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 Foreword

 


Lots of people have mentioned on
social media sites that they don't like anthologies, and their
reasons vary as much as the number of people. I, on the other hand,
am not one of those people. I love anthologies.

The variety of authors, discovering
the talents of a new author, and shorter stories that fit in
perfectly with a very busy life. My personal collection is growing
almost daily!

Usually an anthology is a
collection of short stories, or novellas, written in the same
genre. Sometimes there is a common theme, but the genre is common
for the collection.

I decided to be me, as opposed to
be being a lot otherwise under normal circumstances. This anthology
only has a common theme: a Storm. I came up with the idea and then
challenged the participating authors to write a short story, in any
genre for adults (excluding erotica) around this theme.

And they came up with the most
amazing ideas and collection of stories around this simple brief.
This publication is a collaborative effort of writing, editing and
marketing by a bunch of people who have one thing in common: a
passion for story telling.

It is my pleasure to present to you
the talents of the Pretoria Writers' Group's first anthology,
Storm.

 


Volume I is a collection of
fantasy, science fiction, supernatural and dystopian
stories.

Volume II is a collection suitable
for a reader preferring a more contemporary selection of dramatic
stories.

 


I hope you will enjoy reading this
collection of stories, as much as we did writing them.

 


Lizette de Vries-Venter

(writing as Linzé
Brandon)

Founder: The Pretoria Writers'
Group

 


~ ~ ~ ~ ~
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 A Girl
Called Storm

by Richard T Wheeler

 


Synopsis

What can change the nature of a
man? In John’s case, it was 90 seconds. His life before was not a
savory one, but now it contained a new force, a change
agent, A
Girl Called Storm.
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John
woke up with the sharp intake of breath characteristic of a man
breaching the surface of a dream. He looked around, but did not
recognise anything he saw.

“Wh…where the hell am I?” he asked as he struggled upright.
All he could see was a dry, grey desert wasteland that stretched
into shimmering infinity. The landscape was glazed in a pale,
yellow light that seemed to emanate from the sky itself. The ground
was mostly flat, but had a disquieting walnut pattern to it. He
loosened his tie.

“Don’t get comfortable. You don’t deserve that.” A monotone
voice said close by. The voice was hollow and without an echo, as
if spoken in a sound-dampened room.

John
spun on his heel. Behind him, he was shocked to find, was his
mirror image. The only difference was that the stranger was wearing
a tattered, black judicial robe instead of a suit and was manacled
hand and foot with silver chains.

The
stranger capitalised on John’s hesitation: “You do not deserve to
leave this place alive. You will die here.”

“What? What do you mean? What did I do?”

“Spare me; you bring only suffering to those who trust you.
You disgust me.” The robed man turned and started walking
away.

“Wait! You can’t leave me here!”

“I already have.”

John
took a step forward, but felt altogether too heavy to move. His
legs buckled. His breath caught in his throat.

“Wait…” John said.

The
robed figure walked away briskly, leaving John behind. Soon, the
omnipresent light obscured the figure completely. John fell forward
into the dust. His confusion could not outweigh his weariness. With
some effort, he managed to roll onto his back.

Storm
clouds rolled in, their boiling advance deceptively quick. Soon he
was shrouded be a hazy, yellow twilight. The light that illuminated
the desert seemed all-pervasive, setting the topography of each
black, rolling thunderhead aglow. Driving rain followed, John could
barely muster the energy to respond to it. His hollowness felt
heavy, like a weight that crushed him to the earth, making it hard
to breathe


Lightning forked through the rain, slowly, inexorably,
pulsing like afterimages behind eyes squeezed shut. It did not take
long before he was soaked, his suit sticking to his skin. The fine
dust all around him soon turned into slurry. There was no wind to
disturb the direction of the downpour, but the clouds above him
brawled and boiled nonetheless. John let the rain wash over him,
his thoughts as sluggish as his body.

