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The Chariot in the Swamp

Timothy Schreiber

 

The group made their way through the swamp as the hounds were howling through the pitch of the night. They had been on the run for three days now, and they were starting to slow down. Their feet were sore, and they had lost a lot of their supplies during the recent chase. They doubled back a couple of times to throw off the scent hounds. They then found a small island with a large cypress tree that they could hide in.

The party that had been chasing them passed them by, and the group prayed they would get lost. 

“What do we do?” One of them asked

The group was tired and hungry. Their nerves were slowly unwinding, and it was only a matter of time before one of them snapped.

“We should leave in an hour and make our way to the coast,” a woman said.

“They're still out there. What if they run into them?” A man with a missing finger said.

The woman who made the suggestion looked out into the dark swamp.

“We can’t stay here; they can track us back here.” She said,

“We should head north!” The first man said, “There are more people who could have helped us”. 

The woman looked at the group.

“They expected us to go that way. That man told me to come to the swamp, and there would be a ship.” She said,

“We’ll never meet him,” the man with the missing finger said. 

“Yet you still came with me”, she retorted.

“Keep quiet,” one of them said.

Splashes were heard nearby. The woman peered around one of the large roots and saw a lantern come closer and closer. A man's hand was attached to it; he wore a dark coat that had the same color as the brackish water that surrounded them. 

“Are you June?” the man asked in a whisper.

“Yes,” the woman who led the group answered.

He beckoned with the lantern, and he soon led the whole group through the swamp.

“How far is the ship?” June asked

“Just another mile and you’ll see it,” the man said.

There was a howl that pierced through the trees and sent the group huddling together.

“He tricked us!” the man with the missing finger said. 

The hounds were in sight, followed by their owners. They were carrying guns and machetes. June looked at the man and saw him pull something out of his coat, and was about to strike him, but a flash came from his hand.

The hounds and men were suspended in the air in a shimmering bubble. They struggled to move and yelled muffled curses at the group.

“What do you want me to do with them?” the man asked.

June looks at the men in the bubble. She knew a few of them at least filled her heart with rage. But despite her rage, her nerves, her hunger, she let her mind think.

“Can you let them go after a while, enough time to get to the ship?” she asked.

“Of course,” he said and turned to lead the group. 

After a mile, as he said, they saw the ship. Though it was an odd ship.

“What ship is this?” the man with the missing finger asked.

It was silver, angular, and had a dome on the top of it. It rested in the brackish water, not even bobbing with the tides.  

“One that sails the stars”, the Man said.

A hatch opening letting a soft white light out. He beckoned them to come in. They didn’t move, they didn’t even breathe.

“I know you have been through a lot, but I want to assure you, that I mean you harm,” he began. “I want to give you all a chance to experience your own choices, to be truly free. Be not afraid.” 

June was the first to make the first step towards the ship.

“It's not a ship, it's a chariot. Like the one for Elijah?" she asked.

“In a way, yes, but I'm not taking you to see god. I am taking you to be free.” 

They slowly climbed aboard, and the ship lifted and sailed towards the sea of stars. 
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Vita 1, Chapter 1

Zachariah

 

I don’t understand why the leaves never fall. They hang on the branches all day, so weak and unconvincing—the wind blows them, snow piles, yet nothing changes, the orange leaves still linger. If I could have any birthday wish come true, I’d want to become one of those leaves—just like everybody else. The other leaves wouldn’t make fun of me then. We could all just hang there, swinging from the branches for eternity. 

	“Makko!” 

Mother calls out to me—I wonder if she wants to be a leaf as well.

	“Yes, mother?” I reply, only to be met with the sounds of chairs scraping the cold wooden floor beneath me. “Yes, mother?!” I repeat louder, though I’m convinced she heard me the first time. Ah, she’s probably just calling for dinner. I look back out of my bedside window, my eyes fixated on the Old Tree at the centre of the village. Its leaves burn a bright and iridescent orange, lighting up the surrounding houses and shops. I wish we lived there, right by the Tree. I just hate being so far from everything…at least at the top of the mountain I can see, well, everything.

