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A ROMAN PLAGUE



Alexander Zelenyj
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A plague ate its hungry fill

of Dura’s mighty Roman ranks,

drowned too Italcus, whose red river banks 

saw no more Romans left to kill

The tempest she had a name

Some named her Cacus, the fire-spitter

others the serpent and witch

But these titles? Too meagre to give her

For a woman so named

Could ne’er own eyes so wise

so righteous

so beautiful

- Song of Joy

Persia, circa 256 – 57 AD
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“Dura-Europos has fallen, brothers. The Persians own the city.”

The Legionnaires of the colonia, Italcus, listened raptly and with grave features to their fellow soldiers standing before them, weary and wounded from the bloodshed they’d left behind. These three men were survivors of the sacking, defeat defining their sunken postures, shame in their eyes.

“The Sassanids are desert devils,” said the man beside the first, shaking his head in astonishment. “Mining ‘neath the city, filling the tunnels with poison gas, choking our brothers. The Euphrates, she runs red...” He drifted off, a stunned look in his eyes.

“We’ve come to spread word of the defeat,” said the third man, a desperate look seeped into his sallow features, as if yearning to prove the wisdom in their retreat, the courage in their hearts. “Those who survived have been taken to Ctesiphon. Slavery awaits them.”

“Barbaricum filth,” spat Aquilinus, captain of the colonia, grimacing with disdain, eyes smouldering. The raised smooth-skinned scar running a crooked line from left cheek to chin shone white amid his livid, burning features. “News of this will see the Gauls calling along the border, and the Huns and Visigoths, and others, all while Rome answers this affront. Hadrian’s Wall, I fear, is not so strong to repel them all.”

“My lord, we must make haste and bring word of this massacre – Rome must know!” Marianus was ashen-faced beside his old friend, clutching the sword hilt in the scabbard at his waist. He was a veteran of countless campaigns, many won and some lost, and the gravity of this defeat shook even him.

Aquilinus’ eyes were hard as he surveyed his men. “We remain here this night, and ride at dawn.”

In the west, thunder sounded, like a bugle calling for battle.
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Moonlight paled the grey stone walls of the garrison, the wild grassland beyond.

The Legionnaire Valentinus stiffened at his station along the wall, an inexplicable chill of dread snaking along his spine and making his nape hairs rise. Something was amiss; something in the night that had been as it should be was now wrong. He gripped his javelin tightly, looking to east and west from his post but he found no sign of enemy, no shadow of Sassanid or Gaul slinking low to the ground, moonlight glinting from drawn blades; only the shadow-drenched land of grass and granite stretching away in all directions, the forest hulking in the east like a great and impregnable wall. 

When next he looked up he found her silhouetted against the red gibbous moon, standing within the nearby parapet. Utterly naked, her skin white as snow, her long hair wild, windblown and blood-red. Valentinus stifled a cry and staggered back a step, aghast, when the phantom figure stepped from its perch on the edifice and descended like a moth upon the air toward him.

She drifted down and down until her small feet alighted upon the stone floor without sound. He saw then her eyes: feral and hungry. Her tongue lolled from between her succulent lips, a corpulent grotesque muscle the deep blood-colour of raw meat. Her erect nipples were sharp black darts stabbing through the queerly charged air at the Legionnaire even as she opened her arms to him.

“Halt!” he commanded her, tearing himself from the bewitching paralysis that had overcome him and raising his pilum toward the woman’s chest. But the glimmering in her eyes mesmerized the soldier, taking fast hold of him once more as she approached soundlessly to stand before him, the barbed iron tip of the pilum pricking her between her breasts, letting loose a thin line of blood, jet-black and viscous as oil.

She opened her mouth wide and the voice of a hundred wolves bayed at the soldier, freezing the blood in his veins, loosing his bowels. Among the feral cacophony came another, human voice, masculine and deep, coarse and guttural:

“A storm is come, to mock and make mud of the towers of men, so that you may better see the greater paths before you.”

