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TALUS is a labour of love, more than anything else. ‘The Smithereens’ began as a joke, a snide comment about the shattered remnants of all those years of trying to publish, sell or otherwise pimp all the short works and pieces that nobody in the South African industry was remotely interested in. Science Fiction, apparently, has to be ‘Literary’ but nobody even knows what that means... and unless it’s that, don’t bring it here. Here we are, decades later in the Third Volume of The Smithereens, titled ‘TALUS’.  

The Short works (short stories and novelettes) were numerous indeed, flipping around to find a style and an ‘in’ with what would be acceptable just went on and on. I discovered that I had to take some solace in all of these submissions, and I did; I enjoyed flipping through these styles, trying to keep my voice while maintaining my need to say something; hiding the truth behind layers of style... undermining the hurdles I needed to jump through in order to just keep trying. 

One person stood by me through all this time, almost all my life:

To Nolan Theodore Sander (01-08-1949  – 17-07-2016)

Included in this compilation below are the mostly ‘Magical Reality’ works over the last decades with a healthy dose of hard SF.

Portmanteau: In the horror that is the Yemeni Civil War, Mahdi does his best... One step at a a time. 

Jamais Vu: A young farming couple out to make good, just like any other normal couple except for the fact you are farming on Pluto in the 25th Century. 

Ifrit: In a climatically hostile planet Earth in the 28th Century a struggling band of isolated survivors provide shelter for a stranded explorer. How different are we from each other in the future? 

Dancers: Reece and Durant are both haunted by PTSD, their own sexual attraction and a Revenant over the color-line in Petite Apartheid South Africa, as they investigate the murder of their black Drag Queen friend. 

Neid-fire: Two cousins flee an uncertain future to relocate to their Ancestral Home to discover that their family history hides deeper and stranger secrets than they ever thought possible.
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Mahdi looked up the Hill towards the mud-brick house near the cisterns, where Sayida Yodit waited for him. The old town of Crater squirmed in the heat of the sun, the rains were late and the new cisterns were low; every year it seemed that they came later still. His harness was heavy against his skin with tinned food and bottled water for her, but he no longer registered that particular weight. Practice with burdens of this size had long taught him a grace and economy of movement; his thawb and qamis were cut in a way to disguise his smuggled goods.

He loitered in the shade of a canvas awning while he looked around the street, unseen by almost everyone who had not already escaped the afternoon heat to their cooler indoors and their rooms with their shadow. He was taking no chances though; Militia groups may loiter around a corner and it took just one with the Old Sight to notice him.

Mahdi shifted his bare feet in the hot dirt and prepared himself to make the last step. If you were not cautious, you did not live long enough to regret it. He closed his eyes and took the step... A cooler air moved against his cheek, it smelled of frankincense and dhal and his feet rested on slate. He opened his eyes and looked around the basement room. One wall, highest against the rock held a small niche, two stone pillars and a worn lintel betraying their antiquity. 

He ran his hand over the dusty shelf, Yodit had long removed any tribal icons from it. Like himself, she was a Christian. Unlike himself, she had never tolerated any other motif in her environment. He mounted the rocky steps to the ground floor, unfastening the buckles of his harness as he moved. The muhamashyn, the under-class of servant that would have attended Sayida Yodit had long been laid off. The Civil War had been especially unkind to people like Yodit.

She had been widowed before the War began, and the first fighting had robbed her of her only son. Failing fortunes had isolated her further;  a wicked nephew who would not visit and escort her beyond her walls, without gouging her for any remaining inheritance. If she would not pay him to walk her to the souk down the hill, he would not come.

Her only caller was the Priest with his nun; whose rounds would bring him here on the last Saturday of every month. Madhi sighed as he slipped off his thawb and dropped the leather harness to the cool floor to begin to unpack the supplies; tins of sardines and pilchards, long-life milk, chickpeas, coleslaw and corned beef, bottled water, local salt and flour for perhaps two weeks. Mint tea, sugar, and a box of Oreo biscuits were her only luxuries. Two spindles of cotton yarn completed her order; one red, another black.