A
colossal shape blotted out the cloud-light above him. John blinked
and looked upward, his lungs sucking in a gulp of air as he
struggled to make out the shape in the rain. His terror gave it a
name. Shark. It swam through the downpour effortlessly. It rolled
ponderously to keep John in its field of vision as it circled
him.

John’s
eyes widened in horror. He tried to work his way up onto his
elbows, but he only managed to exhaust himself. The shark swished
its massive tail and turned to him, the leviathan shot forward with
nightmarish acceleration. John opened and closed his mouth
impotently, not a sound dared to emerge.


Absently, he felt little hands pulling at his jacket and at
his trousers, but he couldn’t look away from the shark. The ache in
his chest threatened to consume him before the shark
could.

He heard
an echo in his skull:

-Come to me-

John’s
heart spasmed painfully, he squeezed his eyes shut.

“No! Stop!” a girl screamed. The words seemed obstructed
somehow, as if heard underwater. John could not even open his eyes,
his body ensorcelled by the approaching inevitability. A small body
smashed into him, driving him deeper into the muck. John’s eyes
opened wide as the wind got knocked out of him. Instantly the
shark’s approach abducted his attention. A small, pale hand forced
his head down into the mud.

The
shark missed, its jaws passing within a breath of him. The giant
beast glared despairingly as it surged past. Its eye was chestnut
auburn with a strong limbal ring around the iris, the white of the
eye clearly showing. Rain cascaded off the massive creature; it
seemed that there were raindrops or tears running from its lids
into its gills. The shark flicked its tail again and took to the
sky, gaining altitude. The shape was hypnotically defined against
the clouds. At the apex, it turned for another strike.

The
little hands finally gained purchase on his trousers, and John felt
himself being dragged away. He scrabbled feebly for a grip on the
wrinkled, muddy earth, but every fistful disintegrated in his
grasp. He could not take his eyes from the dark shape as it zeroed
in on him, he could feel its despair in his own heart as it saw the
distance between it and its quarry widen. Whatever was dragging
him, gained inexorable momentum, and he found himself lifted off
the now rapidly receding ground and streamed backward out of the
rainstorm. The pale, yellow light was suddenly bright in his eyes.
The storm retreated quite rapidly in his view, becoming a black
squall in the distance.

 With the black lump of the storm
now almost out of his field of vision, he looked to his feet to see
whose hands had pulled him out. The hands belonged to a girl, about
eleven, who was running at an astonishing pace over the grey desert
that seemed to stretch out indefinitely. She had a mop of blond
hair in a pixie cut and was wearing the remains of an overlarge Def
Leppard shirt over a tank-top with shorts. She glanced over her
shoulder, the smile of a child who had gotten away with murder on
her impish face.

“Hey!” John managed to say. Even though they were traveling at
high speed, there was no air friction, no wind. His voice sounded
hollow and flat, without any echo.

“Can’t stop yet,” she said. “Storms catch up when you least
expect it!”

John’s
astonishment rendered him mute. He could not think of any reason to
argue. He looked in the direction that she was running, a strange
glare made seeing any further than the middle distance impossible.
All he could see was an indistinct rectangular object at the edge
of his sight. It called to the hollowness inside of him; it was the
only object in the desolation.

“Wait! Stop!” he said.

“Not just yet!” she said.

John
looked at the object again. At this distance, it looked like a door
standing on its own.

-Reach down. Now-

He
twisted a little in her grip to look at the ground. The walnut
pattern had an organic quality to it that made him feel squeamish.
He reached out.

-You’re mine-

John
worried for a moment about the source of the commands. They were
not any words he remembered hearing, not through his ears anyway.
He just had the impression that the words were said and that he’d
already heard them. He considered the implications of touching the
turf, but his fingers had already moved and made the barest
contact. A puff of lunar dust lifted from the touch, and inertia
kicked in.

