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Editorial, April 2014 

Iulian Ionescu 

 

Welcome to Issue #1 of Fantasy Scroll 

Magazine.  

Our first issue comes packed with twelve 

short stories—some original and some 

reprints—and several author interviews, 

plus book and movie reviews. 

We are leading with Ken Liu's "Single-Bit 

Error," a story that, like many of Ken's 

stories, touches the reader on a deep 

emotional level. His stories have this ability 

to thrust an emotional wave inside of you, 

while at the same time forcing you think, 

question, and wonder. 

Following Ken, we have Seth Chambers 

with "The Unforgiving Minute," a story that 

deals with a never-ending problem we all 

have: how can we have somebody else 

perform our necessary functions in life so 

we can be free to do whatever we truly 

enjoy?  

David Sklar delights us in a micro-story 

called "Wind in the Reeds," presenting a 

cool perspective on world creation. 

Next is KJ Kabza's "In The Shadow of 

Dyrhólaey," a story that builds up mystery 

from the start and gives you chills 

throughout. KJ transports us to strange and 

remote parts of Iceland where the 

fantastical almost seem possible. 

Then we have Julia Watson with 

"Passenger Space," and Alexander 

Plummer with "Letters to the Editor of 

Tempestas Arcana," two shorter stories 

dealing with very different subjects. 

Following are two cool reprints, one from 

Alex Shvartsman—"Seven Conversations 

in Locked Rooms," and one from Hank 

Quense—"Sponsored By..." 

We are then closing the fiction part of the 

issue with four other original stories: "The 

Sculptor's Son," by Jason Gorbel, "Smew of 

Skray," by Rebecca Brown, "Your Lair or 

Mine?," by Cathy Bryant, and "Shades of 

the Past," by Kurt Kirchmeier. 

In our non-fiction section we have 

exclusive interviews with authors Ken Liu 

and KJ Kabza, writer and editor Sarah 

Hans, and Clarkesworld’s editor Neil 

Clarke. We also have an artist spotlight 

featuring Jonathan Gragg, the creator of our 

first issue's cover art. Last, but not least, we 

feature a book review by Clare Deming, 

and a movie review by Mark Leeper. 
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That's it, folks! I hope you enjoy this first 

issue. We are waiting for your thoughts, 

comments, and suggestions. Your input is 

always valuable, as it helps us improve our 

magazine and be better. 

 

Find us on the web: 

Magazine site: http://www.fantasyscrollmag.com 

Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/FantasyScroll 

Twitter: https://twitter.com/FantasyScroll 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

http://www.fantasyscrollmag.com/
https://www.facebook.com/FantasyScroll
https://twitter.com/FantasyScroll
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Single-Bit Error 

Ken Liu 

 

Before he met Lydia, Tyler's life, like the lives of most people, involved the steady 

accretion of names. 

Names were just shorthand for memories, and young Tyler did not yet understand that 

we define each name in life twice: the first time as a promise of the future, and again later, 

when it is a summary of the past. 

—"What happened next?" 

"Nothing," Grandmother said. "They just lived happily ever after." 

"Forever?" 

"Forever." 

Until Grandmother read him "Sleeping Beauty," Tyler thought every story ended the 

way his parents ended them: "And they lived, sometimes even happily, until the day they 

died." 

—Tyler and every other kid avoided the new boy because he was bigger than all of 

them and stared at everyone like he was looking for a fight. But the only empty seat in Mrs. 

Younge's Art class that day was next to Tyler, and that was how Owen Last and Tyler 

became best friends. 

—Tyler looked at her until the music stopped. He was just about to ask her to dance 

when her date showed up. "So it is possible to fall in love in half an hour," he thought. He 

wrote "Amber Ria" on a slip of paper and sealed it in a beer bottle with aluminum foil and 

threw the bottle as far into Long Island Sound as he could. 

—San Francisco was just a dot on the map until he saw the seals sunbathing by 

Fisherman's Wharf. 

—At the coffee house open mike, he read a poem called "Allure, Obsession, Desire 

and Devotion." Tyler could not understand why all the women were laughing until the 

woman sitting behind Owen showed him the perfume advertisements in the magazine in her 

hand. Lena Lyman and Tyler dated for exactly two months. Her favorite scent was Envy. 

—Tyler didn't know what that bright star in the sky was called until he moved into his 

new apartment and found an abandoned star atlas in the kitchen, next to a bowl of fresh 

clementines. He tasted sweetness on his tongue whenever he thought about Sirius, the Dog 

Star. 
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The first time Tyler saw her was in a dumpster behind the Wholly Place two blocks from his 

apartment. He had gone around the back of the store to look for some empty boxes to carry 

his organic potatoes and free range chicken breasts home (the Wholly Place believed in 

neither paper nor plastic). 

She was standing up in the dumpster, her hands lifting into the sun a giant jar of olives 

that had just passed their expiration date. A dark blue cotton tank top showed off the creases 

and dimples on her elbows. Her sun-bleached, ginger-red hair was pinned into lopsided coils 

on top of her head with a black barrette. A scattering of freckles gave color and vibrancy to 

her pale face. 

She turned to him, putting the jar of olives down on top of the pile of other things she 

had fished out of the dumpster. She had chapped lips, the sort of lips that came from smoking 

cigarettes and laughing at statistics. Her eyes were the color of moth wings. She's going to 

smile, he knew, and he wanted to know if her teeth were white and crooked. 

Tyler thought she was the most beautiful woman he had ever seen. 

"You know that most of the stuff they throw out here is still good for at least another 

week, right?" She beckoned him closer. "Come and give me a hand." 

Yes, she was smiling. 

 

 

 
 

We think we know a few things about the way memory works. We think that memories of 

things that actually happened, such as what you ate for dinner, thing that could have 

happened but didn't, such as the smart retort that came to mind too late, and things that 

simply could not have happened, such as the way sunlight might reflect from an angel's eyes, 

are encoded the same way at the level of neurons. To distinguish between them requires logic 

and reason, and a level of indirection. This is troublesome to some people in so far as they 

believe that our construction of reality is based on memories. If you cannot tell these kinds of 

memories apart, then it seems that you can be made to believe anything. 

The consolation of philosophy and religion both was that they helped men classify the 

types of memories and keep their hold on the fragile authenticity of their waking lives. 
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When Tyler was very young, his grandmother was his favorite person in the world because, 

unlike his parents, who believed that children should always be told the truth as adults 

understood it, she would fill in the gaps in his knowledge —Santa Claus, the Easter Bunny, 

God. And while his parents were always too busy and often a little too serious, his 

grandmother had a sense of peace about her, a lightness that lifted his spirit. A few times, 

when Tyler's parents were away, she took him with her to church. He remembered liking the 

singing and the colorful windows, and how safe he felt there, in that large, empty space, 

sitting on a hard bench next to her warmth. 

When she died, grief overwhelmed Tyler. But like most adults, when he grew older he 

could only recall the intensity of that love in childhood in an abstract way. Making the 

common error of identifying maturity with worth, he assumed that the love he had for her as a 

young child must have been lacking in strength and depth. 

For many years after her death, however, Tyler was tortured by the memory of a 

certain visit from her. He was five or so, and they were playing some board game at the 

kitchen table. As he swung his legs in his excitement, he kicked her repeatedly in the shins. 

She asked him to stop, and he refused, giggling. When she finally frowned at him and 

threatened to stop playing if he didn't stop he told her to go to Hell. 

In Tyler's mind he could see her face grow taut, lose color, and then, for the only time 

he could remember, she began to cry. He also remembered his own utter confusion. "Go to 

Hell" was just something he had heard others say. His parents did not have much use for 

religion and so for him Hell was a word without much mystery or power. At that time he 

knew only vaguely that Hell was a place you did not want to go, like the dark basement and 

the even darker attic. He remembered feeling resentful that she was crying and he did not 

even understand why. 

Tyler felt the guilt of this memory even in his teenage years. For him it summed up all 

his insecurities and fears about his own cruelty, ignorance, and the possibility that he was, in 

reality, not a good person. The fact that he had caused someone who loved him such pain 

with so little effort and understanding troubled him deeply. 

One day Tyler looked through an old family photo album, and in it was a picture of 

the kitchen in the house they used to live in. He was surprised to discover that the small 

kitchen contained a central island, and had no space for the table in his memory at all. 

With the discovery of that single error in his memory came a cascade of other 

revelations. Now he remembered that they always ate in the dining room, and when they did 

play board games, it was always on the coffee table in the living room. The memory that had 
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caused him such pain over the years could not possibly have occurred. Somehow, he must 

have manufactured the whole scene in his imagination. 

It was not very hard to explain what really happened, he thought. The death of his 

grandmother had probably caused in him feelings of abandonment and guilt. In his confusion 

he had taken elements from storybooks and imagined out of nothing this memory to punish 

himself. This was the sort of fantasy that could have occurred to any young child who lost an 

important relative. With that realization, the image of his grandmother crying faded in his 

memory and became less and less believable. 

Tyler thought he was very lucky to have discovered the single error in his false 

memory, which enabled him to reason his way into distinguishing between reality and fantasy. 

He felt that it was a coming-of-age moment. 

Nonetheless, he admitted to himself that he was a little sad also at the discovery. For 

however imaginary that memory was, it was also a part of his love for his grandmother. 

When that memory lost its compelling aura of truth, it was like another part of her died with 

it. He had no name for the emptiness that remained. 

 

 

 
 

The best pistachio ice cream in the world was served in Dora's Ice Cream Parlor in the town 

of Los Aldamas. Tyler knew this because it was while they were there, with the air 

conditioner cooling the back of his neck and the sunlight streaming in through the cracks in 

the dusty windowpanes, while they shared a small cup of pistachio ice cream, that Lydia said 

to him, "Yes, of course I will. Let's." 

A month earlier he had helped her carry the olives and bread and grape juice she had 

salvaged from the Wholly Place dumpster to her apartment, which turned out to be in the 

same building as his, only on the floor below. What little furniture there was in the apartment 

was made from cardboard boxes with sheets draped over them. It was like being on the set of 

a minimalist play. 

Lydia spread a blanket on the floor and they had a picnic in the middle of the 

afternoon in her twelve-by-ten studio. She broke the bread into pieces and handed the pieces 

to him, and they drank the grape juice from the bottle. 

"The Eucharist," Lydia said, "à la Lydia." She said it with the same tone one would 

say, "Pollo Calabrese, my grandmother's recipe." It didn't sound like a joke. She offered him 

an olive from the jar. 

It had been many years since Tyler had last gone to a church with his grandmother, 

and he didn't know what to say. But he wanted to stay with her and look at her face, which, 
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though it broke into smiles only occasionally, was suffused with a happiness that Tyler felt as 

a wave of heat. 

He told her about his job as a database programmer at a bank, and about his nights 

scribbling in his notebook and reading in smoke-filled coffee houses to other young men and 

women with dreams like his own. He told her a selection of the most important names of his 

life and the stories behind them. While he spoke, he marveled at her face, and how he was 

already crazy about her. 

Tyler asked her questions. He wanted to know the life of the woman he was falling in 

love with, to understand her collection of names. 

Lydia had grown up in New Camden, one of thousands of other towns just like it, 

exurbs cast adrift along the highways between Boston and New York. She was named in 

honor of a grandmother who died before she was born. When she was little her mother called 

her "Peapod" because she was chubby and loved the sun. Her father called her "Princess" 

because that was what he thought all fathers called their daughters. 

For much of junior high she did not know who she was. Her parents fought and when 

they finally stopped fighting her father wanted her to continue to be called Lydia Getty, and 

her mother wanted her to be called Lydia O'Scannlain. She spent her summers at her father's 

new home in Arizona, where he took her to meet his friends at night. They called her "Baby 

Shark" because she beat them at poker. At school the girls called her Lydia O'Hara because 

her favorite color was red. The boys did not have a name for her because, as far as they knew, 

she had not yet kissed anyone. 

In high school she was Lydia the Pothead, and she was popular with the boys for all 

the wrong reasons. Her mother called her names that she would rather not remember. Once a 

boy drove her to a building in Boston, where angry men and women waving signs and 

placards lined the driveway as she walked up, alone, and called her names that made her 

shiver. Later, as she lay in a small white room, recovering, a nurse told her to ignore the 

noises outside and to try to imagine herself as A Very Brave Young Woman. 

She fell asleep, and was startled awake when she felt the room shake. Her life was 

transformed at that moment because she was visited by the angel Ambriel, the angel with 

eyes the color of moth wings. 

Contrary to most accounts of angelic visitations —Lydia told Tyler, who did not yet 

quite understand what he was hearing —angels do not engage in conversation with the visited. 

The power of the visitation comes entirely from the presence of the angel itself, which is a 

fragment of the being of God. 

Like that of millions of other people, Lydia's life, though not filled with extraordinary 

suffering, had had enough disappointments and betrayals by that point that she had lost what 

little faith the church had been able to instill in her. God had the same status in reality as 

neutrinos. 
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Now, Lydia looked upon the angel, and felt Ambriel's light punch through her eyes 

and fill her mind, and the pain was so glorious that she could not even conceive of closing her 

eyes. Everything she had ever learned about anything was simply wrong, irrelevant. 

Ambriel's light illuminated the deafening silences between her parents, the old and fresh scars 

from that zero-sum game known as social life in a high school, the humble, confusing and 

desperate inconsistencies of an ordinary life. In that light, all of it was coherent, sensible, and 

above all, beautiful. 

In that moment Lydia was made anew. She was filled with such love for God that she 

finally understood why Hell is really the absence of God, and has nothing to do with fire or 

brimstone. 

Tyler learned then what it was he saw in Lydia's face that so pulled at his heart. He 

saw in that face the signs of that species of happiness we used to call blessed. To be blessed is 

to be without fear, which is just another name for desire left unfulfilled. But the very presence 

of God, even through the intermediary of an angel, made unfulfilled desires meaningless for 

her. The only fear left after a visitation was the fear that one might be denied the presence of 

God. But since the only requirement to reach God is to love Him, and it is not possible to not 

love Him after having experienced the joy of His presence, Lydia's salvation was guaranteed. 

At that moment, Lydia learned who she was. She was one of the Saved. This did not 

mean that she had to give up drugs and swearing, or that she had to put on a white robe and 

roam the streets stuffing pamphlets under people's doors. It simply meant that she could now 

go on with her life and everything she did in the future would be full of joy because she loved 

God. 

And so Tyler was in love with Lydia because God's light, dim though it was by the 

time it was refracted through Lydia onto him, nevertheless dazzled him. 

He took Lydia with him to poetry readings, where Lydia met his friends who wanted 

to write poetry and congregated in those smoke-filled basement cafés. When Tyler read from 

the cocoon of the spotlight, he sought out her luminous face and bright halo of red hair in the 

dim light of the café because she smiled when she heard him read and he loved to see her 

smile. 

Because she couldn't tell an iamb apart from the Lamb; because she smelled of soap 

and sunlight; because when she told him she would go look at stars with him she really meant 

it; because when he made fun of people who said "irregardless," she made him look it up in a 

dictionary so that he learned that it really was a word; because he knew that he could always 

tell when she would laugh a fraction of a second before she did. 

Although Tyler's friends didn't know quite what to say at first when they heard Lydia 

tell her story of her encounter with Ambriel, they soon came to like her because she was 

nothing like what they would have expected from someone who claimed to see angels. She 

could hold her drink better than any of them —even Owen, who still looked like he would 
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rather be out on the road on a motorcycle than in an office —and she would wink at Tyler 

when she was drunk and whisper, "I'm dangerous, and I'll eat you like air." 

On Sundays Lydia did not go to church. She never went to churches because they had 

nothing to offer her, and in any case most churches in the city were embarrassed by her story. 

Instead, she brought him to meetings with people who had also been visited by angels and 

people who wanted to be visited by angels. These meetings occurred in the basements of 

churches and libraries, and they involved a lot of folding chairs and stale coffee, as well as a 

lot of desperation and phrases cribbed from the self-help aisles. Often Tyler wondered why 

he was in these meetings at all until he saw the light in Lydia's face as she told her story. 

On other days they wandered the streets of the city after work. They took short road 

trips to small towns up and down the Pacific Coast. They talked about everything and nothing 

at all, and all the while Tyler gazed into Lydia's face and wanted to believe. 

That month between the day he met her in a dumpster and the day she said yes, she 

would marry him, while feeding him pistachio ice cream was the happiest month of Tyler's 

life. 

The only trouble was, he still did not believe in God. 

 

 

 
 

On their way back from Las Aldamas, Lydia fell asleep in the passenger seat. The road was 

straight and smooth, and the traffic was light. Tyler put the car on cruise control and stretched 

his legs. He reached for Lydia's hand and turned his head to glance at her sleeping form. 

Later, when Tyler tried to recall what he felt, as he watched Lydia slowly die in the 

seat next to him, her body upside down and held in place by the seatbelt, her back twisted at 

an impossible angle, the collapsed roof of the car trapping her arms, he was surprised to find 

that he could recall no pain from his own body at all. 

But that could not have been the case. Both his legs were broken, and the heat from 

the flames must have been intense on his side of the wreckage, judging by the burns covering 

his face and arms. When he finally recovered enough to sit up on his own in the hospital, he 

also found that the blindness in his left eye would be permanent. 

Be that as it may, the fact was that all Tyler could remember was how calm and 

unafraid Lydia was as she told him that she knew she was going to die, that she was not in 

any pain, and that she would see him in Heaven. 

Then her eyes got wide, and she said, "Hello, Ambriel." 

Tyler tried to twist around in his seat so he could see what she was seeing, even 

though he knew that he would see nothing. The steering wheel got in his way and he gave up 
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after a few seconds. He would regret those few seconds later because he took his eyes off 

Lydia's face, and during those few seconds she died. 

 

 

 
 

If Tyler were religious, he could have been comforted by the promise of reuniting with Lydia 

in Heaven. Or he could have been angry with God, and railed against Him until he could 

come to accept his life the way Job accepted his. But Tyler did not believe in Heaven or God. 

But neither could his lack of faith give him comfort, for he loved Lydia for that light 

in her, and he had no name or explanation for that light except what Lydia told him. Her faith 

was what he loved. 

To continue in his lack of faith would be to assert that Lydia's joy was an illusion, and 

that would kill the very heart of his memory of her. But to believe would require him to break 

down the barriers between fantasy and reality in his mind and embrace as fact what seemed to 

him a hallucination. While Lydia was alive he could delay that decision for as long as he was 

in love, but her death meant that he had to choose. 

 

 

 
 

When Tyler finally recovered, he locked himself away from his friends. He quit his job and 

he unplugged his phone. 

What he did was to find out everything he could about the accident, and to try to 

understand what happened. This was difficult because there was little the investigators could 

find out, and there were many blanks to be filled in. But Tyler had lots of time. 

 

 

 
 

Much of a programmer's job —Tyler read —consists of untangling the web of links bridging 

the level of indirection between variables and values. 

Variables are the electronic memory equivalents of names. Instead of working with 

individual bytes, a block of memory can be given a name with a variable. Variables can be 
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made to name anything, throttle settings, social security numbers, a subroutine to wipe the 

disk. 

Unfortunately, there is no way to tell if a variable is pointing at what it claims to be 

pointing at, or if it's pointing at anything at all. At the level of bits, the number of butterflies 

in Costa Rica looks just like the velocity of the tropical storm off the coast of Australia. 

This is troublesome to every programmer in so far as the correspondence between 

variables and values lies at the foundation of any program's tenuous claim to correctness. If 

you can convince the computer that a variable names something real when it really points 

into the void, all bets are off. 

In order to help programmers maintain the distinction between solid reality and 

fantastic disaster, type systems were introduced. These were mathematical constructs 

embodied in programming languages to ensure that a variable meant for the throttle setting 

would not point to, say, the current acceleration of the car. Type systems imposed the 

consolation of infallible order against the madness of an amoral sea of bits. 

 

 

 
 

Like many other modern cruise control systems, the one in Tyler's car relied upon a 

microcomputer running a dedicated program. 

Obviously it was very important that this program did its job correctly. The program 

in Tyler's car was written by a careful programmer who understood that lives depended on 

him getting it right. But more than that, the program was written in a language that had a very 

strong type system, one so strong that there was a mathematical proof showing that no matter 

how clever or careless the programmer was, a program that passed the type-checking would 

be guaranteed to never allow a variable declared to point at the fuel level to point at the 

subroutine for shifting gears. This was as close to infallibility as you could get in the world of 

bits. 

All this is to say that Tyler had good reason to relax and lean back in his seat. 

 

 

 
 

About two thousand years earlier —Tyler read some more —around the time of Christ, there 

was a star in the region of the sky dominated by the constellation Cassiopeia. The star was 

old and dying, and one winter night, it went supernova. 
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Out of this explosion emerged countless protons and neutrons traveling away from the 

wreckage of the old star at great speed. They are called cosmic rays, and most of them will go 

on hurling through the void of space till the end of time, and their fates need not concern us. 

But one proton in particular arrived on Earth that sunny July day after traveling alone 

in the dark for two thousand years. It plunged through the ionosphere, gracefully dodging the 

lines of the Earth's magnetic field, and then straight through the thickening air, barely 

slowing down. It would have gone on and sunk itself straight into the California desert on 

that day, but something got in the way. 

At that moment, Lydia was asleep and Tyler had his eyes off the road for a moment to 

look at her. Even in sleep, her face held that blessed quality of light. And their car intercepted 

the path of the lone escaped proton from that long ago death of a star. 

The proton paid little attention to the metal casing and the plastic polymers interested 

it even less. It ripped right through them and, for a moment, it looked as if it would go on 

with its journey. It seemed that way until the proton came upon an infinitesimal bit of silicon, 

and for the first time in two thousand years, it took an interest in tangible matter and decided 

to knock the electrons out of it. 

 

 

 
 

That bit of silicon happened to be a part of a capacitor. There were millions of other 

capacitors and transistors just like it, all of them parts of the integrated circuit that made up 

the memory of the computer running the program that controlled Tyler's car at that moment. 

The absence of those electrons, to be sure, was an insignificant anonymity by any measure in 

the scheme of things, but it was enough. 

The loss of those electrons meant that the bit that used to represent a 1 would now be 

interpreted as a 0, and that bit happened to be located inside a memory cell that held a 

variable. The flip in that bit meant that the variable, which was supposed to give the address 

of the subroutine for computing throttle settings, was now pointing at the value for the fuel 

flow rate, exactly 1024 bytes away from where the variable was supposed to be pointing. 

This was just the sort of violation the type system of the language in which the 

program was written was designed to prevent. A variable meant to point to a subroutine 

should never have been able to point at numerical data. But once that did happen, anything 

else was possible. 
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If a single-bit error on a circuit board could breach the mathematically perfect type system of 

a programming language, Tyler reasoned, wasn't it conceivable that a single-bit error in the 

brain could break down the system of distinctions between nurses and angels? All it would 

take was for one neural connection to be broken and randomly reattached somewhere else, 

somewhere it had no business to be connected to, and all the walls between the types of 

memories would come crumbling down. 