He shook his head at the meagerness of the portions, a dull anger pulsed within his belly as he contemplated the perfidy of her nephew; and many others just like him. Yodit was not the only Sayida in this position, there were many others. Only last week Father Isam had discovered Sayida Hoda had passed in the time between his visits. Sister Hanah had followed the sickly stench of decay to discover the bird-thin widow prone in her bathtub, starved, abandoned... discarded by her kin; forgotten intentionally. Another Great Lady - Sayida - of an ancient Crater lineage slain; not by bullets but by the externalized bigotry brought by the combatants in this War.

His anger pulsed again, he reached to clasp the handle of his Jambiya, the curved dagger of honour worn by every man, in the sash of his qamis. The ancient ivory handle was warm to the touch and centred his emotions; his anger receded to the place in his mind where it would lurk, subdued but untamed. He seated his harness and adjusted the buckles before pulling his thawb back over his head, tucking it under his sash and settled his headgear.

Mahdi tried to still his mind further and breathed deeply. In the two thousand years his ancestors and his Clan had been present in Crater, he was still regarded as an outsider by those others who would do this thing to their own. His sky-blue eyes and straw hair spoke of the tainting of his lineage; thus his own opinions and feelings of these others about themselves was never highly regarded. It was not considered his place to question them... 

He stepped into the reception room and regarded the town nestled in the bay below, still struggling to press his feelings into place. The ancient port below had grown cosmopolitan with trade and had welcomed all creeds and colours, much to the envy of the Yemeni in the hills and deserts to the north. Envy and convenience were always uncomfortable handmaidens. If Crater prospered, there were wonderful things to be traded for. If it didn’t, there was nothing. His own fore-fathers had brought ‘dragon-blood’ tree sap from their home on Socotra and had established themselves here, a home away from home.

Crater itself had nothing valuable, dry and inhospitable; a pile of rock beside a volcano crater flooded by seawater that just happened to be halfway between everywhere. There had been Himyaritic Jewish Kings, Aksum Kings, Persian Kings and Abdali Sultans before the British had arrived and called this place Aden. In the time the British had been here; Crater had been joined by the districts of Gold Mohur, Tawahi and Ma’ala and spilled over the tombolo and onto the mainland, engulfing the ancient salt works and creeping around the Bay.

It was on this peninsula they put their airport, travelling through the skies in the same way Mahdi used his feet.

The descendants of all of these lineages had rubbed shoulders peacefully enough, until the mainland forces tore his society apart. Mahdi scowled at the thought. This war had not started in Aden, and it would not finish in Aden; we just happened to be halfway between everywhere else.

He looked back at the pile of supplies in the entrance passage, and to the corded brass handle leading to the first floor. He would not enter the kitchen behind its beaded glass curtain to pack those supplies away, it would be disrespectful to the Sayida and there would be no kindness in that action. 

To actually see bare shelves and empty refrigerator in the one place Yemeni women took pride in, would shame Yodit beyond measure. He would not do that to her, no matter what he knew of her circumstance. Leaving the supplies in the entrance hall like this would assure her a measure of dignity.

He tugged the handle on the cord; somewhere above him a bell would ring and alert her to his presence. He waited a few minutes and climbed the steps. At the top of the flight there was a bench in the reception area that he seated himself on. Sunlight streamed into the room from a small window and shadows danced on the wall beside him. Beyond a carved wooden panel Sayida Yodit waited for him, her silver hair uncovered in the privacy of her home and intent on her crochet spindles, hooks and weights. A sweet tea rested on a brass platter with a fine teak trestle supporting it. A paper envelope rested near the small glass; the business of the day.

Mahdi smiled at the gesture. It was probably her last ration and yet she had prepared him tea.

“Marhaba, Madhi.” Yodit greeted him

“Ahlayn, Sayida Yodit.” Madhi nodded and sipped at the tiny glass. It was sweet, probably her last sugar as well.

