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Dear readers,
I am pleased to present to you Issue 67 of Leading Edge. The magazine has 

seen a lot of changes in recent years. Just look at it there—The is gone, making 
it just Leading Edge now. (The title has come a long way from The Leading Edge 
Magazine of Fantasy and Science Fiction. What can we say? We’re editors—we 
like brevity.)

Even more than that, you’ll notice a different feel to the cover. We changed 
our title font to appeal to both science fiction and fantasy fans. We wanted a 
more modern look to it—we’ll let you be the judge of that.

We also wanted to give Leading Edge something special by running a logo 
contest a few months ago, and we got a lot of really great ideas! Thank you to 
those who submitted designs. We finally chose the logo that I have affection-
ately labeled “The Duck and the Dragon,” which appears on the title page of 
this issue.

This logo incorporates the long-standing Leading Edge mascot: the 
Quantum Duck, a cybernetic rubber duck with a steampunk vibe, represent-
ing science fiction. Flying around it is a dragon, representing fantasy. Thus our 
logo melds the two loves of Leading Edge fans. 

And it’s a historical duck. In February, it was my pleasure (along with 
Hayley, our assistant managing editor, and Caroline, our production mana-
ger) to attend Life, the Universe, and Everything, a science fiction/fantasy con-
ference here in Provo, Utah, to participate in a panel about small publications. 
We were thrilled to meet several previous Leading Edge staff members from 
way back when (including author Dan Wells, no big deal)—and we learned 
that the Quantum Duck has been around since Issue 1, back in the 1980s. I 
guess we got at least one thing right when we chose to stick with that duck!

We hope you enjoy this issue. Our staff has worked hard, and I would like 
to thank each and every one of them for the effort they put into making this 
our best issue yet!

Thank you for reading,

Managing Editor

Adam McLain

letter from the editor
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“It means ‘the end of the world,’” Honar’s father said. His voice was 
rasping and quiet enough that Honar could hardly hear him over the howl of 
the winter storm outside. 

Honar traced the lines of the strange glyphs carved into the face of 
the tower shield, and then he compared them to the ones carved on the 
enormous mace.

“They are the same,” his father said. 
“What language is it?” Honar asked.
His father shook his head and shrugged. “I am not a man of letters. I don’t 

know. All I know is what my father told me when he passed these down to me. 
And now I tell you.”

“Thank you, Father,” he muttered. 
“You can thank me by listening,” his father said, jabbing at the air with one 

accusing finger. “This is not the idle chatter of useless city folk. I tell you these 
things so that when the time comes, you will know what to do.”

Honar nodded. He still didn’t understand. What time, and how would he 
know when it had come? And what was he supposed to do? But he recognized 
the look in his father’s eyes. The old man was in no mood for questions. And 
there was little point in arguing, anyway. Not now. Not anymore. 

“All this I taught to your eldest brother,” his father said. “And when he 
died, to your next eldest brother.” His lips puckered as if tasting something 
sour. “Now, there is only you.” He coughed. It sounded painful. 

Not wanting to shame his father by witnessing this weakness, Honar 
averted his eyes and examined the mace and shield. The shield was almost as 
tall as the tower shields used by the men of the plains, but it was narrower in 

You Will Know
 John D. Payne
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length. And it was completely flat. Its only adornments were the glyphs carved 
into one side and the two metal loops on the other side, through which an arm 
could be thrust. 

The rod of the mace was longer than a man’s arm. And like the shield, 
it was forged of one piece. The haft was not round, but six-sided. The heavy 
mace at the top was a simple cube without so much as a spike. It was com-
pletely featureless aside from the glyphs carved into one face of the mace.

“Where did they come from?” Honar asked. 
“They have been in our clan for generations,” his father said. “But they are 

much older than that. Some say they were created with the world itself, made 
to be held only by the mightiest of men.”

They would have to be mighty to wield these, Honar thought. Because both 
mace and shield were so large and entirely made of metal, they were quite 
heavy. They would have been even heavier if they had been made of iron or 
steel. Whatever strange metal they were made from was not only lighter than 
any other known metal but stronger as well. It didn’t bend, break, or even 
scratch. He wasn’t sure the artifacts were as ancient as his father said, but he 
had seen them used in battle for decades, and yet they shone like polished 
silver.

“Legends say,” his father continued, “that these two have been present in 
every war since the dawn of time. Kings and emperors ruled with them. Every 
man who would call himself conqueror sought them. The mace and shield 

served them all, and gave them victory. But it no longer matters. There is noth-
ing left to fight for any more.” 

His brow was creased with worry. Perhaps it was the approach of death. 
But Honar could see that there was more. It was not his death alone that 
troubled his father. It was the desperate situation of the clan—of all the clans. 

“The snows will melt soon,” Honar lied, hoping it might be true. “The 
herds will find food again. And the rivers will run, and the people in the plains 
will plant their crops. We will ride down upon them and take what we will. 
All will be as it once was.”

“You are wrong,” his father said.
“The winter can’t last forever,” Honar said.
“We thought it couldn’t last a year,” his father replied. “Much less three. 

But it has. And everywhere our riders have gone, they have found the same. 
The whole world is locked in winter. So even if it ends now, it is too late. There 
are no herds left to find new forage. There is no seed for the people of the plains 
to plant. We have eaten our future.”

Honar grimaced, but it was true. They had eaten not just their animals, but 
their belts and shoes. They had stripped the land bare of bark, grass, pinecones, 
and pine needles. And it had been worse in the cities. There, where people 
lived close together and didn’t know how to live lean, only one food source had 
been close at hand. Honar shivered at the thought, but soon he himself would 
have no other resort to stave off death.

“It is time,” said his father. “Leave now, before you lose the strength. Take 
the mace and the shield to the top of the forbidden mountain.”

