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NOT VERY
LEGALESE RIGHTS STATEMENT THINGY

If you have
enjoyed this novel, please recommend it to your friends.

If you are in possession of this novel without having
purchased it first, please consider visiting blog.clearvisionstudios.net for instructions on how you too may become a proud owner of
your own copy. Honestly, I’d be happy just to know you enjoyed it,
but I would be even happier if you could help me to write more
books. *HINT HINT*

Most Rights
Reserved. I reserve the right to make loud harrumphing noises if
you try publishing original fiction using my characters. I also
demand my right to hear all about your clever story featuring some
story idea I suggested in this collection. These pieces are all
quite a bit more linear than my usual stuff, but I kid myself that
I give away a lot of ideas as freebies in my work. Some of these
ideas I have every intention of coming back to, when time and money
allow, so it would be nice to know if I’ve spawned grandchildren
while I waited.

As for
reprinting actual text from this collection, quoting and excerpting
for promotional or critical purposes is fine, but please don’t
reprint whole pieces, and please, please remember to give proper
attribution. Also, I’d really appreciate it if you got in touch
with me to let me know you’ve been talking about my book. I figure
it’s only fair that you let me defend its honour, since you cared
enough about what you’ve read to comment on it yourself.

Thank you.

 


THE BLURB

A private dick
gets shot up to keep him from giving away trade secrets.

A child
remembers the monster he called friend.

A secret agent
discovers he is being watched while waiting for the man he is
assigned to kill.

A rich Sultan
has second thoughts about a magic transaction he has hired a Djinn
to process for him.

A thief tries
to steal a magic orb and gets more than he bargained for.

A brother and
sister get lost in the woods on a winter's night.

Another
private eye tries to rescue his client, and discovers they're up
against the most dangerous creatures around: angels.

A man reflects
on the loss of his best friend.

A woman goes
to her night job and accidentally stumbles upon an ugly secret
about the world she lives in when a stranger gives her a special
stone.

Yet another
private detective's Girl Friday makes Christmas Dinner for two and
then tries to help him solve a case.

A game
developer finds his true medium when he starts writing an
interactive novel about a singing detective.

A member of
the Sisterhood of Brianna sets out to prevent a Darkling from
corrupting a nobleman's innocent daughter.

Another secret
agent tries to find and rescue his young protégé, who has been
captured by a secret worldwide criminal organisation.

The Sultan
discovers the price for trying to scotch the deal with the Djinn is
much higher than he ever imagined

 


These are just
a small handful of the story ideas from the mind of Lee Edward
McIlmoyle, author of the novels The Bride of War and Terminal
Monday, and the novellas The Dark Guild (LinkTales Volume One) and
ASHES: Infinite Redress. This is just the beginning. Once you're on
the Road to Limbo, you can never go home again.
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FOREWORD

 Hi, I’m Lee. Thank
you for buying this ebook. It’s a collection of short stories and
abandoned novel chapters that read well as individual stories,
which I assure you is a neat trick.

I wrote a much
longer Foreword, but moved it to the end of the book, so you could
get to the stories and not be distracted by my banter. In case
you’ve forgotten which book this is (eReaders are fun!), I’m the
Canadian self-published author who writes stories about thieves and
sorcerors, gypsies and spies, detectives and paranormal hunters,
and a down-on-his-luck so-and-so named Richard Burley, currently of
no fixed address. I ask you to read these stories with as open a
mind as possible, and, if you enjoy any of them, to email me and
tell me so, particularly if you’d like me to write more about
certain characters.

Again, thank
you.

 


Lee Edward
McIlmoyle,

Listening to
classic Aerosmith, craving a tea, and hoping to (at last) finish
this volume before Christmas,

Somewhere in
Limbo,

Saturday,
October 20th, 2012.

 



 Cash Job

Through the
blood in his eyes, he watched the gunman lower the chute cannon
from his smashed up face to his left knee. A man with greying red
hair nodded, and the hitman touched the trigger, sending up a
shower of blood and bone particles. Harris had time enough to
scream before he shut down the painflood and set the nanos to
reconstruct.