“What news do you have?” Yodit continued in English, knowing Mahdi was more comfortable with that language, the language of the colonials.

“Someone tried to bomb Ali in Ma’ala yesterday.” Mahdi shrugged. “Otherwise, nothing different.” 

“We’re the capital now, so these things happen. Did they get him?” Yodit looked up, the bruises on her face livid in the slanting sunlight.

“No.” Mahdi scowled at the sight of her face.

“At least things won’t get worse for awhile, then.” Yodit smiled, working on her hooks.

“You tried to go outside again, didn’t you? I thought Isam spoke to you about that.”

“He did.” Yodit shrugged. “I went to the souk after dark. Some militia was pouring petrol on a boy so I called them out. I think they meant to set fire to him.”

Mahdi hung his head; his hands trembled as his rage peeked out from its place in his mind. “You could have been killed.” His voice was thick with emotion.

“I have never needed to wear a niqaab before in my life!” Yodit straightened her spine, “The boy got away while they beat me, at least. They felt the need to tell me that they had bombed and burnt the church down, and that I should go there and look for myself. Is that true?”

“Yes, last week.” Madhi growled, staring at his hands.

“Where are Isam and Hanah staying?” Yodit sighed.

“Up the road, at my house. You should go there if they start shelling again.”

“The house of Red Dragon Blood?” Yodit nodded, “I know it well. I used to visit your mother there, when we were friends.”

“If anyone targets the Christians; I plan to move them out quickly, to Berbera or Djibouti.”

“The ancient smugglers of Crater.” Yodit smiled, “Some things have not changed that much. So few of us left know what you really are.”

“Promise me that you will, Sayida Yodit. You are safer there than anywhere else.” Mahdi swallowed, pushing back against his personal djinn, “Promise to me!”

Yodit said nothing, intent on her stitching, “Did you bring the yarn?” she said finally.

“Yes.” Mahdi sighed, “If you will not promise me, then at least think about it.”

“I will do, Mahdi my qawwan.” Yodit sighed, “You and my son were close, yet you waste your time on an old woman.”

“I promised Qudamah that I would look out for you if he could not. I swore on my Jambiya to Qudamah who was more to me, than a brother.” Mahdi felt the loss welling within him, “Besides which; no one else stitches as fine as you do. I would lose a valuable resource to trade in Berbera if something were to happen to you.”

Yodit barked out a laugh, “Then I will think about it, Mahdi. You should go now and be about your business.  Ma'assalama, Mahdi.”

“Ma'assalama, Sayida Yodit.” Mahdi took the envelope from beside his empty glass and walked downstairs. Rather than use the front door, he padded down the ancient stonework and back to the basement. He closed his eyes and centered himself, imagining himself in his own basement... then he took a step.
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A SANDALWOOD-FRAGRANT mustiness filled his nostrils before he opened his eyes, a cooler air lingered over the skin of his cheeks and a rougher stone under his bare feet; he stood in his own basement. Before him in the niche common to all ancient houses of Crater, an old stone rested. 

The bottom part of it looked like any other rock, to fit in the palm of a hand; but the upper part was chipped into a ridge, one that could break bone for marrow and slice through hide for clothing or tents. Mahdi reached forward and ran his fingers over it before turning on his heel and heading up into his house. 

On the first floor an older man, middle-aged with the first silvering of hair at his temples, slumped beside a samovar nursing a cup of hibiscus tea. The scent of the tea filled the room and Mahdi guessed he had been brooding for some time. His collar was discarded on the cushion next to him.

“How is she?” Isam asked without looking up.

“The same. Your information was correct; she was beaten outside the souk.” Mahdi collected a cup and poured some for him. He places the envelope next to the Priest and sat down beside Isam, looking out of the window. Unlike almost everyone else in Crater, Mahdi’s house faced only the Cisterns of Tawila. Those ancient rain-water tanks ruined by the British ‘restorations’ and baked dry and forlorn before his view. A thick shoulder of rock blocked his view of the bay, and unlike almost everyone else in Crater, he had no fear of being bombed or shelled from the sea.

