
 

 

 



Gentle reader, here is a small selection of stories taken from the April Moon Books 

archives, plus a couple of bonus stories written by yours truly.   

If you enjoy any (or all) of these stories, please consider popping over to Amazon 

and buying a copy of the whole book. I love to get stories out there, which not only 

promotes all the wonderful authors, but also means I might be able to afford 

another toilet roll. 

Stay safe. 

 

Neil 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



  



Black Tallow 
Edward M. Erdelac 

 

I hadn’t physically seen my old university roommate, Paul Woodson, in more than a 

decade, not since a few years after graduation when our lives really started to radically diverge. 

His began a rocketing climb that culminated in his establishment as the grand high financial 

wizard of a Fortune 500 multinational. Mine nosedived in a steady, occasionally desperate and 

perennial flounder that has left me what I always was, a translator of antique books, respected in 

circles much smaller than his, but nowhere near as successful, financially. 

We kept in touch, of course, over the years, mainly via e-mails and the occasional phone 

call, perhaps mostly because of my extensive contacts in the rare book field, a subject which has 

never ceased its fascination for Paul. 

That’s because he believes everything he has achieved has been thanks to the practice of 

magic. That was how we met, as furtive, over-serious young initiates, dabbling in Tarot cards 

and the intricacies of the Goetia, pretentiously spelling magic with a ‘k.’ We pored over the 

writings of John Dee, Simon Magus, and Eibon, and the three A’s of our higher education were 

Abramelin, Al-Hazred, and Alistair Crowley.  

Yet when I, in my senior year, finally pronounced the whole business utter bullshit, and 

argued with Paul that no man can hope to harness and steer the chaotic winds of the universe by 

engaging in embarrassing tantric orgies and messy black chicken assassinations, Paul merely 

refrained from countering me, and continued on his path. 

Time may judge which of us was correct. 

That’s not to say I believe in magic now, but I believe in the human mind, and that 

personal magnetism may be trained like a muscle when the will is there and made to domineer 

over lesser personalities. Paul had that will, and now he commands that magnetism and worldly 

power.  

He is a multimillionaire, perhaps even a billionaire, is married to an achingly gorgeous 

former Parisian cat walker, with which he has fathered a bright young daughter. He has a bona 

fide fleet of vehicles (notice I didn’t say merely cars), and a senior officer’s position in a 

financial empire which literally spans the globe. 

For him, dedication to magic, training his personality and intelligence via methods both 

arcane and scientific, has inarguably borne fruit. Maybe his study of bold ideas and meditation 

on complex alchemical formulas somehow helped him divine the erratic movements of the 

chaotic economic markets. Whatever his pursuits, he resides in that position all men crave. He 

needs nothing. 

That was why, when he called me one day at the rare book dealer where I am on 

precarious retainer in Chicago, I was surprised to hear the old hunger still unabated in his tone. 

I guess hungry men strive harder than the rest of us, but it was never worldly success Paul had 

craved in those years of scrying and scratching pentacles on the floor of our dormitory to call 

down the powers and thrones.  For him, the pursuit of magic had always been that old alchemical 

dream of self-actualization.  His own soul was the lead he wished to turn to gold, and that divine 

transmutation, he always said, only came with the attainment of ultimate knowledge. 



But how could knowledge ever be ultimate? I’d always argued. It was folly on the level 

of Faust. No man could know all there was. 

“The universe, its true nature,” he had told me once, a hungry, fiery look in his 

captivating eyes. “That’s the final answer worth attaining. To know that, its origin, its purpose, 

answers all other lesser questions by default. Life, death, love, transcendence, they’re all 

marginal concerns compared to that.” 

He had been like an addict then, transitioning swiftly from gateway magical systems to 

harder, more involved disciplines, casting aside traditions with exasperation when he rapidly 

mastered and consumed their most secret teachings and, in the end, found them lacking. 

That anxious quiver was still in his voice. I could hear it even over the phone. 

“Raymond,” he said without preamble, when I picked up the line. “I want you to drive up 

to see me this weekend. I have a book I’d like you to take a look at.” 

Paul’s name was not unknown at the shop. He was one of our most loyal patrons. But 

although the owner chatted with him from time to time when he called to request some obscure 

tome, he never came in himself, and an invitation was unheard of. 

“Paul. This weekend? I don’t even know where you live.” 

“I’m in Hinsdale. I’ll give you the address. Do you have a pen? Or should I send a car?” 

“No, no I can drive myself. What book is this?” 

“I’d rather not say over the telephone. I’m sorry, Paul. I didn’t even ask. Have you any 

plans?” 

I can’t really afford plans. When my rent and bills are paid, I have very little left over to 

entertain myself with, and usually spend my weekends at the shop cataloging and reading. The 

shop was only open by appointment on Saturdays, and there was nothing scheduled for this, the 

weekend after the New Year. 

“I don’t have any plans. But listen, wouldn’t you rather have Mr. Zell or Travis look this 

book over? I’m not really the guy around here when it comes to assessing really rare books. I’m 

just a translator.”  

  “No, Paul. It has to be you. When can I expect you?” 

“Well, we close up in two hours. I’d like to stop to eat. I can be there at….” 

“Don’t. I’ll have dinner waiting. Can you spend the night?” 

“Spend the night? What are we, kids?” I laughed. 

“You’ll want time to look this over. I guarantee it.” 

“Paul, won’t Cherie and your little girl….” 

“They’re out of town, Raymond. Visiting her mother in Bayonne. Will you?” 

This was strange, but I thought about my shabby, drafty apartment on Lake with its 

ticking old radiator and shrugged. I didn’t mind spending the weekend in an old friend’s opulent 

digs, even if it would have me chewing my own heart out in envy on Monday. 

“Alright, Paul. It’s a date, I guess.” 

He rattled off the address so fast I had to ask him to repeat it. 

 



The house was what I’d expected a one percent-er to reside in. Singular, secluded, multi-

leveled, post-modern architecture, aesthetically spare but pleasing, lots of glass and hardwood 

flooring, set at the end of a tree-lined, private drive and festooned with all the ridiculous 

amenities extreme wealth afforded: a garage bigger than my childhood home, a pool that might 

have been for reflecting or swimming, a lush, sprawling garden no one living there could 

possibly have the time or inclination to tend, a tennis court, etc. 

I was already chewing my bottom lip and keenly feeling all the wasted potential of my 

life when my hilariously out of place Civic was admitted through the electric gate. If prancing 

about under the moon wearing nothing but goats’ blood had earned Paul Woodson all this and 

more, what an idiot I was to have disparaged it. 

I’d barely cut my engine when the front door opened and Paul stood there, as if he had 

been anxiously waiting in the foyer the entire time, watching the approach to the house through 

his security cameras. Somewhere inside, a stereo was blaring a scratchy, noisy blues recording, 

the words strange, the background alive with the raucous, howling voices of a live audience. 

Something I’d never heard before, which interested me, as I’m something of a blues aficionado. 

“Come in, Raymond!” he urged, as I went to my trunk to get my overnight bag. He disappeared 

for a moment while I rummaged, and the music cut out abruptly. The sudden silence was 

startling, as if the rowdy crowd had been cavorting in the house and instantly disappeared. He 

returned. 

“It’s good to see you, Paul,” I stammered on his porch. 

“Yes, good to see you too, Raymond. How’ve you been?” He asked, though it was all an 

annoying formality. 

He desperately wanted me to get in the house, to see his wonder. His personal appearance 

didn’t really live up to the place. His prematurely grey hair was a bit disheveled, and he didn’t 

look like his press photos. His penetrating eyes had that wild, voracious look. Far from the 

expensive suits I always saw him in in the business section, he looked as if he’d slept in his 

sweater and slacks. Maybe he’d let himself go a little with Cherie away. A woman like that, I 

don’t know if I could ever relax around her, entirely, either. 

“Not doing as well as you, of course,” I said, admiring the house’s uncountable treasures. 

I felt like an intruder, no matter the invitation. I was not meant to see these things. Monday night 

in my sagging bed would be a hell. “What’s that you were listening to?” 

“Sorry. It helps me think. I forget how loud it is.” 

“It’s alright, while the cat’s away, eh?” 

“Cat?” he said, looking confused. 

“Cherie. I guess since she and your little girl are gone for the weekend…” 

He blinked. 

“Yes, of course. No, they hate my music.” 

“Was that Robert Johnson?” I asked dubiously, knowing well it wasn’t. 

“No. King Yeller. Just a flash in the pan from around 1964.” 

“I never heard of him.” 

“You wouldn’t have. That’s the only recording,” he said distractedly. “Your dinner, I 

ordered out. I hope you like veal scallopini.” 



I chuckled.  

“I never had takeout veal before.” 

I wandered into the dining room adjoining the immense kitchen. It smelled wonderful. 

“Oh, they only do it for me, as far as I know,” he said, opening the oven and pulling out 

the dish that had been warming inside. 

It was delicious, but I felt hurried. Paul leaned on the marble island and simply watched 

me as I ate. 

“Aren’t you eating too?” I asked. 

“I’m fasting,” he said.  

“Fasting? Some diet thing?” 

“It hasn’t been that long, has it Raymond?” 

Of course. We had fasted together during my dabbling years. It was a part of magical 

preparation. I still didn’t want to believe he was still doing that at his age. 

“I’m sorry,” he said quickly. “Please don’t let me disturb you. Here, I’ll get you some 

wine.” 

He uncorked a twenty-five-year-old bottle of something called Romani-Contée and 

poured. I suspected I would choke on it if I knew what he’d paid for it. 

We made no small talk. He busied himself with something in the kitchen while I hungrily 

devoured the best meal I would probably ever have. 

I saw the object of my visit, though. It was on the edge of the marble counter, a modest 

sized book covered in a cloth of black velvet. I could see the gilt-edge poking out from under one 

corner. 

When I had cleared my plate of tender veal and porcini, and drained my glass, he clapped 

his hands together. 

“All finished?” 

“All finished. Now what’s so important?” 

He moved to the book and removed the covering. 

I leaned in close.  

It was an ugly little thing, less than a hundred pages. It was bound in mottled, flaking, 

pale leather, and rather inexpertly, I thought. Some of the pages did not quite fit, as if they were 

mismatched, or taken from disparate sources. I squinted hard at the cover, which bore no 

markings. It was old, whatever it was. 

“Anthropodermic bibliopegy,” he mumbled, very close to my ear. He was standing near, 

hovering almost. 

“Binding in human skin?” I wrinkled my nose. Claims of book jackets made from human 

skin usually turned out to be unfounded. Pig skin was often mistaken for human. I had once seen 

a copy of deSade’s Justine et Juliette with a human nipple on the front board below the title, and 

another time, Carnegie’s biography of Lincoln bound in a black man’s hide. “Not very well 

done, is it?” 

“It was stitched together by hand. By the same hand that did the fleshing and tanning.” 

“Whose hand is that?” I asked, reaching out to thumb the pages. 

“No, don’t open it!” he snapped. Then, more gently, “Let me.” 



There was no title, only page after page of densely inscribed text, all in various hands, 

languages, even hieroglyphs on what looked like brittle papyrus. There were strange diagrams 

inside. I knew it was some kind of grimoire, but it was impossible for me to guess where it 

originated from. 

“What is this, Paul? Some kind of scrapbook?” 

“Sort of. Have you ever heard of the Infernalius?” 

“It sounds…familiar.” 

“Think back to the books we heard talked about in our college days, Raymond. The 

books your own grandfather had from his great uncle.” 

That was great, great uncle Warren, the man family history had always told me I’d 

inherited my love of languages and old books from. He’d been a Classical Languages professor 

in Arkham, Massachusetts in the old days, and a chum of the somewhat notorious occult scholar 

Henry Armitage. Upon Warren’s death in 1931, most of his books and papers had been donated 

to his university, though a few had been passed on to his brother. 

It was the revelation that I was Warren Rice’s great, great grandnephew that had started 

off Paul’s fascination with me in school. He seemed to buy into the old story about how Warren 

and Armitage had had some strange mystical dealings in Dunwich in 1928 or so. The books my 

grandfather had let us peruse in his study one summer that had belonged to Warren were mainly 

scholarly treatises, such as Copeland’s Zanthu Tablets: A Conjectural Translation, Casterwell’s 

Kranorian Annals, and von Junzt’s Nameless Cults. 

Then I remembered. 

“The Book of Books?” 

Paul smiled. 

“The Book of Books. Not some idle boast, but a literal description. A book hidden among 

the pages of seven other books.” He held up his hands and ticked them off, finger by finger. “The 

Book of Eibon, the Book of Karnak, the Testament of Carnamagos, the Ponape Scripture, de 

Vermiss Mysteriis, and the Scroll of Thoth-Amon. Each one a rare treasure in their own right.” 

“Come on, Paul. It’s a fantasy,” I laughed. “The timeline’s all wrong. How could 

something be hidden in an ancient Egyptian scroll and a book written in 1542?” 

“You know of the Akashic Record. The ethereal library of all knowledge written, and 

unwritten, which men may tap into. And the history says that The Dark Man entity dictated The 

Infernalius to the Hyborean wizard Gargalesh Svidren, who dispersed the knowledge through 

time. Abdul Al-Hazred hid the assembly instructions in the original, unexpurgated Arabic Kitab 

al-Azif. They’re only visible to those who already know it’s there. A book which rewards the 

practitioner with ultimate knowledge of the universe.” 

“I thought it was supposed to end the world,” I said, pursing my lips. “How much did you 

get fleeced for buying this, Paul?” 

“It’s the genuine article,” said Paul. “Dr. Francis Morgan recovered it from Old Noah 

Whateley’s personal library in Dunwich after the affair with your uncle and Professor Armitage.  

It’s been in a private collection since 1966, along with Whateley’s diary.” 

“Noah Whateley kept a diary?” I said, incredulous.  



Whateley’s reputation as a sorcerer was renowned, but like my own as a translator, only 

among certain circles. As students, we’d spent our junior year spring break in Arkham and 

Dunwich trying to learn all we could about him and run into a wall. I’d chalked it all up to being 

folklore. Paul had insisted the locals had protected us from the true knowledge. 

“He did, and related his assembly of the book in 1882.” 

“Finding the right copies of those books, unaltered by translation...it would’ve been 

impossible for one man,” I said. 

“He was hired by a cult, the Order of The Black Dragon. You remember them.” 

I nodded. Von Junzt had mentioned them, some sort of apocalyptic cult with origins in 

ancient Israel and adherents all over the globe.  

“Their members gathered the required books and brought them to Whateley. He 

assembled them, and once the Order had performed the ritual and taken what they wanted from 

the book, he was sent back to Dunwich with it. Apparently, it was their intention to call 

something forth, something that should have ended the world.” 

“Well, so the book’s a fraud,” I said. “Obviously the world didn’t end.” 

“The book’s purpose isn’t to end the world, but to grant the ritualist his heart’s desire. 

The Order wanted the end of the world. The book gave them the means. The book changes to fit 

the magician’s desire.” 

“A book that changes? That’s crazy.” 

“Well, I don’t believe the ritual changes, but the end result does. The desired effect is in 

the heart of the evoker. Noah Whateley was depressed after the failure of the Order of The Black 

Dragon,” Paul went on. “He pored over the book for years, trying to figure out what went wrong. 

In the end, he learned that an outside party had interrupted the Order’s enactment of the ritual. 

The fault wasn’t his. His purpose was renewed. He decided to carry on where the Order had 

failed. He wanted to facilitate the return of the Outer God, Yog-Sothoth. He found the means in 

the book, using his own offspring.  But he died before the long ritual could be completed. I don’t 

think his grandson, Wilbur, could properly read the Infernalius. The ritual was imperfect again.” 

I thought of what was known of Wilbur Whateley’s fate, how he had been killed trying to 

steal a rare copy of the notorious Necronomicon from the Miskatonic University library. A 

desperate act. Had he been trying to complete his grandfather’s work? 

“The man I acquired the book from was a kind of mercenary librarian,” Paul said. “He 

made his fortune lending the book to aspiring magicians and recovering it after.” 

“After what?” I asked. 

“After they failed. Most died. Malnutrition, heart attacks, one wound up in an asylum in 

upstate New York. That’s where I learned about the librarian.” 

“So, what do you intend to do with it?” I asked, looking down at the strange little book 

with new interest. 

“What do you think? I’m going to answer the question whose answer has eluded me my 

entire life.” 

“But…even if this is true,” I said. “Why? You have everything, Paul…” 



“I have nothing!” he exploded, slapping his hand on the countertop. “Nothing, Raymond. 

Do you think I set out all those years ago to attain mere money and luxury? What kind of a fool 

would I be, to expose my very soul to the darkest undercurrents of the universe, open myself to 

the influence of malignant powers, simply to afford a ridiculous house to live in during my brief 

time on this earth? Do you think I’d do the things I’ve done, made the sacrifices I have, for this?” 

he finished the last waving his hands dismissively at his plush surroundings, as if they were my 

own cramped living room. “No, years of research and practice and abasement has granted me 

nothing but worldly pleasures. It’s as if the true power behind the veil of the universe has amused 

itself by tossing me bones and scraps from its table in response to my meaningless barking. But 

now, with this book, I believe I finally have discovered an inroad to the truth. To true power. 

What I do now, I do in pursuit of the only thing that has constantly been out of reach my entire 

life.” 

“Alright,” I said, though I wanted to shake him, remind of all the blessings he was 

neglecting with this insanity. “Alright, Paul. But again, if this is true, then nobody has 

successfully used this thing. What chance do you have?” 

“I have a resource my unfortunate predecessors didn’t. You.” 

“Me?” 

“Who knows more about the alphabet of Mu and Tsath-Yo than you? You studied your 

uncle’s work. I don’t believe there was a more accomplished linguist alive than Dr. Warren Rice. 

You’re his scion.” 

“Paul,” I snickered nervously. “It’s been years since I studied that stuff. I haven’t read a 

word of Hyperborean in...” 

“Let me tell you what I believe,” Paul interrupted, touching my shoulder and fixing me 

with those drilling eyes. “The key to the Old Ones, to the forgotten powers, was left to us in 

these languages. These aren’t just dead tongues. These are, in their own right, mystic formulas. 

God evoked Creation through the use of words of power. I think very few men can truly 

understand them, and those that do, once they do, cannot hope to forget them.” 

He turned to the book between us on the island, opened it to a certain page, and spun it to 

show me the archaic letters of one of the headings. 

“Read.” 

I looked down at the page, doubtful.  I would humbly say my mastery of the classical, 

Oriental, Germanic, and Semitic languages is considerable. But what I remembered of these 

supposedly antediluvian scripts, they had an internal consistency, but nothing in common with 

any other spoken word. 

I’d studied them only a little. That one summer when Paul had told me fantastic stories 

about the beings that supposedly existed somewhere in the outer dark beyond empirical creation, 

the things whose power, he said, made the angels and demons of western magic look like 

Saturday morning cartoons. It was the summer I’d first read my uncle’s books, and Paul had 

remarked admiringly that if there was an inheritable gene for language, I had it.  

As I squinted at the ancient page, a haze descended over my eyes, and it was as if the 

twisted letters moved and the knotted meanings untied, revealing their truth. 



“The Making of The Black Tallow,” I read, surprised at how quickly the letters came 

back to me. 

He snapped the book shut. 

“You see?” he said. “I knew you could do it.” 

I admit I felt a wave of excitement come over me, and a little fear, too. 

“Now what?”  

“I’m no slouch when it comes to ancient alphabets,” Paul said. “But translation and 

reading aloud are two different things. There’s a key passage at the end of the ritual. An 

invocation. The pronunciation must be precise. There, I need your help.” 

“You want me to read it?” I asked, unsure. 

“No of course not. As the evoker, I have to be the one to read it aloud. I want you to 

transcribe a phonetic pronunciation for me.” 

“A crib sheet?” I said, smiling. 

“Essentially,” he said, smiling back. “Raymond, I can’t stress the importance of this step. 

I really believe the correct invocation may have been where my predecessors have all failed. I 

need you to do this for me, but I also need you to tell me truthfully if you’re unable to.” 

“This is crazy…” 

“Raymond, I’m rich enough to be crazy. I’m also prepared to pay you for your service. 

Handsomely.” 

I shook my head, “We’re old friends, Paul.” 

“Please don’t take it as an insult,” Paul said holding up a hand. “It would be my pleasure. 

I’d pay Abraham’s bounty for this. A seven-figure remuneration for an old friend is almost a 

relief.” 

I coughed. 

“Seven figures?” 

“Seven for the seven books of the Infernalius. Magicians like synchronicity. Will seven million 

dollars secure your expertise?” 

“Seven million?” I shook my head. “You’re joking.” 

“Look at this place, Raymond,” he insisted. “It cost me more to build this house, and I 

have four more around the world. I’m not boasting, just trying to put it into perspective for you.” 

“It’s above and beyond my usual fees,” I said. 

“This is my life’s work, Raymond. I only wish I could grant you some greater portion of 

the joy I’ll feel once it’s done.” 

Seven million dollars buys a lot of joy, I thought. 

I had come in sight of this place with a stab in my heart thinking of what I would have to 

return to. Now, Paul was saying, to simply render some ancient text into a phonetic key, I 

wouldn’t have to. It would be real work, and he was right, I was probably the most qualified 

expert he knew. I shouldn’t feel guilty about the money. 

I didn’t. I wouldn’t. 

“Alright, Paul,” I said. 

“Let me show you to my Oratory,” he said.  

 



Paul led me through the house to a basement stair, and down into a surprisingly large 

sub-level, somewhat labyrinthine in design. There were passages that led off into rooms where I 

saw workspaces with assorted tools, some for carpentry, others for electrical work, and a pottery 

room with a wheel and kiln. We passed a strangely sweet-smelling room where I saw a large vat 

of bubbling liquid. 

“What’s that?” I asked, craning my neck as we walked past. 

“One of my wife’s hobbies. She runs a candle making business out of our home,” he said. 

I looked at him askance. 

“Idle housewife. She’s picked up a lot of hobbies since she quit modelling,” Paul said. 

“Anyway, that’s for making tallow,” he said, reaching in the doorway and slapping off the light 

switch. “She’s always leaving it going.” 

He led me to a locked door and produced a ring of keys from his pocket and opened it. 

Beyond was a narrow concrete stairway, incongruously leading up. 

We climbed the stair to the top of the house, and so came up through the floor of Paul’s 

ritual lodge, a custom built single room Oratory on the roof of the house with shuttered windows 

covered in thick red drapery in every direction, and a terrace surrounding, like the top of a 

lighthouse. The structure was cleverly hidden from street level. 

Paul lit a series of seven brass oil lanterns suspended from the ceiling by chains, 

illuminating the room, which was paneled with white pine wood. In the center of the chamber 

was a large uncut stone altar with a ritual silver censer atop it, and in a hollow space beneath, 

various linens and silks, phials of oil, a scarlet miter and wand of Almond-tree wood. A marble 

lectern, engraved to resemble a baroque pillar rising from the back of a reclining dragon, stood 

before the altar. The room smelled of myrrh and olive oil. 

The floor around the altar was already inscribed with white chalk. A large circular device 

had been drawn there, a summoning or protection circle. I didn’t know which, because it had 

been so long since I’d concerned myself with such things. It certainly wasn’t any Solomonic 

ward I’d ever seen. There was a kind of many-pointed star design in the center, constructed of 

what appeared to be seven heptagrams overlaid. The fantastic geometric pattern managed to 

suggest both dizzying chaos and meticulous precision. On the outer edge of the circle, 

corresponding to each of the star-points, there sat a black candle, forty-nine in all.  

The candles were also of peculiar design. They were shining black in color and molded in 

such a way that they tapered upwards. Each was flanged into six wicked outreaching points, like 

a spearhead, or the topper on some gothic iron fence. 

I approached the circle and crouched down to peer at one of the candles. The wicks were 

of some braided, silken substance. Not cotton.  

“Did Cherie make these for you?” 

“I used her resources,” Paul smiled thinly. “But I built the molds. The book called for 

specific design and placement.” 

“Are they wax or….?” 

“Tallow. Calf suet,” he said.  

“From the veal takeout place?” I asked, grinning. 

Paul smiled. 



“I intend to start the ritual tonight, Raymond. Do you think you can provide me the 

pronunciation in time?” 

“That soon? I don’t even have any of my reference books.” 

“I’m paying for expediency. My own library has copies of every book your uncle had.” 

“Show me to the library,” I shrugged. 

The downstairs library was as well outfitted and aesthetically pleasing as the Oratory. 

The reading table was already piled with the books I needed. 

He set The Infernalius down and opened it. He unfolded a sort of brass plate and laid it 

across the open book. The plate had an adjustable window which Paul centered on a certain 

paragraph. Effectively, the rest of the two pages were hidden. 

“Confine your work to this passage,” Paul said.  “I’ll be in the Oratory, preparing. When 

it’s finished, ring this,” he said, placing a small bell on the table. “I’ll hear you.” 

I slid into the chair at the desk and glanced at the stack of reference books. 

“Raymond,” said Paul, laying a hand on my shoulder. “Thank you.” 

Then he left me to it. 

I call it work, but really, I was surprised how easily and quickly the transcription went. It 

was a short, though expressive passage, which required only a few glances at Casterwell and 

Copeland to suss out. I was surprised Paul couldn’t do it himself. But of course, he was burdened 

with his own neurosis. He believed this would actually attain for him the driving need of his life. 

I merely thought it would make me rich.  

Oh, I checked and double-checked it, to be sure. Both for Paul’s sake, and for my own. 

Really this work would forever alter my life, if Paul actually paid me what he’d promised. But 

then, I thought, what if, once the whole affair is over and nothing happens, and he pushes over 

his marble lectern and breaks his wand over his knee, he decides not to pay me? Maybe, I 

thought, I should ask for the money in advance. 

Was I being unscrupulous taking advantage of an old friend’s eccentricity? Maybe. But I 

was tired of the book shop, tired of reading of places I would never visit. A million dollars would 

buy a year of exotic travel, a year or two of absolute freedom. But with seven, I knew I could 

live the rest of my life free of care.  

I glanced down at my own reflection in the brass plate.  It had only taken me an hour to 

transcribe the passage into a phonetic key. It was just a lot of pseudo-mystic babble, heaping 

praise and swearing loyalty to something called Yog-Sothoh and Azathoth, and offering 

sustenance to a thing called Krefth Daal Zuur, That Which Strains Against Its Chains.  

Bullshit. 

I grinned at the plate, picked veal from my teeth with my fingernail. I hesitated to ring the 

bell and tell Paul I was finished. Seven million dollars for an hour’s work didn’t seem kosher. 

Maybe I should wait a bit, make Paul think I was really breaking a sweat over the thing? Maybe 

he wouldn’t trust the key if it was completed too quickly? 

I flipped through the reference books a bit, but soon grew bored. I’d read these, after all. I 

touched the edge of The Infernalius and noticed something poking out from beneath the brass. It 

looked like a bit of illumination. 



I shifted the brass plate to the side and saw, with a flush of excitement, that there was a 

painting visible on the edges of the partially fanned book pages.  

I turned the book on the desk and moved the pages to arrange the painting, which was not 

visible when the book was closed. I’d seen disappearing fore-edge fan paintings before in the 

shop, on sacred works. They often depicted pastorals, or religious figures. 

I considered the mad genius of the book. According to him, it was comprised of pages 

from seven separate books (each from different locations and time periods), pages which only 

made sense when compiled with their scattered brethren. What kind of mind came up with such a 

thing? And what kind of mind could conceive of a piece of fore-edge art on those disparate pages 

which again, only appeared when the book was compiled and fanned out in such a way? 

No, it was impossible.  

The painting was strange in the extreme.  It was actually a panorama that extended across 

three edges. It depicted a multitude of naked human figures surrounding a jutting black stone and 

cowering beneath a starry night sky that would put Van Gogh to shame in terms of its roiling 

expressionism. The entire painting, or rather the sky, was bordered with rows of jagged teeth, as 

if the sky itself were a gaping mouth. Further, the stars within the mouth were actually more like 

iridescent globes of sickly light. At the base of the altar, a man in the red and black robes of a 

magician stood within a circle of lit candles. Looking closer, I saw that strewn and broken over 

the altar, were the bodies of two female figures, a mother and child. 

An inexplicable dread came over me, and I glanced up at that instant to see a family 

photograph hanging on the wall. Paul, looking grim as usual with only the hint of a smile, his 

hands on the shoulders of his lovely wife Cherie, statuesque, blonde, shining blue eyes. His 

twelve-year-old daughter, already reflecting the beauty of her mother. 

I stood up, the chair groaning back. I don’t know why, but things started to fire in my 

brain. Connections. That weird fore-edge painting. Paul’s offhand joke about his willingness to 

pay ‘Abraham’s bounty.’ The heading, The Making of The Black Tallow. I couldn’t bring 

myself to find that heading again.  

I stared at the bell for a moment, then left the library. 

I crept through the immense house, fearful I would turn a corner and bump into Paul at 

any moment. I managed to find what I was sure, by its pink trappings and popular band posters, 

must have been Paul’s daughter’s room upstairs. The bed was unmade. It could be the slovenly 

habits of an adolescent, of course. I went to her walk-in closet. Rows of clothing. Nothing to be 

gleaned here. Except above one shelf there were two pink designer suitcases. The girl was 

wealthy. She might conceivably have more than two suitcases. She might have a different color 

suitcase for every day of the week. 

I vacated the room and headed down to the basement, my pulse accelerated. What would 

I say to Paul if he caught me snooping around? Didn’t seven million dollars buy a modicum of 

discretion? Apparently not. 

I walked through the basement corridors, past the various rooms, till my nose detected 

that sweet smell again and I fumbled for the light switch in the dark candle making room. 

The big vat of buttery yellowish tallow was cooling now, like old soup. 



On the workbench table I found strands of long blonde hair. Scissors. I opened the 

cabinet over the table. Nothing but spools of cotton, premade wicks, pillar molds, oils, and 

ceramic holders. I sat down heavily on the stool and noticed the metal wastebasket next to the 

bench. 

It was full of women’s clothes. I arranged them on the table. A woman’s and a girl’s. 

Heart sinking, all the saliva in my mouth evaporating, I went to the vat, found the wooden stirrer 

sitting outside on the concrete floor, splashed with old tallow and colored wax. 

I broke the hardening skin and dipped it inside, stirred the thick mixture, ground against 

something on the bottom. 

After a few tries, I dragged it to the surface. 

A gory human skull broke through the yellow patina, the blue eyes still staring out of the 

mournful sockets. 

I let the stirrer tumble to the floor and backed out of the room, deaf from the blood 

coursing in my ears. 

I ran back upstairs. I had a thought that made me gag. When I’d asked Paul if he’d gotten 

the beef suet for the candles from the same place he’d gotten the veal…he had smiled without 

answering. It was just a thought, but I vomited on the floor. 

I returned to the library. The Infernalius was gone, along with my pronunciation key. 

God, I should call the police. Paul had gone over the deep end at last, in his crazy pursuit of… of 

what? How could he do this? Throw all this away? That lovely woman, their child. 

I don’t know why, but I returned to the basement stair, suddenly more angry than afraid. I 

wasn’t afraid of Paul, surely. I don’t know what I intended to do. 

I made my way down to the locked door, found it ajar. 

My legs felt like they were strapped with sandbags as I slowly mounted the stair to the 

Oratory, where I could hear Paul chanting. A red glow permeated the stairway the higher I got. 

I crept up to the top and peered over the edge. 

Paul stood in the circle, decked in his silk robes and tall miter. The Infernalius lay open 

on the lectern. The curtains and shutters were open, the dark sky all around. There were no stars, 

no moon, only black clouds that blotted out the stars, like in the fore-edge painting. 

He was turning slowly in the circle, chanting the old dead words I’d transcribed, over and 

over again, touching the braided human hair wicks of the black tallow candles made from the fat 

of his own wife and child with the lit end of a ceremonial candle lighter. 

“Paul…,” I managed. 

He paid no mind to me. Didn’t hear me, maybe. My voice was no better than a croak. The 

last candle was lit. 

He lay the snuffer on the altar and raised up his arms, as I’d seen them in the painting. He 

roared the invocation I’d transcribed one last time. I couldn’t have pronounced it better myself. 

I stood and leaned in the doorway, sick at the mad spectacle. 

Paul Woodson turned and faced me in the last, but he was looking downward. The horrid, 

flanged candles flared, and he was lit from below in the resulting blaze.  I saw his expression fall 

slack in utter surprise. 

Then he fell through the floor. 



Or rather, into it, up to his waist. 

From where I stood, I saw the floor on which he stood within the strange chalk diagram 

shimmer and fade to darkness.  

It was as if a hole opened beneath his feet. A pit.  

But it was no pit.  

It was more like a throat. The walls pulsed with unnatural life, and were lined with 

whirling, counter rotating rows of teeth, like some kind of combine. The teeth were flanged, 

exactly like the black candles surrounding its outer maw. A black, inky breath seemed to exude 

from it, and the oils and incense of the room was overpowered by a stench of rot that made me 

gag. 

He screamed as he fell, and the circle folded and closed on him exactly like a mouth, the 

burning candles snapping together, biting him in half through the middle with a sickly sound and 

a splash of copious blood. 

The surrounding windows exploded inward, showering him with a hail of broken glass. A 

hurricane wind roared through the Oratory, extinguishing the candles, but not before the silk 

robes caught flame. 

I saw his detached upper half ablaze, tumble flopping from the circle. Dying, he managed 

to lift himself from the floor by his hands, and I saw his expression, framed in fire. It was one of 

absolute, sublime ecstasy. He began to giggle, or perhaps scream. Both. I couldn’t be sure. Then 

his flesh curled, and he collapsed. The billowing drapes caught fire. I turned and ran from the 

room.  

I half fell down the stairs, careened from the basement, in total animal flight, staggered 

upstairs, and burst out the front door. 

I saw the smoke rising from the center of the roof as the Civic turned over and I 

wrenched the wheel about and tore down the driveway, smashing through the gate and out into 

the Hinsdale streets. 

Paul Woodson was dead. Devoured by…what? I didn’t want to think about it. My brief 

stab at fortune was gone. The book was real.  

The book. 

Did that mean what Paul had said about it was true, too, that it would give a man his 

heart’s desire? At the very least, it was physically worth a bundle to the right people. Mr. Zell at 

the bookshop could’ve set me up with a buyer, no doubt. Hell, I could’ve done it myself. Paul 

had said the previous owner had made a mint just lending it out. 

Well it was gone now, consumed in the fire. 

And yet…. I found myself wondering. 

The painting on the fore edge. Paul hadn’t seen it. Maybe it had been a warning, not to 

evoke the powers he’d called attention to. Or maybe, it had been a final, obscured step in the 

procedure. In the painting the sacrifices had been lain on the altar, not left to melt in a tallow vat. 

Maybe Paul, for all his care and precision, had overlooked an important detail of the ritual. 

Well, there was no way to test my theory at any rate. 



The blare of a car horn broke me out of my racing thoughts, and I squealed to a stop near 

the entrance ramp. I lay my head against the steering wheel, I don’t know how long, until a 

second bleat of a horn from an impatient driver behind me, roused me again. 

I accelerated up the ramp, fancying I could hear the clanging of fire engines in the 

distance. I angled the car for Chicago and my miserable, empty apartment, thinking of the picture 

on the library wall, of Cherie Woodson and that grand house.  

The streetlights pulsed down the length of my car like intermittent lightning, or the strobe 

of a grocery store scanner ascertaining my value. 

Something caught my eye in the middle of the backseat. 

Something pale, squarish, and mottled. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

 

 

 



 

G.A.G. 
Rob E. Boley 

 

  

 Malcolm Sever watches his lover Mandy, wearing only a bathrobe, chase an old man 

through a hardware store’s front window. Caked in blood, she’s barely recognizable. She makes 

that horrid noise that all of the Retches make – like a cat choking on a hairball.   

 The old man screams for help – an instinct from a lost world. Months ago, his plea would 

have summoned a whole entourage: police officers, ambulances, and news vans. But that was 

before the G.A.G.  

Broken glass grinds under Mandy’s bare feet, like a snowman gritting its teeth. Malcolm’s cell 

phone vibrates yet again. He answers, though cell towers haven’t operated for months. Only 

Shades use the phones now. 

 “Yeah?” he says. 

 It’s Mandy, talking all lowercase and no punctuation: “...ever really love you i mean you 

are a nerd i once hit a cat with a belt buckle the sky tastes like stale cotton candy i faked an orgasm 

because your goatee was tickling...” 

 “Mandy,” he says over her, “your body just ran into a hardware store. I’m going in after 

you. I’ll save you. Just like I promised, hon.” 

 “...drunk and there were at least two of them that i remember and the next morning i didnt 

even care i once jerked off a cocker spaniel hispanics scare me i hated the godfather part two you 

dont mean anything to me ive only ever used you for...” 

 “Today I’m going to save the world,” he says. What’s left of it. 

 

 

Nine months ago. 

 

 Malcolm heard about G.A.G. for the first time while smoking on the roof of the Village 

Tower apartment building. He was with Paul, the crackpot from down the hall. Paul rolled his own 

smokes, crooked things that stuck to Malcolm’s lip and made it bleed. 

 “You heard about the G.A.G. yet?” asked Paul, blowing smoke into the cold morning air. 

 “What gag?” asked Malcolm. 

 Below, Mandy crossed the street. They watched as she staggered into the Village’s front 

door. Another late night. 

 Paul shook his head. “It’s an acronym. Stands for Ghosts And Ghouls.” 

 Malcolm rolled his eyes. “Another government conspiracy?” 



 “Maybe.” Paul grunted and flicked his cigarette over the edge of the building. Even that 

slight movement caused his thick arm muscles to flex dramatically. “The Internet said when 

someone gets the G.A.G., their mind is torn from the body. They’re split in two: a ghost and a 

mindless body, like a zombie. The radio said last week in Arkansas, an infected priest’s ghost sent 

emails to his congregation – exposing all manner of perversion and corruption – while his body 

raised hell in a nursing home.” 

 Freed from the body, these Shades sought out loved ones, hated ones, or even just their 

barber. By interfacing with audio technology, the Shades spoke the harshest truths, every secret 

once crammed inside their skulls.  

 “Bullshit.” 

 “Maybe so.” Paul shrugged. “But you should consider stocking up on canned food and 

ammo.”  

 That was Paul’s solution to everything.  

 “I don’t have a gun, Paul.” 

 “You want one?” 

 Malcolm waved a hand dismissively. “What presumably causes G.A.G.?”  

 “I hear the CIA was testing a new interrogation technique. Other possibilities are the latest 

flu vaccine, a strain of genetically modified poultry, or a smart phone app.”   

 “Paul, I’m a brain man.” That’s how Malcolm always referred to his area of scientific 

inquiry. “And I have to tell you that this is one of your more interesting fringe conspiracies.” 

Malcolm punched Paul’s generous biceps.  

 “Did you know that a pound of human brain burns twenty times the calories as a pound of 

human muscle?” 

 “Huh?” 

 “It’s true. Your brain makes up two percent of your body weight but uses about twenty 

percent of your body's total energy.” 

 Below, someone yelled. Malcolm glanced down in time to see an old lady sprinting after a 

teenager. The granny, easily in her sixties, was gaining on the teen. 

 “So, tell me, Paul, what would a body do with all that extra energy if the brain no longer 

needs it?” 

 

 Mandy moshes through the aisles amidst a crowd of paint cans, shovels, oscillating fans, 

and power tools. The last scraps of sunlight belly crawl under the hardware store’s awning. While 

Shades are concerned with secret obsessions, their mindless bodies – known as Retches – just want 

to bite and screw, spreading the disease. Retches prefer human prey, though they settle for animals 

or even leather furniture as a last resort.  

 On the security mirrors, Malcolm sees the old man hiding behind a spackle display. He’s 

clutching a mallet and panting like a dog, but Mandy’s too stupid to hear. Her frenzied dance 

approaches the old man with the mallet. 

 Near the cash register, Malcolm grabs a cheap flashlight from the check-out display. With 

shaking hands, he shines a jittery beam of light on the old man. Blindly, the old man hurls the 

mallet past Malcolm’s head. 



 Mandy knocks the geezer onto a mound of spackle buckets.  As she bites his face and dry 

humps his abdomen, a look of recognition flashes over the old man’s surprised face.  

With one breast dangling from under Malcolm’s fuzzy blue robe, Mandy spits out a lump of flesh, 

takes another bite. She’s not eating, just biting.  

 Malcolm’s cell vibrates in his pocket. He ignores it, and retrieves the mallet.  

 As he stalks down an aisle, Mandy’s voice bursts over the store intercom, the sound 

cranked to eleven: “...glad that he committed suicide it was like winning the lottery i spit in your 

coffee i stole mr. pacernick’s grade sheet and no one ever knew one time i touched my brother’s...” 

 Damn it. Must hurry now. A noise like that could attract the Gaggle. 

 Ahead, the old man’s whole body flops like a fish out of water and goes still. An icy breeze 

whistles over Malcolm’s skin, the old man’s soul swirling upward. His body spasms to life, then 

he and Mandy lunge at each other in a lustful tangle.  

 If Malcolm let them go at it, they’d ravage each other for hours, biting and kissing and 

slobbering and grinding. 

 Sure, Malcolm’s jealous. 

 Now it’s the old man’s voice over the intercom. “...bEAT hER a tIME oR tWO bUT sHE 

hAD iT cOMING i pOISONED a lITTER oF pUPPIES bECAUSE i hATED tHE wHINING i 

cANT sTAND wHINING iM aFRAID oF nEED i sTOLE fROM tHE...”  

 Dammit. Malcolm hates togglecase. It gives him a headache. Malcolm pulls out the 

hypodermic he borrowed from Paul’s medical kit. The old man is on top of Mandy now, hips 

pounding. Malcolm injects Mandy’s ankle with a sedative. She goes limp, but the old man doesn’t 

notice. Malcolm swings the mallet and bashes his skull.  

 Almost instantly the Shade’s voice fizzles on the intercom. “...cHURCH i fUCKED 

mISSUS mONROE… iN hER oWN lIVING… rOOM aND wIPED mYSELF oFF oN hER 

cURTAINS aND nEVER... cALLED hER bY... hER fIRST...” 

 Malcolm fastens zip-ties around Mandy’s wrists. Something clicks insider her throat with 

every ragged exhalation. He sits her up, cradles her beautiful face. Her arched eyebrows. Her 

tangled red hair. Her thin lips.  

 “I’m going to save you,” he says. “I’m going to save the world.” 

 Mandy’s head jerks reflexively to one side, biting a gumdrop-sized lump of flesh from 

Malcolm’s hand. Almost instantly, Malcolm’s blood feels like used motor oil.  

Soon, he’ll hack up his soul.  

 

Seven months ago. 

  

 Teens danced to the Retched Rumble. G.A.G. t-shirts were banned from public schools. 

The wealthy paid top dollar to have sex with Retches, so long as they were properly masked. The 

world had G.A.G. fever. 

 The hottest reality show on t.v., G.A.G. My Wife, Please, was about a man coping with his 

G.A.G.-infected wife. Malcolm watched the show while helping Paul can two hundred pounds of 

tomatoes.  



 On the screen, the husband sat next to his wife’s cage. She thrashed and gyrated against 

the bars, while her Shade rambled on a monitor. “...tHE tOILET sEAT dOWN yOU dONT kNOW 

hOW tO eAT mY – bleep – iVE hAD bETTER – bleep – fROM sTRAY cATS i hATE yOUR 

mOTHERS cHICKEN...” 

 “Okay, brain man,” Paul said. “Tell me how humans can be so smart yet so dumb.” 

 Malcolm shrugged. “Our brains are one-point-nine percent of our bodies, compared to the 

lion – only one percent. Since our ancestor Homo genus emerged 2 million years ago, the human 

brain has doubled in size.” 

 “Wouldn’t know it to watch this shit.” 

 “Yes, but why’d we evolve so much extra brain weight?” 

 

 Malcolm drags Mandy outside. With his hands under her arms, he feels the spastic pulse 

common to all Retches. 

 No rhythm. 

 No pattern. 

 No rhyme. 

 Already, that jangly offbeat song invades Malcolm’s chest. His heart burps and clenches. 

His vision is flattening out, the world losing all depth. His skull is a fragile eggshell. Great. Now 

he’s recycling old Jim Morrison metaphors. 

 This is the end. His only friend. 

 No it isn’t. 

 The sky is an upset belly with indigestion and heartburn. On the horizon, the sun dissolves 

like an effervescent tablet, offering no real relief.   

 Malcolm stumbles against the van, hoisting Mandy through the rear doors. He falls inside 

and slams the doors shut. Strapping her into the backseat, he fumbles the key into the ignition and 

latches his seatbelt. The engine groans awake, and Mandy’s voice tumbles over the radio on a bed 

of static. 

 “...was my father but he never suspected i used to cut myself when that didnt work i cut 

other people not with blades but words i think doves have no souls i whispered dirty words all 

through the pledge of...” 

 The van lurches down the street. Malcolm’s throat clicks. His heart trembles. He’s not 

going to make it. 

 

Five months ago. 

 

G.A.G. mutated. Or maybe not. Maybe the line between humanity and technology dissolved. Over 

the course of a week, G.A.G. spread through email attachments, smart phones, and viral marketing.  

