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	Introduction and Foreword

	 

	A Personal Message from the desk of The Gatekeeper

	 

	Welcome, my dear darklings. It’s your non-local, multi-dimensional, shapeshifting Gatekeeper again. It has been far too long since Channel The Dark Vol. 1. I had never intended to leave you to your musings for such a time. You know how you humans get when left alone. And look at the mess you’ve made, finding yourselves in the middle of a resource-grab as world powers look to carve up the Earth and redefine the map. Megalomaniacs doing everything they can to pit you against each other and divert your attention from their endgame – power, money, and control. It’s the oldest game in the book, and I should know – I wrote it! Ah, memories.

	For those who don’t know what CTD is, the answer is simple – with so much darkness abound, we wish to encourage its ‘channelling’ into something productive, creative, cathartic, redemptive. In this context, writing is our way of shaping dark thoughts, worries, and fears into tangible expressions of our quest for understanding, belonging, and enduring. For while the universe all around us is wondrous and awe-inspiring, it can often be difficult to find our way in a world shaped by others, into which we are born and into which we grow to find layers of responsibility and obligation thrust upon us. We face trial and hardship, loss and pain, insult and mockery; and yet we encounter where we can friendship, loyalty, love, passion, and the transcendent nature of artistic expression through which we can articulate all of the above, and more.

	By ‘channelling the dark’, we can direct our lives towards the positive, for often it is our outlook alone that sustains us and helps us repel borders against all that would seek to bring us down. At our first Channel The Dark event, in May 2023, we heard contributing and guest authors speak of how their writing helped them to navigate this sometimes troubling world. We will do the same for the release of this volume.

	So, on to Volume 2, and do we have an eclectic collection of Science Fiction, Fantasy, and Horror for you? The answer, darklings, is yes (for those of who unfamiliar with the rhetorical).

	As our format went before, so too it goes here, but with a slight tweak to bring it into line with our new SFI (Speculative Fiction Ireland) project: Part 1 features SFI members; while Part 2 features both original works from our Temple Dark Books authors (some written for this volume) as well as extracts from their recently published and upcoming novels.

	Joining us in this volume in Part 1, all the way from Canada via…uh…e-mail, is Spencer Sekulin, a man of many talents and faces, paramedic by day (and probably night, when you people go nuts), Voiceover Artist, Writer, and General Creator by whatever hours are left. Check out his work on spencersekulin.net. In CTD Vol. 2, Spencer has kindly offered Deathless, a substantial dark fantasy tale that will leave you wanting more from its truly versatile creator.

	Recently fled to Canada (possibly to track down Spencer Sekulin), one of our Irish SFI members, Eoin Hill, treats us to his literary feast, The Sparrow; before we cross the border (legally and with an unprovocative colour to our faces) into the U.S.A. with Peace Treaty from Robbie Sheerin. From our neck of the woods (here in Ireland, that is), we are delighted to have from Axel Kelly his fierce Sci-Fi actioner Gazing Into The Abyss; from Anthony Brophy the enigmatic strangeness of Lost Ballad of the Plastic Swans; from Cork horror writer David O’Mahony we shuffle through Weighed Down until we find the light (check out David’s other works in our SFI Store); Luke O’Connell takes us into the skin-crawling darkness with Skitter; and Bradshaw is a claustrophobic sci-fi mystery from Sean Richardson.

	Part 2 will introduce you to our most recent release, Lichtenberg by Tom O’Connell, but Tom has also given us Problem Child, the submission that put him on our radar. Our Aussie Master of Sci-Fi, Ishmael A. Soledad offers Erasure, which follows an extract from his upcoming release, Death, the second volume of his stunning hexalogy Descent. If you haven’t yet read Book 1, Diathesis, find it now! My alter-ego, Ronald A. Geobey, has another epic poem for you, in the form of The Dark Horseman, set in the American south (but not South America), which follows an extract from Tears of The Dragon, Book 4 of his game-changing SFF epic, Kiranis. We’ll then bring you to a near-future America in Welsh author David Smith’s Nematodes, in which an orchestrated global pandemic means that every adult has become a flesh-eating ghoul, while every child faces the same in the wake of puberty. This one is lots of fun and has been described as Lord of The Flies meets Romero’s The Crazies.

	Until we meet again, darklings, I, your eminent Gatekeeper, who stands between you and that sweet, sweet madness that you all crave, bid you a good life. For it is one worth having.

