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“For the world is changing: I feel it in the water, I feel it in the earth, and I smell it in the air.” – J.R.R. Tolkien.

Every day, our world seems to teeter on the edge of chaos. Although we may not realise it as we go about our everyday business, if we were to view the world’s history, we would see a series of events that are both linked and completely random.

Our technologies bring us closer on a communication level, yet drag us further away from a compassionate, empathetic standpoint. Disagreements become hate-filled personal attacks on social media. News channels stream doom and gloom, avoiding the happier news to promote a daily vibe of misery.

But don’t lose hope! While there are those whose voices yell louder than others, filling the daily void with hatred and vitriol, our world is full of wonderful people, sharing love and optimism. There are so many people whose acts of love and care go unnoticed, but continue nonetheless, showing integrity we wish all our leaders valued.

We experienced many of these beautiful souls while in hospital with our son, Jonathan.

While fiction may sometimes bring dystopian futures to the forefront of our brains, it stands as a voice of warning. An alarm of things we must remember, as these trolls work to divide and conquer. Authors throughout history have (sometimes correctly) predicted the future, others have taught us valuable lessons to prevent the apocalypse.

Speculative fiction allows us to ask questions about the world—safely in our imaginations—while we consider that some things in life aren’t as bad as they could be.

Two stories within this anthology (Atheria and Armalina) are prequel tales to a series of young adult fantasy novels I am currently working on, and look forward to sharing with you in the near future. Other stories were a mix of either my predictions for the future, or trying to escape my present reality.

So sit back, get comfortable, and enjoy the following stories. May they terrorise you and help you realise that the real world isn’t as bad as it could be.

Not yet anyway.
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The sky was ablaze. Streaks of orange rained down towards Arthur as he looked up into the night, eyes bleary from his stolen slumber. The stars seemed to fall earthwards, released from their anchors. 

Arthur’s goats bleated noisily, their white fur glistening in the orange glow. His dad had sent him out with the herd to graze the pastures near their shack, and Arthur had jumped at the chance. Sleeping under the stars was much better than being near his dad when he had been drinking.  Arthur had been surprised at the order; he had once lost ten goats from the herd—a huge loss to his father’s wealth—and his father had been furious. Arthur could still feel the wounds from the thrashing he had received. 

The goats needed fattening up in preparation for market, and his father had just bartered a fresh barrel of ale. He’ll be hopeless for a few days, Arthur thought. 

The sky was filled with a spider web of flames and, as he looked on, Arthur heard a rumbling sound, getting louder with each passing second. His heart quickened its pace as he looked around at the frightened herd of goats. Arthur tried uselessly to count the goats, but they were moving around too much in the dancing orange light. 

There was an explosion of fire and dirt about one hundred metres from Arthur, sending the goats fleeing, some in the direction of his home, others going the opposite way. Father is going to be livid, Arthur thought, especially if I’m unable to find them all. He felt the sense of duty to go running after them, to ensure the safety of his herd. But an overwhelming curiosity drew him towards the crash site, where smoke glowed orange in the eerie light. As he walked towards the impact zone, a burning smell invaded his nose and he picked up his pace. 

Curiosity smouldered within Arthur like the sky around him. He started running. The singed grass grew closer, the ground glowing amber. As he approached, Arthur could see a stone nestled in the middle of a crater about twice as deep as he was tall. The rock was about his height, only wider and more rotund, and Arthur examined it with growing interest. He could feel the warmth emanating from the area, washing over him, reminding him of the cooking fire he often worked with back home. The night had been cool, but now Arthur began to sweat as he scrambled down the declivity to the rock. Cold rivulets trickled down his face, soaking into his clothes. He could smell the damp soil as it slid down, loosened by his descent.

In the sky, the orange transitioned back to black, the bright stars shining through now that the rocks had stopped plummeting to the ground. 

Arthur returned his gaze to the rock, staring intently as the orange glow faded slowly. As the rock darkened, a symbol was revealed, glowing brightly. A triangle the size of Arthur’s hand surrounded a curved line, like the blade of a scythe. 

The sweat on Arthur’s body began to cool as Emilica’s winds picked up, bathing him in icy air. His body was chilled to the bones, his old, well-worn clothes no barrier to the climate. He pulled his water pouch from his threadbare pocket and trickled some onto the rock, where it sizzled and steamed. 

A loud crack resonated through the air and, as Arthur watched, the rock began to split. Arthur moved back quickly, feeling his back hit the edge of the crater, unsure what to expect from the alien rock before him. He put the pouch back into his pocket, as if hiding it would reverse the damage he had caused.