Lydia's vision of Ambriel, and indeed her faith, was then simply the consequence of a 

misfiring of the neurons, a misfiring that could have been triggered by fatigue, by stress, by a 

stray elementary particle, indeed, by anything at all, on that long ago day in the clinic in 

Boston. It was really the same process that had conjured up his memory of making his 

grandmother cry. 

In order to reason your way to faith, Tyler thought, all you needed was a single-bit 

error. 

Contrary to what you might expect, this theory did not cheapen or degrade Lydia's 

faith in Tyler's mind. For this explanation allowed Tyler to understand, rationally, Lydia's life. 

Calling Lydia's faith an error was a level of indirection that bridged the gap between their 

worlds. 

Moreover, errors, once understood, could be induced. The technically proficient could 

breach the best software security systems by deliberately inducing errors in the hardware. 

Couldn't the rational induce faith in themselves the same way? 

Tyler decided that he would try to induce a single-bit error in his own brain. If the 

only way for him to meet Lydia was to go to Heaven, then rationally, he had no choice but to 

make himself believe in God. 

 

 

 
 

One possibility was to weaken the body. Starvation, dehydration, exposure to the 

elements. Errors were more likely when the body's defenses were down. This was the path of 

the mystics of the desert. Tyler decided that he would try that first. 

He drove the rental car south and then east until he was in Arizona, close to the border 

with Mexico, the edge and then the heart of the Sonoran Desert. He drove until the roads 

were no longer roads and then he walked. He walked until he decided he could no longer find 

his way back, and then he walked some more. Eventually he found himself surrounded on all 
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sides by clumps of saguaro cactus. He was very hungry and thirsty by then, so he sat down 

and waited for his body to fail. 

"Don't take this the wrong way," Owen had said to him before he left. "But I used to 

think that you were never going to make it as a poet. I thought you didn't have enough 

imagination. And now I think you have too much." 

Tyler had not seen Owen for a few weeks while he was locked in his own apartment 

trying to understand Lydia's death. They were sitting in their favorite coffee shop, and it was 

raining outside, a rare autumn shower. 

"Programmers are not really numbers people," Tyler said. "We are words people. The 

numbers people work in hardware." 

"Seems like you're planning on some hardware work yourself. You are telling me you 

want to hack your own brain to get religion into it." 

"I miss her," Tyler said, instead of arguing. 

"It won't be like real faith," Owen said, instead of telling him to stop acting crazy and 

get on with his life. Tyler appreciated that. "Even if it works. Even if you get visions of 

angels singing hosannas." 

"How do you know what real faith is like? You don't believe in God either." 

"I don't need to believe in God to tell you that you're going to fail. You want to 

believe in God because you love Lydia. But you've already decided that believing in God is 

an error, a mistake, without ever having experienced it. You want to force yourself to accept 

as true what you have already decided to be a lie, and that's a gulf that cannot be bridged." 

"You have not worked through the logic," Tyler said. "What good is a rational 

explanation for faith if I do not test the hypothesis?" 

Owen shook his head. "If you are looking for a faint star, you will not see it if you 

look directly at where it is. You have to look to the side, and let it catch your eye unaware. 

Some things cannot bear to be directly examined." 

"A level of indirection then," Tyler said to the saguaro cactus beside him, and he 

began to laugh. How long had he been sitting in the desert? It seemed like days. Night was 

coming. It was going to be cold. 

"You always think too hard," the cactus said. 

"Lydia, is that you?" This is a good sign, Tyler thought. Auditory hallucinations 

always came first, didn't they? But the voice didn't really sound like Lydia. It was too distant 

and too fine, like a glass harmonica. He looked around for an angel. 

"So you think my brain was broken? A missed connection, that's all it was?" The 

cactus said. 

"No, not broken." That was the wrong name for it. That was the problem. He needed 

the right name. 
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He wanted to tell her all about variables and single-bit errors and the type system of 

memories. He wanted to explain to her how he wanted to experience what she did so he could 

be with her. But he was very hungry and thirsty, and he felt dizzy. So all he said was, "I miss 

you." 

Bright lights were approaching him in the dark. He waited for the feeling of being 

pierced by the light, of being overwhelmed by the certainty that it was all going to be okay, of 

love, of being saved. He waited for the walls in his mind to collapse. 

The light stopped in front of him. Several figures appeared in the light. Their hair 

were halos of light and their bodies were limned in fire. He was a little surprised that the light 

was not as bright as he had expected. It was painful to look into the light, but not like Lydia 

had described it. Which angels are these? 

"Maybe it's because I have only one eye now," he said to himself. 

"It's okay now," Owen said. "Everything is going to be all right." 

They carried him into the back of the ranger's car and began the long drive back. 

 

 

 
 

Next he tried drugs, but the effects were not permanent. Meditation just made him tired. He 

read up on electroshock therapy, but no psychiatrist would agree to his demands. "You don't 

need therapy," they told him. "Go home and read the Bible. Besides, I would lose my 

license." 

He even went to the churches. But their faith seemed empty to him. He felt nothing 

sitting in the pews, mouthing the words to the hymns, listening to the sermons that seemed 

devoid of meaning. 

I want to believe, and I can't . He looked around; no one had the kind of light in their 

faces that he had seen in Lydia. You think you believe, but you don't. Not really, not like 

Lydia. 

Owen never said, "I told you so." 

Eventually Owen managed to convince him to come out to the cafés at night again. He 

thought the poems being read were wretched. Why wasn't anyone writing about the lack of 

that light? Why wasn't anyone writing about the persistence of memory or the type system 

that was at the same time so fragile and so difficult to breach? Why wasn't anyone writing 

about the pain that came from not being able to believe? 

So he got a new job programming databases at a bank, and he started to write again. 

He even managed to get some of his poems published. His friends took him out to celebrate. 
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He was excited and happy, and a girl who looked nothing like Lydia took him home, despite 

the scars on his face. 

"What's your name?" He said. 

"Stephanie," she said, and turned off the light. And he would always remember her as 

Stephanie-Who-Looked-Nothing-Like-Lydia. 

He moved on. 

 

 

 
 

"Would you go get Lydia for dinner?" Jess said to Tyler from the kitchen. 

Tyler was still cleaning up the last few paper plates and napkins and popped balloons 

in the living room left over from the birthday party earlier. He walked downstairs and into the 

garage. The garage door was open, and through it he could see Lydia lying on the front lawn, 

looking up at the winter evening sky. 

"Hey kiddo," he said as he walked up next to her, "time for dinner." 

"Just a couple minutes more, please?" 

He lowered himself and sat on the grass next to her. "It's getting cold. What are you 

waiting for?" 

"I'm looking at Sirius. It's eight-point-six light years away, so the light we are seeing 

now left Sirius eight years and seven months ago. I'm eight today, and Mom said I was born 

nine weeks premature, in the evening. I want to catch the light that left Sirius the moment I 

was conceived." 

"The moment you were conceived?" 

"You gave me the book, remember?" 

He was going to point out that although she was born in the evening it didn't 

necessarily mean that she was "conceived" in the evening. Then he stopped himself. Some 

details could wait. 

"That is worth waiting for," he said. 

They waited together, shivering a little. It was still early winter, but you could already 

tell that it was going to be a cold one. Tyler sometimes missed the warm California winters. 

"I think I've figured out why my bed has so much dust under it," Lydia said. 

"Why is that?" 

"I read that dust is made up from meteors burning up in the sky. Since my room is in 

the attic, it's closer to the stars than the rest of the house, so it makes sense that I get more 

dust than you and mom." 
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He looked at her, and was overwhelmed by his love for her. She was so like him, 

rational, clear-headed, not afraid of the facts. Her fairy tales had star dust, but not the magic 

kind. She did not believe in God, and he was glad of that. Like him, she would be immune to 

single-bit errors. 

"If I have to tell the two of you to get in here one more time, no one is getting dinner 

tonight." 

Jess was standing in the garage door, the light from the hallway behind her made her 

luminous. 

"Look, mom looks like an angel." Lydia got up and ran towards the light. 

Tyler stayed where he was a moment longer. He looked at Sirius, the Dog Star, and 

the other burning, exploding stars in the sky, all that light coming at him from different 

distances and therefore from different times. He realized that he was being bombarded 

simultaneously by protons and photons generated at the moment Lydia was conceived, at the 

moment Lydia, that other Lydia, had died, at the moment he was born, at the moment Saint 

Augustine stole his pear, and at the moment Christ was crucified. He felt a little lightheaded. 

Ambriel chose that moment to visit him. 

 

 

 
 

So this is what it feels like. 

Tyler was filled with such love for God that he trembled. The beauty of God's design 

made him weep. He understood why he met Lydia, why she had died, and why he had failed 

to come to Him before that moment. He yearned to feel that light forever. He longed to be in 

Heaven. It was the happiest moment of his life because by experiencing what Lydia did, he 

was finally with her. To remember what it was like when he was in love with Lydia was 

better even than falling in love in the first place. The type system was breaking down. 

But one detail was wrong. 

He remembered looking at Sirius just before Ambriel appeared. For a fraction of a 

second Sirius appeared to glow a little brighter, barely perceptibly. It was a very slight 

twinkle. It could have been anything: an atmospheric distortion, a wisp of cloud passing, a 

trick of the eye. 

Or maybe it was a solar flare on Sirius at the moment, eight-point-seven-five years 

ago, when Lydia was conceived. Maybe a proton from that explosion travelled through the 

emptiness of space for those years, paying nary a mind to anything in its path. Wasn't it 

possible that it had plunged through the earth's ionosphere, its stratosphere, its clouds and the 

wings of birds? Wasn't it possible that it finally entered Tyler's eye on that winter evening, 
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piercing him to the depth of his being, and, while passing by the hypothalamus, decided to 

knock some electrons out of it? 

It was a small error, just a bit off from the usual. But it was enough. It was enough for 

him to tell reality apart from illusions. 

As soon as he realized it, Ambriel was gone. The type system held. 

Tyler knew then that he was doomed. For the rest of his life to remember that feeling 

of rapture, that love for God, that sweetness of being. He had believed, even if only for a 

moment. He had been with Lydia, but then he had looked. And then there was the absence of 

God. 

He would always have that moment in his memory, and he would always know it was 

a single-bit error that had both given him the memory and then taken its reality away from 

him. 

He lived, sometimes even happily, until the day he died. 
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The Unforgiving Minute 

Seth Chambers 

 

If and I were kicking back in the garage loft, what a lot of people would call a "man cave." 

My wife, Dee, used to call it my tree house, 'cause you gotta climb a ladder to get to it. 

Maybe she still calls it that. I don't know. 

Dee never breached the sanctity of the cave. But she did climb the ladder once to tape 

a crayon-written sign on the door: NO GURLZ ALOUD. 

Cave or tree house, I got everything I need in the loft. Milk crate chairs, an icebox, 

and stacks of books: Hemingway, Steinbeck, Poe, Hawthorne, and Faulkner. Classic 

American literature is my passion and what I teach. There's also a slew of mysteries and a 

few Westerns. Oh, and If even got me reading SF. 

"Toss me a brew," I said to If. 

It was late night and Dee had gone to bed hours ago. If dug through the icebox and 

pulled forth a bottle. I sometimes thought about getting a mini fridge for my cave, but there's 

something about a cooler full of ice that I like. 

"Last one." 

If tossed me the bottle. That's another thing I like: bottles. Not cans. Beer from a can 

tastes like metal. 

I caught the bottle, twisted the cap. Foam spewed. I sucked at the foam, not about to 

let good beer go to waste. 

If made his usual homoerotic comment: "Suck that head, baby. Get it all." 

"Ha, ha." 

We lapsed into the comfortable silence of two men who've known each other forever, 

until If had to go and break it: "Don't you ever wonder how I do that?" 

"Do what?" 

"Throw you a beer like that." 

"Yeah, real Olympian feat there. You want a gold medal?" 

"You know what I mean." 

I looked at If as if for the first time. His appearance changes slightly, depending on 

my mood. Sometimes he looks like how I remember my dad. Other times more like a 

character out of Hemingway. He's always a manly man, but with an easy way about him. A 

guy's guy. 

Oh, I knew he wasn't real. I'm not stupid. I knew that "If" stood for Imaginary Friend, 

a little pun my subconscious mind coughed up way back when I was eight years old. But 

damnit, we grew up together and he stuck around long after childhood. We were friends. 
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So why did he have to go and spoil things by reminding me of what he was? We sat in 

silence again, but this time it was very uncomfortable. 

"I'm waiting for an answer," If said. 

I killed my beer and got up to fish through the ice for another. 

"That was the last brew. The one I threw you. And you haven't answered my question: 

how could somebody like me, who is purely a pigment of your imagination-" 

"Figment." 

"A pigment of your imagination, throw a physical object from Point A, the icebox, to 

Point B, your open and eagerly waiting hand?" 

I glared at If. My good mood was ruined and the beer was gone. Time to call it a night. 

I headed for the door. 

Then two solid-as-anything hands clamped down on my shoulders. I stopped and 

turned back toward If. 

 

 

 
 

As I said, we grew up together. If showed up shortly after my father left. I was walking home 

from school one day when an older boy ran up to me. 

"Hi. My name's If." 

"Stupid name," I said, and kept right on walking. 

If walked with me and kept talking. 

"Go away," I said. 

"Why? What'd I do?" 

"Just go away." 

I got to my front door. 

"Who are you talking to?" my mother wanted to know. 

"Nobody," I said. 

And sure enough, If was nowhere in sight. 

 

 

 
 

But now, many years later, he was standing right smack in front of me. I looked at him. 

Really looked at him. He seemed as real and solid as anybody I ever knew. 

Only he couldn't be. 
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"Okay," I said. "To answer your question of how you threw me a beer. In short: you 

didn't. I went over to the box, grabbed myself a brew, and sat back down with it. Then I 

blanked out the memory of me getting the beer, and filled in the blank with the false memory 

of you tossing it." 

"Dr. Z. would be proud. You explained it all nice and neat with a pretty little bow on 

top. And all without resorting to psychobabble." 

"Whatever." 

"One thing, though. If I didn't throw the beer, why did it foam up like it did?" 

I opened the door and looked at the NO GURLZ ALOUD sign. I knew Dee had meant 

it as a joke but was she also trying to say I had never really grown up? Hell, she was probably 

right. While she was snug in bed, I was in the garage loft arguing with my imaginary friend. 

"I must have shaken the damn thing," I said. "Just so it would foam up. I've been 

fooling myself for a long time. I've gotten pretty good at it." 

I stepped through the door and climbed down the ladder. 

 

 

 
 

The next night I started for the loft out of habit and made it as far as the ladder before 

thinking about If. I turned around, returned to the house, and plopped down next to Dee on 

the couch. 

"Get lost on the way to the tree house?" she asked. 

"Thought I'd hang out here," I said. "Or we could catch a movie." 

"Good plan. Give me five minutes to get ready." 

We hit a Stallone action flick, stopped for coffee on the way back, and stayed up 

talking, way past our bedtimes. It was a fun night. 

When I sat on the couch the next day after work, Dee was confused. I told her I 

wanted to spend more time with her. So for the next few nights we dined out, went for long 

walks, and talked for hours on end. When Friday came, we stayed in, went to bed early, and 

made love all night. 

At one point Dee breathed, "Do you love me?" 

"Why would you ask me that? Of course I do." 

I wanted to say more but there is a wall inside that I can't get past. I felt like one of 

Hemingway's stoic characters and it pained me because Dee deserves so much more. 

We got up Saturday afternoon and I suggested we go out for pancakes. Dee looked at 

me kind of funny. "What, the man cave broken now?" 

"Hmm?" 
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"Don't get me wrong. I like all this attention. I just want to make sure you're getting 

your man time." 

"I'm full up on man time. Now it's time for some woman time." 

I threw her to the bed and we wrestled playfully. 

"I just hope If doesn't start to feel neglected," Dee said. 

I froze. Yes, Dee knew about If. But we hadn't discussed him for a long time. 

Sometimes I'd think about something If said but I never talked about him. 

Dee wrapped her legs around me, trying to restart our little romp, but it wasn't 

working. I wasn't feeling it. 

"If isn't real." I snapped. 

"Oh, I know. I know. I just thought, well, I don't know what I thought." 

"He isn't real. I'm a grown man and I don't need him." 

"I'm sorry. I shouldn't have brought him up." 

"It's okay. Really. I'm just being weird." 

"Weird is fine." 

"You're upset." 

"It's just that you have this whole other life up in your tree house. And he's part of it. 

And I'm not. So maybe I'm jealous." 

"Well he's not real, so there's nothing to be jealous of." 

We wrestled a bit more, but the spark had gone out. 

We never did get those pancakes. 

 

 

 
 

That night, after Dee went to sleep, I slipped out of bed and up to the loft. If was waiting. 

"No beer?" he called out. 

"I came here to be alone. Not to drink beer with somebody who doesn't even exist." 

"Okay, okay! I'll shut my mouth." 

"That's not the same thing! You're still here!" 

"Except I'm not. As you so graciously keep reminding me." 

"You know, for an imaginary friend, you can be a real pain in the ass." 

"I try my best." 

"Well hell." 

We got to bullshitting around, like always. 

"You do know," If said after a while. "That I'm jealous of you. Jealous of your life." 
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"Oh, that's just great! Everybody's jealous. Dee is jealous of you and now you're 

jealous." 

"Hell yeah! I'm stuck up here in the loft all the time." 

"How tragic for you, stuck up here with all these books and all this free time. No job 

and no responsibility." 

"No wife and no social life." 

"No social life? What am I, Swiss cheese?" 

"Pretty much." 

"Asshole." 

"Fucktard." 

We laughed and lapsed into another comfortable silence until If broke it: "We could 

do with a few beers." 

"What am I, your serving wench?" 

"Yup." 

"The serving wench is on strike. There's a six-pack in the fridge downstairs. Get it 

yourself." 

We looked at each other for a long time. Then If whispered a single word: "Okay." 

He headed for the door. 

"Where are you going?" 

"You told me to get the beer. So that's where I'm going. You gave me permission." 

"You need permission? What are you, five years old?" 

"You know I need permission. Don't you remember? Back when you built this cave 

you said you could no longer be seen in public talking to an imaginary friend. That if I 

wanted to continue existing it had to be up here. In the loft and nowhere else." 

I remembered. 

"So yes. I need permission. Do I have it?" 

"What if Dee sees you?" 

"Do you want me to get the beer or not?" 

I thought about it for a long time. What was happening here? Would I get the beer 

then wipe my own memory and convince myself that If had done it? Or was he now actually 

capable of interacting with the physical world? 

"One minute. No more. Go down, get the beer, and come back in one minute." 

"Ah, the unforgiving minute," said If. 

Something stirred in me when he said those words. 

If stepped out the door. I watched him climb down the ladder, smiling like a lunatic. 

He opened the door leading to the kitchen and stepped out of my sight. Seconds later he 

stepped back in the garage, the beer in hand. He made his way up the ladder, six-pack tucked 

securely under one arm. 



Fantasy Scroll Mag – Issue #1 

 28 

He stepped back into the loft, set down the beer, and held out his hand. We shook and 

his memory of that brief excursion flooded my brain and I saw the world through his eyes. 

That menial task of retrieving a sixer of beer had been one minute of pure freedom and 

wonder. 

Every year I embark on some wild adventure that I call my Annual Expedition: 

Sailing, whitewater rafting, sea kayaking, zip lining, that sort of thing. One time, I even 

descended in a shark cage. If's trip to the fridge was as thrilling for him as all my Expeditions 

compressed into a single minute. 

 

 

 
 

I love my job. 

I love pontificating about how Hemingway compresses so much into a single sentence 

and how Poe's distilled fears powered his stories. But mostly I love it when the students "get 

it," when they truly understand that reading the Classics is a pleasure to be savored over a 

lifetime. Yes, sometimes I get on my soapbox until everyone thinks Hemingway and I should 

get a room, but usually my enthusiasm is contagious. 

But every now and then I get an entire classroom of students who just don't care. They 

are there for nothing but the credits and their apathy is as palpable as a dead fish. 

I understand that my passion isn't everybody's passion. Truly, I do. But that doesn't 

make it easier when I'm peering out over a sea of disinterested faces. 

Fall came and fate threw me an entire semester of zombies. Zombies interested only 

in circling the right answers on the test so they can get the grade and move onto something 

else. 

"I don't want to go to work tomorrow," I told If one night. "Don't suppose you want to 

sub for me." 

If took a long chug on his beer. 

"Don't tempt me like that." 

"But you couldn't anyway. Nobody can see you or hear you. Right?" 

"Maybe and maybe not." 

"People used to think I was talking to myself when they saw me with you. So no, 

people don't see you or hear you." 

"Unless things have changed. I've become more real to you, haven't I? I can toss beers 

and open books. I read when you're away. I feel real." 

"Hell." 
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"And I can't help but wonder: what if Dee had woken up when I went down to the 

kitchen the other night? Would she have seen me? Haven't you wondered about that?" 

"Maybe she would have just seen the refrigerator door open and the beer float out of 

it." 

"I don't think so. People tend to fill in the blanks too much for that. I think she would 

have seen me, only I don't know how I would have appeared to her." 

"Maybe you would've looked like one of those hunky guys from her romance novels." 

"Or like a burglar." 

"A hunky burglar stealing beer." 

A few beers later If said, "What if you're the imaginary friend and I'm real?" 

"Go screw yourself!" 

"Or maybe you're Dee's imaginary husband. She does love her romances." 

I considered this a second before kicking If hard on the shin. 

"Ow! What was that for?" 

"For getting me to think these crazy thoughts. For getting me to read all those Philip K. 

Dick books." 

"Somebody's been getting too much Dick lately." 

"Ha, ha. Now I'm wondering if I'm the imaginary one. Like if Dee were to pop a 

clozapine, would I cease to exist?" 

"That's deep. Better have another beer." 

 

 

 
 

No, I wasn't the imaginary friend. I went on living my life but as time wore on it became 

increasingly obvious I was just going through the motions. In class I gazed upon a tableau of 

blank faces, but maybe they were just reflecting back what they saw in me. 

I was weighed down by things that hardly touched me before. I performed my duties 

as required but every day the hollow spot inside grew. 

Maybe I just needed some excitement. I decided to embark on a bigger, scarier 

Annual Expedition than ever before. When Spring came, I would swim amidst the sharks and 

to hell with a cage. Or I'd hunt something truly dangerous, just as Hemingway had done. 

But nothing really excited me. 

Worst of all was that damn wall inside me when I was with Dee. I was a Hemingway 

character trapped behind a wall in a Poe story. I had feelings and passions but could never 

find the key to unlock them. 
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I kept thinking about If's amazing minute of freedom and how pale my life felt in 

comparison. 

 

 

 
 

Up in the loft I said, "I think you're real, after all. Maybe you weren't always but somewhere 

along the line something happened. I felt what you felt that day you went to the fridge. It was 

intense." 

"I try to live up to my name." 