“Oh f-” the girl managed before the friction from John’s touch
caused both of them to tumble chaotically. John tried to shield
himself from the worst of the impact, but found himself with arms
full of 11 year old girl. His arms were wrapped around her, trying
to keep her from the worst of the tumble. He braced himself, the
speed at which they were travelling made the time spent in the air
seem improbably long. When the impact finally came, they skipped
into a roll like a flat stone flung across a lake. After several
bounces, John realised that there was no pain from any of the
impacts, just puffs of dust lifting and settling down straight
away.

“You can let go.” The girl said in between bounces and
tumbles.

Unsure,
John held on.

The girl
rolled her eyes and pushed him off with surprising strength.
Lightly like a cat, she landed a little way away from him, all four
limbs making furrows in the soft earth. John tumbled on, his limbs
flopping in all directions. The girl managed to get her footing
well enough to be running again. She drew level with
him.

“You know you can stop rolling like that, right?”

“What?”

“You know that you can stop whenever you want!”

“Are you kidding me!”

“The rules are kind of different here.”

“You think?”

“Just make yourself stop and you’ll do it!”

John
grimaced, and experimentally thrust his hand out into the earth.
His spin rotation changed direction. He repeated the action a
couple more times, before he managed to stabilise himself to a
degree. He tried to emulate the girl. She was still keeping pace,
impish grin back in place. Her footfalls on the strange earth made
little puffs of dust mushroom up and settle right back down again.
John thrust both his hands and feet into the earth. For a moment he
thought he was going to tumble again, but his grip increased. He
readjusted, but his inertia rolled over him like a crashing wave
and he took off again, bouncing at speed. The girl ran next to him,
grabbing at his clothes as she kept pace. With a tug and by
planting her feet into the earth strategically, she managed to slow
him down, then to get him to roll to a stop.

John got
up slowly, inspecting himself for damage. He seemed perfectly fine,
even his breathing seemed easier. He looked around. He was near the
foot of the door that he had seen in the distance. It was colossal
and ornate, and was probably a lot further away than he initially
thought. It looked like a fire escape door, like the type his
office used.

“Not the spot that I would have picked,” the girl
said.

The door
opened ponderously. A soft, warm light streamed out from the other
side together with a brisk, scented breeze. It smelled of fresh cut
lilies, with the barest hint of what lilies would smell of at a
later time; a touch of decaying meat. Barely audible whispers
emanated from it, like a thousand voices gossiping in a cathedral.
John felt drawn to it, it seemed familiar, the light strangely
comforting. He could not see anything beyond because of the light,
but he was certain it was not the desert. He took a step in its
direction. He felt the girls hands curl around one of
his.

“No, don’t go there. Please! For me?” she asked.

-Come to me-

He shook
her hands off. “I just want to see what’s on the other
side.”

“That’s the problem. Once you go there, there’s no coming
back.”

“Nonsense, it’s a door not a bottomless pit.”

“That’s what it looks like to you, but it could be a pit for
all it cares!”

“That does not make any sense, erm, little girl.”

“What here does, in your esteemed experience?”

“That’s an awfully condescending tone coming from a little
girl.”

“Oh yeah? I bet you don’t know what condescending means! And
who was it, exactly, that saved your life?”

“Look, I’m not getting into an argument with you, erm, what’s
your name anyway?”

“Don’t have one yet.”

“What does that mean? Infuriating!”

“It means that you get angry, becoming more furious, present
perfect tense?”

John
looked at her expressionlessly, and started walking to the
door.

The girl
interposed herself between him and the door, pushing at his stomach
with her back straight.

“Just let go, okay?” He said. “I promise I’ll just take a look
and come right back.”

“Why’d you want to go in so badly?” she asked as she took up
position between him and the doorway with her arms crossed. John
hesitated.

“I… just…” John said.

“See? You don’t know why, you just, want to. What else is like
that? Hmm?” She looked at him accusatorily.

“I… I don’t know,” John said, refusing to make eye contact
with an 11-year-old.

“Let’s go, the storm’ll catch up. It’s been haunting you
forever.”

John
looked over his shoulder; the black swirl of clouds was growing
larger every moment. “Where are we anyway?” he asked.