	 

	Proceeds

	 

	I trust that you will find plenty in this volume to satisfy your taste for darkness, safe in the knowledge that its mission is to accentuate at all times our struggle for the light. All proceeds for this volume will go to the suicide prevention and mental health awareness service, SOSAD (Save our Sons and Daughters), whose passionate and caring staff rely fully on charitable donations and personal and private support. Find out more (and please donate if you can) on sosadireland.ie. Thank you for your support.

	 

	Ronald A. Geobey, AKA The Gatekeeper, January 2026

	 

	


PART 1

	 

	OUR

	SFI MEMBERS

	 

	
Weighed Down

	David O’Mahony

	 

	It was cold, he thought. Or was he just lonely?

	William’s hands had gone numb; he was sure of that if nothing else. And he still had his feet, and his legs. The rats hadn’t gotten to them yet. So that was something to be thankful for.

	Little feet scurried in the corner. A mangy, dishevelled rat was staring at him, its eyes red with hatred. William shifted his weight and it scampered into the little hole it and its friends had dug through the stone wall, pausing for a second to look back over its shoulder. From somewhere on the other side of that hole came the faint drip, drip, drip of water.

	A dented zinc cup lay near the door, overturned and empty next to a much-used tray that must have once held food. He could not remember his last meal; and when was the last time he’d had a drink? Every swallow was like being flayed alive. He was far too thirsty to need to urinate, though he knew he had at some stage. Was that yesterday, or last week?

	He tried to get to his feet, forgetting, as he always did, that his hands were shackled to the wall. He staggered at the sudden pull, getting no higher than a crouch. Still, it was enough to get the blood flowing back into his fingers. Oh, how it hurt! But oh, how warm it felt!

	The little glass orb in the ceiling was barely glowing, and he was glad of the darkness. It hid how skeletal he had become. His clothes, a white linen shirt and brown woollen trousers that had been poorly made to begin with, had steadily broken down from sweat, tears, and despair. At least in the twilight, he could pretend all was as it used to be.

	But how had it been, really? He liked to think he’d been a good man who made a difference in the lives of his friends and family. But did good men end up in prison? And he had been in here so long he must have done something truly awful. He wasn’t sure he would be able to look himself in the mirror, knowing he was a criminal, even if he had no idea why or even when he had been brought here. It could have been a month, it could have been a century.

	Somewhere in the distance came a clunk of heavy metal, a drag of iron on stone, a faint howl of protest that erupted into a symphony of screams that grew louder and louder and then fainter and fainter as the unfortunate soul was dragged past William’s door, off to parts unknown. He had visions of the poor soul having the flesh peeled from its bones strip by strip as faceless men asked the same questions over and over again until death seemed like it would be such a sweet relief…a relief that wouldn’t come.

	William was no longer able to shed a tear. He knew it was only a matter of time before they came for him. This had happened to him before, he was sure, and it would happen again, but in truth he could scarcely remember the event itself. Bright lights, intense warmth, unimaginable cold, loss, hunger, joy, and sadness: those were what came to mind when he tried to imagine the world outside the cell. No images, no memories, just feelings – and then he was plunged back into the welcome dark.

	He slumped against the rough wall. It was cold enough to bite through his feeble clothing, but at least it wasn’t damp today. He rested his head and, with a rattling sigh, closed his eyes, savouring the feeling of an immovable surface behind him, supporting him without question and allowing him to save his energy for when he needed it.

	He didn’t have to wait long.

	No sooner had he shut his eyes than there was a curious dragging and scraping in the corridor, followed by the heavy clunk of the cell door being unlocked and the bolt snapped aside. As the thick oak door howled open, a sickly yellow light spilled over the floor and William could not help but cry out at the sight of his filthy, spindly legs.

	‘Good heavens!’ said a kindly voice. Two men had entered softly, though William’s brain only called one of them a man because he could not think of a better word. It was an elongated creature that had to stoop to fit in the room and was dressed entirely in black with only two yellow eyes showing. William couldn’t focus whenever he looked at the thing. It was the kind of black where light went to die. The other person was definitely a man, a shirtless, angry-looking individual in a tattered leather jerkin. He reeked of ancient sweat and his ragged trousers strained around his muscular legs. ‘Not looking good, is he?’ said the kindly voice again, and William realised it was coming from the angry man.

	The long creature moved like a cloud given solid form. He floated down, his eyes so close William could have grabbed at them had he the strength or any will left. The hairs on William’s arms stood on end as he gagged on an electric smell that caught him in the back of the throat. ‘No,’ said the creature, who spoke in a wall of sound that hammered in William’s breastbone. ‘Not good. He has decayed.’

