journeyed with Dawid and Carter she read of an imprisoned god. She remembered the 

bargain she had struck with the wrinkled man and she began to wonder about purpose, and 

why the knot had been returned to her. 

Foremost in her thoughts, though, was the idea of the Union of Orders. These words 

seemed ever more significant, ever more full of the promise of great things. Once she had 

finished plundering the minds of the Bushmen she would follow that promise back to its 

source, the Drakensberg mountains, and she would uncover the fantastic things hidden there. 

As he followed Jillian through the camp Carter looked out for Dawid, but he had 

vanished. Nobody mentioned him, and Carter feared to in case Jillian should become 

interested in him. 
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That night, Carter was alone in Dawid’s tent when Jillian came in. He was sitting on the floor 

of skins in the weak light of a paraffin lamp, preparing a pipe in the hope that the smoke 

would relax his mind long enough to permit him some rest. A thrill went through him as he 

saw her, twin currents of fear and excitement. She moved with effortless grace and  Carter’s 

breath caught in his throat as his resistance to the horror of her slipped against his desire for 

her. 

Her eyes scanned the floor of sand and skins, the doorless cupboard, the metal trunk 

and the rickety table upon which rested Dawid’s book, and he knew that she was looking for 

the stone. She moved around the tent until she stood over Carter, forcing him to look up to 

see her face. He gestured for her to sit with a hand whose tremor was covered only by the 

motion of the gesture, and was surprised when she did. She looked into his eyes with 

expectation and as he groped for words Carter felt as awkward as a teenager alone with the 

prettiest girl in the school. Such mundane sensibilities fled his mind as she smiled a smile that 

did not warm her eyes and he saw the part of her that had mutilated Gogga. Then she was in 

his head, he could feel her as she pulled at his thoughts, and he knew he had to distract her 

somehow. 

‘What do you want?’ 

‘You know what I want. And I know that you will give it to me.’ 

In spite of the monstrosities of which he knew she was capable, the nearness of her set 

his pulse pounding desire in his ears. She knew that she affected him, but she hadn’t expected 

to be aroused in turn. She looked at him and he smiled nervously. His smile faltered under 

her frank appraisal, half certain she was deciding how to dispose of him after she had 

wrenched all the information she could from his mind. 

Since her change she felt a detachment from humanity, a freedom from cares about 

other people, from their opinions and from fears of what they might do to her, and a release 

from the torturous round of petty social niceties that make up human relations. Most of all 

she had exulted at the prospect of never again having to give anything of herself up for, or to, 

anybody. Now, though, something tugged at her. She wanted something. Carter. As she 

looked at him, the features that had appeared disproportionate to her before seemed more 

pleasingly aligned, as if she had learned some new sense of their balance. She wanted him 

and she would have him, and for the first time she would be the one who took. Matt had 

always been smug after they made love, self-satisfied, knowing she loved him. Now, she 

would give away nothing. 
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She stood up and gestured for Carter to do the same. He laid the pipe aside and obeyed. 

She moved closer to him and he swallowed nervously. She looked into his eyes but he could 

read nothing there. She began to undress him. His eyes were fixed on her face, on her dark 

eyes, calm as she stripped him without a hint of passion or heat. Soon he stood naked before 

her. She looked him up and down, studying his body. He was lean and hard, and pleased her. 

She stepped back and began to undress herself. He watched her as she revealed her body to 

him. Her shirt slid up, and he saw how the golden threads had woven themselves into her 

flesh, radiating out from the knot embedded at her throat. They ran over her firm breasts, 

large for her small body, the nipples small and dark, hardening as the desert’s cool night air 

tickled them. He was surprised to see the tattoo that cut across her skin, its own intricate 

knots and lines of black reaching around from her back and over her ribs and shoulders to 

flow under her breasts and down towards her waist, and everywhere interlaced with the 

golden threads. 

She kicked off her shoes and unbuttoned her jeans. She wore no panties and his heart 

tripped as he saw that she was clean-shaven. She came closer to Carter, so that tip of his penis 

touched her stomach. She reached for it with one hand while the other slid behind his head 

and drew it down, bringing his mouth to hers. As their breaths mingled he felt a surge rush 

through his body, a warm electricity that flowed into every muscle and nerve. She pushed 

him down to the floor of skins and stood over him as he lay on his back. She placed a foot on 

either side of him and squatted down, guiding him into her with her hand. She slid down over 

him and began to ride him while he lay and gazed up at her magnificence, her dark hair 

framing her beautiful and terrible face. His eyes wandered over her body, over the full breasts 

that rose and fell as she worked, over the threads and the ink that seemed to shift and move in 

their own rhythm as they coupled, and down to their point of union, where he could see 

himself disappearing into her. There was an urgency to her … lovemaking? No, not that. But 

not fucking either. They were joined in a communion to which he could put no words, and 

which felt like nothing he had ever experienced. There had been others before her, many 

others, but none of those had captured him as she did now, none had excited him enough for 

him to feel that perhaps there was something deeper than sex between them. There had 

always been a sense of incompleteness, of something missing, but now he felt that perhaps it 

was she for whom he had been waiting, that she was the one. 

The sensations that washed through him as her softness stroked his hardness were 

almost indescribable, waves of ecstasy tempered by the melancholy of the infinite. And he 

saw her, a dark queen, her rule unquestioned, immortal and omnipotent. His soul trembled at 
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the realization that he was nothing in comparison, a mote upon a speck in immeasurable 

space, and his sensation-soaked mind wondered what it meant that this terrible woman was 

the one he had been waiting for, wondered what it meant for who and what he was, and 

waves of terror crashed over him at the same time as waves of pleasure washed through him 

as he came inside her. Her mouth was open in a rictus of ecstasy and her eyes wide and dark, 

so dark. She shuddered once, threw her head back and arched her spine, then she looked 

down at him and he could read nothing in her blank stare. She raised herself up and stood 

over him, staring down at him. He felt warm wetness on his stomach and looked. His semen 

was dripping out of her and back onto him, and the expression on her face was one of 

satisfaction. 

‘Do you love me?’ she asked him, and her eyes mocked him where he lay below her. 

He made no reply, but turned away from her gaze and reached for an old towel, one of 

Dawid’s meagre possessions, with which he began to wipe the stickiness from himself. She 

stood over him and he knew then what it was to be used. Perhaps he had been willing, but at 

the same time he could not help but wonder what would have happened had he pushed her 

from him, rejected her. He felt his anger return. As he stood up and began to dress he wanted 

to get to her somehow, to take some small revenge, and he knew that the only way he had of 

doing this was to speak of the stone, to goad her with the thing she wanted but could not find, 

her only impotence. 

‘Do you even know why you want the stone?’ 

She narrowed her eyes. 

‘For the power it holds.’ 

‘But what use is it to you? You are already powerful beyond imagining. Why are you 

interested in a little stone?’ 

She stared at Carter, unblinking. She remembered the journey into the cave clearly 

now, the journey with Matt that had been the starting point of all this, and a tingle of 

suspicion began to ring in her head. 

Who would give up such power so easily? The little man’s words came back to her: 

Carry something for me. 

Carter read doubt on her face, and he felt a flush of excitement as he began to make 

connections. 

‘It was the Trickster who gave you the pendant. Kaggen, the most powerful of the 

Bushman gods. He’s using you. Somehow, he’s using you. I just can’t figure out … the stone 

is a door, but why would he think that you would free him?’ 
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There was a flash in her eyes and Carter knew he had said too much. 

‘A door? What do you mean?’ 

Carter stuttered, groped for an answer. His concentration had lapsed and in that mistake 

was a confession that he had been keeping things from her. This gave her an opening through 

which to probe his mind and he felt hooked fingers claw at his thoughts, and knew he could 

not hold out for long. She focused her efforts and he faltered as she gained a firm grasp on the 

frayed edges of his mental defences. Her eyes locked on his and he was unable to break away 

He could only stare into her beautiful face. 

Her face …. 

A pale green light was cast over her features. She saw the same light on him, and they 

realised that the whole tent was suffused with a sickly glow that came from tiny green specks 

like fireflies, hundreds, thousands of them that swarmed the roof of the tent. They were 

agitated, and they swooped and swerved like a flock of birds. Carter was forgotten as Jillian 

watched their flight. 

‘I have been found,’ she said. ‘But by whom?’ 

The answer came to her instantly. 

‘Gray is not dead. He found some power after all.’ She cocked her head as she read 

something of the fireflies’ uncommon nature in their flight. ‘Or maybe some power found 

him.’ 

Carter did not know who she was talking about. He dared a question. 

‘What are they?’ 

Jillian was not about to admit that she did not know what they were. She was only too 

aware of their purpose, though, and she was enraged by Gray’s presumption that even now he 

could carry on his family’s tradition of spying on hers. She knew that he wanted her knot, and 

she knew that he would come after her now that he knew where she was. 

Let him come, she thought, and I will teach him a lesson in respect. 

She turned back to Carter, and he knew that it was over. 

‘I want the stone, and you will give it to me. Now.’ 

She launched a sudden and ferocious attack on his mind, and through the pain he 

summoned the last of his strength in a desperate bid to mask his thoughts. 
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Necros stalked through the Acquisition, stroking a piece here, lifting another that held 

particularly fond memories. Though he was no longer the man who had gathered these things 

he was filled with the hollow love of possession. They were all his and they had brought him 

the Necrosium, a power that would help him acquire the ultimate prize, the Maystar Knot, 

and to add its strength to his own. The thought filled him with something purer than joy, an 

emotion that he could not name but which he knew was rooted in the certainty of the 

fulfilment of his destiny. He could see so much more now and he thought with contempt of 

how his ancestor had missed the possibilities before him, blinded by his fear. 

Necros’s red-raw flesh wept fat drops of dark blood and he raised his hand to wipe 

them away. His fingers stroked the ruin of his face, and he knew he seemed a monster, but 

what divine thing would not seem so to mortal eyes? 

The day will come when those who would run from me now will kneel at my feet and 

beg for my blessings. 

He imagined himself raised up, the knot around his neck as the crowds roared their 

love. His reverie was interrupted by the whispering of his messengers. The Necrosium had 

found the witch, and Carter with her. 

Together? Then why does he live? And why does she not already have the stone? 

The Necrosium’s whispers grew in intensity. Necros listened to its offers and he knew 

then that this strange stuff was indeed a reward from God, the mark of divine gratitude, for 

who and what else could grant the gift of flight? He gathered his robe around himself, fold 

over fold, and drew the bleak power of the Necrosium inwards. His joy grew as he listened to 

its seeping promises. It would carry him to his quarry. He felt a surge of energy and he was 

through the walls of Draco as if they were no more than hallucinations, and then he was 

flying through the night air on phosphorescent wings of malevolence. 
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The motes of Necrosium flitted and darted under the canvas roof, agitated and restless, and 

Jillian felt a building anger at Gray that distracted her as she tried to loosen Carter’s grip on 

his thoughts. 

He dares to pursue me, even though he knows what I am capable of. He has 

experienced it first-hand. She thought back to the basement of the Draco building and what 

she had done to Victory Gray, and she was certain that she had killed him. And yet he lives. 

Why did this … thing … choose him? What is it, and what has it made of him? 

As she asked herself the question she knew the answer. It had chosen him because it 

and Gray were of the same nature. They were both things of death. For the first time, Jillian 

felt doubt. 

Can I destroy that which I have destroyed once before? Can I kill the dead? Am I 

vulnerable? 

As quickly as these thoughts ran through her mind, so she banished them. He would 

come and she would destroy him once more, new power or no. 

Before that battle, though, she had business to finish here. Carter saw her face darken as 

she turned to him and he steeled himself, and gathered his courage. 

‘Where is my stone?’ 

‘It’s not yours. You will never have it.’ 

His defiance was too much for her and she reached for him to tear him apart. 

A dart sang through the air and pierced her. She looked down in surprise and saw four 

more enter her naked flesh. More flew as she looked up to see where they were coming from. 

Four of the men of the clan stood in the doorway, bows bent. Distracted by Carter she had let 

them close in on her, and now they loosed more arrows, all of which found their mark in her. 

She stared in disbelief. 

First Gray, and now these vermin, behaving as if I am some common enemy to be 

pursued and attacked. Enough. 

A raging fire lit inside her, the arrows fell from her body and she dropped Carter as she 

went to teach respect to those who failed to recognise her potency. 

Carter quickly dragged his jeans on and followed her from the tent, sick with the 

knowledge of what she would surely do. By the time he got outside she had already begun. 

She seized the person nearest her and he was paralyzed and helpless as she stripped him of all 

he knew, of all he was. Then once she had drained him she pressed his brain to a pulp inside 
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his skull and let the body fall to the sand as she turned to the next. Some ran, but they did not 

get far. 

Carter felt hollow. He knew that he had brought this devastation upon the clan and that 

there was nothing he could do to stop it. A cacophony of screams rose as she caught and 

crushed men, women and children alike. Carter knew there was only one thing he could do. 

He had to get the stone away from her. If they must die then at the least the distraction of 

their deaths could allow him to get the stone away. He would take it and run. 

Run where? He knew the answer. The Drakensberg. I have to take the stone to the 

mountains, back to where this began. 

He ran back to Dawid’s hut and quickly pulled on his boots and his shirt. Then he dug 

the stone from its hiding place. He kept it wrapped in the protection of Dawid’s herbs as he 

left the tent, and prayed that Jillian would not see him. A drawn-out wail told him she was 

nearby. 

Now or never. 

He bolted for the Jeep, swung himself in and gunned the engine. He put his foot down 

and raced away from the camp, the tyres spinning up long feathers of sand. 
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Dawid hid in the sand and waited for the horror to pass through the nameless settlement that 

had been his home. In his trance state he had seen its approach, and he knew that there was 

nothing he could do to avert its course. Even so, as Jillian murdered his clan it was all he 

could do to stop himself from sacrificing himself in a futile attempt to prevent her genocide. 

But the dance had shown him that he had some role yet to play, that there were things he 

must yet do if the Second Order was to survive. He knew that if he tried to stop her he would 

die, and in doing so he would give up much more than just his own life. And yet he could 

imagine no greater misery than this, to bear helpless witness to the murder of his entire clan, 

all his friends and relatives, the end of his world. With a cold stone of grief in his stomach 

and tears running down his cheeks, he turned away and ran into the desert, away from the 

home that had become a place of slaughter. 

Dawid stumbled through the desert, beset by spirits or demons that cried out to him and 

hounded him through the wilderness. His mind was numb and tears clouded his vision, and 

he paid no mind to where he was going as the dying screams of his people tormented him 

with the knowledge that he was the only one left, the last remaining member of his clan. 

There were other clans of Bushmen, but they were to him as Briton was to American, similar 

yet far from the same. He was the last to speak his language, the last to remember the tales 

and history, the myths and secrets. He was alone. Even amongst billions of other humans, 

there was now no other such as he. 

 

Carter kept his foot down until he was certain that Jillian had not pursued him. As he slowed 

the vehicle the adrenaline that had coursed through him began to wear off. His hands began 

to shake, his legs felt like rubber and he had to stop the Jeep and climb out. 

The desert was silence, sand and stunted shrubs. There was no movement in the 

darkness, nothing to suggest life. Vast and empty though it was, the desert seemed to enclose 

him, claustrophobic. Its horizon was a wall that trapped him and from which there could be 

no escape. The world he knew was gone and the one that had taken its place was treacherous, 

and he suffered a moment of absolute despair at the thought of the life he had lost, the life to 

which he knew there could be no return. There was no escaping the knowledge he now had, 

the knowledge that the barrier between myth and reality was porous and that there were 

miracles, gods and monsters in the world. 
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He knew he could not give in to despondency, and with a great effort of will he pushed 

his dejection aside. 

I will go to the Drakensberg, and I will find … something. There will be something 

there, some sort of answer. I mean, this is a whole new world. There really is a supernatural! 

If what I’ve already seen can be true, then what else is out there? 

It was hard to deal with the destruction of his certainties, harder still to deal with the 

fear spawned by the horrors he had witnessed and those he guessed were still to come. But at 

the same time, knowing that there was more than the everyday opened a world, a universe of 

possibilities. He felt a surge of excitement the equal of his terror, and he was lightheaded with 

the intensity of it all. 

Maybe death is not the end, maybe the stars are the toys of immortals. Maybe gravity is 

an illusion and all the horrible things I have seen will teach me to fly, because they free me 

from my belief in my earthbound nature. Maybe …. 

The potentials of his new state flooded through him and the closeness of the desert fell 

back. He breathed more easily, and he saw a flicker of hope in the surrounding darkness. He 

realised, then, that part of the hollow feeling in his stomach was just that. 

I haven’t eaten since …. 

He couldn’t remember. Eating seemed almost petty given the magnitude of what he had 

seen and done over the past days. But his body needed fuel if he was to carry on down this 

hazardous road which he had somehow chosen. 

He took a last, long look up at the stars and climbed back into the Jeep, his legs firm 

once more. He soon found the road back to Bitterwater, and stopped briefly in the town to 

buy some food and water and fill the Jeep with diesel before he began the long drive to the 

Drakensberg. 

 

By the time Jillian realised Carter was gone it was too late. The anger that had blinded her to 

his escape flared again but she pushed it aside. There was nobody left on whom to unleash it. 

The broken bodies of men, women and children lay scattered throughout the camp. Blood 

stained the sand, and the air seemed yet to quaver with the screams of the dying. But the 

sound that stayed with her, the sound that brought her the most satisfaction at her newfound 

strength, was that of breaking bone. The brittle snap, followed by the rush of blood as the 

shattered bone pierced flesh, was to her the most effective illustration of her power and of the 

weakness she had left behind, of the frailty of the human body that she would suffer no more. 
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She was glutted on violence and the knowledge that she had stolen, she felt as if she had 

eaten her fill and she wanted to rest. But there would be no time. 

Necros landed softly, out of her sight, and he moved swiftly while she was still 

oblivious to his presence. He sent the Necrosium to hold her and it had her before she could 

react. Ropes of it pinned her arms and bound her legs and though she struggled with all her 

might yet she could not break these fetters, woven from the deaths of hundreds. They turned 

her to face what it was that had pursued her from the place where she had left Victor Gray. It 

grinned at her, its mouth a hole that gaped in the raw meat of its face. 

‘Gray?’ 

‘No. He is gone. I am Necros the Purifier. I am Necros, your god.’ 

Jillian remembered Draco, the shelves and the massed Acquisition. She remembered 

the misery that had shrouded the place, and now she recognised her error. 

I felt the power there. It seemed so weak, so unformed, but I should have guessed it 

would take the one who had created it and worshipped it. I broke Gray, and this … stuff … 

whatever it is, took his body and made it into a creature of death. 

She realised that whatever he was, god or not, he was too much for the living to 

overcome, even one with her strength. But even as he held her, she felt no fear. She found his 

eyes amidst the gore and held his gaze. 

‘You are no god,’ she said. 

She unleashed her will on him but he watched her, unflinching. 

‘Your tricks no longer work on me. I am protected.’ The Necrosium seeped and dripped 

and crawled over Jillian. ‘And now I will have your knot too.’ 

Tendrils reached to strip the threads from her but as they touched the knot it sent a blast 

of power into them and they fell to the ground, where they writhed as they dissolved into a 

paste that stank of burned and rotting flesh. Necros roared in pain, but he recovered quickly. 

He surged at Jillian and her screams were a coda to the cries of the clan. Soon Necros held 

her hand in his, as well as part of her forearm, torn from her to leave a ragged and bleeding 

stump. She looked in disbelief at her own broken bones that protruded, now, from her flesh. 

‘You took one of my limbs, so I have taken yours,’ he hissed. 

Jillian had been caught by surprise and she had paid for her overconfidence. The pain 

was incredible and she knew that her only chance was to shut it out. She refused to be beaten 

by this monster of her own accidental creation. As Necros tossed her hand aside and lunged 

to tear at her again she gathered her strength and channelled all the force that she could 

muster through her pain. She released it through the knot and a flare of light engulfed Necros. 
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He roared in agony as his flesh burned and blistered and his eyes cooked in his skull. He fell, 

blind and still roaring, and the Necrosium recoiled from her to return to its vessel and heal its 

wounds. 

Free, Jillian stood shakily. Without thinking she spoke a word of healing that flew from 

her mouth and closed her wound to a blackened stump. Necros was distracted but he would 

soon recover and she was weakened. She despised the necessity, but she would have to flee 

from him. She cradled her arm as she ran from the camp and into the desert. 

 

Jillian ran on over the dunes until she was sure she was far enough away, and then she 

stopped and whispered words that hid her from any sight, even that of monsters. She needed 

to heal, but she could not waste too much time. She had to get the stone. Despite her threats, 

Carter had taken it and run from her. 

I warned him what would happen if he betrayed me. When I catch him … 

She looked at her damaged limb and she was filled with anger at this insult and the 

delay it had forced on her, but through her anger she felt the Animus move within her and 

knew that she could heal herself. She willed it, and felt it flow to her damaged arm, and she 

watched as it began to knit her flesh anew. Bones, sinew, tendons and muscle formed before 

her eyes as the Animus made a new hand to replace the one she had lost. Even before it was 

complete she could flex it and watch the bones of her new fingers open and close, the tendons 

tense and relax. Blood swirled without dripping and flowed like mercury over the flesh, 

soothing the exposed meat. There was pain, a lot of pain, and she felt a fleeting moment of 

terror at the sight, but she bore the pain and the fear faded beneath her pride at this miracle 

she had wrought. 

Her thoughts turned to the one who had hurt her. 

Necros, he calls himself. He thinks he is a god. Maybe he is, but surely power such as 

mine, the power to weave flesh, is enough to destroy him? If I can remake myself then surely I 

can unmake him, whatever he is? He took me by surprise. That will never happen again. A 

gallery of revenges flowed through her mind, but none seemed original. I will not plan. I will 

wait. Our paths are entangled now. We will meet again, and when that time comes I will 

know what end I want for him. 

In the back of her mind, though, she still wondered at the formidable strength he now 

possessed. 

She rested, and her thoughts turned to what she had learned from the Bushmen. She had 

been surprised by the profound depths of their understanding and beliefs, the ways in which 
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they thought about themselves, about their humanity and where they had come from. Each 

had a different imagining of how the Earth had formed and where people had come from, but 

there was a theme that ran through all of the images. Once, there had been a single world but 

that world had split, and from it there had been born a second. 

But a broken thing can be repaired, she thought. The Union of Orders. 

She turned the phrase over in her mind and remembered the accusation of betrayal 

Leigh’s ‘creature’ had levelled at Emily. Jillian spoke to her ancestors. 

What is the Union? What part has our family to play in it. What am I to do? 

She knew from Carter’s slip that the stone was a door. 

A door to what? Or a door for what? And how is it to be opened? 

There were so many things she had yet to discover, not least of which was herself. 

I am so much more than I was before. 

She watched as the last layers of skin were laid down and her arm was made whole 

once more. She held her left hand up beside the new one. The old one was weathered by life 

while the new was marble white, smooth and flawless. She flexed it and felt the strength of 

the new muscles. 

Perfect. 

It was exquisite. And it was strong, far stronger than her old hand. Better than her old 

hand. 

She stared at her remade limb, and pondered.
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Dawid’s legs carried him through the night and into the rising heat of the next day, until 

finally his spirit could drive him no further. He sat in the shade of a thorn tree, propped 

himself up against the tree’s trunk, its skin dry and cracked, and looked around at the desert 

with which he was so intimately familiar. This had been his home for his entire life but now, 

with the death of his clan, it had become a strange and unfriendly place. He gasped with an 

upwelling of emotion, felt himself smothered by hopelessness, and his tears fell to the sand to 

vanish into its thirst. 

As the day wore once more into evening the sun sank towards the western horizon and 

the desert cooled quickly. A lead weight had settled in his stomach and despite the knowledge 

that a great task lay ahead of him, Dawid could find nothing within him to spur him on. The 

sights and sounds of his people’s dying echoed in his mind and he groaned and closed his 

eyes and dug his fingers into the sand so that it slipped through his fingers like the sanity he 

felt he might lose to his grief. 

His fingers touched something hard under the surface. He drew it from the sand, and in 

his palm lay a fragment of ostrich shell. As he turned it over he saw that it had been 

decorated, a thin line of red scored across it. He laid the shard in his lap and dug his fingers 

into the sand once more. Soon he found another shard, and then a third. Then, digging a little 

way from the eggshell pieces, his fingers closed on something smooth and cylindrical. He 

lifted it from the sand and saw a brass cylinder, blackened inside from the burning of the 

tobacco which had been smoked through it. It was a pipe made from a spent heavy-calibre 

shell, one of the thousands upon thousands of such shells that littered the military proving 

grounds of the area, or that could have been brought back from the Border War by one of the 

Bushmen who had been favoured as trackers by the apartheid-era South African military. 

He found more egg shards, then some beads, and then the two halves of a snapped 

arrow. The broken arrow confirmed what Dawid had begun to suspect, for it was too valuable 

to have been given up for any other reason. This was a grave. The place where he had lain 

himself down to grieve, the one place in the desert where he had shed his tears for the deaths 

of his people, was the site of the burial of some member of the Bushman clans who had 

wandered here for thousands of years. Grave sites were places of ill-fortune and ordinarily he 

would have immediately fled, but now he sat calm. 

What more can happen to me, except for my own death? And I could almost welcome 

that now. 
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With an effort of will he forced himself to turn his thoughts to the people who had 

made this grave. He wondered if there were other graves nearby. In the gathering darkness he 

began to sift through the sand and he soon found more fragments. These had been the 

possessions of the grave’s occupant, shattered then scattered over the grave because that 

which was broken in the world of men would be whole in the spirit world, and so the dead 

could make use of them once more. As the sun sank below the horizon he began to imagine 

what might have happened here. 

Once, a clan had lived here. They had faced some disaster, a shortage of food or water, 

which forced them to go in search of fresh resources. But some were too old to follow and so, 

in the way of such things, these three or four had remained at the camp to await the return of 

the others. But the return had been too late. The old ones had died, and all that remained for 

the young to do was to bury the bodies, sitting upright and facing the land of the dead in the 

eastern sky, and then to leave them once more in sole possession of the camp site. 

As the desert around him was erased by the night Dawid stared out into the darkness 

and knew that death waited hidden there, that it had followed him as he fled the slaughter. It 

beckoned to him to join with it. But he would not go. He decided then that he would not leave 

this world until he had given death a gift, the life of the woman, the witch, who had destroyed 

his family and his home. Only once that gift had been made would death persuade him into 

its embrace. The slaughter of his people was a hurt that would never heal, but he would have 

his retribution before he would allow himself to find some sort of peace. The shaman Dawid 

Kleinbooi felt the twin powers of his will and his knowledge stir within him as he looked to 

the east, to the mountains where the Trickster god was imprisoned. 
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As Necros pulled himself to his feet the Necrosium swirled around him and soothed the last 

places where his flesh still burned. The camp was quiet and still, empty but for corpses. He 

considered his next move. 

The witch will pursue the human. And where will the human go? He has the stone, so 

he will go where the stone most matters. The mountains. He will take the stone to the 

mountains because he has no other choice. 

Necros gathered his veil of death about him, rose from the Earth, and began his journey 

to the mountains. 

 

Somewhere between worlds, Kaggen the Trickster watched from his prison. His rage was 

incalculable but the rock held him firmly, the door to his prison shut and locked beyond even 

his powers. Even so, he could see into the world of humans and extend some influence into it. 

Now, the Trickster sensed the approach of the stone, the key to his prison. 

Soon I will be free. I will enter the human world and I will reunite it with mine and 

make it whole again. Humans will once more become what they were meant to be. I will melt 

them back into their true nature, and they will serve us once more. 

Kaggen called to the human who carried the key, and turned his path towards him. 

 

Carter had been driving for hours but the road stretched nearly the breadth of the country and 

he had a long way still to go before he reached the Drakensberg. He was exhausted, and as 

the road’s pitted and potholed surface ran ahead of him the white lines were sometimes so 

faded that they vanished entirely and broke the hypnosis of staring at them so that he blinked 

and shook sleep from his head. 

He stopped at a fork in the road. He had no map and he was unsure which way to go. 

He looked left and that road held no appeal. Turning right seemed like a good idea. He went 

right, and was rewarded with a sense of contentment. 
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Jillian’s new limb was pale as marble, fine-veined with blue where the blood vessels showed 

through the flawless skin. She flexed the hand and forearm and felt the strength there, much 

greater than that of the limb she had lost or the other that remained to her. 

I can remake myself, better and stronger than before. 

The Maystar line had nurtured the Animus, the core of their being, through their many 

generations, a line of descent so ancient that it made infants of the Grays. Now, as Jillian 

began to realise the depths of its potential, of her potential, she felt no restraint. She could see 

no reason not to use this power at her whim. It gave her the ability to do great and terrible 

things, and the sense of power had freed her from the fetters of conscience. 

There was only one thing that marred her feeling of freedom and strength. Gray. Or 

Necros, as he called himself now, after the Necrosium that gave him his power. She had read 

that name, Necrosium, through a narrow crack in his mind, and she saw that the Animus, her 

Animus, was opposed to the Necrosium as day is to night. She and Necros were mortal 

enemies, opposing forces, their fates entwined. 

And he is stronger than I am. 

She studied and flexed her new limb, and her thoughts turned to a bold ambition. 

Can I remake myself in this stronger, better form? How would I do that? A limb torn 

from a body is one thing, but what about my head, what about my heart? And what about my 

consciousness? Can these be remade, as my arm was? Or would to try be the end of me? 

As she pondered these questions she felt the Animus stir with energy and urgency, 

willing her to action, and in its urging she knew that she could be remade, that it was possible 

for this force to make her whole once more and stronger, to do for her whole body what it had 

done for her arm. The Animus was the heart of her and the foundation of what she was 

becoming. It was the core around which her flesh could grow, and now was the time to peel 

away the old to make way for the new. But how to tear away the shell to reveal the essence? 