“You mean you don’t know?”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

The girl
shrugged. The door started closing on its own. As the gap in the
door narrowed, the draft intensified as if funnelled. Just before
it closed, John saw a shadow pass in front of the light. When it
was closed, the door sank into the earth.

The girl
turned around with her hand on her hip, a retort ready on her lips.
Her eyes widened when she had him in view and she spun back around
quickly, her venom swallowed.

“What?” John asked. The hair on the back of his neck was
prickling fiercely. “Is there something behind me?” he
whispered.

The girl
vigorously nodded her head.

“Is it the shark?” John felt a spike of panic in his
gut.

“Don’t look! It’s not the shark!”

“What is it then?”

-What indeed?-

“Did you just say that?”

“Say what?”

-It is a simple question, and in your heart of hearts you
know the answer-

“That!”

“That what?!”

-I’ll answer. I am not your enemy. I am your everlasting
companion. I bring peace once you allow me to hold the reins. I
will soothe your suffering. Walk with me and your torment will be
at an end. In my arms you will no longer fear. Your precarious
mortality has lent me strength and led me here. I am
inevitable-

“I’m going insane, aren’t I?”

-Do not worry about that. I have just come to collect what is
already mine. Piece by piece. You are already mine. Walk with
me-

John
clicked his knuckles one by one. Its voice sounded very familiar,
unmistakable even. It led them here and now… “I’m, not well… and
it’s here for me, right?” he said.

“You talking to me now? Oh, yeah, you are.”

“Are what?”

“Dying”

He
stifled his annoyance. “Then is that voice…”

“Probably. How would I know?”

John
shivered, resisting the urge to look around. The girl, for the most
part, was doing a great job of looking anywhere but over his right
shoulder.

“Listen, we kind of need to.” she said.

“Why?” he asked.

“You’ll die, remember?”

John
closed his eyes, his brows furrowed. “Who’ll care
anyway?”

“Don’t say that! Plenty people. I’d… care.”

He
looked at her. She seemed familiar somehow. She prodded the earth
with her toe. She had very striking eyes for a kid, softly lined
and vividly green.

“What happens when I say its name?” he asked.

“Nothing good comes from talking to yourself.”

-Nothing worse can happen to you now-

John
thought about it. His thinking seemed clearer than it had been in
at least a year, as far as he could recall, in fact. He had still
not turned around. He stopped fidgeting. What he was sure of was
that he’d felt the voice’s urging before, and recently. Now it
seems more surreal, but more solid at the same time. The words now
feel whispered into his brain from right behind his ear. He drew
himself up, a little bit of the emptiness filling up. His shoulders
relaxed.

“Might as well face this head on,” he said. He tilted his head
slightly to the right. “I have a name for you, I’ll call you
Thanatos.”

“Now you’ve done it,” she said.

“What? To give something a name means you acknowledge it, you
take away its power over you. You can deal with things that you
know exists, right? Things are scary and unreal until you give it a
name. Like Churchill’s black dog. You can hear it too,
right?”

“If that’s how you deal, good on you.”

He
breathed out, rolling the tension from his shoulder.

“Thanatos, is that name sufficient?”

-A romantic notion. Not sufficient. But not insufficient
either. I like it. You are aware that you cannot-

“Resist? Take power over you? I, I know. But we all need
little lies, just to deal, as she said. Even to
ourselves.”

“That’s how you got into this mess.”

“Don’t preach to me. Let’s just get out of here.”

-If that is what you want in your heart of hearts. I will
lead-

“I’ll lead,” the girl said. “We can’t trust you or you right
now.” She motioned with her eyes at John and to the space behind
his right shoulder without actually looking.

“We? We can speak for ourselves.” His eyes narrowed. “See? You
can hear it! I’m not insane.”

The girl
scowled at him and pointed to the spot where the door was. “You
really think I want to? I’ve got my whole life in front of me. If
I… It would’ve been better if you were a nutter.”