	‘Been a while since we’ve looked in on him, innit? I told ya we shoulda been in ages ago.’

	The shadow’s eyes went from yellow to grey to green and back to yellow. ‘Too long,’ it concurred. ‘But as long as needed.’

	‘What do you mean?’ rasped William. ‘What have I done?’ His throat was so hoarse his words were barely intelligible.

	The two exchanged a glance. 

	‘Regression,’ said the shadow man. 

	The shirtless man rolled his eyes and sighed. ‘Come on, lad,’ he said, gently putting a hand under the prisoner’s arm and helping him to his feet. William nearly gagged on the smell of sweat and smoke that rolled off the man. He could taste it. How long had it been since he tasted anything? The shadow man waved dagger-like fingers, and the manacles fell away with a solid thunk. He held an open palm and sent a small flow of energy into the prisoner’s weary bones. Chest puffing out with deep, easy breaths, William’s heart sang at the small act of kindness.

	Supported by the shirtless man, the prisoner shuffled to the doorway, his legs having forgotten how to take a simple step. It was like pushing through deep water. As he was about to cross the threshold, his heart froze and his stomach roiled as he was gripped with blind terror. They were taking him away! They were taking him out of his safe place! Screaming incoherently, he reached to grab the doorframe but stumbled and missed, crashing to the corridor floor. With the wind knocked out of him and one shoulder singing out with pain, he felt arms softly pulling him to his feet again and heard a voice whispering softly in his head. ‘Noli timere. Do not be afraid.’

	Was it his voice? It felt unearthly, and yet familiar, but echoed as if from a great distance. The honeyed voice, first male, then female, then neither, brought the dim warmth of a fond memory to the surface and told his screaming conscious mind that it was telling the truth.

	Time lost all meaning as he stood there, but the two men stood with him silently, patiently. The shirtless man held him lightly, yet his calloused hands and lean forearms betrayed great strength held in reserve. Eventually, William realised they were waiting. Waiting for him, of all things.

	Was he a person yet, or still a thing?

	Softly, that honeyed voice in his mind, now no longer speaking in words but solely in emotions, helped him understand it was up to him to take the next steps. Nobody would force him to. If he chose to stand here for eternity, his companions would wait until Judgement Day. He stared through his shaggy mess of hair at his ragged feet. They were grey, pathetic things, like the rest of him. But for a moment, just a moment, in their place were the muscular legs of a younger man in silver sandals that seemed to glow. And then the moment was gone, and only greyness remained. He shuffled forward once, then twice, then gradually settled into a gentle stride.

	‘Good,’ said the shadow man. His voice, if it was a voice, hummed in William’s breastbone again; but this time it soothed rather than hurt.

	‘Aye, good lad,’ said the shirtless man. ‘The first step is the hard part. You’re doing better than the last time, all told.’

	‘I…I don’t remember,’ whispered William.

	‘No, no, I suppose you wouldn’t. Happens a lot, happens a lot.’

	‘How long has it been?’

	He could feel the shadow man hum a sort of warning to his colleague.

	‘Well,’ said the shirtless man after a pause, ‘that’s not really for me to say. It’s different for everyone.’

	‘What do you mean?’

	But neither answered.

	The floor was made of the same rough stone as the cell, punctuated here and there with divots and cracks. William focused on looking down and just moving one foot forward at a time. It felt good to lose himself in the strain and effort of using muscles long ignored. One, two. One, two. Left, right. Left, right. He picked up speed, or as much as he could manage at least. Gradually, he realised the ground was changing beneath his feet. Dour grey stone was, to his surprise, giving way to a mix of golds, silvers, and eventually even a crimson carpet that was warm to the touch. He gasped, not out of shock but at the vague thought that this was how it was supposed to be. What it was still eluded him, but a flicker of hope had begun to burn somewhere deep inside. Even as the floor returned to greys and blacks, it would not be quenched.

	‘Not far now,’ said the shirtless man. He sounded as if he was smiling, though William couldn’t bring himself to look up lest he lose his nerve to keep going.

	A gong sounded, somehow far away and close by at the same time. Again and again, it rang, each tone washing over him and making him breathe deeper and longer.

	‘Stop,’ said the shadow man, and a warm flow of energy washed over William’s weak, weary muscles. Suddenly he felt…strong. ‘Look up.’

	With a confidence he hadn’t felt in lifetimes, William raised his head and drew his shoulders back, shaking at the effort as muscles long sworn to silence roared once more.