	“Makko, come,” Mother calls out suddenly, her voice trembling with a rare uneasiness.

I depart from my windowsill and promptly make my way down the stairs—I could tell something was off. As I walk down, I see her sitting at the dining table with her head down and hands clasped, never a good sign, but there was a small black box in front of her.

	“Yes, is everything okay?” I ask.

	“Sit,” She replies with her head still down. I pull back my chair, the slow scraping of wood sharpening the tension. Mother “Who are you?” 

	“What do you mean?” 

	She points her finger at me. “Who. Are. You?” She asks, finally looking up at me.

	“I…I don’t understand. I’m Makko, your son.” 

	She claps her hands as the corner of her lips rise ever so slightly, just enough to form a smile. “You are my son.” As she looks at me, I notice her eyes welling up, lips quivering, and the remains of tears she had previously tried to wipe away.

	“Mother, is everything alright? What’s inside that box?”

	“It’s a birthday gift for you from your father. Today marks your first decade of life.”

	My father…my mother never talks about my father–at least not to me. I’ve overheard conversations she has had with other people, saying he is coming back…but I’ve honestly given up on him. He’s the reason why I look different from the tribe, why my blood is red instead of silver, why the other kids don’t accept me, and why the old women call me a demon-child under their breath. Because of him, I will always feel alone in this village. I don’t want his gifts. I hate my father.

	“I hate my father.” 

	“Makko, do not speak of your father this way. You don’t know what he has risked, what he has sacrificed for me, for you, for us.”

	“You’re right, I don’t know what he has sacrificed–but I do know what it has done for me–nothing! Every day, I walk down the street and people stare and laugh at me. I have no friends, I get judged every day simply for existing, and can you tell me why, mother?”
	“Do not take this tone with me, Makko.”

	“Why mother? Why do I look like this? My ears barely point, my hair is dark and falls—everywhere I go they stare!” Tears fill my eyes at the thought of unrelenting solitude, 

“What did he sacrifice to make my life miserable?” 

Before I could find the words to elaborate, mother struck me across the face, her jewelry reverberating as her quivering lips and tearful eyes turned into a strong, fiery glare. She has never hit me before. Does she love him so much that she is willing to harm me over him? Does she love him more than me? 

She turns away from me, her face glooming. 

“Everything, Makko. Everything.” 

	Her words pierce my chest like an arrow carved from the Old Tree itself. How could she say that? She sees what I go through every day, how their words harm me, and yet she still chooses to defend him? I don’t and never will understand how she could love someone who abandoned her–no–us, more than me? As she stares intently out of the window, I realize she is looking for something, or someone. Even in this vulnerable moment, she is yearning for him. 

	I stand up from the table and start running. 

	“MAKKO!” 

	I ignore my mother’s calls and burst out of the house, beelining down the hillside stairway connecting our house to the village. My hand steadily coasts the railing for stability as I rush down the stairs, my thoughts lingering on mother. Is she chasing me? Did she even notice that I left? What am I saying–of course she noticed. Did I overreact? Probably. After reaching the bottom, I quickly sprint through the farmlands to the marketplace, oblivious to the stares now. My lungs ache for rest, but my body moves on its own, dodging the carts of food and vendors with their clothes and useless antiquities. As the market descends into the residential area, I notice a bright orange hue reflecting off of the buildings, and I redirect myself to the heart of the village, The Old Tree. I walk over to and sit at its base, staring up into the web of orange leaves burning above me. In this brief moment of peace, I feel my eyelids slowly start to fall, cruising the line of consciousness. I wish I could lie here forever. 

Suddenly, a loud, fiery noise screeches from the sky. 

	“What is that…?” I say to myself, opening my eyes, only to see an orange leaf slowly descending, fluttering right above my eyes, “I don’t believe it.” I quickly stand up and slap myself to make sure I’m not dreaming–and as I do–I see a giant metallic fish-like object flying in the sky with flames sprouting from its tail. 