“Well, okay,” he said. “I was just about to say that you can
lead. You seem to know more of what’s going on.”

She
raised an eyebrow, but composed herself quickly. “Good, because
we’ll never get anywhere at your pace.”

“Can’t I just run like you?”

-You have no drive. You have no will. You will have no
momentum. Piece by piece. Soon you will be mine. Give
in-

“Aren’t you a breath of fresh air,” John said.

-Your sarcasm is futile. In 80
seconds you will be mine-

“What?! What do you mean 80 seconds? 80 seconds from when?
From now? What-” John looked at his wristwatch, the dial was
spinning wildly in the wrong direction.

“Time works differently here. Look, since I pulled you out of
the storm, about ten seconds have passed. You need to get into the
Tower before, ah, Thanatos takes you.”

“Tower? Let’s go then! Lead on! Why didn’t anyone tell me
sooner?”

“I was trying to hurry; I didn’t think you would stop to play
20 questions!”

-79 seconds. Take all the time you need. You will not make
it. Not even with her help-

The girl
took a step closer, her eyes stern. “How then, Thanatos? Help
him!”

-Allow me to lead. I will make the required
choices-

The girl
turned her head to John.

“I can’t trust him! He’s erm, you know!” he said.

“You have to do something,” she said.

“Well, let’s think about this,” he said. “Thanatos, what do
you suggest we do? I’m not going to lie down and die, if that’s
what you’re expecting.”

-You would ask me for a suggestion-

“I know, it’s a bit… weird, but I feel like I need consensus
before proceeding.”

-You are only delaying the inevitable-

“Which means you have nothing to lose by helping us.” John
felt a bit odd talking to someone behind him, but he did feel a bit
more energised now that there was discourse. “You seem interested
in where this is going.”

-The Beast. You must ride it to the
tower if you want to live. Without it you will wander without any
chance of crossing that distance. Success will only delay the
inevitable-

“The shark? No way! I’m terrified of sharks, ever since, well
forever! There is no way...” he said.

“I don’t think he means the shark, unless...?” the girl
said.

-Have you realised where you are? That would make the
metaphor easier to understand-

“What do you mean where we are? I don’t have time for
riddles!”

-You are correct. 77 seconds-

“Show us where then, dammit!” he said.

“Such language,” the girl said.

-Very well-

“Why are you helping me, anyway?”

“Shh! Don’t look a gift horse in the mouth!” the girl
whispered.

A
breathless moment passed.

“Well?”

“Shh! He’s calibrating.”

“What?”

-This direction. As to your question. I may not need to wait
any longer when you reach the Beast-

John
violently fought off the urge to look behind him. The girl nodded
and grabbed his arm.

“Wait!” John screamed as she picked up speed again, dragging
him behind her like a banner. “We need a plan! Aw screw it, I
haven’t got time anyway.”

-75-

“That’s not helpful at all!”

“Quiet down, you baby.”

“Oh that’s rich coming from-”

-It may be asleep. Please make all the noise you
require-

“Oh, so you can keep up.”

-I am always right behind you-

“Oh, great, thanks for reminding me. Not helpful at
all!”

The grey
desert quickly gave way to rising hills, arranged like rippling
sand dunes. The terrain was still made out of the same soft, grey
earth as the desert. The crevices were, however, getting deeper and
more difficult to navigate. The girl eventually had to dip into one
of these crevices and follow it. John became aware of a subtle
change in the air. A rhythm, that was not there before. It was like
a heartbeat, slow and deep.

-It is still asleep-

“Don’t tell me, that sound is its heartbeat?”

-All that lives has a heartbeat. Some are slower. Some are
faster. The beat is each moment that passes between birth and
death. No beat can be repeated-

“Great. So what now? Should I try and tame the
beast?”

“That sounds a bit silly.”

-Take into consideration the time you have left. 69 seconds.
And it is an impossibility. The Beast is not an animal. It cannot
be tamed. It can only be harnessed for a purpose. Or surrendered
to-

“And if I surrender?”

