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At night she dreamed she could fly and when she woke it was true. She threw 

aside her arm and the blanket ran from her—her whole body hovered a few 

inches off the mattress. In her panic, she rolled and fell toward the floor, 

stopping inches from the carpet. Her arms splayed like airplane wings, a sudden 

memory of herself as a little girl propped on her father’s socked feet. She stayed 

like that for several minutes, her eyes wide. She heard what she thought was rain 

but was only leaves blown against the window in heavy wind. She caught her 

breath. 

It took her several tries but she discovered a kind of central axis in her hips, a 

counterbalance between her breasts, perfect equilibrium. She felt cocooned in air, 

her arms around herself. But when she relaxed, her limbs opened up. Her feet 

hung limp above the floor and her loose nightclothes ballooned around her skin.  

Her flight surrounded her, everything resisting her like magnets of the same 

polarity. She pushed off walls to swim down the hall, never really touching 

anything. She floated past empty nails and pale squares in the paint. There was 

an oily handprint on the bathroom door that she always covered with her palm 

whenever she passed it, but today her hand hovered over it and strained against 

the empty space. 

She’d hung one photo at the end of the hall, some family and their golden 

retriever, all of them in sunglasses. The dog wore a life vest and bright red swim 

trunks. Behind them, a faded blue catamaran, the red sail furled around the 

folded mast. She’d found it in the attic and brought it down out the dark, this 

other life small but bright on her wall. Whenever she passed it she would touch 

the glass, but this time the frame swayed on its nail, listing away before she 

could reach it. 

She wafted through the whole house, pushing off from her few pieces of 

furniture, reaching upward for the ceiling, spinning slow cartwheels. By noon, 

she discovered that if she approached a thing from the proper angle, if it was 

heavy enough or if she could trap it somehow, she could will an object into her 

grip. It took her an hour to take down hangers and open drawers, chasing yoga 

pants and sports bras and zip-up jackets and socks.  

In the back of the closet she found the expensive Bordelle bustier-slip an old 

boyfriend had bought her. The lingerie gleamed like armor, all black bands and 

silken straps. She gripped it in her fist and floated it out into the bedroom. She 

needed to feel strapped in. 

In the kitchen, she squeezed a plastic cup—she couldn’t risk glass—and 

gripped a fork and knife, forced food and drink between her teeth. She couldn’t 

taste the leftover pasta and she chewed numbly as though fresh from the dentist. 

She worried that the food would fill her mouth with air. As she reached the 

counter, the empty dishes slipped from her grasp and clattered into the basin.  
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A pane in the kitchen window rattled in the wind and a low whistle called 

over the countertops. She floated over and put her hand near the glass. She had 

always wanted to get the window fixed, but now she enjoyed the cold brush of 

air against her skin. She cupped both hands against the thin stream of air and 

realized she was slipping slowly backward.  

In the living room, she hovered near her one narrow bookshelf and stared at 

the rows of spines, considering the constant, finger-cramping effort it would take 

to turn the pages. She drifted past her window; the maple leaves spun on their 

stems, the unmowed grass swam in ripples around a skeleton of fallen branches. 

The sky was thick with white clouds, the sun racing past in strips. Even from 

here, she could feel the neighborhood turning its collective gaze on her. Every 

curtain fluttering, at every window a set of eyes. Her cheeks went hot, her eyes 

wet. Her chin trembled. She drew the curtains and pushed away to eddy in the 

middle of the living room. 

In the silence, she fell asleep on her feet, woke in a flailing jerk when her 

phone rang an hour later. Wheeling in the air, she tumbled to hover face down 

over the floor. She was still half-asleep, had forgotten she could fly. When she 

pushed against the floor to stand, the motion sent her into a barrel roll toward 

the wall, caught her in the corner.  

The phone chirped its voicemail tone but when she managed to catch it and 

turn it on, the number was strange, the computerized message from a bill 

collector looking for a name she’d never heard of.  

Another hour, and then another. Several times she heard a car out on the 

street and peeked through the curtains: neighbors, a couple of delivery trucks, 

once a patrol unit. She held her breath each time, but no car ever parked at her 

curb.  

Then one did. It was across the street, but the driver looked at her window, 

looked right into her face. She wheeled her arms but went nowhere, tried to duck 

but only somersaulted. The sun neared the waving treetops. The driver, a man, 

looked up the street, down it. He crossed to her lawn. 

She flew away from the window then wheeled, her arms spinning—she 

couldn’t see from the middle of the room if her front door was still locked. She 

wanted to hear the catch of it, just to be safe. She pushed off the coffee table and 

swam toward the doorway. She inhaled deeply, braced herself against nothing, 

gripped the latch and turned.  

The limbs of the maple trees shook like applause. She had gripped too hard, 

turned the whole knob instead, and the wind caught the door. She swung out 

onto the first step, caught herself on the doorjamb. The air raced through the 

hairs on her arms. The man was in the next yard, heading for the other house. 
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But when he heard her door open he turned toward her. He smiled at her, 

waved. 

