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Times Square, Manhattan, New York, ten o'clock on a cold 
autumn evening the place was still heaving with crowds 
washed in the glare of advertising screens. Tom Cipriano 
found the key by tripping over it. Literally, down onto his 
knees, after the toe of his Truschov shoes struck the key 
sticking up from the ground in an area where the sidewalk 
had been closed for repairs.  
 The key was old. Big, metal and chunky. What the hell 
was it doing there? 
 Well, that was the thing... 
 Tom slumped over onto his backside and sat there 
rubbing his knees as the pain throbbed through him.    
 The key snagged his gaze. In the multi-coloured glare of 
lights from the Square. A strange looking thing.  It looked 
like old discoloured gold. He shuffled over and took a closer 
look.  
 Trying to pull the key from the ground he discovered it 
was willing to twist left or right, but not come straight out.   
 He twisted it left, on instinct, sensing this is how to 
unlock something, and sure enough the key rotated and 
then lifted up out of the ground.  
 What…? 
 His mind whirred through unconventional options.  
This had to be a trick or a prank for a show of some kind, 
because there was no sign of a hole left in the ground.  
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 The key was heavy, tarnished with age and marked by 
electrical burns; it had five solid prongs at the end. 
 He could see people were glancing over in his direction, 
probably thinking he was hurt or a drunk - either way 
nobody seemed keen to come closer.  But if a policeman was 
to see him… 
 Tom touched the key to the ground and it sank down as 
if through butter.   
 Shock ran through him.  It had to be a trick. He 
frowned, deeply perplexed and yet fascinated.  
 He twisted the key to the right... and everything 
changed. 
 The sounds of Times Square fused into a solid, muffled 
hiss, like the noise of a large wave crashing forever across 
an endless shore.  Nothing moved. Everything had stopped 
mid-flow, mid-stride, mid-conversation.  Below him, the 
piece of sidewalk around the key transformed... became 
translucent, like dark and smoky glass and took on a 
hexagonal shape, as if he was looking at the cell of a bee 
hive with the key jutting out.  
 His fingers were still wrapped around it. He did 
nothing. Didn’t move. Barely breathed.  Just stared.  Every 
time he blinked the panel of glass morphed to contain a 
number of smaller, identical panels within it – like biological 
cell division.  A few blinks and it had merged back into solid 
sidewalk again; as if none of this had ever happened. 
Except, the key was still there. The booming, endless hiss of 
a frozen Times Square began to change, as if the effect were 
about to wear off and time resume normal flow again. 
 Tom didn’t know why he did it.  Panic.  A sense of 
having a hold of some magical moment and not wanting to 
let go.  He twisted the key to the right again.  
 The hiss resumed. The piece of sidewalk popped back 
into a single large hexagonal cell of smoky glass.  This time 
he tugged the key away and saw the glass lift up, and then 
erupt into a dozen smaller, identical shapes that swirled up 
around him like confetti. And he was falling… 
 Sideways. If that was possible. 
 A surreal sense of movement in a dark and limitless 
void. Times Square had vanished. He had entered some no-
place. Abrupt terror. A sensation of being small and utterly 
insignificant against a cosmic vastness… 
 But he was stepping through, falling out, coming into 
another place. Gentle grey light traced with gold, a sound 
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like stone grating against stone, a long fading shout like a 
howl…  
 It all came to an end as he blinked and looked around 
him. 
  
 
 

₹ 
 
 
 