Morning was on its way, the sun preparing to warm the air and chase away the shadows of night. The horizon showed faint colouring, unnoticed by Arthur as he stared at the cracking stone. The split in the stone widened, and Arthur could see leather pushing its way out. As more of the thick skin protruded from the rock, Arthur began to see bones stretching the leather, and razor-sharp claws the size of his fingers. 

It’s a wing! Arthur thought, his curiosity fully piqued. He took a step forward, his trembling hand stretched out as if it had a mind of its own. The wing looked like the kites he helped fly on winter solstice day, when the village’s farmers prayed for spring and bountiful harvests. It must be some kind of egg!

The egg began to split wider, more of the body emerging behind the wing. Arthur saw more claws, leathery skin, crimson spikes, white teeth, and yellow eyes. 

During his youth his father had shared wondrous tales of dragons, before falling asleep, catatonic in his drunken stupor. But they were stories, carried down from father to son for generations. Myths!

They weren’t real. 

And yet, here in front of him, Arthur saw living proof that they were real. The beast had escaped its egg, little shards of shell—as hard as rock—littered the scorched ground around it. Arthur could feel the heat emanating from the creature as he stared into its yellow eyes, entranced. He felt like the dragon was trying to read him, judge his worth. 

Or decide whether to eat him. 

The dragon’s snout moved towards Arthur, its nostrils flaring as it sniffed, snorting loudly. Arthur saw a black tongue flicking out between its pointed teeth. Arthur felt a quiver of fear, his hand edging closer, wanting only to turn and run. The dragon opened its mouth, now only inches from his hand. Small curls of steam rose from its nostrils.

“Hey there, fella,” Arthur said, his voice shaking, mirroring his outstretched hand. “Please don’t eat me. I wouldn’t make a good meal.” The dragon continued staring into his own eyes. 

And it nodded, before moving its snout beneath his hand. He rubbed the top of its warm snout, feeling the rough skin beneath his fingers. 

Does it understand me? Arthur wondered. The dragon tilted its head away, yellow eyes still locked on Arthur’s blue ones. He could feel his dark hair matted to his scalp. 

“Can you understand me?” Arthur said, tilting his own head. The dragon nodded, scratching its chest with a sharp claw. With an exertion of mental effort, Arthur drew his gaze away from the dragon’s eyes and looked where the beast was scratching. The same symbol from the egg coloured the dragon’s dark grey chest. The insignia was a light blue like the morning sky brightening the world around them. Arthur looked back at the dragon’s eyes. 

“Do you have a name?” Arthur asked. The dragon shook its head before looking down at the ground, as if searching for something. The dragon raked its claw through the debris of its shell, before picking up a shard and passing it to Arthur. Standing tall above Arthur, the dragon looked down, and Arthur was surprised at its immense bulk, amazed at how it had fit inside the egg. The beast must have been about the size of his one-room shack. 

Arthur looked now at what the dragon had passed him. It was part of the shell, with a claw hole drilled in. Flipping it over, Arthur saw the same symbol that adorned the dragon’s chest, and recognised it from the egg. 

“Am I... Am I supposed to wear this?” he asked, glancing up at the dragon, brows furrowed. The dragon nodded. Arthur felt the warmth of the egg medallion in his hand as he fumbled for his empty coin purse. He hadn’t used it for some time and remembered the last time it had held a coin, many moons ago. He had found a copper, and had used it to buy a loaf of bread and a joint of cold mutton for his journey to a pasture far away. Often Arthur had taken his father’s bow to hunt, and was skilled at hitting his target, but on some occasions, such as when he had found the coin, his father was sober enough to prevent him taking the valuable weapon, hunger looming in wait.

Arthur removed the leather string he used to tie up the sack and threaded it through the hole in the medallion. When he had tied a few knots, Arthur put the cord around his head, the medallion falling beneath his shirt to rest against the bare skin of his chest. Warmth spread like fire through his torso, making Arthur tense in shock. He had not expected such a quick reaction and, when the warmth reached his head, a peculiar sensation tingled through him. A voice seemed to echo quietly in his brain, becoming louder with each passing moment, until it was as if someone was talking right beside his ear. Except his ear heard nothing. 

What is happening? Arthur thought, staring down at the medallion. 

“It is our connection,” the dragon said, her voice smoother and more melodic than he had anticipated. At least, Arthur thought it was female. Once again, he seemed to hear the voice without any sound travelling through the air.

“You are female, aren’t you?” Arthur said.