Her eyes wide, her mouth open. One hand still gripping the doorknob. The 

other moving on its own—she let go of the doorjamb and waved back. The door 

swung further. Her flight ripped her fingers from the knob. She slipped off the 

step and coasted.  

The man laughed and shouted over the wind, “Nice outfit!” She looked down 

at her exoskeletal bustier-slip. Her skin showed in bright strips through the snug 

bands of fabric. Her cheeks burned as she began a slow pivot in the wind.  

The man whistled and clapped. She couldn’t control her flight in the wind. 

When she finally managed to face the man again, he was staring at her, pointing. 

His mouth twisted into words. She kept pivoting in the wind, heard his voice 

while her back was turned. “What the hell?” he said. 

On the other side of her driveway, away from the man, a long stretch of 

sunlight passed over her lawn, a huge gap in the clouds as they raced across the 

sky. A sudden gust caught her into a quick circle and she began to drift further 

over the grass. Away. She saw glimpses of him filming her with his cell phone, 

then gesturing to his friend, her neighbor. Everything passing before her so 

quickly in her spin that she couldn’t connect one image to the next. She closed 

her eyes to them. She felt the wind against her. 

She stopped spinning, still drifted slowly away from the man and her 

neighbor. Her toes dragged the green, white dandelion ghosts tickling at her 

ankles. The sunlight on her face, her hair dancing from her nape. She spread her 

arms, cupped her hands to catch the wind. She could hear the two men calling to 

her, running after her. But the wind was strong, and she was far too swift to 

follow. 
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This time it was the oval dining table that passed through the wall of Em’s 

apartment.   It started as a blurry outline – the mere hint of a table.  But as it 

passed through the yellowing wallpaper, it became more and more solid.  Em 

had decided that the table was large enough to sit about twelve people.  It was 

very elegant, at least by Em’s tag-sale-and-Salvation-Army-store tastes.  The 

piece of furniture glided across the room as if it was on a huge invisible lazy 

Susan.   

The table-top began to pass over his raggedy old footstool.  Em was lying 

nearby on the couch.  He sat-up so he could see what was going to happen.  The 

table, or any other object that passed through his living room, started by 

appearing more granular – like a pointilist painting – then was filled-in until it 

became as solid as anything else in Em’s apartment – but only for a mere fraction 

of a second.  Then the process reversed itself as the object disappeared through 

the opposite wall.  The table, today, became completely solid as it passed by the 

footstool.  One of the table-legs bumped the footstool and pushed it against the 

edge of the couch.   The only sound was the rough hiss of the stool’s legs rubbing 

over the carpet.   

It wasn’t always the table from the Other World – what the press had come to 

call this place – that passed through his apartment.  Sometimes it was the edge of 

a king-sized bed covered with fine white lacy sheets.  Other times it was an 

elegant red high-backed chair or a doorway that appeared to be made of 

mahogany.  Those were the only three objects that passed through.  And it was 

random which one would enter when (Em had calculated that the table came 

through at least three times as much as the bed.  And the doorway was pretty 

rare.  He was very comfortable with that balance of regularity and randomness). 

There was something different this time, though.  It was small, but because it 

was something different from what had been monotonously the same, it was 

jarringly noticeable.  A cloth napkin lay on the corner of the table.  It was 

smeared with what looked like blood.  Em stood up as the table began to 

disappear and it made its way to the opposite wall of his apartment.  The napkin 

was neatly folded.  The bright crimson blot looked fresh and had soaked deep 

into the fabric.  Em had seen small blots of blood on towels and pieces of toilet 

paper many times before.  This, it seemed, came from a larger wound. 

Em imagined that the part of the Other World that passed through his 

apartment was an immaculate old mansion.  But he had never seen evidence of 

anyone or anything living in it – no one had ever seen any life in the Other World 

when it passed through ours.  The napkin with the blood grabbed his attention 

though – like finding a spot of red paint splashed on the hood of your white car.   

Em would never reveal this to anyone, since he had declared himself as not 

caring two wits about the Other World, but he had become so familiar with the 
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three pieces of the expensive-looking home that he had come to feel some 

ownership of it.  The blood-stained napkin changed things, though.  Did this 

mean that something lived in the Other World?  That someone else lived in his 

mansion? 

Em jumped off the couch and stepped toward the fading table.  He reached 

out and swiped his hand at the napkin.  It was already too late.  His hand passed 

right through it.  The table faded into the wall just as it had entered on the other 

side.  

Em ran into the kitchen and plucked the calendar from the refrigerator.   Two 

blue magnets that held it up dropped to the tile floor with a plastic-y clatter.  Em 

counted out eleven days.  He grabbed a pen from the counter and placed a big X 

on that date – the next time the Other World would pass through this one. 

 

There was a knock at Em’s door.  He knew it was his neighbor, Tyler.  He 

always came by after a Passing.  Em waited a few moments before getting up.  