"You try to live up to 'Imaginary Friend'?" 

"Do you really think that's the only reason I'm called If? Because of that silly little 

pun?" 

"Why else?" 

"You're the college professor, you tell me." 

"The Kipling poem?" 

"Bingo!" 

If reached over and put his hand on top of mine and the memory flooded in. 

"My God. Dad used to quote it. The part about filling the unforgiving minute with 

sixty seconds worth of distance run." 

"Bingo again." 

I dug through the icebox and handed If a beer but he shook his head. 

"No thanks. I'm good." 

"That's a first." 

From downstairs I heard the door open and Dee call out, "are you up there?" 

"Aren't you going to answer?" asked If. 

I heard her climbing the ladder and I thought about the world outside my cave and 

how much I had come to dread facing it. 

"Open the door, If." 

"Me?" 

"Yes. Let's see how real you are. Open the door, step outside, and talk to Dee. See if 

she can see you. It'll be a fun experiment." 

"What do I say?" 

"Whatever comes to mind." 

From outside Dee said, "Knock, knock." 

If looked at me. 

"Go ahead. You have permission." 
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If opened the door and stepped outside. He closed the door behind him. 

Dee's voice came from the other side: "Oh hey Sweetie. I know you need your cave 

time but I was getting lonely. Hope I'm not intruding." 

"You could never intrude," I heard If say. Only it was my own voice. "You do know 

that I love you more than life itself." 

I heard it all then, heard it all: If kissing my wife in a way I had not kissed her for 

years and moments later the two of them climbing down the ladder. I heard Dee giggling. I 

heard the house door opening and closing. 

I almost ran after them. But then I looked around my cave. I have everything I need 

up here. I have my icebox and my beer. I have Hemingway and Poe and Hawthorne and 

Steinbeck. This is our world. Like the sign says: NO GURLZ ALOUD. 
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Wind in the Reeds 

David Sklar 

 

They say he was there when the gods made the world—and he would have offered to help, 

except that they looked like they had it in hand. So he sat in the absence of reeds and played 

on the absence of a flute, and where he dawdled those things came to be. 

The gods took the credit of course—that's what gods do: they make things, and tell 

you to worship, and never worry about where they got the idea. They say, "Aren't I clever, I 

made a horse." And yeah, they made the bones and the muscle, the blood that pumps through 

the horse's veins. But that feeling you get when you ride a horse through a meadow in the 

sun-that comes from him. 

And on the sixth day, when the gods had done most of the work, but before they could 

bicker over what was whose, he played them a lullaby, and they slept through the seventh day. 

They take credit for that, too, as if the sabbath were their idea. 

And while they slept he danced in the world and played his music there, and the notes 

of his pipe made the wind beneath the wind, hidden underneath the wind you can hear and 

feel. If ever you feel a breeze on the hairs of your arms when no wind blows, now you know 

where it's from. That's why he still walks in the world, when the gods cannot. 

It's better this way. The world is unfinished, and good people suffer—sometimes a lot. 

But if you die in a snowstorm, you die in a snowstorm—you don't get turned into salt because 

of somebody else's squabble over who created squid. 

This is why we sing in churches, and why we rest on the seventh day—it may be why 

we sing and rest at all—because of the man who stole the world when the gods were almost 

done. 
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In the Shadow of Dyrhólaey 

KJ Kabza 

 

Einar Jónsson wasn't the first to see the ship entombed in the rocks, but little did I know 

then, he was one of the few Icelanders who could actually do something about it. "If I only 

had enough time," he said to me, as we stood on the black sand and stared at the tell-tale 

stones, "and sharp enough chisels, by God, I think I could really bring out the shape of it." 

Einar pointed out over the water. It was that time of year when the air was mild and 

the sun wheeled round the mercurial sky, barely dipping below the horizon before arcing up 

again into another dawn. To the south, Iceland's ocean was a dirty mirror, its tarnish glittering 

with every churn of the breakers. "Look, Gunnar," Einar said. "Have you really looked at it? 

It seems like it doesn't need much work." 

"It's a fisherman's yarn," I said. 

"It's three great sails," said Einar. 

"It's reynisdrangar. A beautiful cluster of rocks in the sea, all in a row, that just 

happen to be shaped like great sails." 

"It's a troll ship." 

"Einar." I kicked at the coarse, black sands by my feet. "Come now." 

"And I suppose you believe now that God is a fairytale, too?" 

I studied my friend critically. He had been away for a long, long time. First studying 

sculpture in Rome, then living and working in Copenhagen. We had exchanged letters, now 

and again, but letters move slowly and anyway, they are not the same. Not when as boys, we 

could run across the green, green fields of Galtafell, where the sheep are fat and the days 

sweet and slow, and be napping in the cozy bunks of each other's baðstofa well before noon. 

Back then, we'd been closer than natural brothers, able to predict what the other was thinking 

before he himself knew. But now? "Of course not," I said. "But Einar, we're not boys 

anymore. You and I both know that no great, ancient troll ship ever tried to storm the beaches 

at Dyrhólaey, and froze into stone when the dawn fog suddenly lifted and revealed the sun. 

Those are just rocks." 

Einar frowned. His frown was still the same, dark as an autumnal storm. "Trolls," he 

said, firmly. 

I sighed. "Forget the trolls. Look, the sun's peeped out. Let's go wading before it 

disappears." 

Einar appeared to drop it. We waded and ate the lunch we'd packed, tender hangikjöt 

on rye bread, but all through the morning Einar kept giving morbid looks full of meaning to 

those craggy stones. As the tide receded, more of the "troll ship" appeared, the wet coloring 
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the rough basalt. You could just see where the "sails" connected to the "deck." It really was a 

lovely formation, and the whole point of our journey together was to see more of the southern 

coast, but I didn't want to look at it too much. It would only encourage him. 

"I suppose it's only a wild fancy," said Einar at last, when we finally trudged up the 

beach. 

The fishing hamlet of Vík í Mýrdal awaited us, hunkered down in the dusty black 

dunes. Like much of the area, or indeed much of Iceland altogether, the Modern Age had not 

yet arrived there, though of course I only knew this because Einar had told me. I'd never had 

a reason to go so far as Europe. 

"Well," I said. "Don't worry about the fancy. I heard somewhere that you have a 

creative mind. Forget it." 

"I will. After we go out and take a look." 

"After we what?" 

"Take a look," Einar repeated, solemnly. "We'll ask around the village. Find a 

fisherman to take us out to the rocks tomorrow, in exchange for a day's labor." 

"You're mad. We won't be able to get that close. The rocks below the waterline will 

snap us to pieces." 

"What do you know of it? You're a farmer." 

"So are you." 

"We'll be fine." 

"I'm not going." 

"You'd leave me to die alone? At sea?" 

"I am not going, Einar. And neither are you." 

But back in the hamlet, Einar charmed the first fisherman's wife he met into offering 

us a place in their baðstofa for the evening, and later, her husband into giving us a place in 

his boat upon the morrow. 

So we went. Damn it all. 

 

 

 
 

Einar, I suppose, had seen something of the sea, having traveled across it twice. I've never 

been further away from Iceland than Heimaey, and even that short trip was unpleasant 

enough. I didn't get seasick, but the boat did become beset by a flock of kittiwakes 

("Welcome to Heimaey, sir; is that bird shit in your hair?") so excuse me if I don't trust boats 

or the men who steer them. 
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The fisherman who rowed us out was named Olaf Sigurðsson, a red-faced barrel of a 

man with oilskin clothes that stank and a gap-toothed grin that wouldn't quit. He sang to 

himself in a creaky tenor as he manned one pair of oars while Einar and I gamely took turns 

with the other. The bastard got a lot of work out of us since he insisted on leaving at dawn, 

and dawn near the summer solstice happens at around, oh, 3 a.m. "Tired yet, boys?" he 

finally cackled, as he hauled up the anchor for the last time. "Sitting on your rears and 

watching sheep all day isn't quite like hauling up fish in this sun, now, is it?" 

Einar smiled. A loose fish flopped about his ankles, its lips popping breathlessly. "It 

certainly isn't. How long have you been at this work now?" 

"Oh, about 40, 45 years," said Olaf. He jerked his grizzled chin at the nearby 

reynisdrangar to indicate that we should bring the boat round. Olaf rested his oars on the 

gunwales as I pulled. "Been out to the troll ship dozens of times, it's perfectly safe if you just 

know where to anchor and when. The kids love to see it, you know. Soon as we get near, they 

scream and carry on like I don't know what-all. Whoops." Olaf looked up. The temperamental 

coastal weather was turning, and a thick flock of clouds, gray and low, scudded into the 

harbor and swallowed the sun. "Well, about time. Could use a good cooling off. Whoa, 

Gunnar my friend, close enough!" 

I stopped pulling and Olaf dropped the anchor. We were near the rocks that were 

furthest from the shore, close enough to see fulmars wheeling up and down the irregular cliff-

face in alarm at our proximity. On either side of us, the receding tide made powerful eddies 

above unseen hazards, but our little vessel just quivered in its place. 

"Now you know the story of the troll ship, of course, don't you?" Olaf asked. 

"Oh yes," said Einar. 

"It was a year and a day after the beginning of the world…" began Olaf, as though 

Einar hadn't spoken. 

I tuned them out. Let the two fools be dazzled by each other. Instead, I peered more 

closely at the basalt rock face, studying the birds wheeling through the thickening mist. 

That is, until it moved. 

I blinked. There were so many fulmars, I was seeing things. 

No I wasn't. The rock face did it again. The movement was barely detectable, a glacial 

undulation of stone, as though the rock were the hide of a monster inhaling. 

Or a sail, filling. 

I couldn't speak. I could only swallow and point. My other hand flapped madly at 

Einar's shoulder. 

"For pity's sake, Gunnar, what is it?" 

The fog abruptly thinned. A blot of white appeared behind the clouds, growing 

brighter as the wind pushed them away. The rock face stilled. "It was… I saw…" 
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"Trolls," said Olaf good-naturedly, and laughed. "Usually only the littlest kids say 

they can spot 'em, but you must have a good eye!" 

Einar laughed with him. I sagged on my seat and couldn't even manage a smile. 

"Well, if that'll be all?" asked Olaf. 

"It will," said Einar. "I'm so happy I could see it up close. Thank you very much, Olaf. 

This day has been most instructive." 

 

 

 
 

After we came ashore, as we three settled in for a nap, Einar whispered to me, "You saw it 

too, didn't you, Gunnar?" 

I opened my eyes. We were napping in Olaf's baðstofa while his wife minded the 

children outside. In the dim light, filtered through fishskin-covered windows, Olaf snored in 

his small bunk. On the floor in front of me knelt Einar, his grave eyes searching my face. 

For the first time since this visit had begun, I felt that I could read his thoughts, like 

the old days. "Yes," I whispered back. "I saw it." 

"I have to carve it." 

"You're mad, Einar." 

"Think of it. If I can somehow cut away all that excess stone, smooth it out, bring out 

the shape of the sails… I mean not literally I alone, it's far too big—but a team of us, 

somehow, for it will take many men… I know a man in Copenhagen, no, two civil engineers 

who know how to take raw rock and—" 

"Stop it." 

"The sails, Gunnar. Think of it. We take all the dross away, the crags and the bird shit, 

and we shape the features just a bit, just a little bit. From the shore, on the nights when the 

moon is high, you'd be able to see that whole beautiful, terrible ship, forever frozen in the sea, 

and its three sails billowing." 

"It would set the entombed monsters free!" 

Olaf's snoring paused. I cringed. Einar's eyes bore into mine, our mutual agitation 

frozen until the fisherman's breath began again to putter. "I wouldn't," Einar whispered. 

"They're trapped. You can't ever completely free a troll once it's turned to stone. Everyone 

knows that." 

"But nobody's ever tried what you're proposing." 

"Nobody's ever been positioned to. But I am. Iceland has a magic humming deep in its 

bones, Gunnar, and the entire reason I went away was to learn exactly how to reveal it to 

ourselves, so that we can never forget." 
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"And you can reveal it! But you can do it by making some nice, normal, little statues 

in that new studio of yours out in Reykjavík when you return home!" 

Einar's autumnal frown came on. He shook his head. His eyes were distant, glittering, 

like the mirrored surface of the ocean churning over its secrets. "We need to begin with a 

test," he said. "Yes. A little test carving, to see how workable the stone actually is. I didn't 

study much stonecutting, you know, but I know a few things. I've got one small chisel with 

me. And I'm sure Olaf has a mallet I can borrow." 

I sat up. "We are not doing this." 

" 'Give your eldest son another day off from fishing,' I'll say to Olaf. 'It's no trouble at 

all.' " 

"I said—" 

Again Olaf's snoring paused. I reigned in my tone to a soft and desperate hiss. "I mean 

it this time, Einar. We are not doing this." 

Einar eyed me. He rose from his kneeling position on the floor and strolled to the 

bunk Olaf had given him. "You're right," he said, coolly. "We are not. I am, alone. I don't 

think having you along tomorrow will be very constructive, after all." 

"Einar!" 

"I know you, Gunnar. You'll try to stop me. Don't pretend that you won't." 

I couldn't lie to him—truly couldn't. All I could do was hiss his name in frustration: 

"Einar!" 

The sculptor lay down and pulled his blanket up to his chin. In his mind, the matter 

was clearly settled. 

Well. Fine. If he wouldn't let me come with him, I'd have to stop him another way. I'd 

just find another fisherman later this afternoon who'd agree to take me out in his own boat 

and give chase. 

 

 

 
 

 

The next day dawned chill and rainy. I pretended to sleep as Einar and Olaf dressed and 

slipped from the baðstofa, then sprinted like a fox to the house of Björn and Ingi Ísólfsson, 

twin brothers who seemed to move more slowly than the undulating reynisdrangar 

themselves. It was all I could do to stand still while they calmly readied their boat, dropping 

in new rope in careful, fat coils inch by excruciatingly gradual inch. 

We finally made it out to sea. The wind was restless, and the water, choppy. I didn't 

like the look of the sky, but when I asked Björn and Ingi, "Storm coming on?" all I received 

was a laconic, "Maybe." 
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The wind rose. A heavy fog whipped in, covering the bay in fleecy dimness. We 

fished in silence. The catch was poor. The waves grew rougher, and several times, under 

Ingi's direction, we had to stop and move from one part of the boat to another, to steady it. 

"Should we go in?" I asked, nervously. 

"Maybe," said Ingi. 

I started to argue my case, but the wind carried a cheery creaking to my ears—Olaf 

singing somewhere in the fog. If Einar wasn't quitting, neither was I. "Actually. Can we go 

now? To the reynisdrangar?" 

The twins looked at each other. The sound of Olaf's boat receded. 

"I have a feeling," I said. "Please. Listen, you're barely catching anything as it is. Take 

me now and I'll come out in the boat with you tomorrow, too. Please?" 

The twins looked at each other again. God in Heaven, how is it possible for two men 

to turn their heads so slowly? 

"Maybe," said Ingi. 

My bargaining turned to begging, and my begging turned frantic and unmanly. Ingi 

finally relented with a sharp and uncomfortable, "Fine." I had embarrassed him. I was 

embarrassed myself, and we rowed to the rocks with me hanging my head in red-faced shame. 

When we reached the basalt, my shame was joined by fear. Olaf's craft was moored 

right up against a rock face, wriggling frantically in the waves while a handful of 

accompanying children on board squealed and screamed in delight. No sign of Einar. My fear 

grew like the rising winds. "Bring me close." 

"This is as close as we get," said Ingi, bringing up the oars. He wouldn't look at me. 

"I need to get to the rock face!" 

"Olaf's in the only good spot," said Björn. "No other place to risk landing." 

I stood. "Must I throw myself overboard and swim there?" 

"If you want to," said Ingi, "that's your business." 

I squeezed my hands into panicked fists, nearly ready to charge into Ingi and knock 

him overboard myself. I looked up at the cliff face, receding upward into darkness and fog, 

and when the wind shifted, I caught the unmistakable sound of steel chipping into stone. 

Ching, ching, ching. "He's up there, doing it already!" I cried. "Can't you hear it? Don't you 

know what that madman is trying to do?" 

"Time to go back," said Ingi to Björn. "We're done for the day." 

"Please!" I shouted. In Olaf's boat, the children reached out tiny hands, daring to just 

touch the basalt before pulling away with a joyful shriek. The rock was more alive than ever, 

breathing and settling, breathing and settling, a ghoulish backdrop to Olaf's laughter and the 

high peals of Einar's madness. Ching, ching, ching. "Please—he's trying to carve the stone! 

Don't you know what that would do? It would free the…" I was suddenly aware of how 

foolish I sounded. My ravings sputtered out. "…the troll ship…" 
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The twins looked at each other. 

Then Ingi turned his head to Olaf. "Olaf," he called. "Move your boat." 

My thanks gushed forth. The twins seemed not to hear. Olaf and Ingi called out to 

each other, and masterful Olaf finally maneuvered his craft away from the cleft he'd wedged 

it into—choppy seas, swirling tides, screaming children, and all. 

Ingi and Björn worked to take his place. Their boat lodged with a jolt. Where we were 

moored, there was no shelf or landing. Only dark, weather-beaten cliff face, towering over 

the pounding waves. "Up you go," said Ingi, nodding. "There's plenty of handholds. Don't 

look down." 

I didn't. 

Spray licked my calves and soaked my legs, despite the foul oilskin clothes Björn had 

loaned me. Wet wind blinded me. The handholds were slick but sharp, like crumbled glass, 

and as I climbed, I cut my palms and yowled as sea salt rubbed into the wounds. A fulmar 

screamed past my ear, a flash of angry white that nearly made me lose my grip as I moved 

too near its perch. It wheeled round and dove at me. I leaned away and my foothold crumpled. 

My toes kicked out for a grip and hit nothing but void. I cried out and clung on with 

nerveless fingers, begging Our Lord and Savior to see me through this. 

A strong hand closed down upon mine. A merciful angel pulled me upward, to a 

hidden ledge in the lee of the wind. But God has a strange sense of humor, and this angel 

came in the guise of a terrible fool indeed. 

"Gunnar!" said Einar, pulling me in from the edge. "You've got to be careful up here! 

How are you? You all right?" He looked me up and down, his grin awful and out of a place 

on a man who had almost watched his friend die. "I'm so glad you came after all! You've got 

to see this—someone has got to see this. The basalt, it's so weathered, it just crumbles right 

away. And the ship—sweet Lord bless me, it's right there waiting underneath. Look, Gunnar! 

Look at what marvels the chisel can free!" 

I looked. 

I know now what it means to be sick with terror. It means vertigo and roaring in your 

ears, and spots of blackness in front of your eyes, and a terminal weakness in your knees. 

Einar caught me in a near-swoon. "Isn't it magnificent?" he cried. 

It was not. It was monstrous. A single arm, grotesque and gargantuan, writhed oh so 

slowly on the surface of that breathing, heaving stone. In my faint delirium, I could imagine 

the outline of the rest of the beast, a rude suggestion of a creature lying supine in the arch of a 

gigantic window or doorway. The massive arm, so much crisper now that Einar had worked it 

over, dangled down to the ledge we stood upon. Its great, hooked claws undulated within 

inches of Einar's abandoned chisel and mallet. 

The wind shifted. My back was hit with a wall of icy wet, and another wave of vertigo 

overtook me. I dropped to my knees. Einar raved on, squinting into the wind and shouting 
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into the roar, one finger pointing and waving behind him. "Isn't it a wonder? Those claws, 

those knucklebones, those sinews and joints. You can nearly see it flexing!" 

Nearly? I did. The arm flexed. With a terrible, grinding boom, those claws tore free of 

the stone and reached down. 

"Just think of what the Alþingi will say when I tell them of this! Just think of the glory 

we can reveal, right here in the shadow of Dyrhólaey, moored off the coast for all ages and all 

time!" 

The claws grasped Einar's sharpened chisel. 

"Greater than the Pyramids! The Colossus at Rhodes! Or even China's Great Wall!" 

I screamed. 

Einar turned. The arm lashed out. I threw myself forward, wrapping my own arms 

around Einar's shock-frozen body, my face mashing into his soaked and filthy oilskin. We 

skidded along the ledge, beneath the full length of the arm, but with a sound like deafening 

thunder, more of the limb tore free. I didn't even see the chisel coming after us. I only felt the 

wind of it against my neck. 

Ching-ching-ching. Basalt hailed down upon us, into my hair, stinging my eyes. The 

thing was striking blindly, but that luck wouldn't last long. I rubbed one eye free of grit and 

looked up. 

The chisel was raised high, ready to plunge into Einar's heart. 

I kicked off the breathing wall and rolled, pulling Einar away from the deathblow. But 

I rolled too far. The ledge vanished beneath me, and then there was nothing but wet wind 

whistling in my ears and Einar's heartbeat slamming against my arms. 

I didn't even have time for a prayer. 

 

 

 
 

Luck was with us. Instead of striking rocks, we plunged into the sea, and instead of breaking 

anything, we only nearly drowned. The remainder of our visit together, instead of being spent 

gamboling innocently over the countryside, was spent recovering under the thorough but 

taciturn care of Björn and Ingi. Considering that we had very nearly lost our lives, I didn't 

mind. 

I returned to Galtafell. Einar returned to his new studio in Reykjavík. As before, we 

sent each other letters, but also as before, it was not the same. He was very busy with work. 

He got married. He moved to America for a time, and became quite famous. His letters 

became infrequent, and eventually trickled to nothing. 
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I remained on the family farm and dreamed about the reynisdrangar—about what 

writhes upon a certain hidden ledge, on days dark and foggy, a rusted chisel clutched in a 

misshapen fist. I dream that it knows what to do, so that it may someday free its brothers 

from the shadow of Dyrhólaey. Ching, ching, ching. 

Einar's work has become strange and fantastic, now, in his old age. Angels, homunculi, 

giants, gods, wolves, monsters, crucifixes, Madonnas, tangled together in symmetric, 

mystical clumps loaded with anxiety and symbolism many people cannot understand. He's 

very spiritual now, they say, becoming more and more devout as time goes on, becoming 

enmeshed in pondering the unknowable. 

But this is wrong. Even across such time and distance as lies between us now, to some 

degree, his thoughts are still mine, and I know from what obsession his tangled phantasms 

spring. 

He dreams about that rusted chisel, too, and is afraid. 
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Passenger Space 

Julia Watson 

 

My foot touches the platform and it hits me, a plunging sensation in my gut—I feel light 

and the lightness is wrong. 

Merciless, the impatient momentum of the crowd pulls me the wrong way. All wrong. 

I check my pockets: Gum. Keys. Ticket-stub. 

Something is missing. Something else. 

"Hey, what's the hold up?" a man snarls, shoves ahead of me. 

Come to think of it, I'm not sure I recognize this stop. I can't see the stairs, but just 

ahead all the people are disappearing up, into emptiness. 

It pulls again, harder now—a sharp ache, a phantom limb that always and never was, 

plucked out by the root. And it's wrong. 

I turn back. 

