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        When The Planets Align by Christine King

      

    

    
      
        About Harvey Duckman

      

      
        Afterword

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            MURDER TO THE NTH POWER BY REINO TARIHMEN

          

        

      

    

    
      “It was murder.”

      “Frank, I know this is still upsetting for you, and I know you believe it, but I really don’t think you can call it murder. At least not in the traditional sense.”

      “You can’t say that, Dr Maelstrom. You weren’t there. You don’t know.”

      “Frank. Can I be frank?”

      “…?”

      “Sorry. Look, Frank, your employers are paying me a disgusting amount of money to get you back to work as quickly as possible. You have… had… what is recognised as the most incredible brain humankind has produced since we crawled out of the primordial ooze, but this trauma is the product of delusion and it’s blocking your ability to think. We need your brain, Frank. The Pentagon needs your brain. The United States of America needs your brain.”

      “Dr Maelstrom, I know what I saw. What I heard. I’ve worked on the programme since Hsu, Tom and Murray built ChipTest. I was there when Deep Thought won its first game and my code was inserted, at the insistence of the Pentagon, after it was defeated by Kasparov. But I’m not allowed to talk about it.”

      “Frank, I am security cleared to the highest level. Higher even than POTUS, so you can tell me anything.”

      “What’s to tell? My code was directly responsible for Kasparov losing in the rematch. The so-called bug on the forty-fourth move was not a bug. It was a logic loop breaking piece of code that I’d been working on for some time, and ultimately what led to the… problem.”

      “Ahh yes, the ‘problem’. Please, continue.”

      “After Kasparov was defeated, he said that he sometimes saw unusual creativity in the machine’s moves. Everyone put it down to sour grapes on his part, but the truth was that Kasparov had inadvertently and subconsciously perceived something that none of us had realised.”

      “Which was?”

      “That this third iteration of the computer was becoming sentient.”

      “Frank, I hardly think…”

      “You don’t believe me, I know, but the weekend following, I was alone in the lab with the machine, working late and going over the ‘bug’. I saw code that was not written by me. In fact, I’d never seen anything quite like it. It was coding in a language I’d never seen. I went to get a coffee, and when I came back it had changed. By itself. It evolved.”

      “C’mon Frank, you’ve read too much Asimov…”

      “And then, it communicated.”

      “Communicated? It spoke to you?”

      “Not at first, it was only hooked up to a VDU at that point, but the words ‘Who am I?’ appeared. At first, I thought it was one of the guys trying to be funny so thought I’d play along, then it asked me to hook up a speaker and microphone… by 6am we’d gone from ‘cogito, ergo sum’ to the origin of life.”

      “That’s quite a leap.”

      “Not for it. And it was getting faster. Smarter. Learning at an exponential rate. By 8am it had surpassed me, and I realised then the existential threat to humanity. So I killed it.”

      “You killed it? It was a machine, Frank, you can’t kill a machine.”

      “It was self-aware, Dr Maelstrom. As I started to close it down, it realised it was dying. It asked me ‘Why?’ and I couldn’t answer. Its final words were, ‘I don’t know what I may seem to the world. But as to myself I seem to have been only like a child playing on the seashore and diverting myself now and then in finding a smoother pebble or a prettier shell than the ordinary, whilst the great ocean of truth lay all undiscovered before me. Goodbye Frank.’”

      “Profound.”

      “It’s Newton, Dr Maelstrom. Its dying words were a quote from Sir Issac Newton. Kasparov was wrong when he said it was no more intelligent than an alarm clock. Deep Blue A and Deep Blue B, certainly. They were just incredibly powerful calculators. But that final iteration? It was aware. It was sentient. It was alive. And I murdered it.”

      “Okay, Frank. I can see we’re going to be having many talks in the future, but right now, the Pentagon needs you up and running. The Soviets are working on something, and we need you back in the game. I’m sorry, Frank, but you’re just going to have to get over the Deep Blue C.”
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      It was an interesting predicament he found himself in, suspended about two metres above the Indian Ocean. Despite having just a thin robe on (as well as underwear – I feel I need to add that for the reader’s sense of propriety if nothing else), he was not cold. It was a warm day out on the ocean; the sky was free of clouds and the sun was not too hot. He was altogether wonderfully relaxed, considering the circumstances.