He was going to finish the newspaper article about the influx of new Thai 

restaurants on the east side of the city.  Em didn’t really care about Thai 

restaurants, or the east side of the city.  But he certainly wasn’t going to just jump 

up at Tyler’s arrival.   

Tyler knocked again, harder this time.  Em sighed.  He got up and opened the 

door. 

“Hey, Em,” Tyler said as he walked in and plunked himself down on the 

couch. “I’m pretty sure I caught the scent of Heaven on today’s Passing, he 

narrowed his eyes as he stared at Em’s face.  “Oh, you nicked yourself on the 

chin.  Anyway, I swear I smelled pine trees.  And I could have sworn I heard a 

bell.” 

Em stepped into the half-bath near his front door and checked his face in the 

mirror.  A small drop of blood sat on top of a pimple.  The terrain of his face was 

like the surface of some flesh-colored moon – pocked with acne scars and 

pimples.  He had long-ago become an adult, but his skin remained in 

adolescence.   He patted his chin with a piece of toilet paper and dropped it into 

the waste basket. 

Tyler was thumbing through the newspaper.  Em dropped himself onto the 

easy chair beside the couch.   

“I’m on my way to the church and thought I’d check in on you,” Tyler said.  

He placed the newspaper on the coffee table. 

Tyler was one of the many who believed that the Other World was Heaven.  

Literally.   

“You could join me,” Tyler offered. 
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“Are we going to do this, again?  You can just leave if you push it.  You push.  

You leave.  That’s it.”  Em stared hard at Tyler as if he was trying to emblazon 

his words into Tyler’s brain. 

“I know.  I know.  I just don’t get it.” 

“Don’t get what? I am and have been very clear. Do you just come here to try 

and convert me?” 

“It seems so obvious.  Its visits are an invitation.” 

Em resisted the urge to stand-up and force Tyler out.  He was sick and tired 

of his attempts to evangelize. Em took a deep breath instead.   

Tyler opened his mouth to say something, but then shut it.   

“Drop it,” Em said.  “Let it go, Tyler.” 

They sat in silence.  Tyler leaned back on the couch, which gave out a loud 

squeak from its springs. 

Em stared at the strange little man opposite him.  He wanted to say aloud, 

“why do I pretend that you’re my friend, Tyler?”  He swallowed the words 

instead. 

“Hey, after I get back from church, why don’t I stop by and we can go grab a 

burger,” Tyler suggested. 

“Sure,” said Em.  But he had already decided that he would be out for a long 

walk when Tyler stopped by. 

 

 

Em’s days revolved around three activities:  going out for the occasional job 

interview, sitting on his couch reading, and, if the weather was amenable, going 

for a walk. 

His pile of reading material was mostly made-up of seafaring novels 

featuring hard grizzled men searching for something (resources, riches, new 

continents); then the daily newspaper which he read faithfully, but felt that the 

content was acidic and was giving him an ulcer; and an obscure magazine called 

Pen and Sword that he had a long-standing subscription to.  Pen and Sword was 

a collection of opinion pieces on current world politics.  Em had written several 

pieces and submitted them, only to have them rejected after waiting for months. 

Em’s walking path was similar to his reading pile.  It had its requisite stops – 

the small park a few blocks away, the cigar store a few blocks from that where 

he’d pick up a bottled water, and a brief walk down the busy store-fronted 

merchandise center of the city.  It was often packed with people – especially on 

the weekends.  Em’s walks followed the same path so that they touch-on each of 

these spots, except when he reached the people-packed center.  Here, he would 

let himself get swept up in the crowd and be carried a block or more in whatever 

direction the swarm of people seemed to be headed toward.  He walked with 
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deliberation, but let the shove of an elbow, the push of a swelled shopping bag 

dangling at hip-height send him in different directions.  Never too far though.  

He would allow himself to wander a bit off course, but then step out of the 

current onto a quieter street only to return to his usual path.  Em called this his 

“inoculation of humanity”. 

Something, though, had interrupted the sameness of his days.  Other than his 

monthly visit to the unemployment office, the last two years had since he was 

laid off, had developed into this comfortable, predictable rut. 

The interruption was the cloth napkin. 

It had seeped into Em’s thoughts like a virus.  He couldn’t stop wondering 

about its origin.  Whose blood was it? And why hadn’t he – or anyone else – seen 

this person, or creature?   

What also plagued Em’s thoughts was his concern for why he really cared at 

all.  Why was he thinking so much about the napkin and its origin, when he was 

a self-proclaimed Other World ignorer? 

Em wondered to himself – could I bring it over here?  A rare occurrence, but 

still possible.  Then he scoffed at himself – was this object in the Other World 

cursed or something?  How else could it have bored into his mind, someone who 

had often publicly declared his total lack of caring for this odd phenomenon – in 

fact, even a downright hatred for even bringing it up? 

 

Eleven days later, Em stood poised at the edge of his couch.  He had been 

unable to get the idea of the napkin out of his thoughts.  Why not try and grab it?  