The dragon chuckled. “Yes, I am what you would call female. The insignia you wear around your neck connects our minds and strengthens our bond. I do not know why, but I was sent to join with you. What is special about you, Mister...?”

“Arthur. My name is Arthur.” Technically his full name was Arthur, son of Richard, but with a father like his... “Just Arthur.”

“Well, Just Arthur, you can call me... Call me Atheria. I think that seems to suit me since we are bonded, would you agree?” 

“It’s a brilliant name!” Arthur replied. “But there’s nothing brilliant about me. I’m just a goat herder. I’m not really good at anything. I’m not even that great at keeping the goats alive. I, um... I’ve lost a few before.”

“I see. And there is nothing you can do well?” Atheria looked deep into Arthur’s eyes, as if invisible hands were rummaging within him. 

“Well, I can shoot a bow pretty good. I usually hit my target. Not perfect, mind you. But enough to stay fed. And I guess I’ve learned to hide, and live with pain, so that’s a plus.” And he had. Arthur had certainly survived many beatings from his father, and as a result, had learned to hide relatively well from his father, and the prey he was hunting. “I don’t suppose you know where you’ve come from, or why?”

“No, but I have picked up a lot of what you know. I guess our first action will be to search for the other dragons who fell. Based on what you saw, some of them are close by over towards that forest there.” Atheria pointed a claw to the west, and Arthur followed her gaze, seeing only the tips of the trees beyond the crater. 

Arthur looked back at the dragon, his eyes roaming over her wings. “Can you fly, Atheria?” She looked down at Arthur and flapped her wings slowly, as if remembering their existence. 

“I am yet to try,” Atheria replied, flapping her wings more quickly. Arthur felt the wind pushing over him, stirring the dirt around them, but Atheria’s feet lifted only a finger’s gap from the ground. Her wings slowed down to stop on her back. “I am too weak to fly yet; I need food.”

“Are you strong enough to walk? I’ll be able to find something for you to eat, even if it is some of the goats I’m supposed to keep safe. If only I had my bow, I could hunt some other animals for you.” Arthur’s stomach began to rumble as he realised he had not eaten breakfast, and had not brought enough food to provide even a mouthful.

“I am strong enough to walk for some distance, thanks,” Atheria said. “Let us get going.” Arthur watched as Atheria began to scramble up the slope, her four strong legs tensing as she hooked her claws into the dirt, her wings flapping softly to help her climb. Her tail moved back and forth, providing balance. 

When she reached the top, Atheria looked back down at Arthur, who still stood gaping up at the dragon. “Please tell me you are coming, Arthur. I am famished!” 

Arthur scrambled up after her, using the holes from her claws as foot holds. Finally, with sweat soaking his body, pouring down his face, he reached the top, breathing in the fresh scent of the morning air. He sighed as the breeze washed over his face, ruffled his hair. They began to walk towards the forest.

To the west of the pasture, in front of where they walked, was a small forest of oak, maple, and beech, stripped of all but a few brittle leaves, backed by the dark winter richness of assorted spruce and pine. The ground, where the sun only just managed to poke its dusty fingers, was covered with fallen damp leaves and pine needles which would soften the sound of their footsteps to a soft crunch. A shallow creek trickled along the edge of the forest, creating a musical burble to anyone within earshot. Arthur used it regularly as a source for water.

They began heading for the path through the woods, the sun shining on their backs, casting long shadows on the grass in front of them. 

“It was quite a show, your entry. Freaked the goats out,” Arthur said, trying unsuccessfully to cover the rumbling of his stomach with his voice.

“Yes, I can imagine it would have been quite spectacular, yet ever so daunting.” Atheria stumbled forwards beside Arthur, her claws almost dragging along the ground. They approached the creek and Arthur rushed to quench his thirst, having used the last of his supply on the hot, unhatched egg. His fingers almost froze as he scooped it into his parched mouth, before refilling his pouch. With a gasp, he caught his breath and relished the coolness spreading through his mouth and down to his stomach. Atheria knelt beside him to drink, steam rising as her mouth touched the water’s surface. 

When Arthur had satisfied his thirst, he stood up and rubbed his hands together, trying to remove the icy shards within his bloodstream. He wondered if Atheria could feel the cold as savagely as he could. It seemed like snow had started falling inside his stomach, and slowly, when he had moved closer to Atheria’s eternal warmth, he started to warm up again.

“Yes, Arthur, I do feel the cold,” Atheria said, “but it is less severe than you, though perhaps, more of a shock.” Arthur grinned bashfully at her. A loud rumble reverberated through Atheria’s stomach. “I must find food soon,” she said. “I can smell fresh meat further ahead through the woods.” 