 The government pulled the plug on the Internet, but it was too late. Cities were overrun. 

Highways were clogged. G.A.G. was everywhere, and no one was ready for it. 

No one except Paul.  

He rallied the Village tenants together and turned the building into a fortress complete with 

compost toilets and solar power. 



 Malcolm had never known many of his fellow Village tenants, had only ever cared to know 

one –Mandy. For years, he felt a familiar ping in his heart whenever he passed her in the halls. 

Pre-G.A.G., she wouldn’t give Malcolm the time of day. After G.A.G., she visited regularly to 

watch movies and listen to music on his home entertainment system.  

 One afternoon, Malcolm sat on his couch, watching Mandy do sloppy yoga wearing only 

a pair of short-shorts and an “I G.A.G. FOR THE TRUTH” t-shirt. No bra.  

 “You think we’re okay here?” Mandy said.  

 Malcolm shrugged. “Paul’s kept us all safe so far.” 

Outside, the street was all screaming, gagging, and static-filled ranting. Malcolm never thought 

he’d miss the sound of traffic, car alarms, and thumping bass.  

Mandy rose into the cobra position, her pelvis grinding against the floor and her chest arching 

upward. 

 “Give me a drag,” she said. 

Malcolm held one of his last cigarettes to her lips. She took a drag, exhaled. Malcolm glanced 

down her shirt.  

 “I’d kill for some good drugs,” she said. “Can’t you synthesize something, science boy?” 

 “No drugs. I worked in porn tech.” 

 She looked him in the eye. “That so?” 

 “I was a security consultant. Developed fixes for viruses. Remember last year, when people 

kept falling in love with virtual partners?” 

 “Yeah.” 

 “I developed the love patch to fix that.” Malcolm held up a flash drive. “I’ve got a copy of 

the love virus right here.” 

 Mandy laughed. “The love patch. That’s great.” She lowered her chest to the ground, hands 

folded under her chin. “Could have used the love patch when I was little and Mom left my dad. 

She fell in love with some dick named Tim, ran off on us.” She stared at the window. “I hope he’s 

okay.” 

 “Who? Tim?” 

 “No, dumbass. My dad.” She rolls up her sleeve, revealing her dad’s portrait tattooed on 

her shoulder. “He lives right near here, by that playground on Fourth Street. We used to play on 

the seesaw there all the time. I haven’t talked to him in years. He was the only thing that ever kept 

me grounded.”  

 Malcolm interrupted, “When you’re in love, the brain’s ventral tegmental is overactive. It 

produces dopamine, providing pleasure and motivation. It’s not unlike cocaine.” 

 Mandy eyed the flash drive, licked her lips. “You’re saying, when you’re in love, you’re 

high?” 

 Malcolm nodded. “There are few limits to what a love-drunk heart would do.” 

 

 A block later, Malcolm’s heart becomes a ball of yarn ravaged by kittens. Sweat soaks his 

shirt. The G.A.G. – even from its entry at the extremities – spreads quickly through his body. He 

pats the patch stuck behind his ear to make sure it hasn’t come loose. 



 He’s still blocks away from the Village when convulsions wrack his chest. His heartbeat 

tugs like a frantic fish hooked on a line. He grunts. The van swerves onto the sidewalk. Malcolm 

fights the steering wheel. The van plows into the corner of a credit union. The impact throws 

Malcolm through the windshield and into a concrete wall. He lands in a heap. That jangly heartbeat 

is gone. 

 

Three months ago.  

 

 Malcolm and Mandy lay in bed, the sheets littered with various sex programs and 

pornware. Malcolm asked a stupid question. 

 “Are you fucking serious?” Mandy said. “We’re living in the post-apocalypse, and you’re 

asking me what’s wrong?” 

 But for Malcolm, it hadn’t been a stupid question. For Malcolm, life had only gotten better 

since the G.A.G. 

 “I just want everything back to normal,” she said. “That’s all I want.” 

 “Then that’s what I’ll do. I’ll make everything better.” 

 She took off her pleasure-goggles and laughed. “Malcolm, you’re a porn tech.” She 

lovingly patted the stimulator strapped to her thigh. “A really good porn tech, but really? What are 

you going to do?” 

 He pulled off his prototype love-glove and holstered his disinhibitor gun. “Hon, I had 

Fortune 500 companies knocking on my door straight out of college. I just didn’t want to deal with 

the...” 

 She arched her eyebrow and rubbed his crotch with her foot. “The pressure?” 

 “The bullshit. I’ve got a knack for figuring things out.” 

 She rolled her eyes. “Delusional much?” 

 “If I say I can do this, I can.” He held up a transdermal patch. “This is a patch I developed 

for PornMaker 3.4. Because of the software’s heightened connectivity, we needed a way to keep 

the customers from either contaminating the host software or picking up an STD from the host.” 

 “STD?” 

 Malcolm nodded. “Simulation Technology Disease. I can modify the patch to keep the 

wearer’s consciousness intact once the body gets G.A.G. The wearer would be a Shade, but a 

rational one.” 

 Mandy rolled her eyes. “Uh-huh.” 

 “If I could wear the patch and get infected with G.A.G., I could study it from outside the 

body. It’s like fixing a car.” Malcolm slid his hand under Mandy’s shirt. “To diagnose the problem, 

you have to get out from behind the wheel. Under the hood.” 

 “Is it really that simple?” 

 Malcolm nodded. “No. Not at all. Nothing about the brain is simple. Did you know that 

more electrical impulses are generated in one day by a single human brain than by all the 

telephones in the world?” 

 “Including texts?” she said. 

 



 Malcolm has no heartbeat. He lies on dirty cement waiting for death’s fabled white light. 

He feels no pain, so must be either paralyzed or dead.  

 But wait. He was wearing his seatbelt, so how could he have been thrown from the van? 

He opens his eyes and turns his head, expecting to hear vertebrae cracking like celery. The van’s 

windshield is mostly intact. It wasn’t his body that was thrown from the van. It was his Shade.  

 He must have gagged-out when the van made impact. Patch 2.0 worked. He’s rational. He 

shakes his head, the motion sending comet trails across his vision. He looks at his ghostly hands, 

and it’s like staring cross-eyed – seeing each eye’s image crossed over the other, neither image 

really substantial. He’s seeing past and future with no present.  

 He staggers toward the van, his steps unsteady not from trauma but from the energy and 

thought and feeling swirling all around him.  

 Mandy’s Shade crawls on all fours over and under the wreckage, muttering to herself. 

“...put the cards back in the deck but fuck it right blind children have more money than they know 

what to...” Even without her body, she’s beautiful.  

 Malcolm sees the open driver’s door and freezes. The front seat is empty, the tattered 

seatbelt dangling. His body somehow unlatched the belt and escaped. Damn it. Without his body, 

he’s just a lost ghost. Can this day get any worse?  

From blocks away, he hears the hacking and lurching. A flesh amoeba with thousands of feet, 

hands, and eyes – half as many mouths.  

The Gaggle. 

 

One month ago.  

 

 The Gaggle passed by the Village – a mob of hundreds, maybe thousands, of infected 

Retches. A storm cloud of heaving flesh acting under a singular hive mind. Bite. Fuck. Grow.  

A flock. A murder. A school.  

The Gaggle. 

 Down the street, a flashlight blinked repeatedly from a Mexican restaurant’s roof. A band 

of survivors had holed up there for weeks. The Gaggle hit the restaurant like a mammalian tsunami. 

The Retches climbed one upon the other, stretching up the building. Inside, women and children 

screamed. 

 “Mandy says you’re working on a cure,” Paul said. 

 “I’m trying.” 

 As if on cue, Mandy walked onto the roof, stood between Malcolm and Paul. “You got 

your night goggles, Paul?” 

 He handed them to her. Malcolm watched to see if their hands touched.  

 “They’re so creepy,” Mandy said, training the goggles on the Gaggle. She shivered. 

 He stroked her thigh. “I don’t think it’s a ‘they’ anymore. It’s an ‘it.’” 

 “What makes it happen?” she said. 



 Malcolm shrugged.  “Ever watch a flock of birds? They land, fly, and change course as 

one. To watch it, you’d think the birds’ brains were somehow networked. But really it’s just 

emergent behavior. The group moves based on decisions of individual birds, following simple 

rules responding to neighboring birds. It all happens in a quick chain reaction.”  

He stared at the edge of the Gaggle. A shirtless teenager with a broken nose. Someone’s 

grandmother, topless and shriveled. A heavily tattooed Asian wearing snow boots. What did they 

all have in common? Each other. 

 

 Paul snorted. “Way to take the romance out of migration.” 

 Mandy nodded. “To hear you talk sometimes, you’d think the soul was nothing more than 

an email attachment.” 

 “Nah, souls are huge,” Malcolm said. “They’d crash all the servers in heaven.” 

 She elbowed him. “Shut up.” 

 He ignored her. “The slowest speed that information travels between neurons is about 260 

mph. Our brains can make 20 million billion calculations per second. How fast could brains 

compute if they were networked? Can you imagine the speed?” 

 

 Malcolm’s Shade sprints through the street. No, literally. He trips and phases through the 

street into a sewer tunnel below. It takes him way too long to climb back to street level. By that 

point, the Gaggle is closing in. If the Gaggle finds the van, it’ll absorb Mandy. He’ll lose her 

forever.  

 He takes a deep breath, realizes that he has no lungs, and goes through the motion of 

exhaling anyway. Retches and their Shades are never far apart, so his body should be nearby. Like 

a shadow turned inside out, he sees a faded line leading around the corner – his connection to his 

retched body.  

Malcolm sprints after the line and finds his body humping away on the busted remains of 

someone’s Harley Davidson. The Gaggle comes into sight, a couple blocks away. Malcolm’s body 

dismounts the bike and stumbles toward the Gaggle.  

Shit. 

 Malcolm catches up to his body halfway down the street and tries throwing himself into 

his own head. It doesn’t work. Frantic, he remembers a diagram of the body’s chakras and tries 

slamming his consciousness into every one of these holes. No good. He recalls Mandy’s words 

from last month. File attachments. Of course. His consciousness is too big. It has to be compressed 

and encrypted. Parsed. He jumps piggyback onto his body and begins shoving bits of himself 

inside. His favorite color, pea green. The taste of stale beer. His first day of kindergarten. The 

smell of his father’s shoes.  

He shoves until there’s nothing left.  

 

Earlier this afternoon.  

 



 Malcolm left his lab early, wearing a triumphant grin. Patch 2.0 was ready for field-testing. 

Malcolm rubbed the patch against his neck. But where the hell was Mandy? Malcolm checked her 

apartment and the stairwell, where he found Paul wearing only a t-shirt and a pair of jeans. Unusual 

to see him unarmed. 

 “Paul? You seen Mandy?” 

 He stared at the floor. “Haven’t seen anyone all afternoon.” 

 Downstairs, someone screamed and hacked. Wood splintered and glass shattered.  

 They ran down the stairs, only to find the lobby trashed. A dead Retch lay sprawled on the 

dusty tile, still twitching. Outside, Mandy ran down the street, wearing Malcolm’s bathrobe. Why 

was she down here? Wearing only a bathrobe? 

 Malcolm held out his hand. “Give me the van key, Paul.” 

 Paul shook his head. “You’ll never find her. I can’t risk losing the van.” 

 “Paul, I’m a brain man. There are 100,000 miles of blood vessels in the brain. And one 

hundred billion neurons. If I can navigate that mess, you think I can’t find Mandy?” 

 

 Malcolm tastes grit and tire tread. He’s face-down in the street. He did it. He actually parsed 

his soul back into his body. His smile soon fades at the sound of several thousand feet plodding 

against asphalt. The Gaggle’s coming this way. 

Malcolm sprints back to the van. The Gaggle thunders behind him, each of its synchronized steps 

shaking the ground. Or maybe the Earth’s just frightened. 

 At the van, Mandy’s soul mutters, “...to the police because i hated the sound of her voice i 

took the last cookie and...” 

 “Hang on, hon,” Malcolm says, sliding into the driver’s seat. Behind him, Mandy’s body 

thrashes and hacks.  

 The keys jingle in the ignition. Malcolm turns the key, but the engine only clicks lamely. 

Malcolm slams his head against the steering wheel. He has to get Mandy away from- 

 A wave of appendages pounds and stomps the van, nearly knocking it over. The Gaggle 

eclipses any light from the sky above.  

 “I just had a really bad idea, Mandy,” Malcolm says. He steps into the rear of the van, grabs 

her by the hair, and holds his forearm to her mouth. “Bite me, hon.” 

 Moments later, Malcolm’s Shade flows out of the van. The Gaggle’s Shades dance in the 

sky, sparkling flames rising from the coals of flesh. Will this work? 

 It has to.  

 Malcolm tears himself apart, parsing his soul into thousands of packets and hurling each 

packet into the hollow minds below. A fat black man tastes Malcom’s grandmother’s blueberry 

pie for the first time. A tattooed divorcee writes shitty poetry in Malcom’s high school journal. A 

one-eared attorney loses his virginity on Malcolm’s parents’ bed.  

 And so it goes.  

 Suddenly, the Gaggle’s hacking rhythm, the noise that’s haunted the city for weeks, goes 

silent. It’s an eerie silence, punctuated by thousands of Retches simultaneously taking in an in-

breath. 



 Malcolm is the Gaggle. His thoughts are amplified by thousands. His feelings stream fast 

and rich. Everything’s déjà vu. For a long while, the Gaggle stands mute, swallowing periphery 

vision to the hundredth power.  

 His thoughts, once clouds, rain freely. No, they pour. In great bursts, his ideas puddle and 

flood his networked consciousness. Lightning flashes all strobe. Unfiltered thoughts overflow his 

thousand skulls. Quickly, the revelation comes. 

 Back at the lab, he has a disinhibitor gun, a cheap plastic toy used to unwind anxious lovers. 

With a few simple tweaks, he can modify the gun into a cure. One shot, and the Retch’s soul will 

return to its body.  

Malcolm’s going to save the world. 

 Not a particularly coordinated man even when operating only one body, it takes Malcolm 

Gaggle a long while to push the van back to the Village. Bodies crash to the ground. He steps with 

thousands of feet. His pulse echoes in as many hearts.  

 Above, the Gaggle’s orphaned souls expand – dry sponges soaked in water – and glow like 

fireflies. With their bodies now occupied, the souls are heading for that fabled light. If Malcolm 

doesn’t leave the Gaggle soon, its souls will be lost forever.  

At the Village, Malcolm Gaggle shoves the van backwards through the front doors, effectively 

blocking the entrance.  

Malcolm Gaggle kneels.  

 He ejects.  

 

Earlier this evening.  

 

 Malcolm drove through the streets, thinking of the places Mandy talked about. Clubs. Dive 

bars. Music shops. Where could she be?  

 Of course. He turned west, onto Fourth Street. The playground. Sure enough, Mandy was 

there, flopping up and down on a seesaw covered in blood. He needed a distraction. Nearby, an 

old man watched from behind one of the school’s boarded-up windows. Malcolm inhaled deeply 

and waved at the man. The man smiled and waved back.  

Malcolm’s phone vibrated. It was Mandy. 

 “...starved my goldfish al pacino is overrated i secretly envy religious people i once pissed 

on a sleeping...” 

 Malcolm opened the passenger door. The old man limped toward the van. His grey hair 

was the color of rainy sky. Even from here, Malcolm recognized the face that countless times had 

stared back from Mandy’s shoulder. 

Mandy’s father.   

 Ten steps away. 

 Nine. 

 Eight.  

 That’s when Malcolm hit the horn and closed the door. The old man’s eyes went wide. 

Mandy leapt off the seesaw and sprinted across the playground. She sure as hell wasn’t running 

away from daddy anymore.  



 Malcolm spoke into the phone, ignoring Mandy’s confessional gibberish. “Mandy, each of 

our hundred billion neurons makes contact with thousands of other neurons via synapses. Our 

brains make about a million of new connections per second, those connections’ strength and 

pattern always changing. With all that in mind, how can two people’s love be anything but 

temporary?” 

 

 Malcolm’s Shade dives through the van’s roof. The Gaggle flails over the van and against 

the Village. Meanwhile, Mandy thrashes and hacks. He can’t take her upstairs like this, so he 

parses himself into her body as well as his own. 

 Moving as one, he runs on four legs up the Village’s staircase. Yes, he takes a moment to 

cop a feel with Mandy’s own hands.  

 When Malcolm enters his loft, Mandy’s soul – already shimmering toward the light – 

rambles through his speakers, “...her we were only friends the bitch bought it i undertipped because 

she was prettier than...” 

 Malcolm sits at his desk, funneling his theories and concepts through his fingertips. 

Working with two bodies, he quickly builds the soul-inhabitor gun. 

 He tunes out the noise of the Gaggle storming the building, breaking windows, tearing 

down walls. He blocks everything but Mandy’s voice. 

Because it isn’t there. 

 While Malcolm puts the finishing touches on his soul-inhabitor, he sends Mandy’s body 

into the hallway to find her Shade. It takes concentration, being two places at once. But he needs 

Mandy’s Shade here with her body, for a first test. 

Malcolm-Mandy finds her Shade on the fire escape. There, Paul throws bricks down at the Gaggle 

below – splattering chunks of Retch skull all over the sidewalk.  

 Mandy’s voice comes from his walkie talkie. “...love you i need you we are meant for 

each...”  

 Paul turns around and sees Mandy. He rears back to throw a brick at her. His vision darts 

from the walkie talkie to Mandy’s body. 

 “other i think of you when i'm fucking malcolm i just want...” 

 Paul lunges for Mandy and kisses her. He tastes like tic-tacs and gun powder.  

 Son of a bitch. That’s why Mandy left the loft in her bathrobe – to meet Paul for a secret 

rendezvous. While Paul’s kissing Malcolm-Mandy, Malcolm-Malcolm grabs the soul-inhabitor 

and strides down the hall.  

 Malcolm-Mandy pushes Paul away just as Malcolm arrives. Seeing Malcolm, Paul chucks 

the walkie talkie – with Mandy still chattering – down at the Gaggle.  

 Malcolm-Malcolm aims the soul-inhabitor at the Gaggle, ready to save the world. 

But wait... 

He can finally see how selfish he’s been. 

 “Is that loaded?” Paul says. 

 “No, Paul. It’s junk,” Malcolm-Malcolm and Malcolm-Mandy say simultaneously. 

 Paul eyes them both warily. Malcolm laughs, throws the soul-inhabitor down into the 

Gaggle. It shatters in pieces.  



 “Paul,” he says. “You taste like gunpowder.”  

 Without another word, he and Mandy return to his loft. He ejects from Mandy, and she 

lunges at him. His Shade floats upward as he and Mandy buck and wiggle together – a beast with 

two heads, four arms, and four legs.  

 Malcolm parses himself once again into the Gaggle’s hungry flesh. Now free of his body, 

his thoughts are free to rain. 

Free to reign. 

He’s been so selfish. So stupid. The world doesn’t need saving.  

It needs rebooting. 

 Knowing the apartment’s defenses, he easily overtakes the Village and converts Paul and 

everyone inside, except the Retch bodies of himself and Mandy. They deserve each other.  

 Meanwhile, Malcolm has a world to rebuild. One body at a time.  

  

In unison, thousands of voices speak with raspy voices: 

 “Welcome to Malcolm Village.” 

 

One week later. 

  

 He systematically takes over the whole city until he spans hundreds of thousands of bodies. 

Millions of fingers all at his will. Trillions of synapses flutter at his command. 

 “Welcome to Malcolm City.” 

 

One month later. 

 

 “Welcome to Malcolm Country.” 

 

Nine weeks later. 

 

 “I did it. I saved the world… Malcolm World.” 
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Wings whirr wings blur zip zip zip and sip. Dart head. Beak and tongue. Sip sip. Pulse 

race flutter flutter. Up down forward back sample sip sip sip. Liquid sweet. Dart and zip. This 

one. That one. Wings whirr whirr whirr. 

Craving hunger craving need. More more. Sweet. Sip and drink. Beak poke. Tongue 

flick.  

Need need.  

More-more-hurry-faster. 

Zip. Whirr. Up-down. Thiswaythatway.  

Faster-faster-faster! 

Whirring wings whirring wings frantic. 

Hurry hurry! 

Sweet need sweet need sweetneedsweetneedneed! 

 

Jannie bounced out of bed and dashed to the window. She pushed aside her frilly princess 

curtains. Morning sunshine dazzled in, early-summer morning sunshine, as light and yellow as 

the scoops of whipped butter they served at Becca’s.  

Her stomach pinged and poinged at the idea of crisp hot waffles with syrup oozing in 

maple-gold rivers to puddle on the plate, and powdered sugar. And those kind of strawberries or 

apples that were gooey like pie filling! And chocolate milk! 

She looked out over their back fence at the golf course, which was still partly misty, 

especially down by the artificial lake. Dew glimmered on the bright green grass and in the 

treetops. A few golfers were there already, driving their little carts or towing their golf bags on 

wheeled frames. Most of them wore checkered pants with polo shirts and funny caps.  

It made Jannie wonder if there was a special shop they went to, just for those clothes. Or 

maybe there were special shops just for old people. Like the old lady, Mr. Schromm’s grandma 

or great-auntie or whoever she was, who’d just moved in with him next door.  

Poor old lady. Jannie felt bad for her. She was really old, old-old, way older than the 

golfers. Like, ancient-old, all tiny, wrinkled, hunched frail and helpless in her wheelchair.  

A nurse stayed with her while Mr. Schromm was at work. Though, as far as Jannie had 

been able to see, the nurse would basically just park the old lady by the birdfeeders and watch 

TV the rest of the day, pigging out on donuts and cookies.  

She checked, but the old lady wasn’t there yet. Their patio was empty, messy with stray 

leaves and windblown crumples of stuff that looked like tissue paper or discarded wrappers.  

A golfer hit a ball that arched way high and white against the pearly blue sky. It plunked 

into the lake, sending circles of ripples across the smooth water. Sometimes, there were ducks 

paddling around. Sometimes, there were geese, which were mean, honked, chased people, and 

left long squiggles of slimy green-black poops. 



More dew dripped from the fine mesh of net that hung between the golf course and the 

houses. Despite it, every week Jannie could count on finding at least a dozen golf balls. She 

collected them, and turned them back in at the clubhouse for a quarter apiece.  

Breakfast, she decided, and then the great golf ball hunt. Maybe she could say hi to the 

old lady in the wheelchair. Who called her ‘Jenny,’ but that was okay. She seemed nice – the 

frump-a-grump nurse was another story – and it was neat to see the birds visiting the feeders.  

Hummingbirds, mostly, in all kinds of rainbow-jewel colors. Their wings went so fast 

they blurred almost invisible, and they hung in the air like magic. With their long thin beaks, she 

imagined fairies could ride on them and have jousts or do fencing duels. 

Giggling, she dashed around her room, holding her arms straight-out and not swoop-

flapping them but vibrating them up and down way-super-fast. She swung her head around and 

jabbed her nose at things, as if it had a musketeer sword growing from the end.  

Silly. But fun! 

After a quick trip to the bathroom for bathroom-stuff, she got dressed in jeans, sneakers 

and a sparkly unicorn shirt, and did her ponytail all by herself. She went down the stairs two and 

three at a jumping time and skipped into the coffee-smelling kitchen.  

“Can we have waffles?” she asked.  

Her mother, filling a travel mug, said, “What, sweetie?” 

“Waffles?” 

“I think there’s still half a box in the freezer.” 

“Mo-o-om,” said Jannie, drawing it out and rolling her eyes. “I meant real waffles, like at 

Becca’s!” 

“I don’t have time this morning. I’m already running late.” 

“You always say that.” 

With a laugh that might have sounded like it belonged to a crazy person, her mom said, 

“I’m always running late. Tell you what, though. This weekend, we’ll make some at home. How 

about that?” 

Jannie gave her a dubious look. “You always say that, too.” 

“I know. I know. I’m sorry. I’m just so busy.” Mom smooched Jannie on the head. “I 

have to get going. Tell your brother to remember to bring in the recycling bins.” 

“He won’t listen to me.” 

“I don’t want to see them sitting out there when I get home,” Mom went on, as if she 

wasn’t listening either. “Another nasty note from the community association snootie-patooties is 

just what I need.” 

“I think that nurse next door is mean to the old lady,” Jannie said, partly because she did 

think so, and partly to see if Mom was paying attention.  

“That’s nice, sweetie.” Travel mug, purse, cell phone, stack of file-folders, car keys. 

“‘Bye, and be a good girl!”  

Jannie heard the engine, followed by the garage door rumbling open and shut. The house 

fell silent except for the burble of the coffee maker. She sighed, and dragged a stool from the 

counter across so she could clamber up to look in the freezer.  



No toaster waffles. Lots of Stouffers-food, and the microwave junk Troy lived on – pizza 

rolls, burritos, pastry pockets. She stuck out her tongue and tried the fridge, but that was mostly 

leftover take-out containers, two-liter bottles of soda and about ninety bazillion canned energy 

drinks. A search through the cupboards finally rewarded her with a variety-pack of healthy cereal 

bars.  

“Bleh,” Jannie said.  

She thought about knocking and seeing if Troy was awake yet and maybe wanted to drive 

them someplace, but decided against it. Probably he’d stayed up all night playing video games 

and drinking SugaRush Ultra-Blue, and would be mad about pesky sisters disturbing him in his 

basement lair.  

Sighing again, she grabbed a couple of cereal bars – granola crunch and yogurt mixed 

berry – and did her own version of Mom’s out-the-door checklist. Change, fanny pack, travel-

size hand sanitizer, housekey. No phone. Mom said she was too young for a phone.  

Dad said maybe for her birthday. But Dad also said maybe a new bike, maybe he’d take 

her and Troy to Disneyland, maybe they could come spend Christmas with him and Brittnylynne, 

and yeah as if any of that was going to happen.  

Outside was just like it had looked from her window. The whipped-buttery sun was 

warm, the shadowy shade was cool, dewdrops beaded the grass, and everything was picture-

perfect, except for the trash cans and recycling bins waiting by the curb, and a couple more 

crumpled papery-looking wads on Mr. Schromm’s lawn.  

Mom said that theirs was one of the families who’d been ‘grandfathered in’ when the 

snootie-patooties made the new rules; all Jannie knew was that it meant there was hardly 

anybody around to play with. Not so bad during the school year. Summers and breaks sure could 

be boring, though. 

A car turned the corner, but it was just the old lady’s frump-a-grump of a nurse. She got 

out and gave Jannie a squinchy oh-great-you-again frown before grabbing her purse and her 

usual armload of bakery bags and clumping up the walk.  

The sight of the bakery bags made Jannie’s tummy ping and poing some more, despite 

the granola crunch cereal bar she’d eaten. Granola crunch cardboard, more like … and she just 

knew the nurse was stocked up on glazed donuts, chocolate snack-cakes, maybe those cookies 

with the frosting.  

The nurse wasn’t a total fattie-fat fattie, but she wasn’t skinny either. She always wore 

stretchy pants with bright floral smock-tops. Today was no different. The pants were lime 

sherbert green, and the top looked like Hawaii lost a fight with a clown.  

Jannie did a cheery smile-and-wave, which the nurse ignored. As soon as her back was 

turned, Jannie made a face instead, then skipped past Mr. Schromm’s house to a little spur of 

path that cut across to strip of park following the edge of the golf course.  

They called it a park, though in Jannie’s mind, a park – a real park! – would have swings 

and slides, maybe places for soccer or baseball. Playground stuff. Fun stuff. Not a hardly-ever-

used jogging trail winding along with only some benches and the occasional drinking fountain. 

There weren’t even any picnic tables.  



She searched the grass and poked through the bushes. Most of the golf balls were plain 

white. Some were neon-colored, orange and yellow. She also found a nickel, three bottlecaps, a 

pretty rock, and a few things she didn’t bother picking up, not even with hand sanitizer. Yuck. 

Cigarette butts and wads of A-B-C gum.  

And a dead hummingbird under a bench, which was sad. Just a bunch of brittle feathers, 

purple-blue and red, with its long dark beak in the dust and its itty-bitty feet curled up stiff.  

Poor hummingbird. She didn’t pick it up either, partly because eew-dead-thing and partly 

with vague Mom-voice don’t-touch-that-you’ll-get-germs, but mostly because she didn’t know 

what to do with it. Dropping it into a trash can seemed mean, but what else was there? Bury it?  

In the end, she settled for sort of kick-scooping a mound of gravel over it, then setting her 

pretty rock for a headstone. She wondered if it was one the old lady would recognize, if the old 

lady gave them names, even.  

The hummingbird funeral brought an end to her great golf ball hunt for the day. By the 

time she got back to her street, the neighborhood had reached its maximum normal creepy-quiet 

levels.  

Every day during the week was the same. The grown-ups left, and the houses sat there. 

Silent and empty … but alive somehow, with things on timers and remote control, and the tiny 

blinky red eyes of security systems. Like a ghost town. A robot-house ghost town of the future.  

The only people she mostly saw coming and going were workers, cleaners, deliveries, 

and snooper-spy snootie-patooties eager to find something wrong so they could leave their nasty 

notes.  

“Don’t give them any more reason to come after me,” Mom often said, if Jannie left toys 

outside or Troy’s speakers were too loud. “They still wish I’d been the one to move out instead 

of your father. A divorced man, that’s fine; but a single mother?” 

Jannie knew better than to argue or ask, though it did make her wonder what the snootie-

patooties would have thought about Dad and Brittnylynne, or Dad and Valerie, or Dad and 

Monica.  

Down the block, someone’s sprinklers came on, spitting water with a hishy-wishy noise. 

A Daily-Maid van and a UPS truck drove past. That was it. No barking dogs, no crying babies. 

No ice cream man jingling music – she wished; they never got the ice cream man driving by 

here. No sirens or explosions. Not even a radio turned way up. 

Creepy, quiet, empty, and boring.  

If only something would happen, something interesting and exciting. When she had to do 

her “how I spent my summer vacation” paper, it’d be nice to be able to write about more than 

collecting stray golf balls for quarters or listening to Troy cuss at noobs over the internet.  

She went around the side of the garage, thinking to deposit her day’s haul in the bucket 

where she kept them until she had enough to go to the clubhouse. Then maybe she’d see if Troy 

was awake after all. He didn’t have to take her to Becca’s, but he could at least drive her to the 

store for a candybar. 

Her gaze wandered across to Mr. Schromm’s yard. Sure enough, the wheelchair was 

parked out on the patio. The old lady sat sort of slouched in it, with her head down and her 

bunched, shaky hands to her face. She looked like she might be crying, or trying real hard not to.  



Jannie paused, nibbling on her bottom lip.  

Did the old lady know somehow about the hummingbird funeral at the park? No, that was 

silly; there was no way she could know. But what if she really did recognize them all, even give 

them names? What if she was worried because that particular one hadn’t shown up for breakfast? 

The bird-feeders – Mr. Schromm had put them in special a few days after the old lady 

came to live with him – were clear tubes with bright red horn-shaped fake-flower-looking-things 

sticking out of the sides. Every morning, the nurse refilled them from a pitcher. The 

hummingbirds would go zipping from one fake-flower spigot to another, suspended on their 

blurred-invisible wings, fairy-rainbow-jewels of silver and turquoise, shimmery greens, purples, 

even gold.  

Now that she really paid attention, Jannie saw there weren’t very many flitting around the 

feeders at all. Hardly any, when on another day there’d be a dozen or more. Normally, they flew 

in smooth, graceful little dances, too; a birdie ballet. But, today, the few that were there moved in 

kind of jerky, jittery fits and starts.  

Then, even as she watched with a confused frown, a bronzey-red hummingbird just fell 

out of the air, plop onto the patio, where it lay twitching feebly. The old lady covered her mouth 

to muffle a sob.  

“Omigosh!” Jannie yelped. She dropped her golf balls, dashed to the low fence, and 

scrambled over it into Mr. Schromm’s yard.  

The hummingbird twitched again and stopped moving. It looked like a delicate, broken 

toy. Like a wad of colorful tissue paper someone had crumpled up and thrown away.  

Like … the things she’d noticed earlier, and thought they were discarded windblown 

wrappers? Which she didn’t see now, because probably the nurse had swept them up along with 

the stray leaves? 

The thought of the nurse froze Jannie in her tracks for a second. With a huge guilty 

trespassing flinch, she stole a glance in the direction of the house. The blinds were partway open 

on the big picture window into the family room. She saw the TV set – on, tuned to the channel 

that did game-show reruns from fifty years ago – and the nurse kicked back napping in a comfy 

chair.  

A relieved breath shuddered from Jannie’s lungs. She resumed crossing the lawn, making 

more of an effort to be extra quiet. At the corner of the patio was a plastic yard-waste bin; when 

she peeked inside, she saw exactly what she’d been afraid of. Five or six brittle, feathery bundles 

in a drift of leaves and grass clippings. Hummingbirds, dead ones, just like she’d found in the 

woods, just like the one that fell ker-plop on the patio.  

“Jenny?” The old lady’s voice quavered.  

“Shh!” She flung another flinching glance through the window. The nurse had a box 

resting crooked on her chest and a partly-eaten glazed donut dangling in limp fingers.   

“Jenny, dear, is that you? Jenny from next door?” 

“Hi, uh … Mrs. … Mrs. Schromm?” 

“Edith,” said the old lady, wiping at her eyes.  

“Ummmkay … Edith … I saw you, and the, um, the birds, jeez, what happened?” 



This time, it was Edith who cast a furtive look at the window. “You won’t believe me. 

Nobody believes me. My nephew doesn’t believe me. He says it’s dementia, paranoia. But I’m 

not senile! I didn’t have a stroke!” 

“Okay, okay, shhh!” Jannie hissed, bouncing from foot to foot as if she had to pee. 

Which, of course, now she did have to.  

“It’s that woman! That horrible woman, that lazy, lying, miserable bitch!” 

Jannie’s eyes almost popped. Hearing the b-word from her brother when he was gloating 

about pwning somebody in a video game was one thing. Hearing it from a nice little old lady in a 

wheelchair was another.  

“Do you see what she did?” Edith went on. “Do you see what she’s done?” 

“Shhhh! She’ll hear you! She’ll wake up and we’ll both be in trouble!” 

“She’s killing innocent hummingbirds!” 

“Huh?” Jannie said, baffled. The nurse wasn’t even out here … “Oh, hey, wait, you 

mean, like, when she refills the feeders? She poisons the birds?” 

“Poison would be kinder!” Her wrinkled old eyes leaked more tears as she gazed, 

stricken, at the bronzey-red bird. “It’s only supposed to be sugar-water, a simple syrup of sugar 

and water, boiled and let cool. It isn’t expensive. It isn’t complicated. But she makes it with 

artificial sweetener!” 

“The … the diet stuff, the fake sugar? Um, well, so?” 

“So? So, they starve! It has the right taste and they keep drinking it but not the calories 

and they need those for their quick little metabolisms! They think they’re getting food but it’s a 

trick, it’s empty, and they die!” 

“Okay, okay, shhh!” Jannie hissed again. “She must just not know --” 

“Oh, she knows, that crafty bitch! She does it on purpose! It’s murder!” 

“But why?” 

“Because she’s evil!” 

That was enough as far as Jannie was concerned. “Can’t you tell your nephew?” 

“I have told him. He doesn’t believe me. He believes her. I’ve tried to shoo them away, 

but the little darlings don’t understand, and …” She flicked irritably at the armrest.  

“Well we gotta do something!” said Jannie. She went over to the nearest feeder, poked 

her pinkie finger into one of the trumpet-shaped plastic spigots, examined the clear liquid on the 

end, sniffed it, and tasted it. Sweet. Not flavored like Kool-Aid, just way-whoa-sweet! 

Another hummingbird buzzed past her head, so close she felt the whiffy-whirr of its fast-

beating wings against her cheeks. The sound was a whispery flutter-hum that reminded her of 

riffling her thumb along a deck of cards. Its feathers were grey and blue-green, with a ruby-red 

throat-bib. She even saw the shiny black beads of its eyes.  

“No, no, shoo!” cried Edith.  

Jannie waved at the bird. “Psst, yeah, shoo! Go on, get out, stupid!” 

“They won’t,” the old lady said. “They’ll keep coming back, thinking it’s food, until they 

die.” 

“What if we put in real sugar? Don’t you have some in the kitchen?” 

“And wake the bitch up?” 



“Oh, yeah.” Jannie waved at the hummingbird again. “I know! I’ll get some from my 

house!” 

Without waiting for a reply, she ran back across the yard, scrambled the fence, and 

dashed inside. Troy’s door was still shut, but he must have been awake because she could hear 

electronic shooting and death groans from the basement, and the smell of recently-microwaved 

pastry pockets hung in the kitchen.  

Sugar … sugar … the canister on the counter was empty except for a rock-solid crust at 

the bottom … she found a box of store-brand sweetener in the cupboard but that was the whole 

gosh-dang problem in the first place … Mom used that in her coffee because she said they 

already put too much sugar in those energy drinks – 

Snapping her fingers, she whirled and yanked open the fridge. Not only was it packed full 

of black-and-yellow cans with jagged white lightning-bolt letters, but a bottle of Troy’s 

SugaRush Ultra-Blue gleamed like a great big sapphire torpedo.  

She dumped some cans into a plastic bag, tucked the two-liter under her arm, and bolted 

back out. Yard-fence-yard and to the patio, puffing and panting for breath. The old lady – Edith – 

was trying to ward off the hummingbird from the feeders, but it was really seriously determined 

to stick in its beak.  

“Here, here, okay, hang on a second,” Jannie gasped. She plunked down the bag of cans 

and struggled with the twist-cap.  

The hummingbird zipped backward and forward and sideways at angles. It started to go 

all herky-jerky the way the bronzey-colored one had done right before dropping dead out of the 

air. Its wings went stutter-flutter. Jannie saw its shiny eyes again and thought they looked 

desperate.  

The cap spun loose and the totally shaken up soda shot everywhere in a terrific, 

ginormous fizzy-foamy blue spray. A super-soaker blast of it nailed the hummingbird point-

blank, knocking it into a spinny somersaulting cartwheel before pasting it to the patio. Jannie lost 

her grip on the plastic bottle, which hit the ground and skidded, rolling and squirting, in a circle.  

“Glahgh!” Edith yelled, as she got a faceful of SugaRush Ultra-Blue. Her false teeth 

landed in her lap.  

Jannie, also doused, ran to the spot where the drenched, feathery wad thrashed and 

splashed in a puddle. “Omigosh I’m sorry little birdie are you all right?” 

The hummingbird’s long, skinny tongue flicked from its beak. It flipped itself over. It 

wallowed and rolled. Droplets flew from its wings and tail as it shook off the flurrying way birds 

sometimes did at bird-baths. Its startled shiny-black eyes blinked a lot. Then its head darted. Its 

tongue flicked some more – flick flick flick! – lapping at the brilliant blue soda. 

“Hey, cool! Look! The --” She broke off, tipping her head to the side. “That’s weird.” 

“What’s that, Jenny dear?” Edith asked, her words mushy and slobbery without her teeth. 

She wiped SugaRush from her face.  

“The hummingbird,” said Jannie, crouching. 

“It isn’t dead, is it?” 

“Nuh-unh. But … it’s … um … bigger.”  



Spraying more droplets in a sparkling blue mist, the hummingbird beat its wings as it 

righted itself. Its body, Jannie was sure, had been maybe as big as a fun-sized Snickers bar; now 

it was – and she was sure of this, too! – as big as a Twinkie.  

And growing.  

Growing even as she stared in jaw-drop astonishment.  

Tiny feathers fell off as larger ones replaced them, to be in turn replaced by ones even 

larger. The black beak had been a sewing needle, then a golf-pencil, then a school-pencil.  

“Um …” Jannie gulped and duck-walked backward a few steps. “Do you see that?” 

“Oh, my goodness. It’s the size of a bedroom slipper!” 

And still growing. Growing, blundering around as it flapped clumsy wings that looked 

like soggy comic-book pages, jabbing its thin spike of a beak – which, Jannie realized, looked 

really sharp – and flicking its weird string of a tongue to drink up more spilled soda.  

The size of an old lady’s bedroom slipper, then a football, then the size of one of Troy’s 

huge galumphy high-top sneakers he always left in the hall for people to trip over no matter how 

much Mom told him not to.  

The puddle was almost gone, and the soda that had sprayed everywhere was drying to a 

sticky mess, but the bottle still had maybe a third of its contents that hadn’t gurgled out. The 

hummingbird lurched for it, poking its beak into the cap-hole, lashing its tongue in the sloshing 

blue liquid. Its wings and tail fanned out. Where the feathers had been grey with shimmery blue-

green before, they now had a sapphire sheen that almost seemed to glow in the sunlight.  

“What in the world do they put in those sodas these days?” Edith pressed a hand to her 

chest. 

“Chemicals and stuff, I guess?” 

The bottle was pretty well empty. The hummingbird was bigger than Jannie’s pillow, its 

shiny black eyes like golf balls. Like mean, mad, crazy golf balls. And that beak … that long 

sharp beak … had she actually thought how funny it would be for fairies to ride hummingbirds in 

jousts and musketeer-sword duels?  

Not funny, no, not funny at all!  

“We should maybe …” she said, rising from her duck-walk squat to grasp the handles on 

the back of Edith’s wheelchair.  

The hummingbird flapped its wings again and this time they made the kind of brisk 

whipcrack noises of kids snapping damp towels at each other in a pool-fight. Its body wouldn’t 

have fit into a shopping cart. What had been itty-bitty bird-claws were practically dinosaur feet! 

The feathers at its throat, which had been ruby-red but turned a deep rich pomegranate-

purple, quivered. Then the hummingbird chirped, a screechy, squeaky shrill teakettle chirp that 

hurt Jannie’s ears.  

“I think it’s still hungry,” Edith said. 

“It drank all the soda.” 

It screeched louder. It hopped, wings beating the air with wind and a whirring, humming 

vibration. But it couldn’t quite take off, and came down stumbling. One of its dinosaur-feet 

tangled in the grocery bag and a claw punctured a black and yellow can.  



“Uh-oh,” muttered Jannie as the long-beaked head darted to inspect the leaking dribble of 

yellowish fluid. She tugged at the chair but it wouldn’t budge; the brakes must have been on or 

something so that the old lady didn’t roll away.  

She finally figured out the brakes, but by then the hummingbird was bigger than a sofa 

and had treated the cans of energy drink like someone dying of thirst might treat Capri Suns. 

Punch and slurp, punch and slurp, its beak for the straw, and chug-chug-chug! 

Jannie turned the wheelchair toward Mr. Schromm’s house and got it moving. She’d only 

made it a couple of steps when all at once the patio door slid open.  

“What in the hell is --” began the frump-a-grump nurse, stomping out. Her cotton-candy-

pink kerchief was crooked, frizzy grey hair going wild. She still had the partly-eaten donut in her 

hand, crumbs on her chin and flecks of glaze speckling the front of her bright floral smock-top.  

The rest of what she’d been going to say, she didn’t. Instead, she made a sound like when 

a vacuum cleaner tries to suck up a penny. Her eyes went way wide and her mouth made a big 

shocked O.  

With a piercing shriek worse than a million fingernails on a chalkboard, the hummingbird 

launched itself into the air. Its wings whirred so hard the wind almost knocked Jannie over. She 

ducked. It went past – whoosh! – in a buffeting rush of feathers and speed.  

The nurse shouted the f-word and sprang butt-first through the door. A split-second later, 

the hummingbird was there, wedging itself at the door, flapping and fluttering, trying to squeeze 

in after her.  

Those bright-colorful clothes, Jannie thought. And the sugar, all that sugar, glazed donuts 

and chocolate snack-cakes and cookies with the frosting! 

She hauled the wheelchair in reverse as hard as she could. Edith was babbling something, 

but without her teeth, Jannie couldn’t make any sense of it, and didn’t really care.  

A twisting heave, a crunch-rustle, bits of fluff filling the air, and the hummingbird 

crammed itself into the house. Furniture crashed over. The nurse screamed and screamed. The 

bird shrieked and shrieked. The half-drawn blinds leaped, rattled, clattered. Feathers bristled 

against the glass. Wings battered at the window, shaking it in its frame.  

Jannie, running full-tilt backward and dragging the old lady with her, didn’t even realize 

they’d gone onto the grass and most of the way across the yard until she bumped smack into the 

fence. The fence! What was she going to do about the fence? 

There wasn’t time to think of a plan. Feeling like she, too, was gonzo on sugary soda and 

energy drinks, she just sort of hauled Edith out of the chair, boosted her over the top with a yelp 

and a flailing of bony arms and legs, and followed in a vaulting tumble that might have made her 

gymnastics teacher happy for once. Then she hoisted Edith piggyback like with a toddler instead 

of an old lady. She staggered for the door, glad she hadn’t bothered to lock it again.  

Behind them, glass shattered and there was a splintering crackle of wood, and another 

screech that just about made Jannie’s head explode. An immense whap-whap-whap, like flat 

thunderclaps, made everything shudder.  

Troy emerged from the basement with a puzzled expression. “Hey, what’s all the noise?” 

he called. “Sounds like a war zone.” He saw Jannie, with Edith piggyback, and the puzzled 

expression switched to one of total confusion. “Sis?” 



“It’s a hummingbird!” she cried.  

“A what?” 