Thick clouds rolled across the moon, deepening the night’s dark.
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A red rain awoke the troubled Legionnaires of Italcus.

It beat with great violence upon the roof of the barracks and pounded the dirt of the open courtyard, making of it an immense pool of crimson-slicked mud. The deluge lasted but moments but the force of it awakened the fort, its uncanny nature sending rattled sentries scrambling to sound an alarm of bugles.

The soldiers emerged wary from their barracks, pulling on tunics and scale armour and fastening sword-belts around their waists; while the sentries, holding torches high, stared stunned from their posts along the stone walls surrounding the outpost, all seeking to fathom the ghastly nature of the precipitation; until slowly, through a fog of incredulity, understanding came over them all: for among the great crimson pool owning the courtyard they discerned one of their own, recognizable only by the shreds of his tunic, his crushed bronze cuirass and shield scattered among the ragged remnants of the man’s body torn asunder into a million pieces: limbs and organs and naked bones and a sickening brew of unrecognizable, pulped remains. His pulverized helmet lay in the blood-puddle’s centre, its once-imperial crimson plume sullied with his gore.

Men cried out, unsheathing short swords and seeking to look in every direction at once – among the dense shadows beyond reach of the torches’ glow, into the crooked towers and ramparts, even to the sky itself – but could not find the unimaginable enemy in their midst.

And then she was in the centre of the blood-filled courtyard, among them all. Her red lips smiled. Her wild eyes blazed, appraising the soldiers hemming her in. Her hands were dripping crimson. Blood clung to her arms to her elbows, too, and splashed her breasts, and made a thick circle around her leering mouth. A long shredded strip of flesh lay tangled in her red locks. The glistening necklace she wore was the Legionnaire’s intestines.

The captain, Aquilinus, glowered at her. “I woke from a dream of you, witch, and saw you crawl forth from a black hole gaping in the earth!” he swore, tearing his short sword from its scabbard at his hip. Beside him, Marianus cried, “Nay, my lord, I swear to you I saw the witch with mine own eyes, when a black star fell from the sky only minutes ago! And then the screams of our brother, not long after, and the dark rain!”

A soldier stabbed his sword towards the intruder, exclaiming, “Look! It is Cacus, the fire-spitter!”

At mention of the demon’s name the men shuddered; they shuddered as they saw the woman’s hands raised upon the air, palms towards them, a plume of fire smouldering in each; they shook with dread when she opened her mouth to show them the fire glowing within.

She mocked them with vile laughter – the voice of a cackling hyena pack, a brood of screeching gypsies casting dark magics in night woods – silencing them all. Into the great bestial clamour the woman’s hoarse voice sliced like an assassin’s dagger. “Your paltry empire, your frail walls, your weak skeleton army of brittle bones and trembling hearts and small hungers: a greater fire shall sweep you all away, for there is always and always a mightier flame. Far mightier even than that wielded by little brothers Cacus and Vulcan.”

The Legionnaires raised their weapons threateningly.

She tittered at the gesture, and crooned grotesquely, “Soldiers, I only want us all to be together, for together we could be the army of fire to burn away weak veils of peace the lands over. We could rule the Earth, forever, and forever, forever, and forever.”

Aquilinus stepped forward. He beat a fist upon his iron cuirass and aimed his short sword at the woman. “Rome rules the world, witch, and you would do well to know it. We know not whence you came, but swear that you shall pay for this vile blasphemy of magick.”

At this she spat blood and embers into the dirt. A serpent slithered forth from the black tangle of hair at her groin. The fires in her hands flared higher, excited. She took a step forward, menacingly, and they saw her left foot, cloven now, and black-furred.

Aquilinus gave the command: “Cut this whore to pieces.” 

The Legionnaires rushed the pale woman, bristling steel.

Their swords whirled about her but she moved faster still, an impossibly fleet blur that bewitched the eyes of the hardened soldiers, slowing their muscles and blunting their weapons’ kiss. Among the clash of their arms the woman’s weird imploring litany echoed in their ears and hearts, over and over and over:

“I only want us all to be together. We could rule the Earth.”