-The Beast will consume you-

“So, harness then.”

-You misinterpret the word. You think a resistance on one
side will lead it in another direction. There is no resistance to
the Beast. It is a torrent of instincts held together by
fear-

“What? That makes no sense! Isn’t a harness a resistance, or
at least a partial taming? We’re not giving in to
anything.”

-A harnessed Beast can be
guided-

“To that tower she mentioned.”

-If that is what you desire. Deep down inside you know the
real answer. The inevitability that you cannot deny. I can grant
you the peace that you crave-

“What are you talking about?” John asked. The hollowness in
his chest was pulling at his resolve.

-The one thing that all desire in their hearts of hearts.
What do you fear if you have nothing to lose-

“Well, I’m dying, right?”

-Are you certain? How do you know that you are dying if you
are not alive?-

“Well…”

-Look into your heart. What do you see? What do you
feel?-

“No. I, I can’t believe that. I will do this, and I’ll,
survive.”

-Courage is the desire for the inevitable release of death.
All share this desire in their heart of hearts. This life that you
think you want is transient. Void is eternal. Void is bliss. Can
you feel it inside of you? It calls to you-

“Bull, courage cannot be the desire to die.”

-Why
else will a man face the uncertain? Only by welcoming the
inevitable can you act without the impediment of fear-

“Despite all my rage I am still just a rat in a cage,” the
girl sang quietly.

“Smashing. At least you have some good taste in music,” John
said.

“Had a good introduction, that’s all.”

John
felt his hollowness lighten. He smiled at her. He shook his head as
if to dislodge spiders from his hair.

“I can’t accept that,” he said.

-Irrelevant. You approach the lair of the Beast-

They
quietened down and slowed. The folds of the landscape had grown
into grey, vertical walls, and they were speeding along a canyon
floor. The beat of the Beast was almost palatable now. It was a
sound that you heard with your jawbone. The canyon curved to the
left and opened up into a cul-de-sac. The Beast took up most of the
basin. It was a violent, fleshy colour, like an internal bruise. It
looked mostly humanoid, apart from the dimensions. Its hairy head
was massive, with an overlarge nose and lips, and massive hands. On
each finger was a curved talon, each easily as long as John was
tall, even though some were broken. It seemed quite androgynous,
but from the angle that it was lying, a colossal phallus could be
seen, extending out from a veritable forest of hair. It had wounds
all over its body, old scars healed and some fresh. It looked
sickly; it’s visible skin flabby and splotchy in places. Dark rings
circled its large, closed eyes. The beat was a physical force
here.

“What the hell is that thing?” John whispered.

-The-

“If you say ‘Beast’, I swear I will feed you to
it.”

“It kinda looks familiar, hmm?” the girl said.

“Oh yeah, really funny. I’m glad for the image boost, but
jeez. That isn’t for your eyes anyway.” He said as he tried to
cover her eyes in vain.

-55 seconds-

“Okay, okay. What do I need to do?”

-It is your Beast. You said that you wanted to harness
it-

“Again, that’s not helpful at all.”

“Good luck! Don’t get f...”

“Oi! Language!”

The
Beast gave a thrum. The rhythm of the beat increased. It snorted
the air. A baleful eye opened. It was like a black, bottomless pit
focused on them.

“Well, fuck,” John said. He quickly pulled the girl in behind
him as he stared at the hulking figure.

It
struggled upright. Its forelimbs were impossibly long, but one was
blackened and it was obviously favouring it. It crouched on all
fours, leaning its face close to them. It took a sniff, its eyes
scanning the newcomers. Its nostrils were caked with some
yellowing, white residue. It opened its maw; the opening seemed to
extend well past the normal parameters. Its mouth was a cavern of
fangs, some rotted and torn, its breath a graveyard. John felt
rooted to the spot.

“What the hell happened to you?” John asked in a
whisper.

Like a
gigantic cat, the Beast sniffed him.

“I should be more afraid. But...”