The inevitable agony was not a concern. It was a small price to pay to be reborn a superior 

being, and that for the second time, for this would be a physical rebirth to match the spiritual 

one that had come with the untying of the knot. The means, that was the only question. 

How? 

The Animus tugged at her, communicating its desire, and she turned to face the 

direction in which it urged her, west, across the sand and towards the distant sea. 
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‘Why?’ she asked, and in response it surged so that she gasped and took an involuntary 

step in the direction of its insistence. She was to be given neither choice nor explanation. She 

pushed aside the few doubts that remained, and allowed the Animus to become the executor 

of her fate. 

Two hours later, she walked through the burning sand. She had drunk nothing, eaten 

nothing, and yet she felt no deprivation. The Animus provided for her, it sustained her body 

and mind, and she willingly gave herself over to it in exchange for what it promised. She 

heard a sound on the desert air, a rumbling through the silence, some great thing moving 

nearby, and as its noise reached her the Animus spurred her on towards it. She picked up her 

pace and crested a ridge from where she looked down onto a flat plane over which there 

trundled a massive, rusted centipede, a freight train. It rumbled through the desert, its many 

wheels the source of the low thunder that had drawn the Animus here. Its excitement was 

alive in her gut, and she began to run. 

She caught the slow-moving train easily and ran alongside it, dwarfed by the high sides 

of the wagons. Her eyes locked on the heavy steel wheels where their spinning edges gripped 

the rails. A moment of doubt caused her stride to falter as she gazed at the massive wheels 

singing along the tracks and a spike of fear drove up from her bowels, but the Animus pushed 

her fear down and its promises drowned out the thunder of the train, promises of perfection 

and of power beyond imagining. With a scream of terror and anticipation, she threw herself 

onto the track between two sets of wheels. 

An instant later the first wheel to reach her cut her in half. It sliced through her and 

threw the top half of her body up against the bottom of the carriage, smashed her face, erased 

her features. Her torso bounced back down onto the track and was picked up by the train’s 

momentum. An arm was cut off across the shoulder, and the force of the cut swung her body 

back into the wheels. Her head was torn off in an instant and her torso was mangled by 

another set of wheels. The train rumbled on, and she was destroyed. 

In the train’s wake a red stain spread over long metres of rock and sand. Blood mixed 

with sand, bone and hair, chunks of flesh lay strewn across the desert, miracle food for ants 

and maggots. In the middle of the track, unrecognizable as female, barely recognizable as 

human, lay Jillian’s torso. Shards of bone protruded where they had shattered and sliced 

outwards. Ropes of her gut streamed down the path along which she had been dragged. Her 

head lay nearby, tatters of flesh hanging from the neck around three or four protruding 

vertebrae, her features unrecognizable. And so she lay. The sun beat down and thickened her 
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blood to a dark crust. Nothing stirred in the heat haze, no creature moved and there was no 

sound other than the hiss of wind-blown sand. 

And then began the miracle upon which she had pinned her survival. There was a 

cracking sound, a pause, another crack, and the shattered ends of her ribs began to push 

through her torn flesh, her chest opened like a bloody flower to reveal the vermillion within. 

Her organs had been liquefied by the massive impacts and a grisly soup filled her chest 

cavity. Streaks and shimmers started a slow dance as the gore began to move like oil coming 

to the boil. It quickly picked up speed and bulged outwards, stretching as something pushed 

against the blood’s thin, elastic skin, then the skin split and a ball of writhing crimson threads 

rose from Jillian’s chest. The heart of the Maystar Animus rose above the empty corpse like a 

butterfly rising from its pupa, and set about its work. 

It began to spin and filaments of it whipped out, only a few at first, but soon there were 

hundreds, thousands of fine scarlet threads in the air. They flailed, but not without purpose 

and they began to link, to coil and knot in twists and tangles, seeking a pattern. A form began 

to take shape around the central mass, a thickening in the swirling red cloud as the filaments 

wove the beginnings of a shell of flesh and bone. Jillian’s rebirth began in earnest. Bones 

first, gleaming white through the gore. Soon the frame was ready and the Animus begin to 

hang new flesh upon it. Tendons and muscle, veins and organs, arteries and cartilage all 

began to take their place as the Animus conjured them from its own body, knitting them from 

its own stuff. She would belong to it as daughter belonged to mother, and more, she would be 

a miracle, for what mother besides this could fashion such a child from her own flesh, could 

take pieces of herself and mould a new life without congress with another? None. She would 

be the child of a true virgin birth, a singular conception without womb, egg or seed. 

Limbs, torso, head all began to cohere from the chaos of threads. The skull formed and 

before even it covered the grey-yellow of the crenellated brain the jaw dropped to release a 

silent scream of anguish at the terrible pain of remaking. The body was held fast in the grip of 

genesis or it would have flailed and flopped on the ground with the agony of a gutted fish. 

More flesh, bone, tendon and nerve was laid with every second and soon enough of lungs, 

throat and mouth were made for the silent scream to erupt as a tortured wail, the first scream 

of birth rising from the unfinished throat to fill the desert landscape and trigger avalanches of 

sand that hissed on the surrounding dunes. 

The scream was an accompaniment to the final knitting together, the last stitches of 

flesh to bone and tendon to muscle, and as it died away in gasping breaths new eyes opened 

and looked for the first time upon the world. Soon she was complete save for skin, a flayed 
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beauty that stood in the sand and stretched muscles, tested limbs, found her voice and ordered 

her thoughts. Skin began to form, marble white, supple and strong. She studied herself, and 

exalted in the form the Animus had given her. She looked the same, the same face, the same 

grace of limb and breast, but anybody who saw her would be struck by the brightness of her. 

Her rebirth complete, she stood in the sand naked as the day of her first birth, and as 

unblemished. She knew that her tattoo was gone, and she did not miss it for a second. The 

hole that had been inside her since her mother’s death had been filled to overflowing by the 

Animus. The miracle knot was woven once more about her throat, through her new flesh, its 

golden threads rippled in and out of her, and now it reached over the whole of her torso, and 

up her neck towards her face. 

She tested her new limbs, her new body. She opened and closed a hand, stretched the 

toes of a foot downwards. Then she arched her back and stretched upwards towards the sky 

with a calm ecstasy. She stood naked, exposed to a vast wilderness, and felt absolute security. 

A gentle wind blew sand against her and she delighted in the sensation, every grain a tender 

touch on her new skin. 

She looked into the desert and sent her sight over the dunes to find the train on its 

ponderous progress. Its driver was the only human on board and he had no idea of the role he 

had played in her rebirth. Had anybody told Frik Lombard of the events in which he had 

played an unwitting part he would have damned them for their un-Christian lies and gone 

about his business muttering self-righteous indignation. It was well for him that he was out of 

her reach. She felt strong, vital, even more so than after she had first awakened to the power 

within her, and she knew that soon she would be able to pluck eyes from such distant sockets 

by sending her will to do the job for her. Soon, but not quite yet. 

Without so much as a glance at the ruin of her old body she began to walk. She was 

now thrice-born, to her mother, to the knot, and now to the Animus, a trinity unto herself. Her 

Animus sang a celebration of her birth and urged her on towards her destiny, towards a 

meeting with forces that could extend to her the power to complete her ascension. 

She followed the tracks and the train, and her new eyes scanned the world around her, 

unhurried, as she revelled in the risk she had taken and the triumph she had achieved. The sun 

burned down upon her but she felt none of its heat. Her skin repelled it like oil from water 

and reflected its light like glass so that she shone bright as the unsheathed sword of an angel.
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25 

 

Carter drove on. Whenever a fork or turn in the road obliged him to choose he was tugged in 

one direction or another by an influence so subtle that it seemed to him that his choices were 

his own. 

The stone hung around his neck, and he was constantly aware of it. Its weight was so 

much more than its few grams, a weight that he felt in its impact upon his existence. He could 

not help but wish that he could return to his life, his real life, the one that he had lost in the 

moment in which Jillian had untied the knot. As she had been transformed so his existence 

had been forever altered. But there was no way back, and whatever was still to come, their 

fates were bound together. He feared her and wished he had never met her, and he longed for 

her as he thought of her nakedness in the desert. 

 

As Jillian walked along the railway tracks her long, dark hair covered her breasts now and 

then but otherwise she was naked and unconcerned. She saw buildings up ahead, the long, 

low roof and platform of a railway station at the edge of a small town set in the desert like a 

weathered rock. A faded sign declared this place to be Bergsig, though there was no 

mountain in sight, only flat, dry desolation. 

She stepped out from between the tracks and walked up the incline onto the station’s 

platform. There were few people waiting in the heat. An older couple wilted into sleep on one 

of the wooden benches and a young woman stood alone next to her suitcase, her hands 

clasped before her in a prim attitude to match her conservative clothing. On a second bench a 

son sat by his father. The son saw her first and she became the object of his fantasies from 

that day forth. The father was engrossed in his newspaper and the halfjack of brandy hidden 

in his pocket, and it was only once her shadow fell over the pages that he saw her. He stared 

as she walked up the platform away from him, and wished he had been paying more 

attention. The prim woman watched in shock. Her every sensibility was offended and yet she 

could not turn away from the woman with the marble skin and the jet black hair who was 

naked but moved with absolute confidence. Jillian’s gaze bored into her soul and turned her 

insides to warm liquid. 

The station let out onto the town’s only street, two lanes of cracks and potholes on 

either side of which huddled Bergsig’s few beleaguered emporia. There were more people 

here and the street came to a standstill as they stared, dumbfounded. She ignored them as she 

looked around, searching for transport. Her eye caught on something that stood out like a 
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marshmallow in a bowl of coal. Parked amongst the battered Land Cruisers and Hiluxes was 

a brand new, pitch black Mustang. 

André de Jager, recently elected mayor of Bergsig, was in the butcher’s shop in front of 

which was parked his beloved new car, fruit of his elevated office and some inventive 

redistribution of Bergsig’s meagre finances. A Land Cruiser made more sense out here, but 

sense was not high on André’s list of attributes and he knew there would be no consequences 

to his fraud because he was shielded by his political affiliations. He turned to look through 

the window at the car. The Mustang’s door was open and a naked woman was about to climb 

in. André dropped his chops and moved faster than anybody who had seen the bulk of the 

man would have believed possible. 

‘Hey! Hey!’ he shouted, his beefy face brick red as he hurried to confront her. ‘What 

the hell do you think you’re doing, lady? That’s my car! Get away!’ 

He waddled up to her, close enough for her to smell sweat, alcohol and a mean temper. 

His eyes roved over her body and took in her skin, her legs, the crease where they joined, her 

flat stomach and full breasts. His gaze stalled for a moment on the golden threads woven 

through her skin and the knot at her throat, but he did not understand what he was seeing so 

he moved on and finally looked into her face. He expected to see fear in her eyes, or maybe 

even coquetry seeing as he was so important, but instead he saw only cold disinterest. His ego 

twisted. 

‘Slut!’ he spat. ‘What, you think you can use your body to take my car?’ The hatred in 

his voice was rooted in the knowledge that a woman such as this would never willingly give 

herself to him. ‘Look at you, like meat in a butcher’s. You need to be put right.’ He took 

another step towards her, leered, and licked his lips. ‘Maybe I’m the one to do it.’ 

She saw in his thoughts what it was that he wanted to do to her, the desires that he hid 

from all save the weekend whores he paid to submit to his perversions far from the prying 

eyes of the town. 

‘Pig,’ she said, and crushed his heart. 

He was dead even before he bounced on his gut. He flopped briefly at her feet as the 

last vestiges of life pulsed from him. 

A scream pierced the stillness of André’s death, a shriek more of rage than grief. A fat 

woman pushed her way through the crowd that had gathered. Thandi de Jager lumbered to a 

halt in front of Jillian, sturdy legs planted like trees and her hands fisted on her hips. Her head 

thrust forward in a challenge to the naked woman. 

‘What have you done to my husband?’ 
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Her voice was high and loud and rough, and it raked over Jillian’s nerves. She closed 

the car’s door and walked towards Thandi who, through anger and stupidity, stood her 

ground. Thandi knew that the man who lay dead before her had been no saint, she knew 

about the women, but she was no angel herself and she still had her pride.  

‘You deserve what he would have done to you. He would have shown you what sluts 

get ….’ 

As Thandi spewed spittle and hate from her fat, greasy face, Jillian looked around at the 

people who had stopped to stare and saw that they were enjoying the spectacle. The men 

drank in her nakedness, and the women wore holier-than-her disapproval. Somewhere deep 

within themselves, Jillian saw, each one of them knew that she was free from the mundane 

fears that drove each of their lives, and knew that they would never be as she was. It was this 

knowledge that wove a spell of hateful witness over them. Jillian felt the Animus stir, felt it 

offer her another step away from this species to which she no longer belonged, and she gave 

herself to its will once more. 

Thandi’s ranting ceased as the Animus emerged from Jillian. Droplets of blood-red 

seeped from her every pore and beaded her marble skin, then the beads broke and poured 

over her. Jillian’s dark hair flowed in a hot and powerful wind that blew in from the sand, and 

Thandi ran screaming from the sight of Jillian’s eyes as they turned to orbs of crimson and 

black. The crowd broke and their cries filled the air. Jillian took hold of Thandi with her mind 

and blasted her apart so that chunks of flesh scattered over the people as they fled. Jillian 

went about her work, and the music she had first played in the Bushman camp swelled once 

more. 

Soon, her second massacre was complete. There was no sound now. The people of 

Bergsig were dead. Some had tried to hide themselves as she moved through the town’s few 

streets, but they were soon found. None lived. In time a train would arrive, or a car, and the 

world would wonder briefly at the slaughter. Until then only the town’s dogs and cats would 

move on the streets, to lap at their owners’ blood and gnaw at their flesh while the carrion 

birds circled and waited their turn. 

Jillian examined her new skin. It was red, darker than the blood that was tacky beneath 

her feet as she walked amidst the bodies of her victims. Lines and spirals of the golden thread 

were sewn through the crimson skin, and she felt the core of the knot at her throat. She 

stroked herself, and knew that this new skin was yet stronger than the flesh the Animus had 

made for her after the train had destroyed her. This was a new layer of armour for her 
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magnificent being. No darts could pierce her, and never again would anything be able to tear 

away parts of her. 

The Animus tugged at her. 

Yes. The stone. It is time to move on. And there is a long way to travel yet. I need the 

stone. I must find Carter. 

His name conjured the memory of his touch in the desert, the last human touch she had 

felt. She brushed it aside as the Animus turned her eyes to the sky, dark blue and clouded, 

and inviting. She had felt before that there was a potential within her to move through the air, 

but she had hesitated. 

I am far stronger now. 

The Animus moved within her and she gasped as she rose from the Earth for the first 

time, for the sensation was unsettling even to her. She watched in wonder as the ground 

dropped away, and then she was high enough to look out over the dune fields and see its 

sinuous razor ridges and crescent curves fold into one another in a beauty that was both 

chaotic and simple, an endless repetition of a few shapes that produced a magnificent and 

complex geometry. From this perspective, raised high above the world, she saw the truth of 

what she had begun to suspect, that beneath the complexity of all things there was a guiding 

simplicity of immense power. She sensed its presence and its power, and her desire for that 

power fuelled her ambition. 

I will find the engine that drives the universe. I will find the core of the clockwork of 

existence. 

That journey would be longer than she could even now begin to imagine. 
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26 

 

Matt lay in his hospital bed and brooded. 

Why hasn’t she come to see me? Where is she? Nobody’s seen her, and her phone goes 

straight to voicemail. Nobody’s heard from her. 

At Matt’s insistence one of his friends had gone to the house but he had found no sign 

of Jillian there. The place was still in a shambles from the break-in, and the Jeep was gone. 

So what happened? Where is she? Where would she go? Matt dismissed his suspicions 

of betrayal. Something must have happened to her. I know she loves me. There must be a 

good reason why she’s abandoned me. Maybe she’s been hijacked. Or that nutbar with the 

knife came back and took her. 

He shuddered at the memory of the metal invading his flesh. 

The police were no help. A detective named Franco visited Matt in the hospital with a 

dour and well-dressed sergeant in tow. They took a statement from him, but they had no 

answers. 

‘Something’s happened to her. If she was alright she would be here with me,’ Matt 

said. ‘It’s not like her to leave me like this.’ 

Franco’s top lip disappeared beneath his moustache as he pursed his lips. 

‘Ja, no, but sometimes people who have been in a robbery, they just need to get away 

from where it happened, hey. Especially if it was in their own home. These bastards come in 

there and it feels like your home is dirty now, you know?’ Matt’s hopes of help from Franco 

faded as the detective rambled on. ‘I bet you anything she just wanted to get away, and I bet 

you again she’ll come back when she feels better. You must just be patient and wait, give her 

a chance, you know?’ 

‘I can’t just sit here like this!’ Matt’s body tensed up in his anger and he felt a stab of 

pain. He winced, and tried to relax his muscles before he continued to speak. ‘How can I just 

wait, when God knows what could be happening to her?’ 

‘I know it’s difficult. We see this sort of thing all the time, hey. OK, look, I’ll make 

sure the guys keep an eye out for her. How’s that?’ 

Matt saw that there was no more to be gained so he nodded, muttered thanks, turned his 

head and slumped deeper into the bed as a signal that the interview was over. Franco, who 

had been trying to be nice, gave a curt nod and signalled to the sergeant that it was time for 

them to leave. 
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Matt burned to get out of the uncomfortable hospital bed. The only thing that kept him 

there was the doctor’s warning that there was an excellent chance he would tear his internal 

stitches and bleed to death if he moved too much. But now he could wait no longer. Pain cut 

through him as he sat up but he fought through it and swung his legs over the side of the bed. 

He planted his feet on the floor and stood up carefully. There was pain, a lot of pain. He 

gripped the bed rail and waited till it subsided to a throb before he moved again, but as he 

dressed arrows of pain shot through him. 

Dressed, he left the room and took the lift down to the ground floor. He turned his head 

away from the reception desk as he moved towards the exit. He did not want to try and 

officially release himself because he knew that the nurse would call Doctor Mboya and the 

doctor would insist that he stay, might even force him. Nobody stopped him and he was soon 

out in the cold winter sunlight. He called an Uber and was soon home. 

The front door of the house was unlocked. He was amazed that the place hadn’t been 

totally stripped. There was, however, a lot of damage 

‘That fucking psycho. What the hell? What was he looking for?’ 

There was no sign of Jillian. 

‘Jillian?’ 

He waited for her to answer, to run tearfully down the stairs to be reunited with her 

man. 

Nothing. 

‘Where the hell is she?’ he muttered. ‘And how the hell am I going to find her?’ 

Then he remembered the tracer chip. 

The Audi’s here. She’s taken the Jeep. Got you! 

There was an anti-theft tracker chip in the Jeep. He dialled the security company. 

‘The vehicle is at the Dragon’s Mount Hotel, KwaZulu-Natal,’ said the woman who 

answered his call. 

Matt slipped his phone back into his pocket. 

What is she doing back in the Drakensberg? 

Matt knew the name of the hotel from his research for their hiking holiday. It was five-

star, expensive. 

And who is she with? 

The keys to the Audi were beyond his powers of discovery. He called a rental agency, 

they delivered an Infiniti QX80 within the hour, and soon after that Matt pointed the 

monstrous car towards the Drakensberg. 
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27 

 

Carter travelled from one side of the country to the other, from the west coast desert to the 

Drakensberg in the south-east. Now, he was too exhausted to appreciate the magnificence of 

the mountains as they reared up to the clouds. The stark, grey peaks loomed over the valley in 

the cold light of a winter’s day edging towards night. Up ahead he saw a lighted gateway and 

poles that flew the South African flag alongside the American and another that he didn’t 

recognise. A sign read ‘Dragon’s Mount Hotel,’ with some welcome stars above some other 

symbols that meant nothing to him, and he turned into the driveway. He had to rest, had to 

forget, at least for a brief time. He kissed his credit limit goodbye as he imagined a hot 

shower, a good meal and a soft bed. 

The hotel’s lot was nearly empty and he parked the Jeep near the entrance. Inside, the 

reception area was fancy but trite. The rock-art wall designs, stuffed bits of animals and 

photographs of Drakensberg landmarks were all designed to please foreign tourists. Carter 

gave up his credit card and received a key from a clerk in a leopard-print waistcoat and 

matching fez. A porter arrayed in equal splendour came to take Carter’s bags, and when he 

found that Carter had only his leather satchel he guided him to his room and smiled until 

Carter tipped him. 

The room was good. Carter showered, letting the hot water beat down on him and 

sluice away the dirt and sweat and the worst of his fatigue. All the while he suppressed the 

dread coiled in his stomach. Clean, he ordered a meal from room service, Kudu steak with 

green peppercorn sauce. Then he poured himself a stiff brandy from the room’s mini-bar and 

sat down on the couch to sip and wait. The waiter’s knock at the door woke him. He 

devoured the food, finished the brandy and then he went to bed and lay down. His last 

thought before sleep took him was that if this was to have been his last meal, that was fine by 

him as long as he could rest before dying. What would be the point of arriving in the afterlife 

too exhausted to enjoy the spectacle? 

 

Dawid sat beneath the tree and considered his situation. He had nothing. No money, no food, 

no water, nothing but the clothes on his back, the same old jeans, thin shirt and battered 

running shoes he had worn when Carter arrived at the camp. He knew that the witch would 

have left the camp by now but he could not return there to collect things for his journey. He 

could not face the broken bodies of his friends and family. He would have to make do as best 

he could. 
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He would go to the Drakensberg, to the place he had seen in his vision and where, 

somewhere, Kaggen was imprisoned. He knew that if Carter had managed to escape the witch 

he would go there too, because he carried the stone and so he would be drawn to the 

mountains by the Trickster. Dawid wanted the stone. His only desire now was for revenge on 

the witch. With the stone he would be able to release Kaggen and then, with the help of the 

god, he would kill her. 

 Kaggen will be grateful for his freedom. He will grant me a favour, and I will ask him 

to destroy the witch. 

As he walked through the morning’s cool, early hours Dawid found a restless peace in 

imagining deaths for the witch. 

He arrived at Bitterwater as the sun gathered its strength and began to press on the 

earth. Most people were indifferent to him as he walked down the main street, though he 

drew a few curious looks and he avoided eye contact with those who were hostile. He had 

long ago learned that to meet such a gaze meant violence. He kept his eyes low as he looked 

for inspiration. Desert life had kept him lean and fit, but he could not walk to the mountains, 

not if he wanted to arrive there before the events in motion around him passed him by. 

He had an idea. The San Trust offices in Bitterwater operated a curio shop that sold 

‘genuine Bushman artefacts’ to any tourist who felt that their life would be enriched by a 

mass-produced arrowhead or an ostrich egg with some beads glued to it. Dawid sometimes 

visited the offices on business, and on more than one occasion he had been accosted by 

tourists intent on a selfie with a genuine Bushman. He had once been asked to autograph an 

ostrich egg. If he was going to find someone willing to do what he wanted, it would be there. 

Dawid reached the curio shop and began to loiter outside, the bait in his own trap. He 

didn’t have to wait long. A young couple came out of the shop, speaking French. They both 

wore floppy sunhats over faces that were sun-reddened even in the African winter. He wore a 

vest from which protruded burnt arms, and a pair of khaki knee-length shorts with more 

pockets than any reasonable person could hope to fill. She wore a pink, short-sleeved cotton 

shirt and similar shorts, and both wore the inevitable sandals and socks. Their faces were 

animated as they admired the replica bow and arrow they had just bought, airport customs far 

from their thoughts. 

The girl saw Dawid first. She stopped dead and her mouth dropped open. The man saw 

him seconds later and his eyebrows vanished under the brim of his hat. The girl squealed and 

practically threw the bow at her partner as she started a rapid and high-pitched monologue in 

French, some of which apparently included questions aimed at Dawid but none of which he 
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understood, and even if he had, she was not leaving space for answers. The man carefully 

stashed the weapon in his backpack, then he put a hand on the girl’s shoulder and made ‘slow 

down’ gestures with the other. Dawid stood there and let the tourist myth of the mystical 

Bushmen work its magic. 

Once they thought of us as brutes, then they called us noble. And now? We’re forgotten, 

or they make a myth of us. 

He knew her delight was not for who he was but for what she thought he was, and he 

was counting on being able to play on this to get the couple to do what he wanted. 

Once the man had calmed the girl he turned a smile on Dawid. He spoke loudly and 

slowly so as to better enable Dawid to understand him. 

‘’Allo. My name is Jacques,’ he said, tapping himself on the chest, ‘and this is 

Mathilde.’ He gestured at her expansively. ‘What is your name?’ he finished, head pushed 

forward with eyebrows at half-mast to indicate a question. Dawid sighed inwardly. 

‘My name is David.’ 

The girl clapped her hands to her cheeks. 

‘You speak English! We too!’ 

Dawid smiled at her and she melted. 

‘Have you come to see my people?’ he asked solemnly. 

‘Yes, yes! Will you take us?’ she asked. 

They stared at Dawid, holding their breath in anticipation of his answer. Dawid creased 

his brow, looked down and scuffed his feet. The girl’s hand hovered over her heart. He was 

silent for long enough to draw their tension to breaking point before he spoke. 

‘There is a problem. My people are in trouble.’ 

The girl was mortified. 

‘Oh no! What is this problem? Tell us, maybe we can help.’ 

They reached for their wallets. 

‘No, no, it’s not money,’ Dawid said. Although that would be nice. He looked around 

conspiratorially, as if he was about to share a secret, and when he spoke it was with gravity. 

‘I am my tribe’s shaman, the medicine man.’ He saw the awe light their faces. ‘I must make a 

pilgrimage to ask our god’s favour, otherwise we are lost. It is far, and I will not be able to 

make it on foot. But I must go.’ 

Jacques immediately sensed where this was going and his enthusiasm vanished, but 

Mathilde was further moved. 

‘What is wrong, what must you ask from your god?’ 
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‘A blessing. He has gone from us to the mountains in the east, and I must go there and 

ask him to return or the rains will not come this season and my people will ...’ 

He could not finish the sentence as his trickery drew up emotions that were too true and 

raw. 

‘The mountains? Which mountains?’ she asked. 

‘The Drakensberg.’ 

She turned to Jacques who already had refusal on his lips. Mathilde, however, was not 

to be denied this fantasy come to life, and a heated conversation in French ensued while 

Dawid watched with what he hoped were soulful eyes. Jacques soon relented before the 

inevitable and Mathilde turned a full-beam smile on Dawid. 

‘We will take you to the mountains. Tell us where to go and we will take you. It will be 

an honour to help a shaman in his spiritual journey.’ 

Dawid watched tears roll down her cheek, amazed at the combined effect of his simple 

story and the myths of the tourist industry. 
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28 

 

Matt pulled into the parking lot of the Dragon’s Mount Hotel. He had been driving for nine 

hours and he was tired, in pain and very irritable. He had stopped to get a jersey from his bag 

in the boot and for the eight hours since then the car had refused to believe that the boot lid 

was closed and chimed at him incessantly. His mood was foul and it did not improve as he 

saw the Jeep in the hotel’s parking lot. 

‘She’s still here! Now we’ll see,’ he muttered. ‘Leaving me like that.’ 

Matt parked next to the Jeep, took his bag from the boot of the hideous Infiniti, 

slammed it shut to make sure that the car got the point, and went into reception. The clerk 

behind the counter gave him a big smile as Matt did a double-take at the leopard-print fez. 

‘I’m looking for the woman who was driving the Jeep parked outside. What room is she 

in?’ 

The clerk’s face registered confusion. 

‘A man brought that Jeep.’ 

Matt’s worst suspicions were confirmed. 

‘What room is he in?’ 

‘Sorry sir, I can’t tell you that. Would you like me to call him for you?’ 

‘Yes, do that.’ 

Matt stared angrily at the pictures and the animal parts hanging on the wall while he 

waited. 

 

Carter was dozing on the bed, recovering his energy, when the phone rang on the table next 

to his head and jerked him awake. He fumbled it to his ear and a voice told him he had a 

visitor at reception. He was confused, and then afraid. 

Who could know I’m here? 

He calmed down as he realised that Jillian would not have bothered with receptionists 

and polite phone calls. Whoever it was, they were not an immediate threat, or they wouldn’t 

have made their presence known. He started to run through options in his mind, trying to 

decide what to do if the visitor turned out to be dangerous. Then suddenly, he had had enough 

of fear. 

‘Jillian’s one thing, but after her why should I be afraid of anyone else? What right does 

anybody have to make me feel like this? God damn it!’ Outrage burned his fear away. ‘If I’m 
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going to get through this, whatever the hell it is, I need to take control. I’m going to go down 

there and whoever it is better have a bloody good explanation!’ 

He left the room with a determined stride and made his way down to the reception area. 

There was a man standing in the foyer and he looked up angrily as Carter came in, then 

turned to the clerk to ask, ‘Is this him?’ 

The clerk nodded and the man turned back to Carter, rage on his face. 

‘Where’s Jillian? What are you doing with my truck?’ 

Carter was lost for words. This was the last thing he had expected. 

‘Who are you?’ he asked, bewildered. 

Matt’s face twisted with anger as he approached Carter, who stood his ground till Matt 

was inches away. 

‘Who am I?’ Matt was shouting now. ‘I’m the guy whose car you stole and whose 

girlfriend is missing! Who the hell are you? Where the fuck is she? Tell me or I’ll kick your 

head in, you son of a bitch!’ 

He jabbed his finger into Carter’s chest as he shouted and Carter felt spittle on his face. 

He shoved Matt away from him with both hands, and he staggered backwards but then he 

recovered and rushed at Carter as the clerk cried out in alarm and astonishment. Carter swung 

a flailing right hook which, from luck more than skill, connected sweetly with Matt’s jaw. 

Matt dropped, stunned, and blood began to trickle from the corner of his mouth. He shook his 

head to clear the ringing from his ears, then spat blood and words. 