Tom was standing in the middle of a quiet, deserted city 
square. Not a modern city but some place European, 
classical and historic, like Venice - except he could tell 
immediately that this wasn't Venice.  In fact, it didn't seem 
to be any place on Earth at all.  
 The silence expanded through his awareness. The 
absolute lack of any sound: no breeze against his skin, no 
wildlife, people or vehicles.  
 Nothing. 
 Worn cobblestones stretched away to meet the four 
sides of the square, framed by stone buildings. Gaps 
between some of the buildings led into narrow alleyways, 
many interupted by canals and crossed by humped bridges. 
These alleys led into other squares.   
 How far did the patchwork of squares spread?  There 
was a hint of scale that went beyond rational 
comprehension.  The silence was intensified by the absence 
of any debris. No trace of the occupants, if there were any. 
 The sky was grey but the light was golden, as if a 
hidden sun was burning through rainclouds and spilling its 
radiance on every side.  
 Tom didn't know how long he stood there. Turning 
slowly, staring, breathing. 
 Eventually he licked his lips, tasted sweat. Glancing 
down at his hands he saw he was clutching the key.  
Question: how to exit and return home? 
 He crouched down and pressed the key onto one 
smoothly eroded cobblestone.  
 It didn’t give. The key wouldn't sink down.  
 He tried a few more times but it quickly dawned on him 
that the key did not work here.  
 Panic took hold for a moment. A swelling balloon of 
adrenaline and terror that left him staggering round in a 
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jagged circle, panting and sweating. But an inner strength 
emerged that gave him the will to pull his shit together. 
 He took out his mobile phone. If there was a signal he 
wasn't able to tell. The battery was dead. Whatever 
experience he'd just been though had drained the thing dry. 
 He walked to an alley that led into another square. The 
alley was intersected by a canal of inky water that had the 
appearance of smoke slowly rolling up beneath the surface. 
Crossing over the hump of the low stone bridge, Tom 
paused to peer in either direction; to his right, the canal 
curved away, passing beneath several similar bridges before 
vanishing from view. To his left, the canal passed beneath 
two bridges and then seemed to lead into a large body of 
water, possibly a sea.  
 In the next square the buildings were slightly different. 
Still Romanesque but verging towards Gothic. The floor was 
paved with large slabs of weathered granite.  The silence 
persisted. His footsteps and exaggerated breathing were the 
only sounds.  
 It was then that he first caught a glimpse of the temple. 
Looking down an alley where it lined up with another into 
an adjacent square, Tom saw yet another square beyond 
this and the outlines of an enormous structure unlike any 
other: a temple.  And in front of it was a large geometric 
object, a polyhedron formed of smoky black glass. His way 
out! He was sure of it. The glass-like quality was identical to 
the hexagonal panel that had opened up with the key in 
Times Square! 
 Rushing down the intervening alleys he lost sight of the 
temple and after travelling through several squares he 
realised he had taken a wrong turning, somehow. 
Or had he? 
 The temple revealed itself numerous times. Every time 
he tried to reach it, the thing was not there. It was as if the 
city quietly re-arranged itself around him. 
 He discovered the first body not long before he found 
the narrow sea. Slumped against the wall as if it had fallen 
from exhaustion. Emaciated from starvation.  Tom did not 
go near it.  Was this his fate? To wander until thirst or 
hunger killed him or drove him mad. 
 Walking through another alley he came out onto a 
wharf, blocks of coarse white stone that overlooked a 
narrow sea.  Along the back, facing the sea, was a row of 
palatial structures; some topped by tall fortified towers.   
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 The sea was black, like the canals, the same slowly 
churning smoke beneath the surface.  On the far horizon 
was the smudged impression of another land.  Sailing 
towards him from there was a fleet of wooden boats, simple 
and medieval in fashion and crowded with barbarians - all 
muscle, snarls and bladed weapons, holding burning 
torches that like everything else about the scene did not 
flicker, or move.  It was as if they were frozen in time.  
 The air between them and Tom's position on the wharf 
shimmered, similar to a heat haze, buckling the air, 
magnifying his view of the leading boat.  
 At the prow, heading the aggressive armada, grinning 
through gritted teeth, a roguishly handsome man with dark 
features, black goatee knotted either side of his chin, silver 
beads and jewels of bright colours on his fingers and in his 
coarse, matted hair. He was their king. A Barbarian King. 
 Tom paused for many moments.  
 Curious to think that stranger, frozen behind some 
burning lens in time, might also see him? 
 Looking away, he glanced down into the water beneath 
the stone wharf. The impression he had was that if he 
jumped in he would sink and fall forever towards bottomless 
depths.  It caused him to shudder, violently and step back. 
 It was easy to find the wharf again. But impossible to 
reach the square with the temple and polyhedron of black 
smoky glass.  Like a mirage, it was never there when he got 
to where he believed he'd seen it. 
 He came across more bodies.  All of them different in 
respect of clothing - a variety of time periods - but similar in 
their state of death; slumped or sprawled where they had 
fallen, withered but not decayed. None of them carried any 
personal belongings. 
 Tom checked the pockets of his black cargo pants and 
the thick olive green duffle coat he still had on since his 
arrival from New York. An electronic key card for his shabby 
apartment in Weehawken; empty foil wrappers for the stim-