“But to walk on the mountain means death. And dishonor.”
“Who remains to judge you?” His father laughed. “Even the gods have 

departed.” 
Uneasy at this blasphemy, Honar glanced upward. But the heavens 

remained silent, so Honar kept his tongue as well. 
“Enough,” his father said. “Go. You will know what to do.”   
Silently, lest his voice tremble and betray him, Honar bowed his last 

farewell. Then he walked out of the kurgan, the massive burial mound that 
loomed over the lonely plain. A frigid wind attacked him as he pulled on his 
gloves and wrapped the bearskin tightly around himself. Then, for the last 
time, he rolled a heavy stone over the entrance to the kurgan and sealed his 
father in with the bones of his ancestors. Now every one of his people, save 
himself alone, lay quietly together. 

He wanted to join them. In truth, he had so little meat left on his long, lean 
bones that he was like a corpse himself. But until his father’s final command was 
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fulfilled, he could not join that honored company. So, with a weary shake of his 
head, Honar shouldered the mace and shield and trudged toward the solitary 
mountain rising up inexplicably out of the plain. It was perhaps forty leagues 
away, but there was no missing it—no matter the blizzard or the poor light.

Light was always poor these days. Honar judged it near noon, but the sun 
hung low in the sky, as red and sullen as a boil. He remembered seasons, but 
not well. The last true summer, according to his father, had passed when he was 
a babe in arms. Every year since then had been dimmer and colder until dark-
ness and winter had become their constant companions. 

Honar lifted his eyes. There was one other constant. The comet. His father 
had said that comets were supposed to come and go, but this angry purple scar 
across the sky had persisted for decades now. Travelers, back when there had 
been travelers, had said that it could be seen in every land. Honar wondered 
how many men still lived to see it.

It truly was the end of the world. It wasn’t just the three years of winter 
or the ugly cosmic smear of the comet; the whole world was winding down. 
Streams and rivers had dried up. The earth shook. The stars fell from the heav-
ens. Men died, families were ripped apart, and even animals went mad. 

But those days of violence were past, or nearly so. There was no one left 
to rage and wreak havoc. When the sun had first begun to fade, there had been 
numberless bellies still wanting to be filled. So the green growing things had 
quickly disappeared, followed by the plant-eaters, and then the predators 
(two-legged as well as four-legged). The fight for survival had been lost. No 
more spasms, no more crying out. The world lay quietly waiting for death. 

Honar only had to slay one dog on his walk to the mountain. It woke him 
one night by trying to tear out his throat. Fortunately, he had gone to sleep 
with an iron necklace wrapped carefully around his neck, and so had got the 
better of the encounter. One good wallop from the mace and it was over.

Looking down on that broken body, he almost felt pity for the pathetic 
creature. A mangy, skeletal thing, it had only been trying to stay alive. Like 
himself. 

It tasted sweet. 
He was getting hungry again by the time he reached the mountain, but he 

told himself that soon this would all be over. His father’s task would be com-
plete, and he could sleep. But first he had to climb the mountain, which was 
a daunting thought. And Honar was tired. So he made camp and told himself 
that the next day he would reach the summit.

Four days later, during his ascent, he was telling himself the same thing. 
But this time he was absolutely certain. He was almost there. He had to be. 

Nothing remained of the dog’s carcass but bones, and drinking snow left his 
insides cold. But one more day. One more day would do it. Then it would be 
finished.

That night he examined the mace and shield again, running his fingers over 
the glyphs. He still had no idea what they meant or what he was meant to do.  

Once, this ignorance might have bothered him, and he would have strug-
gled to puzzle it out. But he was past struggling, past wondering. He had a task, 
and soon it would be done. He went to sleep.

When he awoke, the sky was red. The strange glyphs carved into the mace 
and shield were visible in the sky, shining white against the grotesque purple 
bruise of the comet. 

“The end of the world,” said Honar aloud. Time to finish his climb, then. 
By the time he neared the summit, the sun was sinking down below the plain, 
its feeble red light fading away. Although most of the stars had long since fallen 
from the sky, Honar could still see by the unearthly light of the strange charac-
ters that blazed against the livid scar of the comet. 

Cresting the peak, he found a roofless pavilion of stone carved out of the 
very mountain. The granite shone, pink flecked with white and black and yel-
low gold. Even in the hideous light, it was beautiful.

He ran his rough fingers over the smooth, rosy floor of the pavilion, 
almost afraid to walk on it. Who had made this place? Honar’s people had 
dwelled on these plains for centuries, but the mountain had always been 
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forbidden. Foreigners and heedless youths who set their feet on its slopes 
met with gruesome justice. Perhaps the pavilion had been waiting up here 
for them all that time, shaped and abandoned by some forgotten race of 
ancients.

Cautiously, he stepped out onto the pavilion. He almost slipped, his worn 
leather soles sliding across the polished surface of the stone. While reaching to 
pull off his boots, he felt ashamed that it had not occurred to him before this 
time to remove his shoes before treading on this holy ground—for assuredly 
it must be holy. 

Honar shook his head. It should have been his eldest brother to ascend 
this sacred peak. Or the next eldest. Any of his brothers would have known 
better what to do. But they were gone. None was left but Honar. 

He turned to look back down the mountain, but it was of course impos-
sible at this distance to see his family’s kurgan. “Forgive me, Father,” he whis-
pered.  “I will do my best, although I fear it will all come to naught.”

Then he stood and spoke in a louder voice. “And forgive me, too, you gods 
who must surely be listening. For who else remains for you to watch? Once, 
you had untold numbers to entertain you. In thanks and pleas and curses, our 
cries pierced the heavens. Did you hear us?”

His voice rang out against the rose-colored stone, but the only answer that 
came back was a faint echo and the sigh of the bitter winter wind. His shoul-
ders sagged, the mace and shield suddenly seeming very heavy.

“Did you notice us?”
The cold brought a tear to his eye, and he wiped it away with his forearm. 
“All things end,” Honar said, and strode forward.
The pavilion was about fifty paces across and hexagonal in shape. Its only 

feature was a pedestal or altar in the center, reaching about four feet in height. 
No statue or idol stood atop it, but as he drew near he saw that a hexagonal 
hole had been cut into it, extending deep into the center of the pedestal. 