‘You bastard. You fucking bastard.’ He got up, wobbled a bit, and pointed a finger at 

Carter as he issued orders to the clerk. ‘Call the police. This bastard has stolen my car, 

kidnapped my girlfriend and now he’s assaulted me! Call them!’ The clerk stood still, 

stunned at the sudden violence that had come to his peaceful hotel. ‘Now!’ screamed Matt, 

then he doubled over and clutched his stomach. The sudden, sharp pain reminded him of the 

wound that he had forgotten in his rage. The pain was much worse than that in his jaw. He 

turned pale and collapsed into the nearest chair. The clerk was on the phone to the police as 

Carter processed the information Matt had just shouted. His girlfriend, his car …. 

‘You’re Jillian’s boyfriend?’ 

Matt looked up at him, all the fight gone from him, pallid and confused. 

‘Yes. Please, where is she?’ 

The receptionist interrupted. 

‘The police are on the way, but it will take them some time to get here.’ 

He smiled awkwardly at Carter, and then retreated to his little office. 
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‘Where is she?’ pleaded Matt. 

Carter opened his mouth to speak, closed it again, sighed, searched for the words with 

which to explain to Matt all that had happened. 

‘She … she isn’t ….’ He floundered, regrouped. ‘She’s not who you think she is. I 

mean, she’s changed. She’s different now.’ 

Matt looked bitterly at Carter. 

‘Only you can understand her, hey? You’ll make her happier than I can, is that it?’ 

Carter was confused for a moment, then Matt’s meaning became clear. 

‘You think that she and I are ...’ He stopped as he remembered her nakedness in the 

desert. But that had not been the Jillian this man knew. ‘No. It’s worse, much worse than that. 

She’s changed. She isn’t the same person any more.’ 

Matt still looked at him with accusation and resentment in his eyes. 

How do I make him understand? 

Carter realised there was no way that he could, that Matt would never believe him. He 

believed that at the very least Carter had stolen the Jeep, which was technically true, and at 

worst kidnapped Jillian. She was not in evidence, the police were on their way and Carter had 

neither an explanation for why he had the Jeep nor proof that he had not hurt Jillian. 

I have to go. Now. 

He backed away then turned and ran to his room, ignoring Matt’s weak shouts. Carter 

shoved what little he had into his satchel and tucked the stone carefully into a pocket. He ran 

down to the lobby and tossed his room key over the counter as he shot past and out the door. 

Matt tried to rise and stop him but the pain was too much. 

Perfect, Carter thought as he ran through the parking lot, off the road and into the 

mountains. The cold air burned into his lungs. So much for taking control. 

 



Revelation, by Tom Jeffery 

116 

29 

 

Jacques and Mathilde led Dawid to their rented Toyota. There were packets of snacks 

scattered over the back seat and at the thought of food Dawid’s stomach grumbled loudly 

enough for Mathilde to hear. 

‘Are you hungry?’ She started to hand him anything edible within her reach. 

He took a bag of crisps and ate them gratefully. Jacques relented a little. 

‘If he’s really hungry we should get some real food before we leave. Look, there’s a 

burger place.’ 

Inside Ron’s Burger Bar Dawid drew disapproving looks from a couple of 

rainbowproof patrons, and he ignored them while the French couple ordered. They sat in a 

booth at the window and Dawid either avoided their questions with mouthfuls of food or gave 

answers that deepened the sense of mystery the young couple felt in his presence. He knew 

that if he told them the truth they would not believe him, but they lapped up the myth of the 

mysterious desert savage. 

They reached the Drakensberg when the sun was high above the peaks the next day, 

though little of its light pierced the low clouds and the day was grey and cold. They had 

stopped a few times for food and at one of the stops Jacques had bought the shivering Dawid 

a shirt, warm jacket, new jeans, socks and boots. The cold still bothered him but it no longer 

cut him to the bone, and he was truly grateful for the Frenchman’s kindness. He felt some 

guilt at his manipulation of the couple, but that was eased by their obvious enjoyment of this 

unexpected mission. Most of their conversation was lost on him, but they were animated and 

smiling. Jacques’ initial reluctance had soon passed and now he was in rhapsody over the 

mountains. 

‘It is so beautiful,’ he said to Dawid. ‘Like the Alps, but different. No skiing here, 

huh?’ 

Dawid considered telling him about Tiffendell but he could not face the dead-end 

conversation that was bound to be, so he put on a confused look and Jacques turned his 

attention back to the narrow roads. 

 

Matt slumped in the chair and cradled his stomach. Bitterness coursed through him. 

I was right. She’s been fucking somebody else. Why else would that guy have run 

away? They’re obviously going to meet somewhere. 
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‘Bitch!’ he shouted, startling the nervous clerk in his office where he had hidden 

himself from the crazy people who had descended upon him. 

Matt was overwhelmed by anger, fuelled equally by the memory of the blade as it slid 

into him and the thought of his Jillian with another man. Pride demanded that he act, but all 

he could do was wait for the police as his frustration and resentment festered. He tried to 

stand but the pain in his stomach was too great. He felt humiliated, unable even to rise and 

take charge of the mess his life had become, confined to a wicker chair in a tacky hotel 

reception. 

 

As Jillian flew towards the Drakensberg memories and emotions surged through her. It was 

in these mountains that the knot had come to her and her rebirth had begun, and it was here 

that the course of her new life would be set. Something awaited her in these mountains. Its 

voice pervaded the air like an electric charge. The old Jillian would have feared it, had she 

even been able to sense it, but the new Jillian sought it out. Like Carter she was being guided, 

but she was aware of it, and though she had no idea what the source of the voice could be, the 

Animus gave her no warning of danger. Instead it encouraged her to listen, and to follow. 

She landed in the parking lot of the Dragon’s Mount Hotel. The doors rattled as she 

pushed through them and into the reception area and a man seated in one of the wicker chairs 

turned to the sound. When he saw her his face filled with horror at her scarlet skin, but that 

expression gave way to stunned recognition. He got to his feet, gasped and doubled over and 

clutched his stomach. He recovered himself and came towards her, and she saw a red stain 

spread over his clothing. He reached for her and she took hold of him with her mind, and as 

he realised that he could not move Matt’s suffering was replaced by bewilderment and then 

fear. He looked at Jillian with a pitiful gaze. 

‘Jillian, what’s happened to you? Where have you been? Why did you leave me?’ 

His mind was so open that he did not even realise that she probed it, and she read the 

petty suspicions that propped up his self-pity. 

‘You are irrelevant. The only thing of use in your feeble head is the knowledge that 

Carter has gone from here.’ 

She saw him flinch as she called him irrelevant and feeble. She probed his wound and 

found the stitches inside him. There were loose threads where the stitches had torn and she 

picked at one, tugged it gently, then harder, and Matt gasped and shuddered and finally 

understood that though she did not touch him it was Jillian who caused him this pain. He 
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realised then that this scarlet woman was not his Jillian. Matt understood, now, what Carter 

had been trying to tell him. 

As Jillian spoke she plucked at the thread so that her words were punctuated by Matt’s 

gasps. 

‘You saw Carter here. You were looking for me but you found him instead. Although, 

you expected to find me with a man. Your petty ego could think of no other reason why I 

might have left you alone in your hospital bed.’ She put her cheek against his and whispered 

in his ear, her breath hot on his skin, intimate, as if she shared a secret with him. ‘I’m not the 

woman you knew.’ She began to press on his skull, slowly increased the pressure. ‘I’m so 

much more now.’ 

With the heat of her breath on his cheek and the pressure of her will on his skull, Matt 

feared her, and she laughed at him. 

‘You never loved me. You loved possessing me. I was an accessory.’ 

He felt his bones begin to grate together. He couldn’t speak now or he would have 

gabbled denials, insisted that he truly had loved her, and, in truth, he had, as well as he knew 

how. 

‘You possessed me once, but not now, and never again. I have no more use of you. Go 

back, live out your pathetic life. Do not follow me, or the last thing you see will be my smile 

as I crush your feeble body to pulp.’ 

She released him and he dropped to the floor and rolled into a ball, praying for the pain 

to stop, both the physical pain and the matching hurt of humiliation. He looked up to ask her 

why, but she was gone. 

I was right, he thought, she was having an affair. But that bastard was also telling the 

truth. She has changed. She’s become … he didn’t know what. He could only shudder as he 

thought of the black hair like a clot over her bloody skin and how she had ground the bones 

of his skull together. That had been the most horrible sensation he had ever experienced, even 

worse than the feeling of the knife. 

Why did she do that to me? I love her. Why can’t she see that and come back to where 

she belongs, with me? 

 

Jillian left the hotel. She was close, she could feel it in the cold mountain air, close to the 

stone and close to the power that was hidden here. She sensed that what she would find here 

would change her in ways that would make even her present state seem ordinary. There were 

great things hidden in these peaks and she would pick them out and make them her own. The 



Revelation, by Tom Jeffery 

119 

Animus stirred within her and urged her onwards, and she went to find the source of the voice 

that called to her. 

 

Soon after Jillian left, Necros entered the Dragon’s Mount Hotel. The clerk took one look at 

this new guest and fled, his fez flying from his head, forgotten. From the wicker chair to 

which he had once more retreated Matt stared at the thing, his pain erased by the shock of its 

appearance. As it turned its broken head to him childhood stories of monsters and giants 

flooded his mind and his every instinct screamed at him to flee. He tried to rise but he was 

unable to move, and not just because of the pain. He looked down and saw that he was held 

by ropes of a putrid, phosphorescent green that clung to him like the fingers of despair. He 

was helpless as the thing approached him. A tear escaped Matt’s eye and rolled down his 

cheek, a final admission that he was no longer the man he had thought himself to be. 

Necros stood before him and spoke. 

‘I know you.’ 

Necros retrieved a knife from inside his cowl and as soon as Matt saw the blade he 

knew that the thing before him was, somehow, the man who had stabbed him. With that 

realisation Matt’s will crumbled and he resigned himself to whatever end Fate had chosen for 

him. He could not face whatever Jillian had become, or fight such things as this. 

Necros sensed his resignation. 

‘You were the witch’s mate, yes?’ 

Matt looked up at him. 

‘The witch? What do you mean … Jillian?’ 

His tongue faltered as his mind processed the word ‘witch’. Then he started to 

understand what had happened to him. It all fell into place. 

‘Witch. She’s a witch. That explains everything. She bewitched me. She tricked me into 

loving her. She used me, and then she betrayed me. There was nothing I could do. And now 

she is free. Where’s the justice in that?’ 

His world had been turned inside out, and now he knew that it was the witch’s betrayal 

of him that had ended his days of confidence and comfort. In that instant Matt’s love for 

Jillian died and was replaced by a need for revenge so deep that he no longer saw a monster 

before him but a force that opposed her, a power that might help him regain something of 

what he had lost. He wanted her dead, but first he wanted to see her crawl back to him, 

subdued and tamed, and he wanted to see her suffer. 

‘Are you looking for her?’ he asked Necros. 
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‘Yes.’ 

‘Do you mean her harm?’ 

‘Yes. Would you like to help me?’ 

‘Yes.’ 

‘Be my servant, and I will reward you,’ offered Necros. 

 ‘I am your servant,’ Matt said, his hopes as monstrous as the creature that offered to 

fulfil them for him. 

Fresh pain from his wounds ran through him and Matt wondered if he could even rise, 

let alone accompany his new master on his search for Jillian. Necros saw Matt’s weakness, 

and he saw a chance to extend himself towards the destiny of which the Necrosium 

whispered promises to him. 

‘Let me heal you, my child.’ 

He spoke softly, persuasively. Matt had promised his devotion and as long as the 

follower held true to his word Necros would be a benevolent deity. 

My follower. He savoured the word as he looked down upon Matt. It is a fine thing to 

be one of the Great, one of those to whom lesser beings will look for guidance and to give 

their worship. Necros looked on his first disciple and imagined the many more that would sit 

at his feet and receive his wisdom once he had destroyed the witch. There is so much for the 

taking. 

He sent the Necrosium to Matt and as its threads stroked his wounded body he gasped 

at the coldness of their touch, and then his eyes flew wide as they entered him, his skin no 

barrier. He felt the Necrosium move like dark water through his veins till it touched his hurts, 

and the pain of his wounds lessened immediately as it bound them with rags of its matter. It 

healed him, and at the same time became part of him and bound him to his new master, 

Necros. 

Matt rose from the chair and stood, healed, before this worker of miracles. Then he fell 

to his knees before him to give thanks for his blessing, for the flesh of his master’s flesh that 

had made him whole again. He reached out to touch the hem of his robe. 

‘Rise, my son.’ Necros spoke with the grace of his exalted position. ‘Rise, and see my 

works.’ 

Matt rose to gaze at his saviour with the fire of the zealot in his eyes. 

‘Show me,’ he breathed. 

Necros’s ruined face split into a parody of a grin, and he let the Necrosium rise from his 

body in search of his prey. The threads that had healed Matt allowed him to feel some little of 
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the power and potential of the whole, and he gasped in wonder as he watched the Necrosium 

rise above the Dragon’s Mount and begin its pursuit. 

‘I can see!’ 

Necros looked upon his acolyte with the cold love of a Creator. 

‘You can see, yes, and as long as I allow it you will continue to see. But never forget to 

whom you belong.’ 

Matt’s eyes were drawn back to his new master’s ruined head and he knew that Necros 

could, at his whim, tear once more what he had mended, break him in unimaginable ways. 

The spark of fear was snuffed by gratitude at the chance to revenge himself upon the 

treacherous witch that had made him her fool. He would do whatever was required of him, 

follow anywhere. 

I have some of the power now, so no harm can come to me. 

He wished to know whose side it was by which he would stand, now and forever. 

‘What should I call you?’ he asked. 

Necros pondered the ambitions that grew within himself. 

‘Master will do for the moment. I shall rule and you shall be at my right hand, and 

soon, we shall be as Father and Son.’ 

Joy blossomed in Matt’s heart. 
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30 

 

Carter was lost. He looked up at the low and threatening sky that shrouded the peaks. 

Snowflakes started to spiral down, white flecks against the grey cloud. He wore thin clothes 

that were no protection against the mountain cold, and he had no food. He shivered 

uncontrollably as he looked around at the bleak landscape that offered no shelter. 

‘Keep moving,’ he said out loud. 

By the failing light he kept to a rough path that was barely visible against the slope. He 

swung his arms as he walked, tried to build up heat, but the warmth he generated escaped as 

quickly through his thin clothes and a shroud of cold settled over him. 

Escaping might have killed me. 

He thought about turning back but even if he did he was now hours away from the 

hotel. 

He looked around, desperate for inspiration, and his eye caught on a patch of deeper 

darkness in the slope above, the same darkness, had Carter but known it, that had once 

beckoned to the lost Matt and Jillian. He climbed the rough, broken slope towards the cave, 

slid on loose rocks and clutched at the scrubby plants to pull himself up, and finally made it 

to the entrance. He went cautiously into the darkness. It was warmer inside, for which he was 

grateful, but it was also pitch dark and he had to feel his way along the rock. Cold, hungry 

and without light he hunkered down in the blackness with his back to the cave wall and 

looked out at the snowflakes that swirled thick in the wind. 

‘What the hell am I doing here?’ 

Pushed by fatigue and fear, he had found no opportunity to consider an end to the 

events that had overrun his life. As he held the stone in his palm, this symbol to which he 

could give no meaning, he realised that he had been running since he first laid eyes on it, 

running without any real purpose in mind. Dawid’s warning had been clear: keep the stone 

from Jillian. Beyond that, though, Carter had no further plan. All he knew was that the stone 

was supposed to open some kind of door. 

Weary and cold, he sighed, ‘What am I supposed to do?’ 

From the darkness a voice answered. 

‘Free me.’ 

For long seconds Carter remained frozen, shocked, then he scrambled to his feet. 

‘Who’s there?’ 

The voice came again, soft and insistent. 
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‘You will free me.’ 

Carter heard himself say, ‘Yes.’ 

A gentle light drove back the darkness and his fear vanished as the voice looped around 

his mind and drew him deeper into the cave. The walls opened out into an ever-wider tunnel 

that was decorated with thousands of years of Bushman art, but even the rich colours and the 

intricate scenes could not draw Carter’s attention from the demands of the voice. 

‘Stop.’ 

Carter stopped, and waited. 

‘Look.’ 

He looked, and at his feet there were three gourds, halved, and beside them a few fine 

reeds. 

‘Sit.’ 

Carter sat down in front of the gourds. They contained red, white and black powders, 

ochre, bird guano and ground haematite. There was a stone knife next to the gourds. Carter 

picked up the blade, pressed its honed edge into the flesh of the ball of his thumb and drew it 

across his palm. He cut deep but he was oblivious to the pain. Blood poured and he held his 

hand over the gourds of red and black and pressed and squeezed to increase the flow, 

shedding his blood into each, and then he used one of the reeds to stir the powders and blood 

into pastes. Next, he spat saliva into the white powder until he had enough to make another 

paste. Then, the palate complete, he took the stone from around his neck. He held it in his left 

hand and with his right he picked up a reed tipped with fine feathers. He dipped the brush 

into the gourds and applied pigment to the stone. The pattern started to reform and the 

colours were bright and clear, but even so the image that emerged was too much for Carter’s 

eyes. He could make no sense of it even as his own hand was used to create its intricate 

detail. 

The image was complete. The spell that had been cast over Carter broke and with his 

release came the knowledge that he had been used. He knew that he had been a puppet to the 

voice and as he understood what it had done he breathed a single, hopeless syllable. 

‘No.’ 

The stone leapt from his hand and flew to the rock face, where it set seamlessly into the 

cave wall. 

The key turned in the lock of Kaggen’s prison. 

Lines of pigment, glowing bright, spread out from the stone in threads of vivid colour 

that twined and writhed over the face of the rock. They met and entangled and separated 
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again, and Carter saw a great figure form as they worked. It was not static, it shifted and 

moved, and as the threads weaved their purpose the Bushman artwork nearby came alive in a 

choreography of wonder or dismay, Carter could not tell which. Some figures seemed to 

dance in celebration, others to writhe in terror, but all heralded the arrival of the power that 

had given them this life, the arrival of a deity that had too long been denied its freedom. 

The threads’ movements were frantic as they completed their task, and for one moment 

Carter glimpsed what they had made, an image of a fantastic and terrible thing that he would 

never be able to describe. The fabric of Carter’s world split and tore and the image vanished 

to leave only a darkness that he knew was a portal that now stood open. The eerie 

illumination blinked out, but Carter could still see the doorway because the darkness beyond 

was so much deeper. 

A sound like none he had heard before came from beyond the fissure. It overwhelmed 

him and as he fell to his knees tears of awe and wonder filled his eyes. He knew that this was 

the voice of a god, the voice of the Trickster, Kaggen. He knew that he was about to come 

face to face with a god, and found himself wholly unprepared. How, after all, could one 

prepare for such a meeting? Jillian terrified him for most of the time he was near her, but 

what greater horror would a god bring? 

The emotions that charged his soul were so powerful that his body shut down as if their 

surge had tripped a switch, an automatic reaction to preserve his sanity that left him gawping 

and empty of feeling. A silence as deep as the void filled the cave and the air itself was 

breathless in anticipation of the great thing that began to emerge from the abyss, rising from 

its prison into the Second Order. 

Carter knelt at the feet of a god. He could not trust his eyes, they could make no sense 

of it. Even in the low cave it towered above him and in its vastness it was like an unfinished 

tale. It evaded and baffled his vision, parts or the whole vanished, reappeared and vanished 

again as his mind fumbled with the information it received from his eyes. He felt as if he was 

underwater without any sense of the way to the surface, drowning, overwhelmed by this 

presence, and he could only stare in awe as his brain failed to process the signals it received. 

All he could be sure of was that it burned with fire and darkness and as its heat licked at him 

he sensed that at any moment it could consume him utterly and leave no sign that he had ever 

existed. But it did not destroy him. Perhaps his service as the instrument of its release had 

earned him pardon for the sin of beholding it, a creature surely never meant for mortal eyes. 

Then he saw a second figure, minute in comparison, human. It raised itself weakly from 

where it had fallen to the cave floor, and Carter remembered his vision at the camp. He had 
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seen two figures imprisoned in the rock, a smaller one near the god, and he realised that this 

was the shaman who had released Kaggen from the First Order in a desperate and disastrous 

attempt at vengeance for Leigh’s massacre of his clan. Kaggen had taken the shaman’s form 

and imprisoned him before the Trickster himself had been made captive by Emily Maystar 

and joined the shaman in his prison. Now god and shaman had both been released. For a 

moment Carter and the shaman’s eyes met, and Carter saw sorrow such as he had never 

imagined could be expressed in a single glance. Then the god reached for the shaman, the 

man that he blamed for his defeat by Emily Maystar, engulfed him, and broke him. The 

shaman’s body slumped back to the cave floor. He had been kept alive by the Trickster 

through years of imprisonment too long for any mortal, and those years ended now in the 

single moment of despairing freedom that Kaggen had plotted for him. 

Then came the god’s voice, deep and powerful, his true voice and not the projection he 

had used to guide Carter. Kaggen held back the full force of his tongue so as not to destroy 

him instantly, and a dense veil of sound shrouded over Carter, a deep and hissing thunder that 

consumed all his senses so that the voice was everything. 

‘Blake.’ 

Kaggen spoke his name and Carter felt as if the god had his soul in his hand, poised to 

crush it out of existence. 

‘You brought the stone to me, so you will have my mercy. The witch took her golden 

knot, as I knew she would, and began the undoing of the work of her ancestor, but you were 

the instrument of my release. Soon I will begin the Union of Orders. Your world will end and 

be one with mine once more. Because you have released me, because you are the impulse that 

has begun my work, I will let you live until the Union takes hold of you and transforms you.’ 

Carter felt the god’s grip on his soul loosen and he breathed once more, though even the 

needs of his lungs were far from his mind as he knelt before the Trickster god, battered by the 

power of his voice and the dread promise of his words. 

Dawid was right. The Union will come and we all will die. 

This was an empty revelation, he could not take it to the world, could not use it to save 

anyone, could not use it to save what little of himself remained, now, as his soul reeled from 

the touch of divinity, unable to reorient itself and give Carter control of his mind and body 

once more. As the god went forth to claim his dominion Carter knelt in the cave, his face 

slack and blank, his mind emptied of all but hopelessness.
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31 

 

Jacques guided the car around another bend in the twisting road and they saw a complex of 

buildings set in the valley ahead. A long driveway joined the road at an arched, thatched 

gateway upon which were mounted three horned skulls and a sign which read ‘Dragon’s 

Mount Hotel’. A selection of flags snapped bright colour in the cold, grey breeze. 

Mathilde was happy to see the hotel. 

‘Let’s stop here.’ She turned quickly to Dawid. ‘If that’s alright with you, of course.’ 

Jacques cut in before Dawid could reply. 

‘I need to rest. And eat. Plus it’s getting dark. Today you will not find your god.’ 

Jacques had become ever more irritable as the day wore on. Mathilde gave her partner a 

reproachful look, and Dawid kept his face neutral as they turned into the hotel’s driveway. 

They parked next to a Jeep, and Dawid was surprised to recognise it as the one in which 

Carter had arrived at the desert camp. He remained silent as they climbed out of the car and 

stretched the stiffness of travel from their limbs. 

At the reception desk they were greeted by a nervous man in a leopard-print fez which 

only Dawid noticed. The man’s eyes flitted over each of them in turn, and he was tensed as if 

ready to bolt for cover.  

‘You want rooms?’ 

‘Yes, two rooms please,’ said Jacques. 

The clerk looked at them carefully. His nervous gaze turned to the doors, then back to 

them. 

‘OK. Sure. Just fill in these forms.’ 

He slid the paperwork across to them. 

Dawid asked, ‘Are you alright, man?’ 

The receptionist looked at Dawid, at the doors, then back at Dawid. He chose his words 

carefully. 

‘We had some trouble with a few guests. But they are gone now.’ 

‘What kind of trouble?’ 

He paused and swallowed before he answered. 

‘There was a fight. A man accused one of our guests of sleeping with his wife and 

stealing his car.’ The clerk glanced down at Carter’s forgotten credit card. ‘Mr Blake tipped 

well, so I can’t believe that.’ 
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The clerk’s eyes lost focus and he was at a loss as he tried once more to explain to 

himself what it was that he had seen, the woman whose scarlet skin must have been a trick of 

the mountain light, and the other one, a big man in a cloak with some sort of burn or 

disfigurement on his face, and with the mountain fog drifting in around him through the 

doors. 

‘I called the police, but by the time they got here everyone was gone. They said there 

was nothing that they could do and they left.’ 

The clerk’s voice was distant, lost in his memory, and Jacques tapped his credit card on 

the counter irritably. 

While Jacques paid, Dawid absorbed what the clerk had said. 

Carter was here. And if he’s on foot then he can’t be far away. 

Dawid knew what he had to do. He turned and ran out of the hotel. He ignored the 

shouts of Jacques and Mathilde, and the flash of guilt faded quickly. The couple had enjoyed 

the trip and even if they had been deserted by ‘their’ shaman, they had stories to tell friends at 

home and a warm hotel bar in which to drown any abandonment issues. 

Dawid had no idea which direction Carter had taken but he assumed that he would have 

started from the road. He cast in one direction and then the other until finally his eye caught a 

mark on the ground, a patch of scrubby grass that was a brighter green than the rest. He 

squatted by it and saw that it had been crushed. He pondered for a moment then decided that 

it must be that Carter had passed this way. He set off in the direction that the grass showed 

him, into a steep and narrow pathway that ran up through a cleft in the rock. Soon he found 

more trace, small stones knocked from the hollows they had occupied, and he began to feel 

more confident that he was close behind Carter. 

At least something has become simple. 

The cold bit into Dawid as he followed the traces of Carter’s passage, and he shuddered 

at each breath of icy air. After an hour or so of hiking and intense concentration, marks on the 

ground pointed him up a steep slope. He looked up the incline and saw the mouth of a cave, 

and he scrabbled his way towards it. 

 The weak daylight penetrated only a little way into the cave. Dawid, though, had a 

box of matches in his pocket, with the logo ‘Ron’s Burger Bar’ printed on it. With a moment 

of gratitude for Ron’s promotional skills, he struck a match. He was careful not to look 

directly at the flare so as to preserve his night vision, and by this small light he moved into 

the cave’s darkness as fast as his disquiet and the uneven floor would allow. When the match 

died he struck another and moved again, and repeated the process as he went deeper into the 
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mountain. The flickering light revealed glimpses of magnificent rock art and he was tempted 

to stop and pay closer attention, but this was not the moment. He promised himself he would 

return here one day, once all this was over. 

Within his tiny sphere of light he moved on down the sloping cave floor until his foot 

kicked something that made a hollow, wooden sound as it rolled. He lowered the match and 

saw the gourd that he had knocked onto its side dripping a thick, dark paste. His match died 

and he struck another, and in the brightness of its flare he caught a glimpse of a pale figure, 

still and silent in the darkness at the back of the cave. His nerves sang and his skin crawled at 

the sight, and some part of him expected it to raise its head and look at him with dead and 

hungry eyes. 

‘Carter? Is that you?’ 

There was no response. The match died and the figure was swallowed by the darkness. 

Dawid summoned his courage and moved closer. 

‘Carter?’ 

Nothing. He took two matches from the box and struck them together. They lit a face 

not more than two feet away, slack and blank-eyed, and Dawid almost dropped the matches 

in fright. 

‘Carter! Shit, man! What are you doing?’ 

Carter’s expression did not change, his eyes unfocused as if they looked upon some 

distant place. Dawid studied Carter’s state and he feared he knew what had happened to him, 

and what had become of the stone, and feared yet more that his chance for revenge had been 

lost. He needed to wake Carter to be sure, but without the proper medicines and the help of 

the rest of the clan Dawid knew that there was only one way to bring Carter back. Pain. 

Dawid pushed and pulled Carter back towards the cave mouth. His legs were leaden 

and slow but responsive enough that Dawid was able to cajole him into a walk-shuffle up the 

slope. Once they were close enough to the entrance for there to be some light from the 

outside, Dawid left Carter while he went to find something that would burn. Soon he had 

gathered enough odd bits of wood for a small fire, and he managed to wrench a thicker 

branch from a stunted tree. Back inside, he built a rough pyramid of what he had found and 

then he tore some of the dry lichen from the cave wall, lit it, and pushed it into the middle of 

the heap. He blew gently upon it, a flame caught, and soon a small fire burned. Then Dawid 

put the thicker branch into the flames and held it there until it was smouldering well, its tip 

red hot. He took the branch from the fire and went to where Carter stood, unmoving. Dawid 

raised Carter’s shirt and pressed the burning branch against the skin of his stomach. The 
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stench of singed hair and flesh filled the cave but at first Carter showed no reaction. Then, his 

eyes flickered, his mouth jerked into a spasm of pain and his voice emerged from his throat in 

a yell as he wrenched himself away from the burning wood. 

 Soon afterwards, Carter and Dawid sat silent around the small fire, fed with further 

scraps of wood that Dawid gleaned from the hillside. Carter, weak and shaken, struggled to 

recover from the mental ordeal he had suffered. His mind was jumbled and he felt pale and 

drawn. He was chilled through, and even the flame seemed cold and without comfort. 

‘The stone?’ 

Carter shook his head and Dawid knew that it was gone, and with it his hope of 

bartering the god’s freedom for the witch’s death. 

‘What happened?’ 

Carter spoke as if with great effort. 

‘I saw ….’ 

His words failed. 

‘What did you see?’ 

Dawid spoke gently, and Carter made no reply but his eyes met Dawid’s and in them 

Dawid read all that he needed to know. 

Kaggen. He’s free. 