"I figure
it'll take a few hours for you to regrow that leg, Harris. You've
survived falls none of my other boys have had to live through," the
red-haired man mused. "But I'm willing to wager that Beans here can
pump enough radioactive material into you to eventually shut you
down. Let's not encourage him, shall we?"

Harris nodded
and hissed out a wet sound through shattered teeth.

As the barrel
swam back into his field of view, he heard the old man intone,
"You're keeping something from us, Harris. You've done a lot of
good work for me, and you've never broken faith before. So I'm
willing to forgive you, if you give me what you found in there
tonight."

Harris shook
his head and tried to speak until the butt of the cannon solidly
interrupted him. Benitez looked at his boss, who continued, "We've
already scanned your body and removed everything from your drive
slots. All we need from you now is the codex you've so cleverly
left out. Make me proud."

The old man
held out a little black cylinder tube the size of his pinky finger,
waggling it slowly. Harris nodded slowly, and held out his
hand.

Hours later,
his bones had knitted together enough for him to climb out of his
pooling blood. Removing loose teeth and finger nails as he stumbled
out of the hotel, he found an all-night drugstore a few blocks
away. He paid for hand cream, pain killers, kleanwipes and a nail
care kit.

In the
employee bathroom, he rubbed at his sinuses while images of
cloistered geological files reordered in his brains. Then he blew
his nose into a kleanwipe. The bloody mucous held four little
pearly wisdom drops, which he cleaned off before depositing into a
cellophane baggie from the nail kit.

Returning to
the counter, he purchased a sealable airpak envelope and dropped
the baggie inside. Addressing it to a Cyberian News Outpost in San
Francisco, he dropped the envelope into the Fedex box and walked
away.

Harris next
found a paybooth outside a liquor store, and did something creative
with his blogmail server, and waited to confirm that the first
deposit had been made to his offshore account. When this was done,
he bought some Speyside anaesthetic and wandered home.

 


 


 Me
& Squiddy: A Boy's Tale

My name is
Eddie Mack and I'm eight years old. I have a scary story to tell
for Show and Tell about my best friend Lev... I... ah... ummm... we
just call 'im Squiddy, cuz he's all squiddy-armed and stuff. But
except for that, he 's just like all the other kids really. Well,
once you get to know him, anyways.

Okay, so we
were playing ball one day...

Huh? No ma
'am, I can't 'member what day it was, but it was a long time ago
because I got a new glove since then, and I've had that glove since
forEVER. Yeah? Oh, okay, I'll keep going, then.

Right, so we
were playing ball and there was me an' Mike an' Rich and Billy and
that funny kid from th' Or-i-ent, but he played ball real good, so
we let him play with us, only he was better than us cuz they play a
lot of ball where he comes from or somethin' like that, and so we
got Squiddy to join my team to even it up.

So it was Me
n' Mike n' Squiddy against Rich n' th' Or-i-en-tal kid, and... hey
Rich... you 'member what th' Or-i-en-tal kid's name was? Tacky.
Right. See, told you he was funny.

So anyway,
Tacky was up to bat and it was just me an' Mike in th' infield, an'
Squiddy was our outfielder, 'cause he could catch flies and homers
an' fowls an' stuff.

So I pitched
my Super Special Fast Ball to Tacky, but he swung real fast and hit
the ball so hard that it flew way, way over Squiddy and all the way
out to the Teachers' parkin' lot an' hit Principal Jenkins' car.
That was real funny, cuz Simon was comin' to school late an' hadda
hicksplain why he was in th' parkin' lot when th' alarm on the
Principle's car went off real loud.

So then Tacky
was running for home base, an' Squiddy tried to tag him out. I
SWEAR it was just a tag! Tacky musta got stuck to one of Squiddy's
entracle-things, an' the only way Squiddy could get him off was t'
pick him off with his beak, but Tacky musta done sumpin' to make
Squiddy sneeze like that and then we all got detensions for a WHOLE
WEEK because no one would believe us that it was just a
accident.

So anyway,
after that, Mom ‘n’ Dad had to give Squiddy away to a new family
far, far away where no dumb adults knew who Squiddy was. Mom says
he lives in a nice place REAL far away called Yonkers.

I miss my
friend Squiddy, an’ I hope he doesn't get lonely and cry or get
scared with the lights out and wet the bed or eat other kids no
more. I love you, Squiddy!