With that, Atheria began moving quickly, her large legs pounding the ground, her mind focussed on the hunt. Arthur could feel the vibrations run through his legs as he walked. He wondered if trees could feel like he did, perhaps worried they might topple with enough vibrating force. 

Arthur couldn’t tell how long they had been traipsing through the forest, but his legs were sore from moving so quickly to keep up with Atheria, who was continuing to expand the vast distance between them. The sound of bleating wafted towards them, and Arthur noticed Atheria put on a burst of speed. Looking up, Arthur saw some of his escaped goats attempting to outrun the giant lizard behind them. 

They were unsuccessful in their attempt. 

Atheria’s jaw was big enough to swallow each goat whole, making Arthur wonder when they died. He hoped it had been quick and they weren’t left to suffer, stewing painfully inside her immense stomach, their bleats dying slowly with them. 

Arthur cringed at the thought of his father’s reaction when he noticed the goats missing. 

Once Atheria had devoured each of the goats that had wandered through the forest, they continued walking, hoping to discover the crash zone of other dragon eggs. Ahead of them, Arthur could see a large crater which knocked over trees to make a small clearing. They edged forward, alert to sounds of other dragons nearby. Arthur could smell smoke on the air, the trees smouldering from the heat. He heard nothing but their own footsteps, and the sound of his ragged breathing. 

“It has gone,” Atheria said, peering down into the ditch. “It has hatched and headed off somewhere. It could be miles away by now.” 

“Any clues which direction?” Arthur asked, finally catching up to Atheria at the edge of the crater. Arthur could see the shards of rock that once housed the dragon, broken in the singed dirt.

“Could be any. My guess would be in the direction of the nearest town. It is most likely to have food to break its fast.” Atheria peered around them, eyes piercing through the forest. “Which way is that?”

“Back the way we came. My father’s hut is on the road that heads to the castle. I can lead the way if you like, but it could be a half day’s walk.” Arthur glanced at Atheria’s wings. “Any chance you can fly yet?” 

Atheria squatted closer to the ground, preparing her legs to spring upwards. Her wings moved slowly on her back, before she gave an enormous leap, smoke blowing from her nostrils with the effort. She floated a few metres above ground, jiggling up and down, before coming back to rest on the ground. 

“I am still too weak,” she panted, her head tilted to the ground. Arthur moved over to her, resting his hand on what he thought was her shoulder. Warmth spread through his hands, removing any last trace of the freezing water. 

“It’s okay. You will get there with some practice and time... Let’s head to my father’s house and perhaps, when he sees you, he may give you more goats out of fear,” Arthur said, hoping to boost her confidence. After all, he had no idea whether dragons actually could fly or not, considering their immense size. All the animals he had seen with wings could fly, but they were significantly smaller than Atheria. 

“I sense some confusion in you. I understand, Arthur, and I do not blame you. I will keep trying,” Atheria said. “Let us do as you suggest, and perhaps we will have some success.” 

They began walking back the way they had come, following the same track. This time, Atheria walked more slowly, allowing Arthur to keep stride beside her. Both were silent, allowing Arthur to listen to the sounds of the forest around him, as he usually would whenever he was by himself. He had spent many days and nights exploring the land around him, hunting, ensuring he kept well clear of the king’s deer. 

There was no way venison could taste good enough to risk death. 

“I sense a history in these parts for you. It must have some kind of connection, some feeling of family. Am I correct?” Atheria said, her head tilted towards Arthur, allowing her eyes to bore deep within him. 

“My father hasn’t really been the loving type. Well, not to me, at least. Maybe he was to my mother. I’ve realised that something must have attracted her to him. I never knew her, so I will never be able to ask.” Arthur’s mind delved deep within his memory, shutting out the details around them as they walked. 

“Since I can remember, I’ve explored these parts, mostly while my father is out cold. It’s always felt like home. Something about its predictability, and reliability resonates with me, you know? Like, you light a fire and you know it’ll burn until the wood is burnt out. You know the trees will always stand in the one spot, and sway in the breeze. The animals will run or hide from me, unless I hide well. But humans...” Arthur paused, choking back tears. “Humans are unpredictable. They change their mind as the breeze blows in a storm. Possibly just as destructive. People want power, control; no matter over what. They’ll have it, and there’s just no way of knowing what they’re thinking, or what they’ll do next.”

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
7'0?1’ Q. (imzxm






OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