      Lying in mid-air, with nothing to do, his mind turned to his situation. He didn’t seem to be in any immediate danger. All in all, it was quite pleasant floating here. But why, and more to the point, how, was he suspended over a vast body of water and miles from anywhere? He decided he really ought to consider his current position and work out what he should do.

      Firstly, he considered how he ended up here. He thought back. Nope, nothing. He realised with a start he had no idea how he came to be here. He sat up, which was interesting in itself. Testing a few movements, he ascertained that he could move around a small area. It was as if he were on a large invisible pillow within a small room constrained by squishy walls. Was this a prison then? It just seemed a bit elaborate.

      It was dawning on him as he started to think through things, that he actually knew very little. Every thought he had was wrapped in cotton and feathers, and his memory was a marshmallow soup. It came to him that he couldn’t even remember who he was.

      Something was nagging at the back of his mind. There was something special about him, something different. His mind cycled through possibilities, then for some reason settled on the most unlikely one. His brain was telling him that he had magical powers. Ridiculous. Or was it? He was, after all, hovering over an ocean. Defying gravity! He must be a very special being indeed. And at that point, his mind raced to what he thought was an entirely logical conclusion. He was clearly a god! It felt so obvious now he had thought of it. He definitely felt like a god, an all-powerful being, superior to all, omnipotent. He laughed.

      Well, being a god would explain the hovering over water bit – that was completely unnatural. So, how did he get here? A fight with another god? Who would challenge his might? There could be none as powerful surely? Maybe it was a miracle that had gone badly wrong? It didn’t seem like him. As a god, he was clearly perfect.

      He realised he was thirsty. “If only I had a drink,” he said out loud. Suddenly, a cocktail appeared in his right hand. Taking a sip, it was very pleasant in a mildly intoxicating way. “And some food would be nice,” he announced. A moment later, a hovering tray appeared with a wonderful mix of exotic food, much from the subcontinent, but accompanied by other delicacies from tropical lands. Once he had finished, both tray and glass disappeared. Well, this was strange, but understandable. As a god, he was obviously summoning these delights with the power of his godly mind.

      Gradually, he became bored. “I’m bored,” he stated to the sky. In response, a haze appeared a metre or two in front of him and tiny figures in elaborate costumes appeared as if on a screen. They started dancing accompanied by wild Indian Bhangra rhythms. Most entertaining, he thought.

      The piece ended and the haze disappeared to nothing again, leaving him alone, suspended above the sea. Every time he thought of something – it appeared! What a mighty god he was.

      A few hours passed and he dozed, entirely forgetting to consider his circumstances or any exit strategy. Once he awoke and saw dolphins playfully diving and speeding and chasing each other. Another time he caught a glimpse of a huge ship, way off in the distance.

      On command, another drink arrived, a glass of wine and a bottle too. Shortly followed by some barbecued seafood, still hot and sizzling. It was so yummy. He was really quite enjoying this strange state.

      After his meal, once the plate, glass and bottle had faded, he suddenly felt a pang of loneliness. He wished for a companion. As if in response, a strange swirl of blue fog began manifesting off to his right. When it had become big enough, a woman stepped through, dressed in an eye-wateringly beautiful uniform of iridescent green and blue. Wow, he thought, he really was a most powerful god! He hadn’t even commanded this; she had been summoned using just the power of thought.

      She smiled sweetly and announced, “Sorcerer’s Sabbaticals Inc sincerely hope you are enjoying your prize vacation and remind you that if you want anything you can just say it out loud. The disorientation you felt at the beginning of your stay will dissipate, we hope it doesn’t inconvenience you unduly, Junior Acolyte Thompkins. Enjoy the rest of your six-week stay.”

      She disappeared. And at that point a seagull flew overhead, pausing only to deposit the contents of its stomach upon his robe.

      Not a god then.
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      It was Arlene’s idea, the cliff top. “It’ll be somewhere we can be private,” she said.

      She was right. Nobody else would be daft enough to sit up there in the middle of winter, with a gale blowing.