“I’ll have Hanah bring along a medical kit next week, and have her aid Yodit when we visit.” Isam groaned, “Stubborn old woman.”

“She is a Yemeni from a long line of Yemeni.” Mahdi shrugged, “In part what is happening in this War is beyond her comprehension; that Aden people can be so with each other.”

“You can explain it to me, for I surely do not know either. Every day some new hardship is upon us; yesterday a boy not more than ten said to me on the quay ‘I do not know when I will die’. It hurt me that I had nothing to say. They live in the tents among the rubble as muhamashyn, and they have nothing. Not even food, or water and they can’t take a shit outside without risk from a stray bullet. Here I sit drinking tea in your house, doing nothing while my church is rubble.”

“You know you can’t go back there. If it’s not Houthi forces, it’s ISIL or Al Qaeda, or Hadi or a Saudi-backed occupier; or Islah or even just a neighborhood gang with guns. If anyone goes near the Church, they’re bait for any sniper. Especially... if they are wearing a collar or a wimple.” Mahdi groaned, stretching out his long frame to cross his ankles. “It is best that you and Hanah do not venture forth beyond your daily routine, and if you feel there is a threat; retreat back to here at the first opportunity. There is some safety in your routine, even if the militia don’t believe as you do, they are local and still respect what you do for people in Crater.”

“How did this even happen?” Isam covered his eyes with his palm. “If it wasn’t for you coming through like this for us, we’d be lost. Not that I’d see you at my sermons all that often, you’d always be somewhere else.”

“It doesn’t matter.” Mahdi shrugged, “My mother was always there. It didn’t matter if I was.”

“She missed your father terribly, they had a deep and fierce love.” Isam placed his cup next to the samovar. “When the Russian fleet pulled out of Socotra, she told me she knew he would never come back again.”

“They used to come here to this house during the time he had ship’s leave.” Mahdi touched the samovar and smiled, “I was ten years old when he was recalled to Afghanistan. She was insistent that her clan was a better place for my lineage than his. It turned out that she was right, as she usually was. He was just a beautiful golden ghost, as far as her family was concerned. A ghost that existed long enough to steal the heart of an indomitable woman and give rise to me. All I remember of him now is a beautiful laugh and a kind touch. He was like a breeze through the wheat fields on a Socotra hillside.”

“You have the heart of a poet, my friend.” Isam smiled sadly.

“You are especially glum today, what gives?” Mahdi shifted in his seat to regard Isam carefully. “Something else is bothering you?”

“I have the latest Relief report from my contact in Berbera.” Isam shrugged, “One of the young Doctors, a Brazilian has gone missing in the cholera zone at Abs after Saudi’s bombed it last week.”

“Has there been any ransom demands, perhaps he’s a hostage?”

“There’s no money for ransom anymore, Mahdi. They’re just pushing the foreigner bodies into ditches. If he has been killed, my Relief organization will cut their losses completely... not just withdraw.”

“What’s it like up there? I’ve heard the cholera is bad, but I haven’t looked there.” Mahdi chewed on a nail, pensive.

“See for yourself, Mahdi.” Isam handed over the folder that lay on the floor at his feet.

“This... is an Armageddon!” Mahdi gasped, looking over the pictures, “How is this not better known? Why does the World not respond?”

“I don’t know, Mahdi.” Isam groaned, “The worst cholera epidemic in the world; the perfect storm of no water, sewage and infrastructure being destroyed by this War; by ourselves or the Saudi and Emirate coalition, or the Americans. There are over half a million affected cases to date, almost all of them woman and children. There are thousands of deaths reported from this infection.”

“What about local health officials? Can’t they search for him?” Mahdi dropped the folder on the bench beside him.