gum he liked to chew - none left; his wallet containing a 
wad of low denomination notes and a spare memory chip - 
empty. 
 Was this what others would find if he was the next to 
die here like this?  Yet he felt no fear.  Enchantment had 
taken fear's place. All of the building’s he’d entered had a 
feeling of only recently being swept clean.  Inside many was 
an interesting recurring feature: cartouches, on the walls. 
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 The cartouches were arranged in a broad, horizontal 
band flanked by equally broad strips of geometrical 
arabesques.  Each band was roughly a metre in height and 
placed two metres from the floor. They contained symbols 
unlike anything Tom had ever seen before and yet he 
instinctively felt they were a language he could nearly 
comprehend.  
 The arabesques were profoundly detailed, intricate 
beyond anything he had observed elsewhere... on Earth.  
They intrigued him. As did the questions: who had created 
them and what story did they tell?  
 The idea of studying these horizontal bands probably 
saved his life, because the fate of every person transported 
here seemed to be to die searching for a way back out.  
 Whilst crossing a large square, he noticed the temple 
and polyhedron through a stretch of lined-up alleys.  Once 
again he was tempted to head that way with the dwindling 
hope he might finally reach his exit point. But instead, he 
flapped a hand as if to dismiss the apparition and shook his 
head.  
 "To hell with you," he muttered, hunger aching in his 
belly, thirst turning his words into a dry rasp: "I have better 
things to do now." 
 He smiled grimly and set off intending to find a suitable 
building to inspect the cartouches.  Instead, shuffling 
through the next alley, he came out into the square 
containing the very temple he'd chosen to ignore. 
 Tom stopped, and stared... 
 A man was seated upon a throne, set at the top of wide 
steps leading up from the square to the temple portico. The 
figure was charred black, head angled back, mouth open as 
if shouting an eternal scream: furnace yellow flames roared 
from his mouth, nostrils and eyes, the heat boiling the air 
around him.  Chains of fire bound his wrists and ankles to 
the throne. 
 It was a gruesome, shocking image that Tom looked at 
only long enough to sear the image onto his mind before 
turning away.  
 What monster would be trapped there like that? What 
terrible things had he done? 
 The polyhedron of smoky black glass was there too. 
 As his eyes fixed on it his heart stuttered and skipped a 
beat, adrenaline spiked; the fingers of his right hand 
clenched around the key he'd never once let go of.  Was this 
really his way back home or just another trick? 
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 He swallowed, throat dry, tongue sticky.  He moved 
closer.   
 The surface of the polyhedron was formed of the same 
hexagonal cells he'd seen in the ground at Times Square. 
 The sound of jetting flames tugged at his attention but 
he ignored it - he didn't want look at the Burning Man. 
 The polyhedron was almost a metre taller than him. He 
slowed his pace but continued to move forward, holding out 
the key ahead of him, allowing it to connect with the glassy 
surface of one cell - and saw it sink through!  
 Gravity took hold of him then.  It was as if the ground 
was suddenly tipping forwards, spilling him into the 
polyhedron. The key was no longer in his hand. The 
polyhedron was no longer in front of him. Darkness 
engulfed him and then a flickering burst of light as if a bolt 
of primal energy had ripped across the void.  A mental 
probing. Thoughts raided.   
 Where...? 
 Where to go? 
 Home. 
 A gut-wrenching feeling of falling became a sensation 
like being pushed. He emerged with one foot swinging ahead 
of him, stepping out into the small lounge of his apartment.  
He staggered, span round and saw nothing in his wake. The 
room was in darkness. The key thudded heavily on the thin 
carpet.  
 Disoriented, wild with emotion, he dashed through into 
the kitchen. Everything was as it should have been. A 
glance outside and he saw skyscrapers marching down 
Manhattan across the Hudson river. He was back in 
Weehawken. The digital display on the wall mounted 
hardscreen told him the date and time. No more than a 
minute had elapsed since he'd been crossing Times Square - 
what now felt like nearly a day ago.  No time at all.   
 He poured a glass of water and gulped it down, leaving 
the tap running for the beauty of the sound.  Dragging a 
packet of cold meats from the fridge, he stood next to the 
sink in the half-light and feasted.   
 He was nearly sick.  
 Too much, too quickly, on the back of a massive shock 
to his system. The emotional impact of what he'd been 
through was only just starting to register.  He paced the 
apartment.  The key was still on the carpet where it had 
dropped.  
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 He sat down on the floor next to it, crossed his legs, 
rested elbows on knees, fingers steepled together beneath 
his chin. He rocked slowly back and forth. 
 What had really happened? 
 He leant forward and picked up the key. It felt good to 
hold. The weight of the metal in his hand. The age of the 
object.  A subtle power with extraordinary potential.  
 Potential to do what? 
 He gingerly eased the key down towards the floor. It 
sank through like butter. He twisted it to the left and slowly 
pulled it out. No hole left behind. 
 This was nuts! 
 He stood up, walked over to the stud wall separating 
the kitchen from the lounge. The key sank into it in the 
same way as it sank into the floor.   He twisted it to the 
right. A hexagonal cell of smoky black glass formed around 
the key and his hand where he held onto it.  
 A moment of decision. 
 He tightened his hold and pulled back...  
 The wall erupted into blunt shards of black glass, 
slowly moving past him as he tumbled forwards.  
   