“A --” She tripped and bellyflopped, Edith landing on her, both of them going, “Oof!” 

Troy did come to help them up, glanced out the window above the sink, and gaped. He said the f-

word, plus a few others, in a stunned, marveling tone.  

“A hummingbird, I told you,” Jannie said, panting. She risked a peek out the window 

herself.  

It burst up from the wreckage of Mr. Schromm’s house, shedding scraps of drywall and 

wallpaper, stirring a billowing cyclone of plaster dust. The furious whirring of its wings made a 

helicopter downdraft, sending ripples across the lawn, flattening chunks of fence on both sides. 

The next house over had a backyard pool, which whipped into a frenzy from the gales. A 

poolcleaner guy had just been bopping along doing his job with earbuds plugged in; he got one 

look at the massive shape rising out of the debris and dust-cloud, and keeled over on the spot.  

“Jannie,” said Troy, “that’s a hummingbird.” 

“I told you, duh!”  

A hummingbird as big as an airplane, body arched in a comma-curve … wings beating so 

fast they were half-invisible blue-sheened blurs … its long beak a black spear stabbing at the sky 

… the hum and the whirr and the deafening hurricane thunder … pieces of Mr. Schromm’s 

house tossed around like playing cards …  

“Whoa!” Troy seized Jannie and pulled her below the counter as a shiny gold thing 

smashed through the kitchen window in a hail of busted glass. The shiny gold thing broke off the 

sink faucet with a clang and a cold gushing shower, then bounced to the floor – a badly bent and 

dented golfing trophy.  

“It’s so loud!” Jannie hollered.  

“What?” 

“It’s so loud!” 

“What?!” 

She gave up, risking another peek as a huge moving shadow blotted out the sun. More 

windows all along that side of the house cracked or shattered. The kitchen door banged back and 

forth. The table made a coin-flip and hit the wall so hard it sprang several years of framed school 

pictures from their nails. Gritty sandstorm gusts howled in through every gap.  

Troy yelled, but she couldn’t hear him or anything else through the destruction. He spun 

her around, pushed her toward the basement door – it was also banging back and forth, like it 

was in a haunted house movie – and went to pick up Edith. Jannie eyed the bangy-slammy door 

in alarm, then saw the stool she’d perched on that morning while asking Mom about waffles.  

Gosh that seemed like forever ago! And to think, she’d been grouchy and bored, wishing 

for something exciting to happen this summer! 

The stool, though … Jannie grabbed it by the legs and shoved the seat-end at the 

basement doorway. The door whammed into it with a crunch, breaking one of the legs and 

snagging long enough to let her catch the edge and hold it open.  

“Go, Troy, go!” 



He went, carrying Edith, plunging down the stairs in a way that would probably kill them 

both. Jannie didn’t even try to take the steps like a normal person, butt-whumping down. She got 

a brief glimpse of posters, a paused game on the big screen, laundry, clutter and mess.  

A brief glimpse only, because there was a sudden pop and the power went out, hurling 

them into basement darkness.  

Troy said the s-word. “I didn’t save!” He drew his phone and used it to cast enough light 

for them to see by, and all three of them crowded into the closet-sized bathroom as the house 

shook and creaked and groaned overhead.  

“My goodness,” said Edith. “It’s like a tornado.” 

Jannie’s ears felt the way they did during take-off or landing when they flew to visit Dad. 

She closed the bathroom door – and locked it for no good reason; if the hummingbird came after 

them, it wouldn’t try the knob!  

“Are we gonna die?” she asked.  

“If it caves in on us, probably,” Troy said.  

“I didn’t mean to! I didn’t know!” 

“Wait, what? Didn’t mean what? Didn’t know what?” 

“That your soda and Mom’s energy drinks would do that!” 

His eyebrows twisted in a way that said he didn’t think he heard her right, but he didn’t 

ask.  

“Let’s see what’s going on out there,” he said, waggling his phone. “I can still get 

online.” 

The community association might be snootie-patooties about their rules, but they’d had 

exterior security cameras installed all around the neighborhood that people could log in and look 

at, even from work. Edith and Jannie leaned close to peer over Troy’s shoulders.  

They watched in solemn silence, skipping from one view to the next, as the huge 

hummingbird laid waste to house after house after house. It bashed them apart with the gale-

force winds of its wings. Muffled, and from a distance, they heard the destruction. They heard 

the shrill, piercing screeches and shrieks.  

It drove its beak – which was now as long as a telephone pole! – into the wreckage, 

seeming to go for the brightest houses within the snootie-patootie acceptable paint range, 

impaling colorful bedspreads and furniture with floral-print upholstery. Epic splatters of blue-

tinged whitish bird poop streaked lawns and driveways. And they’d thought the geese were bad! 

Yard guys, pool guys, Daily-Maids, deliverymen, housekeepers and golf carts fled in 

panic. The garbage truck roared down the street so fast it jumped the curb, missed the turn, rolled 

two complete rotations with trash spewing every direction, and teetered to a smoking stop in 

somebody’s just-trimmed hedges.  

“Oh yeah,” Jannie said to Troy. “Mom wanted me to remind you to bring in the recycling 

bins, but I don’t guess it matters very much now.” 

 

 

 



Wings whirr wings blur zip zip zip and sip. Dart head. Beak and tongue. Sip sip. Pulse 

race flutter flutter. Up down forward back sample sip sip sip. Liquid sweet. Dart and zip. This 

one. That one. Wings whirr whirr whirr. 

Craving hunger craving need. More more. Sweet. Sip and drink. Beak poke. Tongue 

flick.  

Need need.  

More-more-hurry-faster. 

Zip. Whirr. Up-down. Thiswaythatway.  

Faster-faster-faster! 

Whirring wings whirring wings frantic. 

Hurry hurry! 

Sweet need sweet need sweetneedsweetneedneed! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



  

 

 



Bruce, Waking Up 

Paul McMahon 

 

 

Bruce slid his fingers into the waistband of his briefs, trying to decide if he should strip 

completely. Dedrick hummed in the bathroom, the tune familiar, but Bruce was too preoccupied 

to place it. It reminded him of childhood, and that brought home just where he was and what he 

was about to do. His face prickled, his heart pumped cold air against the inside of his skin. 

Tonight was the culmination of years of feeling broken and alone while his friends bragged 

about which girls they’d dated and how close to naked they’d been. Bruce always sat quietly, 

smiling when they smiled, laughing when they laughed, all the while feeling jealous of the girls 

they talked about. He’d never told Mother any of this. She would be heartbroken, he was sure. 

Their relationship had been forged at Father’s bedside, watching as he lost his long fight with 

stomach cancer. Since the funeral, Bruce had left Mother’s side only to attend school and for the 

very occasional night out with his friends, and never, ever for a date. Until tonight. He’d tried so 

many times since graduation to talk with Mother about his orientation, but he hadn’t been able to 

say the words. Finally, he decided to make absolutely sure. He told Mother he was going away 

with friends, then boarded a bus for New York City by himself. He got off in Castleton, Vermont 

to stretch his legs and search for a vending machine snack, met Dedrick, and never re-boarded.  

Dedrick stopped humming for a second, then started up again. With a quick, decisive 

movement, Bruce stripped off his briefs. Losing his virginity wouldn’t be anything like he’d 

hoped it would be, nor likely anything he would want to remember come tomorrow, but it was 

too late now. Dedrick, still humming, stepped into the room wearing a string bikini and a smile. 

An older man, gray hairs crouched amid the whiskers on his cheeks and lurked amid the thatch 

across his chest. His body was terrific, though, his stomach irresistibly flat and his legs perfectly 

defined.  

He tossed Bruce a bottle of baby oil. “Rub that on your hands.”  

Bruce snapped the cap and poured a generous puddle into his cupped palm. His dry skin 

slicked down immediately. He couldn’t help but think about how the oil would feel being rubbed 

onto the rest of his body. His back, his chest... his penis. He imagined the hands doing the 

rubbing belonging to someone else, someone whose movements he wouldn’t expect. Someone 

who could surprise him with a sudden erotic flick of the wrist. He was getting hard. If felt 

wonderful, liberating. For the first time in his life he was naked with another man, and he knew 

he would be touched, caressed... loved.  

“You are a thing of beauty,” Dedrick said.  

“Thank you. So are you.” He winced. Bad enough that Dedrick had picked him up at the 

bus station like a common hustler, now he sounded like a bashful virgin.  

“Have you ever done this before?” Dedrick asked.  

Bruce shook his head, feeling foolish. Dedrick approached, stopped two feet away. His 

eyes seemed pale blue at the bus station, but here, close up, they were the color of steel. Bruce 

felt Dedrick’s gaze glide over his body, head to foot and back again, lingering on his penis each 

way.  



“You almost make me sorry I didn’t get my handcuffs.”  

Fear, like a shard of ice, pierced his heart. Suddenly Castleton, Vermont seemed like the 

farthest, darkest corner of the planet– –and then Dedrick’s hands touched his waist, warm, hot, 

Bruce never knew a person’s hands could be so hot, and Bruce saw his own hands, slick with oil, 

sliding over Dedrick’s shoulders as the man’s body pressed against him, and it wasn’t just his 

hands that were hot it was everything, all of him, even the lips pressing against his mouth, 

forcing it open, and he could feel, actually feel Dedrick’s erection pressing against his own as 

Dedrick’s kisses crept beneath his jaw, hot, hot kisses running down his neck to the crook of his 

shoulder, hot tongue licking his flesh– –and then pain! Biting! Bruce screamed, tried to shove 

Dedrick away, but his hands were slick with oil and had no grip and the teeth were still there, 

grinding, sinking into him as blood ran down his arm, and he could smell it, fresh, acrid, his. He 

slammed his knee into Dedrick’s balls. Dedrick screamed, doubled over. Bruce flung himself 

forward, knocked Dedrick aside, ran for the bathroom. He slammed and locked the door behind 

him. Never should have, never should have, his mind taunted, but he had, and now it was too late 

to undo. He would “Make Things Right,” as Mother would say. Get dressed, get away, talk with 

Mother and accept who he was. He’d undressed in this bathroom to begin with, so he would put 

his clothes back on, commando, and be gone before Dedrick could stand.  

From beyond the door, footsteps.  

Bruce grabbed a washcloth, ran it under the tap without waiting for it to warm up. The 

doorknob rattled.  

“Brucie, honey? Open the door.” Dedrick sounded pained. Good.  

He washed the lines of blood from his arm and inspected the wound. It looked bad. Deep. 

Probably needed medical attention. He scanned the floor for his clothes.  

“Brucie? I’m sorry.”  

His clothes were gone. Dedrick had been in here last. He must have hidden them. Bruce 

opened the closet, saw nothing, rifled through towels and medicine on the shelves.  

“Don’t be angry with me, okay?”  

“Go away,” Bruce said. His voice sounded frightened.  

Dedrick thumped his fingertip on the door. “I forgot it was your first time. I got carried 

away. I’m sorry.”  

Bruce felt a draft on his naked legs, found a ragged hole in the closet floor. Dread filled 

him. He dropped to his hands and knees, almost crying out as the bite wound stretched. Fresh 

blood dripped on the floor.  

“Brucie? Forgive me?”  

Bruce gazed into the hole. His clothes were down there. He could just make out the faint 

yellow of his shirt. The hole was far too small for him to drop through.  

“Brucie, honey, open the door.” Dedrick’s voice hardened. “You’re overreacting. I made 

a mistake. I apologized.”  

Bruce scrambled to his feet, trying to keep his breathing under control. The handle 

rattled.  

“Don’t make me upset, now.”  



Bruce stepped closer to the door. He started to reach for the handle, but then pulled his 

hand back. “Bring me my clothes,” he said.  

“Aren’t they in there?”  

“You know damn well they’re not. You dropped them through the hole in the closet.” 

Dedrick didn’t respond. Bruce waited. The silence stretched. He leaned forward, placed his ear 

against the wood. He could hear Dedrick walking away, but he didn’t know where the door to 

the cellar was, so he couldn’t tell if the man was going to fulfill Bruce’s command. He waited. 

The footsteps stopped, or got too far away to hear. For a long time, the only sound Bruce heard 

was his own heart pounding. He waited some more. What would happen if Dedrick did bring his 

clothes back? Bruce would have to open the door sometime. Where had he gone? Bruce wrapped 

his trembling fingers around the doorknob. He might have time to dart into the bedroom and 

retrieve his briefs. He turned the handle until it clicked. With a massive, bone-rattling crash, the 

door slammed into him, crunched against the toes of his left foot. He screamed and tried to back 

away, but Dedrick piled on top of him, hands around Bruce’s throat. He didn’t remember 

Dedrick being so hairy, hadn’t known that Dedrick’s steely eyes could glow like that. His head 

slammed onto the bathroom floor.  

“No more pencils, no more books–” Someone was singing. Bruce tried to open his eyes. 

Couldn’t.  

“–no more teacher’s dirty looks.”  

He was blindfolded. His shoulder stung. Damp, dank air touched his flesh like clammy 

hands.  

“Waking up?” 

The scent of soap came to him. Clean. Perfumy. He remembered the smell. He’d first 

detected it when he’d met Dedrick at the bus station. The clean scent had surprised him, and was 

one of the reasons Bruce had decided to sleep with him. A hand touched his cheek. Hot.  

“I’m glad you’re awake,” Dedrick said. “You gave me a scare when you hit your head 

like that.” The hand on his cheek slid down his neck, across his chest. Bruce tried to push it 

away, but cold metal bit his wrists, keeping them where they were. Chains. A cold splash of 

panic energized him and he tried to lift his head to look around, but metal bit into his throat. He 

was completely incapacitated.  

“Please,” Bruce whispered.  

The hand returned to his cheek, gentle, fingers working at the blindfold until it pulled up. 

Bruce crushed his eyelids shut against the sudden light.  

“Sorry about that,” Dedrick said. Full minutes elapsed before Bruce could open his eyes. 

What had felt like the blast of a spotlight turned out to be just a bare bulb hanging on a wire. 

Dedrick smiled down at him, his whiskers about a quarter inch long now. Bruce must have been 

unconscious for a while. Over Dedrick’s shoulder, Bruce saw his clothes hanging on a rope tied 

between beams in the cellar ceiling. Had Dedrick washed them? 

“There’s nothing to be afraid of,” Dedrick said.  

He turned and walked away.  



He wore ratty jeans and untied work boots. He stopped on the far side of the room, at the 

blurry edge of Bruce’s vision, and started pouring a small bottle of liquid into a larger bucket. 

Dedrick hummed as he worked, no more pencils, no more books, the same tune Bruce hadn’t 

been able to identify upstairs. He’d been singing it when Bruce woke up. Bruce swallowed. His 

Adam’s apple rasped against the metal shackle. He would not cry. He would not. He tried to 

assess his binds. As far as he could tell, he was chained to a table. Judging from the cold, he was 

still naked.  

“What... what is all this?” Bruce asked.  

Dedrick looked over his shoulder. Straining to see him gave Bruce a sharp headache. He 

scrunched his eyes shut, hoping it would pass quickly.  

“This is nothing much, right now. I have one or two things to finish while we wait for the 

moon.” 

Bruce felt a tear leak free and run into his ear. He tried to wipe it away, but of course his 

arm wouldn’t move. Dedrick would kill him. Bruce moaned. Dedrick came to his side and leaned 

over Bruce’s face. His breath reeked of mouthwash.  

“I’m not going to hurt you,” Dedrick said. “Relax.”  

Not mouthwash, Bruce realized. Lemons. Had Dedrick been eating them? His own belly 

rumbled. How long had it been since he’d eaten?  

“Time for your bath,” Dedrick said. He lifted a bucket and put it on the table at Bruce’s 

hip. It was hot against his skin. Dedrick started to tug on elbow-length dish-washing gloves. 

“This won’t take long.”  

“Let me go,” Bruce whispered.  

“I will.”  

“Please.”  

Dedrick smiled, looked him in the eye. “Don’t be silly. Letting you go is the whole plan.” 

His stomach rumbled again. 

 “Food,” Bruce said. “Hungry.”  

“You’ll have to get it yourself.”  

“Let me go, then. I’ll starve.” 

“Soon,” Dedrick said. “Bath first. You are very, very dirty.” Dedrick squeezed a sponge 

against his forehead. Scalding water cascaded into his hair, his eyes.  

The scent of lemons made his eyes water. Dedrick must have poured a whole bottle of the 

stuff into the water. Dedrick scrubbed, and Bruce clenched his eyes and mouth and waited for it 

to be over.  

 

Bruce woke to find the chains gone, but he still couldn’t move his arms. His wrists were 

tied behind him. He tried to open his eyes and discovered the blindfold was back, then he tried to 

call for Dedrick and discovered he’d been gagged as well. He rolled suddenly to the side and 

figured out he was riding in the bed of a pickup truck.  



The truck slammed through a pothole, tossing him into the air and slamming him down 

again. He screamed against the gag, but it did no good. His stomach rumbled and his back itched. 

Bruce scratched his thumbnail against his back as much as his binds would allow, but the itch 

came alive. It raced up his back like fire, shot down his arms and legs, scampered over his scalp. 

It felt like he’d been bathed in poison ivy. Bruce sniffed. Something died in here. The smell was 

faint, as if Dedrick had tried to clean it out, but he hadn’t succeeded. The truck stopped with a 

squeak, sliding him head first against the cab. Oh, so very hungry. The truck’s engine shut off 

with a cough. Bruce listened. Thunk! as Dedrick closed his door. Footsteps coming around. 

Screeek! as the tailgate opened. 

 

“Brucie? You awake?”  

Bruce played possum, listened hard. Hands, hot hands, grabbed his ankles and yanked 

him to the end of the truck, then rolled him onto his back, so his knees dangled over the edge of 

the tailgate. The truck sank a little as Dedrick sat beside him and untied the gag. Bruce worked 

his tongue against the roof of his mouth, trying to get moisture back. He expected the blindfold 

to come off next, but it did not.  

“Do you think your mom’s started looking for you yet?” Dedrick asked.  

Just like that, tears ambushed him. He’d managed to keep thoughts of her at bay 

throughout this ordeal, but now he couldn’t stop picturing her getting the news that her son was 

dead. Or worse, waiting by the phone for that news for the rest of her life.  

“Let me go,” Bruce said.  

“I told you I would. First tell me how you feel.”  

Pine. Bruce smelled pine. And plant life. And dirt. “Where are we?”  

“That’s not an answer. I asked: ’How do you feel?’”  

“Scared.”  

Dedrick sighed. “I mean physically. Does your shoulder hurt where I bit you?” Dedrick 

poked the bite wound. Bruce almost cried out, but there was no pain. Had it healed? How long 

had Dedrick kept him chained up? If he’d been chained up long enough for his shoulder to heal, 

why hadn’t he starved to death? Dedrick raked his nails down Bruce’s chest, then leaned over 

and began lapping the blood before it could gather and trickle down. The sound of Dedrick 

swallowing made Bruce’s stomach grumble, softly at first, then louder. If only his hands were 

free. He would snap Dedrick’s neck and plunge his teeth into the hot meat of Dedrick’s– 

  “Clotted already,” Dedrick said. “You’re going to be th ebest hunt yet. Do you itch?”  

Bruce’s skin came alive at the word. The itch gouged deeply, sank its teeth into muscle. 

He felt like he’d been injected with sand. “Yes,” Bruce said.  

“Good. It’s working. You’ll want to eat before I come for you.” Dedrick tore the 

blindfold off, and then shoved him off the truck. Bruce cried out as he hit the ground.  

“I’ll give you an hour to free yourself and find food. After that, I’ll come for you.”  

“Will you take me home?”  

Dedrick stood over him, the moon peering over his shoulder like an accomplice. The man 

didn’t laugh outright, but Bruce could tell he wanted to.  



“You’ll have to find your own way home,” he said. “Chances are, though, I’ll hunt you 

down and kill you long before you have the chance.”  

“But... you said you’d let me go.”  

“That’s what I’m doing now.” He pulled a bottle out of the back of his pants, flipped the 

cap, and squeezed. Bruce barely shut his eyes before lemon juice sluiced over his naked body. 

The scratches Dedrick made on his chest ignited like pools of kerosene. Before Bruce could 

recover, the truck started up and drove off. Bruce struggled to sit up. With his feet flat on the 

ground, he leaned against his thighs and struggled to free his wrists. He growled at the rope, 

pulled and twisted until the skin felt raw. The binds didn’t loosen. He forced himself to relax. 

Something moved. Bruce listened. Another movement. Scratching. A raccoon, maybe? His 

stomach growled, but a second later he recognized the rumbling in his throat. His breath caught. 

He’d been doing that growling himself. He listened for the raccoon and could sense the animal 

frozen in the darkness, waiting. Dedrick would be coming. He had to escape. If he could find his 

way back to the bus station... First, he would have to get free of the damn binds. They seemed a 

little looser around his wrists, but the bases of his palms were too wide to slip free. Every time he 

tugged, he tightened the knot. He threw his head back with frustration. The moon, full and 

brilliant, watched him. He wanted to scream at it. A crunching pain started in his fingers, curling 

them into fists, working up his forearms. Bruce struggled not to cry out as it felt like his bones 

were being crushed between stones. The binds fell away. Bruce lowered his head and stayed 

perfectly still, concentrating on his heartbeat. The crunching pain receded back to the muscle-

deep itch. Slowly, Bruce brought his hands up into the moon’s light. The binds were gone. How 

had that happened? He wanted to ponder this a little more but knew he should count his blessings 

and get the hell out of there. Bruce leaned forward to untie his ankles, but the rope was laying on 

the ground. He picked it up. The knot remained, the loop far too small to slip over his foot. 

 After a few seconds, he decided this puzzle would have to wait. Bruce didn’t know how 

much time he had until Dedrick returned. He flung the rope aside and stood, growling at the pain 

in his back as he straightened. He’d have to find clothes before he reached civilization. He started 

to walk. Involuntarily, his pace quickened. 

 

He’d hardly run a hundred yards before cramps forced him to stop and lean against a tree. 

As soon as he did, the crushing pain returned, splintering his bones and dropping him to the 

forest floor.  

Food. He needed food. In the dark, not fifty yards away, twin spots of silver watched him. 

The raccoon. Bruce scrambled after it on his hands and knees. He would catch it, rip it open, 

gorge on its warm, bloody flesh. It darted left around a tree. Bruce cut sooner, keeping the tree on 

his right, leaning hard with momentum. His right hand came down near the fleeing animal, close 

enough to feel the brush of its fur, and the raccoon darted right. Bruce veered right himself, 

envisioning himself leaning like a motorcycle, and veered back before the raccoon could change 

direction again. Bruce’s filthy left hand landed directly on the animal’s spine. With a snap! the 

raccoon stopped running. Bruce stopped, turned back.  



The raccoon scratched at the ground with its front paws while drool dripped from its lips. 

Bruce flipped it onto its back. It hissed like a cobra as Bruce lowered his face. For an instant, his 

nose to the creature’s fur, he knew this was wrong, but a hunger pang sharp as a knife blade cut 

into him and he bit. Its fur tasted of dirt, its skin was tougher than he expected. He doubled his 

efforts and the skin finally tore. Blood gushed into his mouth, he swallowed, and his body came 

alive with energy. 

  

Later, the raccoon a scattered pile of bones and fur, a thought began to gnaw at the edge 

of Bruce’s mind. Something about his hand. He held it up to the moon. Blood stained the skin, 

but aside from that it looked normal. He made a fist, slowly, squeezed until the knuckles popped, 

then stretched his fingers as wide as they would go. His hand. Normal, perfect, clean. Fear 

lighted upon the back of his neck, then raced like a swarm of ants down his body. This hand had 

been filthy when he shattered the raccoon’s back. He’d seen it. A change in the air snatched his 

attention. A smell. Faint. Perfumy. Dedrick. Bruce leaped to his feet. His breathing sounded too 

loud all of a sudden, and the itch returned with a vengeance. The perfume strengthened on a 

whisper of breeze, too dispersed to determine direction. Bruce ran. Footfalls sounded behind 

him, closing in. The meat in his belly slowed him down. He needed speed. The kind of speed 

he’d had when he’d caught that raccoon. How to tap into it again? His hunger drove him before, 

helped him catch the raccoon despite being on his hands and knees. Hunger was no longer an 

asset.  

Another scent grabbed his attention. Decay. A pond, somewhere to his left. Bruce turned. 

He saw it right away, the reflection of the moon smeared in the scum. Bruce crouched at the edge 

and rolled into it, trying to make as little noise as possible. The pond was shallow. Maybe three 

feet of water concealing a sucking abyss of mud that tried to swallow him whole. Bruce kept his 

head above water and listened. The woods were silent. Slowly, Bruce worked his way back to 

solid ground. He held his mouth open to quiet his breathing and listened intently for footfalls in 

the woods. After what he judged to be three minutes of silence, Bruce allowed himself to think 

he’d given Dedrick the slip. How had Dedrick found him so fast? Granted, he hadn’t moved very 

far away from where Dedrick had left him, but he had to have come far enough away that 

Dedrick hadn’t heard him, and he was certainly out of his line of sight. Obviously, he’d done this 

before.  

Bruce had seen a TV news report on serial killers years ago. The information had faded 

with time, but one aspect slammed back into place. Serial killers exhibited a cleanliness that 

bordered on obsessive. Dedrick had exhibited that obsession with his constant smell of perfume, 

with removing Bruce’s clothes from the bathroom, and with washing Bruce’s body with– 

Understanding exploded in his mind. The lemon-scented water. The squirt of lemon juice before 

he drove away. Dedrick was hunting him by scent.  



Bruce crouched and scooped up a handful of muck. He forced himself not to retch as he 

slathered it over his chest, grinding the putrid stench into his skin. He grimaced, expecting 

Dedrick’s scratches to hurt, but he felt nothing. He continued scooping mud on himself until he 

covered his feet, then scrubbed a handful into his hair for good measure. He approached a tree. 

Since he couldn’t rub mud onto his back, he broke off a branch and used the sap end to scratch. It 

didn’t relieve the itch. He dropped the branch and took a long smell, trying to detect the scent of 

lemons. He smelled nothing except the stench of slime. Of course, this left him unable to detect 

Dedrick’s perfume. As he pondered this, the itch sank into his muscles. Its intensity multiplied as 

the slime dried on his skin. Bruce took a few steps back in the direction he’d come. If he could 

sneak around Dedrick and make it back to the clearing, he might find the truck. Eventually, 

Dedrick would track the lemon smell to the edge of the pond and figure out what he’d done. 

Bruce prayed it wouldn’t be too soon. 

 

He almost missed the clearing. He’d been steeling himself to pass within feet of Dedrick 

when their paths finally crossed, but Dedrick must have walked beyond the pond while Bruce 

had been in it. His nerves tensed at a noise. He froze until it repeated. An owl. He caught the 

faint smell of the truck’s emissions. Bruce fell to his knees where the truck had been parked. 

Down here, the smell was stronger. Bruce walked a few feet in the direction Dedrick had driven 

and dropped to his knees. He could smell emissions still, but the scent was distressingly faint. He 

might be able to smell his way back to the road, but he’d have to hurry. The itch prickled over 

his scalp. He scratched a hand across his head, but the feel of his hair stiffened with muck 

unnerved him. He rubbed the gooseflesh along his arms. The hairs seemed wire-thick and poking 

straight out.  

Just walk, he told himself. He continued along, dropping to his knees to smell the dirt 

now and again. One time he thought the smell was gone, but it reappeared a few feet farther 

down, where Dedrick had slowed to traverse a huge pothole. Possibly the same one that had sent 

Bruce flying on the way in. Then, there were footsteps behind him. Bruce stifled the urge to run. 

He held still and listened. Just an animal. A deer, maybe. Even so, Bruce increased his pace. 

 Soon Bruce’s mind wandered to the smell of death he’d detected in the back of 

Dedrick’s pickup. Dedrick must move his victims’ bodies after he killed them, probably 

dumping them somewhere police could search to their heart’s content without discovering 

anything.  

He dropped to smell the path, and the scent of emissions was gone. Bruce looked around 

and saw no place a truck could have pulled off.  

He backtracked a few hundred feet and sniffed the ground again. The smell was faint, but 

present. Dedrick had turned off somewhere around here. He didn’t find the truck until his third 

pass. Dedrick had pulled a felled pine tree behind it, concealing it perfectly. Bruce tugged the 

tree away and settled behind the wheel. Dedrick’s clothes were folded neatly on the passenger 

seat. The man was out there in the nude. Weird as it was, Bruce counted it as a stroke of luck. 

Dedrick wouldn’t be running through the forest with the keys in his hand.  



He patted Dedrick’s pants pockets. No keys. Dedrick’s pants should fit him, but he 

wanted to get away before putting them on. Something crashed in the forest. The sound repeated, 

closer, followed by a low howl that seemed to set the tree branches trembling. Dedrick was 

coming. Bruce yanked down first the driver’s visor, then the passenger’s one. Still no keys. He 

had no idea how to hot wire the truck, and if he stayed here much longer... 

 

In desperation, he grabbed the ignition switch. No keys here, either. Fight or flight time. 

Bruce didn’t know how many people Dedrick had killed, but fighting apparently did them no 

good. Flight it was. As he opened the door, he spied the keys lying right in plain sight on the 

dashboard. Almost fooled me. He closed the door and locked it, then leaned over and locked the 

passenger door as well. Six keys on the ring, and one rabbit’s foot. In the darkness he couldn’t 

discern which key would start the truck. Bruce tried the first one. It slid halfway in, then stopped. 

For a heart-stopping instant, it refused to come back out. Bruce wriggled it, finally worked it 

free. The next key slid in without a hitch. The ignition rumbled, sputtered, and caught.  

“Fuckin’ A,” Bruce said. He slammed the truck into reverse and pulled out, wincing as 

the truck banged into the pine tree he hadn’t moved far enough. The steering wheel fought him, 

probably low on fluid, but he couldn’t help that. The headlights could stand to be brighter, as 

well. He slammed into drive and stomped the gas. The road was no wider than a large footpath, 

and the potholes and stones forced him to drive much slower than he wanted. Bruce tried not to 

think that the raccoon had been running faster than this when he’d caught it. Something crashed 

in the back of the truck. Bruce glanced in the rear-view mirror. Silver eyes peered at him. He 

screamed and jerked the wheel to the left and back again, trying to throw Dedrick off, realizing 

too late that it wasn’t Dedrick at all, it was a dog, a wolf, and then the truck’s nose dropped and 

the trees twisted, fell, and exploded into a geyser of shattered glass. In the immediate silence, 

unconsciousness beckoned. Bruce recognized its suffocating embrace and clenched his teeth 

against it, willing it away.  

Gradually, the blackness receded. Jagged glass lined the windshield like mutant teeth. 

The truck had rolled onto the driver’s side and slid into a tree, coming to rest right where the 

bottom of the windshield met the hood. It dented the frame badly enough that both side windows 

had shattered as well. Bruce tried to move. Jagged pain in his left shoulder made him cry out. On 

top of that, his legs were trapped. The tree must have pushed the dashboard down toward his lap. 

He tried to pull his left arm out from beneath him, but had nothing to pull himself up with. 

Hoping for rescue personnel was pointless. Dedrick would be here in minutes. Nearby, an animal 

growled. Bruce looked up and out the passenger side window. The pine trees looked strange 

from this angle, monstrous things which seemed ready to crush him. The moon appeared trapped 

within its uppermost branches. Then the moon split in two. Eyes. Silver eyes. A monstrous grin 

of dagger-like teeth. Bruce yelled and slapped his right arm on the seat, hoping to scare the wolf 

away, but it watched, unimpressed. Dedrick’s work boot was beside him, and he flung it at the 

animal. It banged off the passenger door and dropped back toward Bruce’s face. He barely 

deflected it. Bruce punched the horn and held it. Suddenly, the wolf’s snout began to shorten. Its 

glowing eyes began to dull. Hair squiggled on its face, thinning out over the chin and beneath its 

ears while disappearing altogether around its eyes. Recognition came, unwanted, unbelievable.  



“You’ve done well, Brucie.” Dedrick’s voice grumbled at the start, smoothing out as his 

lupine throat thinned into something more human. “I’m proud of you.”  

“What the hell?”  

“I saw what you left of that raccoon. How’d that taste?”  

Bruce’s stomach squeezed. He gritted his teeth against a wave of nausea. “I didn’t... I 

couldn’t...”  

In an instant, the humanity of Dedrick’s face sprung out into a wolf’s snout. The wolf 

leaned through the shattered window and snapped three times. Bruce screamed now, seized the 

steering wheel and desperately tried to pull his legs free. Unsuccessful, he punched his right hand 

against the roof and pressed hard enough to pull his left arm out from under him, but even freed, 

he could do nothing to help himself. He looked up toward the passenger window again. The 

wolf– Dedrick, he told himself, accept it– watched him, but couldn’t climb down. Bruce pressed 

himself back against the seat and tried to slide his legs sideways. No luck. 

If he had a gun, a knife... He stopped his thoughts right there. No sense making plans 

with what he didn’t have. Suddenly, the truck seemed brighter. Bruce looked up. The wolf was 

gone. Bruce held his breath and listened. He heard a scrape, claws on metal, then the thud of 

something heavy landing on the ground. A narrow horizontal slot remained between the edge of 

the tree and roof of the windshield. Six inches, maybe a little more. Barely wide enough for both 

the wolf’s eyes to peer through at the same time.  

“How does that work?” Bruce asked. “You don’t just change into a wolf, you change 

back and forth at will?”  

For an instant, it looked like the wolf would transform into Dedrick again. Its snout 

pulled back a little, its lips filled out. Then, with the quickness of a striking snake, one leg shot 

through the space. Bruce snapped his head back, barely avoiding its claws. The wolf pulled its 

leg out, then glared through the space again. It seemed as baffled about how to get in as Bruce 

was about how to get out. 

With a growl, the wolf reached in again. It couldn’t squeeze in far enough to reach him, 

and Bruce avoided it easily. The wolf, Dedrick, turned and sauntered away. As it moved out of 

sight, Bruce realized that he could have grabbed its paw and held on. He might have been able to 

hold him there indefinitely. Even if Dedrick transformed, Bruce would be able to hold onto his 

wider human wrist. The wolf sat a few feet away from the truck, staring through the gap. It 

seemed to smile. The change was fast. The wolf snout jerked in and the fur seemed to melt off 

the wolf’s face. Only the head and neck changed completely, though, leaving Dedrick’s face 

fused onto the hairy wolf’s body.  

“We seem to have reached an impasse,” Dedrick said. His voice was scratchy, small. 

“Lucky I’m not obligated to kill you as a wolf.”  

Bruce glanced up at the moon. It remained high in the sky, plenty of night left. No help 

there. He looked back to Dedrick, slowly changing the rest of himself into his human form. The 

itch in Bruce’s own skin positively sizzled now. The phrase ’wider human wrist,’ repeated in his 

mind like a mantra. He remembered his hand crunching down on the raccoon’s back. It had been 

filthy, yes, but there had been something else. It had been thinner.  

“You were my greatest hunt yet, Brucie. I’m sorry it ended this way.”  



Bruce held the image of his thinner hand in his mind. The itch gave way to the bone-

crushing ache. Bruce glanced at it, not wanting to take his eyes off Dedrick, but unable to ignore 

the pain either. His hand looked clean at first, but dark hairs squiggled across the skin like weeds 

filmed in time-lapse photography, dark hairs that could look like dirt at a glance. His palm 

narrowed as he watched, his fingers shortened. Now he understood how the binds slipped off on 

their own.  

“You gave me a challenge,” Dedrick said. “I thought you might be the one to finally kill 

me.” Dedrick’s arm, now fully human, reached into the truck.  

Bruce felt his focus shatter, saw his left hand begin to turn human again. Dedrick grabbed 

his throat and shoved him against the seat. Bruce kicked against the gas and brake pedals, but 

still couldn’t free his legs. Dedrick’s smile stretched as he forced his entire head into the gap, 

turning it left and right to squeeze in.  

“That hurt,” Dedrick said. The lower half of Dedrick’s face started to poke out, growing 

into a snout. His dull human teeth grew, sharpened.  

He’ll rip my throat out, Bruce thought.  

Bruce felt bones in Dedrick’s wrist twist and pop against his chest. Dedrick’s mouth, now 

a maw of curled yellow teeth, started down. Bruce punched Dedrick under the jaw and held his 

head against the roof of the truck with his fist. He focused on the itch covering his face while 

pushing himself up with his left arm. Dedrick’s claws raked his flesh, but the pain was 

insignificant next to the splintering agony that worked across his face. Bruce yelped as his nose 

shot out beneath his eyes. His vision dulled. His teeth ached worse than any pain he’d ever felt. 

With a growl, Bruce bit. Dedrick’s flesh was even less yielding than the raccoon’s had been, but 

Bruce had adrenaline working for him this time.  

The taste of perfume disappeared behind the metallic gush of blood. Dedrick fought, yelped, 

tried to pull free. Blood spattered crazily around the truck. Bruce held on. His grip popped free 

for an instant as Dedrick’s flesh tore completely, but Bruce darted forward for another bite, a 

larger bite, and pulled and shook some more. He kept the hold until Dedrick stopped twitching. 

When he finally let go, his legs could move. Wolf legs, he realized. They’d shrunk right out from 

under the dashboard. It took some wiggling, but Bruce sat up, tucking his tail beneath him. He 

concentrated on his human body, rising to his feet as the change came. Dedrick’s body sprawled 

half-in, half-out of the truck in a mutant form that should make tabloid headlines for decades. It 

looked like a very hairy man with the head and shoulders of a wolf. Bruce gathered Dedrick’s 

clothes and tossed them out of the truck. He lifted himself up through the passenger window, 

then sat on the door and gazed up at the moon. Time to make things right. Hitchhiking, he could 

be home again by tomorrow afternoon. He suspected it would be easier to have that conversation 

with Mother about his sexuality now. After all, there were worse things he could tell her. 

 

 

 
 
 
 

 



 
 

 

 



Ghosts of the Spires 
Patrick Loveland 

 

A Tanzanian fishing crew found the first Spire. An unusual squall had kicked up on Lake 

Victoria and they went off course into Ugandan waters. They came across Spire-One within a 

huge waterspout, looming into the stormy heavens. Due to strict fish conservation policies in the 

late twenty-first century, the world saw the first images of the towering structures in recorded 

footage from this boat’s mandatory embedded cameras. Spire-Two was found in waters northeast 

of Papua New Guinea, Spire-Three off the coast of Ecuador. As the storms slowly dissipated, the 

questions began. What were they for? Where did they come from? Who made them? 

No answers came. The cylindrical Spires just stood impossibly, unswaying... 

 

Bianca Moody watched Spire-Two’s surface slide upward from inside a descending 

submarine elevator, a knot of dread tightening in her stomach. She couldn’t tear her eyes away 

when she was this close to a Spire—it felt magnetic. She had tried to explain it, but Neuro-

Empathics sadly still wasn’t much of a science. Centuries of charlatans in one form or another 

had given the truly sensitive a bad name. The Spire became obscured as the sub dropped below 

the upper sections of a facility built near its base from prefab sections designed for deep sea oil 

rigs. Spire-Two’s tether point was only a few hundred feet deep, but “better safe than sorry”, 

Bianca figured. The sub eased down and locked into hydraulic clamps. A hatch popped outward 

with a hiss, detached, and rolled away on a guide arm, revealing Dr. Danish Haamid. 

Bianca said, “Uncle!” and smiled as she approached and hugged him, her dread 

momentarily forgotten. “I thought you were at Spire-Three.” 

He returned her affection and said, “We’re closer here, or I would be.” 

“You’re sure?” 

Danish said, “Come, I’ll show you.” They started down a pressurized industrial tunnel 

toward the main facility. 

Danish said, “You don’t have to call me uncle forever, girl,” and chuckled. 

“You and dad are like brothers, right?” 

“How is he?” 

“The same...” 

 

Bianca followed Danish through the main prefab complex of the facility, then another 

tunnel across the sea floor. This tunnel had a transparent ceiling and, once again, Bianca had 

trouble taking her eyes off the Spire towering in the murky waters as they neared the forward 

research prefab. The forward facility was a chunk of torus with rounded ends, affixed around a 

quarter of the Spire’s base. Bianca could see the bare Spire through a sealed chamber with thick 

acrylic windows. Bordering the Spire chamber were large airlocks and a central control room. 

Across from the control room, a ten-foot circular plate in the Spire’s surface was visible due to a 

subtle seam. The dread crept back... A row of auto-guns on tripods and roll-down pressure 

shutters helped, but only so much. 

“Dr. Haamid!” 



An ebullient young man with a lock on the back of his head similar to a Hare Krishna’s 

sikha approached Bianca and Danish. He also wore what had to be century-old equipment in a 

harness over his chest and abdomen. A set of cords like what you’d use for an old electric guitar 

dangled almost to his knees, along with others she didn’t recognize, and all kept together in a 

bundle with a Velcro strap. 

“Bianca, this is Asher Pettigrew, a specialist of sorts. Asher, this is Bianca Moody.” 

Asher shook Bianca’s hand a bit too earnestly and said, “Hi, they talk a lot about your 

dad here. I’m Asher—” 

“I just said—” 

“Doctor Haamid, I think I’m close!” 

Danish put his hand on Asher’s shoulder. 

Asher said, “Sorry, I’m trying.” 

“It’s fine—just relax. We’ll head right in, don’t worry.” 

“He is stim-freak, Haamid. He can’t relax.” 

Bianca looked toward the voice and saw the intimidating build, scarred, grim visage, and 

black eyes of some sort of merc. The severe-looking man scoffed and walked toward the control 

room. 

“Who’s he?” Bianca asked. 

“Vuković, our ‘Safety Coordinator’.” 

Bianca chuckled—but then she saw him. Dr. Udo Jäger. She approached him. 

“Hello, Udo.” 

The gaunt, dour man turned only partway toward her, perhaps not feeling she was 

important enough to give his full attention as he scanned a readout bank at a lesser researcher’s 

terminal projection. 

“Bianca. How pleasant. I thought you were studying your ancestors in Ethiopia. You 

could have easily joined us at Spire-One without so much dreadful travel, communications being 

what they are, yes?” 

“Mali, actually. This is where I was told to report. Maybe you should check your 

records.” 

“Still brash as ever, eh?” 

“And you’re still a pedantic racist, I see.” 

Jäger sneered, glanced at her, and said, “I fail to see how I’m a racist for pointing out you 

needn’t have come so far away from home.” 

“Proving my point, yeah? Oh, and I’m from Cincinnati, thanks again.” 

Danish hooked her by the elbow, led her toward the control room, and whispered, 

“Already, Bianca?” 

“How could I not? He—” 

Danish pleaded, “I know, believe me. But we won’t succeed without him.” 

Bianca heard Jäger order Asher into the control room as well and they all entered it and 

sat down among several research assistants. Asher sat cross-legged on a wide, padded stool and 

plugged his cables in. 

Bianca said, “Hey, Asher. What’s your ‘specialty’?” 



 

“Oh, I’m an abstract holo-constructionist and noise artist.”  

Danish said, “We found young Asher performing in Berlin.” 

“Yeah, much more understanding there. I’m from Alaska.” 

Jäger sneered and said, “We were just fortunate that this nonsense ‘art form’ exists.” 

Asher just looked down at his lap and said, “Wow, thanks, doctor.” 

Bianca said, “Don’t listen to him,” then to Jäger, “If you have Asher, why am I here?” 

“You are here to do what your father, frankly, did better. When it was just his Empathy, 

we had no chance. Also, Asher is capable enough, but it took us a bit to realize that we needed 

his noise and light, and Empathy.” 

Bianca said, “So, you need me to, what, feel what he’s doing?” 

“Essentially. He is the lock pick, and you are the ears, yes? You feel and listen for the 

pins to fall on the shaft, so to speak,” Danish said. 

Jäger’s basilisk eyes locked onto Bianca. 

“How is your father, by the by?” 

She just returned his cold gaze for a moment, then said, “Still in the behavioral hospital 

you put him in with all this...” 

“Yes, well, his level of sensitivity and talent proved to be misfortunate. Hopefully your 

meager abilities are just enough to do the job without such issues.” 

Bianca hated that Jäger’s expression didn’t change while delivering his retort, but there 

wasn’t much about him she didn’t hate. 

Asher said, “I’m ready.” 

Bianca took Asher’s cue and reluctantly forfeited the staring contest to look at him. 

“Okay, so what do we do?” 

Danish said, “React to Asher. Guide him.” 

 “Okay.” 

Asher’s hands assumed a poised position over small knobs, buttons, and pedals of his 

patchwork, round-ish synthesizer setup. Danish and the other researchers looked at Jäger 

patiently.  

Jäger said, “Commence combined element attempt One.” 

Asher started slowly as the researchers became a murmuring hive of data-analyzing 

activity. Bianca knew almost nothing about making music—which was fine, because that’s not 

exactly what this was—but as she understood it, the intro was like a layered arpeggio of clicks 

and pulses. Pitch was shifted, squawks and blips were sifted in. Heavy, low bass was generated 

as thick, shifting tones with no rhythm. The visual accompaniment came from holo-projectors in 

the plate chamber, and looked like a psychedelic 3-D light show at first. Intricate patterns 

emerged in the visual and noise output in the chamber. Bianca watched Asher manipulate a 

swirling maelstrom into calculated iterations and loops to build intricate geometric shapes 

above the holo-projectors amidst the light show. This is where Bianca got her first real feeling of 

what they had to do—she could feel something from the plate itself. 