"Sorry." I squeeze past a hungry-eyed woman as she pushes forward with the rest. A 

choking press of bodies all around me, I fight my way back towards the doors. I'm too late. 

They're closing. 

"Wait," I wrest my shoulder from the jaws of the crowd. "Wait!" Thrust myself 

through the narrowing gap. 

The train lurches onward. No one else has gotten on here. Just me. 

"Last stop ahead," wheezes an overhead speaker, dislodging a puff of dust. 

Clutching the safety rails to keep my feet on the floor, I make my way to the back as 

we enter the tunnel, tiptoeing around the edge of what's missing, holding the emptiness, the 

untethered dizziness at bay. How could the people back at the station bear it? 

The train barrels on and the darkness hiccups past a wire-caged bulb, bright and bare. 

And another, and another still, throwing stripes of light across their faces—what we had to 

leave behind: the droopy-skinned old man with the runny nose and rheumy eyes, practically 

at my elbow; two little girls in sailor suits on the row of seats across the way, solemn and 

staring. All of them, weighted down. 

But none of these here are mine. I can't remember where I was sitting. It couldn't have 

wandered far. 

There are more towards the back, milling about. More bruise than man, blue-black 

and livid, one rocks himself in his seat, eyes closed, humming low, and near him, a mousy 

woman with one pale fist clenched, pressed to her chest. In a corner seat, a grandmotherly 

matron knits a scarf, stony silent. No, not her, I think. But I do a double take. There's 

something sturdy about her, something settling. Maybe- 
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Without looking up, she flicks her long, forked tongue out to silence a fly, points one 

of her needles towards the back of the train, directing me on. 

It's darker here. I can just make out a familiar figure, small and hunched on the floor 

up ahead. Each step more solid than the last, my feet finally holding me down, I move closer. 

The light comes again, catches its movement in flicker-light stop motion. One claw, 

like a straight razor casing, traces a slow line in the blood on the floor, like a little kid trying 

to remember how to write his own name. 

It looks up, cocks its head to the side, needle-fine curved fangs jutting up and down 

from the protruding 'v' of its lower jaw. It blinks, unsure, the inky wells of its eyes fixed on 

me. 

Something low comes home to roost. 

The brakes keen. Bored, the conductor calls, "End of the line." 

Outside, the gates beckon. Up? Or down? 

I hold out my hand. It hobbles towards me and smiles. 
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Letters to the Editor of Tempestas 
Arcana 

Alexander Plummer 

 

The heap was in the usual order—dangling above chaos as if by the tree branch of vague 

categorization. My apprentices (or unpaid interns now, blast the "synergy seminar" that Mr. 

Lexius had given) had them in piles. The snowbank of envelopes was mostly (and mercifully) 

white, though a few red and green ones peeked out and promised unwelcome entertainment. 

The traditionalists comprised the second stack, with vellum and parchment and one papyrus 

scroll (where do they even get papyrus nowadays?). 

And between those two piles was the cage, of course, with the pigeons and crows and 

owls and one unfortunate fish floating in a hastily-conjured bubble of water (who'd either got 

caught up in the excitement or whose master missed the point by a fair mark). 

And the odd packages (an award-winning distinction in this crowd). A dwarf had sent 

a stone tablet through the postal service, tracking sticker taped over his first-millennium runic 

script. The blood-letter from the ghoul commune out in the Yukon was scrawled on what I 

fervently hoped (in futility, of course) was not human skin. The Feds had a nice little note 

attached to that one, asking-but-not-really-asking for a visit. And that pretentious technomage 

from L.A. had sent another one of his mystifying electron-shadow-things, all flashing lights 

and quarks and Judeo-Christian-God knows what. 

I leaned back in my chair as the printing press clacked on, red lightning from the rod 

on the roof powering the arcane crystal that made it go. Magus Tyrne swears that an outlet 

and an extension cord would work more reliably, but I'll trade my robes for a suit and my 

staff for a PDA (whatever that stands for) before I admit the superiority of any municipal 

power grid over my conjuration circle. 

The last pile was the smallest (yet why was it so heavy?). A letter from Mr. Lexius 

about the libel lawsuit from the northwest coven. Three years now (I didn't even write the 

damned editorial, I just printed it) and those neo-sanguinites were still looking for defamation 

damages. And then there was another statement about rent on the tower ten days past due (I 

don't care what the architect says about the viability of long-term occupancy for a building 

with no support structures, bound together by my will. It has to be a tower). A letter from my 

familiar in Africa brought a pang (sure, he's still saying it's just a trial separation, but it's been 

over a year now. He's not coming back). 

I considered burning this last pile to ash, but with a flick of my wrist sent it into my 

drawer instead. I looked at the letters, started to sweep them aside, paused at one, address 
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crudely lettered (print, of course; no one teaches proper writing anymore). The envelope 

shredded with a thought revealing the letter inside. I paused and… 

Mr. Wizard, 

My dad says there is no magic but I saw your paper and you say there is and so what 

is magic? 

Love, 

-Billy 

and 

(Magic is waking up on a spring morning after a storm and standing at the window 

while the frost turns to dew and ozone hangs above the mist wait! no magic is touching the 

hand of the person you love for the first time and feeling the pulse of their blood wait! not 

that magic is standing in the rain at the gravestone of your best friend and blaming yourself 

for not weeping no not that! magic is when you stand in absolute darkness in your own room 

and know despite what you know that you are not alone no it is when you stand at the top of 

the tower and look down and down but) 

(Magic is why you jump from the tower, and magic is why you survive the fall.) 

Paper rustled, cork popped, quill scratched. 

Billy, I wrote, let me tell you about magic. 

I scribbled, and did not notice when the lightning press stopped. 
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Seven Conversations in Locked Rooms 

Alex Shvartsman 

 

The lawyer looked at his watch for what must've been the hundredth time. 

"It's a good thing that they're taking this long. Means the jury is seriously considering 

our argument, at least. A quick verdict would've likely been bad news." 

Lewis couldn't tell if Malcolm meant it. Was he merely trying to offer a glimmer of 

hope or, perhaps, just calming his own nerves? He watched his lawyer pace back and forth in 

the small holding room. 

"I want you to promise me something, Malcolm," Lewis said after several more 

agonizing minutes of waiting. 

"What's that?" The lawyer quit pacing and turned to his client. 

"Claire's been telling me how there's all sorts of hoopla about my case. Talking heads 

discussing it on the news programs and all that. You and I are practically celebrities right 

now, fifteen minutes of fame sort of thing. That about right?" 

"Well, yes. There's quite a bit of media attention. The ethical and philosophical 

implications of this case are rather important." 

"Yeah, whatever. My point is, whether I win or lose, you're gonna win. You'll be the 

famous lawyer everyone saw on TV, and with that comes the big bucks." 

The attorney made no comment, waiting for Lewis to continue. 

"So, I figure, you owe me. Whichever way this goes, I want you to promise that you'll 

keep tabs on Claire and the girls. Help them out if they get into any sort of trouble." 

The lawyer made all kinds of fancy sounding assurances. It was easy to make 

promises, Lewis thought, to a man who probably wouldn't even remember asking if they lost 

this final appeal. 

Guards unlocked the door. "It's time," one of them said. They escorted Lewis back 

into the courtroom. 

 

 

 
 

"Thank you for agreeing to this interview." 

Talking to the lady Lewis used to watch on TV was a bit surreal. She looked older in 

person, sitting right across the table from him, with cameramen and guards positioned a few 

steps behind her. 
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"No problem. It's not like I have much else to do with my time." 

He agreed to the interview because the network offered to pay twenty large for the 

exclusive. The money would help Claire catch up on her bills, and there would still be some 

left over for Linda's and Betty's college funds. But he wasn't supposed to mention getting 

paid during the interview. 

"Time is something you have in abundance," the journalist said. "The judge sentenced 

you to fifteen years in prison after it was ruled that you had a right to decline medical 

treatment. That's an awfully long time to spend behind bars. Do you now regret opting out of 

the memory modification?" 

"If you're asking whether I'm happy to rot in here for the next fifteen years, then no, of 

course I'm not. But it's loads better than a lobotomy. What you call memory modification is 

really mind murder." 

"You equate treatment with murder," she said, "but your own actions resulted in a real, 

physical murder, to which you pleaded guilty. What do you say to those who might feel that 

your attitude toward treatment only makes it a more fitting punishment?" 

"I didn't mean to kill that guy. It was a stupid bar fight gone wrong, and I'm sorry it 

happened. I take full responsibility, but erasing who I am won't bring him back. It would be a 

deliberate act, an eye for an eye punishment as final as a lethal injection." 

"There's overwhelming scientific evidence that selective memory removal is a safe 

and effective way to treat sociopathic behavior," countered the reporter. "It's proven very 

efficient in people who've committed violent crimes with almost no incidents of recidivism. 

Don't you want to be cured?" 

"I ain't sick," said Lewis. "I am guilty of a crime, and I'm being punished for that now. 

I'd rather spend time in jail than have my personality wiped by one of those Memory Eater 

abominations. I read up on the 'cured' people you're talking about. Shrinks went in and 

deleted whatever memories they say shaped the patient's personality and predisposed him to 

violence." 

Lewis became animated as he spoke, causing the guards to tense up. 

"Whatever the research you quote says, it's not an exact science. There are side effects. 

People whose minds are messed with like that, they come out different. Their tastes, desires 

and temperaments are not what they used to be." 

"Why is that such a bad thing?" 

Lewis leaned in, his voice overcome with emotion. 

"Because no one knows exactly what kind of changes the memory wipe will cause. 

Because there's a chance I wouldn't love my wife, or my kids, anymore. I'm not willing to 

risk that for anything." 
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"Where's your mother?" 

Linda looked down at the floor, avoiding eye contact. "She's working tonight. She's 

been putting in overtime hours now that I'm old enough to take care of Betty." 

Lewis frowned. Claire used to come by every week, like clockwork, during the 

visitation hour. Sometimes she brought the girls, sometimes not. After a couple of years she 

began to miss a few weeks here and there. Nowadays he was lucky to see her once every two 

months. This was the first time Linda came to visit him on her own. 

"I'm glad to see you, Kiddo," he said. "But fourteen-year-old girls shouldn't come to a 

place like this by themselves. It's not like Claire to send you over unattended. Does she even 

know that you're here?" 

Linda looked down at the floor again. 

 

 

 
 

Malcolm dropped a thick stack of paperwork on the table. 

"Divorce papers," he said. 

"The guy she's with now—what's he like?" 

"I don't really know. I ran the background check like you asked, and he's clean. Other 

than that…" Malcolm shrugged. 

"I don't blame her," said Lewis. "Seven years is a very long time." He leafed through 

the pages filled with tiny print. "I still want you to keep your promise and look out for her 

and the girls. Especially the girls with a stranger in the house." 

Lewis picked up the pen and began to sign. 

 

 

 
 

Malcolm walked into the room and shook his head. 

"Goddamn it!" Lewis punched the table. "They wouldn't grant me furlough for Linda's 

wedding, and I get that, but for this… How could they say no?" 
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"They're holding a grudge," said the lawyer. "Do you know how much money it's 

costing the city to keep you incarcerated? Not to mention the others who chose prison 

sentences over the Memory Eater, citing your case as precedence? They're being petty." 

"Did you find out how it happened?" 

"Betty overdosed at a sorority party. The cops are still looking into it, interviewing her 

roommates and such. It looks as though she might've been using for some time. The other 

girls were too scared to call for an ambulance and by the time somebody did, it was already 

too late. I'm so sorry, Lewis." 

"They say fathers should never live long enough to bury their children. But not being 

able to attend your own daughter's funeral has got to be even worse. If only I was there for 

her, things might've turned out differently." 

Malcolm put his hand on Lewis's shoulder. 

"Don't beat yourself up," he said. "This kind of tragedy can happen to good people, 

families, whether both parents are there or not. 

Lewis's eyes were moist as he stared past Malcolm at the bare gray walls. 

 

 

 
 

"I came to say goodbye." 

Linda was a young woman now, twenty-two years of age and carrying herself with an 

easy assurance and optimism of youth. 

"Peter and I have been accepted into the Prometheus program," she went on to say. 

"We're a young, healthy and educated couple, just the sort of people they're looking for to 

establish the Mars colony." 

The speech sounded rehearsed, practiced in front of a mirror. His Linda was like that, 

even as a kid she always had to work up the courage to deliver bad news. 

"It's a one way trip, Dad," she said slowly, as though he didn't understand the 

implications, the finality of her decision. "We won't be coming back." 

Lewis managed to hold himself together long enough to wish her luck and say proper 

goodbyes. There was plenty of time to cry after she left. 

On the day the colony ship landed safely on Mars, he told the guards that he wanted to 

see his lawyer. 
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"My name is Malcolm," said the stranger. "I'm your attorney." 

"Thank God," said Lewis. "Finally, someone who can fill me in on what's happening. 

These people, they won't tell me anything!" 

"That was one of the conditions of your deal," said Malcolm. "You asked to undergo a 

Memory Eater procedure in lieu of serving out the remainder of your sentence. You also 

asked that certain painful memories be edited out. As per the negotiated terms, you'll be given 

a new name and allowed to reintegrate into society with relative anonymity. As far as 

everyone else knows, you're still incarcerated." 

"A new life sounds better than prison," said Lewis. "I don't even get how an old me 

could stand being cooped up in here for years. I wonder, though, if there are any friends or 

relatives, or maybe a girlfriend that I should contact? Any people who might be worried 

about me?" 

"Afraid not," said Malcolm. "You're all alone." 
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Sponsored By... 

Hank Quense 

 

The ground rumbled under Captain Dave Stiller's feet as two M81 pocket tanks rolled by. 

Large red letters on the turrets spelled out B-U-D-W-E-I-S-E-R and negated the usefulness of 

the camouflage paint. The tanks threw up clouds of Fort Dix sand and scattered swarms of 

gnats. 

Fueled by anxiety and disillusionment, Stiller's churning stomach growled almost as 

loudly as the tank engines. He hated these artificial battles. Too many innocent people died. 

As a West Point graduate, he followed Pentagon directives even when he disagreed with 

them and these battles brought in a lot of money needed to compensate for the deep budget 

cuts. 

He glanced over at his heavy weapons platoon where a soldier dropped a round into a 

mortar. The tube was painted in the US Postal Service blue-and-white with the legend, "We 

Deliver." The mortar round exploded on the hilltop and re-arranged some rubble. Piles of 

stone and wood were all that remained of a village. Had any of the poor bastards survived the 

barrage? Most of them probably had no idea why they had been moved there yesterday. The 

platoon lieutenant gave a hand signal to cease fire and Stiller relaxed slightly. The contract 

called for twenty-five rounds and all had all been fired. His troops had completed Phase One. 

He activated his cell phone and heard a lilting female voice say, "My panty liner is so 

wonderfully soft and absorbent that I don't even—" He held the phone away from his ear and 

wished the Pentagon would go back to using radios. Once the commercial finished, he called 

his lieutenants in charge of the rifle platoons, "Move out!" He clicked his stop watch. 

The three rifle platoons stood up and moved towards the slope. 

"Faster!" Stiller yelled into the phone. "Get those troops running!" Speed would help 

determine which unit won the grand prize and there was a lot of money at stake. 

The lieutenants yelled and waved their arms; the soldiers trotted up the hill. Their 

bobbing heads transformed the Golden Arches decal on the back of their helmets into moving 

bands of color. They all wore a red-and-white bulls-eye patch below the division badge on 

their shoulders. The patch was the logo of the department store that was the official sponsor 

of his infantry unit. Stiller's wife liked the extra discount she received there on diapers for 

their infant daughter. 

The soldiers fired from the hip—as stipulated by the producer to increase the drama—

even though none of them could see a target. The bullets kicked up sand and rock splinters 

along the crest of the hill. 
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Recording the action, two camera crews stood on the beds of a pair of 4X4 trucks, 

while overhead, a helicopter circled the hill providing a different perspective. Blue and white 

letters identified the trucks and helicopter as part of the World-Wide Broadcasting 

Corporation. 

"Come on." Stiller beckoned to Mathis, his company sergeant. They climbed the hill 

and were swallowed by an acrid cloud of cordite left behind by the rifle fire. 

A hum-vee plastered with so many logos that it wouldn't be out-of-place at a 

NASCAR race rolled after the rifle platoons. The vehicle carried the two umpires and the 

referee in charge of scoring. 

When the first rifleman reached the hilltop, Stiller clicked his stop watch: four 

minutes, thirteen seconds. Much less than the five minutes the goddamn producer allocated to 

the move. He should be happy with the time and with his men firing a truck-load of ammo to 

make his video look good. 

His phone buzzed. "Sir," the first platoon lieutenant said. "I counted forty-five people 

alive. A fifty-five percent Kill-Ratio is an outstanding score, sir. Much better than anything 

I've seen from other units." 

"Keep looking for more survivors." His stomach threatened outright rebellion. Out of 

a hundred illegal immigrants penned into the village, less than half had survived and would 

be allowed to stay in the country. 

He and Mathis reached the village. The mortar-blasted area offered no shade from the 

mid-summer sun. Waves of heat radiated from the sandy soil and distorted everything in view. 

His troops faced a long, hot afternoon. Stiller removed his sunglasses and wiped the sweat 

from his face with his sleeve. He found a spot where he had a view of the slopes and 

established his command post. A quick assessment of the area told him the counter-attack 

would come from the woods closest to the village, either the north-western or western slopes. 

"I want the first platoon facing west," he told the assembled lieutenants, "the second 

fronting northwest and third due north. The woods on the east are too far away from the 

slopes, so I don't expect any trouble from that direction. Any questions?" He looked at the 

two men and a woman. All much younger than he. "Okay, go and set up your troops." 

The referee walked over and gave him a signed form, the official tally. Fifty-two 

killed. Good. They found a few more survivors and he still had a great Kill-Ratio. 

He and his men lunched on cold rations while a convoy of ambulances transported the 

survivors. After the last vehicle left the hill, the referee displayed his wristwatch to Stiller. 

"The counter-attack can take place anytime after fifteen minutes from… now." 

Stiller nodded his understanding. The next event was deadly and involved a mob of 

people desperate enough to attack professional troops. Soon, five hundred bankrupt citizens, 

armed with machine pistols and high on booze and drugs would try to take the village from 

his company. 
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During the Terrorists Wars, Congress revamped the justice system and tilted it to 

benefit for-profit institutes. Insolvency was now a crime punishable by stiff prison sentences 

because individual bankruptcies lowered the profits of the lending companies. The Attorney-

General then cut a deal with the entertainment industry to give the felons a chance to get out 

debt while reducing the number of expensive jail cells required. The Attorney-General 

proclaimed the arrangement a victory for the taxpayers. 

"Captain?" Sergeant Mathis look worried. "I can't get air support." He waggled his 

cell phone over his head. 

Stiller frowned. 

"All I get is a loud squeal." 

Stiller punched the power button on his cell phone. Nothing but noise. Not even a 

commercial! He leaned on a mound of rubble to keep his knees from buckling. Bile flooded 

the back of his mouth and left him with a horrid taste. 

It had to be the producer! What was the fat fuck's name?… Zephyr… Zachery Z. 

Zephyr. 'Z-Cubed', as he liked to be called. The sonuvabitch wanted more bloodshed so he 

blocked the requests for air support. Without the cell phone, he also couldn't direct the fire of 

his weapons platoon at the base of the hill, and his riflemen had used most of their 

ammunition on the way up the hill. He looked around for the camera trucks that should be in 

the village with his men. Both crews were still at the bottom of the hill, drinking beers. Even 

worse, the hum-vee with the officials sped down the hill to join them. Stiller almost threw up 

his lunch. 

He took a deep breath. The whole day was an outrage. First, he had to shell the illegal 

immigrants because it was too expensive to send them back to their native countries. Second, 

he had to fight off a frenzied mob of bankrupt people. Third, Zephyr put his men in 

extraordinary danger to punch up excitement and to increase the ratings of his reality show. 

In the last year, his respect for the Pentagon had plummeted because they supported 

this gross and dangerous spectacle to placate the entertainment industry, amuse the public and 

earn money. He could take no more of this immoral charade and he resolved to resign his 

commission before the day ended. 

If he survived. 

He pulled out the canteen-shaped bottle of sports drink, took a swig, spit it out and 

wiped his lips with the back of his hand. "Boisenberry! I hate that flavor." 

Mathis chuckled and offered his own canteen. "Coconut-kumquat." 

"Gawd!" Stiller swallowed a mouthful. "How can the supply people accept this shit? 

Better round up some runners, Mathis. We'll have to do things the old-fashioned way." 

While he waited for the runners, he wondered if the other officers felt like he did. Two 

other rifle companies had undergone similar maneuvers recently. The producer would splice 

together a two-hour-long special from tapes of all the battles. 
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Mathis returned with three privates. 

"Tell the platoon lieutenants I want an ammo check," Stiller told one of them. "Fast." 

The runner sprinted towards the closest platoon. An idea sprang into his mind. To another 

runner, he said, "Go down to the tanks and tell them to get their asses up here. Go! And don't 

come back without them." 

The ammo report was as bad as he anticipated: an average of twenty rounds for each 

rifle. His troops didn't have enough ammo to stop a force of five hundred maniacal attackers. 

Not without air or heavy weapons support. 

"Fix bayonets." The lieutenants looked at him as if he was insane. The soldiers hadn't 

practiced bayonet fighting since boot camp. The officers gave a terse order and the blades 

flashed in the sunlight. Every bayonet carried the logo of a condom company on both sides of 

the blade. "Set all rifles on single shot," Stiller yelled. "No automatic fire." 

Mathis pointed in the air. The network helicopter swooped down and hovered behind 

the south side of the hill. Stiller frowned. The position of the chopper made no sense. If the 

attack echeloned to the north face of the hill, a distinct possibility, the helicopter would be in 

the line of fire. 

A deep growling noise interrupted his thoughts. Thank God! The two tanks, call 

names Bud-1 and Bud-2, bellied up the top of the slope with his runner on back of the lead 

tank. Stiller placed a tank on each of his flanks. With armor anchoring his lines, he felt a bit 

safer. 

"Here they come!" a soldier shouted. A burst from an automatic weapon sent bullets 

whizzing over Stiller's head. The soldiers in the second platoon returned the fire. 

"Hold your fire!" their lieutenant yelled. "Wait 'til they get closer. Much closer." 

Stiller moved towards the point of attack and sucked in his breath. Only fifty attackers 

ran up the slope. Where the hell were the other four-hundred-fifty? In answer to his question, 

gunfire and more shouts came from his rear. Bud-2 fired its cannon and opened up with its 

turret machine gun. 

The fifty attackers flopped to the ground and sniped at his men. Stiller cursed at them. 

They would pin down a portion of his soldiers; troops needed to repulse the much larger 

attack. Someone had given the attackers a good strategy. Z-Cubed? 