 
 

₹ 
 
 
 
It was the same as before.  
 A sound like the slow grinding of stone against stone, 
creating a short low howl. And then silence as his senses 
focussed and retuned into the new environment.  
 Another vacant square surrounded by low  
Romanesque buildings.  The sun was still a backwash of 
golden light spilling through heavy grey clouds. 
 He strolled from square to square, walked through 
alleys and crossed canals by their humped bridges. It didn't 
take long to get his first glimpse of the temple and the 
polyhedron.  He veered off in that direction to see if he could 
find it, but just as before, it vanished or moved before 
getting there. 
 The silence dominated his return.  This time it no 
longer felt unnatural but instead enveloped him like a 
comfortable blanket. 
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 Reaching the stone wharf was easy.  The Barbarian 
King and his armada were still there, frozen in their heroic 
crossing.  Tom tipped him a wink and nod then set about 
exploring other parts of the island city. He realised he 
should have brought extra supplies with him but lack of 
them didn't cause any worry.  
 Even so, it took him a long time to find the temple 
again. In the end it required a trick of the mind; a mental 
sleight of hand, pretending not to care about leaving or 
finding a way out.  That was the moment he found the 
temple around the next corner.  
 The Burning Man was there, the gushing whisper of 
flames like a soundtrack of suffering. Was it Tom's 
imagination or was the air tainted with the smell of charred 
meat?  A faint crackle like the final embers in a dying fire.  
 Holding out the key he touched the smoky black glass 
of the polyhedron and allowed himself to fall inwards as 
gravity took hold. He managed not to panic. Plunging into 
infinite darkness, jagged white energy seared the tender 
nerves at the back of his eyes. But he didn't flinch, didn't 
falter.  Felt the probing of an alien intelligence, and 
projected an idea for it to read. A place he wanted to go. Not 
home to his apartment. But to…  
 The darkness fell away like drapes ripped from a 
window.  
 Sunlight kissed his face and stung his eyes. The sound 
of the ocean crashed against his ears, the boom of a heavy 
surf and the long sensuous hiss. The smell of seaweed and 
brine.  
 He staggered forwards, feet uncertain on the sand, span 
around and saw the key lying there. 
 Looking up, he was exactly where he had visualised.  
 Waku Beach, on the Coramandel Peninsula, New 
Zealand; a thin stretch of land that jutted out into the ocean 
from one shoulder of the North Island.   
 Whooping, he punched the air, leaping at the same 
time.  "Holy fucking shit! Jesus! Yes! Yes! Yes!" 
 He couldn't believe it but it was true. The implications 
for his life and what he was now capable of doing were.... 
God damn they were immense! 
  
 
 

₹ 
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Tom Cipriano allowed his former existence to simply fade 
away. He no longer needed to connect.  He stopped going 
into work at the small virt agency that created bespoke 
objects for immersive, digital realities. There was enough 
money in savings to pay his rent for two months without 
worrying what might happen. He spent that time travelling 
to every corner of the globe he could think of - and 
remember clearly enough for the Polyhedron to take him 
there.  Each trip preceded by an increasingly short walk 
through the island city.  Within three weeks he was 
wealthier than he ever dreamed possible; going into banks 
with small deposits he returned after closing, through the 
polyhedron portal, to rob them. 
 There was no girlfriend to speak of.  Social friends 
quickly dropped off the radar as his big secret took him to 
more interesting places. The money changed him. The 
furniture of his old life was no longer relevant.  
 He relocated the idea of home from Weehawken New 
Jersey to Tromsø, in the far north of Norway - hundreds of 
miles beyond the Arctic Circle. A large house on the side of 
a mountain overlooking a fjord, and similarly private 
properties scattered amongst the craggy slope opposite.   
 The isolation suited his character. And satisfied the 
instinctual requirement for distance from questions and 
prying eyes.  
 He travelled further and more frequently, but also 
began to spend longer and longer in the island city; enjoying 
the silent enigma of the place. 
 At one point to he spent two days camped on the stone 
wharf, living on supplies he carried through, studying the 
Barbarian King and his armada. No movement forward but 
maybe just the flicker of an eyelid, a sluggish shift in the 
position of the mouth.  It was impossible to be sure with the 
shimmering heat haze. 
 He learned some things. Everything he brought through 
and left behind would be gone on his next return. Any 
rubbish. Any stock pile of food and gear. It always vanished. 
And he suspected that he always returned to the same point 
in time, within the island's frame of reference, regardless of 
how much time elapsed back in his own world between 
visits.  Also, the island was getting bigger. Growing.  His 
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guess, this was what he could hear every time he came 
through; the grinding of stone as a new square or alleyway 
was forming.  Always stopping when he arrived. 
 Something else he noticed. He did not seem to be aging. 
He had avoided every sniffle, cough and flu during winter.  
He did not bruise when accidents happened. 
  