“That shwoopy-ping thing. Do that a little slower...” 



Bianca used onomatopoeia and free association to get a small level of synergy with the 

madly focused artist. It took some trial and error, but as their communication synced them more 

and more, Bianca reacted and focused on what felt like nodes in the door—three focal points in 

an upside-down triangle formation. 

Danish inhaled sharply and said, “There!” 

The points began to glow visibly within the plate. They could all see the glowing spheres 

just past the Spire plate’s surface as if in AR overlay. Bianca knew they were almost right on, but 

a feeling began to compete with her excitement and desire to show Jäger up. She felt a presence 

fighting their progress. But then Asher aligned his iterations and tones with her advice once 

more, and it happened— The glowing spheres in the circular plate pulsed in a sequence, then 

receded from the surface, fading from their view. The circular plate broke apart in complex 

prisms like a puzzle. It collapsed from its center outward until it was gone, leaving a gaping 

circular maw of inky blackness the ceiling floods could barely penetrate, and filled the chamber 

with clouds of dark blue dust and, if their readings were right, air that could probably kill. 

 

Bianca hated pressure suits. Orbital station research stints had caused that. These helmets 

were less claustrophobic, at least. After checking and rechecking each other’s suits, they 

assembled in the airlocks and waited to be let in. Bianca noticed two maglev hover skiffs about 

eight feet by four—one at each lock. Jäger signaled and the control room popped the lock doors. 

Bianca followed Jäger and Danish into the Spire chamber, her boots crunching in what she had 

thought was dust. Now it seemed like pulverized coral or bone. The mercs entered first—amped, 

ready, unceremonious. Vuković carried a large shotgun but also had a splash-shock gun slung 

against a tactical pack that he wore over his combat pressure suit. She was pretty sure the other 

mercs were called Wilks, Stevens, and Crenshaw. It was silent for a few minutes and Bianca 

started to worry. 

Over comms Vuković said, <Clear.> 

Jäger stepped through the threshold. Danish followed, then Bianca and Asher did the 

same. 

Jäger said, “We’ve entered Spire-Two, Base-Two.” 

Asher had his holo/noise rig adapted to fit on the outside of his pressure suit, along with 

amplifiers, speakers, and a small holo-projector. Even with their suit lights, the first Spire 

chamber was so dark it felt like it absorbed light. The floor and walls were made of some form of 

grooved black metal. The chamber was a hundred feet across and, other than scattered patches 

and small dunes of the blue coral/dust, empty. The swooping groove patterns in the floor and 

coral sand within them made Bianca think of Japanese rock gardens. They advanced toward its 

center. A tech called Jules took up the team’s rear, placing small balls on the chamber floor that 

sprouted antennae. Danish pointed a flashlight upward and there was an obvious ceiling to the 

chamber about fifty feet up. 

As they approached the center of the murky chamber, the floor curved upward and met in 

a cylinder, forming a thick floor-to-ceiling column about thirty feet in diameter. Instead of 

curving into the chamber ceiling the same way, it cut off abruptly. 

“I admit, I’m unsure what our next step should be...” Jäger said, examining the column. 



Bianca almost couldn’t believe that he’d said it, but before she could chuckle or make a 

snide remark, she was struck by a presence. She said, “I feel something.” 

Jäger just turned and eyed her coldly. 

She said, “Asher, play the same patterns you did before.” 

Asher warmed up his portable rig and did so. The dazzling shapes and psychedelic sea of 

light they rotated in gave the chamber an eerie glow to add to its already spooky atmosphere. 

Bianca let the sound vibrations and empathic resonations guide her to another triangular 

arrangement of glowing orbs within the column base’s center. Once again, they could see them 

even through the matter somehow. 

“Almost the same, but...” 

She and Asher coordinated until the orbs synced, glowed, and rose through the column 

into the ceiling, vanishing. Most of the team members were standing near to or on the curved 

base of the column —they were lucky— a form of para-gravity engaged and the central column 

became its source—and its circumference, the floor. Those nearest the column’s curved base fell 

forward, tumbling onto its surface. Those further from it dropped and slid or were thrown into a 

rough roll down the curve. The maglev skiffs smoothly slid down the curve onto the column, 

upending Danish and knocking Asher away as he tumbled to one side, and causing Crenshaw to 

grab a rectangular support railing that jutted up around the skiffs’ edges. 

Jules got it the worst because he was furthest away. Because of the lack of transitional 

gravity, he fell at an angle toward the column from twenty feet up. Both arms snapped on impact 

and he was knocked unconscious in his suit. The dark-blue pulverized coral showered down 

from what was the floor, covering the team and the column surface. 

Crenshaw laughed as he rode the skiff—until he realized it was speeding up and wouldn’t 

stop. He hopped over the railing and pried a panel open and flipped a master toggle. The skiff 

maglev cut out and dropped onto the column, skidding into the surface of the ceiling that was 

now a huge circular wall. Stevens and Wilks hauled themselves up first and slung their weapons 

as they hurried to Jules. After a quick check, Wilks hurried to the scientist skiff, got medical 

packs, and went to work on him. As Wilks worked, using large, ribbed quick-wraps to set the 

bones, Stevens grabbed a compact gurney. He unfolded it to full man size and set it down next to 

Jules. After patching and drugging Jules as much as they could, they activated a set of sputter-

thrusters on the gurney’s underside. It rose and guided itself back toward the plate opening. 

Wilks opened comms and said, “Base-Two, Jules coming back to you—prep for hot 

landing due to... adjusted orientation.” 

<Wilco.> 

Stevens said, “You guys patch Jules up good, alright?” 

<Wilco.> 

Wilks said, “Okay, there’s only like five more of these hover-gurneys, so don’t 

everybody go for a high-dive.” 

Stevens and Crenshaw chuckled but Vuković grunted and they stopped. 

Danish said, “Well, what now?” 



Crenshaw turned the skiff back on and it resumed normal function. Bianca and Asher 

helped each other up and dusted off a bit before approaching the wall. They started their lock-

pick back-and-forth and the wall responded. Similar to the plate, it collapsed into itself 

away from the column, and there were gasps and oohs from most of the team. Vuković whistled. 

At this new orientation, the Spire was a huge tunnel into the distance, stretching so far they 

couldn’t see the end. They could only see its interior at all because the Spire material had an 

effect similar to one-way mirrored glass—what looked opaque on the outside was translucent on 

the inside. They couldn’t see clearly, but the shifting of the ocean and the lights of the prefab 

base chunks could be seen. Only, all of that was pitched vertically behind them. The tunnel was 

also crisscrossed with smooth, curved structures like flying buttresses. 

Jäger said, “Truly marvelous. Advance please.” 

The team continued down the central column walkway with the skiffs on auto behind 

them. The view out of the one-way Spire surface gradually brightened and swirled more visibly. 

Bianca realized they were near the ocean surface. When they crossed the threshold of the ocean 

surface outside, the translucence of the Spire exposed a hidden beauty—the tunnel was lit now 

almost as through stained glass. The thick, translucent cylindrical walls of the Spire contained 

intricate, layered patterns that enhanced, diffused, and distorted the light. Combined with the 

buttresses, it was beautiful and magnificent. 

So why did Bianca feel that dread again?—it twisted her stomach, and worse than before. 

Near a crossing of several buttresses Bianca felt more than saw an amorphous swirl of distortion 

—then it was gone and her stomach relaxed some. In the strange light, it could’ve been her 

nerves and not her gift that caused it... 

The team came across a sphere about four-foot in diameter, resting or installed on the 

column. A quick walk around the column revealed two more, creating a triangular formation like 

those they had seen a few times now. 

Jäger said, “Well, activate them.” 

Bianca and Asher quickly succeeded. With no doors to open, she was curious what 

would— 

They were somewhere else. More accurately, they were much further along the column 

and Spire’s length/height. Still on the column, still in the Spire... but they had been transported a 

great distance. They marveled at the view of clouds, ocean, and land masses they could see all 

around from a great height ‘behind’ and below them. 

Danish stammered, “We’re in the... I—I think we’re in the upper stratosphere...” 

Jäger said, “Teleportation... Think of what this means...” but he seemed almost sarcastic 

to Bianca. 

Jäger hastened along the column and the team and skiffs followed. He slowed soon, 

though, as they approached the vertical terminus of the Spire—an outward curve that formed a 

‘plate’. They could see it through the one-way outer cylinder of the Spire, looming amidst the 

stratosphere ceiling. They approached a shiny, translucent wall ahead. 

Vuković approached the wall and knocked—or tried to. His hand went through it and he 

recoiled. “Not solid...” 

Jäger snorted softly and said, “Well, obviously.” He entered the chamber beyond with no 



hesitation and became a vague, man-shaped blur. 

Vuković followed, then called back, “Clear.” 

The rest of the team passed through after them. The column ended about fifty feet ahead 

in a circular wall covered in dimly glowing domes with weird machinery moving inside. It 

looked alive to Bianca... like pulsing organs and bones repurposed into pumps, gears, pipes. The 

column’s surface within about thirty feet of the dome-covered wall was raised a bit. 

Jäger approached the raised part and stepped onto it, then continued to the wall of domes. 

 “I have a feeling that whatever this does, you should all join me on this strip.” 

The rest of the team joined him and Bianca and Asher went to work. The skiffs tried 

repeatedly to join them too, but seemed to be resisted by the dome-adjacent ring. 

Danish said, “I suppose we will be fine without them...” 

The domes glowed brighter and their almost obscene internal workings became faster and 

more elaborate. A visible plane like a laser field cutting smoke appeared in front of the 

undulating, blurring domes, and another formed behind the team. When the dome wall activated, 

Bianca’s vision became a blur of organic matter, darkness, and streaking lights. The group 

appeared on a column like the other, but this dome wall was behind them. The vertical fields 

lingered for a moment then disappeared. The moment after they did, something clattered to the 

column floor—a wobbling round object that rolled away fast enough to come back over 

the cylinder and clink into Danish’s boot. It was a grenade and Danish jumped backwards. 

Stevens chuckled as he crossed to where Danish was. As he bent to pick up the grenade, 

he said, “It’s not live, man.” 

Vuković crossed to Stevens and grabbed the back of his tactical pack. “Jäger was right... 

Next time, stand closer to center,” and handed him a spray can with FOAM-THERMITE printed 

on it vertically that had fallen out as Stevens had walked to Danish. 

Stevens’s pack was missing a perfectly cut vertical chunk of its furthest rear 

compartment. He detached his pack and patched it with a medical wrap from inside it. 

Jäger murmured, “See that you do...” as he stormed forward with purpose. 

Instead of smooth flying buttresses, this section had some form of piping or ducts. The 

conduits snaked asymmetrically between the column and outer Spire wall. Heat and moisture 

swirling off the conduits filled this stretch with hazy steam. Bianca didn’t like this place. The 

Spire behind them was haunting but beautiful—this was unsettling. The dread was back now and 

bad. She had to stop and almost doubled over. Danish and Asher came to steady her. 

She breathed through her teeth as she said, “Let’s get this done and go. I hate this place 

already.” 

“Me too...” Asher agreed. 

As they followed Jäger through the Spire’s boiler room attraction, the column went 

through another closed wall/ceiling. The conduits also went through this wall into whatever was 

past it. Bianca signaled Asher to start and they quickly triggered the door lock. As the wall 

collapsed away between the conduits, they were met with a vision of cosmic wonder that 

disoriented them all. From between the conduits they could see the moon and stars. And not just 

the moon—it was huge compared to what they were used to. There was also a subtle distortion to 

them that bothered Bianca. Jäger hurried onward. 



Danish said, “This is... How far...?” 

Jäger replied, “From the size of the Moon, I’d say approximately sixty thousand miles 

from Earth.” 

Danish said, “That’s impossible—a structure like the Spire couldn’t extend anywhere 

near that far. And we’ve seen the terminus for years.” 

“I don’t believe the last teleportation was through the structure... not strictly, at least. A 

force connected to it maybe...” 

They kept discussing as the team continued along. They were far enough ahead that 

Bianca only caught bits— “climbing...” “geo-synchronous...” “center mass...” and 

“counterweight.” 

The column and Spire abruptly curved outward, creating a ball within another ball, the 

actual end of the Spire. As they walked across the column-ball’s outer surface, Bianca heard 

tortured moans ahead. Then she saw the trees... if trees were made of bone, covered in mold with 

innumerable tiny black eyes in it, and had... lungs. Bianca shuddered because of their grotesque 

appearance, but also from a deep sorrow and intelligence she sensed from them. The mold—if 

that’s what it was—also seemed to expel a kind of miasma or pollen that made the air in this 

ball-in-ball area even harder to see through. The miasma settled on their pressure suits and 

Bianca brought some up to her face plate—it seemed to vibrate, even as it rested. 

Bianca also noticed that while the tree creatures seemed to sprout from the column-ball surface, 

she caught glimpses of glowing machinery similar to the dome wall bio-mech devices peeking 

from under the curved floor between their roots. There were also two-foot diameter plates or 

plugs at the bases of each of the grotesque trees. 

The team slowed now, creeping around the ball and through the murk of this horrible 

orchard—all but Jäger, of course. He strutted through the orchard like he didn’t see the tree 

beings at all. At the far end of the ball from the column proper and the ultimate endpoint of the 

Spire, there was a larger tree that ended in a liquid-filled translucent sphere. The miasma clung to 

its warped-bone branches and the sphere underside. Inside the sphere was a different being from 

the trees, it seemed. What Bianca could make out through the thick liquid in the sphere and 

miasma between them suggested limbs, tentacles, a misshapen lump of a body, and many eyes 

with no real pattern to their natural placement. It appeared to be in stasis... or dead. 

“Begin!” Jäger commanded as he stared out at the stars. He seemed truly uninterested in 

the astro- biological wonders on display, and Bianca had no idea what he was thinking. 

Vuković and his Safety team scanned all around as Asher and Bianca warmed up. She 

didn’t even know what they were activating in this place, but Jäger seemed confident there was 

something. The dread came back and strong as she caught the first impressions from nodes 

within the liquid sphere’s bio-mech tree base. It seemed like these nodes were linked directly 

with whatever the Spire’s function truly was. Asher was lulled into some kind of trance as he 

worked and she was sure it had something do with the nodes. The dread twisted at her insides, 

and the presence returned—the thing that had observed them before. It was nothing more than a 

distortion in the air, but she felt and saw its many eyes.  



She didn’t know how, but the thing in the liquid was approaching her. It filled her head with 

images—fluid, quick, changing. She was on the verge of vomiting as she guided Asher to the last 

node shape and tones. She stopped in mid description and Asher went into a trance loop. 

“Jäger, we have to stop! This thing is a doomsday machine!” 

Jäger didn’t look away from the stars as he said, “No, you simple, ignorant beast... It is 

ascension.” 

Vuković looked over at Jäger, brow furrowed. 

“What are you two talking about?” Danish asked. 

Jäger said, “Bianca’s father showed me the truth. He connected me with the stoic angels 

we just passed through.” 

“Those messed up trees?” Wilks asked. 

Bianca held back bile as she yelled, “These things killed the fucking dinosaurs, Jäger! 

The pilot couldn’t stop the orchards in time, but just after, it called the machines back to their 

sockets and trapped the Spires in static phased pockets of space-time! Something related to their 

space travel that it repurposed...” She was overcome for a moment by all of the images in her 

head and implications of them. 

Confused, Danish pleaded, “How could you know that, Bianca? And... if they didn’t want 

us to use the Spires, why did they appear?” 

“Because the lower phase-shift cores failed. They weren’t in full off-phase and degraded 

over millions... Jesus, Jäger, they’ve been hidden for millions of years, and you want to wake 

them up?! We weren’t supposed to ever find them!” 

Jäger unzipped a large pocket on the front of his pressure suit and produced a short 

Orbital-Ops semi-auto pistol. He crossed to her and placed the gun against her faceplate. 

Vuković and his crew aimed at Jäger. 

“Finish it.” 

Bianca said, “We all die if I do,” and closed her eyes, ready for the worst. 

After an excruciating moment waiting for death, Bianca’s eyes fluttered open to see Jäger 

looking genuinely torn. She remembered a tenth birthday gift from him almost two decades 

before—an AR science lab taught by adorable animated creatures—and wondered how much 

humanity was left in him. 

But then he proclaimed, “Then I will!” 

Jäger, apparently paying more attention than Bianca had thought, used Bianca’s rough 

method, sans empathy. Asher finished the performance with a bit of trial and error, and 

suggestion from Jäger. The Pilot howled to Bianca as its tree descended into the ball’s surface 

out of sight. The bio-mech trees’ moaning became a high-pitched squealing and chittering. The 

stars and moon blinked out, replaced by huge versions of the pumping, glowing bio-machines all 

around, their inner- workings free from domes and pumping and undulating all around like a sky 

of obscene madness around their tiny column-ball planet. 

Asher snapped out of his trance and murmured, “What the actual fuck?” 

Bianca said, “I saw a distortion before... I think we just woke up a cloaked seed ship... 

We were looking out through it.” 



Seeing the bio-machines surrounding them changed something in Jäger. He seemed to be 

released or was jarred loose by the disgusting display surrounding them. His gun arm went slack 

as he tried to process what he was seeing— With a distinct FWAP sound, Jäger’s body and head 

flashed and he dropped, seizing up as he fell. Bianca looked toward where the flash had come 

from. Vuković was still aiming his splash-shock gun. 

“I heard enough to know, we go now.” 

Bianca nodded and started back through the orchard. Wilks caught up, taking point. 

Vuković took up the rear after Asher and Danish passed him. Crenshaw and Stevens took the 

flanks as they hustled through the miasma, kicking it up even more. 

Danish said, “But, Udo...” 

Bianca snapped, “Let him ascend, uncle.” 

They made it about halfway back across the ball’s outer surface before the ground started 

vibrating. One of the odd plugs at the base of the bio-mech trees popped up half a foot—then 

rose up with a metallic screaming sound about six feet from its base. The six-foot cylinder 

detached and hovered for a moment before starting to change— Vuković shot it with his splash-

shock gun and it dropped to the ball surface. 

“Faster—now!” and now the scary merc sounded scared. 

They made it to the start of the conduits before another cylinder popped out. Vuković 

shocked it and it dropped, but another two popped out. He fired at them—three more. 

“Crenshaw, Stevens—with me,” they stopped and prepped, “Wilks, Moody, Haamid, 

Pettigrew— go...” 

She didn’t need to be told twice and rushed on ahead with the rest. 

Vuković called after them or maybe her, “Leave door open!” Vuković’s hands were 

shaking. He’d made a career dealing with humans who either deserved to die or whose lives 

were worth less to him than a new boat or something. But this was next-level crazy alien shit. 

The plugs kept popping out and he fired until he had lost charge on his splash-shock, and his 

men had only brought projectile weapons. He had a feeling those wouldn’t cut it. As Vuković 

hurried to detach his pack and throw a new charge into his gun, one of the cylinders had a chance 

to change into its functional form. Crenshaw and Stevens fired. 

Their powerful but useless hot metal bounced off or was deflected by an energy field and the 

cylinder went from smooth to angular and distorted. Its top and bottom collapsed toward each 

other and met, squashing the shape into a disc, then pulling back apart. Like maybe an 

impossibly complex Rubik’s cube solving itself in a few more directions, the plug became an 

ever-changing rough ball of swirling geometric shapes—it pulsed between multi-compound 

dodecahedrons to things Vuković had never seen. Before he could reload his splash-shock, the 

plug ball projected a glowing cylinder through Stevens, lighting his body up where it went 

through in what looked like a full-color x-ray— The projection pulled back into the plug ball, 

taking everything that its cylinder had lit up. Stevens’s legs toppled over, one with a chunk of 

suited hip left.  



Crenshaw made a sound like a baby chick. The ball pulsed, then used the materials Stevens had 

given it. Three feet off the surface of the shifting geometric shapes, a hard weave of flesh, 

organs, bones, pressure suit material, guns, med supplies, and body armor started forming like a 

curved, spindly shell. It was fed from the ball in strings of matter as a spider might spin a web of 

the same materials, but with no limbs used. 

Vuković finished his reload and fired the splash-shock at the newly armored ball—it 

shifted the bulk of the almost finished Stevens-shield toward the shot, absorbed it, and sent it 

toward the Spire’s outer wall. More plugs popped out. 

“No!” Vuković bellowed, his emasculation nightmares made real. 

Crenshaw had picked up on Vuković’s waning stability and prepped a grenade, ready to 

throw. “Flank it!” Crenshaw yelled as his arm went forward. The grenade left his hand just 

before the plug’s glowing cylinder lit him up x-ray-like from his lower jaw to his upper thighs—

then took his materials. 

As it started to weave more shielding from Crenshaw, Vuković hustled through the tree 

beings to its side, ignoring the new plugs. Crenshaw’s grenade blasted hard against the shifted 

bio-weave shield— Vuković maxed-out the splash-shock and fired at the exposed flank—he 

struck home and hard. The plug ball and its shielding dropped, its ball form shattering and the 

majority of his team members’ remains and gear slapping down to the grooved floor with a 

sickening sound. Vuković watched the other plugs changing into geometric-ball shapes as he 

rushed toward the column proper— Three shots rang out and he dropped. Jäger limped past 

Vuković’s prone, still form. 

“Turnabout is fair play.” 

 

Bianca could barely see through kicked up miasma and the humidity of where the conduit 

chamber met the orchard ball section. Asher eagerly waited to help her close the door. Danish 

was staring at the column surface, hunched over with his hands on his knees—almost unhinged 

from what they’d seen. Wilks was as tucked into the cover from a column-close conduit as he 

could be, dead-eyeing the fully open attack area from the conduit chamber. A vague upper-body 

arose around the curve of the column cylinder in the murk to his left and Wilks tensed. Before 

Wilks could decide if it was one of his comrades, Jäger fired his pistol twice and with surprising 

ability. Wilks fired wide in reflex as he dropped dead, his cracked helmet hissing from its new 

openings. Jäger limped up to Bianca and Asher, gun drawn. Danish approached him but Jäger 

pointed the gun at his faceplate. 

“Close the door!” 

Danish yelled, “Where are the others?!” 

Jäger pistol-whipped Danish, cracking his helmet and dropping him to the floor. Bianca 

came to his aid. A FWAP was heard down the column and they could see the vague shapes of a 

combat pressure suit and vague ball dropping and shattering. 

Vuković yelled, “Keep it open!” 

Jäger fired his pistol until it was empty, sending Vuković behind a close conduit. Jäger 

reloaded and pointed the gun at Asher, so he began the locking process. With no choices left, 

Bianca helped. 



More of the dim ball shapes appeared in the distant murk. As Bianca worked, she could 

hear more of Vuković’s shots and tinkling crashes of his success. Each time a chittering, 

squealing ball dropped, she hoped one of those awful tree beings died horribly—though, she was 

afraid the balls were expendable and would regenerate forever, from what the pilot had shown 

her. Vuković ran from his cover, splash-shock readied. He couldn’t see Jäger, but he had no 

choice—he was almost dry and with no more charge packs, he would have no way of fighting 

what seemed like an endless onslaught of those terrible ball machines. The psychedelic light 

show and forming geometric shapes were all he could see in the dense miasma and conduit 

output. Jäger could see him better due to the miasma being thicker where Vuković was, and rose 

the pistol to fire— Danish kicked into Jäger’s right knee, almost bending it into his left, and 

Jäger went down. But the wall started reforming toward the column. 

“PLEASE NO!” Vuković begged. The wall closed and Vuković pounded against it, still 

pleading for mercy. 

On the floor, holding his busted knee and shaking, Jäger raised his pistol and fired one 

clean shot into Danish’s faceplate. Bianca screamed and shook. 

Jäger aimed at Bianca again and said, “Help me up!” 

Bianca choked up as she hooked an arm under one of Jäger’s and hauled him up, then just 

glared at him, sniffing as she awaited more orders. Jäger slapped her helmet with the pistol barrel 

and pointed it down the conduit tunnel toward the teleporter. 

“Auf geht’s!” 

They started forward, but Jäger was heavier than she expected and going was slow. 

“Asher! Help her!” 

Asher scowled but the pistol helped him work past his misgivings. The three of them 

limped along the column. A rattling sound started above them in one of the conduits, then an 

added hissing to the conduit’s own. 

“They’re coming! Get us to the transporter!” Jäger cried. 

A circular outline flashed in the conduit, and a curved plate dropped from where it was 

instantly cut, along with a thick, nasty fluid, a spray can, and one large, cursing Safety 

Coordinator. 

“Vuković!” Jäger pulled his pistol arm over Asher’s head and aimed at the muck-covered 

merc— Bianca lifted then jammed her lower leg down hard into Jäger’s already injured knee and 

grabbed the pistol barrel, causing him to fire wide of Vuković. She wrested the gun from his grip 

and let him drop to the column, then pointed it at his faceplate. 

Bianca said, “Hey, let’s go!” 

They hurried down to the grotesque dome wall and Asher started performing with no 

hesitation. Bianca guided him as she watched a crying, sniveling Jäger hobble his way toward 

them, cursing them all the way in a few different languages. A look of triumph lit up his face as 

he started to cross the plane of the raised transporter ring. 

As the transporter activated, Bianca smiled and said, “Bis dann!” 



The murky tunnel was replaced by the pumping domes and Jäger’s wide-eyed form 

shrank a bit. As the swirling laser-smoke plane cut out, the front half of Jäger’s suit and body 

curled away and slapped down onto the column, sliding around its curve a bit. Bianca and Asher 

looked away—even Vuković did after a moment. They hurried on toward the shiny barrier, 

passing the skiffs they’d had to leave behind. 

Asher said, “I’m never leaving Berlin agai—” 

Then Asher stepped through the barrier in front of Bianca and Vuković and fell 

forward/down into the newly returned Earth-oriented gravity of the Spire’s “stained glass” 

chamber. He stopped somehow and dangled, his head pulsing with blood as he watched wave 

after wave of tree plug cylinders form into complex geometric shapes below. A sphincter wall 

started collapsing toward Asher along the shiny barrier’s path. He looked down/up and saw large 

gloved hands on his ankle and foot. They started to heave him back up into the transporter 

chamber and he looked back down in time to see circular shapes opening in the Spire’s outer 

surface... 

Vuković hauled Asher back up onto the cylinder just before the sphincter wall closed— 

Gravity returned to Earth here too and they fell onto the wall’s surface. The maglev skiffs 

slammed down rear-first and teetered over, then fell against the wall/floor’s surface. 

Circular ports like those Asher had just seen—and Bianca had seen before—collapsed away, 

causing the upper stratosphere to suck and pull at their suits as they struggled to their feet. 

Asher said, “Those fucking machines are down there—thousands of them!” 

“How do we get down?!” 

Bianca looked around, searching for a solution... Her eyes landed on an overturned 

maglev skiff. She stormed over to it and tried to turn it back over. 

Vuković yelled, “What will that do?!” 

Asher crossed to Bianca’s side and helped her tip the skiff over. Bianca realized maybe 

their synergy had transcended puppetry. 

Vuković shook his head, saying, “They fill the lower chamber... We can’t go down 

there!” 

Bianca and Asher looked at each other and in rough unison said, “Not on the inside...” 

Vukovic’s eyes darted back and forth behind his faceplate as he tried to comprehend what 

they meant. When it clicked, he said, “That’s worse!” 

Asher and Bianca threw some equipment off and freed some securing straps, then guided 

the maglev skiff toward one of the open ports in the Spire’s outer surface. 

Bianca said, “We’re going. Are you?” 

Vuković looked genuinely pained as he searched his mind for an alternate solution. 

Plug ports they hadn’t seen popped up into their chamber, possibly as an internal security 

response. 



As the cylinders started to reform, Bianca and Asher pushed the skiff toward the open 

port, climbed onto it, and secured themselves as tightly against its surface as they could with the 

newly free straps. Vukovic ran behind them and jumped, grabbing the safety rail just before the 

skiff emerged from the Spire’s interior... The skiff went far enough out of the port to break 

contact with the Spire for a long moment, then fell and glommed back onto its outer surface hard 

and started descending. Vuković almost lost his grip when it slapped back against the Spire’s 

surface, but held on, and started to climb to Bianca and Asher. The skiff kept accelerating 

downward and Vuković had to fight it with everything he had, climbing over secured equipment 

boxes and canisters. He released a stack of medical drugs and bandages and secured himself with 

the free straps. The beauty of the blurring Earth rising to meet them would have been 

breathtaking, if the Spire hadn’t started discharging otherworldly death machines from every 

open port they sped past, filling the sky. Bianca didn’t have time to think about what the 

machines were going to do, but she knew enough from what the Pilot had shown her... They 

were descending so fast that the skiff was vibrating badly. The ocean surface was getting 

bigger by the second. They were going to black out soon. 

Asher yelled with all he had left, “HOW DO WE STOP?!” 

They all shook internally, the realization of their folly cutting deep. Vuković laughed at 

the madness of it seeming like a good idea. Bianca craned her neck down at the skiff contents 

and laughed a different laugh, kicking a stack of strapped-in boxy shapes marked HOVER-

GURNEY... 

 

As they made their way south to New Zealand in the stealth boat Bianca had arrived on, 

she injected some pain killers into Asher’s arm. He’d told her the best dose not to speedball him 

(too hard)— he’d landed his gurney hardest, cracking a femur. 

Vuković asked her from the helm, “Why there? Australia has better defenses.” 

Bianca watched a rear video feed of the Spire as they got further from it and said, “My 

father’s hospital is in New Zealand... and I think he’s the only human being on Earth with any 

real idea what we just woke up, and maybe how to fight them...” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

 

 

 

 



Spawn of the Ripper 
Glynn Owen Barrass and Neil Baker 

 

 

Whitechapel. November 1892.  

 

“Bwah hahaha!” Bill slammed his pint glass down, black stout sloshing onto an already 

damp, sticky table.  

The Horn of Plenty pub was filled with raucous singing and laughter, but Bill’s voice was 

strong and loud within the cacophony. He had gained a good audience now, fellow workers from 

the textile mill who had been discussing the four-year-old Ripper murders. “I’m telling you 

lads,” he said with a grin that showed more gaps than teeth, “The Polish got the Ripper, took ‘im 

apart.” Bill raised his left hand, a hand rough and scarred from work, and clutched his own neck. 

“They ‘ung him dead, ‘ung, drawed and quartered the bastard.”  

One of the younger men in the group visibly blanched, which spurred Bill on all the 

more.  

“Didn’t ‘ang ‘im till death, oh no, lads. Left ‘im a little bit alive so ‘e felt it when they 

chopped off ‘is cock and balls, then sliced open ‘is belly so all those wet steaming guts poured 

out onto the floor.”  

The young man stood, his face a shade of green now, and rushed to the pub’s front doors. 

Bill guffawed, took a swig of his stout, and lowered his pint and his gaze. 

“They say ‘e was still alive and screaming,” he said in a quiet, conspiratorial, tone, “even 

after they took off ‘is bleedin’ ‘ead.”  

His audience, quiet to a man, looked to each other in shocked awe.  

“Say one thing about those Polish mudlarks and toshers,” he loudly continued, “they deal 

with their own!” 

“So the Ripper was one of them, a Pole I mean?” asked Jimmy Swanson, the youngest 

there, now Jacob Tilly had left, “because I heard the Queen’s cousin did it.” 

The men at the table groaned collectively. This was something everybody had heard 

before, and Bill’s audience turned to him expectantly. 

“Prince Eddie? Just fresh in his grave and ‘ere you are digging up slanderous rumours?” 

Bill glared at Jimmy sourly. “Didn’t you ‘ear about the brothel on Cleveland Street? That man 

was a fully paid up member of the Nancy Club, God rest his soul.” Bill made a show of crossing 

himself, then downed the remainder of his stout in one huge gulp. “Now my fine friends,” he 

said, and smacked his lips, “who wants to get this pint filled, then ‘ear the story of Spring-‘eeled 

Jack’s return to London?” 

Jimmy raised his hand eagerly, and shouted, “Mary, Mary!” to catch the nearby 

barmaid’s attention. He hoped buying Bill a pint would redeem him from opening his mouth 

with daft theories. 

One man, a part of the group but seated at the next table, stared at his companions with a 

look of condescension on his thin, pockmarked features. As he watched, the barmaid, Mary, a 

comely looking, blonde haired young woman, with a large smile on her pretty face collected 

glasses from Bill’s table while joining in the men’s banter. His expression darkened. When she 

was done with his companions, she turned from their table to his. 

“Freshen your glass, guv’nor?” she said in a singsong voice. 

“Please,” he said, “and call me Edwin.” He reached into his waistcoat and produced a 

threepenny bit. “And this, for the… house special,” he said with a black toothed smile. 



Mary frowned momentarily, placed her empties on the table next to his, and accepted the 

coin, tucking it in her petticoat.  

No handsome young man for you tonight, you little slit, Edwin thought, and laughed.  

Mary leant over, providing him an ample view of what was to come, and whispered, 

“Meet me in the back alley after closing, mister, we’ll do it there.”  

He smelled sweat and lilacs on her body, inhaling of her deeply before she turned and 

collected the glasses. Oh, we’ll do it all right, little girlie, he thought, and watched her with a 

hungry gaze as she headed towards the bar. 

 

The alley behind the Horn of Plenty was a dank, dismal place of dirty cobbles and soot 

stained walls. The side holding the pub’s exit was lined with barrels and crates, while facing it 

stood a tall brick wall forming a row of slum houses. Strewn with shadows, the alley was 

illuminated but barely by the glow beyond the pub’s curtained windows.  

The pub’s door opened quietly, the light from within dispersing some of the gloom. Mary 

poked her head through the door, looked around nervously, and said, “Mister, are you here?” She 

then stepped onto the cobbles, leaving the door slightly ajar behind her. Hugging herself against 

the night she surveyed the alley. To her left it led into deeper darkness, her right, after a few 

dozen yards, the alley opened out onto Mason Street. 

“Mister?” she repeated, her tone tremulous, and a shape moved in the darkness to her left. 

“M’here, Mary,” a slurred voice said, and Edwin stepped unsteadily from the shadows. 

“Oh,” Mary said, and hugged herself tighter while taking a step back. 

Edwin composed himself a little and stepped forward with a lascivious grin. “Come 

here,” he said with a cackle, and breaching the gap between them, began clumsily pulling up her 

petticoats. 

“Uh, I juss…” Edwin mumbled and to his surprise, watched Mary take hold of his upper 

arms before pushing him backwards onto to cobbles. He hit the floor with a grunt, felt 

momentary anger and confusion, then found her atop him, straddling him with her legs. 

His vision hazy from drink and the fall, Edwin shook his head and tried to focus on the 

form atop him. He saw petticoats pulled up around pale thighs, then felt a hand pull at his 

waistcoat. The young barmaid ripped it open with a strength he found surprising for such a wisp 

of a girl.  

“Heh, slow down,” Edwin said, laughing, and lifted his head to try and focus on Mary’s 

face. He saw the girl’s expression, one of unbridled rage and hate, and gulped. He sobered 

considerably as the hand on his chest angrily tore open his shirt. The other hand, rising quickly 

above his head, gripped a long, wicked looking blade. 

 

“I did it again, just like you wanted!” Mary spoke in an enthusiastic tone. Sitting cross-

legged with her arms wrapped around her bed’s iron bedposts, she smiled and nodded. Her 

fingers were dyed red with blood, her long nails thick with it, and beside her sat an aged, brown 

leather surgeon’s bag, the bloodstained wooden handle of a knife poking from its top. Within the 

tiny bedroom of bare floorboards and whitewashed walls, Mary faced a pale wooden wardrobe, 

staring directly at the fingerprint-smeared mirror upon its single door. A flickering oil lamp, sat 

upon a small wooden dresser to the bed’s right, filled the room with fitful illumination. The 

dresser also hosted a white china jug and water bowl. The latter was filled with two glistening 

red slabs of meat, surrounded by water tinged pink with blood. 

“You did a good job my dear,” said a thick, gravely voice. “That was a fine kill if ever I 

saw one. You’re my good girl you know that?” 

“Thank you, yes, yes,” Mary said and waved her bare feet like a happy child. She nodded 

towards the dresser. “They’re in good nick those ones, not like a smoker’s at all.” 



“And what of the piggy the lungs came from?” the voice questioned. 

“Him?” she tilted her head and looked to her reflection. “He’s in a wheelbarrow, covered 

in filthy rags.” Mary giggled and bared her teeth. 

“Good girl. Now make sure you dispose of the piggy well, just like the others.” 

Mary nodded eagerly. “I was thinking of the slaughter yard over on Bow Street, leave 

him with the other useless dead things.” 

“Yes Mary, that will do,” the voice said. “Now, put those lungs in the pickling sack to 

keep them nice and fresh.”  

“Easily done,” Mary replied and standing, stepped towards the dresser. There she knelt, 

opened the door beneath, and removed a large pigskin sack. 

 

Beneath the jaundiced glow of a battalion of gas lamps, Scotland Yard was bustling. 

Starch-collared constables dragged rogues and streetwalkers through the halls on their way to be 

processed and sent down to await their fates, while desk sergeants hunched over files and 

notebooks, scribbling furiously or sleeping off the previous evening. Small boys in long coats 

and caps darted between the legs of the policemen, scurrying like terriers, begging for errands 

and ha’pennies for tips. The air was thick with Wild Woodbine smoke and foul language, and a 

scuffle would break out with predictable regularity. A typical Wednesday, then.   

“Got a fresh one for you!” 

The gruffness of the voice, accompanied by a loud slap as a wad of papers landed on his 

desk, made Sergeant Jenkins start a little; a reaction visible enough to illicit laughter from the 

man towering over him. Jenkins rubbed his eyes and pushed his chair back, away from the smell 

of sweat and old tobacco that accompanied Constable Beadle and looked up at the big man. 

“Another murder?” 

“Right-o. Looks like your man again, same method as before. More or less the same 

place too.” 

Jenkins grabbed at the reports, untied the ribbon holding them together, and spread the 

sheets across his already cluttered desktop. Typed and handwritten reports spelled out the details, 

accompanied by a handful of sketches. The body had been found in the overflow pit of the Bow 

Street knacker’s yard, gutted like a fish, a gaping hole where the ribs once met to protect the now 

missing lungs.  

Beadle picked up one of the sketches and snorted. “Thomson can’t draw for horseshit. 

We’ve got photos coming in. Should be here in a couple of days.” 

The young sergeant nodded absentmindedly as he pored over the report.  

“Edwin Oliver Masters,” he murmured, tracing the dead man’s details with his finger as 

he read, “married with two children. Ran a stall in Spitalfields.” He thumbed through the papers 

until he found a medical report. “Initial observations suggest the same weapon was used as the 

others. Throat slit, chest opened and organs removed.” 

“Just the lungs this time. Who would take his bloody lungs?” 

“Indeed, Constable, this is the third such murder in as many weeks.”  

Jenkins pulled open a drawer and took out his journal. It was a handsome book, leather-

bound and well used, a gift from his father upon his promotion to the Met.  

Jenkins flipped through his notes, reading aloud. “Friday the 4th, Robert Crane, murdered 

and heart removed. Thursday the 10th, Robert Stern, murdered and kidneys removed.” Turning to 

a fresh page, he began to jot down the new information. “Now Edwin Masters,” he glanced once 

more at the medical report, “murdered yesterday, on the 15th, lungs removed. He’s speeding up.” 

“It’s the bleedin’ ripper all over again,” snarled Beadle, “I thought he was dead and 

buried.” 

“He is, constable.” 



The voice came from behind the constable - a quietly firm voice. 

Beadle spun about, his right arm twitching violently as he questioned saluting. Jenkins 

rose and smiled as he reached past the indecisive bobby to grasp a proffered hand. 

“Inspector Abberline, what a pleasure to see you, sir.” 

A portly man with muttonchops to spare returned the smile and pulled up a chair. He then 

addressed the flustered officer. 

“What’s your name, son?” 

“Beadle, sir,” stammered the man, “William Beadle.” 

“Well, Constable Beadle, I suggest you get back out into the East End where you can do 

some good. Keep your ear to the ground.” 

“Yes… yes, sir.” 

As the officer left, Abberline pulled a thin-stemmed pipe from his breast pocket and 

began to scrape around the bowl. 

“Poor lad,” he laughed, “even though I’m retired they still don’t know whether to salute 

me or tell me to bugger off.” 

“You’ve earned that respect, sir,” said Jenkins, pushing an unused ashtray across the desk 

towards his former superior, “the boys still speak of your work in ’88.” 

“Which surprises me,” said Abberline, stuffing his pipe with a fine, aromatic shag, 

“considering we never caught the bastard.” He eyed the reams of paper on Jenkins’ desk and 

struck a match, sucking the flame down with three swift puffs. “I hear you’ve got another one on 

the prowl.” 

“Yes, sir,” said Jenkins, “another one being the operative term. This is a crude copycat 

we’re dealing with.” 

 “Hardly crude, Sergeant. I’ve read the medical reports and the missing organs were 

removed with clinical efficiency.” 

 “Very true, sir,” replied the young desk sergeant, quickly flipping through his notes, “but 

the initial thrusts are far from surgical. They are vicious, savage, indicative of wounds caused by 

somebody defending himself.” 

 “Good lad,” Abberline smiled, “I see you are paying attention.” He drew deeply on his 

pipe, enjoying the back and forth. “So, what can you tell me about the killer?” 

 “He knows the area, he’s familiar with the ripper’s old patch. He’s collecting these men’s 

organs for trophies.” 

 “Trying for a full set, eh?” 

 “Possibly, sir. This suggests a methodical man, an obsessive. Perhaps an artist of some 

sort, or a medical student.” 

 “Go on.” 

 “He’s a short-arse though. Each of the victims stood over five foot nine. The initial 

wounds to the necks are at an upward angle, which means the killer was stabbing up,” Jenkins 

closed his notebook as he delivered his final statement, “I hypothesize that we are looking for an 

Oriental, a man familiar with Whitechapel and the Ripper’s haunts, possibly involved in the 

opium racket. That’s how he finds his victims; there’s plenty of poppy fiends in the pubs around 

that district.” 

  “A thoughtful deduction,” said Abberline, drawing on the last of his pipe leaf and 

tapping the detritus into the ashtray, “but have you not considered the killer might be a woman?” 

Jenkins smiled. “With respect, the gentler of the species could not possibly be responsible 

for these attacks, sir.” 

Abberline stood and straightened his back with a chorus of cracks and pops.  

“Very well, Sergeant Jenkins,” he offered his hand and Jenkins shook it once more, “just 

keep your options open. Be sure to keep me informed as to the progression of the investigation.” 



“Of course, sir,” said Jenkins, scooping his notebook into his jacket pocket, “and now I 

must away. I have a clutch of public houses to visit.” 

“Of course,” said the big man, “good luck, son.” 

“Thank you, sir.” 

Abberline watched the young sergeant exit the processing office and anxiously toyed 

with his pipe, trying to ignore the twisting in his gut; a twisting he hadn’t felt for nigh on four 

years. 

 

News of the latest murder had spread like wildfire, but that didn’t deter the regulars in the 

Horn of Plenty – if anything, business was booming if the empty casks and gin bottles cluttering 

up the back of the bar were any indication. It had been the same way when the street girls were 

being ripped up; instead of becoming a ghost town, Whitechapel had become swollen with 

ghouls and vultures, fueled by the latest penny-dreadfuls.  

Mary danced her way around the cast-offs, human and otherwise, as she tended to the 

tables, sweeping slops and ash onto the floor, refilling glasses and slapping away wandering 

hands. The noise was extraordinary – a cacophonous hubbub of idle gossip and moaning about 

work, mingled with an immoral racket being thumped out on the old Joanna in the corner. As 

Mary wove between the customers, she caught snatches of chat between locals who remembered 

the murders of ’88. She smiled inwardly when she heard the idle speculators mention the Ripper; 

her kills were already the stuff of legend, and being exaggerated with each hushed retelling.  

A young man, a dockworker by the look of his coat and cap, was sitting alone at the back 

of the room. He was cradling his empty glass, staring at it as if willing the vessel to magically 

refill. Mary recalled his tipple, poor man’s rye, and grabbed a bottle from the counter on her way 

to the lad. He looked up, surprised, as she sloshed the booze into his glass. 

“I… I can’t pay for this.” 

Mary smiled warmly and leant over the table to ensure the boy got the best view of the 

pendulous charms beneath her loose-fitting blouse. His eyes widened and rested on the creamy 

skin, and he shuffled in his seat. 

“On the house, sweetie,” said Mary, “penny for ‘em?” 

The lad swiftly downed his drink before she changed her mind, and grimaced as the 

liquid hit the back of his throat. 

“Ain’t nuffin’” he said, spitting the words, “just ‘ate me bleedin’ job is all.” 

“Don’t we all, ducky?” said Mary, resting a delicate hand on his shoulder, “tell you what, 

perhaps we can make each other feel a bit more cheery, eh?” 

At that his gaze lifted from her bosom, and a spark returned to his eyes. 

 “What you proposin’?” 

“Meet me under the Mason Street arch after closing, and you’ll find out.” 