 


 



Follow The Bouncing Ball

Breakdown

The circle of
light skims across the stucco surface of the hotel wall, until the
shaded white is broken by a shifting plane of black. The circle
quickly returns to the dark shape, blinks once, again, and resolves
on a black-haired man with a hard face and imperious bearing,
moving unhurriedly along a sunken patio walkway. His gaze is fixed
straight ahead in that deliberate fashion that betrays his
awareness of the entire courtyard. Serendipity putting the lie to
this artifice, a woman theatrically stumbles down the trebled
cobblestone steps directly into his left flank. His hands blur as
he whips around on his left heel to stop her from falling.

Another series
of blinks. The woman apologizes, caressing the hard man's jacket
sleeves, stammering as she flirts. The man is unperturbed, enjoying
the brief exchange, and the amicable parting. His smiling eyes
follow her retreating form, barely clad in a bright bikini and
colourful sarong skirt. He fingers his left lapel wide and
carelessly files the small slip of folded paper into his inside
left jacket pocket. Then he thoughtfully pats his right hip pocket
and surreptitiously removes a small automatic pistol and holsters
it beneath his armpit, before continuing on his way.

Crouching
behind the tripod of a slightly vintage, silvery-trimmed black SLR
camera with the telephoto lens attachment is a well-dressed if
travel-worn fair-haired man. He finishes off the roll of film
tracing the destination of the woman, before finally leaning back
and rising to straighten his creases. Looking across the expanse of
poolside patio and manicured courtyard vegetation from his shaded
promontory, he raises a tumbler with a few generous fingers of
swirling golden liquor to his lips. He sips briefly, grimaces
approvingly, and returns the drink to a small table nestled between
the tripod and a cushioned patio deck chair, arranged at a backward
angle to the balcony guard rail.

Readjusting
the lens, he carefully rotates the camera around and forward
several degrees on the tripod to set up his next shot. The line of
Deck Chair Wives are in good form, basking at a safe distance from
the shimmering cool blue of the Olympic-sized pool, soaking up the
warm rays glistening across their lotion-soaked hides. He begins to
scan the deck expanse circuitously through the small pair of
hi-powered binoculars. Satisfying himself on his range and
elevation, he sets the binoculars down next to a half-empty bottle
of Laphroaig, eases back into the crouch position behind the
camera, and waits.

Periodically
checking his wristwatch, he relaxes with the practiced air of
ritual. For an instant, he catches a glint of light from one of the
balconies perpendicular to his own in the adjoining hotel wing.
Carefully glancing sideways, he eyes the attaché case concealed
beneath the chaise longue just within easy reach. It looked for all
the world like an older man's overnight luggage, complete with
alligator skin texturing in shoe polish black. His eyes begin
bouncing from one view to the other, working on a problem that may
need a quick solution. Another flash, and he rises up and steps
briskly across the balcony floor towards the recliner, stopping
short and deftly punting the case across the balcony's concrete
surface. Feigning frustration, he picks up the case and walks
purposefully into the spacious sitting room.

All pretence
drops, and he bolts to the bedroom, already unlatching the case as
he approaches the bed. Dropping the opened case on the bed, he
swiftly unpacks a sniper rifle with a heavy barrel running the full
length of the unusual wooden stock. He quickly moves to his
nightstand, picks up his address book, and moves to the hotel
phone, rifle resting in the crook of his left arm. He brushes a
depressed switch on the inside back of his portable bed stand alarm
clock. He then flips it open and clamps closed around the cord
connecting the headset to the phone, flush against the phone's flat
white plastic side. A tiny bar of tiny LED lights flickers from red
to green on the top edge of the clock. He waits impatiently for a
casual feminine voice message to finish its unhelpful greeting
prayer.

'Control, this
is the Goalkeeper. I believe someone just stepped into my penalty
box. Can I have a ruling on the play? Over.'

The same
feminine voice, much more animated and overly concerned,
immediately bursts onto the line.

'Justin, red
card! You're off the field, immediately! I don't have all the
facts, but someone has read our playbook, has our defenders pinned
down, and we can't locate your sweeper. You are completely open,
and their forward knows where you are. Repeat you are wide open.
Get off the pitch, Justin, now!'