Since he wouldn’t be successful, perhaps that would release it from his thoughts. 

The table materialized near the same place in the wall of his apartment.  He 

tracked it carefully as it became solid.  Em moved a half-step forward to where 

he anticipated the right spot to be.  As the wood grain of the table began to 

appear clear and crisp, he reached out and grabbed at the napkin.  Em expected 

to end up with a handful of air, so he was surprised when the sensation of soft 

cool cloth appeared on his finger tips and his palm banged on the hardness of the 

table under it.  He pulled his hand away.  The table began to disappear.  But 

there it was.  He had the napkin in his hand. 

People had pulled things from the Other World into this one before.  There 

was a single extremely brief moment when the Other World was solid enough to 

be able to touch it.  Many tried to bring things over.  Some made a ritual of it – 

always poised on that day, that moment when the worlds fractured one another.  

They almost always missed. When someone was able to bring something to this 

side it was only a small object: a leaf, an empty glass, a rock.  There were those 

that declared that you needed to “want” it enough in order to be able to pull 
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something over.  Em didn’t know how that had anything to do with anything – 

until now.  Perhaps. 

All of the objects that had been pulled from the Other World, at least the ones 

that had been declared publicly, had been seized and examined carefully.  The 

conclusion: they were no different than objects in our world. 

But here, Em had something different.  He had an object that contained proof 

of some kind of life-form on the other side – something that had DNA. 

Em shoved the cloth napkin into his pants pocket as if the government were 

pounding on his door at that very moment.   

 

“The Apocalypse is nigh!  The Rapture will come when Heaven opens enough for all 

good Christians to enter His Kingdom.  It is He who will choose to let us enter.  And woe 

to those who are left behind! ” Tyler coughed from making his voice raspy.  “The 

minister was on fire today.  Something’s in the air.” 

Em took a big bite of his burger and stared out through the front window 

behind Tyler’s head.  He was trying to ignore the fact that he felt pathetic.  He 

hadn’t intended to grab a bite with Tyler.  He should be out pounding the 

pavement for a job.  And yet, here he was.  Em tried to align the situation in his 

mind.  “I use Tyler so I can spend more time alone”, he told himself.  “like taking 

a pill to defeat depression.  Tyler keeps any sense of loneliness at bay.  He is 

useful to me.”   

Tyler gave a moment-by-moment description of church.  He even threw in 

details like noticing that Mrs. Parker got up to go to the bathroom eight or nine 

times.  And that some “asshole” with a cold sat behind him.  “He coughed so 

loud that I felt the hair on the back of my head blow in the breeze.” 

Em sat back in the cushioned bench he was in.  He wondered if he were to 

replace himself with a cardboard cut-out, if Tyler would even notice. 

“I’d like you to meet a woman.”  Tyler’s words broke through Em’s train of 

thought. 

“What woman?” Em responded. 

“Well, you haven’t dated anyone in a long-time – or, at all, from what I can 

tell.  There is a woman who goes to my church. I think she’d like you.” 

Em sat forward.  “Listen, I can tell you my dating history.  It goes like this: 

I’ve dated.  I’ve had a few girlfriends.  And in the end, no one wants to go out 

with the Elephant Man.”  Em pointed to his craggy face. 

“Ellie won’t care about that.  She’s really sweet.  She’s attractive.  I mentioned 

you to her.  She’s interested.  I think she’s dated a lot of crazy guys – you know, 

drunks, maybe abusive guys.  She’s looking for someone who’s steady – which, 

my friend, is the definition of you.  You’re life is nothing but steady and routine.  

Besides, most girls don’t care about looks anyway.  They love personality.” 
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“And you think that my personality is more attractive than my face?  I think 

you may have sold her a bag of horseshit, Tyler.  Also, in my world, girls are no 

different than guys.  They may act different on the outside.  But in the end they 

care as much about looks as they do about anything else.  I don’t know about 

your world.” 

“There’s no harm in meeting her,” Tyler said. 

“No, Tyler, that’s where all the harm is.”   

“Why are you so bitter?  You can’t always have been this way.” 

Em chose not to respond.  He leaned forward to take a bite of his burger.  He 

was surprised to find, though, that somehow, without his being aware of it, that 

he had removed the Other World napkin from his pocket and was clenching it in 

his hand under the table.  Em stuffed it back in his pocket and grabbed the 

burger.  He could feel his face flush with embarrassment. Tyler had launched 

into more details about church, and was completely oblivious.  Em wasn’t 

paying attention to Tyler either.  He was thinking about the napkin and the 

blood.  Who was over there -- over there in his mansion?  He needed to know. 

 

Em never thought he would enter a church again.  He was brought up in a 

house where the word “religion” was never mentioned as far as he could 

remember.  And as an adult, he didn’t change that.  Em had only been in 

churches as a child when his friends would invite him to come with them – to 

help lessen their boredom, he thought.   