With that, Mary returned to her throng with a swish of her skirts and the boy followed her 

waggle with an excited stare, his mouth agape. 

 

Two terrible sing-alongs and an hour’s worth of last orders later, Mary was finally 

ushering the last of her regulars towards the door. 

“Juss one more, Mary…” slurred the old man, failing spectacularly to cop a feel as she 

manhandled him into the street.” 

“Piss off, Bert,” she laughed, “get home to your missus.” 

The old sot stumbled as the cold night air slapped him in the face, and he staggered off 

into the dark, muttering a few choice obscenities. 

Mustn’t keep the lad waiting, Mary thought as she started to close the door, but she 

hesitated when a slight figure materialized in the smog and strode toward her. 



“Miss? May I have a quick word?” 

The tone of the voice took Mary by surprise; it was so soft, so… refined. Intrigued, she 

stood in the frame of the heavy oak jamb, one hand on her hip, the other propping open the door. 

“Who wants to know?” 

The figure stepped into the light pooling on the flagstones, and Mary was delighted to see 

that the features matched the voice. He was handsome, unblemished, with an innocence behind 

his grey eyes that had no place in this neck of the woods. 

“Forgive me, miss,” he said, “Jenkins, Malcolm Jenkins… Sergeant Jenkins actually, of 

the Met.” 

 “You don’t look like a peeler,” said Mary. 

Jenkins forced a smile, “I’m usually found behind a desk, haven’t worn the blue for 

several years.” 

“Good, it wouldn’t suit you any way,” Mary eyed him up and down, “you look safe 

enough. Come on in, we can chat while I clean up.” 

“Thank you,” said Jenkins, stepping into the warm fug of stale hops and pipe smoke as 

Mary bolted the door behind him, “I do hope this isn’t too much of an imposition.” 

“Nah,” replied Mary, busying herself with the tables, sweeping the spillages and detritus 

onto the floor, “want a drink?” 

“No, thank you,” said Jenkins, “I’d just like to ask you a few questions… concerning 

your clientele.” He looked around for a clean chair, but gave up after a moment and placed his 

briefcase on the floor before leaning against the bar. 

“You sure?” said Mary as she reached for a dusty bottle mottled with fingerprints on the 

top shelf. The label read ‘Grants’ and sported a faithful representation of the Queen. “When the 

landlord’s away, I like to treat meself to a drop of cherry brandy,” she grabbed a glass, “sure you 

don’t want a snifter?” 

“No. Thank you,” said Jenkins, firmly, “I don’t drink.” 

Mary coughed as she drained her small glass and wiped a sickly sweet dribble from her 

chin. “Don’t drink?”  

“No. Never have.” 

Mary laughed. “Well, you’re a rare one, and no mistake.” She wiped a cloth across the 

bar top and flung it into a bowl on the rear counter, then she untied her apron. It fell to the floor 

and she stepped over it as she loosened her blouse, fanning herself with the crinkled fabric. Her 

close proximity and obvious lack of undergarments proved to be too much for Jenkins, and he 

instantly reddened around his neck while his cheeks glowed like embers. Enjoying herself 

immensely, Mary hoisted up her skirts and perched atop a barstool; a bird of paradise in a dingy 

cage. 

“Now then, Sergeant,” she said, pouring another shot of Grant’s, “what did you want to 

know?”  

Jenkins swallowed hard, his mouth suddenly very dry, and perused his notebook.  

 “No doubt you are aware of a recent spate of murders in this area.” 

“Yeah. An awful to-do.” 

“Indeed. I am rather concerned that we have another killer in Whitechapel. He has 

murdered three men already.” 

Mary sipped her drink and stared at the young policeman as he continued to talk. He 

really was a lovely young fellow. His dark hair was parted in the middle and perfectly trimmed, 

his sideburns were fashionably thin, framing his strong jawline, which was so smooth it seemed 

like he hadn’t even begun to shave. Jenkins’ eyes were pale and wide, and his cheeks still clung 

to the residual ruddiness of embarrassment.  



By Christ, Mary thought, under different circumstances, I wouldn’t make him pay for 

anything… 

“Miss?” 

Mary snapped out of her weary trance. “What’s that?” 

“I was saying,” said Jenkins, “that I believe the victims might have been known to you.” 

“I wouldn’t know,” Mary said, reaching under her petticoats for her cigarette case, “I 

have a lot of blokes come and go in this place.” 

“Perhaps if I show you some pictures,” said Jenkins, pulling a brown folder from his 

case, “nothing alarming here, just portraits.” 

He handed a collection of sketches to the woman who took them gently, brushing his 

fingers with her own as she did so. Jenkins was taken aback at how electric her touch felt, how 

beguiling her ways. At that moment he wished he drank, so that he could compare this feeling to 

intoxication. As Mary looked through the drawings, he took a deep breath, compelling himself to 

focus. 

“I know this one,” Mary said, handing back a picture of Edwin Masters, “he was in here 

the other night. Miserable git, he was.” 

Jenkins leaned forward, excitedly. “Was he with anyone?” 

“He was drinking alone as far as I recall,” said Mary, lighting a thinly rolled cigarette, 

“oh, except for closing time. I remember him having words with a fellow, just before I turfed 

them out.” 

“What were they discussing?” 

“They weren’t discussing nothin’. It was a row. No idea what it was about though.” 

“This other man, was he of the Orient?”  

“What?” 

“Oriental. A Chinese.” 

“Nah,” Mary replied, allowing a wisp of white smoke to caress her plump lips as it 

snaked heavenward, “he had an accent though. A Pole, I think.” 

“Polish? Are you sure?”  

Jenkins was furiously scribbling in his notebook now, and Mary felt the tiniest pang of 

guilt as she led him on. 

“Yeah, Polish. Smelled of fish. Surly looking bugger he was too.” 

“Fish? My God,” Jenkins mumbled as he jotted down Mary’s false statement, circling 

random words, “might I ask you, do you recall the height of the Polish man?” 

“His height?” said Mary, and she took a long drag on her smoke as she considered her 

answer. “Don’t know for sure, but he wasn’t much taller than me, and I’m only five foot four.” 

Jenkins looked at the woman sitting before him, trying to imagine a swarthy East 

European fish worker in her place, but all he could picture was a girl. A girl who drank and 

smoked. A top-heavy girl with cascading blond hair and dark, dark eyes. A girl with loose 

clothing and, most probably, looser morals. A girl his mother could never approve of. She had 

truly bewitched him. 

“It just occurred to me that I didn’t ask your name, miss.” 

“Mary. Mary Watts.” 

“Well, Miss Watts, you’ve been a tremendous help, I can’t thank you enough. This 

information could be crucial.” 

“My pleasure, Sergeant Jenkins,” said Mary, dropping her cigarette butt into her empty 

glass with a sizzle, “if there’s anything else I can do for you…” 

Jenkins felt the first flash of heat returning to his face and busied himself with packing 

his briefcase.  



“I may need to ask you some more questions. Would it be possible to pop back 

tomorrow? Perhaps after closing again?” 

“Any time,” said Mary, sliding off the stool, “I’ll do anything I can for you, Sergeant.” 

“Please, call me Malcolm.”  

“Anything, Malcolm,” Mary said, “I’ll always be open for you.” 

Her final salvo hit its mark, and Jenkins stumbled into a table as he made for the door. He 

slid back the bolt and turned to the young woman. 

 “I hope to see you again very soon, Mary.” 

“Likewise, sweetie,” she said, smiling warmly as Jenkins stepped out into the unforgiving 

mists of Whitechapel. As the door slammed shut, she reached behind the bar for her apron, and 

then grabbed a leather bag and a pigskin sack from a lockbox on the floor next to the ale casks. 

Back to work. 

 

His hands tucked deep in his pockets and his hat pulled low against the chill night air, the 

young dockhand, Davy, waited beneath the Mason Street Arch. He had arrived soon after the 

pub’s closing, eager to see Mary, and now, twenty impatient minutes later, he wondered if 

perhaps she had played a joke on him.  

After a moment of indecision, he decided he wasn’t going to leave the spot for a long 

time yet. The woman was too good looking, his luck, unbelievable. No, she wasn’t messing with 

me, she just got waylaid somewhere. Yes that’s it, he convinced himself, and continued his wait 

in the shadows. A bit more waiting, and he thought to cross the street to the opposite wall, just 

for something to do. Then he heard the distinct sound of clacking boot heels. He looked for the 

source, somewhere near the buildings lining Mason Street. They were dark, the footpath flanking 

them illuminated by gas lamps surrounded by amber cones of light. It was within the nearest 

cone, across the street and to the arch’s right that a figure stepped. 

It’s her, Davy realized, and his chest swelled with enthusiasm. He stepped eagerly 

forward, across the cobbles towards the waiting woman. 

Mirroring his movements, Mary headed his way, leaving the light to intercept his 

approach. 

Is she carrying a sack? Davy’s confusion disappeared when he saw her lascivious smile. 

“Mary,” he said happily, “I thought... Uh, what?” Davy flinched and looked down. 

Surprised at the sudden pain in his chest, he was even more shocked to discover a blade jammed 

into his stomach, the handle of which was gripped in Mary’s petite white hand. The pain spread 

through his body, making his legs weaken. Only the woman’s strong hold on the knife kept him 

standing.  

He looked to her in horror, as with a leering grin, she said, “How do you like it? Feel a bit 

cheerier now sweetie?” 

Davy gasped, tried to speak but a torrent of blood, pouring from his throat, choked away 

all words.  

“Goodbye sweetie,” Mary continued, and a cruel twist of the blade turned Davy’s vision 

to darkness. 

Mary watched the light disappear from his eyes. One moment it was there, the next, he 

was a lifeless husk. She tugged the knife away and Davy slumped loudly to the cobbles. Mary 

looked around, nervous but excited, then fell to her knees before the corpse. Putting the knife and 

her waxen sack on the ground, she pulled open his coat then unbuttoned his blood-soaked shirt, 

pulling it wide to reveal a pale stomach that rapidly leaked blood from the cut above his navel. 

“Hmmm,” Mary said, retrieved the knife. and tentatively prodded his navel. “Start here,” 

she continued, and pressing down into his navel took the knife two handed, “and go here.” Her 

teeth gritted, Mary pressed her knees into the ground before pulling the blade up through the 



skin. The tear was deep, and a satisfying amount of blood bubbled up between the sundered 

flesh. “It’s like butter it is!” Mary said and giggled. She pulled further, up through the chest until 

the blade reached the bottom of the ribcage. A thick, gamy odor of raw meat attacked her 

nostrils, but it was nothing she wasn’t used to. 

Beads of perspiration formed on her brow, her pits growing damp with it. She placed the 

knife to the ground, wiped her forehead with her upper arm, then shuffled around to wrap her 

legs around the dead man’s. Pressing her fingers between the lacerations, she tugged. The flesh 

parted with an audible tear, the pale pink intestines squirming upwards as if with a life of their 

own. 

“Guts and guts and guts!” Mary said with enthusiasm. Delving deep she found the end of 

the large intestine and removed it with a deft nip and twist. She slowly extracted it, putting it to 

the cobbles, then began pulling at the smaller intestine, unspooling the wriggling organ from the 

chest cavity until she reached the pale slippery stomach. This she squeezed tightly, one-handed. 

Wiping the grease and gore from the other hand onto the victim’s coat, she fished around on the 

floor for her knife. A quick cut, and she had the stomach free of the oesophagus. 

Her work done, Mary looped the stomach and intestines into her waxen sack. She gave 

her hands a thorough wipe on the corpse’s coat, then followed suit with the knife. That 

disappeared into her petticoat. She eyed up the sack’s contents with pride before turning to the 

corpse’s pale, slack-jawed face. 

“And what should I do with you sweetie?” she asked. There was no reply of course, she 

wasn’t expecting one, and the corpse’s glazed eyes stared up into infinity. 

“A dip in the Thames?” Mary continued, then cackled, “That’ll suit you fine.” 

 

The next evening, Jenkins sat at his desk at Scotland Yard trying to concentrate on his 

journal. The noises around him, as incessant and overwhelming as a rainstorm, kept distracting 

his train of thought. Tonight, the station held more than the usual suspects, with dozens of Poles 

added to the whores and the villains, loud, indignant men rounded up from pubs and workplaces 

to be fingerprinted and interviewed in regard to the recent murders. Almost exclusively 

fishermen, market and dockworkers, they had been chosen because of their careers and previous 

run-ins with the law. The station had processed hundreds of men throughout the day, beginning 

with ones that had been previously arrested for any number of violent crimes from street brawls 

to near fatal stabbings. Some of the men interviewed were ex-prisoners, some just men that had 

drunken too much and taken up fisticuffs with friends. Piled upon Jenkins’s desk were the files 

that he, Beadle, and a handful of desk sergeants had been poring though all day, a stack 

thankfully finished with. The issue now was the thirty violent offenders that had disappeared 

since their release from prison. Most likely, the men had moved away from London, but still, if 

one had remained under an assumed name and continued committing violent crimes… Jenkins, 

having removed all thirty mug shots from the files, had the dog-eared photographs sat in a pile 

beside his ledger. 

The men they had seen had been thoroughly grilled by the desk sergeants and 

interviewing officers. Fingerprinted and photographed, when the men’s mug shots were 

developed Jenkins intended to add them to the pile and show the lot to Mary. 

All through the day, the rowdy Poles had complained that they had already dealt with the Ripper, 

a story repeated so often that it was either a well-rehearsed fabrication, or something that the 

immigrants believed wholeheartedly. None of the interviewed men really fitted Jenkins’s bill. 

Nothing in the crimes and occupations he had listed on his ledger hinted at someone with 

surgical skill. Adding to his frustrations, for what seemed the hundredth time that day, his 

thoughts returned to the beautiful, seductive woman from the pub. 

“Mary, Mary, quite con—” 



“Ahem,” interrupted a gruff voice, and Constable Beadle loomed over him. The big man 

slapped a handful of card files on Jenkins’s desk and said, “lady friend on your mind?” 

Jenkins looked to the man, frowned, and said, “Yes, something like that Constable, and 

these?” he nodded towards the new files. 

“Five more missing Poles,” Beadle said, and stretched and yawned. “You’ve had us on a 

merry wild goose chase today, Sergeant.” 

Jenkins glared at Beadle. “We had nothing whatsoever and now we have names to go 

on.” He tapped his ledger angrily. “What would you have had us do?” 

The constable blanched a little, stood straight and clicked his heels. “Just a few more to 

process, Sir,” he said, then turned back to the crowd of Poles. 

Mary, Jenkins thought, and closed his ledger. He examined the new files, read each one 

briefly, and removed the mug shots to add them to the stack. Picking up the photographs he 

flicked through them like a pack of cards. Perhaps you could help me here, Mary. At this 

thought, Jenkins shoved the photographs into his jacket pocket, tucked the ledger under his arm, 

and stood from his chair. He knew that leaving now was an excuse, for he would have to go visit 

her again when the other pictures arrived. His urge to be near her overcame his logic however, an 

intoxicating need that sent him hurriedly from the station. Only when he was in a moving 

Hansom and on his way to The Horn of Plenty did Jenkins realize he had left his hat back at 

Scotland Yard. 

 

That night it was standing room only in The Horn of Plenty. News of the latest killing 

was bloody lumber for the gossip mills, and they were working overtime.  

Jenkins had arrived early in the evening and secured a table close to the bar. Not only did 

that spot provide him a clear view of the patronage, but it also ensured that Mary would have to 

sashay past him as she carried mugs, glasses and plates back and forth. She had already made it 

very clear that he would have to wait for his ‘chat’ as she was run off her feet, but Jenkins didn’t 

mind one bit. While Mary plied him with lemon water, and a bowl of sausage on the house, he 

took the time to review his notes and scan the faces around him.  

The crowd was mostly made up of men, with the occasional floozy or trophy wife 

interspersed within the sweaty throng. By the cut of their cloth, most of the clientele came from 

Spitalfields or other local markets. Fish workers and dock hands were conspicuous by their 

absence, as were Polish customers, unsurprising really, considering they were cluttering up 

Scotland Yard at that moment. 

With space so limited, Jenkins had to share his table with three other men. The two 

opposite him had unfurled a cloth backgammon board and were engrossed in their eighth game 

of the night, oblivious to the noise surrounding them. The man next to him was well attired and 

didn’t actually smell of old vegetables or offal, a detail Jenkins was very thankful for. He was 

reading The Strand Magazine and Jenkins had been snatching glances at it all evening, rolling his 

eyes at the idle speculation that passed for journalism and taking a little more interest in a new 

fiction from Conan-Doyle that had just begun a first run. The man was drinking sloe gin in a 

short glass, which needed constant refilling, and whenever Mary returned to do so she leaned in 

close, reaching across Jenkins and ensuring that he got a face full of bosoms on more than one 

occasion. She smelled wonderful; a heady perfume of perspiration, flowers and roasted meat.  

Jenkins was enraptured.  

 

Finally, the evening staggered to a drunken end, and Jenkins watched in admiration as 

Mary manhandled the last two punters out into the early November cold. She bolted the door and 

turned down a row of gaslights in the front windows, before tossing her cloth and apron onto the 

counter top and joining Jenkins at his table. 



“Thanks for waiting, sweetie,” she said, collecting the glasses around him and stretching 

back to place them on the table behind her. 

“Truly my pleasure, Miss Watts.” 

“Mary, please,” she smiled, “so, Malcolm, any closer to catching our new killer?” 

Jenkins frowned and spread the notes and drawings from his ledger across the table top.  

“Not yet. We’ve been rounding up suspects like there’s no tomorrow, but no convictions 

yet. That’s why I wanted to speak to you again, show you some photographs, see if any of them 

ring a bell.” 

Mary leaned in and took one of the pictures, tracing the contour of the suspect’s jaw line 

with a slim forefinger that tapered to a short, unlacquered nail. 

Now, this one…” she said, “I know this face,” she chewed on her lower lip, making it 

blossom red.  

Jenkins tried, oh so very hard, to stay focused, but the stirring in his trousers threatened to 

undermine him. “You, er, you know this fellow?” He took a large swig of his lemon water. 

“He’s had a drink or three in here,” Mary said, fixing her deep green eyes on the young 

sergeant, reveling in his discomfort, “nasty piece of work.” 

Jenkins snapped out of his mesmeric state and took the picture from her hand, “This one? 

Are you sure?” 

“I never forget a customer, sweetie, especially the creepy ones who smell like blood and 

fish.” 

Jenkins checked the back of the photograph. “Budny,” he murmured. 

“What?” 

“That’s his name, Adalbert Budny.” 

Jenkins flicked through his journal and stopped at a page of penciled notes. Mary 

watched him intently as he pored over the page and then stopped, triumphantly stabbing the 

words with his finger. If she’d had an empathetic bone in her body, she might have felt a twinge 

of remorse for leading the poor lad on. Instead she regarded him coolly, smiling as if sharing in 

his delight. 

“He’s a bloody cook,” said Jenkins excitedly, “works in that place on Booth Street, the 

one with all the cabbages and trotters.” 

“Knows his way round a knife, then,” said Mary. 

“Indeed,” said Jenkins, “and the best part of this is that we already have him. He’s in a 

holding cell at the Yard.” 

Mary pushed back from the table and stood, pulling at the drawstring on her overskirt. 

She smiled at Jenkins. “So there’s no rush, then.” 

“No rush for what?” mumbled Jenkins, his nose still in his journal.  

It was only when the heavy fabric hit the floor that he looked up at her. His mouth fell 

open. 

Free of her overskirt, Mary now sat on the edge of an adjacent table, her feet propped on 

one of the stools. She had pulled up her petticoats and they cascaded around her hips, exposing 

luminous patches of white thigh above knee-high stockings.  

Jenkins swallowed hard and tried to moisten his suddenly dry lips in an effort to speak 

but could only manage an embarrassing croak as the comely girl before him deftly popped open 

the tiny toggles on her peasant’s blouse. The white cotton flapped open, revealing more milky 

skin and enticing shadows than Jenkins had ever before been privy to, and then she darted 

forward across the tabletop, scattering his documents as she pressed her lips against his. 

It was a kiss like no other. Jenkins dimly recalled a lingering peck from an illicit Dorset romance 

in his youth, but it paled in comparison to this. Mary’s tongue probed his shocked mouth and he 

tasted booze and vinegar as he returned the gesture. It was the sweetest taste he had ever known. 



Mary broke away and took him by the hand. “Come on, sweetie,” she said, kissing his 

fingers and pressing her extraordinary body against his, “let me show you my room.” 

“My files…” began Jenkins, immediately regretting saying it. 

“Leave ‘em be,” Mary whispered, pulling him toward the stairs, “I’ll sort them out in the 

morning.” 

Any thoughts of further protestation were vanquished immediately as Jenkins allowed 

himself to be drawn up the wooden steps by the giggling, intoxicating, Mary Watts. Once 

upstairs, Mary pulled him through a door into the confines of a small bedroom. She kicked the 

door closed before dragging him towards the bed at its centre.  

Jenkins tugged himself free, pressed her against the bedpost and began lustily kissing her 

neck and face. Putting his arms around her, he found her mouth and kissed deeply, her tongue 

finding his and reciprocating. He thrust against her, pantomiming the movements of their 

upcoming copulation. His mouth left hers and he caressed her chin, cheek and neck. Mary 

moaned in ecstasy as he drew his lips down her chest. She gripped his buttocks tightly, then as 

his lips reached her breasts her whole body froze. She released him suddenly and stood bolt 

upright. 

“No, I can’t. No, no, it’s wrong,” she said. 

Jenkins backed up a step and looked up. “Mary, what’s wrong?” he asked, concerned and 

not a little rejected.  

She wasn’t looking at him however, but staring beyond him as she continued, “He’s 

different from the rest. Not right for—” 

“Mary?” he interrupted, frightened at her odd behavior. “Just who are you talking to?” 

“DO IT!” A deep, monotone voice commanded from behind Jenkins. The hairs standing 

up on the back of his neck, the sound made a chill roll up from his buttocks to the top of his 

spine. 

Mary’s whole body was shaking now, her face filled with a terror that he felt all too well. 

Jenkins turned, putting his back to the frightened woman. The bedroom door was closed 

tight, but to its right stood a thin wardrobe, its mirrored door ajar. Sensing a presence there, he 

stepped forward and flung it open. 

“What the..?” Jenkins said and took a stumbling step backwards. The wardrobe was 

occupied, but not in any normal way. Rather its shelves held a collection of jars, each containing 

a pulsating, human organ. There was a beating heart in one, kidneys in another, and a still larger 

jar held a pair of twitching lungs. These and other organs were linked through an array of rubber 

hoses, leading up to the top shelf. The contents of this jar stared at Jenkins, and smiled. 

The bloated, disembodied head was completely hairless, its face badly scarred around the 

full lips and scalp. This horror leered back at Jenkins with a powerful, evil hunger.  

“What are you?” Jenkins shook his head in sick amazement. 

“I think you know, deep down.” The lips did not move, but still, the voice issued from 

that dreadful jar’s direction. “The Ripper they said was gone,” it continued, “with a willing 

daughter to carry on my legacy. It was very hard to find a clean liver, yes… Until Mary met 

YOU!” 

Jenkins, realizing the implication of the words, spun around to face Mary.  

A savage thrust followed, the blade she held entering his chest clean up to the hilt. 

Speechless, his whole body numb, Jenkins looked at her in confusion. 

Mary placed her free hand around his neck and smiled. 

He tried to speak, but she stopped him with a kiss on the lips. 

“You're shocked I know sweetie, but don’t resist,” she said, and turned the knife in his 

gut. 



Jenkins whined, an animal noise of pain, and raising shaking hands tried to grab Mary’s 

throat. She flicked one hand away, gripped the other, and began pushing him to the floor. 

“I admire your courage,” the Ripper said. “We have a good one here my dear.” 

Mary released the knife and took Jenkins closely, in a lover’s embrace. Her lips found 

his, a soft, loving touch, and darkness consumed his vision. 

 

Crouched before the wardrobe, Mary had worked quickly, feverishly. The result: Jenkins 

body lay before her gutted from neck to navel. Between Mary and the corpse stood a glass jar 

spotted with bloody fingerprints. Inside it lay a fresh pink liver. Still warm, its heat steamed the 

inside of the glass. 

His head bobbing gently in his jar’s preservative fluid, the Ripper smiled at his 

daughter’s handiwork. 

“Now, my dear, you need to call Dr. Pretorius,” he said. “Tell him that we have all the 

pieces! Oh yes my dear, the Ripper shall hunt once again!” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

 

 

 



An Age of Reason 
John Linwood Grant 

 

 

Was I young once? I suppose so, like ’Xandria was young - and a touch more wild than it 

is these days. Dangerous, even. I know, I know, you can’t imagine any of those things.  

Chunhua, get off that table and sit down here properly with the rest. There’ll be no stories 

if you keep that up. Diego, Baozhai, stop hitting each other. We’ve an hour ’til second moon, and 

we can either sit here silent, or we can have that story. Good.  

So, what was it like, back then? Touch and go, in some ways. We had the atmosphere close 

enough to use, though the kids and the older folk needed breathers sometimes. The rain had 

stopped stinging when it hit your face, but it was best to treat the water, which tasted too close to 

vinegar for some. Still, you can’t imagine being able to stand on a planet which wasn’t Earth and 

hold your head up, take a breath, maybe just think a while.  

Chunhua, leave Diego’s implant alone. He won’t make shiny if you keep pulling it out, will 

he? Good girl.  

No, the people were the problem, not the planet. We had colonists from Earth, refugees 

from the fighting on Ciudad (which was a dry wasteland back then, I can tell you) and a few too 

many people from nowhere in particular. New Alexandria was a symbol for humanity among the 

stars– 

Is this a story or a lesson? Yes, all right. Goddess, you kids would make a golem throw a 

punch. Keep quiet, and I’ll tell you about a woman back then who ended up in a hold-full of wild. 

Cheng Kai, they called her... 

 

Two fireflies danced in the darkness of space, glimmers of soft yellow as they spun and 

shifted, then bursts of harsh, eye- watering blue. The fusion cutters etched slowly into the hull of 

the Age of Purpose, removing the damaged plates and preparing to place a patch. Kai turned away 

from the viewscreen. Another hour, maybe. She’d been right to use Gzhedren crew this time, with 

the work so close to the main drive. All they needed to wear was vacuum skins. The ship carried 

heavy radiation skins for human use, of course, but they were so damned bulky. She glanced at the 

man wedged in the pilot’s couch, his knees tucked into his chest.  

“Have we got a revised estimate for the repairs yet?”  

“Fifty-four minutes. According to the large male.”  

Kai sighed. “He’s called Ajzhuur. And he won’t be male for more than another week or so. 

You might as well learn his name.”  

The Gzhedre had started to sex in mid-mission, which confirmed her suspicions. His ‘skin 

problem’ wasn’t an allergy. The pilot shrugged. Kai knew that Han Wei didn’t like Gzhedre, but 

he didn’t like other humans either. She hadn’t been able to afford a more qualified pilot, but his 

manner grated on her. If Ajzhuur came to term while they were still on board, she would probably 

rip Han Wei’s throat out. Gzhedre could be very touchy while they were female. It was all about 

the cost, again. If she’d been able, she would have hired a more qualified crew. And she would 

have gone for early Gzhedren males, not the two late males who’d been available on Colossus 

Station. Minimize the risk of pregnancy. 



But then, if she had that sort of credit, she wouldn’t still be running the Age of Purpose anyway. 

She’d have sold up and hired onto a proper FTL ship, something that could take her far away from 

everything, everyone. A proper ship that wouldn’t have been hit by an old comms satellite, 

abandoned in an unmarked orbit around this stupid planet. Cheops IV, the stupid planet in 

question, hung sullen and huge to starboard, its murky purple atmosphere filling the other view 

screen. Kai hated Cheops IV. Telemetry had picked up nothing of great value in the rings, and one 

of the probes had failed fifteen minutes into atmosphere. That meant that a quarter of the contract 

value would be void. Now this. A day lost on repairs, hazard pay for the crew outside. All that she 

could really do was refuel from the slush on one of the ring’s shepherd moons and get out of here. 

Cut her losses.  

She passed control over to Han Wei and moved towards the access hatch. He would be 

happier alone with his console, but the Age of Purpose only carried a crew of nine, six humans 

and three Gzhedre. You had to try and get along with everyone. She nodded to Vassilov, the 

mining tech, as she passed him in the narrow central corridor, and made for the engineering room. 

This was the largest pressurized chamber in the ship, shaped like the inside of a large metal drum.  

It was an ugly chamber and an ugly ship, all things considered. Jameson was monitoring the 

outside work detail from his station on Level Two.  

“Okay?” she shouted up.  

He waved one hand casually. They’d worked together for the last two years. Decent guy. 

The only other person in the room was Jzhelaar, the third of the Gzhedren crew members. Its large 

dorsal eyes regarded her, pools of deep green as big as Kai’s hands. Its smaller ventral eyes 

remaining focussed on a screen.  

“Ca’tain,” It acknowledged. 

  “Still within tolerance?”  

It gave a Gzhedren shrug, a slight movement of its nostrils.  

“Adequate. Rad levels are steady.”  

Jzhelaar was the only neuter she’d been able to hire. It had a steadying effect on the two males, 

and was worth it for that. In general, Kai liked working with Gzhedre. They were obsessed with 

their own issues, their ranks and gender politics, and that kept them off her back. The Age of 

Purpose worked on its own, carrying out salvage, telemetry and sampling missions for the 

industrial combines on ’Xandria. Dirty and sporadic work that would have tied up a combine ship 

for too long.  

She leaned nearer the sleek mass of the Gzhedre. It smelled of cinnamon and scorched 

metal. That was another reason why she liked working with them. You could get hooked on the 

smell...  

“So no disturbances expected on the trip back? Azhuur-wise, I mean.” Male Gzhedre only 

sexed female if they’d been impregnated by another male. After giving birth they slid into the 

neuter phase for up to twenty years. It would have been simple enough, except that the substantial 

internal and hormonal alterations made them go through personality changes as well.  



Jzhelaar gave a dismissive hiss, turning its ventral eyes back to the console. Kai lashed out 

with her fist, hitting the Gzhedre sharply just behind its nostrils. It hurt her hand, and the Gzhedre 

would have hardly felt the blow, but protocol mattered on a small ship like the Age of Purpose. 

The neuter rose up immediately, exposing part of its less protected ventral surface in recognition 

of Kai’s rank.  

“Honour, ca’tain,” it said apologetically. “This is my first time with so many humans.”  

She nodded. It was important not to take this sort of incident personally. 

 “Understood. It’s easily done, Jzhelaar. We have edre?”  

“We have,” it agreed, lowering its long body again. And that was all you needed to work 

with Gzhedre. Edre, understanding of exactly where you were with the other person, with the 

immediate community. It was what the Gzhedren name for themselves meant - The People Who 

Had Understanding. They did like their edre.  

“We have a signal, ca’tain.” Jzhelaar’s slender mid-limbs twitched, fingers passing over 

the controls. “From Pharos Station.” The auxiliary comms dish always faced in-system, regardless 

of what the ship was doing. They would be on a slight delay, but nothing too awkward. Maybe 

one of her sponsors had changed their minds, wanted additional work doing out here? She could 

do with the credits, maybe offset the loss of the probe on Cheops IV.  

“Link me.”  

The tiny comms unit embedded behind her right ear clicked on, and she listened. She 

frowned, then listened again. Jameson and Jzhelaar watched her, waited.  

“What’s up?” Jameson shouted down from the level above.  

“Ca’tain?” Kai wet her lips.  

“Pull the work crew in, Jameson,” she said at last.  

“They need another thirty minutes, boss.”  

“Pull them in,” she snapped. “What they’ve done already will hold. We’ll refit at Colossus 

Station.” Or maybe they wouldn’t. The station was only a third completed. It would cost to pull a 

work crew off construction and see to an unimportant ship like hers. 

Colossus Station was huge. Colossal, really. It was the largest orbital station ever built by 

the Technosophy, a tribute to the crucial importance of Cheops as a star system. New Alexandria 

was a planet with a population of over one million, with three hubs for FTL survey co-ordination– 

Earth itself had only two– and a ship-building facility at Colossus Station which would eventually 

be second only to the Technosophy’s yards in Sol System. While its far smaller sister, Pharos 

Station, dealt with telemetry, from in-system comms to the interception of constant neutrino 

transmissions from across human and Gzhedren space, Colossus was intended to do the hands-on 

work. At this stage it looked like an accident in space, as if an enormous mining ship had crashed 

into an orbital lab.  

As the Age of Purpose decelerated towards a docking berth, Kai could see the new ship-

yards spreading out from the station’s equator. Most were empty, others held the elongated fly that 

was an FTL ship in the making and the midges that would become shuttles and newer versions of 

vessels like the Age of Purpose. Working shuttles hung at the station’s southpole, alongside slow 

hulks pregnant with ores from the edges of the system or the moons of Cheops IV, leaving the 

other pole free for incoming ships such as hers.  



“Docking in three minutes,” said Han Wei in a bored voice.  

“Good. I’ll be with the crew.”  

The rest were waiting in the dented drum of the engineering room. She glanced round, 

smiled rather automatically, and unclipped her mem-unit. “Ajzhuur, Kelege, good job. You get 

hazard pay and rad-compensation on top, OK.”  

The two sexed Gzhedre made agreeable signals with their mid-limbs. She was being 

generous. It took a lot of radiation to affect a Gzhedre, given the heavy metals chelated into their 

massive bodies. Even more massive than usual in Ajzhuur’s case. The pregnant Gzhedre had 

thickened from her shoulders to her tail, her back raised in horny, protective lumps under which 

the young were developing. She had remained easy-going, though, and there’d been no fights on 

board. Luck of the draw, Kai supposed. “Oh, and congratulations again, Ajzhuur.”  

The Gzhedre nodded. “My first time as an egg-’arent,” she said proudly.  

Ajzhuur offered her a mid-limb and Kai waved her hand appropriately near to the slender 

fingers. Gzhedre didn’t really like to be touched on their mid-limbs, but it was a nice gesture. Kai 

sucked in her cheeks, unsure what else to say. They knew that she’d had comms from the 

Technosophy. They also knew that the Age of Purpose would need a serious refit before it went 

out again. None of them could afford to wait around for too long.  

“I’ll update you when I’ve spoken to the supervisor.” 

Docking was competent, though not as slick as Kai would have liked it. The Age of 

Purpose slid in next to a gas giant survey ship, and it was clunk, hiss, as the umbilicals opened and 

their stale atmosphere equalised with one of the few pressurised sections of Colossus. Inside, 

crews, techs and factors from local combines went about their business, only the occasional glance 

in her direction. Faces, mostly human, some Gzhedren, the smell of oil and bodies and fusion 

cutters, and the sounds. The hiss of umbilicals connecting and disconnecting, the whine of cutters 

at work, Mandarin, Gzhedren and Anglic echoing around the huge hemispherical dock, its curving 

walls punctured by docking hatches and access ports. 

The station supervisor, BrightArm Four was a Technosophy AI, a red titanium and ceramic 

globe a metre across, with spidery legs supporting it the same distance from the floor.  

It turned a notional front to her as she entered the office. “Captain Cheng. Can you take 

your ship planet-side?”  

She blinked. The Age of Purpose was so old that it had atmosphere capability, but she’d 

never seen it used. “No-one does that, do they?” 

 

 “They do if shuttle traffic is under threat. Shuttles have no shielding.” Lights on 

BrightArm flickered as it took in data from elsewhere. “Following disturbances over the last two 

weeks, an armed group of isolationists have recently taken control of Central’s last railgun. I am 

suggesting that Pharos Station issue a system-wide alert.”  

Kai had heard of a few minor troubles on-planet, but not this. The feeds must have been 

doctored. “Armed with with what?”  

“Ceramic and plastic flechette side-arms, possibly from Ciudad insurgents. The Espada 

Roja docked at Pharos briefly last month.”  

“Goddess, you need proper support.”  



“Agreed. A Technosophy Persuader-class ship is being prepared in Mars orbit. Ciudad has 

a Pathfinder, but no spare personnel. We require an immediate response.”  

“You’re saying that my ship is the best you have?” Kai sat down on the edge of an empty 

bench.  

BrightArm’s lower lights flashed grey and blue, a signal Kai recognised. Impatience.  

“The Age of Purpose is the only thing we have.”  

She took a deep breath. “What do you want?”  

“We need you to extract Technosophy staff from a complex on the edge of Central.” 

“What’s so important about them?”  

“They are biomaths. Specialists on New Alexandrian climate and making the planet fully 

habitable. For your kind.”  

BrightArm flickered, a pattern she didn’t recognise. She wondered if the word ‘smug’ had 

anything to do with it.  

“I have agreed this with Psychomath Thornton on Pharos. They must be extracted, for their 

own safety and to maintain confidence in the Technosophy.”  

“But not with a normal shuttle.”  

“The isolationists may not open fire. However, if they do, it would not be inspirational for 

citizens to see the destruction of a shuttle.”  

“Or its occupants,” said Kai.  

“Indeed.”  

“And you have no other plan?”  

A yellow light glowed at the AI’s equator. “I am an Incept Four, Captain Cheng. I am an 

extremely skilled engineer. Psychomath Thornton, the senior member of Technosophy staff on 

Pharos, is supposed to be studying human responses to rapid data exposure. If you know of an 

experienced security officer in orbit, one who is not on the planet and under comms interdict, do 

please inform me.”  

She stared; the AI flickered.  

“No. No, I don’t know anyone like that.”  

The yellow light went out. “Then I am able to authorise a complete refit of the Age of 

Purpose, plus Class Five upgrades, at no cost to yourself. After your commission has been 

completed.”  

“If we, what’s the old term, fly the flag.”  

BrightArm shifted its supporting limbs, as if uncomfortable. “Yes.” 

The crew were unenthusiastic.  

“They would never fire the railguns, anyway. Would they?”  

Han Wei bit at his nails in the corner of the engine-room, away from the rest. “No-one 

knows.”  

The heavy weapons had been installed around the first colony at a time when no-one knew 

what was out there. As it happened, what was out there was the Gzhedre, an entire race of tight-

clanned, internally competitive traders. Their first communication with humanity was the 

equivalent of ‘Hello’. Their second was ‘What have you got to sell,and how much is it?’ Not a 

single shot had been fired. 



Kai stood up, aware that she was the smallest person on board. “We’re talking about up to 

five hundred isolationists controlling the original colony zone, not a few scattered malcontents. 

They want Pharos and Colossus abandoned, and New ’Xandria left to fester under their control. 

No FTL traffic, no in-system mining, no Pathfinders, no jobs for us.” She pointed at the clutch of 

humans on board. “Siva’s one dome on a hostile world. Ciudad can’t even agree what it’s called. 

Want to go and work there, regulated and monitored every minute?”  

“There’s Sol system,” said Han Wei.  

“Yes, there’s always Sol. Oh, but wait. Isn’t that where you lost three grades for ‘unco-

operative attitude’? And where you were demoted to second pilot on the Mars shuttle?”  

Han Wei flushed, and looked away.  

She turned to the Gzhedre. “And as for you - Clan control again, not system licences. 

Extended missions, enforced sexing, depending on the Clan’s needs. Would you be allowed to be 

an egg-parent back in home-space, Ajzhuur?”  

“No.” The Gzhedre showed her mid-section, acknowledging the captain’s point.  

“Look,” said Kai, “It’ll take two months for a Persuader to arrive, then what, six months or 

more for them to sort this out. If the Goddess smiles. Eight months, no credits. That suit you?” She 

left for her quarters, and let them discuss it among themselves. The Technosophy did not do war. 

As a benevolent dictatorship, it undertook protective action and social engineering. The Persuader-

class would be loaded with sociomaths and psychomaths, non-lethal equipment and barrier-troops, 

armoured but only equipped for defence. She hadn’t exaggerated to her crew. Easing the 

isolationists out of their positions, mentally and physically, could take a very long time. She was 

surprised that it was Han Wei who turned up at her door ten minutes later.  

“So?”  

“You shamed me.”  

“I don’t like you. You’re a surly wángbâdán. But you’re a very good pilot - technically.”  

He sucked in his cheeks, and nodded. “Okay. Better than polite bullshit. Valencio wants 

out, says he’ll see if he can get a construction job on Colossus.”  

Kai sighed. “There may be no Colossus. Most of its supplies come from New ’Xandria.”  

“He hasn’t grasped that bit yet. I have. The rest of us are in.”  

She swung her feet down from her bed. “I’ll tell the station supervisor.” With Han Wei 

gone, she linked to BrightArm Four. “We have a go. But I still don’t know if the aerofoil profile 

will deploy.”  

“It will,” said the AI. “We ran parameter tests the moment you docked. It may, of course, 

break up, in which case you’ll have to power out of atmosphere as quickly as you can.”  

“Or crash.” The link was silent for a moment.  

“Yes,” said BrightArm. “I suggest aiming at the Tanitic delta if that is the outcome. You 

may survive splashdown there.”  

“Thank you.” Kai rubbed her brow. “I feel totally re-assured.”  



The rest of the communication was data - optimal flight path, extraction point, number of 

personnel. Fourteen railguns ringed the original colony site, which was gradually being 

abandoned. At least half of them were expected to be operational, though they probably wouldn’t 

be able to fire for long. They hadn’t been serviced for decades. Back in the engineering room, her 

briefing session was nothing if not brief.  

“It’s a shuttle run. We pick up seventeen biomaths, and we try not to get shot down.” 

Khelege, the only remaining male Gzhedre, lifted a webbed forelimb.  

“You’re pregnant as well?” Jameson grinned.  

The Gzhedre hissed a laugh. “No luck so far,” he said. “Now we’re on Colossus, though–”  

Kai grinned. “Come on, what was it, Khelege?”  

“How ’uch da’age can we take?”  

She shrugged. “A direct hit through the cockpit would banjax us. Anywhere else, we’d 

probably survive it. We have ECM which should mess with their guidance, though.”  

The pilot scowled and folded his arms. “So we have. Part of the system which should have 

told us about the trash in orbit around Cheops IV.”  

She couldn’t argue with that. “I’m planning on getting those free repairs and upgrades. So 

let’s not get hit.”  

At 2500 hours, New ’Xandria time, they freed the Age of Purpose from its moorings and 

powered into open orbit. Colossus Station spun behind them. a half-formed spider glittering with 

warning lights, while Pharos was on the other side of the planet. From what she had heard, Kai 

didn’t want to talk to Psychomath Thornton,who apparently saw the sudden rise of the 

isolationists as an interesting phenomenon, not the threat that it was to the entire system. As she 

watched Han Wei settle into his position and attach neurals, she wondered at her own strength of 

feeling. She was ’Xandrian born, yes, but she didn’t care for the place itself. She cared for... what? 

Maybe the fact that it represented the great leap. From here new Pathfinders would surge into the 

unknown. Maybe they’d bring back war with some inconceivable alien civilisation; more likely 

they’d bring back word of new suns, new planets. For over fifty years it had been humanity and 

the Gzhedre, amicably seeking out their place among the stars. Without New ’Xandria and 

Colossus, that whole drive would stall - for humanity, at least.  

“I should have been a Gzhedre,” she murmured.  

“Clans, ca’tain.” Jzhelaar thumped down onto the ECM couch a couple of metres away. 

“Control, de’ands. May’e... too much edre, so’e days.”  

Kai raised her eyebrows. “Not expected that from you, Jzhelaar.”  

“I learn.” The neuter gave a twitch of its midlimbs, the equivalent of a human shrug. Or a 

wink. “Aerofoils deploying.” Han Wei fingered his console, augmented by neural connections for 

basic functions.  



They waited. In space, there was no sound. Inside a ship like the Age of Purpose, there was 

nothing but sound. Vibrations ground through the outer hull as stubby fore and aft wings unfolded, 

synthefoam filling and making rigid the structures the ship needed to actually fly. Parts of the ship 

which should have been silent screeched and clicked. Kai watched through a viewscreen, slightly 

appalled at the sight of her ship being converted into something which would enter the planet’s 

atmosphere. She had never flown like that, had no idea about atmospheric turbulence, winds, 

climate. The entire episode would depend on Han Wei.  

“Successful,” he said. “In theory.”  

The Age of Purpose began the long curve to an entry window. The wings were as heat-

resistant as the rest of the ship. In fact, she thought, given the various hull repairs of the past few 

years, there was a chance the ship would burn up but the wings would sail down, graceful and 

intact.  

“Take us in,” said Kai. 

 

You don’t believe me? You kids wanted something different, I tell you about what really happened 

in those days, and then you complain. Yes, it was possible to take one of the old ships in and out of 

atmosphere, Diego. Don’t link for data without knowing what you’re looking for. Why didn’t they 

send in golem teams? Because they didn’t have any. The shiny programme was only getting 

started back then - we hadn’t even found the Fane on Abydos, though I think the Gzhedre knew 

about it. Look, do you want to hear the rest or not? I can get NineShell Seventeen to take over, 

and he’ll give you an hour’s instruction in something really interesting like the socioeconomics of 

Ciudad’s plateau settlements. Ha. That sat you down. So, Captain Han Wei’s ship made 

atmosphere... 

 

“Contact lost with Colossus.” HanWei glanced at Kai, his fingers playing over the console. 

“The isolationists are jamming us.”  