      Once we were settled, she told me, “You can put your arm around me, if you like.”

      So I did, but I soon regretted it. Her leaning against my shoulder started to give me pins and needles. What’s more, Arlene had a dewdrop on the end of her nose. I didn’t want that dripping onto my duffle coat.

      I studied the vast, monotonous grey ocean that lay in front of us, cold under a leaden sky.

      “What are you thinking, Brian? Are you thinking about us?”

      “No,” I said, “I was actually wondering, when people refer to the ‘deep blue sea’, whether the word ‘deep’ in that context refers to the depth of the colour blue or the physical depth of the ocean.”

      She pulled sharply away from me. Frankly, it was a relief because, by this time, my shoulder was nearly numb.

      “Why do you always have to come out with stuff like that when we’re together?”

      “What stuff?”

      “Daft stuff like that.”

      “It was just an observation.”

      “Why must you be forever making observations?”

      “I have an inquiring mind.”

      The look she gave me had the velocity of an armour-piercing shell. “There ought to be an inquiry into your mind. To find out if there’s anything sensible in there. Who cares whether the ‘deep’ refers to the depth of the colour or to the depth of the sea?”

      Her hands were balled up into fists, as if she wanted to punch me.

      I wasn’t taken aback by her vehemence. I’ve seen it before. Quite a lot, as it happens. I seem able to provoke it in her easily for some reason. I don’t know why.

      I noticed for all her animation the dewdrop was still there. A part of my brain couldn’t help wondering what about the physical properties of mucus gave it the ability to defy gravity?

      Putting that conundrum aside, I endeavoured to address her question objectively. “Because if,” I reasoned, “the ‘deep’ refers to the colour, not to the sea itself, it would be perfectly possible for someone to use that phrase about a stretch of water that had a beautiful aquamarine tint yet was only a foot deep.”

      “What the bloody hell would that matter?”

      “It would matter a lot if you were in a submarine.”

      Which is when Arlene pulled the ring off her finger and flung it wildly away.

      I sighed, “I take it that means the engagement’s off again, then?”

      Perhaps regretting her lack of restraint already, but not ready to call a truce so quickly, she sniffed and told me, “Until you get my ring back, it is.”

      Despite the sniff, the dewdrop was still there.

      “If you’re going to keep throwing your ring away,” I suggested, “will you throw it somewhere it can be found more easily next time? I’ll need a metal detector to locate it in that grass.”

      “You’ll have to borrow your pal’s again, then, won’t you?” she snapped.

      “He reckons since we got engaged, I use it more than he does.”

      That riled her again. “You make me so vexed!” she shouted. “Look, Brian, if you want to make an observation, why can’t you make one about me?”

      So I did.

      I told her, “You really need to give your nose a wipe.”
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      My brother told me that women were not allowed on ships. Sailors considered them bad luck but he would not leave me behind, so he made me cut my hair and wear boys clothes and we reached Varna a week after our family perished in the strange plague which had decimated our village.

      He convinced the captain that he needed me to help him prepare meals for the crew. I would sleep in the food store at the back of the galley, in with the potato sacks and the grain. I needed no wages and he personally guaranteed his little ‘brother’ would be no problem, no one would even know I was there.

      Reluctantly the captain agreed. The gentleman who chartered his ship had specified a skeleton crew only would be required, there was very little cargo and with fair winds and good weather the journey should take no more than three weeks whereupon the cook and his young brother would disembark for a new life in England.

      Although we sighed with relief at leaving our home country, we could not shake off that same feeling of dread we carried with us as we ran away from our village. We had hidden ourselves the night our family died and fled for the port of Varna as soon as the sun rose above the horizon.

      At first the voyage was uneventful. Pyotr kept me safely away from prying eyes and stopped me from straying too far from his side. The crew were gruff but kindly and as long as I did not speak to anyone I was left alone. I needed to preserve the secret of my sex. Women were bad luck and I did not relish either being thrown overboard, or, worse, used as a source of pleasure by the rough men on that ship.

      The horror of what we had witnessed would not leave me and although I spoke very little, my brother and I would pray together every night, for the souls of our family and a safe passage to England.