Justin
grimaces, scoops up the phone behind the cradle, and drops the
enclosure onto the bed as he moves across to the window. He drapes
the handset over his left shoulder, lifts the heavy rifle to his
shoulder, and rests his cheek against the wooden stock. He sights
his admirers through the telescopic lens, which he adjusts while
propping the handset in the crook of his shoulder.

'I think I
might have trouble getting past their front line. I've spotted
their striker, but he's playing sweeper downfield. My problem seems
to be their right winger, and I haven't seen the ball yet, but it
should be here any moment.'

'Justin,
forget the play! Just leave... walk away. Please!'

"Hold up,
Emma, I think I see something on the pitch.'

Pushing the
short muzzle through the open window screen, he fires off two
near-silent shots. A bespectacled little man in khaki pants and
moss green tee-shirt drops his own rifle and falls back into his
chair like a marionette. The chair rolls over backwards,
disappearing from view. A sudden flash of cloth withdrawing through
the balcony door sends a jolt down Justin's spine as he realizes
it's not over yet.

'Justin, what
on earth are you doing?!?'

'Well, their
winger has gone offside, but I think I may have an unmarked
striker. I need to tackle the first one straight off. There are
altogether too many players on the field today. Station break,
Emma... don't switch over yet.'

Justin tosses
the handset and begins lurching to the balcony in long strides,
heavy rifle still resting in his hands. He leaps through the open
glass doorway, clearing the chaise longue before slipping into
position. A cursory scan below shows him nothing new, so he tries
to spot the man in black though his rifle scope. He catches a
flurry of activity through the glass doors in back of the front
lobby. A serious group of men moving as one to conceal someone
within a moving wall of muscle. They're pushing toward the front
entrance to a limousine visible at the curb out front. Justin
carefully sights and punches two giant holes through the twinned
glass doors in front and back of the lobby. The group pushes low,
but proceeds forward with caution. Meanwhile, the exploding glass
sends hotel employees, Deck Wives and patrons flapping about like
flamingos before a powerboat.

Justin
concentrates on his shot. Despite the panic below, blessed few dare
to approach the exploding glass. The servicemen escort their charge
through the broken glass out front to the waiting limo, chauffeur
at ready with the door. Justin picks the serviceman doing the most
pushing, but lets them close the gap to three paces. Then Justin
fires at the serviceman, ripping his right hip apart and sending
him reeling. The pros move to close ranks, nearly throwing their
man into the open cab, but Justin is already set for the last shot.
The man directly ahead of the downed wrangler takes a tumble under
his awkward weight. The pair opposite them on the right hoist their
man toward the front pair, who separate as they hit the door. The
man in rear moves to block any coming shots, but he's only covering
the bottom of his own men from this height. Justin waits until he
sees his target's head and shoulders finally emerge as they press
him into the car, and squeezes out his last round. The door slams
shut with two men circling to the far side and two already in after
their man, not yet aware that he is already dead. The last man
standing helps his downed partners get out of sight, but Justin
doesn't wait for the car to pull out.

Picking up the
handset again, he says simply, 'Finished, Emma. They tried to
marshal it out, but I headed it in. Do I have a back door?

'She'll meet
you in the lobby in five minutes, Justin. She'll make all the
necessary arrangements, so just be a good boy, lay back, and let
her handle things from here on out.'

'If you
insist, Emma.'

'I do, Justin.
She all but manages the Venue there in Rio, and she's one of my
girls besides, so behave yourself for a change. She accepted my
offer to send you down to take charge on my word that you would
deliver, and I'd appreciate it if you didn't make me look foolish
in front of her. I have few enough girls of her calibre left in the
field these days. Be. Good.'

'Your every
wish, my dear Emma.'

'Save it,
Justin dear. Hurry, but be careful. I haven't heard back from her
yet, so the pitch isn't clear yet. Oh, and I've been instructed
from the Director to tell you 'well done, Goalkeeper'. Have a nice
ride home, Justin.'

'As you say,
Control. Justin O'Hara, out.'