	He was standing before an ornate, intimidating throne set on a dozen almost black granite steps. Each was carved elaborately with what looked like demons, angels, and other creatures of the twilight. The floor beneath him oscillated between dour and bright before eventually settling once again on the familiar broken stones. A slow murmur picked up around him, and he looked around to find he was in a cavernous room filled with people milling about. It stretched up with level upon level of doors, arches, people, and thrones not unlike the one before him. The room was neither hot nor cold. There were no echoes.

	A man stood on each side of the steps, holding heavy polearms about six feet high with solid black metal bases. He banged the weapons on the ground three times. The steps glowed slightly and a smaller man in brown cowled robes carrying a heavy, leather-bound tome came forward from empty space. The hood cast a heavy shadow, but William could see skin as thick as parchment stretched almost to breaking over pronounced cheekbones and an enlarged skull topped with a whisper of copper hair. 

	‘Come forward,’ the cadaver’s voice croaked, and William felt no choice but to comply. All of this has happened before, the honeyed voice in his mind told him, and it will all happen again. The little spark of hope made him believe the way out was through, but he could not remember any of this happening before. 

	‘Head up,’ said the shirtless man quietly, ‘and go over to the Keeper like a good lad.’ The prisoner’s escorts released him gently, but he felt them hovering in case he stumbled. He refused to. If this was to be the beginning of torture, of it being his turn to be flayed inch by inch, he would face death on his own two feet.

	The cadaver was on the fourth step and grew in height and width to loom over the prisoner as William came as far as the lowest step. The gong rang out again, piercing and pure. He looked up to see a black cloud materialising to swirl atop the dais. He wondered if the shadow man looked like that when he was not in humanoid shape.

	‘Face the Judge,’ ordered the cadaver. ‘The court is in session.’

	With a flash of hateful black light, the cloudy mass coalesced into a form twelve feet tall with broad shoulders and acres of thick, ropey muscle the colour of sandstone. He was bare-chested and clad in a heavy kilt made of liquid metal. Whispers of the cloud puffed out behind him like wings. On his head he wore a heavy, wide helm that covered his face and rose up in a series of irregular peaks like mountain tops. He stood silently, staring down. The cold embrace of fear wrapped around William’s heart, but it was battled to a stalemate by a sudden spark of hope. The judge grunted, the flicker of a smile rippling across his lips, and sat down.

	‘What do you remember?’ he asked William. His voice was thunderous, but not aggressive. William got the feeling of an immense power probing around the edges of his consciousness and was delighted that he could ward it off, if only feebly. ‘Hmm,’ said the judge. ‘He is not so far gone this time. What say you, Abatur and Dumah?’

	The shirtless man – Abatur, the voice in his head told William – stepped forward. ‘He is almost himself, or at least on the right path. I have hope for him.’ His voice remained kind but now he spoke formally, ritualistically.

	As Abatur stepped back, the shadow man, Dumah, floated to the fore. ‘Wickedness does not weigh him down,’ he hummed. ‘I have no hold over him. Nor,’ he said after a pause, ‘do I think I ever will.’ And he undulated backward, out of William’s sight.

	‘Sweet words,’ said the judge. ‘But I detect no falsehood in them. It is no small thing to have wardens such as these speak in your favour, friend. Speak now, lest their goodwill be wasted.’

	William was flummoxed. What did one say to a creature such as this? His mouth opened and closed but nothing came out. His tongue felt dried in place. The judge’s brows furrowed, a remarkably delicate move amid so much brawn. ‘When did this man last have a drink? Or a scrap to eat?’

	Abatur stepped forward. ‘We know not. His cup and plate were empty, but for how long we cannot say.’

	The judge threw his hands up, a curiously endearing gesture. ‘Forgive us, friend. Our burdens are…immense, yet such things do not happen by our design. Drink.’ He waved a hand and a small, black table appeared next to William. On it sat a cup and a plain silver jug filled with a clear liquid that smelled like liquorice. Next to it was a plate of grapes and thick brown bread. William let his hand drift up to the food, waiting for the trap to be sprung, but when nobody made a move against him, he fell on the feast as if it were manna from heaven.

	 ‘Thank you, Judge,’ he said slowly through mouthfuls of the sweet bread. ‘And thank you both for your kindness getting me here.’ He lifted the cup to salute the wardens, who bowed slightly in return. He had the sudden impression that the journey from his cell had not taken minutes or hours but years. ‘But I don’t remember why I’m here. Can you tell me?’

	The judge laughed softly. ‘I could. I could indeed. But you would learn nothing, and it would not help me to decide your fate.’ He sat back thoughtfully. ‘Memories are not just deeds and words, but feelings and truths. Do you remember any such feelings?’