I must be dreaming–or that is no fish, but how is that much metal flying? I slap myself again, harder, and as my cheek swells from the pain, I realize I am not dreaming whatsoever–so what is going on, I’ve never seen anything like this before. I need to get home. I rise from my short slumber, and I see the flying metal fish launch fire from underneath its mouth, completely decimating one of the homes near the outskirts of the village, where I live. The eerily quiet rumbling of destruction leaves the hair on my arms standing and my mind racing—I need to get home—now.

BOOM. The objec continues to shoot fire, and I start to jog, that jog turning to a run, and that run turning into a sprint, accelerating with every shot, with only one thing on my mind—mother.

	Before I knew it, I was back at our doorstep, only hoping mother was gracious enough to let me in. As I open my mouth to call for her, she opened the door and dragged me in by the tip of my ear, far too worried to scold me but equally enlightened by my return.

	“Mother, that hurts!” 

	She drags me to the table before turning and saying to me sternly, “Never, ever, speak to me or leave me that way again. Now sit.”

I sit and see the black box unmoved at the end of the table, with mother taking the same position as before.

“You are my son, Makko, but you are also your father’s. You say you hate him, but I want

you to answer my question and reconsider. Who is your father?”

	“I don’t know,” I reply, crossing my arms and looking away.  “I don’t remember, and I don’t care, what is going on mother, something is destroying the village!”

	“I know, I will explain. Look at me, Makko, and sit correctly.”

	Mother glares and I concede my full attention, immediately fixing my position.	

	“Your father is the King of this village, the village outside of the mountains, and all of the villages that exist in this world and all worlds to exist. He is the King of the Stars–so what does that make you?” She asks, once again pointing at me intently.

	“I don’t know, what?”

	She smiles, “The Prince.” Mother reaches out for my hand, and places the box in my palm. “Open it.”

	I open it to see a necklace with silver and gold links, with an indigo gemstone ring hanging at its base. “What is this?” I ask.

	“Your father’s gift to you. Come.” She says, motioning me over with her hands. I walk over and hand her the necklace, watching the life return to her eyes as she pinches my cheeks and says, “You look just like him.”

	I try to hide my grin by looking down, an overwhelming sense of pride coming over me. I’m the Prince of the Stars. As I look down, my attention is immediately drawn to the ring, as it starts to glow a lavish irridescent hue similar to that of the Old Tree, illuminating its gold base and warming my heart as it hangs slightly beside it. All of a sudden, I feel my face turn red and eyes shimmer with tears forming, my mind recalling the atrocity occuring outside. Everything–

	BOOM. I frantically look up for mother, who had moved towards the dining room window, and stares agonizingly.

“Mother, why is there a metal fish attacking us from the sky?” I ask, pulling at her robe.

“That is no fish Makko. It is a spacecraft.”
“What is a spacecraft?” 

She looks back at me, smiling, and pats me on the head, “There is so much you still have to learn, little one.”

BOOM. There it is again, but much louder. I look out the window with my mom, and see a group of men dressed in black clothing tight to their skin, shooting fire from something in their hands, destroying everything in their path as they make their way up our hill.

“Are they going to destroy our home 	too, mother?”

She pulls me in for a hug before touching her forehead against mine, holding my hand and says, “They will have to get through me first. Now go hide before they see your new gift.” 

	“I don’t want to leave you mother.”

	She walks past me, without looking back and says sternly, “Go.” I know not to disobey mother twice, and I swiftly run up the stairs and into my room to hide underneath my bed. As I lay there, I continued to hear the explosions slowly creep until they sounded like they were outside our front door.

	For a moment, the noise stops, and if it wasn’t for the whispers of fire crackling in the background, I could have mistaken it for just another day. Then, just as my body felt at peace, I hear a loud, brooding voice I don’t recognize bellow, breaking the comforting silence.

“WHERE IS IT!?”