He put down the mace and reached a hand toward the hole to see how far 
down it went. But he thought the better of it and stopped. Perhaps it was like 
one of those trapped locks he had heard about, with a poison needle waiting 
for those who poked their hands where they didn’t belong. 

There might even be a viper living down in that hole. One of the children in 
the clan had perished by a viper’s bite when Honar was a boy. He frowned. No, 
that seemed far too ordinary for such a strange and terrible place. If something 
lived down there, it too must be awful and wonderful. All the more reason to 
pause. 

Some people said there were mountains that spewed fire from out of 

a hole at the top. He had never seen one, but had always imagined that the 
hole must be bigger. Although again, this was no ordinary mountain, and so he 
could not be sure of what it could do. 

His father had told of a traveler who came looking for the navel of the 
world. The traveler had enchanted the whole clan with tales of a magical place 
where one could turn the whole cosmos inside out and cross over into the 
kingdom of the gods. The next day he had been caught trespassing on the holy 
mountain and had consequently been turned inside out without the help of 
any magic.

Had he been right? Was this the navel of the world? If he reached in and 
pulled, could he turn it inside out? His hand crept forward again, but some-
how he felt that something else might be reaching up for him as well, and it 
unnerved him. 

Sweating, he wiped his hand on his furs. If he had brought a stick, he could 
have put it down the hole. Maybe his knife. Or— 

He grabbed the mace and slid it, handle first, down into the hexagonal 
hole. After almost all of the shaft had disappeared into the bowels of the pede-
stal, there was an audible click. Honar jumped back, releasing the mace. But 
nothing happened. The mace remained upright, its shaft fitting neatly inside 
the hole in the pedestal. Only the cube-shaped head of the mace and about 
four inches of the shaft were still visible. 

He wiped his sweaty palms on his bearskin robe, his heart pounding so 
loud he could hear it. What was the click? Clearly the mace was meant to go 
there, but for what purpose? What would happen next? 

Maybe I should think a bit before I try anything else, Honar decided. 
Glancing up at the sky, he saw a sliver of the moon and marked its position. 
For one hour, he would take no action. He would merely watch the pedestal. 
And think. 

Sitting on the smooth, polished floor of the pavilion, he laid the great 
shield on his lap and ran his fingers over every inch of it. After long min-
utes of careful inspection, he sighed. There was no denying it. The glyphs 
inscribed in the strange metal of the shield were the same as the ones that 
blazed in the night sky. 

Gazing up at them, Honar felt a chill of fear—but also of awe. They had 
appeared so suddenly, he could not help but wonder if they had been scribed 
by the very finger of the Creator, God of gods. 

And the letters were so bright! They shone not just in comparison to the 
faintly glimmering purple smear of the comet, but also in comparison to the 
moon. Then again, the moon—like the sun—was not what it had been long 
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ago. Perhaps the moon and the sun were dying, like the last embers of a fire. 
Would they fall from the heavens after they turned to ash and cinder?

He shook his head. These morose thoughts were useless. And they cer-
tainly did nothing to help the time pass. In fact, the moon had not moved any 
measurable distance during his grim reverie. 

“You will know what to do,” Honar said aloud, repeating his father’s words. 
“So why don’t I?” he muttered. 

Then again, why should he treat the old man’s declaration as true? He 
was no seer. The clan’s last diviner had hung himself the day after the comet 
had first been spotted in the sky. At the time, most people had taken this 
as an admission that the man was a fraud or incompetent. After all, he had 
not predicted the comet’s appearance. And if you can miss a thing like that, 
you can’t be much good at divining. Given everything that had come to pass 
since then, perhaps the diviner’s suicide was because he had seen the truth, 
but too late. 

“Stop that,” Honar told himself. 
He returned to his study of the shield. It was an odd shape—long and 

narrow—and somewhat awkward in combat. But perhaps that was not its true 
purpose. If the mace was meant to fit into the pedestal, then the shield might 
have some special use, too.  

He walked around the pavilion slowly. He searched for a slot into which 
the edge of the shield could be inserted, or a depression into which it could be 
lain flat. He did another circuit, and another. Nothing. The entire pavilion was 
featureless and smooth, aside from the pedestal. And that had only one hole, 
in which the mace already sat. 

Then it struck him. If the shield was not made for war, then those loops on 
the back were not made to fit around a man’s arm. So what were they made for?

He turned on his heel and strode purposefully to the pedestal. Of course. 
The loops on the back of the shield would fit snugly around the head of the 
mace. Smiling, Honar lifted the shield, but then remembered his decision to 
wait an entire hour before acting. He tilted his head up to regard the moon. 

It had not moved, not even a hair’s breadth. He stroked his beard, comb-
ing out the worst tangles with his fingers. Earlier, he had thought the stationary 
moon a trick of perception, of sorrow and despair making the passage of time 
seem slow. Now he was not so sure. But he was determined to find out. 

Once again, he marked the moon’s position in the sky and sat down to 
suck the last remnants of marrow out of the dog’s bones. When that was 
done, he got out his belt knife and honed the blade against the rosy granite 
of the pavilion. 

As he worked, he sang a song—one of the old epics. From experience 
on long rides and even longer nights shut up inside the kurgan, he knew that 
singing it took more than half an hour. But the moon didn’t budge. It was 
stuck in the heavens like a dead fly wrapped up in the web of a spider. 

Impossible. Had time itself stopped? 
Honar sat down, staring up at the frozen moon in horror. He had thought 

he was being so careful. An entire hour he had waited just to ponder, to con-
sider every angle. But the damage had already been done when he had placed 
the mace inside the pedestal. By the time he had decided to stop and think, it 
was already too late. 

He sat for a time with his head in his hands, cursing himself and his 
thoughtlessness, his rashness in acting despite his complete ignorance. 
Abruptly, this struck him as ridiculous. If he was so ignorant, then how could 
he be sure what was wrong or what had caused it? 