After a time many of the Legionnaires’ swords had found a comrade’s flesh, slashing a throat wide in a torrent of blood, lopping off an arm at the elbow in a geyser of crimson; for weird visions materialized in the heart of the chaotic fray, causing confusion and panic and fear the likes of which were unknown among those disciplined men of war: one soldier, Albus, screamed shrilly as the gigantic black scorpion scuttled upon him to spear him clean through his torso with its tail like a colossal scythe slicing crops; his comrade beside him, Longinus, stood helpless and transfixed by the poison-eyed stare of the basilisk that descended from out of the star-studded sky to snap his legs in half with its gargantuan serpent’s fangs; the young brash soldier, Thracius, flailed in the dust, screaming shrilly as two long rusty nails impaled his eyes, though none witnessed where they had flown from; a spearman’s head was decimated by the jaws of the great black bear that strode bold as a king into their midst upon its hind legs, fifteen feet high its countenance of fury roaring into the darkness; this beast dispatched another Legionnaire as well, crushing him like kindling beneath its long-clawed foot, scattering his throwing-darts in the red mud; and even brave Aquilinus, in the end, was held spellbound, short sword hanging low toward the earth, by the spectacle of the hulking horned blasphemy blanketing him beneath its shadow, its awful demonic visage glaring down upon him with immense molten eyes, its smouldering volcanic maw opened to devour him with all the rabid hunger of the world.

Among the carnage she danced a lithe dance, pirouetting easily on the air, slipping and feinting and turning fluidly, unkissed by sword or dagger or javelin. Her engorged crimson lips smiled all the while, rapturous as she rejoiced in the screams rising moonwards.

Blood flowed like a river un-dammed; fire rose high enough to lick and scald the stars trembling in the early morning sky.
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A day of great celebration arrived in the Sassanid village, Al-Salihiyah, near Dura-Europos, only several miles from the final Roman colonia, Italcus, along the frontier between Rome and Persia; minstrels plucked their harps and sang with jubilation while the people danced and cheered, for news carried swiftly among that long-harried people, of a plague that had befallen the Legionnaires who guarded this neighbouring symbol of draconian Roman rule, Italcus, as too their fellow soldiers at once-proud Dura-Europos had been destroyed. The irony did not escape the Persians, who had long referred to their would-be oppressors as the pestilence that had decimated their numbers over the centuries, seeking always to squash their culture, their dignity, their history, their own right to rule the world. Over time this great vanquisher was likewise named Justice; and Retribution; while some named her more simply, Fire, and she would grow to become that whispered ghost, those dusty lines joining history and myth.

Some villagers of Al-Salihiyah, who had been awakened by the sounds of fighting, claimed strange visions that long night of mysterious slaughter: a child watching from its bedroom window saw a pack of hyenas loping through the village streets long after midnight, each with a human infant gripped between its slavering jaws; a woman filling a ewer from a well swore to have watched an immense bat, pig-sized, flitting helter-skelter low over the rooftops, chattering madly and spitting fat blood droplets onto the houses like the wickedest of curses; an elderly farmer wept with hands clasped together and a prayer of thanks upon his lips as the woman glided through the thoroughfare, her naked breasts gleaming in the moonlight, her fingers aflame, her serpentine torso undulating in the dust, leaving a wet trail in the wake of which followed a phantasmagorical mirage:

The troupe of Legionnaires, marching wearily, heads bowed earthwards: bloody; charred; chained.
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YOUR WISH IS MY COMMAND



James C. Clar
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Darrin sat on the nearly deserted beach watching a container ship make its way past Black Point outward bound toward Koko Head and the Kaiwi Channel. High on the cliff above him, the Diamond Head lighthouse kept steady, silent watch on Oahu’s southeastern shoreline. 

“Don’t know how you read that shit, man,” his friend Eddie had said earlier. “I’ve tried. Makes no damn sense to me.”