 


Checking
Out

After calling
for room service, Justin slips the rifle back into its case. He
clamps it shut, securing the locks and moving the case to the
sitting room. Retrieving his shoulder holster from off the back of
a tall chair by the courtesy bar, he begins strapping it on as he
walks to the closet to retrieve his jacket. He pulls a slender
handful of German blued steel from the hip pocket and secures it in
its cloth pouch before slipping his arms through the sleeves, and
is about to answer a knock at the door when he hears gunshots from
the courtyard.

Rushing to the
balcony, he catches a glimpse of his missing gunman slipping
through the door the young lady in the sarong went through. Justin
briskly unmounts his camera and retrieves his field glasses. He
also stops to throw back the last of his single malt. Then he
carries the vintage surveillance equipment inside to the table
beside his case. Only then does he open the door, rushing into the
hallway past the bellhop.

Justin quickly
moves along the hall, passing the first set of elevators and the
stairway door to round the corner into the adjoining wing at the
end of the hall. He gauges the distance to the door leading into
the room his erstwhile opponents were roosting in. Holding his
pistol at arms' length, he swiftly crabs along the hall to stop
outside the slightly opened door.

Stepping
inside, he latches the door behind him and surveys the faintly lit
room. Moving swiftly now, he starts poking into closets and
doorways, making a careful circuit of the suite. A couple of empty
glasses and a mostly-eaten fruit tray hint at more than one guest,
but the lipstick on one glass and a half-eaten nectarine confirm
his suspicions. Finding no further sign of the woman, he makes his
way to the balcony to quickly check the corpse for identification.
Unsurprisingly, he finds none. The half-empty bottle of American
whisky offers him a little to go on, but he scans the area for more
operatives before heading for the door.

Hearing voices
from around the corner, Justin chooses the stairs and slips down
the generous three flights with an ease that belies his years.
Slipping through the door, he nearly misses the sound of hard soles
pounding down the stairs behind him. Taking refuge in an alcove
just past the elevator doors, he waits with pistol in hand. The red
uniform jacket makes him feel foolish, until he notices his jilted
bellboy is waving a very large automatic pistol in the direction of
the pool. He quickly steps behind the young man and quickly whips
the butt of his pistol across the back of his neck, bringing him
down instantly. He disarms his erstwhile shadow and piles him into
an open elevator, hitting the fire alarm before closing the door to
seal it tight.

Justin's long
legs carry him lithely cross the pool deck as he warily keeps his
eyes out for his mssing sweeper or servicemen. The pool patrons
have all thankfully disappeared. This realization comes just ahead
of his bemused astonishment to see the girl in the sarong bolt back
through the door. A fantastic amount of blood cover her chest and
throat. He also notices remarkably late the she is carrying a
frighteningly long blued steeled revolver, which she begins to
level in his direction.

His own pistol
is about to save them both the trouble of introductions when she
shouts 'Hit the pitch, Goalkeeper!' Justin takes her cue, grips his
gun carefully, lunges forward, and hits the deck hard. He uses the
momentum and his forearms to flip feet-over-hands, springing back
to his feet, this time legs positioned to spin and fire in either
direction. He turns and confronts his shadow, in the shape of one
of the very muscular servicemen he had fired on moments before.
Before he can squeeze off the shot, he watches the big man go down
hard with one punch from the woman's very loud revolver,
practically throwing him back down to the shallow end.

Justin raises
his pistol, still eyeing her warily, but she continues past him in
businesslike fashion and circles wide around the still form of the
serviceman. The barrel of her gun, nearly as long as her forearm,
is trained at his head casually with one hand. She kicks his
automatic into the pool and waits for him to draw breath, which he
obligingly does seconds later. Taking in her cool gaze as she
gracefully wraps her left hand around her right wrist, seemingly
for effect more than added support, both men reassess their
situations and act accordingly.

Justin lowers
his weapon and approaches the pair as she orders her charge to sit
up slowly, which the man does with a polite show of
acquiescence.

 


Cleaning
Up

'Well, it's a
good thing I'm not the only one who has learned to take orders from
a woman.' The man smiles wanly at this, but the woman smirks
wickedly for a second, before swinging the butt of her gun around
to crash hard against the side of his head. She quickly frisks the
still form, withdrawing a black revolver from the small of his back
and a snub nose revolver from an ankle holster. She fingers past
his kevlar body armour and pulls out his identification, which she
tosses to Justin while she drops the man's keys and money clip into
the pool after the guns.