He hadn’t been watching the sky when he had slid the mace into the cen-
ter of the pedestal. Perhaps the moon had already stopped in its tracks and he 
simply had not noticed. If so, then his actions were completely harmless. 

In fact, it was possible to imagine that his actions had, rather than causing 
some great evil, staved it off. Looking up at the grotesque purple comet and 
the terrifying fiery glyphs, he could believe that the world was in such a terrible 
state that preventing time from moving forward might be a mercy. 

Was his rash act the final doom of a guttering world? There was no way to 
know, at least not for one so unlearned as Honar. He couldn’t even read. For 
all he knew, the glyphs in the sky were a warning, or instructions. There could 
hardly be anyone so ill prepared as he to be sitting here in this pavilion, facing 
this pedestal.

And yet, here he was. There was no one else, either to take his place or 
to aid him. It was the end of the world, and he alone stood atop the sacred 
mountain bearing the artifacts of power. The fate of the world depended on 
the whim of the youngest and least regarded of all his father’s sons.  

His blood pounded in his ears and his whole body felt as if it were afire. 
His hands trembled, and he looked around himself wildly—for what, he knew 
not. Then the fear washed over him and receded, replaced by a calm clarity 
that had come to him before in moments of mortal peril. 

As a boy of seven years, he had stumbled into the den of a wild sow, who 
naturally sprang up to defend her young. Terror had shrieked at him to turn 
and flee, but he had known instantly that this would mean death. Instead he 
had set his spear and faced the charge head-on. The sow might still have gored 
and trampled him, of course. But it was better to die with a spear in his hand. 
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Honar picked up the shield and stood. Time to face the wild sow. With a 
deep breath, he slid the metal loops on the back of the shield down over the 
head of the mace. It fit perfectly. The long, narrow shield was now perched 
above the pedestal, the glyphs emblazoned on its face turned sideways.

Honar looked around. Nothing seemed to be happening. The moon 
remained fixed in the night sky. Something more to do, then. Following his 
instincts, he reached out and pushed against the shield, right where the glyphs 
were written. It didn’t budge. 

He pushed again, harder. Still, it did not move. He walked around to the 
other side and set his hands on the back of the shield, pushing on the half 
that stuck out farthest from the head of the mace. It didn’t move, but he felt 
it start to give. 

Honar smiled. He spat on his hands and rubbed them together. Then he 
did the same for the soles of his bare feet, in the hopes that this would give him 
better purchase on the smooth floor of the pavilion.  

He pushed again, throwing every ounce of strength he had into moving 
the shield. From deep inside the pedestal, he heard an awful groan as the shield 
inched forward, turning the mace slowly in its place. 

Honar looked up. The moon had moved. 
Backward. 
He frowned for a moment and then leaped up into the air, hooting with 

laughter. He had caused the moon to stand still in the sky, and then had pushed 
it backward. Backward! Had any man ever done such a thing? Had any god? 

In a wild ecstasy, he turned again to the shield and shoved against it with 
all his might. Creaking and groaning, it turned. Slowly. 

Glancing down as he pushed, Honar noticed a seam in the pedestal 
about a handspan down from the top. As the shield and mace turned, a por-
tion of the pedestal was also rotating. It was a treadwheel, like the one slaves 
had been forced to push to grind grain—back when the clan had possessed 
slaves. And grain. 

On the first complete circuit around the pedestal, Honar watched the 
moon sink down below the horizon, and the sun come up in reverse. One 
turn, one day. He continued to push his way around the pedestal and shortly 
watched the blazing letters disappear from the comet. 

The world around him was running backward. Time itself was being 
pulled back into the pedestal and spooled around the handle of the great mace, 
like gut-string being wound around a bow in bad weather. 

The more he pushed, the faster it went. The shield and mace turned more 
smoothly, but Honar could also see that each rotation pulled more time back 

into the pedestal than the one before. He was now getting two or three weeks 
with every circuit. At this pace, it wouldn’t be long before the grotesque blem-
ish of the comet disappeared from the sky entirely. 

But then what? His first thought was to run down the mountain and tell 
his father, warn the clan. He knew now that the comet’s appearance heralded 
the doom of the world. But what difference did that knowledge make? Honar 
thought of the diviner’s body hanging from the crossed poles at the top of his 
yurt. He shook his head and set his shoulder against the shield. No. There had 
to be something better than that. 

He threw himself forward and heaved with renewed effort, as if the shield 
were an obstacle to his understanding and he could push past it and find the 
answers he sought. Sun and moon raced by, over and over. Stars rushed up to 
take their places again in the heavens. The sky brightened. The comet dimmed 
and then disappeared. 

The very existence of the pavilion and pedestal, the shield and the mace, 
told him that there must be a plan. Someone had known that the end of the 
world would come and had created this place, and these artifacts, for a wise 
purpose. If only he could see what it was. 

As the seasons and years rolled up inside the pedestal, Honar began to 
wonder just how far back he had pulled the world. Had he passed his own 
birth? His father’s? Who would greet him if he walked back down the slopes 
of the forbidden mountain now? They would want to kill him for blasphemy. 

He mused on this briefly, considering different things he might say to 
try to save his own life. Then he had to abandon such frivolous thoughts. The 
wheel spun almost faster than he could keep up with it. Sweat poured down 
his face and he feared that he might lose his grip and get struck in the back of 
the head before he could right himself. 

“There was no plan,” he gasped. It was obvious now. Turning the tread-
wheel didn’t make the comet go away, didn’t stop the world from ending. It 
just bought time for the ones who had fashioned this pavilion to find a solu-
tion. And they had failed. 

With a sob, he fell to the earth. Above him, the shield continued to whirl 
madly, heedless of his anguish. The skies overhead were an incomprehensi-
ble blur. He found himself nauseated, and if he had anything in his stomach, he 
would have retched. How many years were slipping away? How many centuries? 