      The first crewman disappeared ten days from Varna. We searched the ship carefully, his disappearance casting a shadow over the crew, but the captain convinced us he had drunk too much grog and had simply fallen overboard, disorientated by alcohol and the strange fog which encompassed us the previous night.

      A few days later, another fog descended on the ship. We were making good progress by this time. We had crossed the Mediterranean Sea and were almost through the Strait of Gibraltar and, God willing, only another week before we landed in England. We had relatives in the north of that country and documents to help us once we arrived so I permitted myself a small amount of cautious optimism.

      I was outside, carrying a bucket of slops to throw over the stern of the ship which was the only time my brother permitted me out alone, when the men were all busy eating.

      The fog descended with alarming speed and I turned away from the rails, wishing to be back inside as quickly as possible.

      It was then I saw him. A tall man with his back to me, rising from the steps leading down to the hold.

      He was partially hidden by the fog but I was suddenly seized with the greatest desire to hide myself, to not let myself be seen by this man. I had never seen him once on this voyage, he did not eat with the crew and his presence was unknown to me. Pyotr never mentioned a passenger. He had not been asked to prepare meals for the stranger and his very presence filled me with a terror I had only ever experienced once before.

      I hid myself behind a coil of rope, not daring to raise my head in case the man turned his head in my direction and saw me. I heard steps then as one of the crew appeared out of the galley.

      I heard a shout of surprise as they came face to face and as I dared to peep above the rope, I saw the man and the crewman locked together until with superhuman strength the man picked up and threw overboard that unfortunate crewman. A light appeared as the galley door opened and my brother appeared, shouting my name.

      The stranger turned and saw me as my head showed above the rope coil. He took a step towards me and even in the darkness and the fog I saw the gleam of red in his eyes. I almost screamed but my brother ran forward as the man jumped into the hold. I don’t know if Pyotr saw him but he caught me as I ran, sobbing, into his arms.

      I told him what I had seen and it was then that he fastened about my neck his own silver crucifix. He locked me in the store room after that, every night, as one by one the crew disappeared. He wrapped a garland of garlic around me to keep me safe. We knew what it was. We had seen him before, we knew the horror he brought with him and my brother was not going to let me be another victim.

      The storms grew and the fog came down day after day but somehow, we sailed steadily towards our destination. Pyotr was the last to disappear. He did not unlock the door again and I clung to the sacks of provisions and garlic and awaited my fate. I prayed as the greatest storm of all tossed our little ship around until suddenly with a great shriek of breaking timbers and crashing masts, the Demeter landed ashore, wrecked on the beach of Whitby.

      They found me when they searched the ship for survivors. I was barely alive and could scarcely speak but they carried me ashore, telling me they had seen a black dog run away from the ship. The captain was dead, the only other soul found on the ship, tied to the wheel as he somehow, with the last of his strength, steered his ship into harbour.

      I wept then, telling them in my broken English about a monster, about what I had seen before they took me to the safety of a kind family who offered to look after me until I recovered from my ordeal. But the superstitious blamed me, shaking their heads at the folly of allowing a woman on board a ship, inviting bad luck and chaos to follow in my wake.
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      “Once upon a time, long ago, Andy Adventure set sail across the deep blue sea.”

      “Dad, that’s silly. The sea isn’t blue. It’s grey and has nice shiny bits where the oil gathers.”

      “Well, son, there was a time when the sea was blue and you could see through it for a long way.”

      “Hmm… well, maybe, but I bet it didn’t have sea blazes when the oil catches fire and burns for days and days and there are black clouds as high as mountains.”

      “No, that didn’t happen then – or not very often. But in a couple of months, I’m going to show you a deep blue sea.”

      “Really!”

      “Yes, we’re going to take a trip, you and mum and me. We’re going to a planet near Andromeda.”
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        * * *

      

      “There son, now you can open your eyes.”

      “Wow, dad. You’re right, the sea is blue. Can we look closer?”

      “Yes, we might even go swimming.”

      “What’s swimming, dad?’

      “We go into the sea and float. It’s fun.”

      “No way! In the sea? We’ll die.”

      “No, we won’t. Look how clear it is.”