Religion had found a new revival since the Passings had begun.  Most people 

started out frightened and confused.  And, since science had no clear explanation 

of what was happening, many churches declared this was proof-positive of 

Heaven -- of an After-Life and of God.   

Em had been frightened and confused, too.  But, he decided that the best way 

to deal with this new reality was to ignore it as much as possible and pretend 

that everything was pretty much as it had been before.   

“Today’s Prayer Group just finished up.  Everyone, including Ellie, should be 

in the back room having coffee,” said Tyler as he pointed to a small door. 

“You better not be dangling a pretty woman in front of my face in order to try 

and convert me,” Em declared. 

“Stop being so paranoid.” 

Em had decided, against his better judgment, that he would go ahead and 

give this Ellie a chance.  He knew pretty much how things would end, though.  

But, he told himself that if he was prepared for her to reject him, he wouldn’t get 

hurt.  And if it worked out…well, it would be the one situation in which it would 

be fine to be proved wrong.   
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They walked through the door and into a brightly lit room that was filled 

with the murmur of quiet conversation.  Twenty or so people stood around in 

small groups, mostly around a long table against the wall.  Everyone seemed to 

have a Styrofoam cup in one hand and a danish in the other. 

“There she is.” Tyler pointed at a woman with her back to them pouring a 

cup of coffee.  She was rather small, petite even, with long brown hair.  Em was 

encouraged. 

 “Ellie?  This is Em,” said Tyler as they walked up behind her. 

Ellie turned around.  Tyler had been right, she was attractive.  Not model-

attractive, but she had a kind pleasant face. Her eyes were brown with long 

eyelashes.  She had a small mouth, but with the beginning of creases that 

invoked years of smiling.  She did seem sweet. 

“Hello.” Em reached out to shake her hand. 

Ellie looked right at Em and shook his hand. 

And there it was.  Em caught it like one might catch a slight movement out of 

the corner of their eye.  Something fleeting that you can’t find when you stop and 

look closely – the look of slight revulsion.  Her eyes widened a bit.  Her smile 

drooped to a slight degree.  Em knew that if he mentioned it to Tyler later, he 

would say he never saw it at all. But there it was.  That look.  Ellie did a great job 

of pulling it back and returned to a look that evoked pleasantness and interest.  

But the crack was revealed. Em could see exactly how things would go.  Perhaps 

she would like Em initially.  Maybe they would go out and even begin to date a 

bit.  They could possibly sleep together.  Hell, she might even move in with him.  

Get engaged?  Married?  Sure, all possible.  But that look was revealed and it 

would fester.  She would try to see beyond the deep scars and crags.  Maybe she 

would even tell him that it brought character to his face –- made him more 

“interesting-looking” than other men.  He’d heard it before.  But that look, and 

what it implied, what it revealed about how she really saw him – it would return. 

And one day, probably earlier than later, that look would come back and become 

a more permanent expression.  Then things would end.  No matter how good 

someone was, how well intentioned, they couldn’t hide that feeling forever.  It 

was inevitable. 

Tyler was in the middle of saying how he and Em had met.  He talked about 

how great Em was. 

Em put his hand in his pocket and fingered the napkin.  He could feel his 

blood pressure rising.  What the hell had he gotten himself into?  Here he was in 

one of the places he least wanted to be, with someone he really didn’t like to be 

with, and about to get involved in a situation that would end up crushing him. 



15 
 

Em looked over at Tyler.  “Fuck it,” he said and turned around.  Then he 

walked out of the room with his hand thrust deeply in his pocket clenching the 

object from the Other World. 

 

Em glanced, again, up at the clock over the unused fireplace in his living 

room.  Ten more minutes until The Passing.  He was standing on his couch.  He 

leaned forward and waited.  He twirled and twisted the cloth from the Other 

World in his hands. 

There was a soft knock at this door. 

“Em?”  It was Tyler.  “I know you’re in there.  Come on, open up.  You can’t 

hide away forever.” 

Em didn’t move.  Tyler had stopped by at least once a day, it seemed, in the 

several weeks since he walked out of the church.  Each time, Tyler tried to coax 

him out of his apartment.  And when Em refused to even make a noise that 

indicated he was home, Tyler would begin to talk to him through the door.  In a 

way, it wasn’t any different than the conversations they had had when they were 

in the same room together.   

“I saw Ellie again yesterday,” Tyler said.  “She’s still interested in meeting 

you.  Even though you acted so weird.  And, hey, even if you aren’t interested in 

her, you can at least face me.” 

“It isn't her,” Em wanted to yell back through the door.  “It's what she  – or 

that expression of hers – reminded me of.  Thank her for me, Tyler.  I know now 

what I need to do.”  Em didn't say anything though.  He certainly didn't want to 

start a conversation right now.  He didn't like the idea that Tyler would think he 

did what he was about to do because of one girl, but Em had other fish to fry 

right now. 