Surely his clan was gone now. His people had disappeared, wrenched 
backward into the navel of the world. What was it like, for them out there? 
Could they feel themselves being unborn? Were they turned inside out, like 
the poor traveler executed for his sacrilegious trespass? 
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Then, with a terrible screeching noise, the shield and mace shuddered to 
a halt. His empty stomach wrenched, and he convulsed with fruitless heaves. 
The world was as silent and dark as the grave, or so it seemed after the twilight 
blur of uncountable days and nights streaking by. 

When Honar’s eyes adjusted, he saw a panoply of glittering stars over-
head, their constellations more or less familiar. By their position, and by the 
lessened bite of the frigid mountaintop air, he judged the season to be spring. 
He snorted. Not much point in trying to get any more precise than that. 

He clambered to his feet, the glow of the stars giving him light enough to 
see the outlines of the pedestal and the pavilion. He gave the shield an experi-
mental shove. It did not budge. So, this was it. The end.  

Time to get down off the mountain and see what this world had in store 
for him. He approached the pedestal, lifted the shield off the head of the mace 
and slipped his left forearm through the loops on the back. Then he pulled out 
the mace and gripped it in his right hand. He raised both arms high above his 
head and faced the jeweled vastness of the starry sky. 

“You gods who stand outside the world and all its troubles,” he called out, 
“who witness and judge all that we do here—I plead for your forbearance. In 
ignorance came I to this sacred place, and perhaps no wiser do I leave.”

He paused, searching for the words. “When next a man sets his foot on 
this ground, will he know any better? Or are we fated to play our parts like 
fools again and again, never learning and never escaping?” He lowered his 
hands, the mace and shield heavy in his weary arms. 

“Send me a sign,” he whispered. “Let me know that there is hope.”
An owl hooted in the distance, and he started. How long had it been since 

he had heard an owl? A year? Longer, he thought, looking at the pedestal. 
Much longer. 
The owl hooted again, and Honar smiled. He had been taught to hate owls 

and chase them away. But somehow in the dark and silent emptiness atop this 
forbidden mountain, it seemed to him a good omen to hear its mournful 
hunting cry.

As a boy he had been taught that the owl had been condemned to hide 
forever in the night, forbidden to show its face in the day. A punishment that 
might be, but still the owl lived. And where an owl could find food and shelter, 
so might a man. 

Honar prostrated himself and touched his forehead to the cool, smooth 
stone. “Thank you.” Then he stood and left the pavilion. He moved slowly, 
choosing each step carefully in the dim starlight. If he was not to walk in the 
light, so be it. Like the owl, he would learn to thrive in the dark. 

Far away, on the plains below the mountain, he saw fires twinkling like 
grounded stars. He heaved a sigh of relief and felt a weight fall away. He was 
not alone. Of course this meant danger, too. But in some ways, his own life or 
death was not important. 

So long as his knowledge survived, so long as his experiences on the 
mountain were remembered, then his life would not be in vain. And when 
the comet came again, things would be different. Whoever reached that lonely 
pavilion would be armed with more than shield and mace. He would carry 
information. He would truly know what to do.

Shouldering the mace, Honar grunted with satisfaction and made his way 
down the mountain.
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Listen.
Hear the sound of the ocean. Oh, hear the sound of the sea.
This is the Island of Meridian. I live here with Aalis, an old woman 

whose mouth is puckered and silent like a seam pulled too tight, bunched in 
odd places. She cooks for me and brushes my hair in front of the fire. 

The old man, Noll, is quieter still. He leaves early and comes back late. 
Sometimes I go with him, pulling the silvered nets heavy with fish, flashing 
with light.

Mostly, I work in the garden. Aalis and I grow tomatoes, lettuce, carrots, 
and cabbage. We flap our aprons to scare the birds. We fold in compost, battling 
the salt that comes with the wind.

Sometimes I stand on the cliffs and look toward my home. My true home, 
across the sea.

And every day, the waves crash forward and the waves pull back and the 
ocean calls my name.

These people are not my parents; I am not their daughter. I am out of 
place. Now I am lady of the vine, lady of the fish in the sea. Though I am young 
still, with guardians who only speak when it cannot be avoided, there are ways 
I should be learning: my people, my customs. The customs of the green hills 
on the other side of the sea. There was dancing and candlelight. And music. I 
remember the music. 

I wait for them to come for me. Wait for my people from the other side 
of the sea.

And every day the waves crash forward and the waves pull back and the 
ocean calls my name.

Tale for a Winter’s Night
M. Hubbard
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It was all so long ago. There is a word I keep between my hands; I keep it 
small and cold, too dangerous to speak out loud. I will whisper it to you. The 
word is War. Laughed at, in the beginning, by those who should have feared it 
most, until it grew and grew too large to hide away.

The fortress fell. I can see the fire even now, smell the blood and fear sur-
rounding my lost home. My mother—Mother, an antique word grown strange 
with disuse—carried me because I was too small to run fast enough. The 
sounds of dogs huffing out their breath as they bore down on us with their eyes 
glowing red. My father not far behind, his rage bigger than his body, cursing 
and pulling at his beard. The clink of swords, the cry of a pursuing hound. My 
parents thrust me at the captain who did not dare, I suppose, to take them too. 
The boat pulled away from land while my parents grew smaller on the shore. 

My title is long; noble family names brick me in from both sides. But there 
is one part, one little piece that I hold. It was my Grandmother’s too. It rings 
through the quiet days and trembles on my breath at night. I will not tell you. 
You cannot . . . it is mine, my true name.

I wait to be found.
Noll chews on an old ivory pipe and startles me by asking for the pepper. 

Aalis looks disapproving.
And every day the waves crash forward and the waves pull back and the 

ocean calls my name.
One day, I step into the calling sea; dark weeds twine around my ankles 

and slide up my legs. I stop moving, stop breathing, then start again and walk 
a little further. The weeds clamber up over my shoulders and the water is at my 
chin—I feel the call of the deep. One by one, I feel something placed on my 
neck. There is an alien touch on my hands, delicate as butterflies. The people of 
the deep. One hand lingers, square and masculine, but, after hesitation, drops 
away with the others. I find five large pearls, linked on a chain, tied around my 
throat. There is the kiss of salt, soft as a pledge, and a question.