	William dipped his head, thinking. ‘Joy. And sadness. And cold. Somebody embracing me tightly and then falling up.’ He sipped from the cup. It was more refreshing than anything he could imagine. ‘This has happened before, hasn’t it?’

	The judge nodded gently. ‘We have been here before. And this will happen again, one way or another. But even asking the question shows you have come far. I am glad. It has been too long.’

	‘I don’t know what you mean.’

	‘Perhaps. Let the Keeper state your accounts.’

	The dead man coughed delicately and opened the weighty tome. ‘Lord Ramiel, there is much good in his ledger. But it is obscured. I see kindness, acts of true compassion, bravery, honesty. But the details are clouded by guilt.’

	‘Guilt?’ asked William. ‘What am I guilty of? Are you going to tell me why I’ve been in chains all this time?’

	‘Chains?’ asked the judge. ‘We do not – wardens, clarify.’

	Dumah floated forward. ‘Not of our construct,’ he hummed quietly.

	‘Not of…indulge me a moment, Keeper. I see a divergence around him. Reality has split in two, it seems.’ The judge rose from the throne and descended gracefully until he was a hair’s breadth from William, though still twice his height. ‘Friend, what do you see when you look around you?’

	William, convinced it was a trick, saw no way out of it. ‘Stone steps with a big throne. A chamber going up as far as I can see.’

	‘And what way did you come?’

	William gestured feebly behind him. His strength was beginning to flag. ‘A long walk on rough stone.’

	‘And the room you came from?’

	‘A dark cell just tall enough to stand in. Cold, a lot of the time. I’ve been chained to the walls. I’ve been so hungry. It’s been so long. Even the rats don’t want me. They just stare at me from the corner with their red eyes.’

	‘Rats? Oh, of course. The guilt.’

	The Keeper rattled close to the judge. ‘This has happened before, Lord Ramiel. More than once, and to others.’

	The judge nodded absently. ‘Yes, of course.’ His eyes had softened from stern to pitying. ‘The last time you came before me, you spoke not a word, nor did you show the slightest understanding of what was around you. So, we had no choice but to send you back until you were ready to face the court. Believe it or not, you have come a long way.’

	‘You say I’m guilty already, but I don’t even know my crime. Why am I here?’ asked William after a long pause. ‘Please, I don’t remember why. Please tell me.’

	There was another long silence, broken in time by the Keeper. ‘The court has not found you guilty, though you are shrouded by guilt. We cannot remember for you. You must choose to face it.’ His voice was still a hideous rattle, but there was some gentleness in it now.

	‘I don’t know how,’ said William. He sobbed.

	‘The law is clear,’ said the Keeper.

	‘Indeed,’ said the judge, stroking his chin with taloned fingers. ‘He should be returned to whence he came. And yet…’ there came a long sigh, ‘…when I think of how far he has come, I find him too far along the right path for that to be just.’

	‘The Almighty has set the rules.’

	‘And has allowed us judges the power to interpret them.’ He thought for a moment, then clapped his hands together. ‘A test! I propose a test, if Keeper and wardens will stand witness.’

	‘What sort of test, m’lord?’ asked Abatur.

	‘One of reading and emotion.’ He extended a hand to the Keeper, who handed him the book after a moment’s hesitation. ‘If you can use this to make the final connections, friend, then your fate will change.’

	‘And if I can’t, I go back to my cell for all time?’

	‘No. Never for all time. But for a while, yes. Now, please,’ he said softly, holding out the book. ‘I can feel great guilt weighing this down. I know its nature, but I need to know if you do. Touch it, and tell me what you see.’

	‘And if I get it wrong?’

	‘You can’t,’ he said simply. ‘It either works or it does not. Neither is wrong.’

	Weary, and resigned to an eternity in his cell, William stretched out skeletal fingers and was overcome with a torrent of light, pain, and emotion. His senses were beyond maximum all at once.

	Then, without warning it settled, and he found himself in the front seat of a car.

	Agony hit him like a goods’ train. His head. Something had happened to his head. And it felt like his ribs were broken. He blinked as he tried to decipher where he was. Why was he in a car? Why were his legs so cold?

	They were underwater, he realised with terror, and suddenly he remembered; remembered swerving to avoid the old man and his dog, crashing through the rails, and pitching over the cliff face.

	He must have been out for only a few seconds, but it was enough for them to be completely submerged.

	Them? Why did he think of them?