Jzhelaar hissed in annoyance from its couch opposite. “Faint ground talk, Ca’tain. Short 

range co’s.”  

Kai reflected on the irony of having a comms officer who couldn’t say ‘comms’. Gzhedre 

weren’t equipped for labial sounds. Then again, she wasn’t really equipped to whistle and hiss, so 

it balanced out.  

“Anything that makes sense?”  

“Lot of argu’ents, anxious talk.” The Gzhedre used its midlimbs to play its own console, 

the slender fingers more sensitive than any humans. “There was an atte’t to take ’ack control of 

generator station. Eighteen citizens dead.”  

“Goddess. They’ve started killing, then. Wei, get us there.”  

The pilot blinked at her use of his first name. “Yes, captain.”  

The Age of Purpose shuddered in atmospherics, making her want to be sick. This wasn’t 

the way to fly, and it made her long for deep space again.  

“Inco’ing.”  

“Secure and brace, now!” Kai yelled over the all-stations channel. 



The ship lurched wildly as something exploded near, far too near and the outer hull rang 

like an insane bell.  

“Burst shot,” said Han Wei. “ECM threw the guidance out at the last minute.”  

“Damage?”  

“A ’reach near the cargo hold, ca’tain. No casualties.”  

More burst shots, high-velocity slugs with added munitions, exploded around them, but 

Jzhelaar was sending short-range pulses and false signals as fast as it could. Fragments of railgun 

slugs panged against the hull. Kai swore and prayed alternatively. A standard ground-to-orbit 

shuttle would have been torn apart by now.  

“Sliding under their elevation. Should be clear.”  

“Can we land?”  

The pilot nodded. “If the landing gear comes out. I’ve never used it.”  

“Great.”  

A collection of misshapen boxes with unlikely wings, the Age of Purpose curved across a 

landscape of almost empty plains, the scenery dominated by modified wire-grass which sucked up 

acid and pumped out oxygen, Earth-style. Here and there it lapped at monitoring stations, a 

copper-tinged sea which was helping make ’Xandria liveable, and in the distance Kai could see 

the low complex of the biomath facility. Han Wei maneuvered the ship, muttering as it lurched 

and yawed in cross-winds, until they slid into a relatively smooth final stretch. Things complained 

and screeched, but with a final rattle, the Age of Purpose was down.  

“Right, let’s go.” Kai ran down to the cargo hold, where Jameson, Nkomo, Khelege and 

Azhuur were waiting for her.  

“What is that?” Nkomo, the big cargo manager, stared at his captain’s burden.  

“Laser rifle.” Abandoned technology, a gift from the previous owner of the 

Age of Purpose. The cumbersome powerpack hung from one of her shoulders, and the rifle itself 

weighed enough to knock an inch off her height.  

“It... works?” Khelege’s hiss didn’t sound complimentary.  

“Three or four shots, I’m told.” Kai glared at them. “Hey, we have two flare guns and a spanner. 

Are you going to complain?”  

The isolationists knew that a ship had landed. Kai didn’t think that they would let it pass, and the 

biomath facility was only ten minutes flight from the edge of Central. They would probably have 

VTOLs on the way already. Imagery from Colossus had shown that the main airfield was being 

held by the isolationists. It was too much to hope that they had no pilots among them.  

“We go in, get these Technosophy folk, get straight out.”  

“Do they know we’re coming for them?” Jameson played with the catch on his flare gun, 

uneasy.  

“Jzhelaar sent a tight-beam, but between atmosphere and intermittent jamming, we have no 

idea.”  



Neither Colossus nor the Age of Purpose had land transport. The five of them set out on 

foot, wading through waist-high wire-grass, which smelled like sourdough as they crushed it 

underfoot. The two Gzhedre surged in front, great purple-grey sharks blending with their 

surroundings, and she let them do what they wanted. They were the least vulnerable of the crew. 

The biomath complex, pale yellow syncrete research buildings and living quarters, was already 

busy with people, mostly human.  

“We’re from Colossus!” Kai yelled ahead, hands away from the laser rifle. “Come to get 

you out of here.”  

A tall woman stepped out from the others. “Svenssen. What’s happening in Central? We 

keep getting partial comms, something about fighting.”  

“Isolationists have the old colony, the railguns, the airfield and some of the FTL hubs.” 

Svensson shook out thin blonde hair, and ran her fingers through it. “How?”  

“They’re armed. Don’t ask questions. We need to get you into orbit before they decide that 

you’re not needed here.”  

“VTOLs.” shouted Jameson.  

Kai groaned. “Get everyone together, now. As in absolutely immediately. My crew will 

see you to the ship. Nkomo, move these people.” She slipped away from the rest, taking position 

on a hump that rose almost to the height of the grass. 0.9G was making the powerpack a ridiculous 

burden, despite daily exercises on board ship. As she activated the pack, she could hear Nkomo 

booming commands to the confused scientists. He would have no mercy and no time for stupid 

questions.  

There was the first VTOL, a white clump of rotors and fuselage heading towards them 

from Central. It looked like there was another further away. She propped the laser rifle on its 

stand.  

“Rotors,” said someone behind her.  

She glanced back, and saw Azhuur standing almost upright, her small ventral eyes 

focussed on the horizon, claws sliding in and out of their sheaths.  

“Uh, yes. Okay.” Nothing on ’Xandria was armed except her and the isolationists. She 

knew that the VTOLs had no weapons, but presumably the isolationists inside did. She heard the 

whirr of the oncoming craft and the matching whirr as the powerpack charged to full capacity. She 

gave a quick prayer to the Goddess that the pack didn’t just explode. Aim, stop shaking, aim 

again, and press the stud... The right-hand rotor of the leading VTOL burst apart and the craft 

yawed violently, regained control for a second and then thumped into the wiregrass two hundred 

meters away. No explosion. The second VTOL veered off and then headed straight for the 

complex at high speed. Aim, press... A hole appeared in the craft’s fuselage, but it kept going. Too 

late for a third shot. The VTOL had landed behind one of the habitation buildings. She could see 

Khelege’s bulk above the wiregrass, halfway to the Age of Purpose with a wave of heads and 

shoulders following him.  

`“They’re not there yet. We need to delay these wángbâdáns.” 

Azhuur nodded and lowered herself, ready, as Kai shifted the laser rifle around to face the 

complex.  

“Power?”  



“One shot, ’ossibly two.”  

Which was the reason why lasers had been abandoned as hand weapons. That and their 

limited value in atmosphere, where diffusion and reflection made them unreliable.  

There they were. Seven or eight humans, carrying guns of some sort, running low directly 

towards the fleeing column.  

“Here goes.” Kai sighted in on the leading isolationist. If she fired and hit, she would 

probably kill him. She had never killed before. She thought of the railguns aimed at the Age of 

Purpose, and pressed the stud. There was no scream of pain. The figure merely fell and 

disappeared into the grass.  

“Chest hit, ’erfect shot,” said Azhuur, sounding eager.  

The powerpack was flashing, and she had no time to recharge it. Fifteen minutes and it 

might support a couple more shots. Too long.  

“We’ll have to pull back.”  

Azhuur lifted herself on her four main limbs. “Ca’tain, stay ’ehind ’e.”  

“Why, what...”  

The Gzhedre gave a booming cry, an ancient animal on a strange world, and charged 

directly for the isolationists. Lost for ideas, Kai ran in her wake. The isolationists paused, and two 

of them lifted hand weapons. They had clearly not met a female Gzhedre before. Their  

flechettes bounced off her thickened hide as she crashed into the first one, her weight snapping his 

legs. One of her forelimbs struck out, tearing a set of bloody furrows across the woman’s belly. 

People screamed. Heart thundering, Kai picked up a discarded flechette gun and fired it in the 

general direction of the other isolationists.  

“They run.” Azhuur showed no signs of exertion as she towered over the moaning woman 

she had almost disemboweled.  

The Technosophy did not do war. It did not, in general, do violence of any sort. Kai had thought 

she was hardened to most things, but this was... strange. “Can you carry the woman?”  

“Yes.” The Gzhedre clamped the fallen isolationist in her mid-limbs, and started towards 

the ship.   

By the time they reached the Age of Purpose, the biomaths were stowed in every hold and 

cabin, a confused gaggle who had to be constantly told to shut up and sit still. And then shut up 

again. Kai had Jameson medspray the woman Azhuur had taken.  

“She may be able to tell us what’s going on,” she explained.  

Khelege snorted nearby. “If I were fe’ale, I could have done that.”  

“I’m sure you could.” Kai patted his flank.  

Azhuur had minor wounds - a dart near one of her large ventral eyes, a slight cut on her 

shoulder. “We ’ight have taken the rest, ca’tain.”  

“Maybe so, but I want us out of here.” She raised Han Wei. “Low flight, then get us to 

Colossus.”  

“Yes, captain.” Kai smiled. For one moment the pilot had almost sounded respectful. It 

wouldn’t last. 

 



So, children, Captain Cheng Kai’s ship made it back to Colossus station, despite a few 

more shots being taken at it along the way. The scientists were rescued, and all they had to do was 

wait for the Technosophy to get organized and defuse the situation. Which they did, eventually. 

What? That’s not much of an ending? So maybe I need a drink and a rest. I am, as you keep 

saying, Chunhua, very old. You want the real ending? How do you know... never mind, I suppose 

we have ten minutes. Maybe it went down slightly differently before the Persuader-class arrived, 

not that it matters. The Sublime Goddess, she was. Lovely vessel, half a kilometre of the latest 

Technosophy design, five AIs on the roster and every sort of... Yes, all right. The truth is, Captain 

Cheng Kai was cross that her ship had been fired on, and maybe a bit mixed up about what she’d 

done. She was also worried about what would happen if they had no work for her ship and crew 

for months. She used a lot of rude words to the station supervisor, who didn’t listen because it was 

busy, and then she went back to her cabin to sulk... 

 

“Go away.”  

Kai tried to concentrate on the repair schematics, wondering if BrightArm Four would 

keep its word. The ship’s hull was scarred, chipped, and in one place breached. Vassilov had a 

broken shoulder from when the railgun had hit them and was in the Colossus med-bay alongside 

the isolationist they had captured. The biomaths had been transferred to Pharos, which despite 

being smaller had more living quarters that the unfinished Colossus.  

Han Wei walked into her cabin.  

“Would you do it again?” He said, looking idly around the small, cluttered room.  

“Rescue ground-huggers? I suppose...”  

“Kill people.”  

She looked directly at him. “Maybe. They wanted to kill us.”  

He nodded, and sat on the edge of her desk. “I was on Ciudad when the Second Land Riots 

happened.” 

 “And during that, you had to kill someone, but now you’ve come to terms with it, and 

realise that there are times when such things must be done,” Kai said wearily.  

His eyes widened. “No. I was going to say it was bloody and confused, and I was glad I 

didn’t have a weapon.”  

“Oh.”  

“So, tough call. That was it, really.”  

She smiled. “Yeah.”  

“What now, then? Refit and hang around, hope this gets sorted eventually?”  

“I don’t know. As long as the isolationists have the upper hand planet-side, none of the 

combines are paying. It’s orbital charity for us, unless an FTL comes through that we can clamp to 

and get out of here.”  

“Work-crew on Colossus, like Valencio’s trying for?”  

“Pretty full roster, the supervisor says. They have over two hundred Gzhedren for starters. 

Need minimal shielding, can work in low pressure, don’t damage easily. Construction specialists. 

Not a lot I can offer that beats that.”  



She poured them both a cup of Ciudad tequila. Mutated agave did well on the vast dry 

plains of the main continent there.  

“Azhuur is a mean piece of shark.”  

“That’s their females for you. I imagine that you won’t be saying anything rude around her 

for a while. Why do you do that, anyway?”  

“I don’t like other people. Doesn’t matter if they’re human, Gzhedren or AIs. They annoy 

me.”   

“Hard on a small ship like this.”  

“Less people to get annoyed by.” The pilot stared at his drink. “Mind you, if we had a few 

more Azhuurs we could clean those isos out in a day.”  

“The construction crew is all males, Wei. No more Azhuurs.”  

“Pity.” He downed the tequila in one. “I’ll go see to the refit arrangements. Want to see if I 

can squeeze a new port thruster out of the deal.”  

Kai had a second large tequila. And a third. When she was just kissing the edge of drunk, 

she stoppered the bottle. She had a brief talk with Khelege, and left the ship. 

BrightArm Four flickered wildly, two of its limbs tapping the metal floor of its office. “I do 

not have data,” it said. “Your concept cannot be judged.”  

“But it might work. We could have shuttle services up, supplies, and most of the combines 

back in operation.”  

The AI settled into a pattern of three baleful red lights. “Neither I nor Biomath Thornton 

have the seniority to order such a thing.”  

“You control all orbital facilities, though. You have the authority not to stop me. And then 

the Technosophy, whenever it turns up, can decide what it thinks.”  

Two lights went pale blue. “They won’t co-operate.”  

“I think they will. Some of them, anyway.”  

BrightArm eased itself to the floor and retracted most of its limbs. Kai waited.  

“I have suspended major construction for three hours. You have that time to speak to the 

crews.”  

Kai grinned. “Thanks.”  

Khelege, Azhuur and Han Wei were waiting outside the supervisor’s office.  

“Let’s do some talking,” she said. “You’ll still pilot, Wei?”  

“It’s madness. But yes, I’ll do it. You have to extend my contract if it works, though. Three 

more years guaranteed as your pilot.”  

“One.”  

“Two.”  

Kai nodded. “Get the first part of the refit finished, enough that we can get planet-side 

again one more time.” She turned to the Gzhedre. “Now for the difficult part.” 

At twenty-eight hundred, ’Xandrian time, the Age of Purpose screamed into atmosphere, 

accompanied by three drone-piloted shuttles, and the sound of railguns boomed across the night 

sky, supersonic projectiles bursting around. Kai winced as the nearest shuttle exploded, caught 

amidships by a direct hit. Chaff burst from the wreckage, further confusing the railguns, while 

randomised ECMs, rigged by Jzhelaar, made everyone’s lives more difficult.  



Han Wei was on visual only, shouting swear words in Mandarin as he flew the ship 

directly at the old colony and the gun emplacements.  

“One hit now... pS¸yân!”  

He slammed the console as wreckage from a second shuttle crashed again the outer hull. 

The Age of Purpose shuddered and found itself again, fifty metres from the ground.  

“Set us down, Wei.”  

Retros softened the thump as the ship hit ’Xandrian soil. For a heartbeat Kai thought that 

the landing gear was going to crumple under them, but it held.  

“Go!” she yelled over all-stations, grabbing the flechette gun she had kept hidden in her 

cabin.  

“Luck,”said Han Wei as she passed his station.  

She paused, but had nothing. “Yeah, you too, Wei.”  

Kai was no fool. She lead her army, the only Technosophy army in existence, from well 

behind. Fifty-three of the Gzhedren engineers and auxiliary construction crew, wearing little more 

than equipment harnesses and protective goggles for their ventral eyes, charged unarmed from the 

hold of the Age of Purpose.  

“They will get angry, ca’tain.” Jzhelaar lumbered beside her.  

“That’s why you and Urhutheir are here.” She nodded to the other neuter who she had borrowed 

from the supervisor’s team. “You two will have to organise them once they’re finished.”  

They watched as the fifty-three pregnant Gzhedre tore their way into the colony buildings 

and the railgun emplacements. Flechettes stung them, only inciting them to move faster, and any 

isolationists who tried to make a stand were slammed down or tossed aside. Kai had told them to 

incapacitate only, but she had prepared herself for the fact that there might be serious casualties on 

the other side.  

“Females,” hissed Urhutheir, twitching its mid-limbs.  

Gzhedren neuters had a disdain for males and females of their kind. Kai was beginning to 

see that Jzhelaar was actually quite broadminded for a neuter.  

Jameson ran up behind her, holding a multi-comm.  

“The jammers are down already.”  

He pointed to a tall masted building to their left. Isolationists were fleeing, mostly 

unsuccessfully, while Gzehdre swatted them with huge forelimbs.  

“I have pockets of citizens trying to talk to you already.”  

“Let them signal Colossus. We’re busy.” She was grinning, unable to stop.  

An older man raised a flechette gun and was immediately trampled by two Gzhedre. 

Another dropped everything and stood against a wall, crying out for quarter.  

“Teach you to fire on my ship, wángbâdán,” she muttered.  

It had been a long week and a slow one, circulating across Colossus Station with Khelege 

and Azhuur, trying to persuade enough of the males to mate with each other. And she had to give 

credit to Khelege, who had volunteered to be the first to get pregnant. But this wasn’t Clan-

controlled space, it was human space. Some had decided that to be seed or egg parents away from 

the traditional clans was an opportunity in itself. After that, it was only a matter of waiting for 

physiology to take over.  



In hours, the newly-sexed Gzhedre had thickening over their heads and backs, horny plates 

developing on their limbs. After three days, the raised, keratinised bumps appeared on their upper 

sides where embryos were forming. With the bumps came the instincts, which were also the 

reason why few humans hired Gzhedren early females. Kai had heard of mother animals 

protecting their young on Earth. They had nothing on the Gzhedre.  

Jameson let out a long breath.  

“Armoured land-sharks. Armoured bloody land-sharks.”  

“Close enough.”  

She watched Azhuur, who had settled into her pregnancy quite gently, dissuade another 

female from tearing a man’s head off.  

“Railguns are ours.” Jameson tapped his earpiece. “All of them. We’ve lost track of a 

couple of VTOLs somewhere, but there can’t have been more than seven or eight on board.”  

“What about further inside Central?”  

A fourth shuttle, piloted, had been sent to land in the populated zone as soon as the 

railguns were taken. Khelege had a smaller contingent of females with her, along with Nkomo and 

some of the more adventurous human construction workers.  

“They’re in, and spreading out. Hardly any resistance.”  

“Shock value,” she said, feeling pleased. “No-one feels brave when a bad-tempered female 

is charging them.”  

“Um, no, I’m sure they don’t.” Jameson looked at her. “Don’t forget that our females are 

also built like mobile weapons. That helps.”  

“Don’t worry, I’m not going to attack you any time soon.”  

She called up the Age of Purpose. “Monitoring this, Wei?”  

“Affirmative. I have full contact with Colossus and Pharos. They want you to release 

Central security officers, wherever they are, and hand over.”  

“Maybe BrightArm and Thornton should have been here to do a bit of the work.”  

“It’s not a request, captain. Technosophy command codes.” His voice sounded odd.  

“Are you laughing at me, Wei?”  

“Have I ever laughed before?” 

No, thought Kai as she watched the two neuters bringing her over-enthusiastic army into a 

semblance of order again. But then I’ve never been to war before, either. New ’Xandria would go 

back to normal. Maybe slowly there would be isolationists still out there, but most of them, and 

most of their weapons, would have been taken. Traffic between Colossus Station and the planet 

would resume, and so would ship construction, research and everything which followed. They 

would have stars, and more stars. And a lot of contracts for the Age of Purpose. Which was what 

mattered. 



And maybe that’s how it happened, children. Who can tell? It was quite a while ago, after 

all, before shinies and golems, when an AI Four was considered advanced. The Sublime Goddess 

did arrive, two months later, and the isolationists were offered parts of Ciudad that no-one else 

wanted. The Gzhedren? Most of them took Technosophy citizenship in a deal with the Clan Elders, 

who were happy to be rid of those who would free-breed so easily. It messed with their concept of 

edre. I think there are some egg-children of Azhuur’s working on Siva. Sociomaths, mostly. Speak 

up, Chunghua. You think what? That I must be Captain Cheng Kai? Goddess, I’m old but not that 

old, girl. But I did have a captain for a mother and a pilot for a father, if that helps. I called my 

own ship the Age of Reason. Can’t imagine why... 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

 

 



Into the Green 
William Meikle 

 

 

Bond went up to the turret for a smoke more than for a chance to see the light show, but 

his cigarette burned itself out, forgotten where it dangled from his lip as he stood entranced by 

the sight above him. 

HMS CONFESSER had surfaced twenty minutes earlier, a hundred miles north of 

Vancouver Island off the western coast of British Columbia. The Canadian Rockies glowed and 

danced way off to starboard, but it was the dome of the sky overhead that really caught the 

attention. It hummed, crackled and hissed like a badly tuned radio and blazed in a wash of 

Turneresque color in greens and blues, like a curtain of shimmering gauze draped over the sea. 

"I've been in these climes for years now, and I've never seen it like this," a voice said by 

his side. Bond didn't have to turn to identify the speaker—Duncan MacDonald's accent betrayed 

him, as it had for all the years of their acquaintance. "Gie's a fag, Jimmy, lad," the man—the 

Captain—said. "I'm gasping." 

When M had told him he'd be going undercover as Commander Bond RN his heart had 

sunk. Going back wasn't his style—but Duncan's promotion to Captaincy of the CONFESSOR 

meant that Bond got to serve under one of his oldest friends, and that was at least making the trip 

up the coast from Vancouver that much more bearable. 

He passed over a smoke—Capstan, Full Strength—if he was going back, he should at 

least go the whole hog—and lit a fresh one for himself from the butt of the old. He waved a hand 

at the expanse of sky and the dancing lights of the aurora. 

"It's a nice show, though," he said. 

Normally MacDonald would come back with a quip or a curse, but neither was 

forthcoming this time. Bond realized that the man was worried.  

"It's playing havoc with the electronics down below," the Scotsman said. "And have you 

noticed how warm it is? It's bloody Canada, in bloody January. We should be freezing our baws 

off here." 

Bond had indeed noticed the unnatural warmth of the sea breeze—and so had M for that 

matter, otherwise Bond wouldn't even be here. 

 

Bond had been called into M's office four days ago back in Whitehall. It was just in time 

from the Service's point of view; he had been about to head for Monte Carlo for some sun and 

card play to get away from the drab, gray fug that passed for winter in London. 

Moneypenny raised an eyebrow as Bond entered and left his hat on the peg by the door. 

"You're late, James. And he's in a bit of a mood." 

"When is he never?" Bond replied, only seconds before Moneypenny's intercom crackled. 

"I heard that," M said. "Get in here, Bond. There's work to be done, and some of us take 

our responsibilities seriously around here." 



Bond winked at Moneypenny and went through to the opulent book-lined office from 

where the head of MI6 kept a beady eye on the rest of the world. M sat, puffing on a pipe, staring 

out of the window over the Whitehall rooftops. There was to be no preamble—M got straight to 

business. 

"I've had your pal Leiter on the phone this morning. It seems there's something going on 

at a research station in Anchorage. We've had a joint research project with the Yanks running for 

a few months—some kind of energy production thing I've been told. But it all seems to be going 

belly up over the past few days—some of the scientist Johnnies appear to be suffering from some 

strange psychological malady—like sleeping sickness, but when awake, Leiter says.  

"On top of that there's been a spate of dashed peculiar weather for the season, and the 

bally locals are reporting singing in the sky, if reports can be believed. Now normally we'd put it 

all down to too much booze and a long Alaskan winter, but one of the affected scientists is the 

PM's nephew. And now one of the white coats has turned up dead—murdered, they say.  

"So something has to be seen to be done. The local police are on the case, but they've 

come up empty and Leiter's crew is busy with some nonsense concerning Cuba. We need you to 

head on over and take a shufti," M said. "I expect a full report by next Friday at the latest." 

That had been that, and the same afternoon Bond was on a series of planes heading for 

Halifax, Toronto, then points west to rendezvous with the CONFESSOR in Vancouver. Now 

here he was, Commander Bond again, back in uniform, back smoking Capstan—and back sailing 

with Duncan MacDonald, although this time he doubted there'd be quite as much carousing in 

exotic ports to be done. 

"Tell me, Jimmy," MacDonald said as they smoked. "Do you actually enjoy all this cloak 

and dagger nonsense? Or is it just that you miss the thrills of the old days?" 

It was a question Bond often asked himself. All he knew was that he felt most alive when 

the stakes were high—whether that be at the card table, or working in the field. But articulating 

that to an old friend who already knew most of the reasons why proved beyond him just then. 

"I'm just doing my bit for Queen and Country," Bond said, and smiled.  

MacDonald smiled back. 

"Just remember, you don't need to do it all yourself. I've got your back—and by that I 

mean the Royal Navy looks after its own. You could come back in a flash, you know—the First 

Officer job would be there—it would be like old times." 

Some days Bond might been have been tempted, but just then the sky hissed at them, and 

a low hum, a drone like a piper warming up, filled the sky; personal feelings aside, there was a 

job to be done here, a duty to uphold.  

Red tendrils wafted through the blues and greens overhead. They looked too much like 

blood trails—dried blood, from old fights and battles, reminding him, if he ever needed it, that 

you can't go back, even if you wanted to. 

"You got any Scotch in your cabin, Duncan?" Bond asked as they went back below. 

"That's one part of the old days I wouldn't mind revisiting tonight." 

 

 

 



They brought the CONFESSOR into Anchorage harbor thirty-six hours and two bottles 

of Johnny Walker Black Label later. Given the time of year, MacDonald's man had left out the 

winter gear—parkas and oilskin trousers, gloves and heavy boots. They had need of none of it as 

they went down out of the sub—even wearing just his uniform, Bond felt hot, almost to the point 

of sweating, and most of the crowd who had gathered at the quay to see them ashore was in 

shirtsleeves. 

"Remember," MacDonald said as they walked down the quay flanked by two of their 

own men, and with four US Marines behind them. "This is an official visit—a ceremonial 

showing of face on behalf of that Queen and Country we were talking about. So we're on our 

best behavior—at least in public. Got it?" 

"Scout's honor," Bond said. "I'll even leave the womenfolk alone." 

"That'll be the day," MacDonald replied, then there was no more time for small talk. 

Their destination was a converted warehouse at the far end of the docks. The first thing 

Bond noticed was the number of armed Marines guarding the facility—a dozen and more—and 

that was just the ones he saw. M had intimated that this was a civilian operation, but if it ever had 

been, it was now well and truly under American military jurisdiction. Bond's job to figure out 

whether anything nefarious was going on had just got that little bit tougher. 

The second thing he noticed was the high glass dome that had been fitted to cover the 

whole far end of the warehouse—tall and handsome, like one of the large atriums at Kew 

Gardens. But this was on a much grander scale even than those; the structure dominated the 

skyline of the shoreline community, the glass catching the sunlight and gleaming, almost golden, 

giving it more of the appearance of a vast church or temple than of any scientific endeavor. Bond 

couldn't put a finger on it, but there was something not quite right, a subtle feeling, a vibration 

like a tuning fork struck in an empty room, a feeling that had him on edge before he even saw the 

interior of the building. 

They were met, and shown inside, by an overly officious little man in a white coat; he 

had one of those bland, false smiles that Bond always distrusted on principle, and a handshake 

that was like holding a cold, dead trout. He introduced himself, looking particularly pleased to be 

making the announcement, as the lead scientist for the project, Samuel Kaminski. His smile 

quickly faded though, as if he had already lost interest in keeping up appearances, and even as 

they entered the warehouse he looked like he'd swallowed a lemon, obviously unhappy at having 

to show them around, as if the job was somehow beneath him. 

He certainly showed as little enthusiasm for the task as he could politely get away with. 

Their tour of the administrative area at the near end of the facility was perfunctory to say the 

least—but then again, there wasn't much anyone could say about office furniture and filing 

cabinets to make them interesting. Bond was considering making his excuses and striking off for 

a look around on his own but the US Marines were making sure that they stood in the doorways, 

none too subtly blocking any such activity. Kaminski droned on about efficiency savings and 

proper control systems while Bond wished for a drag at one of the Capstan's from his pack. 



But matters perked up considerably when they finally left the offices behind and went 

through into what Kaminski called the Main Hall. Only one thing spoiled it—it felt much 

warmer still in here, almost stiflingly so, and sweat ran down the back of Bond's neck under the 

uniform, making him itchy and even more irritable.  

A glance around the hall was almost enough to make him forget the discomfort. It 

encompassed a huge barn of an area, easily the length and breadth of a football pitch, with steel 

walls and concrete floor. Everything in sight was brand new by the look of it—and the space was 

filled with blue crackling bolts of electricity that sparked and crawled around a jumble of tall 

spiral coils of brass and silver.  

There were maybe thirty white-coated scientists on the warehouse floor. But the people 

were dwarfed under the main feature, the one thing that caught Bond's gaze and held it, almost 

hypnotically. A huge globe, fifteen yards across, made of what looked to be little more than gas, 

spun slowly just below the dome, green and blue and shimmering, as if someone had trapped the 

Northern Lights and caught them in a giant bubble. Even now, in the morning sunlight, the 

colors were almost too bright to look at directly, and the whole warehouse hummed and buzzed 

in an electrical drone that sounded like a choir with their voices muted, as if chanting into a 

wind. 

Bond also noticed that everyone in the group was now staring at the spinning globe, 

slightly slack jawed and wide eyed, as if trapped by its spell. The Scotsman was first to, 

somewhat reluctantly, drag his gaze away. 

"Aye, it's very pretty and all that. But what in blazes is it?" MacDonald asked, echoing 

almost exactly what Bond had been thinking. 

"It's an electrically neutral medium of unbound positive and negative particles," 

Kaminski said, and again he seemed inordinately proud of himself, until MacDonald spoke 

again. 

"Aye—I can see that," he said dryly. "But what is it for?" 

"It's a plasma—for want of a better word—we have succeeded in bringing a natural 

plasma—the aurora if you like—down to our level. We're drawing ionized particles from the 

upper atmosphere via the Tesla redactive effect," Kamninski said. "Once we have drawn them 

down with the coils you see around us, we contain them in a magnetic field, which alternately 

contracts and expands and, in doing so, provides us with a continuous flow of electrical energy." 

"Oh," Macadam replied, with only the slightest hint of sarcasm. "Is that all?" 

Bond managed to hold back a grin as Kaminski walked them over to stand under the 

spinning globe. The hum got louder, a vibration washing through them—it was not entirely 

pleasant, like a dentist's drill running along bone. Bond had to force himself to concentrate on 

what the scientist was saying. 

"As you say, it looks very pretty. But it is much more than that—this may be one of the 

scientific discoveries of the century. What we have here is a completely new source of cheap 

energy," Kaminski said. "And it appears stable enough to be put into mass production across the 

planet." 



It all sounded too pat, too rehearsed—and Kaminski, rather than giving the appearance of 

excitement you might expect from a man at the center of such a project—showed little more 

enthusiasm than he had when describing the filing system earlier. Bond was starting to smell a 

rat—and a bloody big one at that.  

"What about the weather effects?" Bond asked. 

"What weather effects?" Kaminski replied. His smile was almost as fake as his 

enthusiasm. "If you're talking about the unseasonal heat—that is just a local phenomenon, a 

peculiarity of this winter where the jet stream has been pushed north and east of us from its usual 

run, bringing warmer air up from the tropics. It has nothing to do with us or our experiment here, 

regardless of any gossip you might have heard to the contrary." 

"And I've got a bridge in London I can sell you too," Bond said, but held his peace when 

that got him a sharp glance from MacDonald. 

The globe spun slowly above them and Bond felt it, as if it was a huge weight, ready to 

fall on them at any moment. He reached up his hand, intending to see if there was any reality in 

the sense of heaviness that he felt. Kaminski immediately reacted, stepped forward and pulled 

Bond's arm down. 

"I would not suggest breaking the plasma boundary," the scientist said. "Have you ever 

seen a lightning rod being struck? The effects on a human body are rather more severe—we had 

a poor chap killed just a few weeks back trying the same thing." 

"It was an accident then?" Bond said. "We heard there were suspicious circumstances." 

Kaminski's smile never reached his eyes.  

"It would only look suspicious to the uninitiated," he replied, and stared at Bond, as if the 

phrase should mean something. When he didn't get a response, the scientist turned away, and 

Bond realized that there had been a test, and he had just failed. 

 

The rest of the day was more prosaic—they were given an extended tour of the remainder 

of the facility, but nothing they were shown matched the awe and strange splendor of that 

spinning globe under the dome. Kaminski led them among ranks of storage batteries that might 

well have been wonders of modern science inside, but was just row after row of squat, rather 

boring, gray boxes in a second warehouse adjoining the first. There were more US Marines on 

duty here too, all of them armed, none of them smiling. So far Bond had counted a total of 

twenty armed guards—that was a lot of firepower for something that worked so hard at 

pretending to be dull and ordinary. 

The tour seemed to go on interminably and despite some probing, both of Kaminski and 

the accompanying scientists, Bond got nowhere with any of his questions. Kaminski in particular 

proved adept at fielding anything put his way, deflecting all answers into explanations of the 

science which were both dull and incomprehensible, a combination that had Bond again longing 

for a smoke and a drink long before the tour finally came to an end. 



He finally got his wish at lunchtime. They left the facility by the same door they had 

come in and were shown across the main square to the Excelsior Hotel. The sky was as clear and 

blue as any summer day, and once again Bond felt stifled and overly warm in his uniform—not 

as warm as it had been under the globe, but uncomfortably hot none the less. He looked forward 

to divesting himself of the uniform at the first chance he could get. 

They stopped on the short flight of wooden steps that led up to the frontage of a hotel that 

had been there considerably longer than the warehouse opposite.  

"We have arranged a quiet lunch to welcome you to Anchorage," Kaminski said with 

another smile that was anything but welcoming. "Several of your compatriots from the team will 

join you, and will answer any further questions that you might have. It was very nice to have met 

you both." 

And with that the scientist turned and walked away across the square. He took the Marine 

guards with him, leaving Bond and MacDonald alone on the hotel steps. 

"I don't think he meant that, Jimmy. Do you?" the Scotsman said. He had obviously been 

of similar mind to Bond, for on entering the hotel, he made straight for the bar and ordered up 

doubles for each of them. Bond passed a Capstan, and lit them both up, old style, striking a 

match with his thumbnail. 

They sucked strong smoke for a minute before MacDonald spoke again.  

"Well, Jimmy, lad? Did we learn anything?" 

"Only that Kaminski is a bit of a bastard—and that he's trying damned hard not to show 

that he's hiding something." 

"Aye, I got that far myself. Yon big green ball fair gave me the willies though, I'll tell you 

that for nowt. If that's a power supply, then I'm bloody Harry Lauder." 

Bond laughed. 

"You don't have the legs for it. But you're right—I don't know what in blazes it is, but it's 

a damned sight more than a power unit—despite what they're saying." 

 "Did you spot anything else?" MacDonald said, helping himself to another of Bond's 

smokes and ordered them another double each. Bond was surprised to see that he'd finished off 

his drink without really noticing—being around Duncan MacDonald could have that effect, and 

Bond knew he'd have to watch himself—slipping into old habits might be seductive, but it 

wouldn't make for very efficient field work if he did. 

"Not yet," he answered, not lifting the new drink straight away when it was put in front of 

him. "They were too bally careful by half. But I'll have a better look around on my own later, 

after dark." 

"You did see all those Marines, didn't you?" 

"They won't be a problem," Bond replied. 

"Remember, Jimmy lad, best behavior. And I'd best watch your back a wee bit closer 

too—just in case." 



They didn't get a chance to talk further—four men entered the bar and made straight for 

them, their accents on introducing themselves making it apparent that they were the 'compatriots' 

that Kaminski had mentioned. But despite their shared heritage, these four proved to be every bit 

as tight lipped as their superiors when it came to anything of any import. They were the least 

enthusiastic scientists Bond had ever met—normally men of this background couldn't be stopped 

from explaining, in the tiniest detail, their work and its import. These four seemed more 

interested in talking about storage batteries and paperwork, and how much they missed black 

pudding and tea. They did agree that, yes, there had been an accident where one of their number 

died tragically, and they also agreed that some of the staff had been laid low—stress related 

issues seemed to be the official line. Beyond that, Bond got nothing out of them. 

At least the air conditioning in the hotel was working—most definitely a plus, given that 

the temperature outside was still rising, showing no sign of abating for a while yet.  

MacDonald had already finished off his drink and was ready for more. Bond declined 

anything stronger than a beer—it looked like the Scotsman was working himself up to a session, 

and Bond knew from long experience that could last for hours—hours of fun that he couldn't 

afford at the moment. 

The promised dinner was too-tough steak and more of the too-bland beer, and Bond 

excused himself from the dessert course to try the public bar at the front of the building, looking 

for someone who might have more to say than the scientists. 

He found several more than willing drinking companions around a well-used dartboard—

hardy, bearded types in clothes that had seen too many washes. He didn't have to ask to realize 

that these were local workmen. After dazzling them with his prowess at the game—a misspent 

youth had some advantages—then buying them a round of drinks, the men were only too happy 

to expound on the state of the weather—and the research facilities part in it.  

"We thought it would be the making of the town," one of the men said as he chugged a 

beer down. "New jobs, good money—that's what we were promised anyway. But the warehouse 

was there already, all of the building work was contracted out in Vancouver, the workers are all 

scientists—and the guards are all Marines. We've seen precious little of any benefit from the 

damn place." 

And it quickly became clear that the locals were far more certain than Kaminski of what 

was behind the current heat wave. 

"It gets warmer every time they ramp the thing up," one old timer with a seemingly 

inexhaustible thirst for beer said. "First we get the humming, then the lights, then the singing—

and then the weather goes funny. And every time it's the same story—local weather anomalies. 

Anomalies my ass. I've been here for sixty years and more and it was never like this before they 

came. If the folks in that building aren't doing it, you tell me what is?" 

The old man's opinion was shared by all of the locals. Three men in the corner watched 

the conversation, didn't disagree, but left quickly when it was clear that feelings were running 

high against the research station; Bond guessed they were station workers on a day off. And he 

also guessed that Kaminski would be getting a report from them in the very near future. He was 

going to have to be careful not to blow his cover before he got a chance for a closer look at the 

site. 



He bought more beer, asked more questions, but beyond suspicions and guesses got no 

more concrete answers for his trouble. He did however get an idea of the night guard operation, 

and a stern warning—from the old timer again—to stay well clear if he knew what was good for 

him. 

"There's been a couple of inquisitive young un's gone in for a look around," he said. 

"They came back sure enough—but they came back wrong." 

"How do you mean? Wrong in what way?" 

"They're not quite living in the here and now, always distracted by something or other; 

wrong in the head, mostly," the old man said. "And they get worse, just like the weather, every 

time the boogers ramp that damned machine up." 

Bond had plenty to think about as he went back through to the dining room to find 

Duncan MacDonald. 

 

He'd missed the Captain in the dining room—Bond had been longer in the bar than he'd 

realized and the dinner party had already left. It wasn't until he got back to the sub that he caught 

up with the Scotsman in his cabin. 

"I thought we'd lost you," the Captain said. "I saw you at the dart board and then buying a 

round. I was mightily tempted to join you—those scientist lads are a dour sort, and not much for 

drinking. I did get one of them to let something slip though." 

"You shouldn't be the one asking questions, Duncan," Bond said, helping himself to some 

Johnny Walker from a freshly opened bottle on the table. "You need to keep your nose clean on 

this—representative of Her Majesty, remember?" 

The Scotsman smiled broadly.  

"Then who would have your back, Jimmy, lad? Anyway, as I said—I might have 

something. One of the four chaps was a newcomer—only been here a couple of days, but he 

thinks there's something rather dodgy going on—he caught me at the bar, and seemed a bit 

squirrelly, but smart enough, if you know what I mean? Anyway, he thinks that the experiments 

aren't all as up front as Kaminski would have us believe. He said that there's some moonlighting 

going on, as it were—in the early hours of the morning. There are hints that the show of force 

from the Marines is to protect these other, secret tests—and there's talk of it being a new kind of 

weapon—a stonking big weapon." 

Bond answered with a thin smile of his own. 

"I suspected as much from the beginning—M isn't in the habit of sending me half way 

round the world after an electrical supplier. And now there's all the more reason for me to have a 

closer look tonight." 

"In that case I'm coming with you," MacDonald said. 

"Not this time, Duncan. I work best alone—you know that. I'll be careful—I promise. I 

think this is merely a case of one hand of our Government not knowing what the other hand is up 

to. Somebody's in bed with the Yanks on this one, and if they haven't told M about it, there'll be 

hell to pay in the corridors of power. But I don't think there's any real danger here." 



"Famous last words," the Scotsman said, but didn't press Bond any further. They spent 

the rest of the sultry afternoon trying to find respite from the heat—below decks was better, but 

the air felt too hot, too dry, and Bond was thankful when nightfall brought with it a lowering of 

the air temperature. Fog rose up from the bay and drifted over Anchorage, a strange light 

glowing through it where it picked up hints and washes of color from the glass dome of the 

research facility.  

Bond changed clothes—black slacks, black roll-neck pullover and black, rubber-soled 

plimsoles. He pulled on a dark wool hat that could be pulled down into a Balaclava if required, 

and strapped his pistol in a holster below his left armpit. MacDonald came into his cabin just as 

Bond was making sure his cigarette case was filled, and raised an eyebrow when he saw the 

holster. 

"These are friendlies, remember, Jimmy? Don't go shooting the Yanks—Her Majesty 

wouldn't like it." 

"I'll keep that in mind," Bond replied. "And don't be such an old woman—you know how 

I operate; I always come back, don't I'?" 

"Just make sure you do. And before midnight too—that gives you five hours. Anything 

after that, I'll be coming in after you." 

"Anything after that, and I'll let you," Bond replied with a grin. 

MacDonald walked through the sub with him, and went out onto the turret to see him off. 

The fog was getting ever thicker, so much so that most of the dock was now obscured. That 

suited Bond just fine; it would prove to be extra cover for what needed to be done. He shook 

MacDonald's hand as they parted. 

"Don't drink my share of the Scotch—I'll be back before you know it." 

The Scotsman returned his grip. 

"Take care, Jimmy. I'm getting used to having you around again." 

Bond nodded, and dropped silently off the boat and onto the quay.  

Nobody saw him, nobody tried to stop him, and in a matter of minutes he had made his 

way out of the docks to arrive in an alley at the back of the second warehouse. A round of beers 

had bought him the fact that this was the least protected part of the facility; he was about to put 

that to the test. 

 

Bond found a dark corner in the alleyway and pressed himself into it, pulling the 

Balaclava down over his face to better merge into the shadows. He wasn't sure he needed to hide 

at all, for the fog was rolling up into the streets of the town now, blanketing everything in a moist 

cotton wool that dampened all sound and hid all sins. Bond even felt hidden enough to have a 

smoke, although he was careful to cup the cigarette in his hand to avoid anyone detecting his 

inhalations. 

The fog was hindering in some ways—even as it hid him in the corner, it also obscured 

the area between the high wire fence and the warehouse where the guards patrolled. He tried to 

time their passing, but every so often thicker fog rolled through and obliterated the scene in front 

of him entirely; he wasn't at all sure that he hadn't missed one of the patrols in the murk. 



But lurking in corners wasn't getting him anywhere. He put out the cigarette, rubbing the 

butt to fragments between his fingers and blowing them away so as to leave no trace of his 

presence. He waited until the fog was at its thickest, then made for the high fence, climbing up 

and over with practiced ease to drop silently on the other side. A quick left to right check showed 

him that his entrance had gone unnoticed—nothing moved but the fog. Wasting no time, he ran 

for the rear of the warehouse. He was prepared to have to unlock a door or smash a window to 

gain entry but to his surprise the handle of the nearest entrance turned in his hand and the door 

swung silently open to allow him access. Either someone had been slack on the security check—

or they just didn’t care. 

Or they're expecting me. 

In any case, he was going in—that was why he was here. He stepped inside. The door 

shut with a soft click that sounded suddenly too loud now that he was out of the dampening 

effect of the fog. Only once he was sure that he had again gone unnoticed did he turn to have a 

first look around. 

The long warehouse was only dimly lit with a high row of soft night lighting strung from 

the ceiling, but it was enough for him to see that he was alone among the long ranked rows of 

batteries he'd been shown earlier. Whereas then they'd seemed like mere dull gray boxes, now, in 

the quiet dark, they seemed almost alive, as if expectantly waiting to be called into action. The 

air was filled with a constant drone, a hum that sounded almost musical, and there was a 

vibration beneath it that set Bond's teeth on edge and made his skin crawl. A haze hung in the air, 

as if he'd brought some of the fog in with him, but this mist was faint and glowed green and blue 

and yellow and cold, a rainbow aurora shimmering above and between the batteries.  

Bond admonished himself for his too vivid imagination and hurried along the nearest 

row—he was sure there was nothing whatsoever to fear, but something about this area made him 

want to be clear of it as soon as he possibly could. He heard voices at the far end of the storage 

area where it adjoined the main part of the facility, so he headed quickly in that direction. 

There was a great deal of activity in the other warehouse—he was able to see much of it 

through the window of an adjoining door. But his position was too exposed to be tenable for very 

long—all it would take would be for one person to approach the door or even just look in his 

direction and he'd be spotted immediately. He looked around for other options, and spotted a 

high metal gantry that ran around the whole circumference of the main warehouse some twenty 

feet off the floor. It was time for a calculated risk. He slipped through the door and quickly 

moved away from it to his left. The spinning globe of green plasma hung above an otherwise 

darkened floor area, and he was able to keep mostly to the shadows it generated as he sidled 

along the wall. His luck improved further when within ten yards he came to a set of steep stairs 

that led directly up onto the gantry walkway. He went up them quickly and a quick check left 

and right reassured him he had the walkway to himself. He inched forward until he had the best 

possible view of the proceedings down on the facility floor. 