I consider.
But decide, not yet.
I think of my green hills across the sea. 
I think of music.
That night, the woman sees the pearls. She takes them with trembling 

hands and buries them under the hearthstone. She tells me that this is not my 
destiny, I may not choose such a thing, those who call me from the sea are not 
my people, they are not people at all, and she presses her paper cheek to mine 
in a rare embrace. She says, “Be still and wait.”

And I do.

And every day the waves crash forward and the waves pull back and the 
ocean calls my name. 

Some days later, two soldiers come. One is tall with gold, the other dark 
and quick. I smell their strange smells and wince at the brightness of their 
clothes. They shine, like sun on the water, red and bloody. Their eyes shine too, 
as they speak of the fighting to come.

They will take me home. Many have gathered in my name to fight for what 
is mine. The fires will be lit again, and there will be the shouts in the night. The 
usurpers will be pulled from their beds, their children tossed from cliffs to the 
rocks below. There will be blood and glory. There will be vengeance. Many will 
come, they say, to fight and kill and die for me.

The soldiers croon and whine; their promises lick my fingers, and the 
word I carry grows hot in my hands. I cup it as it burns and stirs.

“You will come—you must. There is no choice. We have come to bring 
you home,” the soldiers cry.

“No choice, my Lady, no choice,” the old ones murmur and beam at me 
through the tears in their eyes.

And I listen.
I am still.
But that night, while the soldiers are sleeping, I slide from my bed and go 

to the sea. I cool my scorched hands in the water, and the word struggles for 
its terrible freedom.

And the waves crash forward and the waves fall back and the ocean calls 
my name.

This time,
I answer.
In the morning, they find my clothes on the sand. The men think I am 

dead, but the woman knows. She brings me my pearls, throws them one by 
one into the water. I carry them on my tongue to my new home.

It has been many years now that I have lived in my kingdom in the sea. 
Many years since the word grew cold and dead in my hands, and I let it drop 
to the ocean floor. 

I no longer wait. I am not quiet, nor still. I dwell beneath. I live with him 
who called for me. He is my crack of thunder and I, his dark bride. There is 
music, if of a different kind.

Sometimes I visit my island. The old woman older still, the old man long 
dead. I feed her from my garden now and teach her the words primeval of 
the people that live beneath. I have grown wild as starlight, but she always 
remembers me.
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Someday I will lay me down, as I did my clothes by the sea, and go to my 
mother who waits for me beyond the great deep. Perhaps she will question my 
choosing, but I think it’s more like she knows.

And the waves crash forward and the waves pull back . . .
Perhaps,
 Someday, 
  My dark children will call your name.
There is always Choice.

M. Hubbard, author
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This is the first part to what we hope will be an exciting addition to the 
next three issues! We are holding a serial short story contest. One of our staff mem-
bers has written the beginning to a short story, and it is your job to continue it. 

Here’s how it’s going to go: read Part 1, come up with your own idea for how it 
should continue, write it in 2,000 words or less (but don’t end the story yet!), and 
submit it to us at editor@leadingedgemagazine.com. We’ll publish the 
chosen submission in the next issue and give you the same challenge again. We’ll do 
that two more times, until we have a total of four parts written by four different peo-
ple—three of them by readers like you. Then we’ll put the story together and publish 
the whole thing online and in the issue in which we reveal the final installment!

Good luck—and get writing!

Adana rose several hours before dawn, knowing she had to start 
out at such an early hour in order to be back before too much fuss was made 
over her absence. Quietly, in the darkness of her chamber, she dressed in her 
riding clothes, slipped on her cloak, strapped on her knife and sword (she had 
hidden the weapons in one of her trunks of dresses), and slung her bow and 
quiver across her shoulders. She grabbed a pack that was already filled with 
several water skins, a compass, a map, and bread that she had slipped away 
from last night’s supper. She didn’t know what she would find out in the desert, 
but she wasn’t taking any chances.

She left a note that she had written the night before on the writing desk, 
and then she was finally ready.

Using years of long practice, she crept quietly past her sleeping maid-
servants and out of her quarters. The halls were easier. Armed like she was, 

Daughter of Man, Part 1
Leah Welker

c o n t e s t striding slowly and easily, and with her hood pulled low over her head, she 
looked like one of the guards accompanying the Altian Embassy. Besides, her 
cloak was almost the exact same shade as theirs, and her gear all looked Altian. 
There were a few females among the embassy’s ranks, so the few native guards 
who saw her were not too suspicious.

Even easier than at home, she thought—but with no relish. Few things 
could make her feel anything close to triumph that morning. She just kept her 
head low and kept walking.

The stables were the trickiest part, since there were always one or two 
stable hands that kept watch to make sure none of their precious Havelan 
horses were meddled with, especially with all the foreigners in the fortress of 
late. She would have to reveal her identity in order to take her horse, which 
would cause some fuss and speculation—or else be suspected as a thief, 
which would cause even more.

Then an idea occurred to her. It still would require her to reveal who she 
was, but it might smooth along the rest.

So when she reached the stable doors and the stable hand standing there 
came alert and to attention, she lowered her hood and said haughtily—as she 
had seen the Havelan royalty speak to servants—“I am Princess Adanaya of 
Altian. I have come to ride the new mare the Prince Fahlan gave to me.”

“Your Majesty,” the young man said, his surprise and sleepiness making 
his accent thick. “At . . . at this hour?”

“His Highness said I may ride her whenever I wish. I am accustomed to 
rising early to ride in Altian,” Adana continued, starting to frown in apparent 
displeasure. She felt sorry for the boy, but if she didn’t get out of here soon, 
she never would, and this was perhaps the last chance she would ever have . . .