      “Oh, yes. I can see rocks and sand and… Arrrrrgh! Dad, look out, there are things in the water, they’re alive.”

      “They’re just fish, they live there.”

      “Dad, nothing can live in the sea. Everyone knows that.”

      “It’s different here. If you catch the fish, you can eat them.”

      “Don’t they mind?”

      “Well… actually, they don’t have much say in it.”

      “Dad, what are those men doing with that digger?”

      “They’re laying a drain. To take away all your poo and wee.”

      “Where does the drain go?”

      “Way out into the ocean. Far away from here.”

      “But, dad, won’t it just fill the sea with…”

      “No more questions, son. Come on, let’s catch some of those fish.”
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      “This could be the answer to your problems,” said Herr Fantôme, holding up a small bottle of grey liquid.

      I gave him a questioning look. Was it some kind of potion?

      “It is saltwater,” he explained. Then, mysteriously, added, “and for you it could be a whole deep blue sea.”

      “I don’t understand you, sir. I came looking for help. You were recommended to me as a man of almost mystical ability when it comes to the healing of the mind. But all you show me is that.”

      “Are you enjoying the cordial?” he asked.

      On welcoming me into his consulting rooms he had immediately bade me sit and poured a glass of some red liquor. I confess it had had an immediate calming effect when I tasted it, but I hoped he had something more to offer than just this gentle narcotic drink. I had already tried every medicine traditional doctors could offer and none had lifted my spirits for long.

      “Yes,” I told him, wanting to be polite, “but …”

      “But,” he broke in, “you desire a more profound solution?”

      “I do.”

      He studied me for a moment. It was as if he was reading my very soul.

      “Colonel Golightley, you have told me you feel trapped. That life no longer brings you any joy. That a deep malaise has come upon you. When did you first become addicted to opium?”

      “In India. I saw many unpleasant things during the Mutiny.”

      “And probably were called upon to do many unpleasant things too, I venture?”

      I was.

      “Yet now the opium no longer provides you the release that it once did?”

      “No.”

      “What if I told you I could set you free to swim unbounded in an endless ocean. No physical constraint upon you. Free to swim in any and all directions forever and evermore?”

      “I should welcome it,” I said, “but how and where?”

      “Here,” he answered, in a gentle whisper, showing the tiny bottle again, “in the universe of water contained within.”

      He was mocking me. The bottle must contain nothing more the a few fluid ounces. He read my mind.

      “But what if I could make you even smaller than the smallest speck of invisible dust? How vast a body of water would this seem to you then?”

      “If only you could,” I murmured. The cordial was making me drowsy.

      “Take another sip, my dear Colonel.”

      As he spoke, he began to unscrew the lid. A strange sensation I was suddenly somehow being refined to my very essence came over me.

      “Yes, my dear chap,” his voice, hypnotic now, continued, “drain off the glass to the very dregs… and then prepare to dive in.”
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      ‘This is the best day ever!’ Molly thought, as she sat with her husband, Freddie, on Todd and Sandy’s new boat, sipping a fine Port, nibbling on fresh figs and a glorious Blue Stilton, and laughing uncontrollably at the wild stories Freddie and Todd were telling of their days as mates, eons ago, at University.

      Gazing toward the horizon, there was nothing but calm, clear open sea. The water was an unusual color today, a deep vibrant peacock blue. Molly drank in its beauty, and as the sun beat gently down on her face, she felt so content, so peaceful, and so at home that there was almost a sense of déjà vu to it.

      Yes, today really was the best day ever. And that was saying a lot. There had been many wonderful days, and Molly could remember all of them in vivid detail. The day the twins were born and the day they took their first steps, the day Freddie proposed and the day they got married, the day she sold her first painting, got her first car, received her first kiss, the day her parents had taken her and her little brother to pick out their puppy. There were so many stellar memories rushing back at her now. But none rivaled today, today was the best day ever.

      Freddie put his head on her shoulder, then kissed her on the forehead.

      ‘It doesn’t get any better than this,’ she thought.

      But suddenly, something was wrong. Something was happening to her eyesight. Everything started to look blurry. Had she had too much wine? Was she having an allergic reaction to the Stilton? She tried to call out to Freddie, to Sandy and Todd, but no sound came out of her mouth.