“Mahdi, they can’t.” Isam groaned, “They’re trying to rebuild the camp, they have no medicine or other supplies and haven’t been paid for months. If the Hadi government releases their salaries, that is in Houthis area of complete control. Here in Aden, Hadi has control of less than half of everything, at best. The Battle of Aden proved that he doesn’t control this area as much as he’d think.”

“I know; sharing or squabbling with the Southern Transitional Council depending on what time of the day... perhaps Aden is simply occupied by everyone.” Mahdi stared at his bare dusty feet, “In the same way that Socotra is occupied by the Emirates Coalition and the STC. That doesn’t stop the Americans from sending drones in to kill the Al Qaeda personnel and whoever is around them. Ordinary people like you and me have no chance. It’s like what your ten-year old boy said.”

Isam sighed, “I have a boat from Berbera coming through tonight with fifty kilograms of vaccines and anti-biotics for Abs, enough for a few months... but I can’t do anything with it.”

Mahdi snorted, “You’re a Priest, not a smuggler. You’re just asking for trouble. You’ll get shot and then your cargo confiscated or destroyed... depending on who gets to you first. The thing is you will always get shot first. If you recall there are Americans and Saudi blockades beyond the shore, the same ones that send the Drones into the town.”

“That is why I’m gloomy.” Isam groaned, “I don’t know anyone who can help me.”

“Perhaps I might know of someone.” Mahdi stared at the ceiling lost in thought, “Someone who knows enough street magic to help you.”

“Could you talk to them? I have a place and a time for tonight and that is all I have. Can you trust them?” Isam looked hopeful for the first time since Mahdi had seen him today.

“As much as I trust myself.” Mahdi grinned, “Give me the details and I’ll see what I can do. Perhaps I know someone that can deliver your medicine and find your doctor.”
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MAHDI LEANED ON A PILLAR at the Sira fish market, looking out over the bay. The lights flickered erratically as the generator gasped and heaved, its thrumming pulse carrying over the still water as the tide squeezed into the confined space. The fish market rested on a narrow causeway, over the gap between where Crater rested against its mountain slope; and where the Sira fortress rode atop its precipitous volcanic plug. The ancient harbor had long since silted up, only Hori fishing boats still used the shallow waters. High-prow and flat keeled, the only modern things the designs sported were outboard motors and marine paints.

It was the paint that Mahdi was looking for in particular, it was his business to know things very few still remembered. Crater Hori boats were Cobalt blue all through the hull, only different shades appeared on the prow; each color slice of white, red or green above the hull line might have meant something special to the owner, but it wasn’t a signal to someone like Mahdi. Hadi Soldiers loitered together on the Sira side of the causeway, their semi-automatic rifles carelessly draped over their knees while shoppers haggled over the wares.

From the information and name that Isam had given Mahdi, he was looking for a Magenta hull; the Aksumite Asim. Mahdi had kept his face from reacting as Isam had innocently babbled on about the Aksumite’s reputation and why the Relief worker Yasmin at Berbera had chosen him. It was necessary to maintain the deception in Crater that Mahdi had no idea he knew who Asim the Aksumite was.

Around the time that Isam had said, a boat appeared at the edge of the fish markets lights in the bay. Mahdi surreptitiously flashed his torchlight three times and waited for the boat to slip into view. The boat’s dimensions would have fooled most people; longer than a Hori but not too long to be noticeable, the inside hull fractionally more shallow to the outside hull; the two outboard motors bigger than most would think necessary, but not suspiciously so. The boat rode onto the mudflat, and the ebony-skinned ‘fisherman’ scooped out his catch and handed it over the wall to his fishmonger.

Mahdi moved forward and assisted the fishmonger drag the especially-large Tuna, mackerel and good-sized sailfish to his stall; Asim winked at him and he complained about the size of his catch while stacking them on the stall surface. Customers crowded to the stall; the fish was now fresher than others that spent the afternoon sweltering in the sunlight. While the Asim’s fishmonger engaged the customers beyond the bored gaze of the Soldiers, Mahdi vaulted the wall to help him push the boat back into the flat tide and boarded.