But she wouldn’t let herself think of that. Not yet. First she had to get out.
The boy was clearly struggling with this strange dilemma, looking from 

her, to the way she was dressed, to the stables behind him, and back to her.
“Quick boy,” she snapped. “I did not rise at this hour to be kept waiting in 

the cold. I am not a little servant girl come to fetch her mistress’s steed. It is my 
horse after all, and I am only taking her out for a ride. Surely there is nothing in 
your orders to prevent that?”

Finally, he caved and opened the door for her with a bow and an apology. 
She swept past him without acknowledging either, as she had seen Prince Fah-
lan do so often.

It took a few moments to find her gift from the prince—a stunning, spir-
ited black mare of the famous desert breed that was coveted so much in Altian. 
They were worth five normal horses, but they were guarded so closely by the 
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Havelans that few ever entered her homeland. It had been a royal gift indeed. 
Under different circumstances, Adana would have been overjoyed at receiving 
the mare. As it was, she suspected enough of what the gift symbolized for her 
that this was the first time she had brought herself to ride the mare.

Fahlan had told her the mare’s name was Ferali, which in Havelan meant 
“free wind.” She could not help but feel that the name carried a mocking irony.

Saddling Ferali was difficult, since Adana had to be both quiet and quick, 
and the distrustful mare wasn’t willing to let her be either. She purposely made 
things difficult enough—shying away or playing tricks—that Adana was 
sorely tempted to abandon the idea and ride her own beloved stallion, Arris, 
but she had already told the stable boy she was riding the mare, and Ferali was 
probably more accustomed to the desert anyhow.

Finally, annoyed and anxious, she rode out of the stable and to the gate. 
Leaving her hood down, she rode through the palace gate without even a sec-
ond glance from the Havelan guards in the shadows. When she got into the 
city, she pulled the hood up once more.

Many people were already stirring, especially vendors beginning to set out 
their wares. Still, the air was hushed and quiet, and no one cast her more than a 
glance. In fact, they avoided her gaze and backed out of her way. She wondered 
why until she remembered that the possession of a horse was a symbol of rank 
among the Havelans. They couldn’t see her face, but they knew she had to be 
someone of enough importance that they didn’t want to attract her attention.

Finally she passed through the high city wall of Dahlar, the capital of 
Havelan, and entered the desert. The night made the barren waste seem eerie, 
especially the sinking moon that lit each rise and rock with silver. The stars 
were fading, but there were still enough of them that it looked as if the sky were 
scattered with thousands of drops of light.

Luckily, the moon also made the road visible, so she traveled down it for a 
half hour or so until she judged that it was time to turn off. From then on, she 
rode through the mixed sand and dirt, heading for enormous dark shapes in 
the distance that marked the mountains separating Havelan from Altian. The 
one she was aiming for was one of the closest of the shadows: a dark, enor-
mous monolith of a mountain that stood almost alone in the desert, with its 
brothers farther behind.

It was for this lone mountain that she had come. Called “Darkrise” by the 
Altians, she had heard its legend ever since she was small, when the mystery 
had first kindled her imagination. When she had heard that she was going to 
come here, to this desert, the first thing that had entered her mind was this 
mountain, and now she was going to see it with her own eyes, before . . .

She shook her head, gritting her teeth. Suddenly finding her slow pace 
unbearable, she urged her fidgety mare into a gallop. It was as if Ferali had been 
waiting for this all along, because she took off like an arrow released from a bow 
or like the wind for which she was named. Relishing in the ride and the cold 
wind whipping through her hair—her hood had been blown back at once—
she leaned into the mare, and the two of them galloped through the desert 
together. For the first time, they were almost one being, if but for a moment.

The Havelans had another name for the mountain the duo rode toward. It 
was On Iflehan, “The Sleeping One.”

◊

Another half hour of galloping and they had reached the mountain. Here 
they had to slow down, for the road up the mountainside was narrow and 
steep. As time went on, it began to get bad enough that Adana dismounted and 
led the mare forward, scooting along as close as she could to the mountainside. 
By now the sun had begun to rise, making the ascent possible, for it would have 
been too dangerous in the dark. She was not especially afraid of heights—and 
besides, she had come too far, in more than one way, to go back—but she pro-
ceeded cautiously all the same.

There were signs that this path was little traveled: jagged bits of the path 
missing, rocks and boulders in their way, and sometimes even brambles, cacti, 
or shriveled trees. All these things made the going slower, but she had been 
expecting that. All the questions she had asked at Dahlar about the moun-
tain and the road up it had been met with evasive answers or outright suspi-
cion. She had gotten the impression that it was either a sacred place to them, 
or—more likely—the exact opposite. In any case, the reason that kept them 
back was the one that drove her forward, drove her with an impulsiveness and 
strength that she couldn’t explain, nor wished to. All she had wanted was to get 
out, to get out and clear her head, and this was where her mind had taken her, 
long before her feet had.

Finally, about an hour after the sun had risen and she was beginning to feel 
the heat of it, she turned a bend and quite suddenly reached a broad, flat place 
where the path abruptly ended. 

It was the entrance to an enormous cavern, the opening of which must 
have been over three stories high and fifty feet wide.

She stopped for a moment, Ferali’s reins still in her hand, and uncon-
sciously her heart began pounding a little faster. 

It was here; it was real. 
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It was one thing to hear about it in a half-remembered legend, or to read 
about it in old scrolls or a dusty journal, and quite another to stand at the brink 
and see it with her own eyes. It was just as they said . . .

It was here. She had arrived.
There were various legends about this place, most of them centering 

around a great beast that had emerged from the mountain a long time ago—by 
all her estimates, at least two centuries past or more. The legends varied from 
there. Some said that the beast was killed by this hero or that; others claimed 
that a maiden sacrifice had appeased it and it had flown away; others hinted 
that the creature had merely grown weary of the surface and returned once 
again to the heart of the mountain, and slept on to that day.

Did she believe the legends? Not necessarily. She did not, for instance, 
believe that some great beast was about to leap out of the darkness and kill her. 
If there had indeed been such a beast, it was long dead, and the legends per-
sisted because of the thrill of telling them. 