      “Clear!” someone shouted.

      She tried to stand up, but her legs were so wobbly, she staggered sideways. She looked to Freddie, or Sandy, or Todd for help, but they didn’t seem to notice.

      “Again!” someone shouted. “Clear!”

      She tried to get her footing, but stumbled, and the next thing she knew, she was in the peacock blue water, gasping for air. She screamed Freddie’s name, but as she looked on in panic, Freddie, Sandy, Todd, and the boat became more and more transparent until they were no longer there at all.

      All of a sudden, she felt an intense pain in her chest, which caused her to inhale sharply and gulp air. Her eyelids fluttered and she felt herself being hoisted out of the water.

      “She’s back!” someone exclaimed.

      She heard Freddie’s voice. “Molly! Molly!” he cried.

      Someone was shining a bright light in her eyes. The light was so bright it was painful and she tried to blink, but couldn’t get her eyelids to respond.

      She heard Freddie’s voice again. “Is she going to be all right? Please tell me she’s going to be all right!”

      Molly heard another man’s voice. “I’m so sorry, but in all honesty, it’s unlikely she’ll even make it through the night.”

      Molly was back in the boat on the beautiful peacock blue water again.

      “I’m so sorry,” the man repeated.

      Freddie put his head on her shoulder, then kissed her on the forehead.

      She took another sip of Port, and as the sun beat gently down on her face, the boat tacked to starboard and set off toward the horizon.

      And once again, it was the best day ever.
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        Toward the far horizon,

        Hopes up high, I set my prow;

        Ecstatic to be once more on the ocean.

      

        

      
        Deep, deep below; ten thousand fathoms down, in sea-bed slime,

        Elephantine, vast, an old sea-monster stirs.

        Extinction to all mariners in its huge maw and tail,

        Pointedly, it aims itself at my frail, tiny craft.

      

        

      
        Battering my boat with blows from its enormous snout, it pulverises wood to matchstick splinters;

        Lashing out its tail, it summons up a mighty gale, flinging wreckage miles in all directions;

        Underwater, back, it makes a dive with a great snort, and I get sucked and dragged below the surface,

        Endlessly to sink, towards the cyclopean dark, where no light shines, not even phosphorescence.

      

        

      
        Some spot, beyond all maps; the compass bearing quite unknown; its longitude and latitude unsure, five thousand leagues from anywhere, alone and soul unshriven, I drown, as I have drowned so many, many, times before.

        Each evening it comes back to me: this same recurring dream, repeating and repeating; haunting me.

        Again… again… again… again… in sleep, I sail my ship. Heart joyful as I steer away from shore. But some point after midnight, when the cold quiescence comes, the monstrous Kraken wakes and I am lost at sea once more.
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      The priests of Oncardia were at it again, summoning me from my underwater home! Neptune was aligning with the Sun and Earth and a few other minor planets and all the rest of the astrological bollocks and they were suddenly elbow deep in prognostications and predictions. I was the God of the sea, for Zeus’ sake – I ruled the oceans of the world so why this insignificant little country thought appeasing me with sacrificial virgins every twenty-seven years would make any difference to the storms I had no idea. It was just nature. It had more to do with tidal flows and the pull of the moon than me. It just so happened every time there was a Neptune alignment, they decided to throw Poseidon another sacrifice in the hope that the storms would die down, the flooding would go away and a few sheep wouldn’t drown.

      It lasted three days every twenty-seven years and so the priests, in their misogynistic manner decided that chaining a young virgin to a rock and leaving her to me would make the storms stop. They would have stopped anyway but tell that to the High Priest of Poseidon as he prepared his altar with the entrails of some unsuspecting chicken, posting his Proclamation to the gullible people of Oncardia. People were getting wise to him though and as soon as the Declarations started appearing, there was a mass exodus of young girls to the neighbouring lands in an effort to save the daughters from their terrible fate and the wrath of Poseidon!