 
 

₹ 
 
 
 
Tom was back in New York when the sleepwalker found 
him.  He'd used the key to arrive in an alley behind Times 
Square, indulging a feeling of nostalgia for his old life.  It 
was late and he strolled through the warm evening air, 
savouring the sugary odour of biofuel mixed with the oily 
fumes of older combustion engines; the aroma of food from 
street vendors; the jabber of European and Pan-Asian 
languages against the ambient tones of fellow Americans; 
the continuously evolving jazz of sound coming from 
storefronts, advertising rigs and restaurants.    The city was 
alive and he was anonymous within the crowds. Or so he 
thought... 
 A man approached him as he sat at a sidewalk cafe 
next to Bryant Park. A combination of height and large 
build made him look like a giant, but he was actually quite 
overweight and moved with an unsteady, shambling gait.  A 
dazed but serious expression was waxed over Scandinavian 
features; dark blonde beard and long hair scraped back into 
a pony tail that had partially escaped the tie holding it in 
place.   
 Tom sensed the man's slow approach and had time to 
observe. He didn't recognise him, and yet, the face now 
twisting, lips parting, teeth gritted together like a lop-sided 
snarl. 
 It was a look that crossed all boundaries of time and 
space. And from behind those open, sleeping eyes, was a 
glare of strained fury.  It was the Barbarian King; reaching 
through the realm of sleep to operate this hapless man like 
a puppet. 
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 Tom lurched to his feet and stepped away from the 
table. One hand instinctively plunged into the pocket where 
he kept the key. 
The sleepwalker rolled his shoulders as if trying to struggle 
free from a dream, then shouted: "Wait!" 
 Heads turned. 
 Tom plunged the key into the nearest wall, hand ready 
to twist it to the right - but the next words made him pause. 
 "Please! No! Don't use that cursed thing again!" 
 Tom held the key in place and turned bodily at the 
waist to look at him. "Stay where you are or I go." 
 The sleepwalker took another sluggish step forward, his 
voice was stilted, the words broken by gulps and silences:  
"Every time you use the key it destroys a part of my home 
world. The places I love and adore. The people around me 
who I cherish. A black beast tears through my kingdom 
consuming them, to make yet another square for that mad 
man, and his palace." 
 Tom listened, aware that the sleepwalker was now only 
a few strides away. "I said stop there. I won't warn you 
again." 
 The sleepwalker held out a fat hand as he took another 
step forward. "Give me the second key and the madness and 
horror will come to an end. I beg of you.  Relinquish the 
second key to this man and I can promise you a reward that 
no man can measure." 
 The sleepwalker was getting too close. And relinquish 
the key? No way. Not possible. The key was his life right 
now. He barely shook his head before his wrist twisted the 
key to the right. Time slowed. The cafe paused. The 
sleepwalker stood mid-stride as if he had just erupted 
forwards like a quarterback.  Tom tumbled backwards as 
the wall exploded into blunt shards of smoky black glass 
around him. Darkness before arrival at another square. 
 The sound of grinding stone like a low howl... 
  
 
 

₹ 
 
 
 