Now that night had fallen the full extent of the aurora created by the spinning globe could 

clearly be seen. The whole warehouse was a wash of shimmering color, an aurora brought low, 

but not tamed—it seemed to prowl the warehouse, like some caged beast. Bond had thought the 

hum and vibration from the ranks of batteries had been bad enough, but here in the main facility 

the effect was far worse; a deep throbbing pounded in his gut and his head span, giddy, as if he'd 

taken too much of MacDonald's Scotch. 

The vibration did not seem to bother the workers on the warehouse floor—they came and 

went, taking measurements, reading meters, making notes. It all seemed innocuous enough—

scientists doing science, incomprehensible to the non-initiated, but Bond felt something else in 

his gut other than the throbbing—he'd been feeling it ever since they arrived in Anchorage—

there was something off here, something wrong. But it looked like he was in for a long night on 

the gantry if he wanted to find out. 

He found the least uncomfortable position on the walkway that afforded him a clear view, 

and tried to relax. What he really wanted—needed—was another smoke, and more of 

Macdonald's Johnny Walker. As he watched the scientists do their thing, he thought that it might 

not be too long before he could have both—it was looking more and more like his gut was wrong 

and that everything was as it appeared to be—an experiment—albeit a most peculiar one. He had 

just about convinced himself of that conclusion when the shimmering light glowed stronger than 

ever, sending a darker wash of olive green through the building. That was the signal for the 

workers to stop whatever they had been doing and gather in a rough circle below the spinning 

globe. Four workers wheeled in a gurney. On it sat a large, sharply angled stone about the size of 

a child, slightly longer and wider than it was tall—a dark polyhedron with many irregular flat 

surfaces that seemed to suck in the light. Thin red threadlike striations ran though it—once again 

Bond was reminded of blood, trails of it, dry now long after it had been spilled. 

Bond inched as close to the edge of the gantry walkway as he dared to better see what 

was happening. The globe of light spun faster, and the green washes of color became deeper still, 

deeper yet somehow more vibrant, more bright. The vibration in his jaw and gut went up another 

level, and the gathered people on the warehouse floor set up a wordless chant that rose in the air 

and joined the swirling colors and the ever-growing hum. Wispy tendrils, scarcely of any more 

substance than the fog outside, trailed out from the southernmost aspect of the globe and wafted 

over the dark stone polyhedron. The assembled scientists moved closer. Their chant rose higher, 

echoing around Bond's position in the gantry, as they eagerly plunged their hands amid the color 

around the stone. More green fell out of the spinning globe, fell around the stone—the scientists 

washed themselves in it, taking it inside them, sucking it in, until all trace of the green was gone 

and there was only the dark stone once more. 

The chant stopped. The globe slowed and the wash of color dimmed and settled, until 

once again it was only a faintest glimmer, one that cast the warehouse in shadow. Bond took the 

opportunity to stand and back away across the walkway so that he could not be seen from below 

should anyone inadvertently look up. It was only as he turned to make his escape that he found 

his way was now blocked. 

 



Two burly Marines stood at the top of the staircase that led back down to the warehouse 

floor. Each was armed with a pistol that pointed directly at Bond's heart. But that wasn't what 

had got his pulse racing. When they raised their heads to look at him there was no white to their 

eyes—green color danced in there, as if their heads were full of the stuff. 

They didn't speak, just motioned with their weapons that Bond should make for the stairs. 

He was trying to decide which one of them to attack first when he heard a soft whistle from 

behind the guards—two tones, one high, one low. He hadn't heard it for many years, but knew 

immediately what it was—and who had done it. As instructed, he went left. He dropped his 

shoulder and lunged—risky at the best of times, but the two men, although armed, hadn't shot 

first, so chances were they'd been instructed not to kill him. That gave Bond all the advantage he 

needed. He hit his man, hard, at the same instant as the guard finally decided to fire. He missed, 

but the sound of the shot rang long and loud in Bond's ears even as he put the man down with a 

punch to the gut then two to the chin. 

By the time Bond stood up, MacDonald was making sure his own man stayed down by 

giving him a swift kick in the head. 

"I told you I had your back, Jimmy, lad," the Scotsman said, and smiled. 

He was still smiling as the green color swirled up out of the body at his feet and danced 

around his legs, up to his waist before he could move, 

"What the hell is this?" he said, and that was all he had time for before the green was at 

his face, his mouth, diving inside him as he drew a sharp breath. Bond stepped forward, unsure 

what he could do to help. 

But it was too late, both for the Scotsman and for Bond himself. MacDonald's eyes filled 

up with green. Bond was about to swing a punch, intending to put the man down and drag him 

out of there. But as he did so he caught a glimmer of green from beneath him, and when he 

looked down it was to see swirling color rise up from the man he'd knocked out. Green fog rose 

up and filled him with a cold vibration that drove everything from his mind. 

Bond went elsewhere. 

 

Consciousness became little more than ragged fragments of quick cuts and meaningless 

scenes; for a very long time all Bond had were these snippets and dream sequences, and those he 

did remember were annoyances that disturbed his long languid dance in the green. 

"Welcome, Commander Bond," Kaminski said as they stood beneath the spinning 

plasma. "Be one with the one and dance with us here." When Kaminski raised his hands to wash 

them in the glow from the stone, Bond joined him and felt the dance fill him, infuse into him, 

every bone and fiber of his being humming and singing and dancing in the green. 

Later, Bond and MacDonald—they had other names now, but the old ones were still 

useful when dealing with those not yet green—returned to the submarine. As the sky sang and 

cavorted, those of the green shared its dance. Everyone was welcomed; everyone danced, all the 

way to Vancouver.  



That first leg of the trip took three days. Bond's cigarettes lay untouched on his bedside 

table, and the level of Scotch in the bottles of Johnny Walker did not drop. Those needs belonged 

to other people, people who had not known the dance, people not of the green. Now they were 

not required. The green provided, and was enough—was more than enough. The peace was deep, 

the calm unbroken—whatever the green wanted, Bond was prepared to give, if it meant he could 

keep dancing. 

Bond and MacDonald left the sub in Vancouver, hid the dance deep inside so that it 

would not be seen before it was ready, and made their way to the airport for a trip that would 

take them back to Britain via Toronto and Halifax. They danced in the green all the way. When 

they reached London, the Scotsman and Bond parted company at Charing Cross Station. Bond 

was left alone in the green. But inside, he still danced. 

In the early days after his return Bond traveled around London uncontested. He did not 

go to Whitehall, but spent his time moving between his flat in Knightsbridge and a site near 

Temple in the City. He worked—he must have worked hard, for in the evenings on his return he 

was always dirty, and dog-tired. He remembered nothing—nothing but the green and the dance. 

It was enough. 

Once, two weeks after his return, he took a train out to Oxford and spent a weekend with 

a group of scientists. He met others of the green there, and it was always a joy to share the dance 

again whenever they were together. They called to the sky in an open field, and the sky sang for 

them, there under the stars. They all danced together. 

Back to London, back to Temple. He worked. He was helping with the plan for the dance, 

not knowing his part in it, not knowing the final goal, only knowing that he danced, and that he 

mattered. 

The dance grew stronger, and Bond felt peace in the green. 

 

He had been back for a month before he noticed he was being followed—three men in a 

black Rover with a slight wobble in the front wheel on the passenger side. He saw it outside his 

flat, then again at the entrance to the Tube station. It was back outside his flat that evening when 

he got home. Even from inside the dance, deep in the green, he had enough left of his training to 

spot one of his own.  

He was more circumspect after that. He didn't return to Knightsbridge the next night, but 

took digs near Liverpool Street Station in a dingy bedsitting room above a bar.  There was to be 

no more use of public transport either. He walked down to Temple each morning to do his bit to 

serve the needs of the dance, returning to the bedsit only to sleep and to keep himself clean and 

tidy enough to pass muster out on the streets. 

He worked, harder than ever. Only the green kept him going—that, cheap sandwiches 

from street vendors in the city, and sleep so deep that he could scarcely distinguish between it 

and the dreams in the green. He took care going to and from the site in Temple, using all the 

tradecraft he could muster to make himself small and invisible. 



But it was to prove too little, too late—the damage had been done—MI6 was onto him, 

and they finally caught up outside the Bank of England on a wet morning as he was making his 

way to the Temple site. It was a standard pick up—one man stopped him and asked for a light 

while two came up from behind and held his arms—or at least tried to. Bond kneed the first man 

in the groin, hard enough to double him up, and enough that a kick to the head put him down. He 

swung, hard, to his left, dragging the man on the right off balance, tumbling into the third. Bond 

wriggled and went low—almost got clear, but the men were well trained and efficient—the 

heavy one fell on Bond as he tumbled, his weight keeping Bond pinned while the others 

regrouped.  The same black Rover, wonky wheel and all, pulled up to the curb and Bond was 

bundled ignominiously into the boot. It smelled of diesel, but he didn't have long to worry about 

possible fumes—they pumped a syringe of something cloudy into the vein at the back of his 

hand, and the green started to fade as they rattled away and off through the London streets. 

It had all been over in less than ten seconds. And ten seconds after that Bond was out for 

the count, lost in blackness.  

There was no green, no more dancing. 

 

He came out of it sometime later. He sat—hands tied tight behind him—on a hard chair 

in a damp room that was little more than four stone walls and an overhead light bulb. He knew 

immediately where he was—he'd been here often, standing where the man standing over him 

now stood—an underground cell, four floors below M's office in Whitehall. It was a place the 

public didn't want to know about, the place where bad men got asked questions until there were 

no more questions to ask.  

They'd taken his shoes and socks—the stone floor felt bitterly cold under the soles of his 

feet—and stripped him down to his underwear, which was already soaked through with cold 

sweat. His jaw ached as if it had been recently punched and he tasted blood in his mouth, felt it 

run down the back of his throat from his nose. It seemed the interrogation had already started, 

but Bond couldn't bring himself to care.  

"Where have you been, Bond?" 

"What happened in Alaska?" 

"Where is Captain MacDonald?" 

Bond didn't answer any of them—he was somewhere deep in the green, lost to the dance. 

Nothing else mattered. The figure standing over him got increasingly frustrated. 

"We can do this for as long as we want," the man said, and punched Bond, hard, in the 

gut. 

Something flickered. A memory, a taste—two tastes actually, Johnny Walker and 

tobacco. Bond realized he wanted more of both. He looked up at the man standing over him. 

"Hit me again," Bond whispered as the green flowed back, offering peace and calm if he 

would only forget. "Hit me harder." 

The interrogator was only too happy to oblige. He smacked Bond in the face with his 

open palm, the jolt knocking Bond's head back. He tasted more blood. 

The green faded away. Bond wanted a smoke. 

"Again," Bond said. "Harder. I'll tell you what I know—just keep hitting me." 



The next blow was on his chin, rattling his jaw and sending a white flare of pain through 

his skull. It did the trick—Bond felt his head clear, lucid, for the first time in weeks. 

"Get M in here, right now," he said. "This can't wait." 

Before M could be fetched, Bond had to get them to hit him again. He saw confusion in 

the interrogator's eyes, but the man—scarcely more than a lad—did as he was told. He seemed to 

pull his punch slightly, but it proved at least enough to keep the green at bay for a time. 

M stayed back in the doorway when he arrived, but he allowed Bond's hands to be untied 

so that he could have a smoke. The nicotine hit was immediate, threatening to take off the top of 

his head, but this was a floating sensation he knew how to control. The green was still there too, 

still lurking. But he knew its weakness now as well as he knew his own. He sucked on the smoke 

until the tip was red and glowing then, before anyone could stop him, applied it to his skin at his 

left wrist, at the tender point. He grimaced against the pain, but when he finally removed the 

cigarette from the burned circle of skin, he was fully himself. 

M had stepped further into the room to watch more closely. He looked into Bond's eyes, 

and nodded, as if he'd seen something that pleased him. 

"Would you mind telling me what in blazes is going on, Bond?" he said. 

"It's a long story, sir, what little I can remember of it; I'll need you to fill in some stuff for 

me. But we'd best get the explanations over and done with fast—it's trouble. Big trouble." 

 

It took some persuasion on Bond's part, but they eventually let him get dressed and get 

out of the cell. He made his way upstairs to the relative comfort of M's office. Two armed guards 

with pistols in hand stood at the door while M poured them both a stiff measure of the MacAllan. 

"After your report, we waited for you to come back," M said as he handed over the glass. 

"But you never did." 

Bond knocked back the Scotch in one gulp, feeling the heat run down to his gut, chasing 

any remnant of the green away. He held the empty glass out and M poured another without any 

retort. Bond sipped at the second one while trying to decide what to tell his superior. 

"I made a report?" he asked to buy himself more time.  

M nodded, and after getting his pipe lit continued. 

"You said there was nothing to worry about, that it had all been a big misunderstanding, 

and that you'd brief me on your return. Then you and MacDonald buggered off with the 

CONFESSOR. We thought we’d found you at your flat, but of course you gave us the slip and 

we didn't hear another peep—until you were spotted near Bank tube station on Monday. I had 

you brought in, you let us punch you around a bit until that green shit was gone from your 

eyes—and now you're here, drinking my Scotch. That's as much as I know—now it's your turn." 

Before answering Bond took a smoke from the box on M's desk and lit it with a match. 

When he wasn't chewing on his pipe M favored long Black Russian cigarettes that produced an 

almost toxic level of nicotine—just what Bond needed at the moment. He sucked it down 

greedily, and extinguished the match by placing it on the skin on his wrist next to the existing 

burn. The pain was white hot—but far preferable to the alternative. The green was still there, still 

dancing, somewhere deep inside him—he could feel it. And it was insidious, offering him 

something he couldn't admit that he desired, calling him back to the dance. 



"007?" M said sharply, and Bond dragged himself out of the fugue. He pressed his right 

thumb on the burns, bringing a fresh flare of pain. 

"I'm okay, sir. I have it under control." 

"I would be happier if I knew what you were talking about in the first place," M replied, 

but relaxed back in his chair, puffing away at his pipe as Bond started his story. 

It took some time. He laid out the tale of what had happened in Alaska, and as much—

which in truth was very little—of what he knew of his time back in London. When he mentioned 

Oxford and his weekend there, M had him stop for as long as it took to make a call and get a 

team sent out West. Bond had another smoke lit—and another burn mark at his wrist, by the time 

the call was done. 

"Captain MacDonald?" M asked when he settled back in his chair. "Any idea where he 

might have gone?" 

"Last I saw of him was at Charing Cross—I have the impression he was heading north—

going home. I'd like permission to go after him, sir." 

"I'll consider it," M said gruffly. Bond got the feeling that he was being appraised, that M 

was testing him out to see if he was ready—and capable—of being put to work. "What about the 

business at Temple? What were you up to?" 

"Not a clue, there, sir. I spent a lot of time in manual labor—I know that much—I moved 

a lot of stone of some sort, and I was in some kind of vaulted chamber. But the city is riddled 

with such underground structures—it'll be like looking for a needle in a haystack." 

"I have three teams on it," M replied. "We'll get to the bottom of it. We'll have to—if 

what you say happened in Alaska is true. Some kind of bally mind control on a mass scale if I'm 

not mistaken. Any idea what we're looking at? Is it Soviet?" 

Bond shook his head.  

"Further away by far, sir. As you know there's been rumors and loose talk for years that 

the Yanks have had contact with something from out in space. I think that's what we're dealing 

with here—they pulled it down from the sky, and we are as alien to it, as it is to us." 

"What does it want, man?" 

Bond shrugged. 

"That's not clear yet. Has anything happened in Alaska while I was out of it?" 

"Apart from it getting dashed hot over there, and more reports of the strange aurora, it's 

all been bally quiet. And now that I've heard your story—I think it might be too quiet. But don't 

you worry about that—I'll get the Yanks onto it.  

"We have to find our sub—and our best chance at that seems to be in you finding its 

Captain. Are you sure you're up to it, 007? I must admit I'm loath to send you back out into the 

field—I'm not a hundred per cent sure that you're trustworthy in this matter." 

Bond pressed his thumb against the burn on his wrist and grimaced before answering. 

"I'm all you've got, sir. I know how this thing does what it does—I know the taste and the 

smell of it; I'm the only one who does. Besides, it's Duncan. I owe it to him, if nothing else." 

M nodded. 



"Just try to find out what you've both been up to since you came back from Alaska—and 

where you've parked that bloody submarine. That's the most important thing right now. 

Moneypenny will get you on a first train north. I want reports twice a day, Bond. If you go off 

the grid again, we'll be forced to take you out of the game for good. Do you understand me?" 

Bond understood only too well. 

 

Bond's train booking meant that he had no time to even go back to Knightsbridge. He had 

a shower in the basement locker room, and changed into a spare dark wool suit he kept there for 

just such purposes—along with a pack of Chestertons, a box of matches, a new holster and 

pistol, and a sheathed knife that he strapped to his ankle. Once fully dressed he felt much more 

like his old self, and he found that by pressing firmly on the fresh burn every few minutes he was 

able to keep the allure of the green far enough at bay to be able to ignore it completely.  

Moneypenny hadn't needed to be asked his destination—she was good enough at her 

job—and knew his history well enough—to send him where he needed to go. He caught a cab up 

to Kings Cross and half an hour later was settled in a first-class compartment on a train heading 

for Edinburgh—four hundred miles and almost twenty years ago away. He smiled when he 

looked up—a suitcase—his own suitcase from the flat in Knightsbridge—was already in the rack 

above his head; Moneypenny had showed her worth yet again. 

It being a weekday afternoon, it was quiet—he had the carriage to himself for most of the 

journey and got through half of the Chestertons before the train pulled into Waverley Station. He 

also had some new burns on his wrist, but he was able to cover then up with his shirt and jacket, 

and although he could still feel it dancing somewhere deep down inside him, the green stayed at 

bay. 

It was mid evening by the time he checked in to the North British Hotel above the station 

under one of the Universal Exports cover names. After a wash and shave he treated himself to a 

quick supper of oysters and Bollinger, neither of which were as good as they could have been, 

but which did more than enough to restore his palate after the abstinence of the last few weeks. 

What with that, the smokes and the fact that the green now seemed to have faded almost 

completely he felt back to his old self as he went out into the city, into his past, looking for a lost 

friend. 

 

His search began in the Cafe Royal—the old ornate bar hadn't changed despite his many 

years' absence, but the clientele was too young for MacDonald—or Bond himself for that 

matter—to feel comfortable there for any length of time. Bond didn't even wait to be served a 

drink for old time's sake—he turned on his heel and left in search of something closer to an old 

sailor's tastes. 

He spent the rest of the night visiting a series of bars and clubs in the old part of town—

MacDonald's favorite place in the word he'd always said. He didn't find anyone that knew the 

Captain, but, posing as an old friend in town unexpectedly, Bond left his card, and a few pound 

notes, with the barmen, ensuring that word would be spread. He visited a dozen bars in all, but as 

they started closing for the night he was no closer to finding his friend. 



It was midnight by the time he got back to the North British, and although he felt 

tiredness wash over him he refused to give himself to sleep lest the green creep back and 

overwhelm him unexpectedly. He sat fully clothed in a chair by the window—he had a bottle of 

Laphroaig sent up, and he sipped at it, smoking and playing solitaire with a tattered pack of cards 

while looking out over Princes Street and the old castle beyond. Light played on the crags and 

old stone, silver and white as the moon shimmered, alternately veiled in thin cloud or exposed 

fully to beam down the cobbled parade of the Royal Mile.  

Bond only had to burn his wrist once over the course of the night—but even than he was 

almost too late. He looked up from a losing game as he shuffled the cards—and saw the old 

castle bathed, not in silver but in shimmering, dancing green, the sky above threaded with 

crimson filaments—dried bloody trails through the stars leeching from a blood red moon. 

Without conscious thought he stood, too fast, knocking the chair over with a loud thud. It was 

only the cigarette in his hand that brought him out of the fugue—it had burned down far enough 

to scorch the skin between his fingers when he moved. The sudden jab of fresh pain did the 

trick—Bond stabbed the stub of the smoke into his wrist, hard, angry at himself for falling into a 

doze. The pain swelled and flared—and once again the green faded and retreated. When Bond 

looked out the window it was to see silver moonlight washing over the castle rock. That was as 

close to sleep as he allowed himself to come in what proved to be a very long night indeed. 

A shower did little to improve his mood in the morning. The jet of water stung at his new 

burns, and was too tepid to make him feel fully cleansed afterwards. He decided against dressing 

in the wool suit—he had a feeling that something more rugged might be required if he was 

successful in finding MacDonald.  

Moneypenny had also second-guessed him here too—he left the room wearing a dark 

tweed overcoat above a black sweater and slacks. The weight of his pistol felt snug and 

comforting where it nestled under his left arm; that single small feeling of familiarity did much 

to anchor him in the here and now, away from the green, apart from the dance.  

The phone rang as he was about to leave the room—it was a report from M on a 

scrambled line, and it wasn't good news—Leiter had led his team to Anchorage but the site had 

been cleared and the warehouse emptied—there was nothing to find. And MI6 had no better luck 

in Oxford—there was no trace that anything untoward had ever happened. The scientists Bond 

had met there—and the green with them—had gone to ground. M was none too happy to hear 

that Bond, so far at least, had no better luck with his own search. 

Bond felt slightly better still on receiving a note from the receptionist as he went down to 

breakfast. The pound notes he'd distributed in the bars the night before had indeed paid off. The 

note wasn't a report of the whereabouts of his friend Duncan MacDonald—but it was the next 

best thing. A submarine had been spotted heading up the Firth to Rosyth—a vessel that glowed, a 

strange, green glow that seemed to dance and shimmer in the night. 

After a quick breakfast of just coffee, a smoke and some too-dry toast, Bond headed 

down to the railway station. He had a lead. He only hoped he'd be on time to do something about 

it. 

 



If he'd thought seriously about it, Rosyth should have come to mind sooner. Bond and 

MacDonald been billeted here back in the old days—it was where they had first met, first shared 

a smoke and a drink, first realized that they were fellow travelers, forging a bond that would last 

through many scrapes and dangers. If the green hadn't had him so befuddled, it would have been 

Bond's first instinct to head to the old port.  

When he arrived on the quayside mid-morning he found that the dock hadn't changed a 

great deal since his days in the service—there were more merchant boats now and fewer of 

Royal Navy vessels, but it was still busy—thriving even. And he'd found what he was looking 

for—one part of it at least—the CONFESSOR lay docked at the main quay. In the thin morning 

sunlight it looked like any other vessel, but even from his vantage in a disused warehouse some 

one hundred yards north of the quay Bond felt the vibration and hum. It buzzed in the soles of his 

feet, thrummed up his spine, echoed in his head, offering peace and joy in the dance. He had to 

press his thumb, hard against his burns, causing the ravaged flesh to weep thin watery blood. The 

pain cleared his head again, enough to let him take note of what was happening down on the 

dock. 

Crates, each four feet on the longest side, and a great many of them, were being brought 

out of the vessel and put in the back of a line of trucks waiting on the quayside. Bond watched 

for several hours, and still crates were being brought up out of the sub—he now understood why 

Leiter hadn't found anything in Anchorage. At one point a darker cloud obscured the sun for a 

minute and Bond saw a faint—but definite—aurora of green haze hanging over the quay, mostly 

directly above the boxes going into the trucks.  

Over the course of the next ten minutes he crept as close as he could to the trucks—

nobody spotted him or tried to stop him—in fact, the loaders of the trucks seemed singularly 

intent on their purpose. Bond thought he knew why—they, as he had been—were lost, deep in 

the green, lost in the dance. Whatever was going on—it was spreading.  

There was no sign of MacDonald, but Bond knew that his mission was more now than 

just finding his friend—he had to know just where these crates were going—and why. As the last 

of the crates were brought up out of the sub and loaded, Bond crept alongside the line of trucks 

and pulled himself into the rear, dragging a tarpaulin down to cover his body. 

The trucks set off minutes later. Once they were moving Bond was able to take a chance 

and open one of the crates. He had to use the knife from his ankle-sheath, and he had to put a lot 

of pressure on the lid to force it open. And once he had done so, and had a quick look inside, he 

closed it again immediately. A chrome and brass coil—probably one of the same ones he had 

seen on the warehouse floor in Alaska—lay in the box like some sleeping pet. It hummed and 

buzzed and somehow seemed alive, giving off a distinct shimmer of green aurora that was faintly 

visible even after the crate was resealed. 

Bond kept as far away from it as he could get, sitting at the rear of the truck with the 

tarpaulin lifted just enough to allow passage of air. He had to press constantly against the 

wounded flesh of his wrist, welcoming the pain and the clarity it brought him, for the green was 

strong here, and in danger of overwhelming him all over again. 



Fortunately, the journey was a short one. Scarcely ten minutes after leaving the dock the 

trucks pulled to a halt. Bond heard the distinctive, unmistakable sound of a large steam 

locomotive, and by process of elimination hazarded a guess that they had pulled into a goods 

yard at Dunfermline Railway Station. He chanced a look out of the gap in the tarpaulin; the first 

thing he saw was one of the trucks, already being unloaded and the crates getting neatly stacked 

in a long carriage, one of twenty or more attached to the chugging locomotive.  

He slipped silently out of the truck—once again the guards were not doing much in the 

way of actual guarding of any note, seemingly completely focused on the task of getting the 

crates onto the train. Bond was able to find a safe spot behind a coal bunker from which he could 

watch proceedings.  

It was clear that they were preparing the goods train for transport of the crates—and they 

were doing it quickly, with a score or more workers tirelessly employed in the task of shifting 

crates into carriages. If Bond was right, and the coil he had looked at had indeed come from 

Alaska, then it looked like the whole content of the warehouse—and probably even the stacks of 

batteries—were now here in the crates, having been transported on the sub. 

So now he knew what—but he still had no clue as to why. 

Five minutes later he saw an instantly recognizable figure walk along the tracks—Duncan 

MacDonald seemed to be in charge of the loading. The Scotsman made his way to the front of 

the train and entered a passenger carriage that had been hooked up just behind the tender. Bond 

looked around—nobody was paying the least attention to him. He jogged quickly over to the 

train, took his pistol from its holster, and stepped up into the carriage.  

Any hope he'd had of getting MacDonald alone was immediately quashed—it was 

gloomy inside the carriage and Bond's sight didn't quite adapt quickly enough as two burly 

figures approached from his left.  

He saw green where there should be white in their eyes. He fired, twice, getting one of 

the attackers full in the chest—he hoped he hadn't just shot MacDonald. Then there was no time 

for thought as the second attacker barreled into him and caught him, tight, in a bear hug, 

slamming Bond back against the wall. Bond cracked the pistol against his opponent's skull, over 

and over but the man's grip refused to lessen, and a gray mist—tinged with green—started to 

seep into Bond's mind.  

He only had seconds of consciousness left before he'd be lost again. He didn't want to do 

it—he knew his attackers were not themselves, knew they were under the influence of the green. 

But self-preservation won out. He twisted the pistol in his hand, turned his head away, and blew 

a hole in the side of the man's head.  

The pressure on his chest immediately lessened, and Bond stepped aside as the body fell 

to the floor. A wisp of green, almost smoky, rose up. Bond held his breath and rubbed at the burn 

on his wrist as the shimmer dissipated and broke apart in a light breeze. 

Bond finally remembered to breathe. 

The first man he'd shot lay on the floor, not moving. Bond stepped toward the body, 

thinking to check for life, just as the carriage lights came full on.  



Duncan MacDonald stood at the far end of what was obviously a club compartment for 

the better off traveler—all mahogany fittings and leather chairs. Bond might even have felt at 

home—had it not been for the green that shone in the Scotsman's eyes when he spoke. 

"Jimmy, lad. Jimmy, lad. What are we going to do with you?" 

Bond didn't hesitate. He stepped forward, and shot his friend, just once, high in the left 

shoulder. MacDonald stumbled, but didn't fall, and was still upright when Bond reached him. 

The green faded from the Scotsman's eyes. 

"That's it, Duncan," Bond said, holstering his weapon and taking the man by the 

shoulders so that he could stare into his eyes. "Use the pain. Fight it, man. You can beat this 

thing." 

The Scotsman grimaced, put a hand to his shoulder and showed Bond the bloody fingers 

when he lifted them away from the wound. His eyes were clear, white showing around the pupils 

as he spoke again. 

"You've got it all arse over tit as usual, Jimmy. Why would I want to beat it? Peace and 

quiet, no fechting, no war, just calm and dancing, forever and always? You cannae beat it." 

Green mist swirled, filling the Scotsman's eyes, and he smiled. "You'll see, Jimmy lad. You'll see 

soon enough. I've got your back." 

The carriage door behind the Scotsman opened, and the scientist, Kaminski came 

through, with two more armed guards. When MacDonald reached for Bond's weapon, Bond let 

him take it. Fighting now risked getting them both killed, and he wasn't ready to give up on his 

best friend.  

Not yet. 

 

They didn't tie him up, and they let him sit in one of the club armchairs—they even 

allowed him to smoke and poured him a drink—some smooth single malt—from a well stocked 

cabinet on the long side of the carriage across from Bond. And although they kept his pistol they 

didn't search him, and he still had the knife in the sheath at his ankle. It seemed that Duncan 

might be happy in the green, but it had certainly robbed him of much of his sense. 

They had cleared the two dead men out of the carriage—there was still the faintest hint of 

green miasma above the floor where they had fallen. But, as yet anyway, the green inside Bond 

was still held at bay by the simple act of rubbing a thumb on the burns on his wrist. 

"You will need to sleep sometime, Mr. Bond," Kaminski said. He sat on the opposite side 

of the carriage from Bond in another of the armchairs. MacDonald completed a threesome in a 

third chair. Now that the lights were up, there was no sign of green in either of the men's eyes—

but Bond didn't have to see it to know it was there. 

"I'm not in the slightest bit tired," Bond replied casually. "But if you have something to 

be getting on with, don't mind me." 

He heard the sounds of carriage doors being shut along the length of the train, and the 

huff and puff of the locomotive engine as it worked up a head of steam. They were making 

preparations to get underway. 



"I take it Alaska was too cold for you?" Bond said, lighting up a fresh smoke. Normally 

MacDonald would be joining him—but his old friend was far from being normal. Bond had shot 

him in the shoulder mere minutes before but if the man was in any discomfort at all, he didn't 

show it. He hadn't had any medical attention since taking the wound, but there was no sign of 

blooding, and he did not seem to be in any pain. 

Kaminski eventually answered Bond's question. 

"What do you think, Mr. Bond? After all, you were with us in the dance all that time, and 

did your duty, as we all have. Surely you retain some hint of what is to come?" 

Bond laughed. 

"If all you are about is digging around in musty vaults, then I may as well go home, for 

there is nothing for anyone to worry about." 

"Jimmy, lad," MacDonald replied. "There's definitely nothing to worry about—I told you 

that already. But you'll see soon enough. The whole world will see—Alaska was merely a test 

run. What happens in London will bring the dance to you all." 

Before Bond could ask another question, the train lurched violently, then started to move, 

gaining speed as it headed out of the goods yard. Kaminski rose without another word, and 

taking the armed guards with him left Bond and MacDonald alone in the carriage. 

Bond blew smoke at his friend. 

"So, London then, Duncan? A trip to Soho then back to the club for canasta and a cigar is 

it? Maybe take in a show?" 

The Scotsman laughed lightly. 

"Oh, there'll be a show all right, Jimmy. A show such as this country—this planet—has 

never seen. The last dance, if you like?" 

"I don't like. Come on, man—use your brain—fight this nonsense," Bond said. He 

crossed his legs, as casually as he could manage, bringing the sheathed knife within reach of his 

right hand as he continued. "Get it out your system and let's have a smoke and a drink and stop it, 

right here, right now." 

MacDonald laughed again. 

"I've already told you, Jimmy—I like it this way—and I think most right-minded people 

will agree with me; there will be no aggression, no war. We will all, every one of us, be at peace 

in the green, all equal, all free from worry, free to dance." 

"That sounds suspiciously like the kind of thing we've been fighting against since we 

were boys, Duncan," Bond replied. He slid a hand under his trouser leg and freed the blade, 

feeling the weight of it nestle in his hand. 

"If it is, then I regret every minute I spent in that fight," the Scotsman replied. 

"And I regret having to do this," Bond said. With one smooth movement he drew back 

the knife and threw it, straight and fast, hitting MacDonald high on the shoulder near the bullet 

wound, getting up out of the chair even as the blade met its target.  



The Scotsman didn't flinch. He pulled the knife out—the last inch was bloody—and let it 

drop to the floor even as Bond was on him. Bond threw a left hook and a right jab, both hitting 

their target, but still MacDonald barely registered the blows. Bond stepped closer and stuck a 

thumb in the man's wounded shoulder, and this time he saw a grimace of pain in the Scotsman's 

face. He dug his hold in deeper. 

"Come on, Duncan. Fight it. Fight it for me." 

MacDonald smiled, and took Bond by the shoulders. The pair grappled, like kids in a 

playground, staggering backward and forward across the swaying carriage as the train shuddered 

and slowed, coming to a halt. Bond kept digging at the fresh wound with his thumb. There was 

no green in his opponent's eyes, and there were signs of pain in his eyes and at his mouth, but he 

did not stop fighting against Bond. 

"Just like old times, Jimmy lad," the Scotsman said as he tried to trip Bond, sending them 

both staggering, almost falling. 

"Not quite," Bond replied. He took advantage of their slight loss of balance and heaved 

them both toward the rear of the carriage. "This time, I've got your back."  

They hit the carriage door, hard and continued on through it to fall, still wrestling, into 

the space between the cars. Bond's back hit the guardrail to their left, and their weight was 

enough for it crumple behind them as they tumbled the four feet down onto the side of the track. 

They turned during the fall itself, such that the Scotsman took the brunt of the impact on the 

rough stone and gravel. But if it pained him at all he didn't show it—for a man that had been 

shot, stabbed then slammed to the ground he still had a remarkable amount of fight in him. The 

pair of them rolled and tumbled, each looking for the grip that would bring the fight to a swift 

end. 

After several frantic seconds it was MacDonald who gave way. He went limp under Bond 

and stopped struggling. 

"Okay. Uncle. You've got me." 

At that same moment the train above them got underway again, and Bond, for the first 

time, noticed where they had stopped. They were on the Forth Bridge, high above the river, the 

train obviously having come to a halt at the points before the small passenger station at South 

Queensferry. And now the locomotive was on the move, picking up speed fast. 

MacDonald still lay on the gravel, and he laughed when he looked up at Bond. 

"This is an apt spot, don't you think? A symbol of all you are fighting to keep hold of—

the might and strength of the old Empire. But think on it, Jimmy—how long will it really last—

it's already rusting. It will be long gone in just a few short years. And we will still be here, in the 

green, in the dance, while the very planet itself goes cold and turns around a dying sun, we will 

still be here, dancing, lost in the green." 

Bond saw it in the man's eyes again, the misty flow and swirl of it as it filled him. He had 

lost his friend—and was in danger of losing everything as the train picked up speed, heading off 

across the bridge. If he lost it now he might never find it again. The Scotsman saw him looking. 

"So what's it to be, Jimmy lad? Are you going to keep battering me to try to save my 

soul—or are you going to do your duty and get after yon train?" 

"A bit of both, if you're lucky," Bond replied, and hauled the man to his feet. 



In the end they had to run alongside the carriage for long seconds before finally pulling 

themselves back up and into the compartment, falling, panting heavily, on the floor. Kaminski 

stood, looking down at Bond, smiling, the green dancing in his eyes. 

"Welcome back, Mr. Bond. Nice of you to drop in." 

 

It proved to be the start of a long, long afternoon and evening. The train picked up speed 

near Edinburgh, then headed southward with no sign of slowing for any station stops—London 

again was Bond's best guess at the destination. He was left in the club carriage with the two 

guards, neither of whom showed any desire for communication. Bond's knife and pistol were 

sitting on top of a bureau in the far corner, but the guards had pistols of their own trained on him 

the whole time—MacDonald might have allowed him some leeway, but these two looked like 

they meant business. 

Bond sat in the same armchair as before, smoking a succession of cigarettes—the smokes 

had survived the rough and tumble at the Forth Bridge, although several were bent and 

misshapen. He smoked them anyway, and when they got down to the butt he ground them out on 

the flesh at his wrist. The guards didn't stop him when he went to the drinks cabinet and poured a 

stiff measure of Scotch—he limited himself to just the one, aware that drinking and smoking on 

an empty stomach wasn't going to do much to help his levels of alertness if they were needed. 

He had plenty of time to ponder the earlier events. He was at a loss to explain Duncan 

MacDonald's behavior—if it had been him he'd have had no hesitation at taking a chance to 

leave the influence of the green—the fresh burns on his wrist were testament to that fact. The 

friend he knew—the man he thought he'd known—was not a blind follower, not a creature of 

faith. So what was it about the green that MacDonald found so damned alluring? Bond still 

hadn't formed any firm conclusions as the light went from the sky in late afternoon and dusk fell. 

It was only then that he spotted it—a faint, but definitely present luminescent green that 

hung in the air everywhere he looked. He rose and went to look out of the nearest window—the 

guards' grip tightened on their pistols, but they didn't stop him as he pressed his nose to the glass. 

The shimmering was even more distinct outside. It looked as if the whole carriage—possibly the 

whole train—trailed green phosphorescence in its wake. Indeed, as they turned into a long curve 

Bond saw the locomotive at the front streaming green, glowing, smoke in a high plume as it 

snaked through the countryside like a fire breathing serpent from some long forgotten myth. 

 

He didn't see MacDonald again until later in the evening as the train slowed to make its 

way through the numerous sets of junctions and points needed to traverse London. The Scotsman 

entered carrying a plate of sandwiches, and handed them to Bond—white bread and stale cheese, 

but Bond wolfed it down, suddenly aware how hungry he had become. 

MacDonald laughed. 

"That's a boy, Jimmy. Get it down you—you'll need your strength, for it's going to be a 

long night." 

"Where are we headed?" Bond asked as he finished off the last sandwich. 



"The same place where you spent your time in the dance," MacDonald replied. "I hear 

you did a fine job getting the place ready. Remember that symbol I was talking of back at the 

bridge? Well we've found an even better one. And later the world will see just how petty and 

impermanent the works of man can be. Tonight, we shall all dance in the green." 

"Nobody really talks like that, you know?" Bond said, trying to get a rise from the man—

and failing, for MacDonald merely smiled. 

"You'll see. You'll all see, soon enough." 

The Scotsman showed no sign of discomfort from the wounds in his shoulder. Bond 

considered tackling him again, having another try at bringing the man to his senses, but he was 

coming to understand that his old friend wasn't actually under any kind of involuntary 

influence—and that would make any attempt at separating him from the green that much more 

difficult. Bond was on the inside now—and it was probably for the best that he stayed there, at 

least for as long as it took to get to the bottom of whatever plan had been hatched. 

 

The train came to a halt around eight o'clock. Bond tried to peer out the window to get his 

bearings, but they had stopped in a tunnel, all he could see was red brick and green 

luminescence. Just judging from the time it had taken, and the lines they had crossed, he knew 

they had to be somewhere in central London—and still on the north side of the river, for they had 

not crossed any bridges. And given that he had his vague memories of rooting around in the 

vaults near Temple, he could hazard a good guess that they were in that general area. It was 

enough to be going on with, for now. They sat there for some time as the sounds of carriages 

being emptied and doors slamming echoed around them before eventually going quiet almost an 

hour after the train had come to a halt. 

"So, what now?" Bond said as MacDonald stood up. 

"Now we go and dance in the green," the Scotsman replied. "You are welcome to join 

us—but only if you dance." 

Bond smiled thinly and lit up a new smoke. 

"I'll sit this one out, thanks anyway," he replied. 

"That's up to you, Jimmy lad—but you'll change your tune later, when London—and the 

world—sees what we can accomplish together." 

"Go on, surprise me," Bond said. "What's the big show going to be?" 

MacDonald tapped the side of his nose. 

"That's for us to know and you to find out. Patience, Jimmy—it'll all be clear soon." 

"Fight it, Duncan," Bond said. "No good will come of this." 

MacDonald smiled again, turned his back, and left the carriage. Bond realized that he'd 

never seen the Scotsman in such good humor for so long a length of time.  



He waited for the time it took him to finish the smoke to see if the guard on him would be 

relaxed now that they had reached their destination, but the two armed men still stood between 

him and the door, each with a weapon in hand. Bond stood, showed them his empty glass, raised 

an eyebrow and motioned toward the drink cabinet. Neither of the men so much as twitched, so 

Bond stepped across the compartment and poured himself a large Scotch. He kept the bottle in 

his right hand as he poured, then downed the liquor in one gulp. Without any pause he threw the 

glass in one smooth continuous motion at the nearest guard, at the same time jumping forward, 

bottle raised, aiming for the other.  

They were caught completely unawares. The glass distracted the nearest one as he raised 

his weapon to swat it away. That also gave Bond enough time to step forward and smack the 

bottle on the other one's head, twice before it broke, but more than enough to drop the man 

insensate to the floor. 

He turned just as the first guard regained his composure and raised his weapon. Bond was 

close enough to knock it away with his left hand and step inside, bringing the jagged shards of 

the bottle down and into the man's neck, severing the jugular as he pushed it home. 

Blood spurted and the man fell away. Even before he hit the floor a wash of shimmering 

green rose from the body and hung in the air. Bond held his breath, dropped what little was left 

of the whisky bottle, and pushed his thumb, hard, into the burned flesh of his wrist as he felt his 

head spin and float, felt the green inside him surge and sing. The pain brought clarity, of a sort.  

He was able to step over to the second, unconscious guard and snap his neck; he couldn't 

afford to leave anyone alive who might give him away. Taking the two pistols—one in hand, one 

in his overcoat pocket—Bond stepped out of the carriage and finally felt able to take a breath. 

 

He climbed down onto the tracks alongside the carriages, looking along what was 

obviously an old railway tunnel of some age—Victorian at a guess, and not used much in the 

intervening years. There was no sound save the ticking and cooling of the locomotive engine, 

and no movement apart from swaying shadows where a line of naked bulbs strung overhead 

swayed in the slightest of breezes. 

The breeze seemed to be coming from Bond's left, so he headed in that direction, keeping 

close to the carriages in case he had to duck under quickly. As it turned out he didn't need the 

stealth as it seemed he was the only person in the tunnel. The breeze got slightly stronger as he 

went further along, and when he reached its source—a passageway leading off and up to the 

right—he heard faint murmuring, as of voices in the distance, and felt again the wash and flow of 

the green surge inside him. It was getting stronger, and he lit a smoke just to etch a new circular 

burn on his wrist before heading into the tunnel offshoot. 

The air was warmer in here, damper too, carrying with it the smell of the river, a smell 

that thickened as he kept going up a slight incline. The brickwork was recent—very recent, as 

was the floor underfoot, and Bond had a flash of memory as he came to a set of stairs—he'd put 

down some of these stones himself, while he was deep in the green. Whatever his destination, it 

seemed he was getting close. 



The sounds from above got louder as he ascended—a hollow, echoing sound that told 

him the passage was going to open up into a larger space. He slowed, checked that the pistol he 

carried was loaded, and, keeping to the walls as much as possible, crept silently up the last short 

set of steps to look out over what was indeed a much bigger chamber. 

And again it was a space that he half-recognized. It had until recently been a vault—a 

crypt of sorts judging by the stone coffins and carved stonework. But all that was old about the 

site had been shifted right back against the walls to make way for the long ranks of gray 

batteries—probably the very same ones Bond had walked among in Anchorage. What he had 

taken for murmuring or talking had been in fact the hum and throb of the gathered boxes. The 

sound filled the vault and, along with a recurrence of the glimmer and gauze of the green aurora, 

once again threatened to wash Bond away into the dance until he jabbed his thumb, hard into the 

new burns on his arm. His wrist was starting to look like a lump of steak that had been cooked 

too fast - charred on the outside, red and weeping where cracks showed in the skin. The pain was 

almost unbearable - but it was better than the alternative. 

Bond set his gaze straight at a set of stairs at the far end of the vault—there was a wash of 

light coming down from there, and the breeze, what there was of it, seemed to originate in that 

direction. Besides—it seemed to be the only way out apart from going back down to the train, 

and he'd had enough of sulking in tunnels for one night. 

He made his way quickly through the batteries. The green inside him rose and sank as if 

in time to a beat only it could hear. He felt light-headed, as if he might float away at any second, 

and his footsteps fell into the same rhythm as the swell of the green inside. Bond had partaken of 

—or been forced to take—many drugs, licit and illicit, over the years, but he'd never felt an 

effect as strong, as alluring as this. He heard the high chant rise up inside him, saw a green 

miasma wash over the ranks of batteries. 

If it had been any further than a few more yards to the stairs, he would never have made 

it. He hit the steps at a run, and got halfway up a flight of thirty before realizing that bursting out 

into another open area might not be wise. At least here in the passageway the effect was 

drastically lessened, and he was able to pause, catch his breath and, by pressing against the burns 

again and again, regain some of his calm and composure. He still felt the green though, 

swimming around inside him, filling up all the empty places. He was starting to understand how 

MacDonald could find it so compelling. But understanding and agreeing were two different 

things—Bond wouldn’t—couldn't—give in to the call; it went too far against everything he 

believed in.  