Em stared at the wall where the Other World made its appearance.  He was 

looking for something that might precede its appearance.  Some indication that 

the two worlds were going to rupture each other – like a sudden gust of wind 

before a thunderstorm. 

“I’m going back to my apartment for The Passing,” Tyler called through the 

door.  “But I’ll be back after.  Please open the door, then.” 

Em didn’t even try to hear Tyler’s footsteps walk away.  He didn’t care if 

Tyler was still waiting behind the door or had gone for good.  He was too 

focused on the wall. 

Em was searching for some other indication that someone had visited or was 

living in his mansion.  In his weeks of virtual seclusion, Em had hoped that some 

other object would be displayed on the table.  Perhaps the person on the other 

side would try to signal him, confirm his or her existence over there. 

Something began to dissolve through the wall.  Right on time. 
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Everything seemed to happen in slow-motion.  The wall blurred a little before 

the Other World began to pass through it.  At first, Em was confused.  He was 

prepared for the table.  Today, though, it was the mahogany doorway – 

something he rarely saw. 

The wood work was a rich dark color with intricately carved details –- curled 

lines and rounded edges like little waves rolling along the long sides of the 

entrance. 

Immediately, though, he noticed something different from the very few times 

he had seen the doorway – a splash of blood dripped from the edge of the 

doorway near the floor.  It was fresh.  Em could see a tendril roll down. 

“What the fuck?” Em said aloud.  

Em didn’t really think.  He reacted.  Someone was in his mansion.  He 

stepped off the couch and held his hands out, like he was about to dive side-

ways into a pool. 

The doorway became clearer – like a view adjusted in a pair of binoculars.  He 

leaned forward and when he judged the moment to be right, he grabbed the edge 

of the doorway and swung himself, like gripping a sideways trapeze, into the 

Other World. 

Em imagined in the seconds it took for him to leap forward and land that he 

would land, hard, on his living room floor.  He immediately began to feel a sense 

of defeat – what he was doing was silly. 

He was surprised when he landed, hard, in the Other World lying on a wood 

floor.  He barely had a moment to grasp what he had just done, when a sharp 

pain gripped the index finger of his left hand.  He turned his head around in 

time to see that his finger was caught between the leg of his couch and the 

doorway.   

There was a momentary tight pinch.  Then, Em's old world faded from view 

like a boat drifting away into the fog. 

 

Em sat up.  He grabbed his finger, half-expecting it to be gone.  Blood dripped 

down over his hand.  When he examined it, he saw that a small slice of the tip 

was gone, as if a knife had lopped it off. 

Em stood up and looked around.  It was a mansion.  He was in a long room 

lined with windows – a kind of dining hall.  And at the far end was what 

appeared to be his oval table.  Beside him was a cabinet with a large mirror over 

it.  The mirror was tinged brown and faded at its edges. 

He looked back at the doorway and saw the same splash of blood on the 

corner.  Only it was just starting to drip, as if he was watching it in rewind.  And 

it was in the same place that had sliced the tip of his finger.  Was that blood he 

had seen before jumping his own blood? 
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More blood spilled out between his fingers.  Em scooted over to the cabinet 

and opened up the drawers.  He found one that was filled with cloth napkins – 

the same kind of napkins that he had pulled from the table.  He grabbed one and 

held it tightly over his finger. 

Bright sunshine gleamed in dusty arcs of light through the windows.  The 

room smelled old, maybe even a bit moldy, as if it had sat empty for a long time.  

Outside, Em could see a huge unkempt lawn and a pine forest beyond. 

Em gathered himself for a bit, just taking everything in.  He stared over at the 

table.  It was amazing to see the whole thing motionless and real. 

Em looked at his finger.  The bleeding was beginning to slow.  He took the 

napkin off and stared down at it.  He wasn’t surprised, now, to see that the blot 

of blood was in the exact same spot as the napkin he had pulled from the table.   

There was no other person here.  The blood was his own, as if the Other 

World was inviting him to come.  And he had wanted it bad enough – to make 

this empty world his own. 

Em grinned.  Then he laughed.  It was a sound he hadn’t heard in a long time.  

It choed flatly in the long hall as if the air was being disturbed after centuries of 

complete stillness.  Em took in a deep breath of the stale air.  “Hello!” he called 

out.  The sound filled the room.  And, as his own voice came back and filled his 

ears, he knew that it filled his ears, alone. 

He sat on the floor staring around at his new world for a few moments.  Then 

he glanced back at the mahogany doorway – the boundary he had just crossed – 

his gaze scanning for any evidence of the world he had left behind. 
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We were lucky to make it into the line where soldiers walked the road--

foreign soldiers in crisp clean blue, not the soldiers of our country in torn 

camouflage as dusty as the clothes the rest of us wore. Our soldiers weren't 

soldiers anymore. After months without paychecks, they had become the reason 

you had to be lucky to make it this far. No, no one here was going to hold a pistol 

to your head and rape you and shoot you anyway. Don't you ever be a good girl 

– the last man who sold me gas had said. 