The guilt slammed into him. A heavyweight thug made from 
grease and mud, reeking of bad emotions, wrapping cold 
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limbs around his spirit and dragging him down.  He 
stumbled across the square he had arrived in, a hot flush 
flooding through his body that left him trembling.  How 
many people in this world had he... killed, inadvertently, 
through using the key? How was that even possible? No, not 
a sensible question when you compare it to the fact all of 
this, this island city, the polyhedron, was possible. 
 The sound of stone grinding against stone reverberated 
through his memory and played on his mind.  The only 
balm to his conscience was the notion he did all this 
without prior knowledge. He didn't know the harm he was 
causing. 
 But now he did... 
 Time here had now become precious. There was a 
terrible cost to journeying here. A horror stalked him when 
he considered how many times had used the key for trivial 
errands and going back for things he had forgotten.  
 Why, though? That became the burning question over 
the next few hours as he wandered through the squares.  
 At the stone wharf he gazed once again upon the 
Barbarian King. The snarling grin was no longer on the face 
of a hero but on a man who possibly wanted to come here to 
kill him. 
 What about all the other people who had perished from 
starvation and thirst?  And the Burning Man? What crime 
had he committed to deserve such a terrible fate? 
 Tom realised there was so much he needed to know. 
 He decided to study the cartouches on the walls.  One 
more trip back to his mountain home in Tromsø; a 
backpack loaded with supplies.  His cash savings were large 
enough to let him live for decades without needing to find 
work.  Not using the key except for emergencies; that was 
the new plan. 
 He returned to the island city. Low howl of grinding 
stone but not even a hint of movement as the buildings 
around the square settled into place - structures brought 
into existence by the key. And somewhere, in some other 
part of this alien world, he imagined a black monster of 
boiling cloud and tendrils and acid vapour would have burst 
into existence to consume stone, flesh and happiness from 
the Barbarian King. 
 He began to recreate the strange pictographic symbols 
used in the cartouches, drawing them on pads of paper he 
had brought through.  Gradually, something of their 
meaning lifted from his scribbling into his brain.  He started 
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to perceive the flow of the horizontal bands. The story they 
needed to tell.  
 Of the Barbarian King, his lands, his people, and the 
Sorcerer of Shadows who roamed the forest trails and sand 
dunes under the inky shroud of night.  The Sorcerer 
brought the key and promised everlasting life, but there was 
a consequence. For the previous owner, also immortal, and 
forever unable to die, would now suffer every cut, every 
bruise, every injury sustained. It was a dangerous 
transaction, of trust. 
 The Barbarian King took the key and ruled for 
generations. His power grew. His lands expanded. People 
feared him as his demands became more and more cruel.  
 And then one day the Sorcerer reappeared and told him 
the key must be passed on. A time of alignment had arrived. 
The Barbarian King wanted to refuse, wanted to hurl the 
Sorcerer out of his kingdom, but the Sorcerer had a dire 
warning... that unless the key was passed on before the 
next cycle of the moon was over, then the King would suffer 
all the wounds of war and time accumulated by everyone 
who had previously owned it. He would become a living 
corpse, a zombie, a scourge upon his people and his lands... 
hated, hunted and doomed to spend an eternity suffering. 
 The Barbarian King came up with a plan.  
 He gave the key to his best friend, bestowing upon him 
immortality and great power. And then he tricked him, 
bound him in magic charms and chains of fire, and had his 
palace separated from the kingdom by a narrow yet 
enchanted sea. A sea that broke the palace away from the 
flow of Time. A sea of smoky particles that nobody but the 
Barbarian King could cross. The palace became an island.  
Of uncrossed bridges, silent sadness and lost souls.  
 Trapped there, tormented by viciously searing flame 
that destroyed all thought, all communication via 
metaphysical means, his friend was unable to conjure aid 
from the spirit forms that once accompanied him on great 
Astral Journeys. He was isolated from everyone and 
everything that could possibly cause him harm, including 
the great destroyer Entropy and its sister Time.  
Because the Barbarian King had bequeathed the key onto 
somebody else, he was now subject to the two-edged charm.  
Immortality, but at a price.  He would continue to live 
forever but any injury sustained by the friend would now 
transfer to him.   This bold step of betrayal ensured no 
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harm would come to his friend, and so no harm could fall 
upon him. 
 In his way, the Barbarian King felt supremely 
victorious: he had cheated Death itself. His confidence, 
power and arrogance grew beyond all proportion. And so did 
his cruelty. 
 But his magic was flawed.  
 Tom continued to decipher and read the story as it 
evolved through the cartouches on the horizontal bands. 
 He travelled less frequently but with more purpose. 
Returning to his mountain home for supplies.  He began to 
no longer care what the key did to the Barbarian King's 
realm. It had turned into something that now hurt 
everything the Barbarian King loved. And that, in Tom's 
eyes, was good. 
 A plan evolved.  
 He took himself to the wharf and camped there for 
several days, watching the Barbarian King on his slow, 
almost eternal journey across the narrow sea. He observed a 
few prolonged blinks, a shift in the sneering smile across 
his bearded face. But that was about all.  Time and distance 
was on a different stream.  
 Tom took a chisel and carved the address of his home 
on the grey stone.  
 And then he left. 
 He walked back to the temple square with the 
polyhedron of smoky black glass - as he had done on 
hundreds of visits before.  
 This time was different.  
 Pausing for a few minutes to gaze at the Burning Man, 
his emotions shifted. He had never felt comfortable being 
here; but now instead of dread he felt sympathy, instead of 
horror he felt anger.  