Dawid watched as Carter retreated back into himself. He saw the dullness in his eyes 

and he knew that it meant Carter had given up. Even as he felt pity for the sad figure before 

him, anger flashed through Dawid’s mind. Carter may have suffered, but Dawid’s life had 

been peppered with woes, a litany of sorrows, loss and pain, the most recent of which was the 

murder of his entire clan, the loss of all of his loved ones. He was the last, a condition 

towards which he now realised he had felt himself moving his entire life. He had watched the 

young ones leave and the lands of his people whittled away as hunting concessions, farms 

and military proving-grounds. He had seen the few of his people that remained treated as 

tourist curiosities, as empty metaphors for the innocence western humanity imagined it had 

somehow lost to its own civilization. While part of Dawid pitied Carter for his shock at the 

touch of a god, another part resented his self-indulgent paralysis and he was unable to feel the 

sympathy Carter perhaps deserved. 

Dawid supressed the complex of his feelings, as he had been doing for most of his life. 

‘What will we do?’ he asked. 

Carter looked at him with a blank expression and Dawid gave up any hope that he 

might contribute to their next move. 
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Dawid took stock. 

What do we know? Only that Kaggen is free and in the Second Order. And his purpose? 

The Union. 

Dawid knew that Kaggen could have but one purpose, the Union of the Orders, the 

joining of the world of the gods with the world of humanity. The god walked the Earth, and 

Dawid knew that this revelation would be the end of their world. 

A shadow fell over Dawid and pulled him from his thoughts. He looked up, and into the 

face of the witch. She stood over him, her smile a gash through skin the colour of the blood 

that she had spilled in the desert sand. Carter stared at her, motionless, silent, and tears 

trickled from his shadowed eyes. His mind still reeled from the god’s touch, and he could not 

cope with her presence. She saw his collapse and for the first time since her becoming she felt 

a brief spark of pity in the darkness of her heart. 

She snuffed the spark, and turned her attention to Dawid. He cowered before her and 

her lips drew back in a snarl of rage that was directed more at her own moment of weakness 

than his. She gripped him with her mind and raised him up before her. She probed his 

memory, and saw a name foremost in his mind. Kaggen. As she read his thoughts and saw 

there his certainty that this god now walked the Earth, she understood that her destiny lay 

with Kaggen, that it was his voice that she had followed here. The details evaded her yet, 

Dawid knew too little, but she knew that it was Kaggen who held the key to what she was to 

become, and that she must seek him out. 

 She dropped Dawid and he fell to the floor gasping, disgusted at the touch of the 

hands and mind that had murdered his people. Fury rose in him and a scream of rage burst 

from him and he lunged upwards, determined to tear out her throat, but she was gone. Only 

Carter remained. Dawid’s anger and pain left him in sobs as he slumped to the cold floor. 
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The Trickster Kaggen, liberated, waited on his mountain seat. He burned with desire for the 

Union that he would soon begin and that would make him master of the remade world. He 

sensed the approach of the woman that had been chosen for him, and with her, the approach 

of the completion of his long plans. But he also felt the approach of something else, another 

creature neither of his plans nor of his making, a creature of death. He toyed with the clouds, 

squeezed their lightning from them, and watched the play unfold before him. 

 

The Drakensberg’s Amphitheatre is a great mountain formation that curves around the lush 

grasslands at its feet, named for the way that the mountain and the lowlands below resemble 

the stage and stands of a great arena. Today it would see a play like none other, a show with a 

cast of humans, monsters and gods, and directed by ambition. 

The Amphitheatre’s wings are two soaring peaks that rise up at either end of a high 

central plateau, the Buttress to the east and the Sentinel west. Two great rivers, the Thukela 

and the Orange, rise on this plateau and give the mountain its other name, Mont-aux-Sources. 

Myriad silver threads criss-cross the plateau, a web of rivulets and streams that meet and part 

and meet again in an intricate courtship before they knot together to birth the two mighty 

rivers. The infant Thukela flows to the edge of the plateau and falls nearly a thousand metres 

to the valley below, and then on over the KwaZulu-Natal lowlands to the Indian Ocean, while 

the Orange River begins its two thousand kilometre journey to the west coast and the cold 

Atlantic. 

Now the grandeur of the Amphitheatre was cloaked in dark clouds that spat jagged 

light, and within the cloud Jillian sensed the being she sought. Kaggen’s presence was so 

powerful and so distracted her that she failed once more to sense the approach of Necros. He 

trapped her in his tendrils of luminescent filth before she could react. She cried out in anger 

and struggled against their abhorrent touch but even now, with her armoured skin, she could 

not break them. She willed the Animus to act but the Necrosium bound her power as well as 

her body. Gray had learned to use the Necrosium’s strength, the strength of countless deaths 

threaded together, and now it was too much even for her latest incarnation. She was soon 

bound before him for the second time, and as she looked up at him her blood-red eyes burned 

with rage. 

‘I have you, witch.’ He stroked her crimson flesh and watched her struggle, helpless. 

He smiled his horrible smile. ‘You have only yourself to blame. When you broke me and left 
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me to die you opened me to death itself, and it has found a purpose for me. Death has made 

me stronger than you are, even with your new skin.’ 

The first time that he had caught her unawares she had not feared him, not truly, but 

now, with her destiny so near, she felt a tremor in her bowels. She could not bear the thought 

that her journey would end at the hands of this foul creature instead of with the glory that was 

so nearly hers. 

The knot was there, sewn into her flesh, yet Necros did not reach for it. Once, this had 

been the thing that he had most lusted after, but now he looked at it disdainfully. 

‘I have no use for this,’ he said as his fingers grazed it. ‘My destiny lies with far greater 

things.’ His face was close to hers as he squatted beside her. ‘I will have dominion. I, not 

you, who thought she could be a goddess!’ 

He spat the word with contempt, and in the moment that it struck her face she realised 

that divinity was indeed her ambition, as it had been that of her ancestors. 

Goddess. 

A beautiful word, and one that she knew could be the end to her journey of discovery. 

She exerted all her will to break Necros’s hold on her, and despaired as she failed to free 

herself. His voice rose in an exultant rant. 

‘You are filth! An unworthy whore! The power will be mine, and with it I will scour 

the Earth of all that is unclean. This is the beginning of my time, and its starting place is 

there.’ 

He pointed to the peaks of the Amphitheatre, where she knew Kaggen watched and 

waited. 

‘You think you can kill a god?’ she asked. 

‘Not think. I know. It is my purpose to cleanse, to wipe away the corruption that has 

choked the Earth. And where better to start than with a false god? I will be the one true God! 

For I am here, I do not sit idle in some walled and hidden kingdom. There will be no false 

idols, no pretenders to my throne.’ He faced the mountain peaks where angry light and 

thunder tore the sky. ‘Do you hear me? Then face me! Face me now!’ 

As he raved she saw him grow. The Necrosium poured forth from him and wreathed 

him in sheets and winds of its stuff, weaving a body for its vessel in which he might face a 

god in battle. 

She was distracted from this spectacle by a sudden movement beside her and she turned 

her head towards it, the only motion the Necrosium allowed her. Matt squatted beside her. 

‘Hello Jillian.’ 
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He was Necros’s creature now, she saw that instantly. His wounds were bound by 

filaments of Necrosium and his eyes shone with insanity and the light of death, a sickly glow 

that had no place in the eyes of a living creature. 

‘I’ll tell you a secret,’ he said, and giggled like a child with the key to a forbidden 

room. He leaned in close to her face and his breath was rank. ‘He said that I could have you.’ 

She saw that his mind had been eaten and wasted by the Necrosium, that it had 

corrupted his living tissue. 

‘He said that you belong to me. He said that I could do whatever I want with you.’ 

His hand reached out and covered her breast, squeezed it through the strong but supple 

Animus skin, and she could do nothing. Reassured by her inability to resist, Matt’s hand 

moved more forcefully, squeezed hard and pulled at her nipple. Then he threw his leg over 

her and sat astride her and stared with wide eyes at her breasts, covered them with his hands 

and squeezed again, his lust child-like. This was all he could think to do, for the moment. 

Fury and shame burned inside her, and she found herself thinking of Carter. 

Necros paid no mind to Matt’s assault on Jillian. His attention was focused on the 

Amphitheatre. 

‘Now is the moment. Now I will become that which it is my destiny to become. I will 

be Lord of the Earth and every living thing upon it.’ 

The Necrosium raised him up and carried him towards the mountain peak. 

 

Kaggen watched the thing of death approach, and in its mind he read its lost humanity. Lost, 

but not erased. Memories lingered, the most powerful recollections of the human that this 

creature had once been. Kaggen saw these memories and saw how he could use them to spice 

the game, saw how he could shape the rage of this monster. The would-be god approached, 

and the Trickster smiled in anticipation of the game.
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At the sight of the witch Dawid had nearly been consumed by the loss of everybody and 

everything he had ever loved, but there was a splinter of vengeance lodged in his heart and 

the pain of it told him that his wounds would not be healed by lying down, by despair. He 

scrambled to his feet. 

‘Carter. Get up.’ 

Carter stared unresponsive at the cave’s floor. 

‘Get up!’ shouted Dawid. 

There was only a mumbled response from Carter, and Dawid had had enough. He 

kicked Carter on the thigh, Carter’s eyes snapped wide in surprise and pain and he scrambled 

away from Dawid. 

‘Get up, you bastard!’ 

Dawid aimed another kick which skimmed Carter’s forehead as he jerked back. 

‘Ok, ok! Jesus, man!’ 

Dawid was furious. 

‘You come right, OK? We don’t have time for this self-pity bullshit. We have to do 

something. Now!’ 

Dawid’s anger jarred Carter’s paralyzed mind back into life. He felt drained and light-

headed but he began to pick his way through the confused tangle of his thoughts and to 

struggle for a grip on their situation. 

‘OK, I hear you, Dawid. What must we do?’ 

‘We have to find Jillian and Kaggen. Find them. That’s all we can do.’ 

They left the cave and stepped out into air so cold that it hurt their lungs. To the east 

lightning flared again and again in clouds that swirled like a dark and malignant brew stirred 

by a hidden giant above. 

‘There,’ said Dawid. 

Carter nodded agreement, and as they set off towards the place where the sky was at 

war with the Earth he thought back once more to his life before all this, a distant past that was 

impossible to reconcile with his present reality. Those memories were the myths, now, and 

the tales that he used to collect were his new reality. Truth had become more terrifying than 

anything he had ever imagined. In a world in which myth was actuality there was no fantasy 

in which to escape. The monsters were real and he was no dragon-slayer, he had no sword, no 

armour and no idea what to do. They were deep in the labyrinth and the ball of twine was 
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hopelessly tangled. There was no trail of breadcrumbs home, for there was no longer a home 

to which he might return. 

Carter and Dawid emerged onto open grassland from between two buttresses of rock, 

and ahead of them were the foothills of the Amphitheatre. They walked towards centre-stage 

through air that was charged, electric, and a fatalistic sense of purpose rose in each of them. 

They went to face powers great enough to decimate worlds but they each, somehow, in their 

own different ways, found the strength to carry on walking. 

They crested a ridge and stopped dead at the scene below. Jillian lay on the ground, 

bound, and a little way from her there was a monster. Neither Dawid nor Carter had seen 

Necros before, neither knew who he had been or how he had become this raging thing, but 

Carter recognised the lurid energy that writhed around the beast. It was the same as that of the 

motes that had swarmed the desert tent as Jillian dug in his mind, and he knew that this was 

the thing whose pursuit of Jillian had so enraged her. 

He and Dawid stared in shock at the beast as the tendrils of its power writhed around it 

and the tattered cowl it wore fell away as its misshapen form became prodigious. Its flesh 

was unrecognisable as having once been human. It was of the sickly colours of putrefaction, 

bone protruded where it had been welded in its shattered position, and the nauseous flesh of 

the body pulsed with greasy waves of energy. 

The monster rose into the air and as it flew towards the Amphitheatre Dawid realised 

what this creature intended. 

‘It’s going to fight Kaggen. It wants to kill him.’ 

‘Kill a god. Is that possible?’ 

‘I don’t know.’ 

Carter’s attention was drawn back to Jillian. In the cave he had not allowed himself to 

see her changed skin, but now there was no way to ignore its blood red colour. The sight of it 

stunned him, but before he could think about how it could be or what it meant he saw a figure 

squat beside her. 

‘What the hell?’ 

Carter watched in disbelief as the figure sat astride Jillian and began to fondle her, and 

then before he could think he was racing down the hill, ignoring Dawid’s cries. He closed the 

gap quickly and as the attacker began to fumble below Jillian’s waist Carter launched himself 

at him and at the last second, just before his dive caught him in the chest, Carter recognised 

the man from the hotel. The impact lifted Matt clear of Jillian and he and Carter tumbled 

away. They separated as they rolled, and then they were on their feet and facing each other 
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and Carter’s skin crawled as Matt’s rabid eyes locked on him and drool trickled from his 

fixed, idiot grin. Matt roared, and threw himself at Carter. 

 

Necros went to meet the last obstacle that stood between him and the beginning of the new 

age, his age, in which he would be a god rather than merely servant to one. He called to 

Kaggen and his voice sent waves through the thick clouds. 

‘Where are you? Face me!’ 

He could sense the other’s presence but could not see him, but then he heard a voice. 

‘I am here.’ 

Necros flew to the voice and hammered down in the centre of the Amphitheatre’s wide 

arc, wreathed in cloud as bolts of lightning speared around him. The cloud was thick, 

impenetrable, but Necros saw every thing of the living world, every thing that death would 

ultimately claim for its own and which thus could not evade its sight. All of it was mapped 

for his eyes. Yet he could not see the god, and his voice rose in fury. 

‘Where are you?’ 

An answer came from the foothills below. 

‘Here. I am here. Come to me.’ 

Necros saw him below, a small figure, insignificant. Easily crushed. He roared in 

victory and rushed to destroy this parody of a god who lacked the strength or stature to face 

Necros the Purifier. 

 Kaggen’s face shifted and changed as he watched Necros come towards him. Victor 

Gray’s transformation had not been able to erase all of his memories and the Trickster read in 

Necros of the time when he had been human. From the most bitter recollections he chose an 

appearance with which to torment this would-be god, a face he knew would drive him deeper 

into madness. 

Necros landed before Kaggen, ready to strike him down, but as he looked upon the face 

of the god he stopped, stunned. The face was well known to him, burned into his 

consciousness by the worship of a mouldering portrait. It was the face of Necros’s ancestor, 

the face of the progenitor of the Gray Quest, the Reverend Gray himself. 

‘What are you doing here?’ raged Necros. ‘You are no god! You are nothing, a pathetic 

fool on a ridiculous quest with no sense of the power that awaits the one brave enough, strong 

enough to take it. But I, I will become the very God to whom you sacrificed us.’ 

The face of Reverend Gray remained impassive and his voice was like grave-dirt, soft 

and smothering. 
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‘Brave? Strong? You are what you are only because you were too weak to resist the 

Maystar woman. She crushed you and now you are the plaything of death. You have done 

nothing. You are the fool, and you are no more than a vessel for a force you do not 

understand.’ 

Necros came down on the figure of the Reverend with all the force he could summon 

and ground him into a red stain on the rocks. He roared his triumph. 

‘Tremble, World, beneath the gaze of thy new master. I have looked upon thee and 

found thee to be foul. My cleansing force is upon thee. Prepare …’ 

His victorious rant was cut short by a voice near at hand, the voice of the second 

torment that Kaggen had chosen for Necros. 

‘Always shouting, always declaring, always posturing and judging. You were always 

like that. Never quiet, never calm or kind.’ 

The voice came from atop the Amphitheatre’s stands once more and Necros launched 

himself up towards it, searching for the god. Instead he found himself looking upon another 

familiar face, the face of a woman he had known, the woman he had chosen to bear the son 

that would carry on the Gray line. Victor Gray had found her walking in a quiet suburb and 

he had kept her in one of the many rooms of the Draco building while he tried again and 

again, and failed again and again, to impregnate her. She had proved infertile – the fault 

could not be his own – but also persuasive. Sensing the approach of the time when he would 

kill her for her failure she had tried to make him love her, and for a brief time it seemed to her 

that she had saved herself, that he might free her. But the insanity of his line had ultimately 

won through and she had died screaming as he scourged her with fire, pleading for her life to 

the last. In recent years her cries had been foremost in Gray’s mind as he lit the incense to 

cover the carrion reek of his chamber, and now here she was again. 

‘Do you still love me, Victor?’ she asked, and a radiant smile played on her lips, the 

lips of Kaggen the Trickster as he tormented Necros with the human past from which he so 

yearned to escape. 

 

Carter tensed for Matt’s impact on his body and caught him as they collided. He managed to 

stay on his feet and brought his elbow down where Matt’s spine met his skull. Matt grunted, 

twisted and threw Carter down and himself on top of him. He tried to pin Carter’s arms with 

his knees but Carter was quick enough to prevent it and lashed out at Matt’s face. He caught 

him once on either side of his jaw, glancing blows, but Matt’s body had suffered and decayed 

under the ministrations of the Necrosium and chunks of flesh fell away from his jaw and 
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cheek, exposing meat and bone. Matt fell back with grunts of shock as Carter scrambled to 

his feet and flicked blood and flesh from his knuckles. Matt probed the gaping holes in his 

face and recoiled as his fingertips brushed against his teeth and jawbone. 

‘What have you done to me?’ He stared at the gore on his fingers, and then at Carter. 

‘What have you done!?’ he screamed, and launched himself at Carter once more. 

 

Necros looked at the woman and confusion filled his mind. 

‘Do you still love me, Victor? You loved me once, before you burned me. Do you 

remember how I screamed, Victor? How my flesh blackened and charred and peeled away 

from my bones, how my muscles tightened and tore?’ As she spoke of these transformations 

they took shape on her body and she blackened, cracked and shrivelled into a grotesquery on 

the rock. ‘Do you remember, Victor?’ 

Her voice came from behind him now and he spun to face it. She stood there, whole 

once more, and naked. As he looked at her he felt a stirring where once his loins had been 

and his disgust rose at this feeling of all-too-human lust. He screamed defiance. 

‘I am Necros the Purifier, and your presence defiles my vision!’ 

He lunged for her, laid his hands on her and tore her limb from limb while she 

screamed the name he was desperate to forget. 

Finally he managed to silence her, but even as the echo of her voice left his broken 

head mocking laughter reached down to him from the clouds and with that sound he knew 

that the god he had come here to kill was taunting him. Rage filled him and Necros unleashed 

a sound the like of which the world had never before heard, the sound of death mocked to 

insanity by the god it had come to murder.
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With strength born of his madness Matt pinned Carter to the ground and began to hit him, but 

on the third strike the knuckles of his right hand splintered and cracked and his index and 

middle fingers fell away. Matt stared at his hand in disbelief and the sanity that had been the 

cost of his alliance with Necros returned briefly to peek through the blossoming pain. 

‘What’s happening to me?’ 

His words were slurred and indistinct. He was too far away from Necros now for the 

threads of Necrosium that bound his injuries to continue to heed the command for his 

preservation. They had begun to unravel his flesh. His tongue was loose in his mouth and a 

sudden burst of foul liquid rushed up his throat and choked him so that he gagged and 

wretched and sprayed Carter with stinking putrescence. Matt collapsed, and spasms racked 

his body as he succumbed to the dread influence of his erstwhile saviour. As Carter watched 

in horror the stuff of Matt’s decay clung unnoticed to his face and chest. Matt’s words 

gargled through his rot. 

‘He promised. He promised. Jillian … help me.’ 

Carter stared horrified at Matt’s woeful end. Then Dawid was there, pulling Carter to 

his feet. 

‘Come, we must ….’ 

Dawid’s words were cut short by a sound more awful even than the sight of Matt’s 

extinction, a profound bass roar with an overlay of piercing treble so sharp it seemed as if it 

must cut through their flesh like a scalpel. After long seconds it faded away, leaving Carter 

and Dawid shaken. 

‘What in the name of God was that?’ breathed Carter. 

Dawid replied, awe-struck, ‘I think a god is exactly what it was.’ 

 

Necros raged as he searched the cloud-choked mountaintop for the coward-god and imagined 

the toll of pain he would make him pay for his tricks before he died. Then from the cloud 

before him emerged yet another figure from his past, one that brought a chill to his corrupted 

heart. 

‘What are you doing, boy?’ the figure shouted at him as it advanced. 

The small part of Necros that was still Victor Gray, the tiny lesser blackness in the 

blackened heart of Necros the Purifier, faltered before the too-familiar figure. 

‘Father? How …?’ 
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‘Never mind the idiot questions, boy! You have a job to do, a Purpose, and a master to 

serve. What are you doing? Wasting time! You’ll never amount to anything. You are a 

failure! Come here, boy, and kneel before me.’ 

The great body of Necros seemed to shrink as the lash of the words stripped away all 

his power and glory in an instant, all his grandiose pretentions to elevation eliminated in the 

single cruel stroke that only a parent can deliver. The broken Victor Gray stumbled towards 

his father in pitiful obedience. 

‘Kneel!’ 

As Victor approached to obey he realised that there was something … something was 

not quite right with the face that he remembered so well. 

What? What is it? 

And then he saw it. His father was smiling. A sadistic smile, but a smile nonetheless, 

with a glint in the eye to accompany it. The spell broke. 

‘No. You are not him.’ His voice regained its force. ‘You are not my father! There was 

no room for smiling, for the folly of joy! No room for the sin of wasteful laughter! No!’ 

The rage of Necros returned and now, faced with the source of all his pain, with the 

man who had initiated him into the Quest, he grew even greater than before, a vast creature of 

death, truly God-like. He wrapped ropes of Necrosium around the lie before him, raised it up 

and brought it towards him. The face of Gray’s father remained impassive as Necros spoke. 

‘You will be the first to be cleansed, the first step in my purification of the Earth.’ 

Necros’ voice rang with triumph as held the lesser god before him, the Trickster in the 

guise of his father, and began to crush him. 

 

Carter and Dawid stared up at where the terrible sound had rung out from the Amphitheatre. 

The great sweep and spires of rock rose like some desolate cathedral before them, its curve 

outlined black against the sky and streaked with lightning amid clouds shot through with 

colour, purple, black, green, and red, and with a motion so alien it captivated them as it 

swirled and churned like oil and mercury. The strangeness of the sight held a peculiar thrall 

over them, as if the clouds were storytellers and they, the enraptured audience, were become 

part of the tale, unwilling players on this great stage. Their roles seemed beyond their control, 

the script written by titans worlds away who would bend all their power to make sure the 

players were mere puppets as the tale drew to its close. 
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Dawid forced himself to remember the witch and he tore his attention away from the 

show above. She was still alive, and still bound the Necrosium. It sensed greater 

opportunities yet to come if it let her live, opportunities Matt could never have afforded it. 

‘Carter.’ 

Jillian’s voice drew Carter’s eyes from the mountain and he looked to where she lay on 

the rocky ground. She stared into him with dark and beautiful eyes. To Dawid she seemed 

monstrous and the colour of her skin was confirmation of her murderous nature and her lust 

for blood, but as Carter looked at her he saw a woman for whom his feelings were uncertain, 

but powerful. Fear and love, yearning and loathing, lust and repulsion all knotted within him 

as he looked at her. 

She spoke his name once more, softly. 

‘Carter,’ 

The word rang clear as a crystal chime in his mind and he moved towards her to try and 

free her. 

Dawid grabbed Carter’s arm and pulled him back. 

‘No! Don’t help her.’ His voice was thick with his disgust at the thought. ‘We must kill 

her while we can. We have to,’ pleaded Dawid. ‘You know what she is, what she’s done, and 

what she can do if she gets free again. Now is my chance, our chance. We can kill her now, 

while she is helpless.’ 

Dawid picked up a rock. He hefted it in his hand and fixed a killing stare on Jillian. She 

looked at Carter. She said nothing, and he felt no attempt to control him. He saw her helpless, 

naked, exposed as Dawid advanced with the rock held high, ready to bring it down and crush 

her skull. 

‘No! I won’t let you hurt her!’ 

Carter rushed forward and shoved Dawid aside, and the rock fell from his hands as he 

stumbled. 

Carter went to Jillian and fell to his knees by her side. 

Dawid watched in disbelief as Carter took off his shirt and laid it over her. She looked 

up at Carter and he felt the knot of doubt within him loosen to leave only love. She was the 

one, he knew it now. She was the woman he would love most in his life. 

‘How can I help you get free? 

‘You can’t. But Gray, or whatever he thinks he is now, will soon be no more and his 

commands will be erased. Then I will be free again.’ 

He reached out and stroked her cheek and she stared up at him, unsure. 
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His presence is … what? Comforting? Am I a child, that I need comforting? 

His touch was warm and she found herself pressing her cheek against his hand. She felt 

another spike of something warm disturb her perfect clarity, a flash of something she 

remembered from her life as Jillian Masters, from the time before she began on the road to 

perfection, the desire for contact, the need to be held. 

‘How can this be?’ she asked. 

Joy blossomed in Carter as he misunderstood the question and replied, ‘We’ll find a 

way.’ 

 

Necros tightened his grip to crush Kaggen out of existence. He squeezed with the strength of 

all the deaths that the Gray family had gathered, and as he felt the body begin to give he 

lapsed once more into his pompous monologue. 

‘I will be the only one to wield power here. Earth will belong to me, Necros the 

Purifier. I will wipe it clean of ….’ 

His crushing pressure stalled. 

He squeezed harder, and harder, but it was as ineffectual as a boy trying to crush the 

hand of a man. And then Kaggen reached up, took hold of a tendril and tore it from him. The 

pain that flooded Necros’s mind was familiar, the pain of unmaking, such as he had felt at 

Jillian’s hands, but now the hurt was all the greater for its impossibility. 

‘No! How can this be?’ he cried. 

Kaggen ripped Necros’s limbs from him while he answered. 

‘You have the strength of death, and that is too much power for any living thing. But I 

am not a living thing, and death will never touch me. I am a god,’ said Kaggen. ‘I am 

forever.’ 

Necros looked at his shattered limbs and could not believe that his ascent could be so 

casually derailed. 

‘No,’ was all the resistance he could muster. 

‘Yes,’ said Kaggen. 

The Trickster still wore the face of Victor Gray’s father. It creased in a smile as the 

Necrosium leached from Necros, and as it abandoned him he became Victor Gray once more, 

no more than a man who knew his end was upon him. He saw his folly then, the folly of 

using a force of which he knew so little to challenge a force of which he knew nothing, and 

he saw that he was helpless. The Necrosium was gone and all he had left was his body, his 

corpse, and he sensed the imminence of death. But it did not come. 
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‘No. Death will not mean rest, not for you.’ Suddenly the Trickster was behind him and 

circled Gray’s chest with his arms in a grip that Victor would never break. ‘I know where you 

belong. I know a place where you will find the immortality you crave.’ 

As Kaggen spoke they sank into the rock, into the body of the mountain, and Victor 

panicked as the surface crept up his ruined body and towards his face, his face that was no 

longer anything other than the broken visage of Victor Gray, human, and damned. The rock 

crept higher and higher, over his mouth and his nose and up towards his eyes, and terror filled 

him at the thought of being encased, living, in rock. The rock closed over him, and his scream 

burst from his mouth in a stream of bubbles. He stared in bewilderment into the water that 

stretched away in every direction, and he could see no limit to it. He had no oxygen in his 

lungs, and it was mere moments before he drew in a chestful of water. There was no choking, 

though, no pain. Instead, Gray was filled with regret at what could have been, the world he 

could have made, a world purged of evil and filled with a new tribe of puritans, but the fire of 

his determination had been snuffed as he felt the true and awesome strength of the creature 

that held him in its grasp. After all the long years of struggle and toil, and the exertions of the 

last few days, the agony of his death and the joy of his resurrection, now he was drained. He 

had no more fight left in him, and he slumped in Kaggen’s grasp. 

 Kaggen’s legs had become a strong, fish-like tail that swept them through the water 

with powerful strokes. Gray saw a darkness rise up from below and as they drew nearer he 

saw that it was a cliff, a vast barrier riddled with caves. Kaggen swam into one of the caves 

and into a maze of passages. 

‘What is this place?’ Gray asked. 

‘This is what I made while I was trapped under the mountain. I could not escape, but I 

had power enough to change my prison. I have no more need of it, but it is a place where a 

god of death might feel at home, and so it shall be yours.’ 

‘But I am not a god. You stopped me from fulfilling my destiny.’ 

‘I will not deny you everything. You wanted immortality, and you shall have it.’ 

‘What do you mean?’ 

Kaggen made no reply. 

Soon they stopped at the mouth of a dark cave into which none of the diffuse 

phosphorescence of this place penetrated. Kaggen said a few short, sharp words that Victor 

did not understand and light filled the cave. In the flare he glimpsed dark, ragged things as 

they retreated into the shadows. 

‘What are those?’ His voice was filled with horror. ‘What are you going to do?’ 
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Kaggen held Gray before the cave’s entrance. 

‘This is your new realm. Here you can wallow in death to your heart’s content. These 

are your new disciples and they will worship you through communion with your flesh.’ 

His words had a ring of command to them and Gray knew that he had passed sentence, 

that Kaggen had brought his future into being. Gray’s blood was fear-thick in his veins. 

‘Here you will be an eternal king, as you were so eager to be in the world. My world. 

Mine, not yours, mine to rule for eternity, as is my right, as it was before the First Order was 

broken. Now, meet your subjects.’ 

Gray could not speak. Terror pounded in his head and heart as Kaggen dragged him 

into the cave. He pinned Victor to the rock and spoke more words and tendrils of familiar 

green snaked around Gray’s body and bound his arms and legs and lashed him to the cave’s 

wall. He stared at the ropes of Necrosium in disbelief and horror and Kaggen chuckled with 

amusement. 

‘Yes. I have power over your collection of deaths. I am, after all, a god.’ 

Gray stared into the eyes that flared now with the god’s true flame. 

‘There was never a moment when I could have defeated you.’ 

The Trickster smiled as he drank in the look of despair on the mortal’s face. 

‘No. Never.’ 

Kaggen withdrew and the light faded, and Victor saw movement nearby, a flutter of 

shadows. Soon there was just enough light to see Kaggen in the mouth of the cave, waiting, 

and enough light to see the approach of the creatures to which the Trickster had left him. 