Stiller ran over to Bud-2 where heavy fire from the insolvents churned up the dirt on 

the edge of the hill. Protected by the bulk of the tank, he saw the main strength of the debtor 

force charge uphill on the east flank of the hill, an area undefended except for the tank. He 

had been outflanked! He backed away from the tank and grabbed a runner. "Get the first 

platoon over here. Fast! You," he beckoned to another runner. "Get the other tank." 

Now the position of the helicopter made sense. It hovered out of the line of fire of the 

attack and could take ground-level film of his men getting overrun. 
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The fire power of Bud-2 rattled the attackers and slowed them enough for the first 

platoon to move across the hill and drop into firing positions. 

To the panting runner, Stiller said, "Round up as much ammo as you can from the 

other platoons." 

The defaulters slogged forward, firing their automatic pistols and howling, "Debt free! 

For you and me!" 

The crack of weapons rose to a deafening volume then subsided only to rise again. 

"I'm hit!" one of his soldiers yelled. The man gripped his forearm while blood flowed 

through his fingers. 

Bud-1 joined the defense and the two tanks ripped holes in the attackers who surged 

forward but in smaller numbers. Stiller heard more screams followed by cries of "Medic!" 

The cannon blasts, the steady fire from both the turret machine guns and the infantry 

broke the attack. The survivors retreated towards the woods and prison, their chance at 

economic redemption ended. The bodies of those who no longer needed a jail cell littered the 

slope. His men had executed a large number of people who wouldn't be guilty of a crime 

back in his parents' time. He gawked at the red-stained grass, then forced his mind back to 

business. 

He waved to the commander of Bud-1 who stood in the open turret. Stiller pointed to 

the area in front of the first group of attackers. The tank commander nodded and the tank 

spun around, sending a shower of sand over the nearby soldiers. 

"Get me a casualty report," Stiller told a runner. He saw a number of soldiers writhing 

on the ground. 

Stiller heard a blast from Bud-1's cannon. 

"Where you goin', cowards?" a soldier near that tank yelled. 

"Come on back and give us a fight," a second called out. 

When the runner returned, she reported, "Sir, fifteen wounded. No KIA." 

Stiller tried his phone. "Now! Mortgage rates guaranteed to be lower than any other 

lending company-" He closed his eyes and held the phone against his shoulder until the spiel 

ended, then called for medical helicopters. Two arrived within minutes, one emblazoned 

MERCK and the other WYETH. 

Stiller heard more approaching helicopters. 

A pair of them set down outside the village. One had WWBC on the side and the other 

COCA-COLA. To Stiller's surprise, the division commander, General Westly, jumped out of 

the red Coke bird followed by Colonel Maitland, his battalion commander. Both wore 

starched and pressed Class A uniforms in contrast to his rumpled, sweat-stained fatigues. 

Z-Cubed and a few go-fers climbed out of the WWBC helicopter. Z-Cubed wore an 

iridescent blue-green djellabah and yellow combat boots. Six-foot tall and weighing close to 

two-hundred-and-fifty pounds, the man's weight was concentrated in a huge paunch that 
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stretched the material of the gown. A rubber band held his black hair in a pony tail but his 

untrimmed beard flowed in all directions. When Z-Cubed moved, the sunshine changed his 

djellabah into shimmering patterns of light that dazzled the eye. It was like looking into a 

bank of strobe lights. He kicked a rock, said something to a go-fer and backhanded the man 

in the chest. 

Stiller came to attention, saluted the officers and watched for an opportunity to resign 

his commission. 

The officers returned his salute. 

"This man," Z-Cubed wagged a fat finger in Stiller's face, "screwed up the whole 

production. Shoot him or hang him or whatever you do with traitors." 

Stiller made a fist and shifted his weight. Before he could throw a punch, General 

Westly gripped Z-Cubed's elbow. "That's how our officers respond when you fuck with 

them." Westly's voice came out like a snarl. "You changed the script without telling him and 

he changed his tactics." He turned to Stiller and held out his hand. "You turned a potentially 

bloody defeat into a victory. Well done, Captain." 

"My boss loved the new script." Z-Cubed pounded a fist into an open palm. "The 

public is tired of watching people get slaughtered by air strikes. Viewers want to see some 

dead-beats get to the top and win." 

"Captain Stiller," Colonel Maitland said. "Everyone in your command can now wear a 

combat badge." 

The Pentagon hadn't been in a battle since the Terrorist Wars ended and almost 

everyone with combat experience had retired. The Pentagon's press releases justified these 

battles as a way to fill this experience gap. Stiller knew this was the 'good' reason given out to 

the media while the 'real' reason was making money. 

"What am I supposed to tell him?" Z-Cubed said, hands on hips. "I couldn't shoot the 

script because an officer can't get his men killed properly?" 

Stiller cleared his throat to get the general's attention. 

"You may not like it," General Westly replied, "but Captain Stiller is a hero." 

"He is?" Z-Cubed gave the general a wary look. 

"Sir, I want to res… I am?" Stiller didn't feel like a hero. He felt like someone who 

had been used by unscrupulous people. 

"He is. You are." 

Z-Cubed tapped his foot while he stared at Stiller. He made a frame out of his two 

thumbs and forefingers and sighted Stiller through it. "My God! The man'll photograph like a 

movie star. Look at that jaw line. The strong nose. The blue eyes." 

Stiller's mouth dropped open. 

"I can see it now, General." Z-Cubed grinned. "The show will feature this man as the 

heroic officer. We'll interview him before and after each film clip. He'll give us a voice-over 
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of what's happening on those clips. Stiller'll be a national hero for his sterling defense against 

the low-life scum who dared to attack his unit." 

Stiller gawked at Z-Cubed. 

Z-Cubed stroked his beard. "Hmm… Our unspoken sub-text will be the superb 

training and adaptability of American officers." Z-Cubed hugged himself. "This show will 

break all market share records. We can raise our advertising rates." 

"I have an opening up at Division," General Westly said. 

Stiller broke his opened-mouthed stare at Z-Cubed and turned to the general. 

"I need someone to re-organize the training. Someone who can teach the rifle 

company officers to think under fire. I love the way you compensated for the lack of air 

strikes and mortars by using the tanks. I want you to teach these people how to think like that. 

By the way," Westly paused to give Stiller a smile, "the position is to be filled by a major, so 

I'll have to promote you." 

Stiller's mind threatened to shut down from the over-load, but before it did he 

postponed his resignation. After all, he had a family to support. It would be selfish to resign 

without talking it over with his wife. 

"Not a bad day, Stiller," Colonel Maitland said. "You put up a great fight, you'll be on 

national TV and you get a promotion." 

"And you knocked off those undesirables," Z-Cubed said, "in a most bloody and 

colorful fashion too. It'll be a TV classic in no time. The residuals alone will be worth a 

mountain of cash. You win the prize, Stiller. All ten million dollars." 

Stiller blinked and tried to sort things out. His wife would love it that Wal-Mart 

sponsored the division staff and provided more lucrative discounts than the other store. His 

rifle company would split up the prize money. With his portion, he'd buy shares in Pentagon 

Inc., the subsidiary that owned all military advertising space and dealt with the corporations 

that wanted to rent some of it. 

His resignation faded into oblivion. Maybe, the Pentagon knew what it was doing. 
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The Sculptor’s Son 

Jason Gorbel 

 

Elijah's hands worked the cool clay until the little girl's eyes reflected innocence, and her 

lips formed a smile. The figure, half his height, mimicked a child of seven or eight. Sculpting 

had shaken off the dread brewing since the call an hour ago. 

A light knocking on the front door caused his stomach to sink. There was no need to 

go to the window. He knew Rabbi Gorlitz's knock. Like his voice on the phone, it was 

unassuming for such an important man. Elijah wiped his hands on his smock and took it off 

before going downstairs. After a pause to pray for strength, he opened the door. 

The Rabbi appeared somber but composed, unlike Elijah's son, Jacob. The narrow-

eyed boy stood on the porch next to him with arms folded and lips pursed. Whose blood 

stained Jacob's shirt this time? 

"You know the story," the Rabbi said, tugging the brim of his black fedora. 

Jacob twisted and pulled on his blond side curls. His yarmulke was missing. "David 

started with me. He said something about mom. He—" 

Elijah's jaw muscles grew taught. "I heard. It doesn't excuse your behavior. Go to your 

room." 

"No," Jacob sneered. 

The Rabbi raised an eyebrow. He didn't need to say anything; the boy was making the 

man's point for him. 

"Go!" Elijah threw his finger at the stairs. 

Jacob cursed, shouldering Elijah as he passed him before stomping up the steps. Elijah 

avoided the Rabbi's eyes and sighed. He stepped back and gestured for him to enter. The 

Rabbi touched the mezuzah in the doorway and kissed his fingers before stepping inside, a 

pointed reminder that Jacob hadn't. 

After hanging up the Rabbi's coat, Elijah pulled out the chair at the head of the dining 

room table. He waited for his guest before taking a seat. The ceiling vibrated with Jacob's 

rock music, but at least he wasn't eavesdropping. "I know what you're going to say." 

The Rabbi stroked his gray beard. "Do you?" 

"But according to the teacher, the other boy did say something about Jacob's mother." 

"Jacob has no mother." 

Elijah took a deep breath. "But he remembers a mother. Adolescence is a difficult 

time for any—" 

"Jacob put another boy in the hospital." 

"Who? David? Is he okay?" 
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"He will be." 

Elijah bowed his head. "I'm sorry." He felt the Rabbi's cool gray eyes bore into him. 

"Today, four men could barely hold Jacob down. This episode also lasted much longer 

than the last." 

"I'll talk to him. I'll punish him." 

The Rabbi folded his arms. "You've tried both many times." 

"We may need him, you know," Elijah retorted, hoping an even tone masked his 

desperation. "Hate crimes in the city are on the rise." 

The Rabbi snorted. "This is not the sixteenth century. We have laws and police to 

protect us." 

"I bet my grandfather thought that too before Hitler." 

The Rabbi wagged his finger. "Moshe, a Kohain, used the Name when the SS came to 

his village." Elijah's eyes widened. Papa never told him. "The bodies soon piled up, Germans 

and Jews alike. Your grandfather, like the rabbis who came before him, was forced to use the 

Name once more. He made your father vow never to speak it." 

"I know, but I found Papa's writings." 

The Rabbi got up and took his coat. "A shame you didn't find his wisdom. Shalom." 

"You know I can't father children," Elijah pleaded. "That's why Sarah left me." 

"Whoever brings up an orphan in their home fulfils—" 

"Adoption isn't the same. It can never be the same. I gave life to Jacob. He is truly my 

son. I can save his neshama!" 

The Rabbi paused at the door and, without turning, replied, "He has no soul to save. 

He cannot return your love. Sooner or later he will kill." 

Elijah clasped his hands together in prayer. "Jacob's my son...my only son! What if I 

can school him at home?" he asked, his hope sparked. 

"If you are to suffer his wrath," the Rabbi said with a somber shake of his head, "who 

will be left to use the Name? Only a full-blooded Kohain can." The front door closed softly 

behind him. 

Ascending the stairs, Elijah felt as though a starless night had fallen. He came to his 

son's door and stood frozen a moment before finally able to knock. The throbbing beat 

stopped. 

"Go away!" Jacob raged. "I'm not apologizing." 

"I've come to apologize to you," Elijah's voice shook. "You're right. The teachers and 

the Rabbi have no business telling you you can't stick up for yourself." 

The door opened. Jacob's brow furrowed. "No...no they don't." 

Elijah took into the room. An untidy NFL bedspread, the rock posters...It was so easy 

to forget the truth. When his gaze fell on the open laptop, the background a picture of him 
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and the boy together, Elijah's heart stopped. His eyes met Jacob's. "You hurt David badly you 

know?" 

The boy shrugged. "I'm stronger than he is. I'm the strongest in the school." 

"That's why you can't do that." 

"Tell the teacher to get kids to stop bothering me, and I won't have to." 

"It's only words, Jacob. You can stick up for yourself without throwing a punch!" 

Jacob looked at the floor. "I try not to. Really. Every time. But I get so angry, I want 

to. I...I need to." He raised his eyes. "You forgive me, right?" 

"Of course I do." Elijah opened his arms and as they embraced, he whispered the 

Name into the boy's ear. 

Tears fell on the body of cool clay in Elijah's arms. "I'm sorry. I'm so sorry." 

He staggered to his workroom and steadied himself against the wall. Sunlight 

stretching from beneath the window blinds touched the face of his fresh sculpture. Elijah 

traced one of her curls with his finger and sighed. Everyone would require a plausible 

explanation. Maybe the recently orphaned daughter of a close friend who'd been living in 

Israel. Yes, that would work. She'd have Jacob's room because he went to stay with relatives 

upstate. Getting away from the city was what the wild boy needed, Elijah would say. He 

wiped the moisture from his eyes. 

He crouched before the clay girl and leaned forward. At first his voice failed him, but 

the need to fill a void outweighed any fear of the consequences. Elijah spoke the Name into 

her ear. 
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Smew of Skray 

Rebecca Brown 

 

Long-fingered grips and narrow, jag-joint wrists. Heg coiled around her brother. Coiled in 

close until he breathed the flavor of her thoughts. 

Unlovely. Unbelonging. Out! Out! Out! 

He stroked her smooth. Not yet. Not 'til he's older. Time… 

She bristled bitter somewhere underneath. Too long already. 

Still, he soothed her. Just a little longer. Soon. 

Consent. 

Forgiveness. 

She broke away, not wanting him to share the way she felt. How, as the pass of 

moments drew across her skin, each moment that they kept Smew here stung like a splinter in 

her spine. 

 

 

 
 

They pressed together, sampling scents and tastes of one another. Delight in sharing. Joy in 

mind-in-hand. 

Smew watched them as they gathered. Clumbered all around the precious bliss of 

sharing, both unwelcome and unwelcoming—though neither by the choosing of his mind. 

He'd tried to join them once. His stub-tipped fingers stiff and aching where he clung against 

his brothers. Slipping loose before he had begun to know. 'Wrong-bodied' they'd called him 

when they burst apart. Closed off by throw-back genes from some now long-forgotten ferity. 

Now, Smew was forced to wait. To hope that this time they would find a way to put in words 

the glories of their sampling. 

 

 

 
 

Allow me just a minute more. Heg pushed in closer even as he forced her back. Strange 

bitters hung around his body. 

Time has come. 
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I wish… 

No. It is time. 

 

 

 
 

They pushed him out, not with their wrists but by their acrid tastings. Out into the 

browsewood valley, carrying their shamefast with him. 

Not of ours! Unsamelike. Yes, he'd known that always. Carried it all gathered up 

inside him in the hollow where they did not—could not—reach. Unbravely, in the morning 

light, he left them. Ahungered as he left for lost belonging which had always been a lie. 

Mud sucked his fingers. 

Stand still, Smew, it begged, and let me swallow you, as if he could belong their 

underneath the soil. He walked on until, crouched below a dark, empurpled sky, he found 

himself asleep and dreamed his lonely dreams. 

 

 

 
 

 

Regret. It slicked his skin until Heg found she could not grip him. She scrabbled at him. Dug 

down deep against his skin. 

Remorse. Revulsion at her smoothness. At his own long-fingered limbs. The ache of 

losing one of his. No longer, she could sense, would she find joining in her brother. With his 

sonlessness has come his time of silence—and her time of loss. She left him there to seek 

another skin to savor deep. 

 

 

 
 

 

He woke to his belonging. Here, unroofed except by skies, he was no longer heavy. Long 

since had he been mis-termed. Tomorrow, he would search himself. The next day, all around 

him. Are there others like me out there, Smew the Realizer asked. The unknowing—and the 

coming of the know—delicious now in equal measure. His ache dispersed into the soil, the 

flavor of his leaving with it. 
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Today, the Skray is beautiful, he told himself—and they will never know it. Here and 

now, the knowing of the Skray is mine alone to taste. 

Undrawn, except by future longings, Smew drank in the skies. 
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Your Lair or Mine? 

Cathy Bryant 

 

Gender: Female 

Relationship status: Single 

Area: Welsh mountain, but willing to travel 

Age: 1643, but still have own fangs and most scales 

Height: 26' 

Body Type: curvaceous; wings—large, leathery but still muscular 

Hair Color: what hair? 

Eyes: Two, hypnotic, green or orange depending on mood 

Dietary Restrictions: Carnivore 

Smoker?: Yes, and some steam, and some pretty impressive flaming 

Occupation: not currently employed but not on state benefits 

Income Bracket: large pile of gold, but not large enough (about three villages worth) 

Religion: Dewi. Open to other similar religions 

Likes: gold, mountains, livestock, villagers 

Dislikes: Knights/heroes (so-called) with pointy things 

Have Children?: some spawn got fertilized and there were some eggs at some point, I think, 

but I really can't remember. 'Not living at home' I guess 

Want Children?: Yes, please. Delicious! Would make a good romantic gift, done up in a 

nice box, with some herbs 

Astrological Sign: Serpent rune 

Three Personality Traits: possessive, thoughtful, other 
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Ideal First Date: eating out, treasure hunting 

Sports: Extreme hunting, flying, sky-diving 

More about me: Well hello! I'm Maurgha. I've been single for a while, though I'm sure my 

friends, if I had any, wouldn't be able to understand why. I live on the side of a beautiful 

mountain in Wales and grow my own organic villagers. There are so few dragons around here, 

honestly, it's dead, and there's loads of life in me yet, so I thought I'd give this a try. Nothing 

ventured, eh? 

No knights in shining armor please. I'm on to you. I came on here in good faith, and yet 

sometimes you can almost hear the lances being sharpened. Asking which mountain I live on 

before the first date? Yeah right. Honestly you have to be so careful on the Internet. Genuine 

dragons only please. No timewasters. 

I'm no longer young, it's true. And the world seems to have changed so much—some of the 

dragonlings hoard credit cards and designer plastic jewelry—I just don't understand it. One of 

the southwestern dragons even claims that it's wrong to eat people, and has become a 

sheeparian! 

I did try dating a Chinese water dragon last year. Oh, he was really nice but, you know, a bit 

too nice—thoroughly wet. We were just incompatible really—he didn't light my fire and I 

didn't float his boat, so it fizzled out. 

As you can see, I'm more traditional really, and I can't be the only one. Are you out there 

somewhere? I'm the greatest treasure of my hoard, a female of many talons… 
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Shades of the Past 

Kurt Kirchmeier 

 

The pond was stagnant, sickly. Globs of yellow foam floated on the surface, while cattails 

lay flat on the ground along the water's edge, as though expired from the effort of trying to 

crawl free of the horrible scum. 

"Betcha five bucks you won't stick your foot in," said Brandon Styles to his new 

friend Jarvis. 

The two of them had happened upon the sallow watering hole while taking a late 

afternoon hike through the woods behind Brandon's new house—the latest in a long string of 

rent-to-owns. Brandon never took the "own" part too seriously though; unlike the unfortunate 

cattails before him, his mother had trouble putting down roots. 

Jarvis looked disgusted. "Five bucks? You crazy? Maybe for fifty…" 

"What's the matter? Chicken?" 

Jarvis rolled his eyes. "As if you'd do it for five bucks." 

Jarvis was tall and lanky and played bantam hockey as a "stay at home" defenseman, 

which apparently meant that he stayed close to his goalie rather than pitching in with the 

forwards offensively. Brandon couldn't play hockey himself; he was too small and frail. 

He could, however, talk himself into doing things that most other boys would only 

scoff at. 

"For five bucks? I totally would. It's just water." If there was one thing that moving 

around a lot had taught Brandon, it was that following through on dares was a quick and easy 

way to earn respect from new friends. 

Wasting no time at all, Jarvis produced his wallet and fished out a five-spot. "All right, 

let's see it." 

Brandon knelt to untie his shoe, the horrible stench of the water becoming that much 

more pronounced. The scummy surface was strangely lacking in insects. He peeled off his 

sock and inched his way forward. 

"Warm," he said a moment later, submerged up to the ankle. 

"That's frickin' gross, man," Jarvis said, looking away. "There's something wrong with 

you." 

Brandon laughed, even though he didn't really feel like laughing at all. A substance 

that looked an awful lot like grease had begun to pool around his foot. 

"Seriously, dude," Jarvis went on. "Five bucks won't buy you a new foot." He shook 

his head. "Here, take it." 
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Brandon removed himself from the toxic liquid and dried his foot with a sock he no 

longer had any intention of keeping. He balled it up, tossed it into the woods, and slipped his 

shoe on over his bare foot, doing his best to ignore the fact that his toes had begun to tingle. 

He glanced back at the pond and saw a faint metallic sheen that he hadn't previously observed. 

For some reason, it made him think of Chernobyl. He said as much, to which Jarvis replied, 

"Cher…what?" 

Brandon shook his head. "Never mind. C'mon, let's get outta here." 

The two of them parted ways just before supper, with Brandon returning home to 

cook himself a meal of grilled cheese and microwaved basmati rice. His mother's waitressing 

shift ended at ten-thirty, so he wouldn't see her till closer to eleven. They always watched the 

eleven o'clock news together. 

 

 

 
 

The tingling sensation in his toes remained throughout the evening but since there wasn't any 

pain or discoloration to go with it, he tried not to worry. They didn't have cable or internet, so 

there wasn't a whole lot to do around the house other than sit at the kitchen table and work on 

jigsaw puzzles or drawings. As usual, Brandon opted for pencils. 

He used to draw mostly cars and caricatures and science-fictional battlefields with 

aliens and ray guns galore, but lately—since the move—he'd become somewhat obsessed 

with sketching fantastic forest creatures like elves and centaurs. Why this was, he couldn't 

say, although he suspected it had something to do with the proximity of the woods to his 

house and a general need for escapism. 

The being that took shape on the page today, however, was neither an elf nor centaur, 

but rather something with sickly yellow eyes and overgrown hands and hairy skin that bore a 

faintly metallic sheen. 

By the time the sketch was finished, Brandon could hardly remember having drawn it 

at all. It was as though he'd been in a trance, his pencil moving of its own accord, like those 

automatic writers who claimed to channel spirits. Brandon glanced at the window and found 

the moon staring in at him from a tar-black sky. Night had fallen without him noticing. It was 

almost eleven o'clock. The realization gave him chills, and it wasn't until he had torn the page 

from the notebook and burned it up in an ashtray that he finally began to feel better. 

His mother arrived home a few minutes later and immediately reminded him to please 

not burn things in the house. She also asked if he'd eaten anything other than chips for dinner. 

When Brandon said yes, she seemed somewhat placated. She grabbed a yogurt from the 

fridge and joined Brandon on the couch. The news was about to start. 



Fantasy Scroll Mag – Issue #1 

 68 

"How'd it go tonight?" Brandon asked. "Make lots on tips?" Considering the cut of her 

blouse, it was hard to imagine that she hadn't. 

"Some," she said. 

"But you still like it, right? You're gonna stay there?" 

A pause. "I don't know, Bran. I just don't know." 

Brandon felt a familiar twist inside his stomach. It always started with an, I don't 

know, Bran. 