-Careful. The Beast is curious. It is not tame-

The
Beast looked over John’s shoulder and rocked back on it limbs, it
pawed at the earth and roared. The sound was a typhoon. It was
primordial rage unleashed. John stood his ground.

“Maybe we should, ah, wait for it to sleep again?” the girl
asked.

“No time.”

-Correct. 53 seconds-

“Thank you Thanatos.”

“It’s getting pretty mad.”

“Piece by piece,” John muttered to himself. “Thanatos, is this
a piece?”

-I do not intend to lie to you-

“You seem to know more about this place than I do. I suppose
you don’t feel like giving me the full picture?”

-That is not my function. It is yours-

The
Beast snorted the air.

“I think I know what this is,” John said, surprising
himself.

-It’s your Beast-

“Thank you again, stating the obvious seems to be your main
talent. Hang back, you’re pissing it off,” John said

“What do you mean you know what this is?” the girl
asked.

“Just trust me. It’s like, we’re, erm, brothers, or
something.”

“Phew, I wonder what its mom looked like.”

“Hang back a bit more, with Thanatos; I don’t think it’s safe
for you here.”

-It can sense your fear. It will consume you-

John
straightened his shoulders and smiled, he wanted to reach out and
pet it, but stopped himself. It sniffed him
inquisitively.

“Huh, what the hell,” John said. “I’m dead in less than a
minute anyway, right?”

-We shall see-

The
Beast pawed at the earth, tearing up furrows. John held out his
hand. The beast hunkered down, keeping its face out of John’s
reach. Its elbows pointing up at the air as it lowered itself to
eye level with John. It opened its mouth again and roared. John
stood his ground.

“I recognise you,” John said. “I know you, and I think I know
what happened to you.”

The
Beast snorted and fixed its baleful glare on him.

“I want to live.”

The
Beast pulled its lips back, exposing a wall of fangs.

“I want to live and you have to help me.”

The
Beast snorted again and snatched John in its good hand. It reared
up to its full height, keeping eye contact with John by holding him
close to its face.

“I have no fear of death, because death walks with us.
Eventually he will take us, but not today, if you help
me.”

The
Beast did not respond.

“I know what happened to you. I am sorry, I will make it up to
you, I promise.”

The
Beast opened its maw and placed John inside, but it did not close
its jaw.

“I’ve given my death a name: Thanatos. I can give you a name
as well. Recognise your existence if you will. You don’t want to
eat me. I’ll set you free. We need each other.”

The
Beast did not even breathe. The overwhelming tribal drums that were
its heartbeat increased.

“I’ll take that as interest in my proposal. I will stand
between you and death.”

-A deal with the devil. I approve-

“How did I know that you would not abandon me?”

-I am always right behind you. It was no feat of
deduction-

John
grinned, his spirit soaring. “Beast! I will name you
Eros.”

John
thought he heard Thanatos snigger.

-Not sufficient. But not insufficient either-

The
Beast picked John up again, this time gingerly between forefinger
and thumb. It took a good look at him, and rumbled:
“EROS”

-Eros. You would name the Beast love. A romantic notion. I
like it-

Eros
placed John on the base of his neck, in between two bony
spine-nodules. It hunkered down on to all fours again, its muscles
tensing. The girl crouched onto the balls of her feet, resisting
the urge to run. John laughed.

“Join me up here, erm, you. I really need to get you a name as
well.”

“Hmph, with your lack of subtlety I’d end up with a name like
Apollo, or something equally ridiculous.”

“Try Prometheus, or Promethia or something.”

“Remind my mom to pick my name instead of you. Anyhow, we got
to go. I’ll keep up, don’t worry. I’m a lot faster without dragging
you around!”

“That reminds me. Who...”

“No time! Thanatos?” she asked.

-49 seconds-

“Thanks! We got to go! The storm is almost on us!” She set off
at speed.

John
looked down the canyon, the air did seem to be more charged with
energy and growing darker. His heart was racing to match Eros’s
rhythm.