	Freeing himself from his seatbelt, he looked back to find himself facing his two children. Tim was nine, and straining to free himself while he screamed. Abigail was six, and unconscious. An injury at birth had left her unable to fend for herself and she would black out if her blood pressure changed sharply. All of this cascaded over William as he realised he was not in command of his limbs, but only a passenger.

	One more time, for the thousandth time, he watched himself look helplessly between the two as the water rose faster and faster. The car was pitched at an angle. He could only reach Tim, who was bashing in a frenzy on the seatbelt buckle; it was seized. William watched himself, felt himself, reach up and forward with just enough strength to leverage it free. Tim fell forward against the front seat but was conscious. Abigail wasn’t stirring. Perhaps she was already gone, William heard himself think, as he felt his heart break again. He didn’t want to leave her. But he couldn’t save her. There was enough time to save one but not the other.

	The water was almost up to their noses now. Tim couldn’t swim. William could. Gripping Tim tightly, and with no idea how deep they were, he used his elbow to bash and crash at the window until it cracked and he was able to float out. He flailed up as hard as he could, feeling like he was falling and not knowing how long Tim could hold his breath. It was only seconds, he was sure of it, but they broke through the surface of the water and William heard both him and his son take deep, gulping, desperate breaths.

	A carousel of memories hit him from all angles. Sympathetic policemen, one tall and piercing, the other shorter with an angry face; sterile hospital rooms where Tim rested and William grieved; the pale numbness of his wife Samantha’s face; a tiny white coffin decorated with pink flowers being lowered into the cold, unwelcoming dirt; arguments, sadness, and separation; a house, now far too large, gone quiet; William sitting alone in darkened rooms, waiting for the oblivion of sleep to ease his pain.

	The carousel of memories came to a slow, shuddering halt. He was standing in the hallway, finger poised to flick the light switch for the last time. Samantha was gone, and Tim along with her. She hadn’t been able to look William in the eye since the crash, nor he her. Bubbling mealtimes had turned to silent ash. The colour was gone from the world for all of them. Tim sobbed quietly in the dead of night, wondering why he had lived while his sister had not. William couldn’t face looking at himself; he had smashed every mirror in the house to avoid catching his own eye. Days passed without a word between him and Samantha, both speaking through Tim if words were ever needed. So when she announced that they were leaving, said it as simply as if she were asking what’s for dinner, he didn’t crumble, nor did he shed a tear. Nor did he feel anything until that moment in the hallway, the house packed up and for sale, when he had to say goodbye to the last whispers of Abigail.

	The switch brought black silence. For how long he couldn’t say, only that his next memory was of sitting against a cold wall of exposed brick, his head aching from dehydration and his stomach crying in pain from hunger. A cup and plate were thrown on the ground just out of reach, though he wasn’t sure he had the strength left to reach them even if they had been full. He didn’t want them to be full anymore. He had caved just that once, drank cold water and eaten a smattering of over-boiled vegetables to prolong the agony. He was wasting away, no more than skin and bones. They had force-fed him in the hospital, thwarted his plans to suffer and die the way he thought he deserved. But they hadn’t stopped him when he decided to leave, hadn’t even taken note of where he might be going.

	The house had never been sold. The Sale Agreed sign on the lawn had long since faded. He hadn’t even realised he was in the area until he brushed through the creeping red vines that always spilled onto the footpath if left unpruned in Summer. The spare key they had buried in the flowerbed was still there; it still worked. And so, he had slunk down to the basement, an unfinished freezing place even when the sun shone, resolving to end his days as close to below the Earth as he could find.

	There was a flash of light, and pain, and emotion, and the scene was gone. When William opened his eyes again, he was kneeling and weeping uncontrollably. But everything felt different. The grey floor had been replaced by golds and silvers. The towering throne had become a golden chair on a simple raised dais. A hand reached out to touch him softly on the shoulder, and through walls of tears William looked up into the face of an angel.

	‘Welcome back,’ said Judge Ramiel, now a man with tousled blonde hair dressed in a simple robe like a toga.

	The judge looked up to the Keeper, and then the wardens, all now in the forms of normal people, though Abatur was still shirtless and Damuh abnormally tall though perfectly proportioned. ‘That’s enough,’ the judge said. ‘I am content.’

	Gently, he helped William to his feet. Gone was the cavernous dark chamber, replaced instead with soft light and endless platforms floating off into the sky.

	‘I let her die,’ he said eventually. ‘It’s my fault. I deserve the chains.’

	The judge shook his head softly. ‘You made an impossible choice. But you have been unable to get past it. We do not chain people here, friend; they were your own chains. But now, you can be free. If you choose it.’