Darrin didn’t respond. What could he say? Eddie was his oldest and best friend. They had grown up together and now were roommates at UH Manoa. Lately, though, their interests, not to mention their ambitions, had begun to diverge. 

Darrin handed the joint back to his buddy and lost himself once again in the pages of the cheap, paperback edition of Tales of the 1001 Nights he had been reading. 

The two friends had come down to Kuilei Cliffs to check out the waves. Rumors of a south shore swell had been exaggerated. Eddie had gotten restless and decided to take their boards and head back to campus in the car. Darrin, on the other hand, opted to stay. It was a typically gorgeous morning, light trade winds, bright sun, puffy white clouds and a sky so blue it hurt your eyes. He figured he’d relax, catch some rays and do a little reading. Eventually, he’d walk into Waikiki and take a bus back to school. Maybe he’d stop in Starbucks on his way. See if Ayame was working. Who knew? This might be the day he’d work up the courage to ask her out.

The beach where Darrin sat was only a few minutes’ walk up Diamond Head Road from the tourist madhouse that was Waikiki. Still, it didn’t get all that much use. Most visitors had no idea how to access it from the road. Even if they saw the footpath, the descent looked far more treacherous than it actually was. Among the locals, Kuilei Cliffs and Diamond Head Beach Park had an enthusiastic but relatively small group of devotees. Most of the time, therefore, the craggy, windswept area was a great place to hang out and “get away from it all.”

Today, for example, Darrin saw only a handful of people; the occasional surfer paddling in or paddling out, an older woman walking a black Labrador and a pretty young mother collecting shells with her toddler son in the tide pools formed among the rocks and sand of the shoreline.

“Five more minutes, honey,” he heard the woman’s voice borne on the breeze from a hundred yards off. “Then we have to go home and clean up.” Paying no attention whatsoever to his mother, the little boy continued his solipsistic explorations.

Darrin put down his book and stood up to stretch his legs. He had taken off his sandals and, of course, while he had been sitting in the sun the sand had become blisteringly hot. As he looked around, he noticed something shining off to his right at the surf-line. A beer bottle, he figured, or maybe a cell phone. It was amazing, really, all the crap that got strewn around or washed up on the shore here in Hawaii nei. Hell, maybe it was old debris all the way from Fukushima? Wouldn’t that be cool? No, come to think of it, he remembered reading about a professor up at school who had done some kind of algorithmic computer projection – factoring in the wind and tides. The dude declared that the debris field would miss the islands entirely.

As he drew nearer to the water, Darrin realized that what he had spotted was indeed a bottle, but the weirdest damn bottle he had ever seen. This one was dark green, elaborately wrought and emblazoned with weird cobalt glyphs. Noticing the glass stopper, he began to laugh. 

Maybe Eddie was right, he’d been reading too much. It was all because of the Literature of the Fantastic course he was taking. He’d been devouring all sorts of weird shit ... Borges, Hoffmann, Kafka, Stevenson, Barth and, of course, The 1001 Nights. And, too, maybe the pakalolo he and Eddie had fired up this morning was stronger than he realized. He knew he shouldn’t have gotten high so early in the day. That crazy Eddie was gonna’ be his downfall.

Even so, this was the stuff of adolescent fantasy. Damn, hadn’t every kid dreamed of being marooned on a tropical island and finding a genie in a bottle? He couldn’t remember the name of that actress in the old TV show – she’d be ancient by now – but, from what he remembered of the few reruns he had seen, she was hot back in the day. He could handle something like that. In fact, he already knew exactly what he was going to wish for.

Darrin looked around. No way he wanted anyone to see what he was doing. They’d think he was an idiot. Then again, people around Waikiki were used to high strangeness. The beach, though, was empty. The sound of the surf synched with the beating of his heart. He picked up the bottle. Surprisingly, even though it had been sitting in the sun, it was almost cold to the touch. He worked the stopper free with a “pop.”

“Master,” the genie spoke when he materialized in a roiling cloud of vapor, “since fate has ordained that you are the one to set me free, your wish is my command.”