 His hope was the resets that took place here, occurred 
on his arrival rather than departure; otherwise his 
inscription would be lost. 
 Returning to Tromso he lived life on a narrow beam.  
Strange how the more money and freedom he acquired, the 
less choice he seemed to have.  A part of him missed the 
island but he instinctively knew he needed the other time 
streams to run their course, for other planes of existence to 
catch up.  
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It was deep winter when the Barbarian King found him.  
Tom was sitting in a clamshell chair, an enormous thing 
carved out of firestone that was exuding a lambent orange 
glow and gentle heat; placed beside the wide sliding-glass 
doors that opened onto the balcony overlooking the 
mountain drop. Two of the doors were nudged apart, 
allowing the icy air to nip at his face and hands.    
 With every luxury at his disposal he took a strange 
pleasure in selectively doing without.  He had the key in his 
hands. Like this moment, it was with him wherever he went.  
 He heard a knock at the main entrance. A metal alloy 
and fused-glass door on the outer edge of the building but 
well within the layers of security designed to keep strangers 
out. This visitor was not a stranger; he was not even 
human.  
 Tom remained sitting on the chair, rotated it to face the 
large reception room cluttered with sofas, rugs, open 
fireplace and objets d'art purchased from around the world.  
 The door opened and the Barbarian King strode 
through, chest out and proud, head high and haughty.  He 
had come in person, in the flesh, rather than using some 
sleepwalking dreamer this time.  There was a tangible 
energy to his presence. The air buckled around him, 
invisible currents warping the shape of the room beyond.  
 "I am surprised you knocked," Tom said breezily, 
masking his apprehension with friendliness.  
 The Barbarian King smiled grimly and began to cross 
the room; his sword and battle axe were both sheathed, as 
were the twin daggers on either thigh, but Tom suspected 
the man could have them in his hands with a swiftness that 
was deadly.  Tom remained where he was, the key held 
deftly between both hands; turning it slightly to catch the 
lights. The Barbarian's eyes fixed upon the key, causing his 
stride to falter. 
 "The second key..." 
 "Yes," Tom said, then after a beat added: "And the one 
thing that jeapordises every action you have taken to 
protect yourself from the curse of the first." 
 The Barbarian King took a moment to digest this 
statement. "You know the story."   
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 It wasn't a question. 
 "I know the story. Yes." 
 "You have spent much time in my world."  Another 
assertion. 
 "Your world? No, I don't think the palace where your 
friend is doomed to spend eternity suffering the fires of Hell 
is anything to do with your world." 
 A mocking grin. "You are angry? You feel sympathy for 
him?" 
 "I don't know him, I don't feel anything for him." Tom 
lied. "I just want you to know that I do not agree with what 
you have done." 
 It was obviously a long time since anybody had spoken 
to the Barbarian King like this. A flash of anger but it faded, 
almost as if he found himself enjoying the novelty. A 
reminder of the man he had once been.  
 Tom waited, played with the key slowly between his 
fingers. A talisman of good luck. A distraction. 
 The Barbarian sensed something wasn't quite right 
about the picture that was forming. Muscles flexed across 
his upper torso and shoulders as he twisted at the waist to 
study the walls, floor and ceiling.  
 "I knew I would see you again," Tom prompted him.  
The Barbarian wasn't to be hurried, he took his time, had 
become cautious. Tom waited a moment, then revealed: "I 
knew you would want me to hand over the key." 
 That snagged the Barbarian's immediate interest.  
 "If you know the story of what I have done, then you 
know how the second key was made." 
 Tom could hear the question buried beneath the 
confident tone. Now it was Tom's turn to smile. "And you 
don't." 
 The Barbarian stared at him. There could have been 
only ten strides between them.   
 Tom continued, easing the words out carefully, "You 
want to know how your friend bested you. How he could 
possibly thwart your greatest powers." 
 "He had help." 
 It was another statement built on uncertain 
foundations. 
 Tom shrugged, refusing to give anything away.  "I feel 
as though I have spent 1,000 years staring at your face." 
 "I too have seen your face but for only a merest flicker. 
Time for me moved at a different pace.  It took much magic 
to find you the first time." 
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 "And now you are here..." Tom left the statement to 
hang.  
 "You left clear instructions.  And I have come for the 
key."  The Barbarian took a step closer, eyes fixed on the 
object between his hands. 
 Tom nodded, as if to say - all in good time.  "I used to 
think you were a great hero, coming to rescue me or to 
conquer the burning man, a demon of some kind perhaps. 
But now I know the truth. Did you find the other bodies 
when you got there?" 
 "Yes, many fools have had access to that key. It appears 
to be in its nature to want to be found, to be used. But all of 
those fools failed the first test - the temple is shielded by 
charms that make it impossible to find. Except for you..." 
 The Barbarian took another step forward, his dark gaze 
slithering from the key to meet Tom's eyes for a moment.  
Tom didn't look away. 
 "When I got there," the Barbarian told him, "The temple 
was empty. Just dust and debris. My friend is gone. He has 
taken his key and vanished." 
 This took Tom by surprise and for a moment he 
wondered if he had everything wrong, about the situation, 
about what he needed to do. But then saw the beauty of 
what had happened, the warped mirror reflection of the 
conclusion. 
 The Barbarian was talking at him now, quickly, 
passionately. "You know the story of these keys. If any harm 
now comes to my friend, his injuries will strike me. I was 
the last to own his key. I am vulnerable. But your key, this 
second key, it is a gift from the gods: Jyn’yk, Urg’Kry Hath 
and worthy of Bromach’na with a thousand red eyes. Give it 
to me and I will be safe." 
 "I do that and I become your pin cushion.” Tom 
declared.  “And you don't strike me as somebody who lives 
on the safe side of the street." 