So it was strange that she couldn’t explain, even to herself, the fascination 
she had with these legends, this place. It was as if something here called to her, 
as if it held some great secret or treasure that she alone was meant to discover. 
That was why she was here, now. She had never gotten the chance before, and 
when she had made the difficult decision she had come here to make, she may 
never have the chance again.

She took a deep breath and led the mare forward. She hesitated—just a 
moment—just before the line where the sunlight ended and the rest was 
shadows.

And then stepped over the brink and into the dark.
It took a little while for her eyes to adjust, and even then, the darkness 

seemed to stretch on and on. The floor was pitted and uneven, sloping gradu-
ally downward, and she couldn’t see the limits of the cavern, neither of the 
back nor of the walls.

Suddenly she shivered, a strange feeling coming over her. Now that she 
was here, she felt a strange reluctance to explore farther into the dark—as if, 
when she did, she would lose herself forever.

She tied Ferali’s reins to a jutting, withered tree. She walked over to stand 
at the edge of the cliff, the line of darkness only a few feet behind her. She 
stared down at the sun-baked lands below.

Sand and dry dirt spread as far as the eye could see, broken only by shrunken 
shrubs or islands of sandstone. Plateaus of sandstone were visible as a blurry 
line on the horizon. Closer and more visible was the cream-colored stone city 
of Dahlan, with its many spires and glittering domes and its high city wall.

The sun was climbing higher in the sky, and soon she would have to go. 
She had already taken longer than she would have liked, and she was probably 
going to pay for it when she returned, but she couldn’t leave quite yet. She had 
come here for an answer to her own personal dilemma, and she couldn’t return 
without one.

Adana squinted out into the desert. It was bright, blinding. Impossible to 
truly see, impossible to consider, and yet . . .

She tried to wrap her mind around its vastness, tried to think of its pos-
sibilities. Surely it must have beauty somewhere. Surely, somewhere, beneath 
the dry, scorched emptiness, there must be meaning. Surely in this waste there 
must be life. Somewhere in this emptiness must be a soul.

She stood there, her mind heavy with questions. What should she do? 
What could she do? What would she do? All such different things, and no way 
to reconcile them, to bring them into balance.

She sunk to her knees with a sigh and searched the barren desert, as if it 
held the answers she needed.

That was when it began. 
At first, so softly and gently she didn’t notice. She was so wrapped up in 

her thoughts, she didn’t feel the growing rumble until the pebbles and her 
bones began to rattle with the vibrations. She stared at the pebbles, then at the 
dust and bits of rock falling from the cavern walls, then at her trembling hand. 

And finally, with dawning horror, she realized what was happening.
Ferali let out a whinny of fright, rearing and tugging at her restraint. The 

mare may not have understood exactly what was happening, but she did not 
need to: she could smell it. Stumbling to her feet, Adana made her way over 
to the mare, trying to soothe her as she dodged close enough to untie her 
reins from the rock. Immediately, the black mare danced frantically out of 
Adana’s reach, her eyes wide with terror. Finally, before Adana could catch 
her, the mare bolted away from the cavern and lunged headlong down the 
precarious path.

Adana started to run after her, knowing that if what she suspected was 
true, she had to get as far away as possible as soon as possible, but an enor-
mous, jagged piece of rock fell from the ceiling above and crashed in front of 
her, causing her to recoil and stumble backwards. She lost her balance and fell 
to the floor of the cavern. Another huge rock fell to her left, causing her to hastily 
scramble backwards. Which was fortunate, because yet another crashed to the 
ground right where she had been lying.

The shaking was now so bad it rattled every part of her, from her teeth 
to her bones to her vision. Now thinking of nothing else but to avoid being 
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crushed to death, she scrambled on her hands and knees farther into the cav-
ern, each falling stone or jagged stalactite driving her deeper and deeper. 

Then the entire world shook and reverberated with a terrible sound as 
the ceiling behind her entirely collapsed, rock by rock, each making an earth- 
shaking, grinding boom as it landed.

Then, everything stilled.
There was silence for one . . . long . . . moment.
And then, as if she could endure any more, the roar began. It was a ter-

rible, powerful, bellowing sound that seemed to shake the world as much as 
the vibrations had. It was louder than a thousand trumpets and contained 
more raw ferocity and burning power than a thousand furnaces. It was so loud 
it made her fall to her knees, clap her hands over her ears, and maybe even 
scream.

Her only coherent thought was that if the very end of the world had a 
sound, it would be that roar.

How nerd are you?
Pick an option from each column, then add up the numbers for your 
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Raistlin vs. Allanon vs. Rand 
al’Thor vs. Rincewind. Go.

I wrote my master’s thesis 
 in Elvish.

“Siri, open the pod bay doors.” 
“I’m sorry, I can’t do that.”

River Tam is my hero.

When I hear: “Oh Star Trek . . . 
the one with the lightsabers?”  
I think: Set phasers to kill.

You haven’t experienced 
Shakespeare until you’ve read 
him in the original Klingon.

Who needs old-timers 
when we have better 
modern authors like 
Stephenie Meyer, E. L. 
James, and Miley Cyrus?
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nerd

Their eyes are so freaky!

I liked that Last Airbender movie.

Don’t make me go Super 
Saiyan on you.

I watch Miyazaki in the original 
Japanese.

I carry the most recent issue of 
Shonen Jump with me everywhere.

I know how to say “cute” at least 
three different ways in Japanese.

I run and moderate my own 
Gundam Wing wiki.

Oh please. Nothing bad 
could ever happen in our  
utopian society.

Doesn’t “dystopian” 
mean dinosaurs?

Does The Giver count?

The Host is Stephenie 
Meyer’s greatest work 
since Twilight.

I use “I volunteer as tribute”  
in my everyday life.

Faction before blood.

I dress up as a citizen of  
the Capitol for reasons other 
than Halloween or  
Lady Gaga concerts.
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