Spotting the
standard NSA identification card before tossing the wallet into the
pool, Justin asks, "Were your people informed that our target was
protected by American agents?".

"We were aware
of the possibility that the Ball would be heavily defended, and
that the players used to do this would have been drawn from an
official team. We had no briefing on who it would be. It was
suggested that the Ball had diplomatic ties to the States, but the
allegation was censured, as the Ball has no official business with
the US Foreign Department at this time."

"That's a very
political answer, Sally. You'll go far."

"With all due
respect, sir... fuck you. That's the story they handed me, and
that's the story I'm sticking to. Is that more to your liking?"

"Quite. Thank
you, Ms. Firth. When can we expect pick-up?"

"Should be
arriving momentarily. We'll be airlifting to an abandoned airfield
the moment the helicopter arrives. Beyond that, I can't say. There
are air restrictions all over this place, and no telling how the
pilot will get here. We'll have to find a spot to wait it out until
then.'

"Well, I won't
sit around by the pool waiting for some Clever Trevor to realize a
sniper shot is as good as a shootout here."

"The Lobby. We
can move either to the pool area or the front lawn depending on
which side the pilot chooses."

The agents run
flat out to the long wall parallel to the open court leading to the
foyer doors, and take cover beneath the cantilevered overhang. They
make their way forward, ducking in and out of incidental niches
along the long white wall, scanning the balconies for trouble. Just
as they approach the entrance, a volley of bullets spray through
the remaining plate glass from within the foyer. The woman, already
moving without pause, does a spectacular dive-roll out across the
yard of shattered glass and clears the far side of the doorway.
There, she takes up position and signals Justin to go forward.

Checking his
clip once more, he steps out in front of the doorway casually, as
if to walk passed, oblivious to the glass and bullets. Movement
from behind a low wall of ferns brings him to a dramatic stop, as
he whips to one knee and squeezes off a single shot. A man in an
ill-fitting black suit falls forward through the foliage, his
box-like semi-automatic clattering across the marbled floor. Rising
and moving into the lobby, he scans left and right, hand-sized
pistol at the ready, and catches more movement beyond the same
partition. The plants provide some screen, but the real problem is
the wall itself, split rock pieces arranged loosely in that
primitive style that was so fashionable with late 50s architects.
The arrangement of stones left gaps in the wall where a person can
see straight through to the other side, or take cover and pick off
assailants in complete safety.

Justin slips
behind the reception desk across from the partition, before his
opponents press their advantage with superior firepower. It's then
that he notices the woman cowering under the counter. Certain he
recognizes her as staff despite her summery clothes, he quietly
gestures for her to stay put. He pulls open a drawer nearby and
quietly scrounges for something useful. He comes up with several
useless items and discards them out of hand, until he spies a gaudy
decorative candle. He sets this next to a pair of abandoned clog
sandals. Shaking his head and sniffing in disgust, he is not
surprised to dig out a large glazed ceramic ashtray, stained and
glistening with a scented resin and ashes that tell a very
interesting pharmacological tale all their own.

Digging around
a little further, Justin finds a metal shoehorn, which he uses to
gently pry open the drawer beneath the register on the counter. He
lucks out, finding a roll of quarters which he proceeds to cut open
with the edge of the shoehorn. He then flings the roll of quarters
out the front door to explode on the sidewalk. He follows up with
the clogs, thrown carelessly across the floor at the partition. As
a couple of bullets blast through the openings in the wall, he
quickly stands and lobs the the ceramic piece far across the
sitting area beyond the wall, which crashes hard against the glass,
creating a spiderweb against the gigantic pane. Looking disgusted,
he prepares to fire a quick shot at the spot, but is relieved to
see the pane crash in a spray of bullets, as the remaining
servicemen blow out both the front and side bay windows.

Justin rises
and sprints forward, hurling himself over the wall, and fires two
shots into a gunman's head. As he hits the floor, Justin tucks and
rolls over to come back to his feet. He quickly spots his other
target and squeezes off a shot that creates a small red hole in the
centre of the man's forehead. Turning to his previous victim, the
man's face is tilted forward, blood slowly dripping from his hair
onto his crisp white shirt.