–Wasn't planning to start. Mama always said an apocalypse is no time to 

convert. I don't think she meant it this way, but she's dead. 

 He was young, redheaded, and I liked his laugh, so I invited him to come 

with us. 

– No, he said, some of us still have to take care of our mothers. 

 I could have argued with him. The shelves in the shop were empty. His case 

seemed hopeless unless the currency he was still accepting became worth 

something again. But who was I to take away his hope? And Carla was already 

crushing the horn. 

 We had to abandon the car her mother bought her for her sixteenth 

birthday. Everyone in line for the crossing had to wait on foot. We didn't know 

how long it would take, so we carried our water jugs and filled our backpacks 

with as many granola bars and canned goods as we could. And we waited. We 

tried to ask a few of the soldiers how far from the border we were, but they 

ignored us. The people in front of us shrugged or whispered that they didn't 

know anything. I tried to introduce myself to the sandy-haired man in front of 

me. He shook his head when I asked him his name. At first I thought it was 

because I'm black, and maybe it was, in part, but after a few days I realized that 

no one in that line was talking. Not any of the people in front of me who never 

seemed to move and not any of the people behind me who just kept coming until 

I couldn't see the end of the line anymore. Eventually Carla stopped responding 

when I pointed out a funny cloud or a few blades of grass. Eventually I, too, 

stopped talking. 

 I started keeping track of the days by drawing tally marks in the dirt. Ten 

days later, it began to rain. At first people smiled and set up containers to catch 

the water. Then the floods came. Still, no one left the line. The water reached up 

to my hips before it stopped coming, and I'm a tall woman, even in tennis shoes. 

It went down a bit every day after that; now only my knees are covered. 

People have started dying, but nobody wants to lose their place. I see bodies 

floating away on the current, and still the line isn't moving ahead. Even so, I 

know that one way or another, it will soon be my turn to cross. 
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The dead girl infiltrates our house, becomes the sister who tended towards 

fatal car crashes, had sex with amputees. My mother, addicted to planting mouse 

traps and watching reruns of Bachelorette, welcomes the dead girl with arms 

open.  

     "You've returned," she says, hugging the dead girl, until she realizes that she 

can't talk. My father, weakened by years of fast food & false lab reports, kneels 

down before the dead girl, kisses her hand. "Is it really you, Marni?" he says.  

     Moments later, he's clutching his chest, complaining of a painful pressure. 

Mother runs for the nitroglycerin.  

     The dead girl sleeps in the guest room. At night, we dream of her, waking 

up and becoming the sister with the big bunny teeth, the one who could recite 

verbatim the German fairy tales about little girls lost in the woods and who 

could outwit the monsters in the shape of family members.  

     We picture the dead girl at night, lying still, staring up at the ceiling. My 

little sister and I creep into the guest room and whisper through both sides of her 

ear, "Marni, please wake up. We love you."  

     The dead girl sits up like some wooden puppet. Her eyes are empty tombs.  

     Things start to disappear from our household. My little sister accuses the 

dead girl of stealing her mechanical mice and rattle socks, of destroying her 

playhouses and her plastic smiling frogs. I find bits and pieces of the frogs under 

my sheet at night. I dream of a giant frog's eye, red and unblinking, staring at me 

through the window. When I awake, I am too cold to sweat. My sheet is gone. I 

am naked.  

     My little sister hides in dark corners of the house. She tells mother that the 

dead girl is not her sister.  

    My little sister and I decide to rebel against the dead girl. We ambush her 

while mother and father are sleeping. We attack her with chemical glow night 

sticks & toy catapult arrows. The dead girl reaches down at our small army of 

automated blue elves & tears each one in half. Her eyes are wide, & in the dark, 

give off a green luminescence. When I awake in the middle of the night, I find 

her standing over me with fists clenched. Our revolt weakens.  

     We read to the dead girl snippets from our departed sister's hidden diary in 

hopes of affecting a cure. A single tear streams down her cheek when I read the 

part about the crippled boy in love with mirrors, who had the habit of walking 

into them. In time, he became a fractured image of himself & no longer answered 

when being called.  

     My hard-headed mother says to give the dead girl time, that love will bring 

her around. I tell her that the dead girl will destroy our family, that I'm having 

nightmares of men with webbed fingers & rodent masks. My mother says that 
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this will pass, that she can hear from a distance the dead girl's heart beating, that 

at night, she hears a river running under her bed. I do not, for one second, 

believe it.  

     Weeks pass. My mother talks to the dead girl with the same warm & gentle 

tone she used with her oldest daughter. My father points out that one night, he 

caught the dead girl gnawing the dining room table, leaving deep teeth marks.  

     My mother said it was because of repressed anger. She had given too much 

attention to the youngest daughter. One day, the dead girl begins to talk. I 

believe she has stolen mother's voice. She tells my mother that she will never 

return again because she is dead. In a fit of rage, mother kills the dead girl. She 

regains her voice.  