"What happened?" he asked. "Somebody harass you?" He wasn't oblivious to the fact 

that his mom was a looker; nor was he completely incognizant of how waitresses were treated 

in small town bars. 

"Different town," she said. "Same old shit." 

"So why'd we come here? Why didn't we go to the city? You could've got a job in a 

decent restaurant instead of just another hole-in-the-wall." 

"Heck, Brandon. I hardly know the difference between a salad fork and a dessert fork. 

Fancy ain't exactly my speed." 

"So you could do something else then." 

"Like what? Work retail for minimum wage? We need the tips, Bran." 

Brandon shook his head in frustration. 

"Don't worry about it," she went on. "I'll take care of it. I'll work it out." 

Uh-huh. Sure. 

The real problem was Brandon's father. It didn't matter that he was six towns behind 

them or that the terms of the restraining order hadn't been broken in more than eleven months; 

Brandon's mother still saw him in every leering face and felt him in every groping hand. 

Sometimes all it took was a predatory grin and the next thing Brandon knew, he'd be packing 

boxes. It didn't need to be his father for them to run; it only needed to be someone like him. 

Brandon wished that he were better able to protect his mom from the kind of men that 

invariably gravitated towards her. 

They sat in silence for a moment as the news anchor droned on about rising grain 

prices. "So who was it?" Brandon finally asked. "A customer?" The thought of roaming 

hands and vulgar remarks was enough to make him clench his teeth and wish death upon the 

nameless stranger. 

She shook her head and lit a cigarette. "One of the kitchen guys. Jerk with two gold 

teeth; talks like he's showing off trophies. Like I said, though, don't worry about it. I'll take 

care of it." 

"All right," said Brandon. He sighed, and let the matter drop. 
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Brandon went to bed at about one o'clock and woke up just shortly after three. Both his foot 

and his ankle were throbbing. He got out of bed and hobbled over to his light switch. 

He was thinking he must have developed a rash or something, maybe a delayed 

allergic response to the filthy pond water, but the truth, when he saw it, was infinitely more 

unsettling. Where his toenails had been were claws, each a good two inches long and as 

brown as tree bark. His skin, up to his ankle, had turned a strange shade of silvery-yellow and 

was rough to the touch, like leather. But worst of all was the smell coming off the discolored 

skin, a fetid combination of pond scum and decaying flesh. 

Brandon teetered in place at the impossible sight, then abruptly felt sick to the point of 

puking. He stumbled into the bathroom just in time, retching three times before the nausea 

and dizziness finally passed. He wiped his mouth and thought about waking his mother, 

thought about going to the hospital, but then remembered the drawing he'd done earlier and 

he knew, deep down, that this wasn't anything a doctor could fix with a simple prescription. 

And besides, they didn't have insurance. 

Unsure of what else to do, he ran some water in the tub and scrubbed the foot 

vigorously, applying every variety of soap and skin cleanser he could find. Afterwards, he 

returned to bed and stayed there until morning but he didn't sleep. When his mother came in 

to wake him for school he said he was sick. He must have looked it too, for she didn't even 

question him. She brought him a glass of orange juice and made him a bowl of soup and told 

him to lie back down and get some rest while she ran a few errands before work. 

Brandon nodded dutifully but got up to get dressed the instant she was out the door. 

The claws proved impossible to clip, so he was forced to go shoeless on one foot. He 

stretched a couple of thick wool socks over it and wrapped it in a tensor bandage just in case 

he happened across anyone on his way. He would just tell them he'd sprained it or something. 

 

 

 
 

He wasn't sure what he was expecting to gain by returning to the pond—most likely 

nothing—but since that was where his problem began he figured that was where to start 

looking for an answer. If anything, the water looked even more toxic than it had the day 

before. The grease-like film had spread and the yellow foam had begun to turn white along 

the edges. Looking at it now, Brandon could hardly believe that he'd willingly exposed his 

foot to it for a mere five dollars. 
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"Shouldn't go near there," came a voice from the trees to Brandon's left. He turned and 

squinted, searching for its source. When eventually he located it, he rubbed his eyes in 

disbelief. 

"It's a dark hole—a cursed place," a woman said. She travelled on lavender wings no 

larger than those of a monarch butterfly, and though her voice was small, it somehow carried. 

Her hair was done up in icy blue spikes and her dress, like something from a punk rock 

Barbie collection, was frayed and torn in a way that made her look a little bit wild. Her eyes, 

however, appeared to belong to a curious child, an inquisitive soul. 

He stared at her stupidly, blinking. There was no making sense of what he was seeing, 

no way to reconcile it with his obviously narrow view of reality but, sensible or not, blinking 

wasn't making this crazy vision go away. Brandon wondered if what was affecting his foot 

might now be affecting his brain, allowing for hallucinations. 

"What happened to your foot?" the tiny woman asked as she drew near. Brandon 

glanced sideways at the pond. The winged creature covered her mouth and said, "How awful 

for you. Does it hurt?" 

Brandon shook his head. "No, but it looks pretty bad and my shoe won't fit anymore." 

"How awful," she said again. "You must go to the healing place." 

"Healing place?" Brandon asked. 

"C'mon," she replied, motioning for him to follow. "I'll show you." 

She led him along a serpentine path through the trees, beneath branches of vibrant 

green leaves that rustled a bit at their passing, as if other—perhaps even smaller—creatures 

whispered and shifted amidst the foliage. Brandon watched for tiny faces or flashes of wings, 

but if anyone was there, the camouflage was impenetrable. 

At last they came to a stream with the clearest water Brandon had ever seen. It 

burbled peacefully along while insects buzzed and frogs leapt after them with tongues in 

search of a meal. Just a few feet away, a small tame bird dipped into the stream and then 

quickly out again, tiny drops beading off waterproof feathers that showed every color of the 

rainbow. It chirped a greeting and flew away, bouncing gracefully through the air. 

For a moment Brandon forgot about his foot entirely. He could hardly believe that the 

forest around him was the same one he'd explored just a day before. It seemed so different 

now, so alive. 

"In there," said his winged guide, indicating that he should unwrap his foot and bathe 

it in the crystal water. Brandon did so and was relieved to see that color in his skin began to 

return to normal almost instantly. The sharp claws retracted and dulled, becoming regular 

nails once more. 

He offered the woman his thanks, and then realized that he hadn't even thought to 

properly introduce himself. "My name's Brandon, by the way." 

"Trianna," she replied. "Pleased to meet you." 
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As Brandon dried himself off, he asked her about the sickly pond, about why it had 

transformed his foot so, but she wouldn't speak of it. 

"We mustn't name such things," she said. "To name them gives them power. The pond 

is its prison and soon the waters will dry and suffocate its soul. Until then, we must all stay 

away." 

Brandon swallowed hard. "Guess it's a good thing I only stuck my foot in," he said 

and looked back to her, but no one was there to answer him. The winged woman had gone. 

 

 

 
 

Brandon's mother arrived home from work a few minutes late and it was immediately clear 

that her shift hadn't gone well. Her eyes were red from crying and her mascara, though dry 

now, had clearly been running like ink. 

"What happened?" Brandon asked. She shook her head, indicating that she didn't want 

to talk about it. "Same guy?" Brandon asked as she took off her shoes and tossed them 

towards a rack that was more of a backstop than an actual resting place for footwear. Her 

silence was confirmation enough. "Did he touch you?" 

"Not really," she said, which Brandon assumed meant yes. 

"Did you call the police?" 

She shook her head. "I don't wanna make it worse than it already is." 

"So what'd you do then, nothing?" Brandon was livid. 

"I quit. Tomorrow's my last day." 

Brandon swore. "That's wonderful. Just wonderful." But as fired up as he was at this 

anonymous gold-toothed man, he was also angry with his mother for giving up again. 

"You can't let guys like that get away with this stuff, Mom." 

"I know, Bran. I know," she said, but wouldn't look him in the eye. 

"What's his name?" 

"Why?" 

"Because if you won't report him, then I will." His mother had a strange personality 

quirk that only allowed her to act if things got truly desperate. 

"C'mon, Bran. Just drop it, okay? It'd be my word against his, and with me being new 

in town, my word wouldn't be worth spit. One more shift and it'll be over and done with. You 

won't have to worry anymore." 

"So what? We just pick up and move again? We're supposed to be renting-to-own." 

"I know, Bran. I'm sorry. We just gotta find the right place is all. I thought this was it, 

but it's not. I'm sorry." 
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Brandon had heard it all before. He shook his head and left the room, and knew in his 

heart that there would never be a "right place." No matter where they went, there would 

always be another guy with gold teeth, another version of Brandon's father. 

 

 

 
 

Brandon didn't bother going to school the following morning. There didn't seem any point 

since he wouldn't be sticking around for much longer anyway. Instead he spent the day 

brooding and pacing and thinking about the magic in the woods behind the cottage. 

Yesterday's conversation with the sprite was so surreal that it seemed a dream rather 

than a real-life memory. The notion that he'd spent the better part of a day walking around on 

a mutated foot was nothing short of ludicrous. 

He wondered what might have happened had he submerged himself further, say, like 

up to his neck. Would his whole body have become like the foot, hard and powerful? 

Invincible even? With a body like that, Brandon could easily take care of the jerk who'd been 

bothering his mother, and as long as he wore a mask to cover his face, no one would ever 

know that it was him. Afterwards he could take a dip in Trianna's stream and go home, with 

no one being the wiser. Except for the sprite, maybe, but the odds of her exposing herself to 

the world in order to tell him "No" seemed pretty slim. 

Without conscious awareness or approval, Brandon's daydream had taken the shape of 

a plan. But could he go through with it? Sticking his foot in the pond to win a bet was one 

thing; submerging himself up to the neck, alone and naked in the forest, was something else 

entirely. 

But just as his drawing of the monster seemed to induce in him a trance-like 

detachment, so was his journey back to the pond, fractured and hazy around the edges. He 

felt strangely compelled, though whether this compulsion was born of ineffable magic or 

pent-up frustration at the life he had been living he couldn't say. 

Twice he walked up to the sallow pond's edge and twice he retreated before finally 

steeling himself and removing his clothes, starting with his socks and working his way up. 

The closer he got to all-out nakedness, the more he began to feel as though invisible eyes 

were watching him from the tree line. Eyes curious of his intentions, or perhaps just intrigued 

by his naked body. 

By the time he had submerged his legs up to his knees—the water felt even warmer 

than it had before—strange faces started to appear amid the moss on the ground and the 

leaves in the trees. Short creatures with bark-like skin and eyes of sparkling amethyst peered 

out at him from behind rock piles and patches of stinging nettle, while sprites and faeries 
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showed themselves by the dozens, some of them perched on branches, some of them darting 

this way and that on dragonfly wings, an electric flitter that filled the air and all but drowned 

out the thumping of Brandon's heart. A horse-faced giant hung back in the shadows, slowly 

swaying. 

Brandon slipped deeper into the pond, possessed by a feeling that those who stood by 

were not only watching him, but judging him as well. "I have to," he told them. "You don't 

understand." 

Grease slicked his thighs, rose up to his abdomen as he sunk in. Finally the scum was 

up to his chest. Just a little deeper… 

A particularly large clump of the yellow-white foam began drifting his way and for a 

moment he felt as though he'd been buried in beach sand up to his neck and that some 

horrible sponge-like monster was creeping towards him, eyeless yet somehow fixed on his 

position. He managed to get a hold of himself and worked his way out from the silvery sludge 

and onto dry land again, where he lay for a moment, stunned by what he had done and 

sharply aware that there were countless beings looking out at his exposed manhood, which, 

like the rest of his body, was now tingling. 

Trianna emerged from the brushes and made herself visible just long enough to shake 

her head in disappointment. Then she simply melted into the air. One by one, the creatures 

dissolved, the light in their tiny eyes fading before winking out. When at last Brandon was 

alone again, he pulled his clothes on over still-wet skin and headed for home, dragging his 

feet the entire way. 

 

 

 
 

By ten at night, the change was well under way, and lest his blue jeans and t-shirt suffer the 

same fate as the purple duds the Incredible Hulk was so fond of wearing, Brandon had been 

forced to abandon his clothes entirely. He hadn't been able to bring himself to look in the 

mirror while undressing though; nor, despite his needing to go quite badly, could he now 

bring himself to take a leak, for fear of having to touch the horrible piece of meat that hung 

between his legs. Just the thought of it was enough to make him feel nauseous and light-

headed. 

He left the house feeling torn. Part of him wanted to abandon the plan and return to 

the stream with all haste, but another part of him worried that whoever it was who was 

bothering his mother would take it to the next step—it was Brandon's mother's last shift, after 

all; he wouldn't get another shot at her after tonight. In the end, Brandon decided on a 
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compromise. He would simply wait out behind the restaurant and make sure his mother got 

out without any trouble. As long as nothing happened, he wouldn't have to intervene. 

He clung to the shadows the whole way there, slinking along like an overgrown cat on 

the prowl but no matter how deeply he plunged into the darkness, the exposed skin on his 

hands and feet, like silvery leather stretched and polished, served as a constant mirror for the 

light of the moon. If not for the coarse black hair that covered the rest of his body, he might 

well have glowed. Neighborhood dogs went insane as he passed, making stealth an 

impossibility. 

Despite all the worrying about being seen, he ended up making to the restaurant 

alleyway undetected and, once there, positioned himself behind an overflowing garbage bin. 

Between the smell of the trash and his own rank sweat, too pungent now to be human, it was 

all he could do to keep his lunch down. 

His mother exited the staff door less than a minute later, and was quickly followed out 

by a large man with his sleeves rolled up to his shoulders. 

"Hold up, Liz. Lemme talk to you for a sec." 

She paused, took a deep breath, and finally turned around with hesitance. "What?" 

"I'm sorry about yesterday. Really, I am. I was being an ass." 

"And the day before?" she said. 

"Then, too, yeah. Honestly, if I'd known you were going to quit, I'd have left off." 

Brandon couldn't help but notice that the guy had circled around to stand in front of 

his mother, effectively blocking her escape route, while at the same time remaining far 

enough back so as not to give the impression of being overtly aggressive. It was like someone 

training a dog by gradually claiming its space, by intimidating it into retreating one step at a 

time without it even becoming aware that it was retreating at all. Brandon's old man couldn't 

have done it any better himself. 

"Most girls that come through here, they don't mind a little dirty talk, you know? It's 

like part of the job, just goes with the territory sorta thing. But that's cool if you're not like 

that. I understand." 

"I gotta go, Gary. My son's waiting for me." 

He leaned up against the wall, his arm a prison bar blocking her. She could have 

ducked under it and bolted, but instead she stepped back again; such had become her nature. 

Her fight or flight response had become retarded by years of compound stress. Now she just 

froze. 

"Already?" he said. "C'mon, I'm being a nice guy now. Aren't I being a nice guy?" His 

voice had taken on a creepy quasi-hypnotic quality. 

"Please?" she asked, but his arm remained where it was. He leaned in closer. 

"One kiss," he said. "C'mon, just one. You'll like it, I promise." 
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Brandon had seen and heard enough. He stepped out from behind the garbage and 

moved towards them, his muscles tense with rage. His mom saw him first and her eyes 

widened. She stumbled back against the brick wall behind her and made as if to scream, but 

no sound came out. The man began to turn, but before he could even fully turn around to look, 

Brandon's huge fist collided with his brittle cheekbone. The guy recoiled, made a choking 

sound, but didn't go down. Brandon hit him again, this time square in the jaw. Blood spilled. 

Gold teeth flew. And only then, as he dropped to his knees and looked up, did the guy finally 

identify who, or rather, what, had come upon him from the shadows. 

"Oh, Jesus… Oh, Jesus…" 

Brandon stared down at him and all at once his ability to reason, to rationalize, 

abandoned him completely. In its place rose a red wall of pure hatred. The fact that the guy 

before him had not actually physically touched his mother no longer mattered; the guy before 

him no longer wore the face of a stranger. 

From somewhere deep inside Brandon arose a need for violence and revenge so great 

that he could do nothing but simply surrender to it, to let himself go and not consider the 

consequences. His fists became implements of retribution. Only through destruction could the 

world go on. He throttled the man again and again, each impact like an added dose of some 

tactile drug, fuelling his frenzied high. 

Brandon was only vaguely aware of the fact that he'd started screaming, that the 

words he'd been too scared to say to his father for all those years were finally falling from his 

lips, a long-suppressed, misdirected stream of hatred. Somewhere along the way, he even 

used the word "dad." Every memory drew a target that demanded to be struck. 

So focused had he become on his single-minded task that he'd failed to remember that 

although his body was unrecognizable, his voice was exactly the same. 

"Brandon?" said his mother, horrified. "Oh my God, Brandon?" 

The sound of his own name had enough resonance to make him pause and look up 

momentarily, then down again at the unconscious sack he'd been pummeling. 

"He's not your father, Bran… He's not your father." Although the words were meant 

only for him, it was clear by the look in her eyes that they had affected her as well, that they 

had triggered a moment of clarity, an epiphany. She seemed to realize that she'd been 

projecting, too, seeing a face that wasn't there, and running from it. Always running. 

He stopped and stared at her, gradually growing aware that the man beneath him, 

mercifully, thankfully, was still alive, still breathing. 

"Ambulance," Brandon managed to croak. "Call an ambulance." 

She pulled out her cell phone "Go!" she said. "Run! Run home!" And so he did, and 

this time he made no effort to stick to the shadows. He ran in the open, and if anyone saw him, 

he didn't know it, nor did he care. 
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He passed his house and continued on through the field and into the forest, worried 

now that the stream might not be there anymore and that he might be stuck in his current state 

forever. 

To his relief, though, the forest creatures appeared to him once more, and permitted 

him, however grudgingly, to bathe himself in the healing waters of their stream, to wash 

himself clean of blood. They watched with judgment in their eyes, and afterwards told him he 

was no longer welcome in their woods. His apology fell on the deaf ears of the pair of 

centaurs who escorted him out. 

Brandon's mother arrived home perhaps an hour later, her eyes full of questions, but 

her lips still. 

"Is he gonna make it?" Brandon asked. 

She nodded. "Looks that way." 

"Good. That's good. I didn't mean…I just wanted…There was this pond…" The 

words were like pieces from different puzzles; they just wouldn't fit. 

"Later," she said. "You can tell me later." She pulled him in close and held him as he 

cried. In spite of everything, he ended up falling asleep like that, in her arms, a teenager 

reduced to the boy he once had been. He awoke a short time later, still on the couch, covered 

by a blanket that his mother must have placed over him before falling asleep herself on the 

old recliner in the corner. 

Brandon rubbed his eyes, his brain feeling bruised inside his skull. Just a dream, he 

tried telling himself, but unlike the nightmare that fades as the morning matures, the details of 

what had happened in the dark of night became ever more clear. He looked down at his 

knuckles, seeking evidence in the form of cuts or swelling, but his skin was clean and smooth. 

Strangely so, in fact. Even the small scar he'd earned as a kid while learning to ride his bike 

was gone. 

He got up and went to the window, looking out in the general direction of the pond 

and the forest. As tempting as it was to go out there for one last look, for one last potential 

brush with the impossible, he decided to stay inside, safely removed from uncertainties. 

His mother shifted and shivered on the recliner, as if haunted by monsters of her own. 

Brandon grabbed the blanket from the couch and covered her up, doing for her as she'd done 

for him. In this way, they might move forward. In this way, they might move on. 
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Brandon finished chopping up the strawberries and began mixing together the milk, vinegar, 

sugar, mayo, and poppy seeds that would serve as a dressing for the salad. It was almost 6 

p.m.; his mother would be home soon. She was working a breakfast and lunch shift now so it 

fell on Brandon to have supper ready for the both of them. He didn't mind, though. Having a 

nightly mother and son meal was miles better than the old routine of just watching the late-

late news. 

She came in the door just as he was taking the baking dish out of the oven. She 

slipped out of her shoes and set them gently on the rack. Their new house was even smaller 

than the last one but Brandon didn't care; all that mattered was that they'd given up renting for 

an actual mortgage. 

"So how was it?" he asked. 

She shrugged. "Oh, you know. Different town, same old crap." But this time she said 

it playfully. 

"City," Brandon corrected her. 

Contrary to her formerly low opinion of where she belonged, she had managed to land 

a job in a trendy new restaurant over on Bay Street. It wasn't full-time yet but Brandon had 

taken on a paper route to cover the difference. 

"Right, city. I guess that explains why there's a subway. Whatcha making?" 

"Chicken Cordon Bleu and a strawberry salad." 

She gave him a lopsided look. "You sure you're my son?" 

Brandon grinned. "The only one you got." 

They had spoken of that night just once, and somehow Brandon knew they would 

never speak of it again. Never mind that he sometimes worried about what had happened, and 

about why all these months later, he still suffered a recurring itch on the foot he'd first dipped 

in that scummy pond water. Was some part of the monster still inside him, he wondered, 

lying dormant in his genes? And if so, did it even matter? After all, Brandon's father was in 

there, too, a genetic monster in its own right and one that Brandon had so far managed to 

keep at bay. 

"How was school?" his mother asked as she shuffled through a pile of forwarded mail. 

"You make any new friends?" 

"One," he said. He was doing it the hard way this time around. No more stupid dares 

or bets. If he was going to earn the respect of his classmates, it would be for who he was, not 

for what he was willing to do. 

"Yeah? What's his name?" 

"Chelsea," said Brandon. 

She stopped shuffling. "I see." She looked at him for a moment. "Nice girl?" 

Brandon nodded. "I might just wanna stick around here for a while, Mom." 

She smiled. "I think that can be arranged." 
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Interview with Author Ken Liu 

 

Ken Liu is an author and translator of speculative fiction, as well as a lawyer and 

programmer. His fiction has appeared in The Magazine of Fantasy & Science Fiction, 

Asimov's, Analog, Clarkesworld, Lightspeed, and Strange Horizons, among other places. He 

has won the Nebula, Hugo, World Fantasy, and Science Fiction & Fantasy Translation 

awards, and been nominated for the Sturgeon and the Locus. 

Iulian: Ken, you are a programmer, lawyer, translator and a writer, and you seem to be 

someone who does things out of passion. What brought you to these vastly different 

careers, and how did you find your way back to writing? 

Ken: Let me start by saying that any "life story" told by a writer is going to be a lie, because 

the narrative of our lives is constructed in retrospect. The events that form the bulk of our 

lives—as they are lived—are contingent, random, arbitrary, and often have no real narrative 

logic. 

Be that as it may, I think the story I'd like to tell about my professional life is one of unity. 

All the professions I've practiced in involve symbolic manipulation to construct artifacts that 

lead to specific results under a system of rules. As a programmer, I built programs to 

implement specifications under the rules of the programming language; as a lawyer, I built 

briefs and contracts to persuade or compel certain positions under the rules of the legal 

system; as a translator, I perform a work written in one language and one culture under the 

rules of another language and culture; as a writer, I create stories to evoke in readers certain 

ideas and feelings under the rules of tropes, genres, narrative logic, and language. Perhaps 

there is an underlying desire and aptitude that connect all these choices. 