Coming out
from behind the wall, he gestures to Sally before slipping behind
the foyer reception counter once more. There he finds the lady
still cowering beneath the counter.

"You really
shouldn't crouch under there all day in that dress... it's liable
to crease.'

He turns to
meet his partner, smiling winningly until he spies her training her
gun on him. Before he can move to counter, he realizes his error as
he hears a click from behind.

Suddenly, a
small explosion breathes fire onto his back. Catapulted forward
into Sally, she fires off a few shots of her own while struggling
to hold him up. The last thing he notices is blood smeared down the
front of her warm skin, as he slips to the cold ceramic tiles.


 


 The
Sacred Dance of The Heavens

The Sultan
watched intently as the blue-skinned creature wove light out of
thin air above the churning waters of the arcane bowl set in the
sand before them. The djinn made mysterious gestures with his
hands, arms sweeping through the clouds of tiny stars, fingers
dancing and flickering around tiny orbs of colour and motion,
circling one another in slowly repeating patterns. Another wave and
the orbs were exchanged for more orbs of even more exotic colour
and design, strange jewels of the heavens.

Finally, the
djinn came upon the tiny jewel he sought, a sparkling dark crystal
speeding through the blackness with a trail of light streaming away
from it, like dark water stirring in the wake of a barge. The
Sultan sat fascinated by this unearthly display, put on for his
pleasure and signifying the coming of his rise to unparalleled
might. But a change came over his face as he took note of the shape
and size of this orb, spinning haplessly through space. Not for the
first time did he struggle with his concern over the nature of this
creature, the agent of his incumbent fortunes. He could scarcely
fathom the visions of which he partook, though he was canny enough
to realize these were worlds like his own that he saw swimming
through the dark tides of the heavens.

Such was the
state of good Arab cosmology that he knew of the bodies of the
constellations, shown to him by his learned astronomer. He also
knew of men and women from foreign lands who foretold the future in
the movements of those same heavenly bodies. He had never given any
credence to these infidel prognosticators, but had indeed always
believed that the key to his destiny lay in the sacred dance of the
heavens. It had been foretold at his birth that he would be the
bringer of unimaginable change to the whole of the world, a potent
auger that so stirred his parents' hearts that his father had
sought in vain to take the prophet's head. The Sultan had latterly
heard it told that the infidel mystic's life had become forfeit for
more mundane though no less grave reasons, as his flight from
justice was said to have been aided by no less a figure than his
own mother, so taken had she been with the prophet's omens (and
perhaps his striking countenance, as well) that he had been made to
overstay her husband's welcome by nearly a score of suspicious
months. The Sultan had long held such stories to be libellous, and
had ordered the removal of more than one tongue for uttering them,
but had nonetheless maintained a strict policy to never marry any
woman from the northern countries, as his father had. All the
Sultan's wives were of good Arab stock, and his household was a
haven of order for it.

Indeed the
Sultan's fortunes were many, and his reputation that of a stern but
just ruler, whose one vice might be said to be an overreaching
ambition to spread this same good and wise rule over all the
kingdoms of the world, as was surely foretold.

The Sultan
simply could not fathom how this wayward satellite could deliver
the power he sought. The djinn had romanced him with tales of an
invisible army that would shape mountains and part waters and fill
the sails of his shipping fleets at but a wave of the symbols of
power they would bestow upon him once the djinn placed them at the
Sultan's command. With such forces, he could sweep away intractable
foes and win innumerable allies. He dreamed of bringing peace and
prosperity to all nations of the earth, faithful and infidel alike.
But this reverie was ever disturbed by the worm of suspicion that
fed even now, on the eve of his triumph. It had been sewn into his
ear by one of his more grasping advisors, to be sure, but he had
been at odds to shake the suspicion that this outlander would not
seek some clever device by which to cheat the Sultan, who had
offered in trade an enormous quantity of his kingdom's wealth
smelted in the form of a great golden barge.