	‘Free?’

	‘Yes. You don’t have to go back there.’ He gestured vaguely toward the corridor William had walked from, though the corridor was gone.

	‘I don’t deserve anything else.’

	‘You used the book to face your past. We do not assign guilt. If you were guilty of anything, it could only be of just being human.’

	‘Is she here?’

	‘She?’

	‘Abigail, is she here? I have to know. I have to know that she made it somewhere better.’

	The judge smiled. ‘Everybody you have ever known, or loved, or even hated, is here, or has been here, and will be here again. “Here” means different things to different people, and none of them are wrong.  Some choose to rest a while. Others choose to take another turn on the wheel.’

	‘Do…do you mean we can come back?’

	The judge shrugged. ‘It’s up to you now. We won’t tell you to do any one thing or the other. We are only stewards and guides.’

	‘Is Tim still alive? Or is he here? And Samantha – I never got a chance to say goodbye to her.’

	‘There are many ways to say goodbye. And many times. Though few are eternal, if that’s of any consolation.’

	It was the Keeper’s turn to smile now. He held the book in his hand again, though it was smaller and far lighter now. He flicked quickly through its pages, tapped one of them resolutely, and leaned over to whisper something in the judge’s ear. The judge laughed softly.

	‘The Keeper has found them.’

	‘Where are they?’ William’s heart was racing in his chest, and he wasn’t even sure either chest or heart were real anymore.

	‘Here…’ he gestured all around him ‘…and there.’ He pointed down. ‘Your people’s understanding of…time…is incomplete. We are forbidden from recommending you do one thing or another. You have free will and deserve it. All I can tell you is that, if you wanted, if you truly chose it, you could do it again.’

	‘Again? I could save them both this time?’

	The judge took a deep breath and shrugged his shoulders slightly. ‘You cannot repeat the past. Not that way. But the love, the joys, even the sadnesses – you could do that all again. If you wanted.’

	‘Yes!’ said William, fervently and without hesitation. 

	The judge reached out to shake his hand and smiled with real love and admiration. ‘Then go. Love again,’ he said.

	William took his hand and the world fell away into a swirling white light. Already he could sense his family out there, somewhere, waiting for him to complete the puzzle. As he raced toward the centre of infinity he felt old fears, dreads, pain, and joys melting away, and the memories alongside them. He was forgetting himself, he realised. But only for now. He would recall them in time. Right now, he was only going in one direction. He had a blank slate ahead of him, a fresh start with a chance for fresh mistakes. He was looking forward to making them.
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	It was an intense flare of hatred and rage, normally generalised like that of all his kind but aimed now specifically at me, that made me duck just before the blue-white beam passed through where I’d been a split-second earlier. My armour would normally absorb such a blow but given the punishment it had taken over the last three days, I was doing my best to avoid too many hits.

	I saw the culprit, a tall man wearing a red bandana. His mind roiled with thoughts of his god – the one they claimed came from Old Earth; the one whose enemies nailed his son to a tree. I could sense his strong belief that, if he did his part in cleansing the universe, then he would be ushered into the heavenly reward promised by his god. The man beside him, who was aiming a plasma gun at my head, was already squeezing the trigger.

	I reached out with my mind, telekinetically shoving the barrel towards the soldier in the red bandana. He went down instantly. Then, before the other man could bring his gun back around, I fired mine. As he fell, the emotions that had emanated so strongly from him snapped off immediately, like a light going out at the flick of a switch. It made me shiver – I would never become accustomed to just how sudden that could be.

	This interaction took up so much of my attention that I was almost too late picking up on other flashes of intent coming from the morass of general hatred that surrounds all battles. It would have been too late, were it not for Sergeant Major Kim. Shoving me out of the way was the work of a moment: opening up on the three charging Purifiers was the work of another. Two of them fell, and then the third just as he made our defensive line. I rose and punched the third man once, armour servos whining as I hit him.

	Dropping back behind the hasty cover we’d erected, I looked around. My company had taken yet more of a battering today – of the forty men who’d started here with us, we were down to twenty-five. Similar losses were being reported back from right across our battalion. But we were still fighting, not letting up for a minute. Slightly back from the line, the company marksman, Sol Tendar, was busy at his usual work. He’d taken out any obvious leaders he could – in competition with the other companies’ marksmen, of course – and was now busily removing anyone who attempted to take command. Meanwhile, at another point, Bekha Shan was painting the ground red with her triple-barrelled Triarii, yelling cheerful profanities as usual while the bright beams lanced back and forth. I was about to shout out a reprimand, but Sergeant Major Kim beat me to it.