I must be dreaming, Darrin thought. But, what the hell, I’ll play along ... if only he had been a she!

“Genie,” Darrin said, “I want you to grant me three wishes for all eternity.”

The genie smiled wryly. This was invariably how such things went. Everyone tried to game the system. “Granted. You have three wishes for all eternity.”
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... Darrin sat on the nearly deserted beach watching a container ship make its way past Black Point outward bound toward Koko Head ...
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WE RAN TO THE GYRE



Rhen Wilson
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I found the note the morning of my first day on the crew. It was tucked into the corner of my locker. His locker. Antoine’s, before he disappeared. 

We ran to the Gyre.

It was small. Ripped from a piece of notebook paper. He’d folded it a few times over.

The locker room door opened. Commander Laghari entered briskly until she spotted me in the corner.

I closed my fist around the note, unsure if I wanted to be caught with it.

“We’re about to get started,” she said. She opened her own locker, grabbed a stick of deodorant, and applied it under her NASA-issued jumpsuit. 

“Yes, ma’am.”

A tall woman, Laghari had a hard jawline, narrow eyes, and an aquiline nose. She replaced the deodorant and examined her face in the locker mirror. She used her tongue to dislodge a bit of breakfast from her teeth.

“It’s important to me that you arrive early to these training sessions, Dua,” she said, closing her locker. “The crew needs to see that you’re with us. That you believe in this. This Antoine business... There’s been too much disruption so close to launch. They’re waiting for the other shoe to drop.”

“I get it,” I nodded. “I’m not going anywhere.”

“Good.” She looked like she wanted to say more, but she nodded curtly and made for the door.

“Commander Laghari,” I called.

She turned, and I noticed an impatient frown flick across her face. I tried to ignore it.

“Erlich never told me why you chose me for Antoine’s replacement.”

Her face softened, and I was surprised to see a small, maternal smile there. “Most people have a blemish on their background, a setback of some sort. But not you. You followed the clear, conventional line from university to research to now. You are the safe choice, Mallory. You’ll toe the line. And, well, we need that right now.”

I forced myself to nod, unsure how to respond. Laghari took my silence as satisfaction and left the room.

You’ll toe the line. I supposed I should’ve been grateful to be seen as a reliable colleague and crewmate. But the words stung like a slap to the face.

I remembered the note in my hand and unfurled it.

We ran to the Gyre.

Antoine had left without a word of explanation. Until this note. Was it an explanation though? Or just the parting words of a deserter?

Outside the window, I watched a silver spacecraft ascend like a drop of rain in reverse. Even five miles away, the building trembled.

In a few months, that would be me traveling in reverse—to board one of the seven starships orbiting Earth designed for interstellar travel. For the Long Journey, we called it, as it would take more than forty years to reach the nearest star.

The note burned in my hand like a hot ember. It radiated significance, though I feared what it would mean for me to understand. What it would do to me.

Would I step out of line? Would I run next?
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Four months before launch, we received an unexpected mission. We met in the Joyner Auditorium for our daily briefings, a circular room covered with floor-to-wall monitors.

Flight Director Adam Erlich greeted us kindly. A broad-shouldered man with a thick mustache and close-cropped hair, he reminded me of my college soccer coach. He just needed a whistle. Instead, he carried a tablet and a can of ginger ale.

When Erlich concluded the usual briefings, he informed us of a memo from the office of the Secretary of Health and Human Services. The memo mandated that all crew members of the Starship fleets meet and interview three grounded citizens of the crew member’s original nationality.

The word “grounded” caused a few people to shift in their seats. “Grounded” was a sensitive word. It was also a politically correct word. The more accurate term was “left behind.” Only members of the New Home Mission would take the Long Journey. We wouldn’t be coming back.

Commander Laghari raised her hand but didn’t wait to be called on. “Sir, with our launch date approaching, schedules are packed as it is. Not to mention we’re still having to make up ground with our new crew mate.”

It was my turn to shift in my seat.

Erlich held up his hand, and Laghari fell silent. “I don’t have
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