BOOM. Again. I can’t help but creep out from under my bed–anxious–yet eager to see who and what is destroying my village. As I slowly sneak up to the corner of my bedroom door, I hear my mother repeatedly chanting amidst the explosions. I peek around to see her kneeling in front of the door with her legs folded underneath, head down, and palms open, still chanting.

BOOM. The door flies off its hinges, and a dozen men are revealed in its absence. At its head stood a menacing figure, heavily armed and enveloped in a lavish navy cloak with thick animal fur lining its hood. “I know who you are,” He says, looking down at my kneeling mother, “And I know what you have done.”

“You know nothing, Ciolis.”

His eyes twitched at the mention of his name, his hand found the hilt of his sword, and he stepped forward, finally entering our home. Within the blink of an eye, the man named Ciolis was standing above mother with his golden blade angled toward her throat. My heart burned of rage but my body was frozen behind the corner, paralyzed and intimidated by my ignorance.

“Do you wish to die so eagerly?” He said, smiling.

“I wish death upon only those who prey on the innocent.” 

His smile vanished. The tip of his blade pressed against mother’s neck, releasing a stream of blood down her torso–still, she remained. The man leaned in to whisper in her ear–but with no hesitation mother thrust her hand forward in a spearhead like position, stabbing the man in his stomach. He lets out a ragged roar beforing stepping back and grabbing mother by her wrists, dangling her in the air. She immediately turned her head, locking eyes with me before mouthing,

‘Run.’

The room fell silent, partially due to shock from mother’s attack, and partially because they followed her eyes to see…me. Their gaze freed my frozen body and I quickly hid behind the corner, clutching my newly gifted necklace. I hear a maniacal laugh from downstairs, presumably from the man named Ciolis.

“You DARE to attack me? And you all just stand there? A wretched, vile, local woman attacks your King and you all just stand there? KILL HER!”

I hear the soldiers rally and make their way to the stairs–so I heed my mother’s advice–and run. I make my way around the back of the house, down the hillside stairway, and  once again, I run through the market—this time dodging debris and dead bodies laying in the road. Once again, I don’t notice the stares, but simply because they are not there. Once again, I find my path illuminated by the Old Tree, but this time I do not stop to rest. I know not where I am headed, and I know not to look back. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Zachariah

The author’s name is Zachariah, a third-year student at Emerson College, majoring in Business of the Creative Enterprises, with a minor in Psychology. Zachariah has previously published two non-fiction works, but this is their first fiction (his true passion) publication. As a young writer, Zachariah has constantly sought out inspiration within the means of this world, unfortunately falling flat—so he journeyed to the world of Vita, a solar system consisting of ten planets, where he discovered Makko, and documented his story as such.

 


11 Dazzling Verses

Paweł Markiewicz

 

The dreameries need Blue Hours.

 

The Blue Hours would need a sun's afterglow.

 

The red sky in the evening longs for a delight.

 

The delight wants a homeland.

 

The native land wanted a literature.

 

The writings are willing to manifest a reality.

 

The epiphany was willing to become a sermon.

 

The homily-becoming can conjure a hereafter.

 

The spell of paradise could paint an entrancement.

 

The picture of the glee may perpetuate tenderly the dreameries.

 

The immortalization pertains to the dreams of the Blue Hourlets.
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Moondancer

David Penn

 

The team lounged in their usual shaded spot taking lunch and, not for the first time since joining the dig, Lucia felt Dr Brune’s eyes on her. When she glanced up from her sandwich he smiled, but she pretended she hadn’t noticed and carried on eating. After a week of such grins, there was no mistaking what they meant. It didn’t shock her that he was a married man, as everyone knew, but the age difference was pretty creepy: he had to be in his forties, at least twenty years older than her, his skin lined and dry from decades on sites. And now he did something he hadn’t done before – moved across the clearing and sat by her, squirming his back into the same tree trunk. 