	‘Not so much, Private!’ he barked. ‘Your power packs take three times as long to recharge as a rifle. Conserve them!’

	She slackened off somewhat, but not by much. I didn’t have time to focus on her, though, as more and more of the Purifiers pressed forward, guns blazing as they charged. I clenched my teeth. I’d always known, even before I joined up, that it’d be tough to be in battle. As a telepath, I was constantly aware of background thoughts and emotions. But in battle, where there was no other thought but hatred of the enemy, that hatred was like a solid, impenetrable wall.

	But the Purifiers…I’d never imagined anything like it before. It was the sheerest fanaticism, the utter loathing of their fellow humans from which they did not exempt their own men. They were completely uncaring as to whether they lived or died – until the sudden moment of death, when instinctive, involuntary panic took over and they fought briefly to live despite their beliefs. When they died quickly, when their flow of thought and emotion suddenly shut off as though a switch had been flipped – that bruised my mind each time I felt it. I feared death as much as, maybe more than, the next man, and being present in the mind of a dying man brought the reality of death too terrifyingly close.

	Blood filled my mouth as I bit down on my lip, but I managed to steel my nerves and lift my gun again.

	‘Sergeant Major, over there!’ I snapped as, raising a hand, I pointed to what looked like a Purifier heavy weapon team.

	He didn’t need more instruction. He just got on with it, directing other Rangers to aim and fire along with him. I turned back to the battle.

	One of the first lessons I’d learned as a young cadet was something that every junior officer who wants to become a halfway decent senior officer must learn: when you want something done, you tell your senior NCO and then you stay out of their way. A good officer picks people to fill different roles, then trusts them to handle the minutiae, leaving himself time and space to handle the overall battle; he is never tempted to micro-manage.

	For that reason, I tried not to let myself wonder what was happening on the other flanks. My company held this one, the left flank. Our job was to hold it, nothing more.

	Suddenly, the kill-zone in front of our line was empty, but I could see that the stark-trees in the distance were bristling with movement. More of the enemy were advancing.

	‘All units: splitter!’ Though melodious as ever, the colonel’s voice was tense.

	None of us needed to be told twice. I flipped down the shield on my helmet just in time, as two of the splitters we had with us detonated. Even with the shield, the flash from the miniature plasma warheads hurt my eyes. I hunkered low as the shockwave hit. At least radiation wouldn’t be a problem, not like it would be for an actual nuke.

	Cautiously, as the shockwave ended, I looked up. An entire cluster of stark-trees had been blown to ash, presumably along with the terrorists who’d been mustering there. The lichen that covered everything on this planet was crumbling in the low wind, but there was no more gunfire.

	‘Cease fire!’ That order, a second later, confirmed that it was over for now. ‘Secure from action stations.’

	My shoulders slumped with relief. ‘Sergeant Major, take a tally of all personnel killed and wounded. Make sure that anyone injured, even if only slightly, gets back to Doctor Zorna. Then organise a detail to police up the enemy weapons and power packs.’

	‘Of course, sir.’

	As he got to work with that, finally, I was able to take off my helmet. The cold of Myrkheim struck my face like a hammer, but at least it was fresh air. Now that the battle was over, the quiet of the planet struck me too.

	For a native of Morrigan – a world that, despite the violent earthquakes and periodic mega-volcanoes, is teeming with life – the deadness of Myrkheim was unnerving. It’s quite far from its sun, so, even at its brightest in full day, it’s lit like an early winter evening in my home region on Morrigan. I remember the vegetation being sparse, aside from the skeletal-looking stark-trees and the lichen that grew everywhere except the very few spaces cleared for agriculture. Animal life tended towards the small, since large creatures would have had a hard time surviving in such a bare environment. Myrkheim’s vegetation put out enough oxygen that humans could live on it – though the air was somewhat thin – but it was by no means welcoming.

	Then again, as anyone with even a basic grasp of history knows, none of the worlds settled either during the Great Scattering or since the foundation of the empire have been welcoming to humanity. It’s taken great work to make even a handful of them more hospitable. This was partly why the unifying ideology of the Purifiers evolved. As far as they were concerned, the hostile nature of the planets that humans had settled since fleeing Earth proved that the universe, or God, or gods, didn’t want intelligent life; that it was deliberately trying to fight this intelligence, as a body fights a disease. This understanding, added to the fact that the only evidence of intelligent alien life tended to be ruins, convinced the Purifiers
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