He took a tighter grip on the pistol and inched up the steps in the passageway to see what 

he could do about it. 

It was only as he neared the top that he realized where he was. The passageway opened 

out into a huge open area inside a building. Wooden pews and benches had all been moved 

against the walls to make way for the coils and generators familiar from the experiment in 

Alaska—but it was on looking up that Bond finally understood what MacDonald had meant 

about a symbol.  



The equipment had been set up under the huge span of the dome of St Paul's Cathedral, 

and high up there, almost dead center and hanging in space, a globe hung—only basketball sized, 

but already growing—shimmering, green, spinning and dancing. 

 

There was plenty of activity on the wide expanse of floor of the cathedral beneath the green—

white coated scientists scurried among valves and coils, electricity sparked and hummed, and the 

old stone walls seemed to thrum and shiver in anticipation of what was to come. There was no 

sign of MacDonald though—or Kaminski for that matter—and Bond had business to finish with 

both of them before the job was done. He sidled around the wall in what shadows he could make 

use of—but nobody was paying too much attention—all eyes were either on the spinning globe 

of green, or on the equipment beneath it. For the first time Bond noticed something else—there 

seemed to be no wiring supplying current to any of the equipment— and he'd seen none coming 

from the batteries either. Whatever was powering this whole shebang seemed almost be coming 

out of thin air. Or out of the green itself? He kept to the walls until he reached the staircase that 

led up to the whispering gallery and the top of the dome. Still no one paid any notice to him, and 

he reached the first gallery with no problems. At this height he was level with the green globe, 

which spun lazily—four feet across now—suspended in the air below the center of the great 

dome. The vibration beat through Bond again, and the green in him responded, surging up in a 

wave that threatened to wash him away. 

He needed clearer air, a clearer head. He took the stairway up, climbing steeply all the 

way to the top of the cathedral and out onto the platform that enabled visitors to stand on what 

seemed to be the roof of the city. The effect of the green was lessened greatly here, and Bond 

breathed deeply, having never been so glad of the smells and sounds of the old town. But even as 

his head cleared Bond saw that the green was already spreading. The faintest of shimmers rose 

up from the dome, reaching high above the cathedral before spreading, like an opening umbrella, 

a sizzling aurora of greens and yellows and golds, mushrooming out, covering an ever greater 

area as the globe inside the dome spun and grew…and danced. 

 

As he watched the aurora spread over the city, the green swelled inside Bond again. He lit 

a smoke, alternating between taking a deep drag and pressing the glowing tip against his flesh. 

Slowly—too slowly—the green receded, but now it was never too far from the surface of his 

thoughts, its influence getting stronger as the globe in the dome grew larger still.  

The city shimmered and danced beneath him, and the aurora covered the sky, from 

Hammersmith away to the west to the Tower and beyond to the East. MacDonald had spoken of 

a symbol—there was little more potent than a city that had stood against the might of the Nazis 

in war only to fall now, peacefully, calmly, to the green. Even the old dome below him, the 

structure that had stood proud so famously during the blitz, was taking on a green glow, 

shimmering and swaying as it too joined the dance. 

It had to be stopped, and quickly at that. 



He flicked his smoke away with thumb and forefinger, watching the glowing tip as it fell 

away into the night. On following its path Bond saw that the steps and concourse in front of the 

old cathedral were packed with people, all with their faces raised up to the sky, all standing, 

silent. Even from the heights on which he stood he could clearly see their eyes, shining, 

shimmering, as green as the skies dancing above them.  

The chanting started as Bond went back down to the whispering gallery to see what was 

happening inside the dome itself. 

 

The globe was many yards across now, a spinning ball of gas and plasma, shimmering 

and shining and glowing and dancing, calling Bond to join it. He pressed the cold barrel of the 

pistol against the burns on his wrist, hard enough to make the wounds weep. His head cleared—

not completely, but enough that he could resist. 

The chanting rose up ever louder from below. The scientists had all stepped forward, 

surrounding the same dark stone polyhedron that Bond had seen in Alaska. Long tendrils of 

green miasma wafted down from the globe, before the stone sucked them into itself, developing 

a shine, a glow that was brighter than the globe itself.  

The whole cathedral hummed and throbbed, and the green swirled everywhere. 

Bond saw Kaminski at the front of the group of scientists, the first to reach for the stone 

and wash his hands, arms—his whole torso—in the glowing green. Duncan MacDonald was 

right behind the scientist waiting his turn and Bond knew that if he let his old friend approach 

that shining trapezoid he would never be able to free him from the dance—the green would have 

him forever. 

The walls of the great dome of St. Paul's took on the aurora's shimmer, and Bond heard 

the chant rise up louder from outside. The people on the steps, on the concourse—perhaps even 

everyone in the old city, all sang, all danced, all lost in the joy of the green. 

 He didn't have to see it to imagine it—the same aurora he'd watched from the deck of the 

CONFESSOR now hung over old London.  

The sky danced—and London danced with it. 

Bond raced for the stairs. 

 

He was almost too late. Kaminski backed away from the glowing stone before Bond got 

down the final flight. MacDonald stepped forward to take his place. He plunged his hands, all the 

way up to his elbows, into the green.  

"No! Duncan!" Bond shouted, and leapt down the last four steps in one jump, almost 

over-balancing on the stone floor. He ran across the cathedral floor, knocking scientists out of 

the way like ninepins, knowing already that he was too late as the green washed over 

MacDonald's whole upper body. 

"Duncan!" he shouted again. 

Kaminski moved between Bond and the Scotsman; the green shone, livid in his eyes. 

Bond didn't slow, didn't hesitate, He put a bullet in the man's face and another in his heart to be 

sure, and passed the body before it had fully fallen to the ground. 



The chant swelled around him, the cathedral hummed and throbbed in time, and the green 

inside surged and rose up, demanding to be noticed. He extended his pistol arm and grabbed the 

burned wrist with the other hand, feeling the pain push the green away, grimacing at the white, 

almost joyful heat of it. 

Duncan MacDonald turned to face him, the green shining in his eyes. He raised his hands 

and green tendrils wafted like smoke from his fingertips. 

"Join us, Jimmy, lad. It's truly glorious. Join us and be free." 

Bond raised the pistol again. MacDonald laughed, the green escaping from his parted 

lips. 

"We both know you're not going to shoot me, Jimmy, lad." 

"I'm hoping I don't have to," Bond replied. He shifted his aim to a point over 

MacDonald's left shoulder and emptied the pistol into the dark crystal stone.  

 

The effect was immediate. The left part of the stone blew apart like a dropped light bulb. 

High above them the green globe stopped spinning, started to falter and dissipate, losing 

cohesion. The chanting cut off as if a needle had been lifted on a record player and even the hum 

and throb from the electrical equipment seemed dulled and muted, the quiet in stark contrast to 

the cacophony that had filled the cathedral just seconds before. 

Bond felt the green inside him sink and subside. He dropped the gun and took the second 

pistol from his overcoat, taking aim at the largest remnant of the crystal. He pulled the trigger, 

twice—just as MacDonald stepped in front of him, both bullets taking the man high in the chest 

near his previous wounds. The Scotsman fell aside, giving Bond a clear shot—he took it 

immediately, emptying the second weapon, blowing the remains of the black stone into a cloud 

of tiny fragments in an explosion of green that shimmered briefly then faded as if taken by a 

breeze. The globe of plasma hung in the dome for a second, hissed and puttered with a discharge 

of electricity that set Bond's hair on edge, then it too merely faded and died and was gone. The 

electrical equipment sparked—green flashes that smelled of ozone before, after a final loud 

throb, they too went silent and still.  

White coated scientists wandered, confused, on the floor of the suddenly quiet cathedral, 

and Bond heard shouts of confusion from outside on the steps and concourse, but by then he was 

at MacDonald's side, kneeling over the man's bleeding body. 

"Jimmy, lad, Jimmy lad. What have you gone and done this time?" MacDonald said, and 

coughed. There was no green at his lips now, just red, far too much red. 

"Don't speak, Duncan. I'll get help." 

"Dinna fash yersel, big man," MacDonald said, reverting to the accent of their youth. "I'm 

done here. I'm off to the last dance. It's a crying shame, so it is—we could all have danced 

together—we could all have had that peace you keep fighting for." 

"The cost would be too great." Bond said, but his friend was already gone. 

 



Later, as the sun came up and the MI6 cleanup crew removed the evidence from the 

cathedral, Bond stood on the steps having a smoke, pondering MacDonald's last words. He knew 

he had done the only thing that he could have done in the circumstances. He watched the people 

of London go about their business. He had saved their way of life for them—and they would 

never know of it. He was sure he had made the correct choice— right up until the point a van 

delivered the daily papers to the newsstand on the corner. He only saw the headlines— but that 

was enough for him to finally realize the full import of Duncan's words. 

Anti-Castro Units Land in Cuba; Reports of Fighting at Beachhead 

He smoked the cigarette down and flicked the butt away as he strode down the cathedral 

steps. 

M would have need of him. 
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Finally, the screaming stopped. 

Trevor Turner crushed his cigarette butt into the crown of the god-awful child hanging 

next to the back door, a gray, concrete cherubim that was pointing an arrow at Trevor’s shed and 

its ass at the kitchen. Why she wasted her money on this kind of crap, he would never 

understand.  

Trevor hadn’t really needed this smoke, having feigned his fainting spell just to get out of 

the damned bedroom where Josie was pushing their first child out of her tattered snatch, and his 

callousness had shocked even himself, but the quiet outside was intoxicating; the fresh air, 

delicious.  

Oh well, back to the trenches, he thought, opening the back door and recoiling as the 

cloying stench of blood, shit and baby powder wafted out. He grimaced and strode toward the 

stairs, pausing momentarily as the first cries from the parasite they had made together pierced the 

air.  

That’s it, then. He took his time on the stairs, and slowly made his way into the guest 

room, which was now a temporary birthing pit complete with mountains of diapers, fresh towels 

and a midwife who rivaled a dead sheep for charm and attractiveness.  Naturally this miserable 

woman could see right through him, and she gave Trevor a look that would sour cream as he 

meekly took his wife’s side, holding her hand, trying not to look at the bed sheets that had been 

turned into a tie-dyed mess. Three cheers for the red, brown and yellow! 

“Congratulations, Mr. Turner,” the old hag croaked, syringing gore and mucus out of the 

baby’s nose and throat, swaddling it tightly in the standard striped blanket, “you have a beautiful 

baby boy.” 

Fuck. Fucking fuck. Trevor feigned delight as he stared at the mewling face enveloped in 

terry cloth, his insides churning as he knew he would have to find a job. Not for the money mind 

you, Josie’s inheritance and a joint bank account had lessened his need to do an honest day’s 

work. Nope, a job would get him out of the house, away from the little bastard that was even 

now being placed in its mother’s arms. 

Josie, ruddy-faced and near exhaustion, cradled her baby joyfully, oblivious to the 

snipping and popping sounds coming from below as the midwife stitched up the rips between her 

thighs.  

“Look, honey, he has your eyes…” 

Trevor looked into his son’s puffy eyes; the lids gummed shut with rapidly crusting gunk.  

Is that what she thinks I look like? 

“I don’t see it.” 

“Oh, come now, Mr. Turner,” the ugly woman mumbled from between Josie’s legs, “he’s 

the spitting image.” 



As if on cue, the wrinkled heap in his wife’s arms coughed up a slimy globule of muddy 

phlegm directly into her face, spattering her soft features with sticky bubbles. The midwife rose 

from her repairs and reached for the child, loosening the cloth around its torso and pushing him 

into Josie’s chest. 

“Good, his tubes are clear, now let’s see if we can get some food into him, shall we?” 

Trevor watched as his tired wife tugged at the neck of her flimsy gown and noted with 

some disdain that nothing stirred in his pants as her breasts plopped out, full and inviting. It was 

official then. His wife had become a mother, and those glorious tits now belonged to somebody 

else. Standing uselessly by the door, he thought back to the moment when he had stopped loving 

her, that night in Bali when she had proclaimed, out of the blue, that she wanted a family. 

Trevor’s mind had immediately shut down as images of seven-seater vans and diaper bags 

drifted through his rum-addled consciousness, blotting out all future possibility of Josie’s wealth 

going towards the things he desired; a home theater, a wet bar, a sleeker model from Honda with 

at least five less seats. Of course, it hadn’t taken much for her to get her way due to his complete 

and utter lack of willpower when it came to dipping his wick, and he had cursed himself 

relentlessly for the past seven months as Josie had grown bigger while the bank account had 

diminished as fast as his affection.  

“Come and watch, Mr. Turner,” rasped the old woman as she manhandled his son, 

forcing the baby’s face into Josie’s left breast, “you may have to help your wife for the first few 

feedings.” 

Trevor took a few steps into the room and craned his neck to peer over the woman’s 

shoulder. 

“There now, we need a good latch, my dear.” The midwife guided the baby’s head until 

its pursed lips brushed Josie’s swollen nipple. The old woman rubbed the end of the nipple 

between the infant’s lower lip and chin, and the tiny mouth opened wider.  

“You see, you can stimulate the little man into opening wide by tickling his chin,” she 

brushed the baby’s mouth across the nipple one more time, and Trevor could see beads of fluid, 

yellow like an old man’s hair, oozing from the tip.  

“Lovely,” murmured the midwife, “the colostrum is in and ready to go.” She pushed the 

rose bud lips onto the nipple and the hungry mouth took it all.  

Josie inhaled sharply through gritted teeth and closed her eyes. 

 The midwife stroked Josie’s hair, “You will soon get used to it, my dear, you’re just a 

little sensitive at the moment.”  

“Christ, I hope so,” hissed Josie, her brow knitted, fresh sweat running down her cheek to 

join the dampness pooling above her collar bone. The baby made several smacking sounds at it 

greedily gulped down its first meal, and Trevor recognized those noises; sounds of contentment, 

of taking with no intent of giving back. 

The old woman took her hand from the back of the baby’s head and placed Josie’s free 

hand there, tucking the child deeper into the crook of her other arm. The baby did not pause for a 

second, its rhythm remained constant as it drew on the fleshy peg with increased fervor.  

“It’s really starting to hurt,” groaned Josie, opening her eyes and fixing them on Trevor, 

“can we stop now?” 



“When the little man has had his fill, he will detach,” the old crone whispered as she 

made her way to the end of the bed and began to gather in the filth-covered sheets. 

“Trevor?” Josie said, her voice stronger now, “Tell her I need to stop.” 

Trevor stretched out one hand as if to touch the old woman on the shoulder, then thought 

better of it.  

“She needs to stop.” 

“When the child is finished!” The midwife’s reply was curt and any semblance of her 

former gentleness was swiftly smothered.  

Josie suddenly cried out, and Trevor rushed to her side as his wife roughly grabbed her 

child by the torso with both hands and tried to pull him off.  

“Help me!” she screamed, tugging at the baby which refused to budge. Trevor tentatively 

took hold of his son’s arms and pulled back on them, softly at first, then with some force. 

“Get it off!” 

As his wife arched her back in agony, Trevor turned for advice, but the old midwife was 

gone. 

“Get in here! She needs help!”  

There was no response.  

A louder scream from Josie snapped his head around, and he looked down just as his 

wife’s breast, her beautiful, doughy bosom, collapsed in on itself, shriveling like a salted slug. 

He felt a splash of bile lurch up his throat and swallowed it quickly, dropping the sucking child 

and reaching for a clean towel. 

“What the fuck are you doing?” screamed his wife, “Pull it off!” 

“I don’t…” he pulled at the swaddling until his new son was naked and wriggling, still 

clamped to the ruined breast, “…I don’t know what to do!”  

He grabbed the baby’s legs and pulled, harder, harder still, until the child was near 

horizontal and Josie’s withered bosom was stretched to its limit. Josie had her fingers around the 

child’s mouth, trying to pry a finger between lip and skin to no avail, and then she began to 

convulse; her hands dropping to the mattress. 

“Where the hell are you?!” shouted Trevor at the open doorway as he continued to pull 

on the tiny pink thing attached to the woman he once loved.  

A noise, deep and foul, resonated from Josie’s chest and Trevor watched, horrified, as her 

right breast suddenly puckered and caved in, deflating faster than a dollar store balloon and 

disappearing into her shuddering form. Josie’s eyes had rolled back, and she no longer screamed. 

Instead, a sad, wheezing sob escaped her bluing lips as the baby feasted on, and Trevor dropped 

its legs as he searched the room for something, anything, he might use to prize the infant off. 

The room was entirely baby-safe, not a sharp edge to be found.  

Finally, he grabbed a hand pump, twisting off the plastic handle which resembled a tiny 

shoehorn. This would have to do.  

He rushed back to the bed and drew up quickly, skidding into a heap on the floor as he 

took in the newly evolved scene.  



Josie’s eyes were now pure white orbs in a mottled bed of burst capillaries and her head 

hung limply back against the bedframe. Her arms had not moved from her sides, but her 

shoulders twitched sporadically with each heaving gulp from the thing drinking eagerly at her 

breast. Her entire torso seemed to have shrunk and Trevor could clearly see her ribs and sternum 

through the fading skin. Their baby, on the other hand, was the polar opposite of its mother. It 

had swollen to twice its original size and glowed with rude health, its plump limbs straddling her 

torso as they swelled larger with each deep draw. Trevor tried to grab the infant by its distended 

waist, but waves of repulsion swept over him as his fingers sunk into the gelatinous skin, the 

contents warm and undulating. He felt his mouth moisten and then the bile rushed up followed 

by his lunch as he sunk to the floor, vomiting wildly.  

By the time his stomach was empty, and he had regained his footing, the sucking noises 

had stopped. The child was finished.  

Trevor recalled a time, a little over three years ago, when Josie had paid for them both to 

take a couple of weeks’ vacation in San Francisco. They had taken a trip to Muir Woods, 

marveling at the majesty of the redwoods, the cathedrals of leaf and bark. Trevor had somehow 

managed to acquire a tick, and the little bastard had feasted on his blood, hidden behind his right 

ear until Josie had noticed it that evening. In her usual, no-nonsense manner, she had plucked off 

the swollen, pea-sized insect and crushed it underfoot, staining the hotel floor with Trevor’s 

stolen blood. This memory had reared its head, somewhat perversely, as he took in the final 

tableau.  

By all accounts, his wife was dead. Her translucent skin was drawn tightly upon her 

frame giving the appearance that she had been freeze-dried. Her eyes had sunk back into their 

sockets to the point that Trevor could only see dark shadows beneath the lids and her lips had 

drawn back exposing long teeth and ashen gums. Her nightgown hung awkwardly on her bones 

and fluttered in the breeze caused by her baby as it flapped its fat arms and legs in a futile 

swimming motion, rocking on its enormous, quivering belly. The child was bright red and the 

size of a hockey bag. It was still attached to Josie’s withered breast, but it was no longer sucking 

and its eyes were still gummed shut. Trevor stared, unable to move. 

A sound to his left. He slowly turned his head and saw the midwife standing in the door 

frame, her bag in one hand and her coat in the other. She smiled. 

“He’s finished then.” 

Trevor wanted to speak, but his bile-burned throat could only emit a dry croak. 

The old woman bundled herself into her coat and started to turn. “I’ll see myself out.” 

Trevor staggered to the doorway and watched as she descended the stairs, his mind trying 

to process the recent events. A dry noise escaped his lips, then he repeated it, and this time his 

words were clear. 

“It sucked her dry…” 

The midwife turned and smiled once more, meeting his gaze with cut-glass eyes. 

“Like father like son, Mr. Turner,” she chuckled, “like father like son.” She turned and 

opened the front door, stepping out into the fresh air, and then she was gone. 



Trevor slumped to the floor, gripping the bannister. He wanted to cry, but no tears would 

come. Then, a new sound, an unearthly wailing, came from the bedroom. Trevor tried to block 

his ears, but the screeching cry still wormed its way in.  

It was the cry of his son.  

A son who was still hungry. 

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

 

 

 



A Late Summer Afternoon on Cranberry Farm 
Neil Baker 

          

 

 If there is one good thing to say about inter-dimensional portals, it is that they are 

punctual.  

 

The portal that liked to materialize beneath the oaken boards of Cranberry Farm was 

indeed punctual, turning up every Tuesday in the same place at precisely 4:53 pm for exactly one 

minute and forty-two seconds. However, that was the extent of its positive attributes.  

 

 Margo Nakogee appreciated punctuality. She appreciated her quiz shows coming on at 

the same time every day. She appreciated the roar of the FedEx truck as it thundered past the 

farmhouse at 10:34 am sharp every other day, reminding her that there was a world outside her 

cross-beamed confinement. She relied on the regularity of her self-medication, her time for pill 

popping announced by the hourly ping of an apple-shaped egg timer. However, she did not 

appreciate the regularity of the five violent knocks on the front door at two minutes past 

midnight, every night, when Roger would return from another miserable day in the office, 

followed by an equally miserable session in The Wolf Paw where he would bemoan the lingering 

state of his useless wife while fueling his hatred with whisky. No matter how frail she was 

feeling at night, despite how much her legs ached, or her throat burned with the bitter memory of 

a day of vomiting, Margo had to be there to let him in. Five thumps on the door, each one louder 

than the last. She would struggle to raise herself up and depress the latch, rolling out of the way 

as her husband barreled in, tossing his door keys onto the side table, kicking off his loafers and 

then stamping into the kitchen for one last shot before dragging himself upstairs to sleep alone, 

as he had done since his wife’s cancer had left her unable to walk three years ago.  

 

 Of his hatred for her Margo was in little doubt, but the extent of his hate came as 

something of a surprise one day when she discovered that he had been tampering with her 

medication, reducing the number of pills in one bottle, swapping out others for generic vitamins. 

This had coincided with Roger canceling their landline, rendering her phone and laptop useless, 

and the location of Cranberry Farm, thirty kilometers east of Thunder Bay and at least ten from 

the next homestead, left Margo trapped. A prisoner in an open field. For these reasons, it had 

been somewhat of a mixed blessing when the monster first revealed itself to her. 

 

 Margo had very quickly deciphered the pattern to the scraping noises that interrupted her 

TV watching at the same time every Tuesday and after a few months she had decided to break 

from routine, forsaking her favorite shows. The sounds always came from beneath a hideous 

bearskin rug sprawled across a square trapdoor, which led to the cellar. She had previously 

descended the wooden steps just once, before the illness had robbed her of the ability to do so, 

and knew that the space beneath the floorboards was vast, full of unopened packing boxes and 

machine parts.  



Now it would appear that it was full of vermin. Curiously punctual vermin. Armed with a 

fearsome broom, Margo waited, watching the clock above the mantle, counting down the 

seconds until seven minutes to five. Immediately, the scraping began. She had already slid back 

the bolt in anticipation, and, with considerable effort, Margo hooked the end of the broom 

through the circular iron handle and heaved the door open, ready to crown any rats that dared 

showed their pointy faces. Nothing emerged and she wheeled forward until she could peer into 

the hole in the floor. This was not the cellar she remembered. Gone were the wooden steps 

leading down to cold cement and colder memories. Instead smooth, stone steps, black as pitch, 

spiraled down into a hazy fug that wafted up, assaulting her senses with a cloying stench that 

reminded her of decayed squash. She had no time to process this sight before a shape emerged 

from the gloom, scaling the steps with the serpentine sway of a lizard as it crawled out into the 

yellow glow of the living room. Margo wheeled back in terror, upending her chair and spilling to 

the floor as she hit the couch behind her. The creature was pewter-gray and hairless, its 

translucent skin pulled taut across a sinewy mass of muscle and bone. It had six limbs, each one 

ending in a trio of stubby digits, which in turn tapered into crystalline points, and its head hung 

low between the forward shoulders. It possessed no face to speak of, just a gaping maw filled 

with blanched needles and a collection of pinched scars to suggest eyes, ears and nose. It heaved 

its bulk across the floor until its front limbs were upon her and then leaned in, flopping out a 

thick, purple tongue with which it tasted her, starting with her head and working its way beneath 

her gown, across her chest, between her legs, down to her knees. Margo wanted to cry out, to 

move away, but the warmth of the fleshy appendage as it probed her inside and out, the sickly-

sweet smell of its breath, erased all thoughts of self-preservation. On the contrary, her initial 

revulsion had been smothered by an overwhelming bliss and she decided to give herself entirely 

to the beast, no matter how it might end. Suddenly the creature paused with its tongue wrapped 

around her left calf. It licked her right leg, then reared up with a disgusted snort. Threads of 

saliva looped from the upper rows of teeth in the giant mouth as the creature squatted low, turned 

and scuttled back into the hole in the floor. She dragged herself over to the cellar opening but, by 

the time she reached the edge, the stone steps and smog were gone. In their place were wooden 

planks and the faint smell of damp. Margo rolled onto her back and started to sob, confused by 

the feeling of rejection that overwhelmed her. Then she coughed, the spasms turning to laughter 

as she righted her wheelchair and heaved herself into it, knowing full well that it was the tumors 

in her legs, the poison in her bones, that had prevented her from being eaten. Bad meat. 

For several months Margo tried to cajole the creature from its temporary domain, using 

each brief slice of the realm’s existence to entice it with various meats and liquids, once even her 

own, naked flesh, but the monster showed scant interest in anything she dangled before it. 

 Then, one fresh April day, a small field mouse happened to dart across the room just as 

Margo was opening the trapdoor for her stubborn guest. The speed with which the monster 

scuttled from its hole, scooping the tiny animal with its wonderful tongue and crunching up the 

rodent like a cheese puff, had taken her by surprise, but also showed her how to keep it happy. 



 There was no shortage of small mammals and birds around the farm and from that 

moment the television remained switched off as she dedicated her days to laying trails of food 

around the house, luring all manner of creatures into crude box traps, which she would then 

present to her abominable guest every Tuesday afternoon. Once she even managed to snag a feral 

cat and the monster had certainly enjoyed that meal, stripping the fur and meat from the cat’s 

bones even as it scratched futilely at the eyeless face.  It was a friendship of sorts, a twisted, 

nightmarish companionship, and for the first time in years, Margo was happy. The arrangement 

also seemed to benefit the creature. A ruddiness began to stain its skin, imbuing the beast with a 

healthy pallor, and Margo noticed downy patches of fur spreading out from its shoulder blades, 

spreading down its limbs like moss on sodden roots. True, it was a one-sided affair; Margo gave 

and the beast received with little indication of thanks or reciprocation, but still she found herself 

willing away the six days between each encounter, preparing ever more elaborate buffets for her 

new companion. She even began to confide in it, spilling out her fears and sorrows as the 

creature chewed down on voles, rabbits and chickadees.  

 

Sadly, the cellar creature was not the only monster in her life and Margo had become 

acutely aware of her health deteriorating faster than her mood was improving. Roger spent more 

time out of the house, perhaps reluctant to witness the slow murder of his wife as he tampered 

further with her medication, his only connection with her being his regular Saturday morning 

drop-off of microwave meals and laundry. He ate and socialized in town and, judging by the 

cheap stench on his pants, was actively seeking her replacement. He had begun to notice a 

change in his captive wife, a change that irritated him to no end, and when he found some yard 

detritus scattered around his beloved bearskin his percolating rage erupted. He had accused her 

of trying to leave without permission, threatened to remove the wheels from her chair, and 

finally settled for nailing ten-inch beams across the base of the front and back doors in an 

aggressively petty display. Despite the tenaciousness of the smaller mammals, this barrier limited 

the food supply that could be lured into the house and Margo’s monster was far from pleased. 

When the creature refused to show one hazy September afternoon, regardless of the squeaking 

bundle hanging above its lair, Margo was distraught. It was then that the dark thoughts that she 

had been suppressing for the past year ascended in place of her demonic companion. 

 

The hardest part of Margo’s plan was ensuring that Roger did not go into work on a 

Tuesday, and then had a reason to open the cellar door at 4:53 in the afternoon. Thankfully, the 

afternoons spent watching Columbo re-runs had not been a complete waste of time, and she was 

slightly taken aback by her own deviousness. Step one involved spiking Roger’s whisky 

collection with syrup of ipecac taken from her own collection of medications. Small doses at first 

on the weekend preceding Roger’s final days, enough to make him feel queasy. Then a stronger 

dose on Monday, ensuring that his pre-bed whisky shot resulted in a night of stomach cramps 

and vomiting. It had worked perfectly, and the following morning Margo had felt her own 

stomach tighten when she heard him call in sick on his cell phone.  

 



The second part of the plan had begun a month earlier. Prior to tossing his slacks into the 

washing machine, Margo had carefully picked at the seam of his left inner leg with a needle, 

causing an imperceptible tear. For the following three weekends she continued to sabotage his 

pants, subtly making the rip longer and longer, until her husband finally noticed. Margo had to 

feign extreme weakness for the next few days, finding excuses not to repair them until the 

morning when Roger called the office through gritted teeth and went back to bed to sleep off the 

pain in his ribcage.  

 

Now it had all come to this moment. Margo had felt truly nauseated for the remainder of 

the day as she wrestled with the nature of her scheme and now, as the hour drew near, she 

contemplated aborting the plan. Fittingly, it was Roger who orchestrated his own demise. With 

mere minutes before the portal would materialize, her husband thundered down the stairs, 

obviously feeling much better and craving a night in The Wolf Paw. He cut a pathetic figure in 

his shirt and socks, but the violence in his voice was anything but feeble. 

“Where are my fucking pants?” 

Margo obviously didn’t respond fast enough, and he gripped the sides of her wheelchair, 

shaking it violently as he sprayed her with spittle. “I want to be gone before six, you useless 

cow! Get them fixed!” 

“I, I need my kit,” she responded quietly, “my needles…” 

“What?” he yelled as he strode into the kitchen, returning with a bottle, which he hastily 

reconsidered, slamming it down on the side table, “What did you say?” 

Margo glanced at the clock. 4:52.  

“I need my sewing kit, it’s in the cellar.” 

“Oh, for fuck’s sake,” Roger Nakogee picked up his pants that had been draped over the 

back of the couch and flung them into his wife’s lap as he strode over to the ugly bearskin rug. “I 

should roll you down this fucking hole, be done with you once and for all.” He lifted the rug, 

rolling up the skin and depositing it on the couch.  

Margo looked again at the clock; there were still twenty seconds before the other realm 

would be in place. As her husband bent to grab the iron ring, Margo blurted out in desperation. 

“Wait!” 

Roger paused and looked at her through narrow eyes, “What now?” 

It was 4:53. Margo lowered her eyes and shook her head, “Nothing, sorry.” 

“Fucking useless.” Roger yanked upward on the handle and slammed the door over, 

peering into the darkness below. His brow furrowed when he saw the obsidian steps fading into 

the mist, but if he had a final exclamation to make then it would remain unheard for the creature 

was upon him before he could take another breath. Roger screamed and staggered back as the 

monster wrapped its wiry limbs around him, curved talons digging into his flesh as it brought its 

monstrous head forward and opened its jaw impossibly wide. The two of them crashed to the 

floor as Roger freed one arm and tried to force it between his face and the cavernous mouth, but 

to no avail. The monster clamped down, its thin fangs sinking into Roger’s face, and yanked 

back ripping away a perfect circle of skin from his hairline to his lower lip as effectively as a 

cookie cutter in soft dough.  



Margo watched her husband’s face slide down the monster’s gullet and shuddered, 

unsure if it was abject horror or unadulterated joy that was causing her tremors.  Then the 

creature began to devour the rest of Roger, tearing through his sternum into the soft goods 

hidden beneath; its writhing tongue sucking noisily at the fluids escaping from him, barely 

missing a drop. With his midsection torn out Roger folded back on himself, his tattered eyes 

meeting Margo’s, as the monster squeezed down on him until the back of his head nestled in the 

crook of his knees. Then it scuttled backward, dragging its meal quickly into the hole as a golden 

glow throbbed once from below, and then the cellar was dark again. Margo wheeled over and 

looked down at the wooden steps. She closed the door and spread the bearskin over the 

remaining flecks of gore that peppered the edges of the cellar entrance. In the kitchen, her timer 

pinged. It was time for her pills. 

 

 The creature did not return the following Tuesday, nor the week after that. Her 

microwave meals had dwindled to the point where she was eating just one a day and her 

medication was almost exhausted, not that it was doing her any good. She felt weaker than ever 

and resigned to the fact that she needed to leave. Somehow, she would have to mount the 

barriers, wheel herself down the gravel drive to the freeway and flag down a FedEx truck. At 

least she knew it would be on time. It was now the third Tuesday after Roger’s death. His cell 

phone had stopped ringing after two weeks and only one visitor had banged on the front door, a 

large young woman, bursting at the seams, who had waited for barely a minute before stamping 

back to the main road, watched all the time by Margo from behind the net curtains. The front 

room had become a mess of crumbs and rotten fruit and Margo had a decent collection of mice, 

squirrels and birds crammed into a clear tote, ready to be served should her monster arrive. She 

had decided to wait one last time. If it didn’t show this afternoon, then she would leave 

Cranberry Farm at 10:34 tomorrow morning. 

 

As the afternoon drew to a close, she finished the last of her hideous frozen meals and 

turned off the television that had been keeping her company all day. Then she sat, watching the 

clock, listening to the tortured squeaks and chirps coming from the plastic box next to the cellar 

door. The second hand on the clock teased her, seeming to slow down as she watched it, until 

finally the minute hand clicked forward to rest between the ten and eleven. 4:53. Immediately 

Margo heard a faint noise, the soft clicking of claws on stone steps, and her heart began to beat 

faster as a heady anticipation washed over her. She placed her hands on her wheels ready to roll 

forward, to feed her monster and plead for a last embrace, but froze when the new sounds came.  

 

Five thumps on the door, each one louder than the last. 

 

 

 



 

 

 



Slices 
Neil Baker 

 

It was freezing, despite the fact that the sun had risen, blasting splintered shafts of amber 

light through the tops of the aspens bordering the playground. For Jenny, it had already been an 

intolerably long morning, and it was barely 8:00 am.  She tightened her grip on the old wooden 

planks on either side of her head and tried, fruitlessly, to gain a better purchase with her right 

foot that was barely hooked onto the metal bar at the top of the helter-skelter. Her left foot 

probed gently for another secure anchor, but found nothing, just like the previous half-dozen 

times she had tried. Each attempt caused her to slip a little more, dropping her inch by squeaking 

inch down the spiraling slide and closer to the scores of razor and scalpel blades that studded the 

slippery surface like dozens of dorsal fins in a glassy sea. She tried once more to push back with 

her arms, but her strength had long abandoned her. Her shoulders burned and her forearms 

shook. Her knuckles, taut and pale, stood out like tiny rivets on the curved, grey oak and, as she 

strained, her left hand slid forward - a combination of exertion and a bloody, sweaty slickness. 

Jenny gasped as she descended slightly and craned her head away from the closest blades that sat 

glued at a jaunty angle, mere inches from her face. Her right foot still maintained its tenuous 

latch, but she knew it wouldn’t be long before it broke free, since it was bearing most of her 

weight.  

The soundtrack to Jenny’s predicament was frustratingly chipper. Black-capped 

chickadees provided an acapella melody to the relentless percussion of downy woodpeckers 

hidden against the bark. A small number of the tiny chorus had left their leafy confines and were 

now hopping merrily across the playground, flipping cork chips with their beaks in the pursuit of 

breakfast.  Jenny watched them, hating them for their uselessness. A short squeal, like the air 

being released through the neck of a stretched balloon, signaled that she was on the move again, 

and Jenny’s body shuddered forward. She cried out as an oaken splinter pierced the palm of her 

right hand and then she gripped harder. Stupidly, she had allowed herself to be distracted by the 

birds. She strained to look over the edge of the slide, but the wooden walls blocked her 

peripheral vision.  All she could see ahead of her was a rusted swing set, a neglected bench, the 

row of aspens and then the solar-paneled roofs of her street, lurking furtively beyond the foliage. 

Stainless steel shards dominated the foreground and it was becoming harder to ignore their 

gilded edges. For the first time in her life, Jenny felt regret.  

 

Jenny was eight when she had first cut her mother.  



This small act of utter maliciousness had been born of curiosity. She had loved mother, 

still did, but the opportunity had gnawed at her ill-sprouted soul until she felt compelled to act 

upon it. The idea had formed while she watched mother wash the dishes. Mother always left the 

glasses until last, refilling the sink with fresh water, then cleaning each one with a curved 

flourish as she wiped the sponge around the interior, three fingers on the sponge and her thumb 

and pinkie finger chasing each other around the edge. One evening, Jenny had taken one of the 

glass tumblers into the basement and, using father’s tool that looked like a skinny alligator, 

managed to make a barely perceptible nick on the rim. When she replaced it among the pile of 

dirty plates and mugs, Jenny made sure to hide the crack with a smear of bacon fat from the rim 

of the skillet. Then she watched, and waited.  

Mother filled the sink, washed and rinsed the plates and mugs, dropped in the cutlery and 

then reached for the glasses. To Jenny's delight, mother selected the booby-trapped tumbler first. 

She held it under the suds for a second, then drew it up and began to clean with the sponge. 

Jenny spotted the blood first - perhaps the hot water had masked the initial pain - but mother 

soon reacted with a flurry of contortions as she dropped the glass into the sink in a pink, foamy 

explosion. She cried out, more in astonishment than pain, and held her hand high. For a fleeting 

moment, Jenny could see the injury as a scarlet silhouette against the window. The skin between 

mother's pinkie and ring finger had been cut deep; the gap between them as mother splayed her 

digits seemed unnatural - and exhilarating.  

 

A stabbing twinge in Jenny's lower back made her spasm, and she gasped as she slid 

forward another inch. Instinctively, she slapped her right hand onto the face of the slide and 

realized her mistake immediately. Her glossy palm slipped on the metal surface and the foremost 

blade sliced away the knuckle skin from her forefinger. Jenny screamed and lifted her bloody 

hand before it could slide into the next row of waiting blades, forcing it against the side of the 

curved wall as her body twisted to compensate for the uneven support. This halted her descent, 

but if the renewed shaking in her arms was any indication, this was a temporary halt. A tear-

smeared glance revealed no one rushing to her aid. She doubted anyone had heard her cry, and 

she was thankful for that. 

 

There was little connective tissue between the subsequent recipients of Jenny's 'research', 

other than proximity and opportunity, but sometimes the results of her traps were made all the 

sweeter due to happy accidents. There was the time when she was ten years old. She had laced 

father's basement pool table with a tiny, spring-mounted scalpel blade that would lay flush 

against the leather-lined corner pocket when a hand was inserted but would pop out upon 

withdrawal. She had assumed it would be father's sinew and meat revealed under the bright glare 

of the pendant lamp, but it had been the pudgy, fat of Uncle Darren's back hand. 



This sat well with Jenny, since Uncle Darren had often rested that same clammy hand on 

her thigh at dinner time. The large man howled, balling his wounded fist and widening the tear - 

further exposing the blood and fat-globule seepage like rhubarb in custard - and father despaired 

at his stained baize. Jenny surreptitiously reached into the scarlet-stained hole and unhooked the 

blade and its retaining pin, secreting them into her pocket as she exited hastily under the pretense 

of looking for a box of band aids. She was always careful to remove the evidence. 

 

Jenny's fascination with the abject was tempered only by her desire not to be caught, and 

so she abstained for a few months between each maiming, carefully considering her next victim 

and the method she would employ. Both mother and father were wounded during the remainder 

of the year, usually on the foot or ankle, each time attributing the lacerations to jutting screws or 

faulty furniture, and neither suspecting their daughter. It was only a matter of time before Jenny 

took her work to other places, and she had a wealth of subjects to choose from. She could target 

the Bellemys; a trio of obnoxious boys that lived in the house next door. It was impossible to 

ignore them. The constant squawking from their backyard as each brother grew louder to attempt 

dominance during their games over their siblings was intolerable. Whenever Jenny escaped to 

the park for a moment of solitude with her sketchbook, the Bellemys seemed to follow, 

launching themselves upon the helter skelter and pushing each other down the corkscrew slope 

with ear-splitting cries of 'Geronimo!'. Jenny had frequently imagined them all tumbling down 

the slide, emerging at the bottom in a mess of screams and shredded legs. Before this would take 

place, though, she had settled on a more immediate nuisance.  

 

Denyse ‘Denny’s’ Sterling was the variety of school bully who firmly believed in hitting 

all the right notes along with all the right kids. She was thick of stature and mind, commendably 

committed to an awkward fashion style all her own and had taken ownership of her nickname 

with aplomb. In fact, she reveled in the moniker; the beatings she dished out on a daily basis 

were known as the ‘over easy’, the ‘scrambler’, the ‘early morning special’ and the ‘lumberjack’, 

although the latter form of assault was rare, due to its reliance on an implement. Jenny had no 

real beef with Denyse – she had never been targeted herself- but the girl preyed on the weak and 

was a malignant creature of habit, so she became the next subject.  

Every school day ended the same way as the students filed out of the main doors. 

‘Denny’s’ would appear at the top of the steps and launch herself onto the central wooden 

handrail, flopping over like a bag of wet sand before sliding down to the pavement on her 

stomach. There she would dismount and whale upon whoever was unfortunate enough, and small 

enough, to be at the bottom and therefore that afternoon’s victim.  

Jenny had chosen the first Friday in September to pull off the experiment. Her thinking 

was if it worked, Denyse would be out of commission almost immediately, a nice start to the 

school year.  



She had excused herself twenty minutes before the end of day with ‘stomach cramps’ 

(never questioned) and sloped out of the school to set up her device. It was a beautiful little 

contraption that she had spent a week on; a scalpel blade attached to a spring-loaded arm that fit 

snugly into a shallow groove. A groove she had surreptitiously carved out of the handrail over 

the past four days. Then she stood just inside the doors, longing for the bell.  

The students piled out of their classrooms and thundered out of the building, a mass of 

swinging backpacks and inane chatter. Jenny saw Denyse stamping down the corridor and timed 

a turn so that she walked a few paces before the bully. Jenny skipped down the steps, pausing 

momentarily to raise the trap, and then stepped to one side. On cue, Denny’s flung herself over 

the wooden rail and began her whooping descent. There was a faint ripping sound as she passed 

over the blade (was it clothing or skin?), and Jenny deftly sidestepped back to the center of the 

steps to retrieve her device. It was wet and a little tricky to pull out, but it eventually did so, just 

as Denyse reached the bottom with a gurgled cry. Jenny turned in time to see the girl stagger to 

her feet, crimson hands held tightly to her belly, and then watched as a tiny loop of something 

purple dangled from the front of Denyse’s jacket before she collapsed. A great success.  

 

It felt like hours had passed. In reality, probably only a few minutes, but hanging on for 

grim life has a tendency to distort your perception. Jenny grimaced and exhaled through 

clenched teeth. She could feel the strength leeching from her arms and the trembling had become 

horrendous. As her muscles weakened so did her resolve, and a pang of regret began to stir, the 

first time she had ever experienced such a feeling. If only she hadn’t allowed the Bellemys to 

rankle her so, if only she hadn’t set her alarm for 6:00 am, if only she hadn’t meticulously 

superglued over eighty blades of varying size and lethality to this spiraling slide. If only… 

Then, a sound, the unmistakable squeals of small boys. The Bellemys. Jenny strained to 

see them, but her view was still blocked. The noises grew closer and she felt new strength in her 

shoulders and wrists, new air in her lungs. She shouted. 

“Hey!” 

The boys’ yelling stopped, and she could hear them shuffling around in the bark chips at 

the base of the slide. 

“Hey!” she repeated, “get up here and help me!” 

“Jen?” It was the oldest brother, Caleb. 

“Yeah, its Jen. Can you come up and grab me? I’m stuck.” 

The boys giggled, then Caleb shouted back. “What you doing up there?” 

Jenny could feel her anger rising, but she held it back. “Just playing. But it’s busted.” 

“Playing?” The Bellamy brother sounded incredulous. 

Jenny felt herself sliding again, just a few hairs but enough to elicit a furious yell. 

“Just get up here!” 

The laughter continued, but to her relief Jenny heard the brothers scuffling through the 

bark and then their footfalls upon the metal rungs of the helter-skelter ladder. A few seconds 

later she felt a hand on her ankle. The grip was not as strong as she expected though. She tried to 

sound as grateful as possible.  

“Great, now pull! Please.” 

“What you doing?”  

The voice was high-pitched, and she realized it was the youngest Bellamy who held her 

life in his squidgy little palms.  

“Get your big brother!” 



“Why?” 

Jenny inhaled deeply, ready to blast her demand again, when her left arm suddenly 

unlocked and she twisted onto her side, hitting her temple against the wooden wall. She slid 

forward, enough to nick her chin on the first blade, and felt tears begin to well. She pleaded with 

the child.  

“Just…” 

A second hand grabbed her ankle and slowly began to prize it away from the metal rail it 

was hooked onto. That’s it, vast relief washed over her, pull me u… 

Her foot was lifted, and then heaved with all the effort a seven-year-old could muster, as 

the youngest Bellamy sent Jenny on her way. 

“Geronimo!” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



I hope you enjoyed this brief collection of stories. If you did, please consider 

visiting Amazon to find the books they came from! 

Many thanks to all the authors who allowed me to republish their work, and 

special thanks to everyone who has followed April Moon Books over the past 

seven years.  

 

Support the Arts! 

 

Neil. 
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