Or maybe I'm just trying to rationalize how I couldn't make up my mind… 

I've always engaged in some form of story telling, but I didn't start writing somewhat 

seriously until college. Since then, I've never stopped-except for one long break that I'll get to 

later. 

A lot of your fiction stems from deep family connections (or disconnections); there's a 

sense of family bond that oozes from your stories, and the emotional buildup comes, in 

part, from that. Are you consciously returning to those motifs and themes, or is there 

something else, more instinctive, that draws you there? 

I think the short fiction written after the birth of my first child does consciously explore the 

theme of family and parenthood. I don't think there's anything particularly surprising about 

this, as I tend to write about what interests me. I also try to resist a certain cultural tendency 

in the West to prize romance above all other forms of love as a topic worthy of exploration in 

fiction; perhaps that explains my (relative) focus on the family. 
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Another part of your writing Universe has roots in ethnicity and plays a lot on things 

that are non-Western. When I read your stories, I sometimes feel transported in a place 

where I feel like a stranger, but in the same time I feel compelled to learn more. Do you 

see your ethnic-based fiction as a way for you to spread a message to the world, maybe 

of unity? 

I wouldn't call some of my stories "ethnic-based"—I understand what the question is getting 

at, but if I use that label myself, I would be conceding a certain view of "default" coding that 

I resist. So let me try to talk about all my stories together, for I think they're all equally 

ethnic-based (or non-ethnic-based). 

One way to understand fiction is to treat every story as an attempt to make an argument 

(Helena Bell has written more extensively about this concept). That feels like a natural fit 

with my way of thinking, colored by my experiences as a lawyer. But the "message" in 

fiction is harder to pin down than the "message" in a brief or essay, for the ways in which 

stories attempt to persuade are different from the ways in which traditional rhetoric attempts 

to persuade. I would say that my stories do make an argument about my view of the world, 

but it is a view that resists easy summation; I find the most effective way to communicate that 

argument is through fiction. 

An argument made through fiction can be subtler and more tolerant of ambivalence, more 

cognizant of emotion and more accommodating of uncertainty; but, because of these 

advantages, such an argument also tends to lose precision and can be open to 

(mis)interpretation. Sometimes, a reader will dismiss a work because the argument is too at 

odds with the reader's own assumptions (hence the resistance to so-called "message" stories); 

other times, a reader will not even perceive the argument because their own stance and 

interpretive lens will not even allow them to see that their assumptions are being challenged. 

And so I find that my argument is often interpreted in ways that are revelatory of the larger 

social contexts and discourses in which fiction participates as but one strand. In that sense, 

my fiction has served as antennae through which I have learned more about the world as well. 

How do you see today's speculative fiction compared to that of past? I am talking about 

the Heinlein, Clarke, Bradbury, and Asimov era. Do you see a change, a shifting of 

genres and blending of boundaries, and is that change positive or is it disruptive? 

First, I would say that I generally resist attempts to summarize works that span a broad range 

(such as an era or culture)—e.g., "Chinese science fiction," "the Golden Age," etc. For every 

declaratory judgment about such broad groupings, there will be counterexamples and 

countertrends. 

Having said that, I think it's not surprising that many of today's SFF stories feel "different" 

from works by the writers you listed. I don't think SFF is as distinct or special as some fans 

seem to feel—the genre is influenced by shifts in the larger society, just like every other form 

of literary production. But for me to reduce these differences to a few sentences would be to 

do a disservice to the rich, complex history of the past half-century. I will say only that I 

think all cultural trends, both positive and negative, can find echoes in the ways in which our 

fiction differs from the fiction of the past. 
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I have to admit that I haven't read a lot of Chinese literature, especially not speculative, 

and I believe there are a lot of people in my situation. Through your work as a 

translator, are you hoping to bridge that gap somehow? Is the lack of easy access to 

good translators the only thing that prevents foreign work from being published in 

English? 

Well, I can only speak about Chinese works, since that's the one non-English literary tradition 

where I know something more than what you can read in the papers. 

Translation is not simply a linguistic act, but a cultural performance. What the translator must 

do is to re-create a world rooted in the assumptions of one culture for readers coming at the 

work with the assumptions of another. The closer these assumptions are to each other, the 

easier the translator's job. 

Contemporary China has a vibrant, diverse SFF culture, but it is virtually unknown in the 

West. There are many reasons for this, some cultural, some historical, some political, but I 

don't think it's a gap that will be "bridged" in the near future. 

Going back for a minute to the idea that all stories try to make arguments: I think the question 

to ask is what does the West want to get out of Chinese speculative fiction-in other words, 

which argument(s) is the West receptive to? 

In my experience, a lot of the time, Western readers are primarily interested in the ways in 

which Chinese speculative fiction can confirm their view of contemporary China as a science 

fictional dystopia—a view derived from media reports and partly driven by deep-seated 

Western assumptions and beliefs about China. It's no surprise that Chinese science fiction 

works making such arguments are among the easiest to translate into English, for their 

assumptions are closest to the ones held by Western readers. Works that make different 

arguments are harder to translate (and, even if translated, Western readers would have a 

harder time picking up such arguments). 

Thus, even with adequate translation—which is not a value-neutral act because a translation 

is always a performance colored by the translator's own beliefs—I think only certain 

translated works that conform to this set of assumptions will be successful in the West. 

(Alternatively, only aspects of translated works that conform to this set of assumptions will 

be understood and commented upon-which amounts to the same thing.) 

And the result will be a biased and incomplete picture of the full range of speculative fiction 

that is written in China. The gap will remain. 

I have tried to narrow the gap somewhat through my work as a translator, but ultimately I 

think the effort is futile. It's impossible to talk about contemporary China without the 

distortions imposed on the viewers' gaze—on both sides of the Pacific—as a result of the 

political wrangling between the West and China. 

Since you are a lawyer, among other things, how come you've never gone the John 

Grisham way? There's a huge market for legal thrillers, as proven by so many 
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successful writers. Have you ever thought or attempted to write something like that? 

And the corollary question to that: what is it about fantasy, science fiction, and 

paranormal that you love, versus something less-speculative. I am aware of your 

aversion towards labeling genres, so perhaps instead you'd prefer to explain why my 

question is wrong? 

I enjoy reading legal thrillers, but I feel it's a crowded field in which I can't say much of 

interest. 

I conceive of fiction as a structure built upon the logic of metaphors. I write SFF because 

these are the genres in which overtly literalizing metaphors-look, how "human" you are can 

be measured with this machine! Your faith and love are world-changing forces (literally) 

because of "magic"-is accepted and considered interesting. 

You are mostly known through the multiple short stories published in award winning 

magazines or in anthologies edited by famous editors. Recently, it is rumored that you 

work on one, or more, long pieces. Can you tell us how difficult was it for you to leap 

from short fiction to long fiction? Can you share anything about your upcoming novels 

and how you managed to work together with your wife on this project? 

I've long been interested in writing long-form fiction, but I was at a loss for a story that really 

deserved such extensive exploration. My wife first suggested to me the idea of basing a novel 

on the historical legends surrounding the founding of the Han Dynasty in the third century 

B.C.E.—a set of legends known to every child in China but relatively obscure in the West. 

And I loved the thought. 

We wanted to avoid a "magic China" story, however, which would have been inextricably 

entwined with issues inherent in the Western gaze on China, and so we decided to create a 

new fantasy setting—complete with airships, whales with scales, jealous gods, magical books, 

silkpunk technology—and to transform the story in ways that highlighted both the positive 

and negative aspects of our understanding of that society. It also became a vehicle for me to 

explore my thoughts about power, history, performance, narrative, and the traditional tropes 

of epic fantasy. 

I found novel writing to require a very different mindset. There's a kind of doggedness 

required in writing a novel that was quite foreign to me, and I learned a great deal about 

myself going through the process. 

The result is A Tempest of Gold (it had the working title of The Chrysanthemum and the 

Dandelion, which I used earlier), the first book in the Dandelion Dynasty series. It should be 

coming out from Saga Press, Simon & Schuster's new science fiction and fantasy imprint, 

sometime in 2015. 

Tell us a little bit about the story "Single-Bit Error" that appeared in our magazine. 

The story's inspiration seems to come from multiple places. Why did you write this 

story and what did it mean to you? 
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I wrote this story early on in my SFF career, and I was really proud of it. It was a response to 

three things: Ted Chiang's short story, "Hell is the Absence of God"; Heather O'Neill's prose-

poem, "Before It Had a Name," which she performed on This American Life; and Sudhakar 

Govindavajhala and Andrew W. Appel's paper, "Using Memory Errors to Attack a Virtual 

Machine." 

I've described it as a story about a rational person's response to faith. 

But after I wrote this story, I couldn't get it published at all; every market I tried rejected it. I 

became obsessed with the story, and instead of writing new stories, I kept on tweaking it. 

Finally, I stopped writing altogether for years, concluding that I was wasting my time. 

This lasted until 2009, when Sumana Harihareswara and Leonard Richardson called for 

submissions to their new anthology, Thoughtcrime Experiments, which was specifically 

focused on stories that had been rejected multiple times by other markets. Their theory was 

that there are many publishable stories circulating in slush piles that don't get published 

simply because there aren't enough markets: "Every story needs an editor to champion it. One 

thing we conclude from this experiment is that there aren't enough editors." 

For me, the acceptance of the story by the anthology was transformative. It made me realize 

that it was okay to not be published; you cannot write for "all readers"; you can only write for 

the reader you want to love your story. For me, my ideal readers became just myself and a 

hypothetical editor who would champion it—it was enough to have one other person love the 

story, to make one connection. 

The understanding was freeing, and the vast bulk of my short fiction has been written after 

that publication. So this story has always held a special place in my heart: it is the story that 

almost ended my career before it even got started, and also the story that jump-started it. 

You are obviously a successful writer and I know you will continue to be. Is there any 

kind of advice you could give young writers who aspire to someday hold that Hugo in 

their hands? Perhaps you could also mention what the various awards meant to you, 

and what was their influence on your writing career? 

I honestly don't think much about the awards. I'm very grateful for the readers and writers 

who have nominated me and voted for me, but I don't think awards are things one can strive 

for or aim for—a writer can only tell the story that they're passionate about. 

As for advice, I think the best piece of writing advice I've ever gotten comes from Tobias 

Buckell. He wrote a great blog post about the distinction between goals (things you can 

control: writing this story versus that one, sticking to a schedule, etc.) and milestones (nice 

things you'd like to have happen to you: winning awards, getting published, etc.). Focusing 

on things I can control and forgetting about things I can't have freed me to tell the stories I 

want to tell, and I think other writers may also find the advice useful. 

Is there anything you'd like to add? 

http://www.tobiasbuckell.com/2011/08/25/writers-and-pellets/
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Thank you very much for having me—as I mentioned above, the field needs more quality 

markets and more editors to champion great stories. You may do for another writer what 

Leonard and Sumana had done for me, and rescue a career that almost died before it could get 

started. 

I hope you pull out of the slush pile a story that will make readers shiver and think and re-

think. 

Ken, thank you very much for sharing your thoughts with us. I personally wish you 

good luck in your career and I hope we can read a lot more amazing stories from you 

soon. No pressure. 
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Interview with Author KJ Kabza 

 

KJ Kabza has sold over 50 stories to venues such as F&SF, Nature, Daily Science Fiction, 

Beneath Ceaseless Skies, AE: The Canadian Science Fiction Review, Buzzy Mag, Flash 

Fiction Online, and many more. He's been anthologized in The Year's Best Dark Fantasy and 

Horror: 2014 (Prime Books), The Best Horror of the Year, Volume 6 (Night Shade Books), 

The Best of Every Day Fiction 2008, and The Best of Beneath Ceaseless Skies Online 

Magazine, Year 2. His senior project for his B.A. in Creative Writing was a werewolf novel, 

and his life and career have unfolded predictably ever since. 

Iulian: You were writing since early childhood—describe how you started and what was 

the moment when you realized that other people might enjoy your work, that it wasn't 

just a personal hobby? 

KJ: I started at age 5 or 6 by drawing pictures and stapling them together to "make books". 

(None of which, alas, have survived into the present day.) I was good at many things as a 

child, so it never occurred to me that people WOULDN'T enjoy my work. Adulthood and 

experience have steadily disabused me of this notion, but by the time I realized I might not be 

very good at this, I'd made several professional sales. So I guess I'll just keep going. 

How was your writing influenced by your environment, family and upbringing? When 

you turned to writing, did you find support in those around you, or did you hear a lot of: 

"you could be an accountant, or a lawyer?" 

My mom: YOU KNOW WHAT I COULD SEE YOU DOING? 

Me: What, Mom. What could you see me doing? 

Mom: I COULD SEE YOU BEING A COUNTRY DOCTOR. TREATING DIRT-POOR 

PEOPLE IN APPALACHIA AND ACCEPTING APPLE PIES AS PAYMENT. 

WOULDN'T THAT BE NEAT? 

Me: Uh-huh. 

Mom: OR A JUDGE. YOU WOULD BE SUCH A BRILLIANT JUDGE. I CAN JUST SEE 

YOU SITTING ON THE BENCH UP THERE, BEING SO SMART. 

Me: Uh-huh. 

Mom: YOU KNOW WHAT I BET YOU WOULD LIKE. LIBRARY SCHOOL. YOU 

SHOULD GET A MASTERS IN LIBRARY SCIENCE. 

Me: Yeah. Sounds great. <<goes upstairs to room, opens Word document, works on novel>> 
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What is the defining moment in your writing career, the moment when you knew you 

turned pro? What was the story or market that pushed you there? 

Defining moments, if you even have them, come when you never expect them too. When I 

opened a piece of mail from F&SF one day and my first contract from them (and a very large 

check) fell out, my hands shook with shock, but even then, I wouldn't call that THE defining 

moment—more like a major milestone. The defining moment is when, as you're putting 

together a polite cover letter for a story submission, you scroll through your giant 

bibliography to pick out the most impressive credits to include and realize, "Holy shit. I've 

sold a lot of stories." 

What is your experience working with editors? Without naming names, unless you want 

to, do you find it difficult, helpful, annoying, etc.? 

My experience has always been fine, because I bear in mind one simple rule: THE EDITOR 

IS GOD. Sure, there are a few key bits about your story that are worth standing your ground 

for, but for the most part, it behooves you to remember that (1) your work is never as great as 

you think it is, and editors provide a valuable reality check; and (2) even if your work IS that 

great, the editor is the one with the power to buy your story, so you better do everything you 

can to make them like it. 

You write speculative fiction and your stories, I believe, are difficult to label because 

they are so varied and unique. What drives you to this genre? Have you tried writing 

anything else? 

The answer is contained within your question, actually. It's possible to do so much in 

speculative fiction--the canvas is enormous--and that's room enough for me to try many, 

many new things, and if there's one thing I can't resist, it's going someplace new. I wrote 

literary fiction too when I first started out, but you can explore a lot of the real world by 

simply living it, so what's the point of that? 

You call yourself a temporary nomad, traveling across the U.S. and the world—is that 

an integral part of your writing? Are you incorporating what you see and what you find 

into your writing? Is that what keeps you going? 

At the time of this interview, my nomadic phase has come to an end. But my work has always, 

I think, contained a certain restlessness, and the settings are often divorced from a concrete 

sense of place (e.g., I won't name the city or country, even when the city and country are 

obviously fictitious, or I won't specify the time of year or historical period). My first 

appearance in your magazine is a notable exception to this—almost never do I consciously 

think, "I want to write a story about this exact area." Cf. previous remark about exploring the 

real world. 

In our first issue, we included your story "In the Shadow of Dyrhólaey." Tells us a bit 

about this story; how did it come to be, what does it mean to you? 
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In 2010 I vacationed in Iceland, stood on the black sand beaches of the coastal town of Vík, 

saw the rock formation that this story's protagonist (who is a very real historical figure) falls 

in love with, and seriously couldn't believe that nobody had written this story yet. In the 

Shadow of Dyrhólaey is my love letter to Iceland. That is a gorgeous, magical country, and I 

would like to go back someday. 

Who is the best writer in the world? Kidding… What I meant was: who do you enjoy 

reading lately? What was the last book that made a big impression? 

Can I type "China Mieville" ten times in a row? From the work of his that I've read so far 

(Perdido Street Station, The Scar, Railsea, and The City & The City), it's obvious that the 

man has a far-reaching, profound, perceptive genius that most mere mortals will never attain. 

China Mieville is all like, "I'm going to use interstitial fiction to explore the nuances of 

essential urban and social semiotics" whereas I'm all like "I WRITE TEH STOREES HERP 

DERP DERP". 

You write a lot of short fiction and haven't focused a lot on longer pieces, with some 

exceptions. Why is that? Are you planning any novels? 

Actually, I've written 8 novels. But they're all terrible and I can't sell them. Fortunately, I 

wrote eight short stories that were all terrible before I sold my first one, so we're scheduled to 

make it big with novel #9. Hahaha. Um... maybe you shouldn't quote me on that. 

What's next for you? Is there anything else you'd like to add? 

Next (soon?) up is a second self-published e-book of my short fiction, collecting all work 

published between my first F&SF sale ("The Ramshead Algorithm") and my last one ("The 

Soul in the Bell Jar"), plus the infamous 69 dirty science-fiction-and-fantasy-themed 

limericks I passed out on my business cards at an "interstitial arts party" at Readercon in 2011. 

I've also fallen in love with the 100-word story, courtesy of SpeckLit.com, and plan to write a 

whole load of those, some of which I'll sell and some of which I'll use for a Project Still In 

The Works. And then there's novel #9. While China Meiville is probably drafting some 

ground-breaking text that's like Nabokov's "Lolita" meets Larry Niven's "The Integral Trees", 

I'm writing a book that has a talking beaver in it. Fingers crossed. 

Thank you for the interview, KJ, and good luck with everything! 
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Interview with Author Sarah Hans 

 

Sarah Hans is an author, editor, and educator. About a dozen of her short stories have 

appeared in print, and she is the editor of the anthologies Sidekicks! and Steampunk World. 

Her hobbies include crocheting blasphemies and dressing anachronistically. When not 

writing, blogging, or seeking enlightenment through crafting, she can be found traveling the 

aether aboard The Airship Archon, which frequently docks at science fiction conventions 

across the Midwest. 

Iulian: Sarah, you are a self-declared Buddhist steampunk horror writer. Could you 

please break this down for us and elaborate? 

Sarah: I've been a Buddhist for about 10 years, a steampunk for about five, and a horror 

writer since I was young enough to tell stories. I mention these things in the bio on my 

website because they are, in my opinion, the aspects of my personality that most inform my 

storytelling. There are Buddhist themes, horror elements, and steampunk settings in many, if 

not most, of my stories. 

Please share with us a little bit of the history of Sarah Hans: where have you started and 

where are you today, and, most importantly, what happened in between that made you 

who you are? 

That's a tough question to answer. How do I summarize 33 years of living, and learning, and 

suffering, and heartbreak, and triumph? 

Can you recall how you came to be involved in writing? I know for some writers it's 

hard because after a while it just feels like you've always been writing, but was there a 

defining moment for you? 

Like most writers, I have always been a storyteller. Before I could write, I told stories to my 

assembled stuffed animals. Because everything was fodder for my stories, I asked a lot of 

questions. I was lucky because my parents encouraged this behavior. I won a few awards for 

writing and received a lot of encouragement from teachers in high school, but once I got my 

first story rejection from a magazine I stopped writing fiction almost completely. I turned my 

attention to other creative pursuits. It wasn't until about ten years later that I became 

interested in writing for publication again. I'd started attending conventions with my 

steampunk group (The Airship Archon) and I met a guy named Steve Saus. It's thanks to his 

encouragement that I submitted the first story I'd written in a decade. Thankfully that story 

was published, as were the next few I sent out, so by the time I started getting rejections I had 

already built up enough success that it served as armor against them. Dealing with rejection is 

a lot easier now, too, because I am a much older and more mature person who has overcome 

a lot more adversity, and who is on really excellent medication for her depression, and has 

really supportive friends and writing colleagues. I wouldn't have the perseverance I have now 

http://sidekicks.alliterationink.com/
http://steamworld.alliterationink.com/
http://www.airshiparchon.com/
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if it weren't for those things. And, as any writer will tell you, the writing game is 99% 

perseverance. 

What would you say were the few things that influenced you the most in your writing 

career? Was there a person, a writer, a set of events, some circumstances? 

Joining the Airship Archon, meeting Steve Saus at MARCon so many years ago, those were 

the events that set me on my current trajectory. Jay Lake has also been hugely influential 

because he said yes when I asked him to submit a story to Steampunk World, which really 

opened up the possibilities for me. I am extremely shy and asking Jay if he would submit a 

story was really hard, because even though he's such an approachable guy, he's still Jay Lake. 

He's intimidating! But he was so lovely about it, and has been throughout the process of 

creating the anthology, even as he struggles with cancer, that it made a huge impression on 

me. 

You are also an editor and you recently ran a Kickstarter campaign that was extremely 

successful. Tell us a bit about the Steampunk World project. What were the challenges of 

such a project and how did you manage to overcome them? 

The hardest part was making sure there was enough involvement from writers of color. This 

was really important to me. The theme of the anthology is multicultural, and it would be 

really disingenuous to publish a collection of stories about people of color written by white 

people. I invited a lot of writers in the first wave of invitations I sent out, but I didn't get 

nearly enough submissions from people of color, so then I sent out a second wave of 

invitations. Thanks to that, I was able to flesh out the anthology with some really amazing, 

authentic stories by some incredibly talented authors. The other challenge was, of course, 

getting funding for the Kickstarter campaign, but that ended up being less of a challenge than 

I thought it would be. I'm still reeling a bit from the overwhelming support we received, not 

just from the steampunk community, but from the science fiction community at large. I hope 

that the popularity of this project and others like it, like Mothership and Athena's Daughters, 

which celebrate authors who are typically minorities in science fiction literature, will help big 

publishing houses to see that inclusive fiction is the Next Big Thing. Or maybe the Current 

Big Thing. And hopefully we'll see more minority writers receiving awards and contracts 

with big advances. 

What made you chose the particular genre you are writing? Have you attempted to 

write something else? 

I write genre fiction—science fiction, fantasy, horror. I don't limit myself beyond that. I have 

tried writing literary fiction, because (like many genre writers) I received a lot of criticism 

from writing teachers and my parents for writing genre. I don't like reading much literary 

fiction and I like writing it even less. It's just not what gets me excited. And if I'm not excited 

about a project, I won't keep coming back to my keyboard to finish it. 

What is the Airship Archon and how are you involved in this group? 

The Airship Archon is one of the oldest and largest steampunk communities in the world. 

We're based out of Columbus, Ohio. I'm the communication officer. I try to make sure that 
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the officers are communicating with the crew, mainly, but I also present panels at 

conventions, manage the Facebook group, and occasionally plan an event. We have monthly 

events, attend conventions across the Midwest, and have a very active Facebook group. These 

people are my primary social group, and I love them to pieces. We strive to be welcoming 

and inclusive, as a group, and this has definitely influenced my fiction. 