Asim turned the prow lazily towards the Crater boatsheds over the bay and drifted towards them, once beyond the light of the souk.

“Poor catch indeed, my friend.” Mahdi tugged at the bench Asim pointed to, and retrieved the parcel from a compartment beneath it. 

Asim grinned at him, “What is your Priest thinking? I swear ours have more sense.”

Mahdi tugged the wrapped bundles of vials loose and slotted them into his harness, “He’s desperate. Desperate men make poor decisions.”

“That’s no lie. Yasmin told me he said he was staying at the Red Dragon Blood house. I told her to never mention that, not to anyone else. I don’t want any threats to my working relationship with you. You never know who you might be tempted to contract in future.”

“You old rogue.” Mahdi quickly filled his pouches and buckled them closed with deft practice. “You should burn this, it has the foreign Relief agency mark on it.” Mahdi indicated the backpack.

“I will do so in my boatshed.” Asim nodded, “It has been a long trip and there is much to tidy up. Still, it was a wonderful ten hours... eleven with the catch.”

“You haven’t changed, you were born to the sea.” Mahdi chuckled and placed a pouch of dirhams next to the empty backpack, “An extra incentive to continue our relationship.”

“That is most appreciated,” Asim grinned again, “with everything changing so quickly over the Gulf, it’s good to know some things stay constant.”

“Perhaps that might also change.” Mahdi sighed, “I don’t know when this War will end or even how it will. I have to bring people to Berbera, I need a safe house.”

“Your holding there is ruinous, you would have to do repairs.” Asim sighed theatrically. ‘There is many a young buck that is willing to work. God knows there isn’t enough work for the youth; my sons complain constantly.”

“Look into that for me, secure it.” Mahdi stepped onto the soft mud as Asim drove the Hori onto the beach and helped pull the vessel onto the slipway. “Work-teams bring anonymity.”

“I will.” Asim pushed the boat over the wooden logs with his heavy arms. The clack-clack-clack of the keel whispered back against the sheds and the other beached Hori, and Mahdi tugged a door to the shed closed behind him. A ladder to a small upper floor with a bunk rested against the far wall beside a door to the street beyond. Mahdi inched past the hull towards it.

Asim had fired up a paraffin lamp and was setting aflame the nylon backpack with the betraying emblems. He tossed the smoldering object into a large metal drum as it ignited. “Madhi, there are few enough of us remain who know the ancient mysteries.” Asim did not look at him as he watched the disintegrating evidence, “You need to get married and have some sons. You are the last Red Dragon Blood; and without your clan, the Azure Sail are alone. These Clans need each other, it has always been the way.”

Mahdi shot the bolts on the inside of the door and hung his head, “Ahlayn, Asim.” He whispered and ducked through to the street.

In the deep shadow on the roadside, Mahdi closed his eyes and let his bare feet find the pathways. The old routes danced golden in his mind’s eye as he picked through them... the thread to Abs sparkled and he set foot upon it, one step after another.

Asim tugged the door but watched as Mahdi became shadowy, blending in with the darkness of his eaves and then vanish from sight completely as he set about his path. “God be with you my friend.” He whispered as he bolted the door against the dangers in the Town.
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MADHI RESTED AGAINST a shattered mud-brick wall and kept to the shadows. The ruined hospital rubble heaped in hastily assembled mounds provided the way for him to reach the entrance. His calf muscles twitched and jumped in protest as he exhaled quietly and breathed deeply. A pair of guards with guns sat on plastic crates beside the ICU entrance. Mahdi felt the anger building within him again, they could not have been more than fifteen years old, either of them. He had heard of Houthis using child soldiers and it did not surprise him, but it angered him to see it for himself. What type of man whose duty it is to be qawwan -a guardian- to women and children, would in turn allow a child to risk themselves so? How could Yemeni be no better than the Iranians that backed them?

Mahdi worked to quash his rising emotion. His Path would
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