Victor cried out at the sight of them. They were of bone and rags of flesh, rotted, corpse-like 

things grown used to moving through the water which had become their eternal prison so that 

they had a sinuous grace that was at grotesque odds with their decayed bodies. Their mouths 

gaped below hollow sockets where once had been eyes, and blackened stumps of tongue 

protruded as they tasted the water to find their meal. They came for him and began to feed, 

and he screamed as they tore at him till one opened his throat to get at the soft flesh inside. 

Kaggen watched, and smiled in anticipation of Victor’s surprise when immediately after he 

was consumed he found himself whole and facing the same death again. And again. And 

again.
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An unearthly light filtered through the bruised and ugly clouds that masked the Amphitheatre. 

Carter crouched at Jillian’s side and kept a wary eye on Dawid where he stood a little 

distance away, his face set and grim. Dawid looked at the man who had so recently become 

his friend, where he squatted by the side of the thing that had destroyed his life, and he knew 

there was nothing for him here. Even should Carter’s madness lift Dawid would never trust 

him again. He had chosen the witch and all that she stood for, all that she would bring, and 

there was no way back from that betrayal. 

Dawid considered what to do, what there was that he could do alone, but before he 

could reach a decision the ground shivered and sighed. This was the moment in which Necros 

the Purifier died, the moment in which that dark story, at least, was ended, and Dawid felt the 

world shrug a heavy weight from itself. 

Even as he sensed this lightening of the Earth’s spirit he became aware of other 

weights, other ambitions that pressed upon the world, and he looked about him in expectation 

of their arrival. 

 

As Necros died the filaments that bound Jillian fell away. She rose up, and Carter sprang to 

his feet. He was very cold but he did not register the discomfort. He knew only that the dim 

and spectral light highlighted her beauty, and that the mountains had become no more than a 

frame for her majesty. He was mute and immobile as she came to stand inches away from 

him, and his heartbeat quickened as she stared at him with a look of appraisal. 

‘It can work,’ he said, finding his voice. ‘We can be together.’ 

She smiled, and Carter’s heart sank at the mockery in her eyes. 

‘We can be together?’ She laughed, a cruel sound. ‘No. There is something about you 

that affects me, and perhaps if I was only human … but not now, and not with what I will 

become. There is a god here, and he waits for me.’ She placed a gentle grip at the base of his 

throat, her thumb and fingers almost caressing him, but he felt the potential there for 

squeezing, for crushing. ‘And you … I am trying to decide whether to let you live.’ 

He had never been more aware of his own mortality than in that moment. His soul 

quailed, and desperate to escape her gaze and her touch he bent down and picked up his shirt 

where she had let it fall from her. As he shrugged back into it he dreaded the moment when 

he would have to look at her again. 
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Far greater things than Carter demanded Jillian’s attention, though. A hot wind rose and 

blew through the berg, a desert air with the heat of sun-blasted sand, dry and rasping, a wind 

that had no place in these winter mountains. It melted the frigid air and a thick fog sprang up. 

This wind carried more than just heat on its current, and through the fog Jillian saw figures 

condense in a circle around her. She could not make them out, but she knew that she was the 

focus of their attention. Then Kaggen spoke to her. 

‘You have come to me. Now join with me, and finish what your ancestor started. Look, 

my kin have come to witness our union.’ 

The blast of his voice cleared the fog and she saw, in all their monstrous glory, the 

passengers that had arrived on the wind. These were the manifestations of the Trickster gods 

in the world of humanity, the forms with which they filled the myths of peoples the world 

over. The gods remained in the First Order. Though they had strength enough to send these 

avatars, their physical forms were yet unable to cross the rift between the Orders. 

Kaggen, though, had been released from his prison and he was in the Second Order. He 

was here, in her world, and now she saw him for the first time. 

 

Carter felt the desert blast on his skin, and then the world vanished in a fog that rose so 

quickly and was so dense that for a moment he thought he had been blinded. He realised that 

it was a fog … but not just a fog. He knew that there was nothing natural about it even before 

he started to make out the prodigious shapes in the murk. He looked around for an escape but 

the shadows rose all around him and there was no way out. He sank to the ground, cornered, 

and his heart beat the rhythm of his terror as he once again found himself unprepared to face 

the horrors of the miraculous. 

 

Dawid recognised the danger much sooner than Carter and ran from the place as the fog fell. 

He knew that there was no more that he could do here, and he knew that soon the Orders 

would be reunited and everything would come to an end. And so he made his way back to the 

cave where he had found Carter to spend his final hours with all that remained to him of his 

world, the art that his people had made. 

 

‘Join with me.’ 

Kaggen blazed, a roiling pillar of desert heat, mirage and molten sand, and his voice 

washed over Jillian like a blast from a furnace. His words burst against her, hot enough to 

flay any human, and her Animus skin flushed a deeper red. Her hair, though, vanished in a 
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cloud of stinking smoke that was carried on the wind of the god’s voice, and she stood naked 

and scarlet before him, a bloody queen ready for the crown of dominion to be placed upon 

her brow. 

‘Join with me, as your ancestor should have joined with me.’ 

Jillian gathered her will and measured her words as she began the final part of her 

journey to divinity. 

‘Why should she have joined with you? Why should I?’ 

‘My brother Loki, her master, set a place for her by my side. She betrayed him, and she 

betrayed me. She tried to take my power, but I am a god so I took hers instead. Now you have 

reclaimed it.’ His fire caressed the threads of the golden knot where it was woven through her 

scarlet flesh. ‘You can have the place that was to have been hers, the place by my side. Join 

with me, and together we will reunite the Orders.’ 

Jillian’s questions about her ancestor began to be answered. Emily had come to this 

place to be bound to a god. But even then she had lusted after still greater things. 

Loki. 

The name was familiar to her. She had heard it in stories, read it in novels, seen the god 

as a character in TV shows and films. But he was real. 

Loki was Emily’s master. And she betrayed him. 

Loki had sent Emily here to be some sort of bride to Kaggen, but she had played a trick 

of her own and tried to take Kaggen’s power. She had failed, and though she had managed to 

imprison Kaggen she had lost everything. It was that loss which had brought Jillian to this 

moment. 

‘What purpose would our union serve? What would I gain from it?’ 

Her voice was bold and strong. Kaggen’s pulse quickened and a wave of heat rolled 

from him, and his sand prickled against her skin with a threat of flesh ground from bone. 

‘You will be goddess of the new Order that will be born from our union, the Order that 

will rise as the First overwhelms the Second. Our union will unite our worlds. There will be 

one world, as once there was, a world over which you and I will rule. You will be a goddess, 

and every creature will bow before you. These will be my gifts to you if you join with me. 

You ask what have you to gain? The power that you have now is as nothing to what I can 

offer you. It is as a grain of sand to a beach, a star to a galaxy, a galaxy to a universe. I offer 

you the universe. More.’ 

‘More than the universe? What more can there be than that?’ 
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Kaggen’s burning sand swirled and the rock beneath the god’s feet was red hot and 

molten and flowed from him in slow, thick rivulets. His words flowed as thickly, deep and 

viscous. 

‘You know nothing of what lies beyond. You know nothing of the things I see.’ 

‘Then show me. Show me what you offer.’ 

Heat pulsed from him and sent waves through the fingers of molten rock that crept 

towards her. Then he burst into a cloud which rushed to her and enveloped her and she was 

blinded by the thick, dry sand. She could see nothing but she knew that they were moving at 

great speed, fantastic speed, and that they had left Earth far behind. 
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Carter cowered, surrounded by a fog which glowed silver with the voices of the creatures 

hidden within it. He could not see them, the fog was too thick, though now and then he 

glimpsed the shadow of a torso or a limb, glimpses that were enough to make him pray that 

he would not have to see the whole of the things to which they belonged. 

Then Kaggen spoke and Carter saw Jillian and the god. He was far enough away from 

Kaggen not to be burned by his fire but still the heat was painful on his skin, as if he had 

plunged into a scalding pool. He could hear nothing of their exchange but when Jillian’s hair 

burned its acrid smoke blew directly to him and its stench was sharp in his nostrils. A part of 

him wanted to run to her side, but fortunately for him some deeper part kept him still. 

Kaggen flowed with the hiss of sand as it slid down dunes, and Carter could feel the 

grit on his skin and between his teeth. It was not how the god had appeared to him in the cave 

but he knew that this was the same creature whose touch had confounded his soul. He could 

feel its presence in his mind, feel how it pressed on the world. 

Then Kaggen engulfed Jillian. Carter cried out in fear for her but even now he could not 

force himself to run towards the cloud as it twisted and roiled and gained massive 

momentum. Its roar filled the air and the god’s heat together with the diabolical shapes of the 

creatures that surrounded him burned one word into Carter’s mind, Hell, for where else could 

such things exist? Here was Hell on Earth, proof that apocalypse was at hand. 

His fears were confirmed as malformed things emerged from the fog, beasts that would 

have given Lovecraft himself nightmares. And yet they were not from Hell. They knew 

nothing of that place. This was the Clan of Trickster. 

Nearest was a skeletal figure with a tortoiseshell back faceted in blood red and pitch 

black, and against which it tapped a shepherd’s crook in summons to Carter’s soul. And 

Carter realised that he recognised this monster, that he knew him from the myths he had 

loved so well. This was Eshu, and behind him Carter saw Amaguq, huge and snow-white 

wolf with eyes of palest blue that shone through the mist. Concealed in the shadow of the 

greater beast was Kitsune the fox, and her nine tails flicked playfully. Then the terrible Li-

Nezha, a vision of horror, flayed and with his bowels hanging from his torn stomach. His feet 

were fire and his spear, tipped with jade, was planted in the ground, and his nine eyes bored 

into Carter. Near the horror of Li-Nezha stood Til Eulenspiegel, human in form, jolly and 

laughing, but in his laugh was a manic edge that echoed Li-Nezha’s brutality. 
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A spritely figure skipped amongst the other tricksters, hunchbacked Kokopelli who 

played a lilting tune on a bone flute and carried bribes of seduction in his hump, things a 

maiden could not resist. Raven was overhead, and his black wings fluttered in counterpoint to 

Kokopelli’s music. Raven and Kokopelli stayed out of reach of Tezcatlipoca, Trickster god of 

night and war. In his right hand he carried four arrows, in his left a shield. Bells of gold 

jingled hollow at his ankles, and in his chest was an obsidian mirror which gave off a smoke 

deadly to any human who breathed it. His face was a jade skull, peg-toothed, and from his 

mouth there streamed words of beauty taught him by Xochiquetzal, the goddess of flowers 

that he had kidnapped for his own. Death was his constant companion, a great and beautiful 

black jaguar that twined about his legs. Tezcatlipoca growled a warning of his irritation at the 

capering Saci triplets, Perere, Trique and Sacura, who made fragrant smoke of their own with 

their curved pipes, smoke that confused mortal minds and made them easy prey. They hopped 

about on their single legs and made lascivious comments to Laverna, patroness of thieves and 

con-men, tall and beautiful and naked, who distracted the triplets with her body as she picked 

their pockets. 

There were others, many others, that Carter did not know, and it was one of these that 

came towards him. This was one of the gods that the people of Nazca had encountered on 

their trance journeys, creatures which had inspired them to cut their massive tributes into the 

Atacama Desert. They had shaped the great Spider in its likeness, though the humble spider 

was a distant echo of the many-legged, fanged, bulging-eyed thing of chitin and thorns that 

shambled towards Carter. It had none of the spider’s quickness and agility, but shuffled and 

limped and dragged its bulbous, armoured body towards him upon spike-pointed legs. Slowly 

it came, but he could not run from its awful advance. He could only watch as the thing crept 

towards him and its leathery underbody scraped over the rocks with a dry and terrible sound. 

 

Kaggen held Jillian and they burned through infinity, past stars, planets and solar systems, 

suns, moons and vast clouds of impossible colour and variety. They travelled with such speed 

that she barely saw them before they were left behind and replaced with new wonders. 

Though she could not see him she felt the weight of the god’s presence all around her. 

Then the journey ended. The stars clustered thick about her in a wall that curved away 

unending to left and right and above and below, but not ahead. There the curve was a void, a 

blank, nothingness before which she hung suspended. 

Like an edge to the universe, she thought. 
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‘Yes.’ She heard Kaggen’s voice, though she could not see him. ‘This is the edge. This 

is the dam that separates this Order from the next. Join me and this void will fall. The worlds 

will become one, our world. Look. You cannot see the true beauty of my world, you do not 

yet have the eyes for it, but look and see the promise I have made to you fulfilled. I offer you 

more than your universe. I offer you the chance to reign over eternity, to become a goddess 

and join with the infinite. Accept me, and give in to my will. Give yourself to me and there is 

no limit to what can be accomplished.’ 

She looked, and the veil tore, and beyond it she could see a place that was like nothing 

she could have imagined, a landscape of alien colours and forms where there was no up, no 

down, no sense of distance or time, everything within reach before her fingers stretched for 

infinity and she knew what it was to be truly lost. It was a place where geometry meant 

nothing and language held no power to describe and organise. It was bright and beautiful, 

dark and terrible, filled with patterns that so nearly resolved into sense but dissolved again 

into atoms of light that spiralled in patterns that repeated endlessly through the folding space. 

There was nothing to call by any name but chaos, but she stared into this place and knew that 

there was unimaginable power here, and she desired it, desired to understand it, to know it, 

and to possess it. 

If I master this, then nothing can deceive me. I will be beyond the reach of fate and my 

story will be my own to tell. This is the destiny towards which my family has been moving all 

this time, and now it belongs to me. This is what Emily pursued, this is the power that 

brought her to South Africa. This is my destiny. 

She made her decision. 

‘I give myself to you,’ she said. 

Jillian opened herself to Kaggen, and in that instant his illusions crumbled away. The 

stars, the void and the realm beyond the torn veil dried out before her eyes and sighed away 

in rivers of sand. She saw the mountains and knew that she had never left them. There had 

been no journey, his deception was revealed, but it was too late for her to react. She had 

given herself to him, and he had accepted her. She was helpless in his grasp. 

The Animus surged and urged her to fight, but to no avail. With a lurch of panic she 

recognised the depths of his deception. She was not to be queen, they would not rule together. 

Instead she felt him begin to drain her power from her. He leached her strength, sucked it out 

of her, and now she understood. It was not her partnership that he needed to open the way 

between First and Second and to unite the Orders, it was her power. She was to provide the 

means, nothing more. For him to use his own power would leave him weakened, and his 
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brethren would not hesitate to destroy him and then fight among themselves for dominion 

over the Clan of Trickster. He needed her power to unite the Orders, and he would strip it 

from her. She gave a howl of defiance, all the resistance she was able to muster. 

 

Carter was paralyzed, unable to move as the Nazcan Spider loomed over him, its taloned legs 

a cage around him. It wavered, as if unsure where best to pierce him, but it did not lunge. 

Instead, it began to speak to him. Its words emerged from its fanged mouth and burst against 

him and their pale, silver glow spread in a halo about him. They were not like the words of 

Kaggen, there was no pain, no fire, no stench of burning hair and flesh. Instead the Spider’s 

words were laden with a heavy spice and as they enveloped him he began to see their 

meaning. They spoke of despair. He saw Jillian become a goddess, cruel and cold and 

without love, the ruler of all that she beheld, and hers was a realm in which there was no 

place for him, or for any other of his kind. He saw her destiny, and he saw what awaited 

Earth and all her creatures. He shook his head. 

‘No. She wouldn’t. She could not agree to that. She is human. Even after all that’s 

happened, she’s human!’ 

The Spider’s words continued to burst against him, denials now, denials of Jillian’s 

humanity, denials of Carter’s faith in her and his hope for the future of the Earth. He sensed 

the creature’s eagerness to be about the business of destruction, and he watched in horror as 

in its excitement it lost control and gnawed at one of its own legs so that a thick, pus-yellow 

blood ran from the wound it had opened and dripped steaming to the ground. 

Nearby, Kaggen, the god of sand, churned and roared and Carter strained to catch a 

glimpse of Jillian but he could see nothing through the wall of sand. Then its frantic motion 

stopped and it became solid as stone. Carter could not know it, but beyond that wall Jillian 

watched Kaggen’s show and made her decision. The other Tricksters halted their advance and 

the Spider heaved itself away from Carter as they all turned to face Kaggen. Their 

anticipation was heavy in the air, and was soon rewarded as Jillian made her choice and the 

sand flowed away. Carter saw her now, bent taut in the grip of the god. He saw her, and knew 

with absolute clarity that he could do nothing for her but bear witness to her demise. 
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Kaggen drew Jillian’s power from her like marrow from a bone. Lost within his heat and 

sand she felt mortality draw near with the bitter knowledge that her journey had come to 

nothing, and that the Maystar line and all its magnificent ambitions would end with her. A 

scarlet tear wandered slowly down her cheek, a tear of defeat, pain and final humiliation as 

Kaggen bled her power from her, the power he needed to unite the Orders. She mustered all 

the resistance she could, but it was futile, and she heard him laugh at her. 

And then Kaggen spoke the words that would bring down the barrier between the First 

and Second Orders and begin the Union. His words, silver bright and immense, flew from his 

mouth and hammered into the rock face of the Amphitheatre. The fabric of the Second tore. 

The First began to spill through, eager to be about the business of Union, and Kaggen roared 

his triumph. 

In his celebration Kaggen let slip his grip on Jillian, and she saw the stone deep inside 

the god. The art that Kaggen had drawn with Carter’s hand glowed bright on the stone, and 

she understood its purpose. 

The stone allows Kaggen to exist in this world. The other Tricksters are only avatars, 

but Kaggen is here, in the Second Order. And he has no retreat. 

As his grip slackened, in that moment, Jillian gathered all the shreds of her strength that 

remained and made a last, desperate lunge for her destiny. She sent all her remaining force to 

the golden knot and she felt it grow hot and saw it shine, and with a supreme effort of will 

she raised her hand and tore the knot’s core from her flesh. She channelled the unimaginable 

pain and threw the knot at the stone. With bated breath she watched its slow arc through his 

roiling body. It flew for an eternity, then fine tendrils of golden thread reached out to the 

stone and found it, and began to wrap around it. 

A shudder ran through Kaggen as he realised what was happening. Too late he realised 

that for the second time he had underestimated the will of a Maystar. Words flew from his 

mouth and beat against the gold, hammered at the tendrils to break them away from the stone, 

but the knot would not be turned from its work as it wrapped the stone in its weave, and the 

energy that Kaggen had drained from Jillian started to flow back to her. Her skin flushed a 

deep, dark red as Kaggen roared and tried to squeeze her with his will, to crush her, but 

nothing could pierce her resolve now that she had a hand on the prize. 
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Desperate to break the flow of energy, Kaggen leaped skywards, carrying her with him, 

and slammed back to the ground. The force of the impact drove them into the rock and 

blasted out a deep shaft. 

 

Even as the rain of stone fell about him Carter ran towards the edge of the wound in the rock. 

Desperate to see what had become of Jillian, he lay down and stretched his head out over the 

edge. The heat generated by the passage of Jillian and the Trickster had melted the sides of 

the shaft into a glistening face of glass-smooth rock that bored straight down into darkness. 

At its bottom a faint light shone, a star in the depths. 

 

Jillian clung to the stone as Kaggen wrenched her through the skin of rock at the bottom of 

the shaft and into the waters beyond, and the honeycomb of caves he had made. For all those 

years he had not had been able to escape his prison, but he had been able to reach into the 

world and to snare the careless and the greedy, the desperate and the lost, the cruel and the 

ambitious, and to bind them to him with the promise of immortality. They had shared this 

warren with him, tormented by the withering of the flesh shells to which they were eternally 

harnessed. There would be no death for them, they would know no release, only the unending 

torment of decay, and madness at the horror of the creatures of rag and bone that they had 

become. Their hunger was insatiable and their cruelty limitless. Kaggen called them to him 

and they flocked from the caves like a murder of ragged crows. 

Even as the rotting throng fell upon her Jillian refused to loosen her grip on the stone. 

They shrouded her in their rags of waterlogged slime-leather skin and blocked her vision so 

that she could see nothing of Kaggen, the knot or the stone. They clawed at her with hooked 

fingers and snapped at her with blackened teeth but her skin was strong and kept her from 

harm, and all the while power flooded into her. She remembered the horror of the woman she 

had once been as these monsters had torn her apart in a dream that was not a dream. Now, 

they were hardly able to break her skin. Blood leaked from the small of her back and from a 

single deeper cut behind her thigh, and red clouded the water but not in any great quantity. 

Then one of the creatures concentrated its attack on the wound at the back of her thigh and 

she jolted with pain as it gnawed at her with its rotted teeth. Soon, the thing had opened her 

thigh wide enough that her blood poured freely and darkened the water, and as she tasted the 

salt tang of her own blood she knew she had to act. 

With all the strength and speed she could muster she struck out at Kaggen. He was 

taken by surprise and as he was hurled backwards through the water he lost his grip on the 
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stone. Jillian’s instinct was to lunge for the knot and stone as they began to sink down 

through the water, but first she had to escape the rag creatures. She unleashed a burst of 

energy and heat that tore through them, shore off limbs and blasted rotten teeth from their 

silently screaming mouths. The water around her boiled as the flock fell. She had given them 

the release Kaggen had denied them, and they drifted slowly down through the water, lifeless 

black rags, to rest on the deep floor of this strange sea. 

Between the falling bodies she saw a glint of gold, and then the god as he dived 

towards it. It was too far away and he was too close for her to reach it before him but she 

spoke a word of command and the gold began to rise towards her. Kaggen adjusted his flight 

through the water to intercept it as it rose ever more quickly towards her, but within seconds 

it was in her grasp. Then he was there too and he grasped the stone and tried to wrench it 

from her as she began to draw power once more, and his anger was vast. 

‘You cannot defeat me. I am a god!’ 

The sand of his desert incarnation mixed with the water to make a black mud and in the 

mud his eyes burned with his fury. She concentrated her will on the knot and on trapping the 

stone within it once more, and the tendrils of gold inched closer and closer together around its 

circumference. The Trickster battered her and though she managed to resist him with the pure 

force of her will she knew she would not be able to tolerate his assault much longer. 

And then came the final miracle of her quest. The golden tendrils met around the stone 

and enclosed it. Kaggen screamed, a howl that sent waves through the water, and for the first 

time in his existence he knew fear. For the first time, he saw the possibility of his End. 
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38 

 

Carter lay on the ground and clung to stones and to tufts of grass to stop himself sliding over 

the edge as he stared down the shaft. The light at the bottom winked out. He heard a faint 

splash of water, and thought he glimpsed a lap of ripples that died almost on the instant. He 

stared into the darkness, at a loss for what to do now that she was gone. 

He felt the weight of eyes upon him and raised his head. The Clan of Trickster stood 

around the hole, quiet, as they watched and waited for an outcome to the battle, waited to see 

who would emerge victorious. Carter hoped that it would be Jillian, though a part of him 

knew that there was no real hope, that no matter who triumphed there was no future for 

himself, for humanity, or for any of the untold billions of living things with which humanity 

so grudgingly shared the planet. 

Kaggen and Jillian fought their battle, and the breach in the Second Order was 

forgotten. Without Kaggen’s will to hold it open it had shut once more, for now, and the 

silvery gate Kaggen had made was dull and lifeless. Carter, though, could not forget what the 

Spider had shown him, and despaired at the inevitable flood. 

 



Revelation, by Tom Jeffery 

157 

39 

 

Kaggen turned and fled. He pulled Jillian through the labyrinth of caves and all the while 

power flowed from him and into her. He could not break the link. He had never imagined that 

she could defeat him, but now he could not dissolve their union and his power, his life, 

flowed into her. 

As they moved through the caves memories flooded back to Jillian, memories of a 

journey through winter mountains and of coming here before, led by an old man who had 

asked a favour of her. An old man who she now knew had been Kaggen. 

It was a trick, all a trick to get me to free him from the prison in which Emily shut him. 

But from his prison Kaggen had not foreseen the role of Carter, or of Victor, or of 

Dawid’s clan, and he had not understood the Maystar Animus and its capacity to defend its 

ancient line. For the Maystar line was old, much older than even Jillian knew. Her ancestors 

had seen mighty floods break glacier walls and carve the lands of the north, they had watched 

pyramids rise from the desert sands and walked the streets of Ur in search of words of power. 

The Maystars had seen civilizations rise, and watched the seas swell to cover their works and 

erase all trace of their momentous achievements. A Maystar had heard the speeches of Jesus 

and the prophecies of Mohammed, and seen Jerusalem burn for both. One once knew the 

hiding place of the Grail, and another, what slept inside the Covenant’s Ark. Now, as Kaggen 

dragged Jillian through the maze, the Maystar line faced its greatest trial, the last obstacle that 

stood between them and their rule over the fate of worlds. 

‘When you gave me the knot you counted on my weakness. You depended on me being 

unprepared to receive the legacy of my power. You planned for me to release you without the 

strength to fight you,’ she said to Kaggen. ‘But I am not weak. And I did not free you. I am 

strong, stronger than you.’ 

Her words sliced through the water and embedded themselves in the mud of his head 

where they glinted like steel in the light of the caves. He shuddered and twisted, but he could 

not dislodge her barbs. 

‘And I know you. I see your deception.’ As she drew his power so she drew his mind, 

and in it she began to read the extent of his plot. ‘You drove Leigh to this country. You sent 

him here to have his cattle stolen and to commit a massacre. And he was not the only one you 

manipulated. It was only because a clan of Bushmen stole some of Leigh’s cattle, and only 

because the clan’s shaman despaired at the massacre and painted the stone, that you were able 
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to enter the Second Order at all. The only way that you could have known that you would be 

free to meet Emily in the mountains is if all of that was part of your plot.’ 

‘But you failed. Emily defeated you. Then, you were looking for a way out of your 

prison, and you saw me. You wanted me weak, you needed me malleable …’ Her words 

faltered as she remembered a name that she had tried for long years to erase from her 

memory. ‘Dawson. You sent Dawson to kill my mother. You killed my mother! You! You 

killed her so that I would not know who I was, so that I would not know what I was. You 

killed her so that you could control me.’ 

Memories of the hurt she had endured as a child flooded her head, memories of the 

confusion, the fear, and the pain of her mother’s death, and of the years she had spent in the 

custody of people who had been strangers to her. As the Animus had flooded into her she had 

forgotten these hurts, but she realised now that they had remained in the heart of her like a 

pus-filled abscess, and as she recognised her mother’s murderer, as she saw the puppeteer 

who had put the knife in Dawson’s hand, closed his fingers around the hilt and driven the 

blade home, the abscess burst and she was flooded with a rage so great she felt her skin burn 

with it. 

Kaggen was oblivious to anything but his desperation to break their union. He drew her 

through the caves and into a vast chamber lit from its centre by a white fire. When he had 

first made this place he had set it aflame as a marker of his dominion, and now he dragged 

Jillian towards it. He pulled her into the light and it flared as she entered it, as if she was ether 

to its flame. It lit the cave to its furthest recesses and revealed the crawling things that lived 

on its floor, more victims of Kaggen’s false promises. As the light reached them, the first 

light to touch them since they had been tricked from the world of the sun and the moon, they 

retreated into misshapen shells or curled as tightly into themselves as they could. 

The light contained a reflection of Kaggen’s strength, and now it restored to him some 

of the power that Jillian had drained from him. He renewed his assault, he bent his fire upon 

her, and despite her resistance, despite the closeness of her victory, she felt her hold begin, 

fraction by fraction, to weaken once more.
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40 

 

Carter scrabbled for purchase as he stared down the shaft into which Jillian had fallen. He 

strained to see, craned forward into the darkness, and then his centre of gravity shifted too far 

forwards and he slipped over the rim of the abyss. He cried out in panic as his momentum 

gathered and he began to fall. 

A grip like steel latched onto his leg, and at its touch his breath caught in his throat as if 

he had been plunged into icy water. He flailed his arms and free leg as he dangled over the 

chasm, and then the grip drew him back over the rim until he was once more on solid ground. 

He lay face down and heaved for breath for a moment, then he rolled over. One of the Clan 

stood over him. Carter stared into bright green eyes. 

‘Thank you,’ was all he could stammer. 

A grin split the broad face. 

‘You’re welcome. But everything has a price.’ The eyes were intense, probing. ‘What 

do you think you should pay for your life? What are you, do you think, worth?’ The trickster 

cast his eyes over Carter in the manner of a diner choosing which piece of the bird he fancied. 

‘And what shall I claim as my reward?’ 

Carter sensed the threat in these words and swallowed nervously. He played for time. 

‘What is your name?’ he asked. 

The god narrowed his eyes and cocked his head. 

‘My name? Why?’ 

‘I would like to know to whom it is that I owe the price of my life.’ 

The god stared hard at Carter, and then as his face split into a grin Carter realised how 

human this member of the Clan seemed. He looked like a man of average height with dark 

hair and green eyes, and as if he could be someone Carter could trust, a fellow traveller 

caught up in circumstances. 

But then Carter looked at the long and striking coat that he wore over his bare chest. It 

was made of a collection of scraps sewn together, scraps bright and dark, some soft and 

others rough as sandpaper, and as he stared Carter began to understand this coat’s grim 

provenance. Some of the scraps were mottled with freckles, others had warts, moles and 

scars, and more than one had rough stitches that held closed the lips of a wound that would 

never heal. It was a coat of human skin, buttoned with bone, a coat made from the souvenirs 

of riddles unsolved and games lost, and Carter realised that this was the price of his life. His 

skin. 
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‘Loki.’ 

The god’s voice drew Carter’s attention from the garment’s malign spell. 

‘What?’ he said, trying to hide his distress. 

‘My name is Loki,’ repeated the god. 

‘Loki.’ Carter knew the name. ‘Loki Laufeyjarson. Trickster of the North. Friend and 

enemy of the other Norse gods, and son of the Jotuns.’ 