“Fine! Eros, we need to get to the Tower of Life, do
you...”

Eros
took off, rocking John backward. He grabbed onto two fistfuls of
coarse hair to stay on. It scaled the canyon with ease and pounced
from one ridge to another, picking up momentum. It sniffed the air
and howled as it set off. Its injuries hampered it, but it did not
seem to care overly much. John howled with it, a mad grin plastered
over his features. He felt the muscles bunch under him; he felt the
feverish warmth coming from Eros’s skin. The emptiness in his chest
filled with heat, it spread to his extremities and flooded his
senses. Eros’s heartbeat thundered in his ears. He felt
invincible.

“What was that you said about taming it?” John
asked.

-You cannot tame the Beast. You can only harness it. You gave
it the required impetus. You masked its fear-

“Give me some credit! Look, it’s doing what I asked of
it!”

-Your goals match. That is all-

“And if they don’t?”

-Then you must divert it. The Beast does not brook
opposition. Resist it and it...

“Will damage itself, trying to overcome the resistance.” He
looked down at the blotchy skin under him. “That’s what happened to
you, isn’t it? You just want to live to the fullest, to run, to be
free!”

Eros
picked up speed, the grey earth yielding to his claws. Wherever it
tread, the earth turned a pink hue, and pulsated with
life.

-To eat. To sleep. To procreate. To
live forever. These are the instincts of the Beast. All think that
to give in to it is the wish in their heart of hearts. They fear
it. They resist it. And they will be consumed by the struggle. Deep
down you now know the deeper truth-

Eros did
not offer an opinion; he covered the ground in lopes, still
favouring his damaged limb.

John
looked back over his shoulder. The storm was very close, even now
it was pouring over the lair. He could make out the dark shape in
the squall and shivered. He remembered almost yielding to that
thing. He shook his head and smiled. No details of the terrain were
clear in the downpour, but he could see the high canyon walls
collapsing in on themselves and dissolving into nothingness. He
clutched harder at the hair in his hands, willing Eros forward.
Eros redoubled his efforts.


Realisation struck him, he cursed. “The girl!”

“I’m right behind you!”

The girl
caught up with Eros’s canter, her footfalls leaving dust mushrooms
in her wake.

“I thought you may have been stuck in the rain! Thank God
you’re not.”

“Yeah right, this is pure skill. No rain will catch me. I’m
really fast, remember?” She said, easily keeping pace with
Eros.

“Hah! I’ll take that. Did you see what happened to the ground
in that storm?”

“Yeah, but you’re not gonna like it.”

“It was dissolving, disappearing.”

“Yep, and you’re not gonna like it!”

John
looked back. The storm was a rolling bank of black, blotting out
the sky. Eros was opening the distance between them and it. John
looked forward and grinned, and was sure that Eros did as well. He
felt rumbling grunts of pleasure from the giant creature beneath
him.

A tall,
thin shape appeared in the distance. It stretched into the sky
until it was too thin to see. Arcs of lightning lazily pulsed from
the tower, and then when it struck a distant point, it slowly
absorbed the rest of the lightning back into itself, concentrating
the bolt on a single spot. Then it returned to its
origin.

“I’ll worry about the ground once we get this tower thing done
with.” he said finally.

The girl
grunted acknowledgement and pushed to keep up with Eros.

John’s
chest suddenly contracted, his heart threatening to tear itself
from his chest. Eros growled, echoing the pain. Thanatos
chuckled.

“What the hell was that?” John asked as the contraction slowly
dissipated.

“You okay?” the girl asked.

John
managed a nod and tried to take his mind off it. “What’s with the
lightning here anyway? Is it also slowed down like time? It seems
excessively slow.”

“Plus,” the girl shouted. “No thunder. Weird.”

-It is not of this place. That surge does not
matter-

“From where then?” John asked.

-Can you afford to focus on the trivial when you are in a
race with death?-

John
looked at the tower, the distance to it did not seem to diminish
nearly as fast as John would have
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