 Tom's words seemed to confuse the Barbarian for a 
moment, and Tom wondered how it was that he understood 
him at all.  The Barbarian's lips twisted as he snarled words 
through clenched teeth. "You have gained much wealth 
through this key. Whilst I have lost much that I loved. You 
owe me." 
 Tom could feel the threat of violence like heat raging 
from an opened furnace.  
 It was time.  
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 With a flick of one wrist, he tossed the key through the 
small space between them. The Barbarian's eyes flashed 
wide, surprise and greed, fulfilment of lust now 
approaching; his hands came up with a warrior's reflexes, 
grabbed the key from the air.  
 A heartbeat of silence.  
 The Barbarian's head turned and his eyes drilled into 
the object now held in his hands. He had it. Finally, 
whatever ordeal he had been through, had abruptly come to 
an end. So it seemed... 
 Tom used the moment to reach behind his waist and 
pull out a compact pistol. Not particularly powerful but 
deadly enough at this range.  
 The Barbarian noticed the movement, glanced at the 
object now in Tom's right hand but either didn't register it 
as a weapon or just didn't care.   
 He spoke, words like a whisper dragged across gravel: 
"You give this to me?"   
 "I do." Tom double-affirmed with an exaggerated nod.  
 The Barbarian stared at him, his dark features 
recomposing, infused with renewed strength, confidence 
and arrogance. There was no gratitude, no softness.  
 "This key protects me from all injury. I have stepped 
outside the choke-hold of the loop. You are now subject to 
the fate of my friend. Whatever ills fall upon him, now skip 
past me directly onto you." 
 Tom tilted his head to the side, displayed a look that 
said: I don't think so.  He raised the pistol. 
 The Barbarian frowned and smiled in the same 
moment. A brief, uncaring glance at the business end of the 
matt black object. "That is a weapon?" 
 "It is," Tom advised.  
 "You can hurt me with it from where you sit?" 
 "I can." 
 "But you only hurt yourself." He held up the key as if 
Tom was stupid. "You are twice cursed. Both from my 
friend's key and this one. Any injury that comes upon him, 
or myself, will fall directly upon you.  There is no escape 
from this. Nor the fact you remain immortal, to carry the 
wounds for all eternity." 
 Tom parted his lips, a faint smile, a quick sneer. “You 
think there are two keys. You think one was what the 
Sorcerer gave you so long ago. A key that gave you 
everlastling life and invulnerability from all injury until you 
were forced to give it to your friend.” 
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 The Barbarian King glared in response to his taunting 
tone. “Your words are true.” 
 “And you tricked your friend. Because any injury that 
fell upon him, including the aging of Time, would now strike 
you instead.” 
 “That is the nature of these keys.” The Barbarian King 
declared impatiently. 
 “So you isolated him.” 
 “I placed him where he could not be harmed.”  
 “So no harm would come to you.” 
 The Barbarian King snorted.  “This is also true.” 
 “And you think by me giving you this second key, that 
you have once again attained invulerability.” 
 “I do. Because now all the slings and arrows of 
misfortune will strike you, as you have given the key to me. 
That is their nature.” 
 “You say I am double cursed-” 
 “My friend has departed. He is roaming free. Whatever 
happens to him will happen to me instead. But now you 
have given me this!” The Barbarian King held up the key 
with grim proclamation. “You. Have given it. To me.  This 
transfers every woe to you. All of it. I have stepped beyond 
that circle of destruction. A new circle is formed.”  
 Tom sighed, a quiver of delicious anticipation running 
alongside the current of tension within his chest. "That is 
not a second key." 
 The Barbarian blinked, uncomprehending.  
 Tom explained, "That is the key you were given by the 
sorcerer. The key you gave to your friend when you tricked 
him. And it is the same key that I have been using since 
your friend was able to relocate it, away from the prison of 
torment you put him into." 
 "How could he do that?" The Barbarian's word was a 
rustle of dead leaves in the first gust of an approaching 
storm. 
 "And it is the key that you now hold in your ignorant 
paw." 
 Tom pulled the trigger.  
 The Barbarian flinched, took a step back as if stung. He 
looked at the perfectly round hole punched through the 
flesh and muscle of his right pectoral.  Blood began to leak 
from the wound.  The Barbarian's face registered pain, 
shock and the slowly dawning realisation of what had just 
happened. He took another step back and flung the key 
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from his hand. It struck the floor and shattered into a 
million pieces.   
 "The circle is closed. You have broken the spell. You 
took back the key. And that must never happen. The 
sorcerer told you. It was written on the walls. But your 
arrogance made you blind to the fact.  The circle is 
complete.  It snaps shut on you.  Everyone else is free." 
 "Not possible..."  The Barbarian struggled to articulate 
through savage horror. 
 Tom fought off his sympathy, took a tighter hold of the 
gun, knew this had to be done or he would die here when 
the Barbarian regained control.  He pulled the trigger, 
clipping the Barbarian on the side of his temple.  Then 
again, ripping holes through flesh, muscle, gristle and into 
bone, fired until the magazine was empty and the Barbarian 
lay on the floor, motionless and very dead.  
 His instinct was to take out the key and plunge it into 
the wall to begin his escape.  It took a confusing moment to 
remember that he couldn't, and that he would never be able 
to return to the island city again.  A crushing sadness 
threatened to tumble over him, but in the final moment it 
collapsed into nothing.  The Burning Man was no longer 
there.  Time streams were different.  The closing of the 
circle, the destruction of the key, the freedom from the 
curse, this had somehow already happened whilst the 
Barbarian King was crossing the narrow sea.  
 Paradox. 
 Tom shook his head.  It didn't matter.  
 It was over.  He had money.  The Burned Man was free.  
Maybe one day, in some place, at some point in Time they 
would meet…  
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The End 
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