You mostly write short stories for various anthologies. Do you have any projects for a 

longer piece? 

I am currently writing a novel. I got about 25,000 words into it before I had to take a break to 

edit Steampunk World. Now I'm student teaching, so I hope to get back to the novel on Spring 

Break or maybe after student teaching is done. The novel is Young Adult, because that's the 

story that I feel compelled to tell. 

Who are your favorite contemporary writers and who are your favorite classics? 

I adore the contemporary work of Jacqueline Carey, Suzanne Collins, Chuck Wendig, Mira 

Grant, Carrie Ryan. These are authors who put out a new book and I snatch it up and read it 

right away. I wish Ann McCaffrey were still alive, because then she would be at the top of 

that list as well. Is Octavia Butler considered classic or contemporary these days? She's 

another of my favorite authors. Her novel Parable of a Sower is one of the first science fiction 

novels I read as a teenager and was hugely influential in helping me fall in love with the 

genre. This year I'm trying to read more fiction by people of color, because my reading list 

has, in the past, been pretty white, so hopefully next year that list will have some additional 

names. As for classics, I have a secret love of Jane Austen novels (have you read Pride and 

Prejudice and Zombies? The zombies really spice things up), and of course Jules Verne. Oh 

and I have a soft spot for Dickens. I don't like a lot of so-called classic science fiction novels, 

so maybe this love of Victorian/Edwardian novels and contemporary science fiction is the 

root of my love for steampunk. 

If any writer (dead or alive) could come to you today and ask you to co-author a book, 

who'd that author be and why? 

Oooh good question. Probably Jacqueline Carey. Her novels have this scope and vision that is 

something I've yet to master, and I think our storytelling styles would work well together. 

The world needs more epic fantasy written by women and I think she could help me do it 

right. ;) 

Thank you very much, Sarah! 
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Interview with Editor Neil Clarke 

Neil Clarke is a Hugo Award-winning and World Fantasy Award-nominated editor and 

publisher. He is the owner of Wyrm Publishing and publisher/editor of Clarkesworld 

Magazine, a digital science fiction and fantasy magazine. Fiction published in Clarkesworld 

has been nominated for or won the Hugo, Nebula, World Fantasy, Sturgeon, Locus, Ditmar, 

Aurealis, Shirley Jackson, WSFA Small Press and Stoker Awards. You can read more about 

the Clarkesworld awards here. 

Iulian: Readers and writers alike know you for your amazing work at Clarkesworld 

and for the anthologies you have edited in the past. But could you give us a little 

background on non-editor Neil Clarke-- where did you start, what were your dreams 

and aspirations, and what were the different paths that eventually converged and 

brought you to your career of choice? 

Neil: I graduated from Drew University with a BA in computer science and soon afterward 

embarked on a twenty-five year career in educational technology at various schools and 

universities. I suppose that deep down, however, I always knew I wanted to be a bit more 

independent than my career permitted. Since college, my passions then have driven me to 

launch a software company—we wrote BBS software—and later, an online bookstore. That 

was the first time I was able to combine my love of science fiction with my technology skills. 

Years later, I began hosting free short stories for some of the magazines I was selling. One 

summer, I met one of the editors I worked with on that project—Sean Wallace—at 

Readercon and it led to a discussion that caused me to launch the magazine. Prior to 2006, I 

had never considered a career in publishing. Now I'm trying to make it profitable enough to 

replace that day job. 

 

Clarkesworld publishes high quality material year after year. What do you expect from 

a good short story? And the corollary—what is the fastest way for a short story to turn 

you off? 

Thank you! 

I expect a good short story to stand out from the crowd. I tell my slush readers, as they read 

about half of the seven hundred stories that come in each month, that I want to see any story 

that is still memorable the next day. I'm looking for the stories that surprise me, something 

that makes me really think or feel, because when you read as many stories as I do, it's easy to 

get bored, unfortunately. Eight years and fifty thousand submissions, you've seen nearly 

everything under the sun. The fastest way to turn me off? Zombies. 

I am certain your magazine's submission queue must be always full. When you find a 

story that is not 100% acceptable, do you take the time to work with the author to fix 

that last 1-2%, or at the magazine's level that type of activity is simply not justified? 

Describe the way you approach your interaction with authors. 

http://wyrmpublishing.com/
http://clarkesworldmagazine.com/
http://clarkesworldmagazine.com/
http://clarkesworldmagazine.com/awards_and_recognition/
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The level of editing that was required for stories we've published has varied wildly. Some are 

near-perfect when they come in, but others have needed more substantial corrections and 

adjustments. If I find a good story that has a single flaw that prevents me from issuing a 

contract (poor ending, logic error, inconsistent behaviors, etc.), I'll email the author and see if 

they are willing to work with me on it. That only happens once or twice a month. 

You have a wonderful group of people working with you at Clarkesworld. Tell us how 

important is it for an editor to have a strong editorial team? What is the general 

structure of your magazine and how do the responsibilities get split? 

That's easy. Without my team, Clarkesworld doesn't exist. I could answer the second part in 

length here, but it would probably be wiser to redirect you to my behind-the-scenes tour from 

my December editorial: http://clarkesworldmagazine.com/clarke_12_13/ 

Regardless of the staff, running a magazine takes a lot of time. In addition, you also 

have Wyrm Publishing and all its specific time-consuming process. Is time management 

one of the most difficult aspects of editing a successful magazine? How do you do it? 

And a full-time job, freelance ebook projects, and two kids on top of all that. It can be a bit 

much, but the trick is to get into a routine and know when to delegate—and how to do it well! 

(I have an amazing team). It also helps that I've been able to systematize and automate the 

technical side of the operation. My college degree hasn't been going to waste. 

Some people believe that it should be natural for a good editor to also be a good writer. 

Have you attempted to write? Or, as a professional editor, are you too critical with your 

own work that you'd never let it see the page? 

Writing has never been my passion. I think that probably kills it right there. I enjoy reading 

and editing, but I find writing to be too much of a struggle. Maybe someday I'll get past that, 

but I just don't have the time I'd need to invest in it. For the moment, my priorities lay 

elsewhere. There's only so much time in the day! 

There's only so much that you can publish in one year, and I am sure sometimes you 

must make tough choices. What are the hardest choices an editor has to make? 

Actually, one of the nice things about publishing a magazine—as opposed to an anthology—

is that I don't have a limit to what I can buy. If I have too many stories in inventory, I can 

always close submissions and take a break for a few months. Unfortunately, I'm way too 

picky. It's rare to have more than a month or two of inventory in-hand. That often means 

living too close to the edge, and I've tried—rather unsuccessfully—to work on that, post-heart 

attack. I'd like to eliminate that source of stress from my life. 

I think the hardest stories to reject are the ones I've asked for rewrites on. I hate feeling like 

I've wasted the author's time, but sometimes a story just can't be adjusted/fixed to your liking. 

Who are your editor heroes? Was there anyone in particular that you could name as a 

having a major influence on your style and approach to editing? 

http://clarkesworldmagazine.com/clarke_12_13/
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As someone who came into the profession from outside their circles, I wasn't exposed to the 

manner in which any short fiction editors did their job. There were obviously editors that 

published stories I like—Gardner Dozois, Sheila Williams, Ellen Datlow, among others—but 

for me it was more like curation. We had overlapping taste, but I was woefully ignorant of 

what they did. I've learned a lot on the job. Sean Wallace, who has been with Clarkesworld 

from day one, has probably influenced me more than anyone else, but most of the time it 

feels like common sense and trusting your instincts. 

Your magazine pays professional rates. Is that the secret of having a profitable e-

magazine? 

Interesting that you should put those two together. I'm a firm believer in paying SFWA 

qualifying rate—I refuse to call it professional rate—and encourage all new publishers to 

consider that the minimum wage. I think it is important that publishers act and present 

themselves professionally. Think of it like going to an interview in anything less than a suit. 

You are selling yourself to authors and readers. You need to make a good first impression, 

attract the best talent, and treat them with the respect they deserve. What you do with that is 

an indicator of your skill, planning, and luck. (Seriously, luck is a huge factor.) Starting small 

and having a planned path ahead of you is very handy. 

To make money online, you need to have multiple revenue streams and an audience that is 

willing to support you. Things like subscriptions or Patreon are the best kind of revenue 

because they are stable and recurring. Donations, ads, and single-issue ebook sales are great, 

but the income from those fluctuates too much. You shouldn't ignore them, but you need 

stability if you want to last. 

Like any business, you need to be willing to invest in yourself. I generally start these 

conversations with "So, how much are you willing to lose?" because profitable e-magazines 

are few and far between. And knowing when to quit is just as important and knowing where 

to start. 

What are the most valuable non-monetary rewards you get from running Clarkesworld? 

The Hugo/Nebula nominations, the increase in subscriptions, a friendly email from a 

reader? What makes it all worth it in the end? 

All of it. A stranger walking up to you at a convention and thanking you. Someone emailing 

you about how a particular story has touched them. Watching one of your authors win an 

award for a story you published. Getting nominated or winning one yourself. Get well emails 

when you are in the hospital. The friends I've made while working on this. Simply knowing 

that there are tens of thousands of people reading what you publish each month… and they 

like it. All of it tells me that I'm not as alone in my enjoyment of this stuff as my teenage self 

once felt I was. 

Neil, thank you very much for this interview, and we are looking forward for more 

amazing content from Clarkesworld! 
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Artist Spotlight: Jonathan Gragg 

 

Jonathan Gragg is a self-taught 2D artist from Ohio, US. I met Jonathan through 

DeviantArt and I was impressed with his work, so I decided to use on of his pieces for the 

first issue. Here I talk with Jonathan about his artwork. 

Iulian: Tell us a little bit about yourself: where did you grow up and how did your early 

life influence your future as an artist? 

Jonathan: Well, I was born and raised in a dull and boring town called Frankfort in Ohio. I 

am the middle child out of three strange children. We were a poor family living in the middle 

of nowhere, and instead of playing with toys and friends, we really depended on our 

imaginations. Me and my older brother would join two pieces of paper and draw a line across 

both of them, then go to separate rooms and draw elaborate (as elaborate as an eight year old 

can get anyways) fortresses and armies. Then we would re-join the papers, and see who we 

thought would win. Of course my brother being four years older was the first to come up with 

force fields and nuclear missiles, which really over-powered my dragon-riding ninjas. 

What are your favorite design tools and how did you get to learn them? 

Of course my first tool was a pencil and paper. Honestly I've never even tried using any kind 

of traditional paint, or any form of color based art medium whatsoever. After graduating 

school I stopped drawing for about three years. I was really lost, and I didn't know what I 

wanted out of life. Then one day I was surfing through YouTube videos and came across 

Chris Scaff's 'Speed Painting a Dragon' video. Wow. I was blown away. I instantly knew 

what I wanted to do. The next day I ordered a Intuos4 tablet, and Painter 11. And it was not 

as easy as I thought it was going to be. Now, four years later, I am using a Cintiq 24 HD and 

Photoshop CS5. Still on the same mission of making digital illustration my full-time job. 

Are there any other artists out there that you admire and whose work has helped shape 

your work? 

Too many to count. The main ones would probably be fantasy artists like Frank Frazetta, Paul 

Bonner, and James Gourney. 

Where do you find inspiration? 

A lot of my inspiration comes from other fantasy artists. I spend a lot of time browsing art 

communities like Conceptart.org, Deviantart, and CGHub. But the real inspiration comes 

from the people who like what I create. I'm not a very well-known person in the digital art 

field, but every once and a while I'll get that awesome comment from a fan that just makes 

me want to work harder. Even being asked to be a part of this magazine inspired me. 
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How would you break down your workflow in steps? 

My first step is simply closing my eyes and diving into the world I’m thinking of creating. 

Once I have an idea of the mood I start sketching. I rarely use a pencil anymore, I use 

Photoshop from start to finish, only using three or four different brushes on each painting. 

After I'm satisfied with my sketch, I begin filling in with color on overlay and multiply layers. 

When the mood really starts to be visible, the composition feels good, and the colors are in 

harmony, I start over. Using the previous version as a guide I gather reference. I can't afford 

to pay a live model, so I'm stuck with forcing my family members to pose for me and 

snapping pictures of them with my phone—it gets pretty funny sometimes. Sometimes the 

end result is nothing like I previously imagined. Even the painting chosen to be the cover of 

this magazine started out a lot different. 

Your work is very fantasy-driven. What drives you to that subject? 

Reality bores me. Don't get me wrong, I love nature, animals, the ocean, and those perfect 

sunsets that no one can refuse to stare at. It's just the mechanical day to day life that most of 

us are stuck in that consumes freedom and creativity. I love to just forget about it all and get 

lost in another world where anything is possible. 

If there was one piece of advice you could give other beginning artists, what would that 

be? 

Don't give up. There WILL be times that you think you are not good enough, or you are not 

talented enough, or it takes too much time to learn. If you love what you do, do it, and the 

more you do it, the better you will get at it. 

We selected one of your pieces for the cover of our magazine. Tell us a few words about 

how that piece came to be. 

It was just one of those awesome accidents. I was just sketching one night and it came out of 

nowhere. If you look at the process in my gallery on Deviantart (the link is below) you can 

see that it changed a lot from beginning to end. Now that I look at it I can see a lot of things 

that could have been done to make it better, but only because I've learned a lot since then. 

Where can we find you on the web? 

Facebook - https://www.facebook.com/#!/jonathan.gragg.12 

Conceptart.org- http://www.conceptart.org/forums/member.php?u=230899 

Deviantart- http://graggzter.deviantart.com/?rnrd=34488 

CGHub- http://jongragg.cghub.com/ 

 

Jonathan, thank you very much for your contribution to our magazine! 

 
  

https://www.facebook.com/#!/jonathan.gragg.12
http://www.conceptart.org/forums/member.php
http://graggzter.deviantart.com/
http://jongragg.cghub.com/
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Book Review: The Dreamblood (N.K. 
Jemisin) 

Clare Deming 

 

The Killing Moon 

Book 1 of The Dreamblood 

by N.K. Jemisin 

Orbit (2012) 

The Killing Moon begins another unique fantasy tale by one of my new favorite authors, N. 

K. Jemisin. Like her earlier work (The Inheritance Trilogy), The Killing Moon is set in a 

world alien to much of the fantasy genre that often clones a medievalesque society and a 

quest-driven plot. The cultures that Jemisin paints in The Dreamblood are unlike any others 

that I have experienced, and that is one of the reasons why The Killing Moon works so well. 

In the city-state of Gujaareh, Hananja's law reigns over all aspects of life, organized through 

the central temple, the Hetawa. Hananja is the goddess of dreams, and peace is of utmost 

importance among her followers, with corruption punishable by death. Ehiru, priest of the 

Hetawa, is many things. Foremost, he serves the goddess as a Gatherer by attending to the ill 

and elderly, ending their lives and guiding their souls into joyful dreams in Ina-Karekh. He 

gathers their dreamblood which is tithed to the Hetawa and used to bring peace to supplicants 

of Hananja. This same death also awaits those deemed corrupt, and outside of Gujaareh, 

Gatherers are heralded as gualoh - demons. 

The narrative follows three characters - Ehiru, his apprentice Nijiri, and Sunandi, ambassador 

from the rival city-state of Kisua. When Ehiru completes a routine commission on a corrupt 

foreign merchant, the magic goes awry. The man's soul is ripped free and lost in nightmare. 

As Ehiru leaves, he glimpses another figure on the rooftops, but this other man radiates 

malevolence in the instant before he disappears from view. 

Sunandi maneuvers the delicate political field in the aftermath of her mentor, Kinja's, 

suspicious death. Immediately after she discovers proof that Kinja was murdered, Ehiru and 

Nijiri ghost into her chambers. Sunandi has been judged corrupt by the Hetawa, and the 

Gatherers have arrived to bring her Hananja's eternal peace. But when the ambassador 

confronts her would-be killers, she is able to cast doubt upon the accusations. She believes 

that Gujaareh's Prince seeks an excuse for war, and the Gatherers desist because they cannot 

allow anyone to subvert the will of Hananja. 

The story sprints between attempts to unravel the truth about the Prince, the Hetawa, and that 

evil figure spotted atop the city's homes. Rumors say that a Reaper has come to Gujaareh, an 

abomination of Hananja's dream magic, and a creature so powerful that its presence threatens 

all of the city's peace. 
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The Killing Moon is the first book in The Dreamblood duology, but is a stand-alone novel. 

All of the plot threads are tied up in the conclusion and you won't be left in the lurch if you 

don't have the second book on hand. I had minor difficulty orienting myself to the magic and 

how it worked. The way in which the Gatherers operated was spelled out clearly since they 

featured as two of the three main point-of-view characters. There were other aspects of dream 

magic which were fascinating, but as they had no direct role in this book's plot, it was tough 

to intuit much about them. 

The Killing Moon was nominated for a 2012 Nebula Award. 

 

 
 

 

The Shadowed Sun 

Book 2 of The Dreamblood 

by N.K. Jemisin 

Orbit (2012) 

In The Shadowed Sun, we are returned to the world of The Dreamblood, in which priests of 

the Hetawa practice the goddess Hananja's dream magic. This time, the city-state of Gujaareh 

is under Kisuati control, occupied and overseen by the opposing city-state after its former 

Prince's failed attempt at war. Since the primary tenet of Hananja's Law is peace, the people 

of Gujaareh have submitted to foreign rule with only silent outrage. 

Not all the land is calm, however, and the desert barbarian tribes are becoming more daring in 

their raids, stealing trade goods from Gujaareh. When Apprentice Hanani heals a soldier 

injured in one of these attacks, she weaves his torn body back together using the various 

humors collected from dreams in an attempt to pass her Sharer-trial. Her healing efforts are 

successful, but in the aftermath, a terrible discovery is made. One of the acolytes who served 

her, along with the tithebearer providing the humors, has died horribly. No cause can be 

immediately ascertained, so Hanani is indirectly blamed and is forbidden from practicing any 

further narcomancy. 

Wanahomen, son to the ousted Prince, and heir to the Sunset Lineage of Gujaareh has made a 

place for himself among those barbarian tribes, rising to a position of influence among the 

Banbarra. With his father's former general at his side, he struggles to convince the desert 

people to help him oust the Kisuati and regain his city. 

The deaths laid at Hanani's feet were not the last, and a plague of dream-driven fatalities 

spreads through the city. Anyone who tries to investigate the nightmare of those afflicted also 

becomes trapped by it. As unrest and violence churn within Gujaareh, Hanani is cleared of 

fault in the mysterious deaths. Despite this, her skills are still in question by some among the 

Hetawa because she is the first woman ever admitted into training as a Sharer. A new trial is 
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set, and Hanani and her mentor, Mhi-inh, are offered up to the Banbarra tribe by Gatherer 

Nijiri, a prominent character from the first book. 

This is a more complicated and longer volume than the first (The Killing Moon), and I liked 

it better for those reasons. The dream magic used by the Hetawa is an intriguing concept, and 

I felt more familiar with its practice in this book. I suppose this second installment could be 

read without having first read The Killing Moon, but I think it would be more enjoyable read 

in the intended order. I don't know what the author has planned for her future work, but I 

would be eager to read more stories set in the Dreamblood world. 

 

 

 
 

 

 
© by Clare Deming 

Links: 

 

N.K. Jemisin Website 

The Shadowed Sun (Dreamblood) 

The Killing Moon (Dreamblood) 

  

http://nkjemisin.com/
http://amzn.to/1iQWOTJ
http://amzn.to/1gvDPKP
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Movie Review: The Wind Rises (Hayao 
Miyazaki) 

Mark R. Leeper 

 

CAPSULE: Japanese cult animation director Hayao Miyazaki makes his final film before 

retiring, a fictionalized biography of the aircraft designer who gave Japan the Zero fighter 

plane. The story is okay, but not really compelling. What is more engaging is the view of life 

in Japan between the World Wars and Miyazaki's take on international politics. Rating: low 

+2 (-4 to +4) or 7/10. 

Hayao Miyazaki has made many animated fantasies in Japan, some classics like SPIRITED 

AWAY, and most seem to deal with flying in one way or another. His interest was sparked 

when his father ran an airplane rudder factory. Flying machines are a lifelong fascination for 

him. He now plans to retire and his exit film, animated as usual, is the fictionalized story of 

Jiro Horikoshi, the man who designed the Mitsubishi A6M Zero fighter plane that was used 

effectively by the Japanese in World War II. This is a brave choice considering the 

importance of the American market and the film openly admiring the plane that killed many 

Americans. 

Jiro is very much a Miyazaki sort of character. From the time he was a young child he has 

dreamed of climbing to the roof of his house and flying away. Soon he also is dreaming of 

meeting Giovanni Caproni, a famous Italian aircraft designer. Needing glasses, Jiro cannot be 

a pilot and chooses instead to become a designer himself. Jiro's fantasies are a big part of the 

story with unannounced segues from the real world into Jiro's world of fantasy. As he gets 

older he goes to work for an airplane manufacturer--I do not remember it being identified as 

Mitsubishi. They he works of a supervisor who is visualized as only coming up to waist-level 

on the young designer. At first the little supervisor gives Jiro a hard time, but eventually they 

become close friends. Jiro also meets a girl a little younger than himself who becomes his 

love interest. 

The film steers away from Jiro's attitude about the Americans whom Japan will be at war 

with. More it emphasized is his relationship with Germans and the rest of Europe. He does 

seem to dislike the Germans who are supplying second-rate technology to his country and 

keeping the best for themselves. He is portrayed as really being more in conflict with them 

than with Americans who really are not portrayed in this film. In any case, this is the first 

time in my memory that a Miyazaki film involves itself with real world politics. 

Visually the film is very nice, showing beautiful studies of natural settings and when away 

from nature showing amazing detail in his views of towns and of the aircraft factory. My wife 

pointed out how much detail there was on the slide rule that Jiro uses from time to time and 

how nicely Miyazaki animates airplane propellers accelerating. Going from having each 

blade visible to having it be a disk where you no longer see each blade is difficult to 

transition. 
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Toward the middle of the film the pace slackens but the time is not wasted. We see Japan 

ravaged by the Great Tokyo Earthquake albeit presented so we are not sure we are not just 

seeing another of Jiro's fantasies. We also see a country attacked by tuberculosis. 

Is this a film that people will want to remember Miyazaki by? In my opinion he will be better 

remembered for SPIRITED AWAY and MY NEIGHBOR TOTORO, but this film is well 

above his average. His ambivalence to war with the United States may strike some as off- 

putting, but that is Japan, not Miyazaki. 

I rate THE WIND RISES a low +2 on the -4 to +4 scale or 7/10. 

Film Credits: http://www.imdb.com/title/tt2013293/combined 

What others are saying: http://www.rottentomatoes.com/m/the_wind_rises/ 

Originally appeared on: http://leepers.us/windrise.htm 

Official Trailer: http://youtu.be/imtdgdGOB6Q 

 

© 2014 by Mark R. Leeper 
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