Loki looked pleased. 

‘You flatter me with my fame.’ 

Carter looked around carefully, but there was no gap in the encircling Clan through 

which he might make a desperate lunge for escape, and there was no pity in any of the eyes 

that stared at him. Then Loki was upon him. The god pinned him to the ground, and in his 

hand he held a curved blade, long and sharp, a skinning blade. 

‘Just a patch, that’s all, a patch to clothe my poor body,’ Loki chattered. 

He loomed over Carter and a trickle of excited drool ran slowly down his chin to drip 

onto Carter’s chest, but Carter only had eyes, wide and frightened, for the blade poised above 

him. 

A sigh rippled through the assembly as the blade fell and went about its work, and 

Carter’s scream echoed from the mountains. Loki pushed the point under the soft skin of his 

stomach and prised it away from the muscle beneath. Carter had never known such pain and 

though he writhed and screamed the god held him easily until with a soft, tearing sound Loki 

took his prize from Carter’s flesh, the piece of skin that Dawid had burned in order to wake 

him from Kaggen’s trap. Loki held it aloft and laughed as the blood dripped. 

‘This will make a fine addition to my coat, fine indeed.’ 

Loki’s face was spattered with Carter’s blood, and he stroked the surface of the piece of 

flayed skin. Then he looked at Carter and laughed out loud, and in his glee he scuttled away 

and turned in a fast circle, bent over almost on all fours, and for a brief moment, through the 

terrible pain, Carter saw something animal, a hunch-backed creature with slavering jaws and 

a patchwork coat of coarse hair. Behind him the Spider of Nazca chattered its excitement, and 

its foul breath wafted over him.
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41 

 

The flow of energy that had refilled the starved cells of Jillian’s anatomy dwindled to a 

trickle. The flame had rejuvenated Kaggen, and though she fought as hard as she could he 

started to break the knot’s golden threads from around the stone. 

Then a figure burst into the flame and threw itself at the god. It pushed its hands and 

arms into the muddy flesh of Kaggen’s head and grasped for purchase on the vital parts 

within. Jillian, astonished, recognised the attacker. Victor Gray, his features twisted in rage. 

The rag-creatures had all heeded Kaggen’s call to arms and they had all perished in Jillian’s 

fire, Gray’s tormentors included. He had been left hanging in the dark and somehow he had 

escaped the bonds of Necrosium, perhaps through some small spark of dominion over it that 

yet remained within him. 

Each remaking under Kaggen’s curse had taken Gray back towards the human form 

that was his inherent nature. He was missing an eye, there was a hole where once had been 

his lumpen nose, and his naked body showed the scars of healing from terrible mutilations. 

He was no longer the broken thing that Jillian had made that day at Draco, nor was he the 

monster Necros that had risen from Gray’s murder, but neither was he fully human. Whatever 

he was, though, and however he came to be here, now he was her saviour. 

Kaggen howled at Gray’s invasion of his flesh. He struck at Gray and wounded him 

terribly, yet Gray would not surrender his hold. The Trickster released his grip on the stone to 

ward off this new attack, and in that instant his battle with Jillian was lost. 

Jillian snatched up the stone and sealed it within the knot. Kaggen’s power flooded into 

Jillian and she struck the god and pushed him from the flame, still with Gray tearing at him. 

Then she spoke a single word that snuffed out the fire, and the caves were plunged into 

darkness. Kaggen’s rage at this sacrilege pulsed through the dark water, and he struck final, 

fatal blows at Gray. 

Then a new light began to shine. It burned forth from Jillian, and it swiftly brightened 

to light the cavern once more. It was golden, and shot through with blood-red, and it was 

without warmth. Kaggen roared as her light invaded his prison, his domain, but he was 

helpless now. She possessed the stone, and so she possessed him. She wasted no time on the 

gloating, pompous speeches of which Gray had been so fond but focused her strength on 

drawing the life from Kaggen, and though every part of him raged he could not resist. His 

energy flowed like water into Jillian. As Kaggen struggled desperately to be free of her he 

became clouds of sand, blood, flies, he transformed into a fantastic variety of shapes, but no 
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mask or riddle that he could summon could help him. Jillian would not be turned from her 

purpose. Kaggen was doomed, and as his end approached he finally understood the mortal 

terror of the hundreds, the thousands, the millions with which he had played his games. 

Jillian sucked Kaggen dry and looked with contempt upon the shrivelled husk of her 

foe. As a god he had inhabited a state of perfection and this remained true of his tortured 

form now. His was a state of perfect grotesqueness, an immaculate mutilation. Once, he had 

been whatever he desired to be. Now he was lumpen clay, matter in its basest form, all 

divinity leached from him. She squeezed the clay into final formlessness, and completed her 

deicide. She drew his last remaining spark of power into herself and as Kaggen ceased to be 

she became, at last, a goddess. 
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42 

 

The force of Kaggen’s blows had done damage to Victor that would end him, but he clung to 

life long enough to witness the trickster’s defeat, and he watched as Jillian left the cave, 

taking her great light with her and plunging him into darkness. 

He drifted slowly downwards as death drew closer, and in these last minutes of his life 

he considered what he had learned as he had hung bound by the ropes of Necrosium and 

tormented by the rag creatures. He had come to realise that the Necrosium was no gift from 

God, and that God himself was not as he had imagined him to be. He had not lost his faith, 

not even in that direst of prisons. Gray was more certain than ever that God existed, but also 

that he had no idea of God’s nature. As he hung in the darkness he had come to understand 

that nothing he had done his whole life through had been of any relevance to the creature he 

called God. While the rag creatures feasted, Gray had fixed his attention on the Necrosium 

and begged it to release him, and as it refused him he had heard its true voice, or voices, for 

there were many. It was formed of countless threads of despairing prayer knotted together, 

and he realised that not one of those prayers had been answered, all those many pleas had 

been scorned and neglected. It was divine disinterest, not divine will, that had given birth to 

the Necrosium. 

When his master called the rag creatures to aid him in his war with Jillian, Gray’s 

desperation to escape this place and search for the truth of God gave him the strength to break 

free of the Necrosium. He had become lost in the labyrinth of caves, and when he came upon 

the battle between the witch and the god the sight of Kaggen had filled him with a rage that 

he had been unable to resist. He could not prevent himself from attacking the being that had 

mocked him so, and so casually devastated his magnificent ambitions. 

Now, as Gray sank deeper into the abyss, he felt a release from the torment that his life 

had been, and a peace such as he had never known fell over him. 

The witch will live, but at least …. 

Darkness took him, and his body fell amongst the creatures of the cave floor for which 

his flesh, for one last time, would become a meal. 
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The Maystar, bright, hot and brilliant, swam out of the caves and the water was filled with her 

radiance. 

Emily. 

She sensed her, she could hear her voice, she could hear the voices of all her ancestors 

raised in celebration of her victory, of their victory, and she began to realise the full extent of 

that victory as she became aware. She knew things, could see things, things previously 

hidden from her, and revealed to her in her divinity. She saw the full extent of the water, and 

she knew its name. This was the sea of Yamm-Nahar, that flooded the uncertain borderland 

between the human world and the other. The complex of caves that Kaggen had made 

between worlds was a minor reef in the great expanse of the sea of Yamm-Nahar. 

She saw the sea’s edge, and beyond it the lands of the First Order. The water broke 

against the barren and desolate shore of a great plain that stretched away beneath low skies 

bruised black and red. A distant range of mountains rose like the spike-backed spine of some 

titanic beast laid low by a great power. 

A power such as mine. 

She looked beyond the mountains and into fantastic lands, though none were like the 

visions with which Kaggen had deceived her. She sensed the other beings that lived in the 

First Order, just as she sensed the hidden things that lived in the deep of Yamm-Nahar. She 

desired to look further, but there was other business to which she must attend, other work to 

be done, and for now she turned from the spectacle of the First. Now, she would make her 

challenge to become the new ruler of the Tricksters. Her deicide was the triumph of the 

Maystar line, and through it she would become a ruler of gods. She went to the tunnel that 

had been blasted out in her war with Kaggen, and rose into the Second Order. 
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Carter gasped at the searing pain from the wound. Loki stuffed the patch of skin he had taken 

into one of the pockets on his motley coat, and blood seeped through the flesh-fabric. 

My blood, Carter thought, sickened with pain and fear. 

Loki was studying Carter’s body and Carter fought panic at the thought of another 

patch of his skin torn from him. 

How much skin can I lose and survive? How much blood can I lose and live? He 

realised that the questions did not matter. Loki would take all of his skin. How long will it 

take me to die, how long can I live with the agony of being flayed alive and aware? 

He knew that many animals still suffered this fate, skinned alive for their fur by 

barbaric humans for their soulless customers, and now for the first time he was able to 

appreciate the depths of their appalling suffering, to appreciate their helplessness. There was 

no escape. The Clan surrounded him and there was no pity in them. They would watch Loki 

flay him and enjoy it, and knowing this, Carter felt the certainty of his imminent death as a 

cold hollow inside him. 

Loki opened his mouth to speak, and then he froze. His green eyes iced over and he 

stared at Carter without seeing him, then he and all the rest of the Clan turned to face the 

abyss into which Jillian and Kaggen had plunged. Carter was forgotten, and as the Clan 

converged on the tunnel he found himself outside the circle of gods. 

A shaft of bloodshot golden light lanced from the tunnel and as the Maystar came forth 

the assembly of Tricksters let out a chorus of shrieks, whether of joy or distress Carter could 

not tell. He could not look at her. He shielded his eyes and scrambled back over the rough 

and rocky surface as her light grew in intensity. A piercing note filled the air, and the light 

and the sound quickly became too much for him. He stumbled and fell to his knees with his 

hands clasped over his ears and his head bent to the earth in supplication to this newborn sun. 

And then she was gone, and she left behind her a ringing silence and a daylight like darkness. 
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The Maystar looked down upon the pale blue dot of the Earth, and she felt the gentle pull of 

its gravity. She looked out into the universe, the cosmos through which she could move at 

will, now, and what she saw filled her with dismay and bitterness. She turned away from it, 

she could not allow herself to look into it. She turned away, drew the veil together once more, 

and put what she had seen from her mind. 

There are only two Orders that matter, and I will unite them. I will join the First Order 

with the Second and create one, perfect space that will be my domain. The door is ready and 

I will open it, but I will be no mere key. No. I will rule. After the Union is complete every new 

creature that dwells there will bow to me. 

The Maystar clothed herself in robes of light and returned to the Earth to confront the 

Trickster gods. 

 

 

 



Revelation, by Tom Jeffery 

167 

46 

 

Carter saw Jillian return. Her skin was no longer scarlet and she was bathed in a gentler light, 

and she was the most beautiful thing he had ever seen. He gasped as a knife of desire twisted 

inside him, nearly a match to Loki’s blade, but he could not go to her, he was too afraid. 

Instead he stood where he was and bore witness to her first Acts. 

She faced the Clan. They stood in a semi-circle before her, and at their backs was the 

gate that Kaggen had built in the Amphitheatre. The arch’s silver had dulled to a grey to 

match the leaden, snow-filled clouds that hung low above, but she could still feel its potential. 

All she had to do was to use the key she had taken from Kaggen, and the way to the First 

would be opened. 

‘Who are you?’ 

It was the Spider of Nazca that spoke, and there was a challenge in its question. She 

faced it. 

‘I am the Maystar. I have destroyed your king, and now I will rule this Clan.’ 

Her voice was soft but there was no mistaking the tone that dared them to oppose her, 

and there was a restless murmur from the Clan. 

‘Bow to me!’ she commanded. 

Some of the lesser Tricksters obeyed, cowed by her terrible beauty and strength, but the 

greater remained unmoved. The Spider spoke again. 

‘You know nothing of our world, or of us. And yet you would rule us? I say no.’ 

It moved heavily as it spoke. It dragged itself towards her right side, and some of the 

others began to move too, encircling her. 

Then Loki stepped out from behind the Spider’s bloated body. 

‘Hello, Jillian.’ 

His tone was familiar, as if he knew her, and as she saw his bright green eyes and his 

patchwork coat she knew that this was true and that she in turn knew him, and she knew, too, 

that here was a far greater foe than Kaggen. 

‘Loki.’ 

‘Yes! I am pleased you remember. But then, the Maystars have long memories, don’t 

they, even if their loyalty is somewhat more limited.’ 

‘Emily owed you nothing. You betrayed her. You promised her greatness and you lied 

and sold her to Kaggen. She was wise enough not to fall for your tricks, though. She knew 

you.’ 
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Loki moved closer as he spoke. 

‘And look where she ended up, a farmer’s wife before she filled a cheap, wooden box. 

But look at you.’ He raised his arms and spread them theatrically. ‘A goddess! Emily would 

be proud. As would your mother.’ His voice filled with mock sympathy. ‘If she wasn’t dead, 

of course. Poor, poor Jillian. Poor, orphaned Jillian.’ 

He walked slowly around to her left and her attention followed him, hooked by the bait 

of her mother’s death. 

‘I have avenged her death,’ she said, as she controlled her anger. ‘I know what Kaggen 

wanted and how he tried to keep me weak, and I destroyed him even without my mother to 

teach me.’ She drew herself up, her eyes flashed with a dangerous light and she said to Loki 

and the assembly of gods, ‘I am too powerful for you. And you will obey me.’ 

The Spider sprang its trap. While Loki distracted her it had crept behind her, and now it 

drove its claws through her flesh. The impact pushed her forward and onto her knees and she 

was suspended, bowed before Loki, impaled on the points of two of the Spider’s legs. Loki 

let out a cackling burst of laughter and the Spider chattered in triumph behind her while the 

Clan cheered. 

She looked down at the chitinous, hooked points that emerged from her chest and 

shoulder, then she took one in each hand and snapped them off. The Spider shuddered and 

shrieked and withdrew its wounded legs, and the Maystar was on her feet once more in a mist 

of blood that puffed from wounds that were already healing. She turned on the Spider. It tried 

to retreat, but it was too slow and her wrath too great and too quick. Her fire engulfed it and it 

writhed and screamed and thrashed. Its legs shrivelled and left it without the means to support 

its bloated body, and it fell to the ground and heaved like some monstrous caterpillar. Not for 

long, though. Her fire gutted it, its insides spilled and washed liquid filth over the rock, and 

so the Spider of Nazca died. 

She drew her light back into herself and turned to face Loki. She said nothing but there 

was a command in her eyes, and after a brief hesitation he bowed before her. The rest of the 

Clan followed suit, and recognised her as their leader. 

‘Now go,’ she commanded, ‘and await my summons. I will open the way. You will 

enter this Order in your true forms, and together we will remake the world.’ 

A sigh passed through the Clan as the warm air that had brought them here gathered 

itself to carry them away again. They thinned and lost substance, and dissolved into the wind. 

As the avatars were breathed into the mountains, in the mind of each of the trickster gods 
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where they waited in the First was the thought that the next time it visited this Order it would 

be in its own flesh, and with them would come chaos and suffering. 

 

The gods had departed and the Maystar was alone but for Carter. He clutched his flayed and 

bleeding stomach as he walked towards her. Though the gate had closed when Jillian and 

Kaggen had begun their battle, in the short time that it had stood open the First Order had 

begun its work on the Second. The rock before the gate had crumbled away in a shallow 

bowl, and inside the bowl were what had been low mosses, a small and scrubby bush and 

some rough grass. 

They had been transformed. The moss watched, a carpet of eyes of many colours. The 

bush had grown long, suckered tentacles from woody parts that had been branches, and it was 

trying to lever its roots from the crevices that had once provided sustenance but were now 

shackles of rock. The grass scuttled, a centipede of blades, to rub against her ankles and feet 

in adoration before it wandered towards Carter, curious about the creatures with which it 

shared its world. From it there came a keening sound and as it came closer to Carter he bent 

to look at it, fascinated and horrified in equal measure, and saw that amidst its blades were 

myriad tiny creatures, transformed beetles and other small things, each with a new voice with 

which they wailed their despair at their becoming, longing for a return to the earthy ways that 

were their nature. The mournful insects chilled Carter more than the moss of eyes or the 

ambitious bush, for the tiny wailing was but a prelude to the sounds of despair that would rise 

from his own species if he could not prevent Jillian from realising the dream of the Trickster. 

In the presence of gods and monsters he had felt weak and ineffective and he had 

allowed himself to shrink back from the terrible things that had surrounded and oppressed 

him. Now, though, he decided that he would not be like these tiny, wailing creatures. He 

would do everything he could to shape his own future and his own world, even in the face of 

such dread beings and such harrowing events. As he made this decision he felt his old 

confidence resurge, and his strength returned to him. 

Jillian paid him no mind. She had turned her attention to the gate. She spoke, and 

though he could not understand the words he could see them in the air as they left her mouth. 

They struck the gate, and as they burst they released light that was drawn into the arch as if 

by an answering inhalation, and the gate began to glow bright once more. 

‘Jillian!’ 

She turned her eyes upon him and in that moment there was absolute stillness. The bush 

stopped its struggles to be free and the insects ceased their keening. The moss of eyes stared 
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up at him and the clouds were mounds of grey ash in the windless skies. Her voice broke the 

silence like a crack through glass. 

‘She is gone. I am the Maystar.’ 

She looked down at his body, to the bloody place where Loki had taken his trophy. 

‘Loki?’ 

He nodded, and the pain stopped. He looked down and where the wound had been there 

was skin, smooth and perfect. The only indication of where the injury had been was the 

flawlessness of the pale new skin in contrast with the older flesh around it. 

‘Thank you,’ he said, awed more by this act than by any other of the wonders he had 

seen in recent days. 

‘I don’t like Loki. I think I will have more trouble from him. I see no reason to let his 

work remain.’ 

‘And the Union? Are you going to join the Orders?’ he asked. 

‘Yes.’ 

‘Why?’ 

‘To unify that which was broken. To heal the wounds of this world.’ 

‘Your wounds, you mean.’ 

‘What wounds? What are you talking about?’ 

‘I know about Dawson.’ 

Carter had read the newspaper articles during the research that had led him to her, he 

knew about her mother’s murder at the hands of a stranger from a distant city. He used the 

name now in desperation and the hope that a goddess would not be quick to forget the murder 

of her kin. 

‘What of him?’ 

‘I know he killed your mother.’ 

‘It was Kaggen that killed her. Dawson was only a pawn. He didn’t even know why he 

did what he did.’ Carter did not understand and she saw his confusion. ‘Kaggen sent Dawson 

to kill my mother. He hoped that if I was orphaned I would grow up weak. He thought that if 

I knew nothing of my heritage he would be able to control me as he was unable to control 

Emily. He returned the knot to me because he thought that he would be able to trick me into 

releasing him, and then he would take my family’s power so that he could open the gate. But 

I grew strong despite his treachery, and he has paid the price for the death of my mother.’ 

‘And your father? What about him? When did he die?’ 
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‘It was before I was old enough to know him, and my mother would never speak of 

him. I …’ She stopped, surprised at herself. Why am I telling him this? ‘Enough! Leave me to 

my work.’ 

Carter sensed her confusion and rallied. 

‘You’re making a mistake. Your humanity is your greatest possession. If you give that 

up for the sake of power then you will lose more than you gain. You will exchange love for 

greed, and there will be no joy in you. Only coldness and hunger.’ 

She was unmoved. 

‘What is it that every human wants but can never have?’ she demanded. ‘What is the 

reason that humans weave their myths? Answers. All the misery of what it is to be human 

bleeds from the absence of answers. They long for the answers to the questions that plague 

them from the moment they are old enough to understand the inevitability of death and the 

impossibility of knowing what lies beyond. I have those answers. I can see. I can know. With 

certainty. And where are you? Wallowing in your misery, alone and without hope.’ 

‘No! That’s not true. I may not have certainty but I do have hope, and it is hope that 

sustains me, that sustains all of us. Hope is the answer to every question that we have to 

answer with “I don’t know”. Hope is as true as joy. It’s instinctive. We know there is 

something more than misery and death, even if we don’t know what, and it’s that certainty 

that allows us to carry on living. If there was no hope there would be nothing more, but with 

hope death is not the end. You may have found yourself a higher point from which to view 

the universe, but it will bring questions of its own. You may have found some answers but a 

change in perspective always brings more questions. Even gods have questions. Why else 

would they have any reason to create but to see what might happen, and find a purpose for 

themselves?’ 

Her face darkened as Carter spoke and she remembered what she had seen in the far 

reaches of the universe, things that she could not bring herself to look upon because their 

meaning was hidden from even her. 

‘What do you know of any of this, of the business of gods and what they can and 

cannot know? You have only been a victim of events too great for your pathetic mind to 

comprehend.’ 

‘And yet here I am! Here I am, before you. A victim of circumstance, maybe, but 

without me you would never have come this far! Gray would have found you again, before 

you knew your potential, found you and killed you and taken your knot. So don’t preach to 

me about how much control and knowledge you have. You are as much a victim of 
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circumstance as I. You dropped the stone! The very thing that could have given you what you 

wanted right from the start. You dropped it for me to pick up. Why? Because you had no idea 

what it was. And why did you lack that knowledge? Because the only person who could have 

given it to you, your mother, was killed before she had a chance to tell you. And have you 

ever thought about your father? About why he might have died? With all that’s happened, all 

that’s led you here, don’t you think …?’ 

‘Enough!’ Her voice slammed into him and knocked him to the ground. ‘Go!’ 

He was compelled. He got to his feet, turned away from her and walked some distance 

from her and the gate. There he stood, waiting, watching her work, his body and voice 

chained by her will and his mind filled with fear and anger. 

She spoke her flow of words, and soon the gate glowed bright and cracked open once 

more. 
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Dawid was colder than he had ever been, and filled with despair. He knew that there was 

nothing, now, that could prevent the Union and the destruction of the world, and so he 

decided to return to the cave where he had found Carter. There, in his final hours, he would 

draw strength from the rock art, from the memories and stories of his people. 

He climbed the hill and entered the cave, and his heavy breath echoed from the walls. 

What little light there was faded as he moved deeper, until he could see nothing. He struck a 

match and carried on into the depths of the cave. He soon came upon the gourds and reeds 

that Carter had used to free Kaggen, and then Dawid froze as he saw the small, broken body 

of the shaman. He had not seen it when last he was here, and he looked in shock at the pitiful, 

twisted corpse. 

Something seemed to shift in the shadow-light of the match. Was there motion there? 

Dawid stared at the body, sure he had seen movement. The match burned the tips of his 

fingers and went out. He felt for another, lit it, and cupped it in his hand as he moved closer 

to the body. 

The match’s weak amber-red light mixed a palette of shadows and bruises on the 

corpse. Dawid was appalled at the shaman’s ruin. His hips lay at an impossible angle to his 

torso, as if Kaggen had meant to twist him apart. The thin legs were broken and broken again, 

snapped like the match that softly lit this terrible maiming. Although Dawid had been certain 

that he had seen some sort of movement, as he looked at these injuries he knew that he must 

have been mistaken. 

Then he looked at the shaman’s face. The eyes were open and focused. There was life 

in them, and they were locked on Dawid. Stunned, Dawid dropped to his knees at the 

shaman’s side and rested a gentle hand on his chest. He felt an almost imperceptible rise and 

fall of lungs that laboured in the grip of shattered ribs. He did not know what to do to help 

this man, so horribly injured and certainly near death. He looked at the shaman with pity and 

sorrow, and the dying man’s eyes locked onto his. His lips parted as if he would speak, and 

his gaze beckoned Dawid closer. Dawid leaned near, and in the shaman’s eyes he saw neither 

anger nor peace but determination, and before Dawid could speak, before he could ask the 

dying man what he could do, the shaman exhaled a last, long, warm breath into Dawid’s face. 

Dawid felt the breath on his skin, and then he felt its heat enter him, felt its warmth in 

his nose and mouth and felt it slide into his throat and make its way into his body. He gasped 

in shock, pulled away from the shaman and scrambled to his feet, but there was no stopping 
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it. The shaman’s final breath flowed into him, into his lungs, into his blood and spread 

through his body. Dawid made small noises of fright at the sensation as the breath flowed 

through him, seeking his centre, his heart. He gasped like a suffocating man as his being 

joined with that of another. The breath carried with it the shaman’s knowledge, his memories, 

his hopes and his fears, and these rooted in Dawid. In an instant he knew all that the shaman 

had known, went everywhere he had been, did all that he had done. The other became part of 

him and he knew his fears and his joys and possessed his skills. It was not that Dawid had 

another person, another spirit, inside him. He was not possessed by the other. The shaman’s 

knowledge and experience were added to the sum of Dawid’s being, the two joined in perfect 

union to make someone new. 

In his mind were sights that he had never seen with his eyes, and memories of a distant 

past which he had never lived but that had always been his. He saw the days in which the 

shaman had lived, the last days of freedom and the beginning of the end that had engulfed his 

people and that had continued to flood into their world until it washed over Dawid and his 

clan in their desert home so many miles and years distant. He felt the man’s fear for his 

people, fear rooted in the knowledge that the path to their destruction was set before them by 

those who had invaded their land. The sense of loss and despair echoed through the ages, 

shared by the two men who had each watched the erasure of their history, their myths, their 

being. Sorrow bridged the years between murdered clans. From this moment of becoming 

came a new man who was more than the sum of the souls from which he was forged, and his 

sorrow was greater than each, as was his anger. His memories were hot in his mind, like the 

blast of the desert wind as they burned a new soul into existence, the two sorrow-filled beings 

woven into a new entity. 

With a new sense of purpose, Dawid knew that he must return to the place where he 

had left Carter with the witch. He made his way out of the cave and started towards the 

Amphitheatre, and soon he stood once more on the ridge from where he and Carter had first 

seen Necros. Carter was still here, in the valley below. He stood near the witch, and watched 

her at her work. Her words had formed a great silver arch that ran through the rock of the 

Amphitheatre like a vein of some deadly mineral. Rage rose in Dawid at the sight of the gate 

that would link the Orders and destroy his world. He strode down the slope towards the 

destiny laid before him, filled with the determination of his new-born soul. 

Carter did not see Dawid until he was mere feet away. He turned to look at him and 

their eyes met but Carter was confined by Jillian’s will and he could move no more than this, 

and he could not speak. To Dawid it seemed that Carter registered no surprise, no emotion at 
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his return. He read sadness and desperation in the other man’s expression and assumed that 

he had given up completely, as he had so nearly done before. Dawid turned from this man 

who had betrayed him, and towards the witch where she was about her work. 
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The Maystar threw the gate wide. A violent tremor passed through the Earth and knocked 

Carter and Dawid from their feet. The sea of Yamm-Nahar poured through the union, but 

here it was no longer the water of the First Order but a flood of a state of being. It flowed in a 

shimmering haze, like sunburned air, and transformed everything in its path. It unpicked the 

Second Order’s fabric and wove it anew, it mutated earth and air, plant, animal and insect, as 

it began the undoing of the world that was home to humanity. This end would not be a 

moment of mercy, it would not bring reward for the just and damnation for the unjust. All 

would perish in an apocalypse without rapture, a hopeless Armageddon that would make no 

distinction between good and evil. This was not a will but a force, and it would engulf and 

consume everything it touched. 

The First Order gushed through the torn fabric of the Second and the Maystar stood in 

its flow and gloried in her deification. Inhabitants of the First crawled and scuttled and flew 

past her, illustrations of the transformations that the creatures of the Second would soon 

endure. She reached out and snatched a small nonsense from the air. It struggled and flapped 

wings of lace-like bone against her cupping palms, and she blew a breath on it and it stilled. 

Between its wings it had the body of a marine slug, sinuous and fronded with startling 

colours. At one end of its body was a tail of what seemed feathers but of a meaty red that bled 

rich colour into the air around it, and at the other was a head that flowed and folded into itself 

again and again like a rose blossom in constant motion, petals of flesh vanishing into its 

centre to be replaced by others at its edge. She placed a finger in the centre of the rose and it 

suckled hungrily at her flesh. She felt it draw drops of her power from her and saw it grow as 

it fed. She indulged it until it threatened to engulf her hand, and then she tossed it gently 

upwards so that it took wing and flew off to search for other sources of nourishment. Soon it 

would find Matt and drain his corpse of the little energy that yet remained in the corrupted 

flesh. 

The First Order flooded out into the Second, and at this fresh touch of the impulse that 

had created them the moss of eyes and the ambitious bush found their energy renewed. The 

bush finally broke free of its stony shackles, and the moss watched with clearer vision as the 

bush took its first faltering steps with the woody, fringed appendages that had been its roots. 

Jillian smiled as this, the first of her progeny, stumbled out into the world of her creation. 

The flood moved outwards from the gate in all directions, and as it went it transformed 

air and rock and everything that moved or rooted in each. It rewove the elemental fabric of 
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the Second and reunited it with that of the First, and this was nothing like the fire-lit 

transformations Carter had witnessed during the dance in the Bushman camp. Those 

metamorphoses had come about through a meeting of the two Orders, but this was a forceful 

and savage assault. The First Order overwhelmed and reconstructed the Second, and the 

Maystar looked upon it, and thought that it was good. 

 

Carter was released from Jillian’s grip but he did not run from the flood. 

There is no escape. And besides, she is here. 

Where else would he go? 

As the flood reached him Carter felt its warmth on his skin and prepared himself for 

destruction. It flowed around him, and he could feel it tasting him, questioning his flesh and 

form, an electric potential in every fibre of his being, and yet he remained unaltered. He 

looked to where Jillian stood, and he was filled with joy at the certainty that it was she who 

had saved him, that she had chosen to spare him. 

 

Dawid saw the flood coming and he stepped into it, unafraid. The flow engulfed him, and he 

was the first human to truly feel its touch. It sought out the imprint of his distant and 

elemental origin, the imprint that exists in each human being, the hidden knowledge of what 

they would have been before the primordial separation of the Orders divided human from 

animal. This architecture was encoded deep within the soul, the spiritual DNA. His, though, 

was a weave of his own being and that of the elder shaman, and this fabric was strong enough 

to guide the metamorphosis that the recombinant universes began to weave upon it. Dawid 

knew what he, what they, would become. He knew the power with which to fight the witch. 