	“We haven’t spoken properly,” said the archaeologist, reaching into a tin lunch box. “I like to get to know all the volunteers if I can. Not your first dig, is it? I can see you know what you’re doing.”

	“I was on one at Peacehaven, last year.”

	“Oh, with Dr Treater? Interesting. Mesolithic, like this, eh?”

	The way he was looking at her made her conscious of her breasts pressing against her damp tee-shirt in the heat.

	“Yes, I’m specialising in the period. Next year’s my final year.”

	“Ah, one of our real archaeology students! We are privileged.” He leant towards her. “Most of these people are here because they don’t know what else to do.” He laughed and took a bite of a half-eaten pastie. She thought she caught a whiff of alcohol, confirming a suspicion. “Well, beggars can’t be choosers. But I really am grateful you’ve come along.” He patted her knee, then wiped his mouth and put the remains of his meal back in his lunchbox. “OK, got to look over the site. See where we are. Catch you later, eh?” He stood up, winked at her and walked away. Lucia felt sick.

*	 

When the hunt had been welcomed back into the camp by bullhorns, Moondancer hurried under the thatch and skins of her family’s dwelling, picked up her blades and axes in their leather pockets and zig-zagged down the hill to the butchering place. Other women of all ages, older men and children were gathering by the stream. The hunters came with their catches, laid them on the grass and walked up to their own special brook to wash.

	When her brother Sunshadow and some companions had proudly brought his kill, slung between two branches – the best of them all, a great stag – she smiled and hugged him. Though he was two summers her senior and a few hands taller, to her they always felt twins, with their bushy dark hair and blue eyes, and she felt as protective of him as he was of her. When they let go of each other, she knelt by the carcass and set to work with a newly-sharpened flint, cutting hide away from flesh. She was proud of her blades: she only used those she made herself, napping the flint and binding the handles. Some said she was the clan’s best blade-maker and came to her to exchange gifts for good tools.

	“Girl.” She looked up. The youth Bearclaw stood over her, fresh from the hunt himself, his bow slung over his shoulder, a quiver at his back. She had been so concentrated on her work she hadn’t noticed him. “You are skilful these days, and strong. And a little spellweaver, they say.” He nodded at her fox-tooth necklace. “Did you help your brother’s arrow along?”

	“Sunshadow needs no help from me.”

The last time she had seen him, Bearclaw had been skulking resentfully at the back of the arriving hunting party, having no kill to his name. As the son of the Chief, this would hurt him. What did he want with her now? His look was not kind, despite his compliment. Because of his straying eyes, she smoothed her smock down over her thighs.

“You’ll soon have that stag flayed,” he said. “You do know the first choice from the hunt is for my family, don’t you? Of course, everyone will eat the flesh tonight. But my father will have the skin.”

	He bent down to her and clasped her chin, his brown eyes flaring with anger. His small mouth seemed to purse even smaller, so that she almost laughed. But his grip on her hurt.

	“You’re getting pretty nowadays, Moondancer.” He looked directly at her breasts. With his free hand he began to lift the wool of her hem but dropped it. “But don’t get above yourself. Cure that hide well and tell your family I said it must go to us.”

	She knew what he’d said was wrong and the hide should go to whoever had dealt the first blow to the animal; the meat too was for that hunter to divide up – it was always so. Why was Bearclaw singing this different tune?	. 

*

At the next day’s lunchtime, Lucia sat on the grass verge of the excavation itself, on the northern side, opposite the clearing where most of the team ate. There was no shade and she blinked in the glare of the chalk exposed by the summer’s digging. But perhaps Dr Brune would take the hint. And there were other compensations. For one thing, from here you could get a wider perspective on the whole Mesolithic encampment, the scores of large circles dug into the chalk which were once the floors of teepee-like dwellings. And, sunk in turn into the centre of each floor, perfect round pits that would have been each family’s hearth. She breathed deeply at the sight: all the people, with their joys and sorrows, who had lived here… In their time, there would have been so few of them, camped above a vast forest threaded by a river and
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