A tiny golden
likeness of that selfsame barge rested on one side of the djinn's
arcane scales that swung freely from a crooked arm of gold reaching
upward from its dark golden base by the height of a grown man. On
the other scale of the balance rested an ornate piece of jewellery
fit for a queen of the great pharaohs of old, arranged roughly in
the shape of the jewel of the heavens they were observing through
the djinn's scrying pool glamour.

The Sultan
kept passing his gaze over the visions before him, the sculpted
treasures on the scales, and off into the distance where his
soldiers stood guard over the great golden barge, moved these many
miles across the desert sands by a team of slaves great enough to
fill ten of his cities. He thought of the treasonous words of
mistrust his advisor had infected him with. He thought of the utter
impossibility of the words and images the djinn has used to sway
him to this course of action. He thought of the deep humiliation he
would have to bear if he were proven the fool for this mad
enterprise. And he watched that magnificent chariot of fire the
djinn was labouring to bring to him from that distant, alien
constellation, wholly beautiful and yet seemingly far too small a
conveyance for his magnificent army of unseen servants.

Just as his
eyes passed over the great canvas-covered barge, that self-same
canvas stirred, and suddenly swelled even as the mainsail did. The
barge was uncovered, and fantastically, the soldiers and slaves
were blasted with whipping sands as the barge lifted free of the
desert floor and began rising into the night sky. Before the Sultan
could inquire, the djinn bade him look into the distant canopy of
night to the shimmering spectral trail of light and colour,
wavering against that starry backdrop as a fish dangles from a
fisherman's line. Next, the sultan witnessed as the shimmering
began to spread wide, as a strange array of colours and lights
could be seen to shift and part like a great pool of water covered
in myriad flowers spreading before the prow of a boat.

All of these
magnificent visions kept boiling down to metaphors of the fisherman
who worked the banks outside the ancestral estates of his
childhood, and he could not shake the notion that he was little
more than a fish on this eldritch creature's line.

Finally, fear
overtook the Sultan, and worrying that he would soon lose much of
the wealth responsible for his power and the state of his lands and
peoples to some alien charlatan, he leaped forward and swiped the
golden barge from the scales, knowing full well that this would end
the transaction.

Even as the
treasure was swept from the ancient plate, a great and sickening
eruption of light and colours obliterated the image of the stately
procession of the fiery body across the celestial stage. The djinn,
all but lost in the workings of the transaction, bellowed in rage
and grief, demanding, imploring the Sultan to replace the tribute
and allow the transaction to be completed before great harm came to
them all.

At that
instant, the spreading veil of shifting colours in the night sky
began churning and billowing, and great gusts of wind beat back and
forth before its hungry maw.

The Sultan was
knocked repeatedly from his feet, and found himself being pushed
around by systolic pulses of air that heaved him a few steps
backwards, a step forward, more steps backward, ever moving closer
to where his golden barge floated.

The djinn let
out an anguished cry of despair, screaming that it was too late to
stop the transaction, but that a terrible toll would be paid for
the Sultan's untimely interference.

Then, as if
hearing the djinn's ominous words, the whole of the world seemed to
convulse, and again, and again, as a feeling of nausea washed over
the Sultan. He felt as if he was caught in some kind of shifting
undertow.

He noticed
that the sail barge, still suspended in the sky, was caught in some
horrible eddy, washing back and forth as if on stormy waters. The
soldiers and slaves, still prostrated in the sands, began rising as
well into the dark sky. The Sultan felt himself losing contact with
the desert sands, and looked down to see himself rising away from
the earth. He looked on hopelessly as the djinn scrambled to place
the golden effigy of the barge back onto the precariously tottering
scales.

Alas, the
djinn's efforts would prove to be useless, as the Sultan floated
inexorably towards his awaiting barge. Despite toppling end over
end through the air, the Sultan was granted one last glimpse of the
changing scenery shown in the scrying pool. Gone were the distant
stars, replaced by a bright, gold and carnation sky, as if a deeply
hued sunrise filled the whole of the day sky. He was just able to
catch sight of the terrifying image of the fiery sphere piercing
the very fabric of this alien sky, leaving a vast ripple of
darkness in its wake.

After this,
the Sultan saw only the golden beams of the barge's deck, crowded
with frightened men, praying for deliverance even as the rippling
of the night sky
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