His skull deformed and his eyes cut their way through flesh and bone to find a new 

position. His limbs bent and cracked and stretched and his body grew great and powerful, 

slabbed with muscle, human-form but brindled with tough hair, grey, ochre and black. His 

skull grew heavy, chin drawn out into a long muzzle with flaring nostrils that blasted hot and 

potent breath, and his brow was crowned with a pair of majestic, fluted horns. His eyes were 

full and black with implacable resolve. He was the great horned god of the South. He was 

Eland, and he was mighty. 

Eland looked to the gate, before which stood the newborn goddess who had unleashed 

the tide of the First and begun the destruction of the Second. A great rage sprang up in him as 

he saw the living things that were his wards transformed, destroyed, desecrated by the flood 

that had been unleashed by the foolish child-god and her ill-considered works. He roared, 
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long and powerful, a great roll of thunder. He turned his black eyes to the skies and urged 

them to his aid, for he was the God of Storms. Clouds formed, thick and dark, and Eland was 

readied to oppose the witch. 

 

The Maystar’s reverie was shattered by Eland’s roar and the fall of clouds. She turned to face 

him as he strode towards her in a cloak of thunderheads black as liquid night and laced with 

jagged bolts of yellow and white light. She knew that this was a god come to challenge her. 

The roiling cloud collided with the flood of the First with tremendous force, and for a 

moment the sight of the god was hidden from her by the shock wave that blasted upwards 

from the impact. Then her deadly tide was contained, and Eland was upon her. He seized the 

newborn destroyer, and carried her into his storm. 

 

Eland arrived in an avalanche of sound and light that stunned Carter and threw him to the 

scarred ground. As he struggled to his feet he saw that there was a barrier of some force that 

enclosed the flood and stopped its spread, its apocalypse postponed once more by a standing 

wave of flickering light that reminded Carter of the sheets of lightning that travelled across 

the desert sky in the rainy season. Eland had raised the barrier to contain the annihilating tide 

from the gate, and it wrapped around to left and right to meet the face of the Amphitheatre. 

Carter looked to the gate and Jillian was gone, nowhere to be seen. He went to the 

barrier to try and pass through it, but when he reached it he hesitated and stretched his hand 

out to touch it. It flickered and flashed and seemed insubstantial but as his fingertips neared it 

he felt the great strength that allowed it to hold back the flood and he knew that he was 

trapped behind it. He looked about, helpless, in the weak hope that some way out would 

present itself to him. 

Carter stumbled backwards from the barrier, and with each step the earth gave off 

sparks and snaps of energy beneath his feet, the ground charged with potential. He dragged 

his stare away from the wall of cloud and light and to the gate and its black core and the 

fantastic liquid geometry that flowed from it. Then he looked to the incongruity of the 

Drakensberg valley in which the endgame was being played, at the mountains below the dark 

night sky and the bright white flakes of snow that fell sparsely now, and he thought that what 

was truly wondrous was the valley beyond, anything normal, anything that he knew as real 

and familiar and part of the world into which he had been born. These mundanities were the 

miracles now, and that they yet continued while monsters and gods emerged from the world 

of myth to walk among them, and the abyss beckoned them into its killing embrace. 
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Eland held the Maystar, and he felt the parts of him that were the men he had once been urge 

him to her destruction. But he was far more than those men, and he was not driven by their 

desires. He looked at the woman, the witch, he held in his grip, and he did not wish to snuff 

out her light. She was alive, and murderer though she surely was, he would not become one 

himself. There was no justice in death repaid in death. 

He looked within her, and saw there two serpents entwined around her soul, and he 

knew that she did not see them, did not feel them, and did not know what they meant. Eland 

looked into Jillian and saw the truth of what she was, of how she had come to be, and he felt 

only sadness as he knew he must reveal to her this final, devastating secret. 

 

The Maystar did not yet resist the god who held her.  

‘What do you want?’ she asked him. 

‘Why would you unmake this world?’ 

‘I am mending a rift. I am making what once was one, one once more. I am making one 

realm, over which I will rule.’ 

‘Who gave you it, that you should rule over it?’ 

‘I destroyed its master, and so it is mine.’ 

‘Who was this master?’ 

‘Kaggen.’ 

Eland growled at the name. 

‘Kaggen the Trickster had no such claim to lose. He was a master of lies, a Deceiver. 

You claim that which was not his to forfeit.’ 

‘I will rule! It is my destiny. It has been the purpose of my line for millennia, and I will 

not fail now! This is meant to be. We followed the hidden path and now I have reached its 

end.’ 

Her voice rose with the strength of her sense of purpose, and her determination shone 

bright. She wrenched free from his grasp and struck at him, but her blows met only the 

nothingness of cloud. She spoke words of power but each vanished into his body, their light 

fading as he absorbed them. 

When he spoke to her, his voice was almost gentle. 

‘You followed no path. You beat one through and paved it with blood and suffering, 

with murder and lies and deceptions.’ 
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She ignored his words. 

‘Why do you oppose me?’ she asked. ‘Why do you wish to preserve the division of the 

Orders?’ 

‘Because it was made this way for good reason, reason of which you have no 

knowledge. And that is knowledge you lack because you have been used. Your line did not 

set out on this murderous path of its own volition. You think you understand your origins, but 

you do not. You think you understand the origins of the knot and that it is a sign of your 

freedom, but you do not, and it is not.’ 

As he spoke some of the knot’s golden threads unwove from her flesh and as they 

writhed before her face the knot seemed less familiar, and the sense of ownership that had 

seemed so natural fit less well within her. 

‘What is this?’ she demanded. ‘What are you doing? You are trying to deceive me!’ 

‘There is no deception. I am trying to show you the truth. Nothing is as you think it to 

be. Nothing that you think you know is true, nothing that has driven you here. Your family 

has been deceived from the first. You are bound within a web of deceptions, and the knot you 

wear is the symbol of your enslavement.’ 

‘Lies! You are trying to turn me from my path, and you will not.’ 

‘The path you are on was not of your family’s design. You know that Kaggen tried to 

trick you, to make you release him and give him your power, but there is far more to your 

family’s story. Look. Let me show you.’ 

He opened an eye into the distant past into which she was drawn, inevitably, 

irresistibly. Eland began to unravel the truth of the Maystar line and their quest for divinity. 

‘Look,’ he said 

She saw a place of dark plains and ragged mountains, black and raw red, a blasted and 

barren landscape tinged with sickly colours, and empty but for the great armies that marched 

across it to do battle. 

‘This is the First Order, before the Second was split from it,’ said Eland. There were 

none of the bright colours that Kaggen had shown her, none of the beauty and mystery with 

which he had tempted her. ‘It was a place of war between the Trickster gods and my clan, 

that humans call Therianthropes.’ 

‘For what did they fight?’ she asked. 

‘For dominion, and for freedom. It was the wish of my clan to forge a new Order, an 

Order that would be a place of freedom.’ 

‘Freedom for whom? And freedom from what?’ 
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‘Look,’ said Eland. 

The vision left the plane of battle and took her to a city in the midst of a high mountain 

range, a city of great towers that rose like fleshless ribs from the body of the ground below. 

‘This is Kaidan, the Tricksters’ city.’ 

He showed her the horrors that the Trickster gods visited upon the therianthropes and 

demigods with which they shared the First Order. The Tricksters were slavers and torturers, 

and in the great markets of the city they bought and sold the creatures they had collected. 

Their only purpose in doing so was the amusement to be had from the haggling and from the 

tortures to which they subjected their purchases, and she saw what they did to them, abuses 

only the mind of a god could imagine. The Catholic Inquisition was a garden of pleasures in 

comparison to the things that the Tricksters did to their property. 

‘Those of us who remained free opposed the cruelty of the Tricksters and so we were at 

war, eternal war, and while the war raged my captive brothers and sisters suffered endlessly 

as the Tricksters took out upon them their rage at our resistance. But there came a day, a great 

day, upon which we struck our master blow.’ 

She saw the free Therianthropes and demigods gathered on the same bitter plain, but 

not in battle. 

‘We drew all of our clan together, and we began the Creation.’ 

A being of magnificent height, tree-like in her trunk and branch form, pierced the 

ground with her body. Shudders rippled outwards across the plain and a rift began to spread 

from the wound she had made. The ground of the First split and folded upon itself to create 

an abyss that spread wide, and within the deep darkness a spark of bright silver light 

blossomed and expanded. Water rushed forth and filled the abyss, the birth of the sea of 

Yamm-Nahar. The sea spread wide and on its farther shore new ground began to solidify, 

new earth formed under the combined will of the gathered creatures. The Maystar realised 

what she was watching. 

‘They are making the Second Order!’ 

Even she could not hide her awe at the sight of Creation, and she watched in wonder as 

the clan translated their being into a home for the tortured creatures of the First. Where the 

Tricksters were of spike, claw and hardness, of edges bitter and sharp, the Therianthropes 

were of that which would inform root and bark, skin and fur, rain and cloud, the things that 

would make the Second Order a place of rest and plenty, at least for a time. 

‘As we made the Rift we sent word of it through the First to our brothers and sisters. 

We called them to their new freedom, their new existence, and they came in their many 
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thousands. The Tricksters were busied with their eternal sport and remained oblivious for 

some time, but once they perceived the exodus they acted quickly.’ 

The Maystar saw the long lines of Therianthropes and Demigods, the massed ranks 

approaching the Rift. They came quickly, kicking up the pale dust of the plane as they came, 

but not quickly enough. Behind them came the Tricksters, rampant and murderous, mowing 

down as many as they could before they could reach the Rift and sanctuary. They would have 

hewn at the Tree Goddess and bridged the Rift but for those of the persecuted who turned to 

fight the tormentors and sacrificed themselves to give the rest the time to escape. 

Under the cover provided by the clash, many thousands crossed into the new Order. 

She watched as their hybrid forms unravelled, their startling physiologies unweaving to 

become the humans and other animals that would fill the new world. In a moment of insight 

she understood that humankind, in aeons of worshipping therianthropes as divine, had 

worshipped the memory of the hybrids they themselves had once been. Then as humanity 

forgot that ancient past they began to worship what they had become and they made God, 

Allah, Yahweh in their own image, tangled within mythologies of fear and hope that were 

seeded from the fragments of memory of the torments of the Tricksters and the promise of the 

paradise into which they had escaped. 

And into her mind there flashed again the appalling wonders she had glimpsed in the 

distant reaches of the universe, and again she pushed them aside like an impatient child with 

a piece that will not fit a near-complete jigsaw. 

The last of the Therianthropes crossed into the newborn universe and the Tricksters 

howled and raged and swore oaths of vengeance of the destruction of the sanctuary. Their 

fury, though, could not match the joy of the creatures that had for so long yearned for escape 

from their torment, and who were saved at last. 

‘This is what you are trying to remake,’ said Eland, ‘A place in which torture and pain 

are the air and the soil. You will send your kind and mine back to the existence they suffered 

before we were saved. Would you condemn us all to an eternity of sorrows? Would you 

unmake us, and give us up for torture? Is that truly what you want, to be the queen of our pain 

and misery?’ 

Her momentary hesitation was quickly overcome by anger. 

‘Lies! You lie just as Kaggen did. He wanted something from me, and so do you. I will 

never give up my knot! Look elsewhere for objects of power.’ 

‘I have no need for such tokens! I choose to reveal to you the deceptions you suffer 

rather than to crush you.’ 
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‘If you could crush me you would have already. You cannot. I am newborn but I am 

strong, and you fear me.’ 

‘I do not fear you. I pity you. Look! Look at your past, look at what made you!’
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The night closed in, wet with snow, and Carter shivered with cold and dread. The gate stood 

open, and he felt as if it looked at him. His every nerve and sinew screamed at him to run but 

his mind would not obey, and even if he had been able to overcome the inertia of his horror 

there was nowhere he could go. He felt a desire to look into the abyss. Carter went to the 

brink of the gate, and looked into the darkness. He stared into the gate, and it granted him a 

vision. 

He saw an eternity filled with billions of pinpricks of light, and it was familiar to him. 

This was the universe of stars and galaxies that he had seen in countless photographs. It was 

vast, and yet somehow reassuring because he knew what it was. Then shapes started to 

resolve between the stars, and as he stared deeper and deeper he saw myriad threads, thin and 

diaphanous, strung in a web through the infinite, billions upon billions of them that knotted 

and joined. A few were thin and singular, lost among the chaos. Many formed more 

substantial braids. But most joined in a vast twist, around which writhed all the lesser. The 

masses of threads rippled and flexed like some great amorphous beast that reached out into 

the universe, as if it reached for something, and it drew his vision so that he looked deeper 

and further and he realised that there was something out there, some great and hidden thing. 

Slowly it emerged from the shadows, a vast machinery spread through the infinite. It 

tore at the threads, even as they reached towards it, into it, and from them he sensed a deep 

desire to reach the centre of the machinery. That ambition drew his sight deeper, and he felt 

the presence of great beings, infinitely removed and unutterably alien. These were dreadful 

enough, but then he felt a mighty and singular consciousness stir slow and heavy. It turned to 

look towards him and as he felt the weight of its gaze upon him his mind was filled with 

terror and with one, singular certainty. 

There is a God. And it does not love me. 

He shook loose from the vision, gasped for breath as his heart hammered. He looked 

about for someone to offer him answers, someone from whom he might beg an explanation, 

but he was alone with this single certainty, for which there was no comfort. He knew, then, 

that all that he had seen and done to bring him to this point was no more than the start of a 

long and formidable pilgrimage. 

 

 



Revelation, by Tom Jeffery 

185 

51 

 

The Maystar saw green fields around a clear lake under a blue sky dotted with clouds. High 

mountains rose at each edge of the valley. Her perspective had changed. She looked out at the 

scenery through eyes that were not her own. She was in somebody else, somebody female, a 

girl who felt strong and happy. She could sense the emotion, but she could not read her host’s 

thoughts. She merely shared the body, as passenger and witness. 

They walked through the fields. A stream bubbled nearby and she could feel sun on her 

skin even through the cold bite that flowed into the valley from the glaciers in the mountains 

above. The Maystar knew that this was a place somewhere in the far north, and a time many 

thousands of years before her own. 

The girl, whose name the Maystar knew was Abreth, looked up at the mountains as she 

walked, at the ice rivers that crept closer every season and melted less as each summer grew 

shorter and cooler. Even in her own short life she had seen the ice draw nearer and the 

summers grow shorter and she had felt the winters’ chill deepen. The old and wise of the 

village told legends of the Great Ice that had come in the past, and foretold that soon it would 

return to cover the lands in its cruel blanket. Some people had already moved south for 

warmer places where the ice would not reach. Abreth, though, and most others of her village, 

could not imagine leaving their homes. 

A figure appeared on the path ahead and the Maystar felt her host slow her pace and 

hesitate as she saw the unfamiliar man. Abreth walked on, but more slowly and with a wary 

tension in her step, and her hand touched the hilt of the knife in her belt. As they approached 

the man his eyes were on them and a small smile crept onto his lips. He was old and stooped, 

dressed in a cloak of patchwork material and a poorly made tunic and breeches of the same, 

and his feet were wrapped in furs tied with leather thong. He carried a bundle over his 

shoulder and as he came near the Maystar saw that it was a net woven of rough rope. It was 

wet and dripping and two salmon stared out from the net, dead-eyed and open-mouthed. 

‘Good day to you, pretty one,’ said the man as they came within speaking distance. 

His voice was kind but there was something in his shining eyes above the hooked nose 

and warted chin that stirred alarm within the Maystar. Abreth, however, replied in a wary but 

friendly fashion. Both spoke a language that was by turns harsh and melodic, guttural and 

liquid, and the Maystar found she could understand it. 

‘Good day, old man. Where are you going?’ 
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‘I am not going, I have been. Fishing, and caught my supper. The stream at the bottom 

of this valley is well stocked with salmon.’ 

The girl eyed the net. 

‘I have never seen such a thing for catching fish. Where did you get it?’ 

‘I made it myself. It is my own invention.’ 

‘I would love to learn the trick of weaving such a thing, if you would show me. I would 

give you something in return for the lesson.’ 

The man seemed to hesitate. 

‘It is no small thing, such a skill. It would be a great gift indeed if I were to teach it to 

you.’ He broke into a kindly smile. ‘But come, I will teach you. The cost of the lesson can be 

decided as we work. Where shall we sit? Out of the sun, I think. Under that tree, maybe?’ 

He pointed to a huge Ash tree. It was a tree she knew well for it was a sacred place, 

loved by the people of her village. Beneath it was the stone altar upon which the village made 

the sacrifices for midsummer and midwinter. She nodded agreement and they walked over to 

the tree at his slow pace, his net trailing drips behind him. The Maystar could not study him 

as she wished, because the eyes through which she looked were not hers to control. Even so, 

she sensed that he was more than he seemed. 

He dropped his net and lowered himself stiffly to the ground to sit cross-legged on the 

springy, leaf-scattered grass near the altar. It was of three massive stones, two wide and short 

that supported the single, great slab of its table top, and all were carved with the knots and 

mazes beloved of the girl’s people, a tradition that had been handed down from their ancient 

ancestors and which, long after the coming ice destroyed her people and receded once more, 

would come to be beloved by the Celtic peoples. 

The girl sat cross-legged and faced the stranger as he rested his back against the tree. 

She looked up the soar of the trunk as it reached for the blue above, and as always the sight 

confirmed for her the village shaman’s teaching that this tree was the centre of the world, the 

pillar that held the sky above the earth. 

The stranger began to pull lengths of rope, thin but fibrous and rough, from inside his 

cloak. 

‘Now watch closely, my girl, and you will soon get the knack.’ 

His fingers began to knot the rope into net, twisting it through and about, through and 

about to form the close squares. She watched his fingers’ swift motion, and he watched her, 

his eyes hard as he studied her dark hair, her dark eyes, pale skin and beautiful face. 

‘Beauty is a charm,’ he said. 



Revelation, by Tom Jeffery 

187 

The Maystar heard a warning in those words that her host did not, but though she felt 

some sort of a bond with this girl she could not communicate with her. She was to be witness 

only. 

Witness to what? she wondered. 

The girl was unabashed by the old man’s words. She knew she was beautiful. The men 

of her village had made that clear to her ever since she was a child, and she used the knife in 

her belt to discourage unwanted attention. 

‘A charm? What do you mean?’ 

‘It can be used to bring fortune. It can make both men and women do things for you, 

things that they might not normally do. You can make people do things for you, can’t you?’ 

he asked, mischief in his grin. 

Abreth thought of Calder and how her smiles and light touches had persuaded him to do 

things for her, and how she could turn him to joy or confusion with a kind word or a snap. 

She thought of how she could extract gifts from her father, and how even some of the village 

women would turn their eye from a job unfinished if only she would smile at them. 

‘Yes, I can. Why?’ 

‘I can teach you how to weave more than just nets. Or perhaps nets of a different kind.’ 

‘What do you mean?’ 

The shadow under the tree deepened. The old man dropped the rope he had been 

working and raised his cupped hands before her face. 

‘What do you see?’ 

She stared at his spread palms. 

‘Nothing.’ 

Jillian felt the girl’s uncertainty. 

‘Look closer,’ he said. 

Abreth stared at his hands. A shadow seemed to flicker above them, then was gone. 

‘Look,’ he said. 

The shadow flickered again, then once more, then it solidified into a lick of darkness, a 

black and lightless flame that filled and overflowed his cupped palms. She stared, open-

mouthed. 

‘Would you like to learn the trick of this?’ he asked. ‘It will gain you more respect in 

the village than netmaking.’ 

‘How?’ 
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‘With fear. Nets and knots have their place but fear brings more respect than fish, I 

find.’ 

She stared at the black flame, uncertain. The flickering shadow seemed harmless.  

‘What is there to fear in that?’ 

With a sharp movement of his wrist the stranger cast the shade towards the altar. It hit 

the stone and spread over it like a black mould, and soon the stone was completely hidden. A 

crack rang out, and another, and a grinding sound came from within the shadow, as of 

millwheels turning against one another. Then the mould began to withdraw, and left dust and 

pebbles behind, all that remained of the altar. 

The girl felt a sting of shock at the desecration of the sacred stone, but this was soon 

overcome by awe at the power the old man had so casually wielded, power far greater than 

the village shaman had ever demonstrated in his worship of the great tree. 

The Maystar watched through the girl’s eyes and felt a thread of doubt begin to weave 

through her hard-won certainties. 

‘That is a trick that I would like to learn,’ said Abreth softly. 

The old man smiled and Jillian could see the satisfaction in his face. 

‘And so you shall, May Star, so you shall.’ 

‘My name is Abreth.’ 

‘If you are to take my teaching you will need a new name, a name that I give to you 

now. You will be the May Star, for a new beginning.’ 

The Maystar was shocked to hear the name, her name, and as it was spoken she knew 

that the body she shared and from whose eyes she looked were those of the first of her line. 

She witnessed the origin of the Maystar witches. 

‘Who are you?’ asked the girl, and Jillian knew the truth before the old man answered 

with his lie. 

Loki. 

The name crept into her mind with the pointed feet of a centipede. The old man was 

Loki, the Trickster of the North, and he smiled at the girl with the grin of a great wolf come 

to end the world.
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The Maystar looked out through the eyes of the girl Abreth. They were in the clearing under 

the great Ash tree once more but this was years later than the previous visions. Loki and his 

apprentice had taken the sacred place for their own, and they had built a stone hearth and 

forge under the great tree. The Maystar sensed that Abreth now had considerable knowledge 

and skill. 

Loki laid down his bellows and turned to the girl. He studied her as if in judgement, and 

the girl’s breathing was heavy as he stood before her. 

‘You have done well,’ he said at last, ‘and today you will learn the final and the greatest 

secrets. Today, you will take the last steps on your journey.’ 

‘I am ready,’ she said. 

‘There is one last task, one last ritual you must complete. I have taught you the power 

of your mind and now you must put it to use. Go to the village. Sever all ties with your past. 

Leave no trace. There must be no idle mouths to spread tales of your becoming, there must be 

no rumour of your skills. You know what needs to be done. Once you have completed your 

task gather all the gold you can find and bring it to me. Now, go.’ 

He turned away from her and his rigid back, no longer bent, would stand no refusal. 

Abreth Maystar, the first of the lineage, put her doubts and fears aside, pushed them down 

into the dark recesses within herself where she imprisoned all of her questions and fears. She 

focused on the course she had chosen. She left the tree and headed for the village. 

Jillian Maystar, the last of the lineage, knew what was going to happen and in spite of 

herself, in spite of all she had done to achieve her own ambitions, she begged the girl not to 

do what she was about to do. But the girl could not hear her for these were events long past, 

and unchangeable. 

Abreth followed a narrow path through the woods. No birds sang, no creatures rustled 

through the ferns and leaves, all was still, breathless. There was a tension in the air, as of a 

violin string that waited for the bow to fall and let the music begin. 

The same music, Jillian Maystar thought, that I made in the Bushman village, and in 

Bergsig. 

They came to a village of low, thatched houses, made of rough timber but well- 

constructed, around a square and a few neat tracks of earth hard-packed by the summer’s sun. 

Small, shaggy-haired horses stood here and there and a two-wheeled, high-sided cart waited 

to have its cargo of bushels of barley unloaded. People were about their business, and as they 
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caught sight of the girl the expressions on their faces told a tale. Abreth was no longer loved, 

but feared. 

She left the village to live with the stranger. They took the tree and broke the altar. She 

is outcast. 

One man, tall and fair, seemed particularly upset to see her. As he came towards her his 

handsome face was grim and his hand was at the hilt of the long knife he wore on the belt that 

gathered his tunic at his waist. Abreth stopped and waited for him as he approached. 

‘Hello, Calder. No gifts for me today?’ 

Her tone mocked him and his knuckles were white on the knife’s hilt. 

‘You know you are no longer welcome here. What do you want?’ 

His tone was harsh but the Maystar sensed his sadness and fear. 

‘I want nothing from you. No. I have come to give you something.’ 

‘And what might that be?’ 

He crossed his arms over his chest. Abreth smiled a smile that did not touch her eyes. 

‘Peace.’ 

The terrible music of slaughter began. Jillian Maystar tried to turn away as her family’s 

line was founded on lies and blood, tears and sorrow, but the eyes through which she looked 

were not hers to close. She saw everything. 

After a time the music came to its end and Abreth began her search for the gold 

demanded by Loki, her teacher and her maker, whose name she did not know. She rifled 

clothes for purses, searched houses for hidden treasures. She took the Harvest God’s token 

from the shrine and bent the torcs from the necks and arms of the chief and his wives and 

those of the elder council. For the first time since she had started down the path to divinity, 

Jillian Maystar felt shame burn within her. 

Soon, they were back beneath the Ash tree and Abreth presented her hoard to Loki. She 

was drenched in the blood of her village, a scarlet skin. 

‘Give me your clothes,’ he commanded. 

She removed her red-soaked shift and stood naked before his altar and the forge. Loki 

reached bare-handed into the forge and took from it a red-hot crucible. 

‘Put the gold in the cup.’  

She dropped the hoard into the crucible and he returned it to the fire. Then he threw her 

blood-drenched clothes upon the coals where they quickly smouldered, and soon the air under 

the tree was thick with the stench of burning blood. 

‘In blood and gold, so will your destiny be forged.’ 
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He spat the words into the forge to mingle with the metal and the blood. Then he turned 

to Abreth and cupped her cheek in his palm. His skin was hot from the crucible, painfully so, 

but she did not flinch from his touch. The older Maystar saw his lust and shuddered, but the 

girl was devoted to him because of all that he had revealed to her and taught her, all the 

wonders he had shown her. She would do anything he wished. 

He turned back to his forge and removed the crucible. He placed it on the altar stone 

and more words flowed from his mouth to melt into the liquid gold. Then Loki took the 

crucible in one hand and poured its contents into the palm of the other, and the liquid fire 

glowed red, yellow and silver in the dim light beneath the great tree. He cupped his hands 

around the molten metal and began to work it, rolling it, moulding it, and as it cooled and 

became solid he spun it out, ever more finely, into a long thread of soft, golden yellow. Then 

he began to tie the thread through and about, through and about, as his deft fingers wove an 

intricate knot. Abreth stared at it. She wanted the knot more than she had ever wanted 

anything, and Jillian recognised the desire she herself had felt for it when she first saw it. 

Loki came towards her, and his eyes burned. He placed the knot on the flesh of her 

throat, and she gasped with the pain of it as it embedded itself there and spread fine tendrils 

of gold through her skin. 

‘This knot is my gift to you,’ said Loki. ‘It is for you and yours forever. Your children 

and your children’s children will bear this gift as a mark of all that you shall pass on to them, 

as they will bear my blood.’ 

And then Abreth was on the ground, the god above her, in her, thrusting, and she cried 

out at the burning of it. Jillian cried out too as she shared the sensation, and she knew that 

from this union there had sprung a child, the first daughter of the Maystar line. Abreth’s mind 

burned too, with an image that Jillian recognised, the entwined serpents that she had seen 

when she opened the pendant. 

It is the mark of Loki, she realised. It is his symbol. And the knot is the brand of the 

Trickster god Loki, forged as a mark of ownership. It is his knot, not mine. I have carried his 

mark all this time. We all have. The Maystar Witches are nothing more than the blind 

daughters of Loki. 

Then she was back in the presence of Eland, and she fought the truth he had given her. 

‘He has not controlled me! I have governed myself.’ 

‘No, you have not. You freedom was an illusion. Your path was set for you from that 

first day your ancestor sat with Loki in the shadow of the tree. Look!’ 
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This time he showed her many things, a collage of lives and moments. She saw the rise 

of the Maystars, the growth of their power. It had remained a hidden power, unrevealed to the 

eyes of the world. This was one of the conditions set by Loki. Another was that it was to be a 

female line. There would only be daughters of Loki, not sons. She saw this pact kept, saw 

sons secretly hidden, killed, smothered in their cots. Husbands were seed, nothing more, and 

they too were expendable. Over the years, the decades, the centuries, the Maystar women left 

a trail of dead men and boychildren in their wake, and she was repulsed by this murderous 

kinship between Victor Gray’s line and her own. 

The Maystar line grew mighty, and not even the perpetual witch-hunting zealots could 

find any fault in them. They survived purges and scourging, and the Grand Inquisition itself 

passed them by. Holy men of the Celts, of Rome, Macedon, Ur, London, Barcelona, 

Hierakonpolis, Athens, Jerusalem, none ever suspected a Maystar, and while innocents 

burned and bled the line continued unbroken. Loki’s trickster blood served them well. 

And then she saw a face she knew, the face of her mother. She saw herself asleep in her 

cot, while downstairs her mother murdered her father, and she saw the tears that ran down her 

mother’s face as she realised too late that she had loved this man more than her birthright. 

And then Jillian knew the real reason why her mother had been killed. 

‘She would have freed me. She was grief-stricken at the death of this man … my father. 

She would have ended the Maystar line. But instead they are all dead. My mother, my father, 

Dawson. All dead.’ Her mind was paralysed by revelation. ‘Why?’ 

‘You have been used. Your family and your ancestors were murdered to keep you on 

the path Loki desired for you. It was all Loki. The conflict between you and Kaggen, the 

pursuit of your family by the Grays and your ascension itself, all of this was a diversion, a 

game. Loki always had an end in mind but the more twists and turns and the greater the 

confusion he could wreak, the better. Simplicity is not his way, and even the Union is a game 

to him. Kaggen was a victim too, for all his own plotting and ambitious trickery. To bridge 

the rift between the Orders requires great power, power that Loki was not willing to sacrifice 

of himself, and so he used Kaggen. Kaggen returned the knot to you because he thought that 

the only way out of his prison was to have you release the stone from within the knot and 

remake the door through which he could escape, but that was another of Loki’s tricks. Loki 

knew you would defeat Kaggen just as your ancestor Emily had. He knew you would take 

Kaggen’s power and that you would use it to build a way between the Orders, because he 

knew you would not be able to resist the idea of becoming queen of a new world. Loki knew 

you would open the way between the Orders. But what you did not know was that to do so 
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would unleash him and his Clan upon the Second. That has been his ultimate goal all this 

time.’ 