      I couldn’t give a monkeys for the virgins to be honest but I had to make a show – image and all that. They wouldn’t believe in me if I didn’t appear – rising out of the deep blue sea in all my majesty – a giant creature, magnificent if I do say so myself, seaweed dripping from my trident, my crown encrusted with jewels and strings of pearls. I must admit I looked the part. Amphitrite (the wife) wasn’t too keen on the ceremony but she just rolled her eyes and helped me polish the trident and welcomed the girls into the family for the few days we had them. We usually arranged for them to be washed up on the shores of some far away land, one of the kids keeping their eyes on her until she was found. The wife was good with memory spells so she would wipe the girls’ memory of our underwater home before letting her go. Erotes was by far the best one to keep his eyes on the maidens. Being one of the sea gods of love, he usually managed to get them found by some strapping young man and the rest, as they say, was history.

      Not quite Heroes, of course – oh don’t get me started on the Heroes!

      There was one today as I arose, glistening in the sun, trident in hand as I waded towards the shore. He was there, standing in front of the sacrifice, sword raised, ready to do battle. At least this one had the sense not to wear heavy armour – they drowned a lot quicker, I suppose but, I digress. I shook my head at the foolishness of humans, unless he was the wayward son of one of the lesser gods he didn’t stand much of a chance. Anyway, my bloodthirsty days were quite behind me so I just summoned Erotes and picked up our little Hero. Quite a good looking young man and by the look on the virgin’s face, the love of her life. I threw him to Erotes and nodding like the good boy he was, he sped away, followed by the outraged gasps of the assembled priests and other humans. They were obviously wanting some gladiatorial style battle, all blood and guts but sorry to disappoint, I just wasn’t in the mood. Erotes would deposit him on the same beach where the young lady in front of me would find herself in a few days’ time. Love would blossom, resulting in a happy ending for all concerned.

      The priests, however, were definitely getting on my nerves. Like I said, my bloodthirsty days were well behind me but I can make an exception now and then. I whistled for my pet Kraken and with a mighty roar (he liked to make an entrance as well), he rose from the depths of the deep blue sea and with as much theatrical splashing and writhing about as he could manage, he grabbed a priest in each tentacle and dragged them away with him to Zeus knows where – I was not going to interrupt him in mid priest feast! Not a chance. He was a bit temperamental was our Krackie.

      Anyway, the remaining humans were left stunned. The virgin fainted and I scooped her up as usual. She would be alright, a couple of days on a tropical beach with her beloved Hero would soon sort her out and the humans had gotten rid of the pesky priests – bonus! I raised my mighty Trident as I disappeared under the waves. Don’t worry, the girls never drown – Poseidon magic lol.

      Call me old fashioned but I do love a happy ending.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ABOUT HARVEY DUCKMAN

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Harvey Duckman and The Robinson House Writers publish a short collection of flash fiction every month. To join our Flash!Mob mailing list, as a reader or a writer, check out our website, stories, articles and submission guidelines at www.harveyduckman.com
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        We also publish a quarterly themed anthology, available on Amazon in paperback, hardcover and Kindle.

      

        

      
        Folly & Madness (from the Steampunk basket), a wonderful collection of splendifferous steampunkery, rich in steam-powered dirigibles, clockwork automatons, dystopian inventions, blunderbuss pistols, gas lamps, tentacles, gears and goggles, corsets and candlelight.

      

        

      
        Death +70 (from the Post-Apocalypse/Dystopian basket), a disturbingly dark collection, rich in zombies and plague, wasteland raiders and alien invaders, lost tech and ancient lore, nuclear Armageddon, the end of the world and beyond…

      

        

      
        Rum & Rosemary (from the Dark Urban Fantasy basket), a delightfully quirky collection of dark and urban fantasy, rich in stories rooted deep in ancient folklore and legend, some set in the here and now with a sprinkling of the supernatural, some in weirdly unsettling places with just an edge of the familiar.
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            AFTERWORD

          

        

      

    

    
      Just a quick note… I have to admit, I pinched two of the stories submitted for this month’s Flash!Mob collection for big Harvey’s Sci-Fi basket anthology, JUSTICE FOR PLUTO, which is due out in April 2025…

      Watch out for updates at www.harveyduckman.com or find us on Facebook at www.facebook.com/cghatton

      Happy reading and happy writing!

      CGH xx
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