She was stunned by the revelation of Loki’s manipulations. Over countless years he had 

played his game, moved his pieces. It was Loki who had begun her line. It was he who had 

set Gray’s ancestor to the gathering of skulls, and who had brought the Reverend and Emily 

together. 

Professor Olik! 

Such a thin veil over his trickery and yet he had remained unseen. 

Loki. 

She saw his plot now. She saw that if she was to open the door it would not be her but 

Loki who would rule over the new world. She would be destroyed. 

‘I am a goddess.’ 

She meant to speak the words with force but instead there was a note in her voice that 

she had thought never to hear there again, a note of despair. When she spoke to Eland her 

tone was almost pleading. 

‘How can I know you are not lying to me?’ 

‘You know. You believe.’ 

She had no further denials. 

‘What is it that I must do?’ she asked. 

‘You know the answer to that too,’ he said. 

And she found that she did know. She knew what she had to do. 
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Eland released the Maystar and she fell back to Earth to land before the gate. It was still 

enclosed by Eland’s barrier but the flood was eager to be free and about its business. 

Snow fell like crematorium ash as she stood before the gate and considered all that she 

had learned. Twin fires burned in her mind, a name and a word, Loki and betrayal. Her line 

had been founded on Loki’s treachery and lies. It was his deceptions that had brought her to 

this point. Now it was for her to choose. Save the Second, or let it be consumed by the First. 

She made her decision. She struck the barrier with a blast of power that lit the 

mountains, and as it collapsed the flood rushed forth. It washed about her and began to 

transform the ground beneath her feet and she watched as the new realm spread its influence 

out into the valley. Words flew from her mouth and struck the gate and it opened wider and 

wider until its limits burst apart and silver sections of it blasted into the mountains to leave a 

huge arch torn in the Amphitheatre, a gaping hole in the fabric of the Second. The flood 

became a torrent, the First rushed out into these fresh pastures and consumed and transformed 

the Second, to begin a new Age. Solid ground was replaced by uncertainty. It became flux, a 

liquid mass, and then resolved again into a barren plain, the canvas upon which the Tricksters 

would paint their many horrors. 

And then she heard them. The Clan of Trickster approached the gate. Their voices were 

raised in triumph and filled with the promise of murder and destruction, the death knell for 

the Second. Jillian stood before the gate and waited, ready to face them and to meet her 

inevitable fate. She saw their true forms and they were terrible, unconstrained by any 

geometry, and she quailed as she felt their hunger and cruelty. All of their desire for misery 

and torment was directed at her and she was ready, ready to do what had to be done, ready to 

fulfill her destiny and to take the last step on her journey to an end that, before Eland’s 

revelations, she could never have foreseen that she would willingly embrace. 

The Tricksters reached the gate. The lesser of the clan came first to forge the road for 

the greater that followed, hungry and triumphant. The lesser saw her and, weaker than she, 

they hesitated and turned their attention to easier meat. 

She had not noticed the approach of Eland, the creature that had been a murdered 

shaman and Dawid Kleinbooi, but the Saci triplets, Trique, Perere and Sacura saw him. They 

were no longer the jovial, one-legged dwarves that had smoked their fragrant pipes and made 

lascivious comments to Laverna. Their true bodies were of bone and spike, and jointed in 

ways the Second had never witnessed. They fell on Eland and he caught Perere, broke him 
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and cast him aside. Trique and Sacura drove their points deep into his flesh, but Eland did not 

falter. He tore them from him and engulfed the two remaining triplets in fire, and as they 

burned the stench of cremated bone filled the air, a grim incense to welcome the other 

Tricksters as they emerged from the gate. 

Loki was the first of the great to pass through the gate, and for the first time a Maystar 

saw him with undeceived eyes. He was horror, all the things she had ever feared made flesh. 

He was fear itself, he was doubt, insecurity, the inevitability of endings, pain and hurt, open 

wounds and loss. She looked upon him and saw despair. Thought fled her, all logic vanished 

and she was transfixed, aware only of her folly at ever thinking she could defeat a creature 

such as this, a creature of deceit made flesh and shrouded in aeons of malevolence. She was 

lost. 

She felt a gentle touch on her face, another, and another, then myriad light caresses, 

drops of cool water that ran over her skin in silver trails. Their touch freed her mind from the 

terror of Loki and she remembered the agreement she had struck. She looked up into the 

falling rain and he was there, waiting, Eland, the God of Rain and of Storms, a dark and 

boiling cloud ready for her to play her part. As Loki came to tear her soul from her she 

opened herself to a god once more and this time there was no deception, no game. All the 

potency she had gathered on her journey burst from her in a column of golden-red flame, and 

as it lanced into the sky she felt the Animus, her ambitious soul, quake at the loss of 

everything towards which it had driven her. The light penetrated Eland, and his voice 

rumbled low and ecstatic across the mountains. The beasts below turned their dread eyes 

skyward and saw Eland, saw him grow and become vaster than even Loki himself, greater 

than any of the Trickster clan as the power of the Maystar line surged into him and joined 

with his own to transform him. 

Then it was complete, she was drained and her power was part of a new god above. 

Eland was no more. Instead, there was a newborn god made in a union of god and goddess, of 

human and divine and of legends of south and north, woven into something greater than their 

parts. 

Jillian collapsed, exhausted and freezing. She struggled to breathe, and the earth was 

hard and jagged against the skin of her palms and knees. She raised one of her hands up 

before her eyes and read her final incarnation in its pale flesh, pockmarked where it had 

pressed on the rough and stony ground. 

Human. I am human. 
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The Tricksters raised their monstrous heads to the sky and their will broke as they saw the 

ceiling of black cloud and lightning fall to engulf them. The clan turned and fled back to the 

gate and the safety of the First, and many of the lesser Tricksters were crushed and broken as 

the greater gods fled without regard for their brethren underfoot. 

Only Loki remained. He looked upon the new and nameless god and knew that its 

power was far greater than his own, and he was filled with rage and defiance at the undoing 

of the plans he had so carefully laid. He was to have been the ruler of a new realm, but the 

witch had tricked him and now he was vulnerable as never before. His hatred flowed from 

him in a pulsing aura as he prepared to fight for the Union, his obsession. As the storm of the 

unnamed god broke about him, Loki lunged at Jillian. He clawed at the knot, desperate for 

any power it may yet hold. He tore it from her, ripped its threads from her flesh, and she 

screamed at the agony of it. She sensed all the misery and pain that he wished for her, but the 

new god was her saviour for Loki had no choice but to turn away from her and face it. 

Even though Eland’s revelation had shown her that the knot was nothing more than the 

mark of her slavery to Loki, yet as it was taken from her she felt a spear of spiritual agony 

greater than the physical pain of him tearing it from her body. It had brought her knowledge 

of the potential within herself, and it had sent her on this journey. It had become an intimate 

part of her, a second heart that beat in perfect unity with her heart of flesh. The last sparks of 

her Animus spurred Jillian to snatch back the knot, to keep it for her own, and she reached for 

it, but Loki threw her down and she sprawled to the ground. 

The new god engulfed her and Loki. She looked into it, and it was beautiful. It was of 

black cloud and fire, simple but complex. Its drifting shapes and slipping geometries drew her 

eyes into its heart, its essence, and she saw there a great spiral repeated in an infinite 

symmetry that echoed the desert dunes that she had seen as she flew from Bergsig, and as she 

stared at in wonder she recognised in it an echo of the great cosmic machinery she had 

glimpsed during her own brief divinity. 

The god destroyed the gate with a brutal lash of lightning, and laid hold of Loki and 

twisted him in its grasp. Then it began to rise, and she heard Loki’s roars as he was carried 

aloft. She lay sprawled on the cold, hard ground, exhausted, and watched the new god rise 

into the sky and vanish out of sight. 
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Will it ever return?, she wondered. Will it stay near? Will its presence be felt or will it 

simply vanish among the stars? Will it hear prayers, listen to voices, see thoughts? Will it 

share itself with humanity? 

Her clothing was long lost to her cycle of rebirths, and she hugged her arms over her 

breasts to try and capture some warmth. She looked inside herself for any remnant of the 

power that could so easily have warmed her, but all that she found was a scar where it had 

been, a flaw in her soul where she had torn it from herself, akin but different to the void of 

her mother’s death. Blood ran down her chest from where Loki had ripped the knot from her, 

a wound that would leave a physical scar to match. 

Snow fell on her and the icy air gnawed at her hands and feet, and in its bite she felt her 

humanity. She was naked and alone, completely exposed. But she was not afraid, and in that 

at least, her quest had been fulfilled. Fear no longer had any power over her. She shivered in 

the dark and icy mountains, and she smiled. 

 

High above, the unnamed god absorbed Loki’s blows as if they were nothing. Throughout his 

existence Loki had looked at humanity from the other side of the great divide between god 

and mortal, and as humanity looked fearfully, wishfully, back across that chasm he had taken 

pleasure in playing with their pitiful hopes. He had revelled in the anguish that the absence of 

hope so plainly caused them, but he had never understood what that absence meant, never 

understood their misery. Now he understood what hope was, that trembling, desperate 

longing, and as the new god began to unweave him, Loki understood the despair that flowed 

from the certainty that hope was futile. 

The knot flew from him and its golden threads opened to reveal the stone. The stone 

fell free and was turned to dust by bolts of energy. The gold began to glow, shone red then 

bright white, and vaporised. The words of power with which Loki had forged the Maystar’s 

knot burst from it as it was undone, and they were absorbed into the new god’s body. Loki’s 

flesh unravelled and he screamed as he felt true pain for the first and last time in his 

existence. 



Revelation, by Tom Jeffery 

198 

55 

 

Carter peeked from behind a rock as Jillian destroyed Eland’s barrier and opened the gate, 

and watched as the Tricksters came through. After that Carter could watch no more, and he 

hid his head in his hands and waited for the world to end. 

Eventually, though, the noise and the light stopped and he had not died. He stood up 

and looked about him. His light clothes were stained and torn and the cold assaulted him as 

he breathed the sharp, chill air and flakes of snow landed on his skin to be picked up once 

more by the wind, but he did not shiver. He was unsure what to do, or how to feel, unable to 

believe that the cosmic show had somehow passed him by and left his world intact. 

He walked towards where he had last seen Jillian, and cautiously rounded a sharp 

buttress of rock. She sat there, naked and exposed. 

‘Jillian.’ 

She turned her head towards him. She did not rise or speak and he remained where he 

was, uncertain, until she gestured to him. He came to her and once more gave her his shirt, 

leaving himself only a vest. He sat down next to her and she was surprised by the warmth of 

him. She hesitated to move closer to him, but he lifted his arm and put it around her shoulders 

and drew her close. 

‘The gate?’ said Carter softly. 

‘Destroyed.’ 

‘And the Union?’ 

‘Ended.’ 

The plain that had been forming before the Amphitheatre as the First Order overran the 

Second was gone. The transformations of the First Order were undone, the mountains and 

valley were as they had been. Only the tunnel that she and Kaggen had delved into the earth 

in their war remained as evidence of the day’s wonders. 

‘What happened?’ he asked. ‘Did you … did you save us?’ 

She did not reply and he could sense that she was trying to form thoughts into words, 

trying to find what it was that she wanted to say. The snow melted on their shared warmth, 

and she did not speak. 

As they sat together in the mountain cold he had a vivid memory of the threads and the 

great machinery that he had seen through the rift she had made between worlds. He realised 

that he had glimpsed some hidden, fundamental truth, and that it would have a profound 

impact on who he was and what he believed. What he had seen separated who he had been 
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from who he was now, perhaps even what he had been from what he was now. He made a 

cautious examination of his soul and he sensed something new within him, and he felt a 

glimmer of understanding, like a mathematician’s first glimpse of some great insight that he 

would one day unfold. He felt it inside him, a seed of revelation that stirred in his soul. He 

could feel the soft roots of the seed beginning to grow within him, reaching into his flesh to 

make something new of him. He saw that a new journey lay before him now, much longer 

and harder than that which he had already endured, a journey to the heart of the fearful 

machinery where there lived the God that did not love him. 

 

Jillian and Carter began the journey out of the mountains and back to they knew not what. As 

they walked down a path, something caught her eye where it lay on the ground and she bent 

down to pick it up. It was a shard of something dull silver, and as she turned it over in her 

hand she realised that it was a piece of the shattered gate. She nearly cast it aside, but she 

paused. Then she closed her hand around it, and as they went on down the mountain she 

carried it with her. 

Soon afterwards, Carter recognised the cave where he had been so cruelly tricked by 

Kaggen. He went up the slope to the cave’s entrance and re-emerged, triumphant, with his 

leather satchel. Inside the satchel were the keys to the Jeep. They carried on down the 

mountain and soon saw the Dragon’s Mount Hotel. The Jeep stood in the parking lot where 

Carter had left it, but before they could leave Jillian needed more clothes than just Carter’s 

shirt. 

They walked cautiously towards the buildings and managed to reach the rear of the 

hotel without being seen. There they found the laundry room, empty of staff for reasons they 

could not guess but for which they were grateful as they dug through the piles of clean 

clothing for something for her to wear. Soon they had found clothes that belonged to 

someone of similar size and of passable taste, and once she was dressed they made their way 

around to the front of the hotel and the Jeep and began the long drive home.
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The most immediate and difficult challenge they faced was to explain Matt’s disappearance. 

During the surreal mundanity of the drive home they realised that Matt would be missed and 

that Jillian would be the one to whom people would look for answers. To report him missing 

now would certainly arouse suspicion, but it did not take them long to come up with a simple 

plan. 

The day they returned Jillian started to make phone calls. First she called Ben. Once he 

had gushed his pleasure at hearing from her she asked him if he knew where Matt was, and 

her surprise was convincing when he told her that Matt had gone to the Drakensberg to look 

for her. Next, she contacted Matt’s parents and then his sister and asked if he was with them, 

tears and worry in her voice as she explained how guilty she felt at abandoning him after he 

had been stabbed. Nobody, of course, knew where he was. Then she called the police and 

reported him missing. 

Detective Franco, the same detective who had spoken to Matt at the hospital, soon 

came to the house. Franco wore a long overcoat against the rain, and as she led him through 

to the lounge he smoothed the damp and unruly remains of his thinning, curly hair, an 

unconscious reaction to her beauty that was somehow all the deeper for her smooth head, still 

hairless after Kaggen had burned it away. A tall and unsmiling sergeant in a well-cut suit 

followed behind. Jillian introduced Carter as a friend and as they sat down she looked 

expectantly at Franco. 

‘Ms Masters, I am afraid I have some bad news for you. We found a body in the 

Drakensberg. We are certain that it is the remains of Mr Combrink.’ 

She had not expected this and the surprise on her face was genuine. She quickly 

gathered herself and wrote sorrow into her expression. 

‘You found him? But … are you sure it’s him?’ 

‘I’m afraid so. The body was ….’ Franco cleared his throat, looking for delicate words. 

He failed. ‘Well, it seems that animals had a go at it. I’m afraid there was not much left.’ 

Jillian remembered the lace-winged creature with the head of flowing petals that she had 

allowed to drink from her and wondered what it had left of Matt. ‘We were able to identify 

the body through dental records. It is certainly Mr Combrink.’ 

She lowered her head into her hands, as if she was trying to hold back tears. 

‘So,’ Franco continued gently, ‘Mr Combrink never found you in the Berg?’ 

She made a show of steadying herself, took deep breaths as if to control her emotions. 
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‘No. No, he didn’t. I had no idea he was looking for me. I thought he was still in the 

hospital. I just needed some time to myself after what happened, you know, after the attack. I 

should have called him, or someone, I know. I think I had some sort of breakdown. I wasn’t 

sure who I was any more. When that madman attacked us in our home I was terrified. 

Nowhere seemed safe. I had to get away from everything. But I thought that Matt was safe, in 

the hospital. If I’d known that he’d be gone when I got back ….’ Her voice broke and a tear 

ran down her cheek. Carter was amazed by her acting ability. ‘I just needed to get away, take 

some time for myself and work through the attack. It affected me terribly.’ 

Franco looked into her moist, dark eyes and saw that she could commit no crime. He 

spoke with gruff sympathy. 

‘It wasn’t your fault. You had no way of knowing that he would be gone when you 

returned, and it’s quite normal for the victim of an attack such as the one you suffered, in 

your own home, to want to get away from the scene of the crime. Don’t blame yourself for 

his death.’ 

She looked downcast, as if, despite the detective’s kind words, she could not shrug the 

weight of her guilt from her shoulders. She spoke softly. 

‘Detective, what do you think can have happened to him?’ 

‘We really don’t know yet. But we’re on the right track. We found the car that he hired, 

in the parking lot of …,’ he consulted his notebook ‘… the Dragon’s Mount Hotel. The 

hotel’s desk clerk recognised the photo we showed of Mr Combrink, and he gave us some 

leads that we’re following up. Apparently there was an incident with Mr Combrink and 

another man. We don’t have any more information but that’s a good start. It should only be a 

matter of time now.’ 

Carter felt a chill as he realised that he was the other man, that his name was on the 

hotel’s guest list, and that the clerk would surely recognise a photograph of him too. He was 

certain that the police would have checked the guest register but Franco made no mention of 

his name, did not even glance at him. Carter would spend the next few days worrying about 

this link between him and the hotel, until he received the bill for the credit card he had left at 

the hotel and found that the opportunistic clerk had a good reason to keep Carter’s identity 

quiet, and a good reason to remove his name from the hotel’s computer system. 

Franco looked at Jillian in what he hoped was a kindly fashion and his thick moustache 

bristled as his lips curled into a smile. She brushed tears from her cheeks and gave him a 

brave smile in return, and his heart ached for her beauty, her hopelessness, her pain. He stood 

up with his chest out and his face set with determination, his best reassuring-policeman pose. 
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‘We’ll find out what happened to Mr Combrink. I’ll personally make sure of it.’ 

Jillian gave him a look of gratitude and laid her hand on his arm as a reward for his rash 

promise, and the policeman felt a warmth within him at her touch. Tonight, Detective 

Franco’s wife would seem that much plainer, that much coarser in comparison to this 

wounded beauty.
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Matt’s will left the house to Jillian, along with enough money to ensure that she never had to 

work again. Carter felt some pangs of guilt for the place he took in the dead man’s bed, but 

he managed to push them aside. Jillian decided that though it was right to regret what had 

happened to Matt, he belonged in her old life, the old world. She would remember him, but 

she would not suffer for his memory. 

Their relationship was not easy. There were no slow breakfasts and walks on the beach, 

no soft music and dimmed lights and glasses of wine, and precious little laughter. Even as 

they took comfort from each other a silence grew between them, rooted in the memories of 

what they had each experienced. 

The weeks passed until on a warm spring night with the scent of jasmine heavy in the 

air, she found him on the roof of the house. She had seen the trapdoor open and, curious, 

climbed the steep, folding stairs. He stood on the roof’s edge so that his toes overlapped the 

edge of the narrow parapet as he stared up into the night sky, and for a fleeting moment she 

willed him to fall, to jump, to be no more. She crushed the cruel impulse, refused to give in to 

the kernel of darkness within her, and as she fought it back she was overwhelmed by the need 

to speak to him of more than the mundanities behind which they had both been sheltering. 

‘Carter.’ 

He was surprised by the sound and turned too quickly. For a moment he teetered, 

unbalanced by the movement, and her stomach lurched, but he recovered and the gravel that 

covered the roof crunched under his feet as he dropped from the ledge. She went to him and 

they stood in silence and gazed skywards. The moonlight glowed on the knife-like sliver of 

the gate that she wore about her neck. It hung beneath the scar where the knot had once been, 

and she stroked it as she spoke. 

‘There is a lot that I haven’t told you yet, about what happened to me and what I did. 

What I became.’ 

He knew very little of what she had experienced, besides what he had witnessed, and 

even of that he had no real understanding. He had seen her open the knot but he knew nothing 

of the changes she went through afterwards. He knew nothing of how the desert train had 

broken her and the Animus remade her, nothing of what Eland had shown her or of Kaggen 

and Loki’s plotting. She gathered her thoughts and told him her story, ending with how she 

had given up her power in order to defeat Loki. 
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‘I am haunted by what I became and the things that I have done. I think about evil all 

the time. Am I evil? The things I did … there is no question. I cling to the idea that I was just 

a pawn, that Loki and Kaggen tricked me, but I still see the dead in my dreams.’ 

Carter remembered the horrors he had witnessed in the Bushman camp. He had feared 

her, feared this woman who had torn and broken living people before his eyes, and this was a 

scar that wound in confusion about his feelings for her. Sometimes he would dream of the 

terrible things he had seen her do and in the first moments of waking he would wonder how 

he could love her. 

‘What have I become?’ she wondered. 

He paused, considered. 

‘You are human. But for a time, you were a thing of myth.’ This was the justification to 

which he turned as he lay beside her in bed. This was how he was able to love her. ‘The 

woman who did those terrible things was a creature of myth. You are not accountable. You 

were a victim of gods.’ 

‘I was Loki’s puppet and it took me too long to see it. He blinded me to the truth and 

used me, but now … now ….’ She wanted to say she was free, but she knew that this was not 

quite true as she touched the scar at her throat where he had ripped the pendant from her. 

Loki was gone but she would never be free of the consequences of her family’s intimacy with 

him. ‘Before all this I felt trapped in my ordinary life, powerless, and though I never admitted 

it to myself I was constantly looking for a way out. Then the knot came to me and as I untied 

it I began to discover a part of myself that I had never known, a history, an ancestry that was 

inside me. It felt so good to have some purpose, some greater destiny. But even as I picked 

apart the knot of my history I entangled myself in Loki’s plans. Even when I had everything, 

even in those brief moments when I was a goddess, even then he was the puppet master and I 

was the last Daughter of Loki. Part of me always will be.’ 

She looked up at him and he said, ‘You saved us all. In the end you did the right thing, 

the good thing. You saved the world.’ 

‘All I did was admit that I had been tricked. It was not me who saved the world.’ She 

raised her hand and looked at it with a puzzled expression. ‘I don’t know what I am now. 

Even this body … I died under the wheels of that train. The Animus made this body for me.’ 

She ran her fingertips down her arm. ‘Even these fingers are new. Every part of me is not … I 

was not born.’ She looked at herself and felt a terrible confusion. She was an inescapable 

stranger to herself and she felt a chill at the knowledge that she was no longer that she of a 

lifetime’s existence. Now, every glance in a mirror at her hairless scalp, which showed no 
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sign of new growth and never would, and the flawless, porcelain-white skin that her Animus 

had remade for her and which took no colour from the sun, was a glance filled with 

insecurities and doubts about who she was now, about what she was now. She was neither 

mentally nor physically the person she had been before, and she looked at the world with her 

new eyes and wondered where she belonged. Her surface seemed to fit, but within, she felt as 

if she saw the world from some other, distant place. 

Carter felt a surge of compassion for her. 

‘You are still you.’ He smiled. ‘I know, because you are still as beautiful as you always 

were, and you still scare me a little. And you are not entirely unique.’ He lifted his shirt to 

show the place on his stomach, marble-white, where Loki had torn the skin from him and 

Jillian had healed him. ‘Look. There’s bits of me that are new too. This piece here, and more 

on the inside.’ 

He tried to bring some levity to their conversation but as she reached out to touch the 

patch of skin that she had made for him he saw that he had not succeeded. His smile faltered 

and he remembered his own burden of guilt. Even if he had just been the messenger, he could 

not deny himself some complicity in her becoming. 

‘If I had not come looking for you, you might never have opened the knot in the first 

place. It was my need to know that brought you the clues to your ancestry.’ 

Then there were his memories of Dawid. Guilt swelled in him as he remembered the 

man’s face. Carter felt a responsibility for Dawid’s fate and he wondered if this burden could 

ever, somehow, be eased. He thought about the pages of Dawid’s book, perhaps yet lying 

forgotten in the tent where they had shared rum and cigarettes. 

Perhaps, he thought. Perhaps …. 

‘I know what you saw,’ she said, drawing him back to the present. ‘The threads and the 

machine. I saw them too.’ 

Carter felt a chill as he remembered the sight of the great machine that turned in the 

darkness. The chill was deepened by his understanding of the nature of clockwork, which 

could be summed up in a single word. Purpose. How great, how ambitious, was the purpose 

of the machine that turned hidden and silent behind the stars, behind the planets, veiled by the 

fabric of existence? Purpose implied a starting point, a desire through which the machinery 

had been set in motion, and it implied the existence of a maker. Jillian spoke as if in answer 

to his thoughts. 

‘There are things out there with a lot more power than I had, a lot more power than 

Kaggen or Loki had. I sensed them, great things, hidden in the heart of the machine. And 
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there was one among them, one much greater than the rest, far more powerful. It looked at 

me. I felt it. It lives in the darkest parts of existence, so very far away, but it reaches us. I 

don’t know what it is that it wants, but it is hungry. I could feel its appetite.’ 

‘I sensed it too,’ said Carter. ‘It was … I thought it was … God?’ 

His tone gave the word its capital. Even now, though, he struggled to trust the memory 

of what he had felt as he had looked through the gate between worlds. He struggled to accept 

the knowledge of a loveless God. For an instant he imagined a Maker squatting, spider-like, 

reading humanity’s struggles encoded in the vibrations of His (Hers? Its?) web. 

Are these what prayers really are? he wondered. 

Jillian had a sense of a great question that hung over all of existence. It sucked at her 

soul with an immense gravity, and drew her towards it.  

‘I want to know the truth.’ 

‘So … we are going to look?’ 

‘Yes.’ 

They stood in silence for a time as they tried to process the enormity of the journey they 

were considering. The reach of their ambition was unimaginable, but now that they knew 

there was a Truth to chase, any other endeavour seemed mundane. Excitement mingled with 

fear as she wondered what magnificent and terrible secrets there might be hidden at the core 

of the great machine, the secrets that drove it and beside which she was sure those that she 

had found in the Maystar knot would be like the petty confidences of children. 

‘Where do we begin?’ she wondered. 

‘There is only one place to look,’ he said. ‘The threads are the stories people tell and 

share as they try to make sense of the universe. They reach out into the void, searching for the 

answers, and we must follow them. We must follow the stories.’ 

Carter remembered what Dawid had said to him, what now seemed a lifetime ago. 

‘Myth shows us the universe, and maybe even what there is outside the universe. It 

gives us answers to questions that we can’t otherwise answer. The stories show us the pattern 

in the chaos, the way through the labyrinth.’ 

Now they are more than just stories, he thought. They are the only clues we have. 

‘Yes,’ she said. ‘Yes.’ 
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The house was too homely, too familiar and safe a place from which to begin their quest. 

There were any number of business parks, malls and office buildings with room to rent but 

they needed somewhere that was not as smug and self-satisfied as those soulless spaces. They 

needed somewhere that carried in its bricks an awareness of the entanglement of darkness and 

light, somewhere where they could pursue the tenebrous without the ridiculous counterpoint 

of fast-food. Jillian knew such a place. Gray’s building, Draco. 

Carter had not visited the Draco building before, so she took him to see it and Gray’s 

collection of relics. Somewhere on her journey she had lost the keys she had taken from Gray 

and they did not want to hire a locksmith, so Carter trawled streets in parts of the city that he 

would once have shunned for fear and found a suitably skilled young woman who made a 

simple job of entering the building, the lift and the collection room. 

They did not visit the rooms on the upper floors. They removed the Gray Collection, as 

they came to call it, and it filled three bedrooms of the house with boxes packed ceiling-high. 

Then an anonymous phone call alerted the police to the many corpses that Victor Gray had 

gathered, after which it was simply a matter of waiting. A police patrol investigated and 

many more followed, accompanied by morgue vehicles, and with the scavenging flock of the 

media close behind. Soon, headlines screamed horror and outrage. News readers and vloggers 

sternly warned sensitive viewers to look away. Once the bodies began to be identified 

distraught family members got their brief celebrity as the cameras took bites of their grief. 

Public interest in the case was high 

Enthusiasm faded rapidly, though, as the investigation floundered and the media found 

fresh tragedies to sell and old divisions to perpetuate and inflame. No owner could be traced 

and so the Draco building was put up for auction. Jillian bid against a half-hearted property 

developer who knew that nobody would want to live on the site of the Death House. During 

their fruitless investigation the police had cut keys for the whole building, and she was 

presented with these and the deed. Jillian sold the house she had inherited from Matt and she 

and Carter made a new home for themselves in Draco. Gray’s lair became the base from 

which they would begin their quest. 

The Gray Collection was replaced in the basement room that became Jillian’s personal 

retreat and sanctuary. The rooms on the ground floor were renovated to become simple yet 

comfortable living spaces. Windows were opened in walls to let in light, fibre was connected, 

furniture installed. Carter already had a large library but now he began to add to it in earnest 
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as he gathered books and journals old and new which dealt with myth and religion, the 

supernatural and paranormal and the nature of God. A large room on the first floor was fitted 

with shelves and filing cabinets to house these. 

They claimed the heart of the building for their own but the floors above, though 

emptied of the dead, remained untouched. They were to be a reminder of the inevitable 

presence of decay and evil and that, given the chance, these would reclaim what had been 

taken from them. They knew that their work would bring them face to face with darkness and 

the things that dwelt within it, and they left the rest of the building as it had been when 

Gray’s victims had suffered and died there as a reminder of how precarious was their safety 

and that of all living things, beset by the dark and its creatures. And while they settled into 

their new home, while they eased into their new life and took the first uncertain steps into the 

labyrinth, great, slow spheres ground in a motion that would soon draw Carter and Jillian into 

their deadly machinery. Neither of them could imagine the journey they had started. 