 

Years later, I'm sleeping next to a girl that I've picked up from a bar. There 

was a Halloween party & she was made out as Gretel & I was dressed as a 

vampire. Waking up next to her in the dim light of morning, I make out the set of 

teeth marks on her arm. Mine. Her make-up is starting to wear off--some of it has 

stained the pillow case. She looks so much older without it. But then again, she 

was dressed up to resemble a young girl from a fairy tale. I shake her to make 

sure she is still breathing, that she will not spend the rest of her life as someone 

else, walking with eyes closed.  
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Behind the Museum of Earthly Delights, 

cepheus doves huddle away from blowing dust. 

 

They gather in the salt gardens among 

androids and Antares slaves who ignore their 

 

mournful song. No one here feeds the birds. 

Robots lack that program. The workers 

 

know no hunger but their own. Yet something 

strange occurs when night falls and three moons 

 

float up the sky. Listen and you'll hear the whistles 

from the museum windows. Look up and see 

 

birds perched on ledges, soft hands reaching 

through laser bars, suffering the sting to offer 

 

crumbs. In cepheus dove dreams, the lady of 

all doves blows clear the dust, forms clouds from 

 

puffed-up feathers, then bursts them with her talons, 

gifts rain to the bone dried land, in resplendent greenery 

 

a feast for all. In the dark throes of the waking day, 

some crumbs left on a sill make do for bird mythology. 

 

They peck, they chortle, they fly up to their roost. 

Guards snarl, why do you feed those worthless birds? 

 

A strange question to ask of the lady of all doves. 
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1 

It was the seventh month of my pregnancy, and I was a mixed bag of hope, 

frustration, and fear. Part of me had adjusted to my little unborn prince and was 

loathe to have him leave, while the rest of me yearned to return to the life I had 

before. 

Thankfully even nonumans understood pregnancy, and everywhere I went 

I was greeted with warm smiles and gracious hands, tentacles, and even flippers. 

The voyage from Earth to Ganuja was projected to be a long one, yet my time felt 

short. I was regaled with stories from my suitemates about their own children; 

from trials during their version of birth, to near-calamities with newborns, to 

eventual pride and love of their now-grown children. Among our group of five 

was even a brittle Alexacian, and it brought a grin to my face just thinking of 

how a little one could have dropped out the pit of her arms.  

And yet that goodwill vanished in an instant when we docked at the 

orbiting port of Ganuja. As we disembarked and my suitemates lingered around 

waiting for me to collect my luggage – hoping to make a fond farewell – I was 

recognized. One of my acolytes from long ago rushed up to me. 

"Ah, Warrant Chief Yulina, I am honored to see you once again," he said 

with a low bow. I glanced over at my suitemates, and to my chagrin they heard 

my title and reacted accordingly. In a matter of minutes they disbursed and went 

their own way, reluctant to engage me in any further conversation. I can't say I 

blame them, as my kind had brought dozens of worlds to justice, making their 

citizens pay dearly for past atrocities against the human race.  
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My young acolyte, Charles, was eager to help me to a journeyman, and I 

gratefully accepted. Even with suspenos it was a trial moving all my luggage, 

and after such a long trip my body just wasn't up to the task.  

 "Charles," I began firmly, "I thought I told you about disclosing titles in 

public." 

 I saw his fist clench in echo of his bowels as he grew mortified. "I . . . I am so 

sorry! It has just been a long mission for me, and . . . I've been surrounded only 

with our own kind. Sometimes one forgets that civilians exist at all." 

 I nodded, as it had happened to me often in my youth. It took me an 

inordinately long time to move up the hierarchy of Core, and I knew it was 

partly because of my laziness in adhering to protocol. All it took was one 

embarrassing situation with a superior, and dozens of successful cases would be 

forgotten in an instant.  
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 After a few minutes, he finished loading my luggage into the storage bay, 

and an open door yawned for me. I paused, standing at Charles' side, caught in 

the static loop that was my mind. 

 "What are you thinking of?" 

 "Oh, I don't know." I rubbed my belly, my unborn prince, and found my 

gaze locked on the soft brown eyes of my acolyte. He was a handsome young 

thing, with shock-red hair and a lean, toned physique, and if I were a dozen or so 

years younger I would have found a way to get him into bed. As it is, with my 

child coming near to term, eyes that once clouded with lust now refocused with 

parental admiration. I could only hope my young prince would grow up to be 

some echo of Charles; strong and smart, deferential yet possessed with a spark of 

independence.  

 And true to form, he graciously acknowledged my mental distance. "I'm 

surprised you're even on an investigation this far into your pregnancy. I would 

imagine you would be consumed with worries about delivery, thoughts of what 

to name him." He helped me into the journeyman, and as the restraints secured 

me in, he asked; "why are you here?" 

 "Because I am one of those who joined our ranks to find something. Yes, a 

sense of justice pushes me on, but in truth, the need for revenge is stronger. And 

even with this . . . beautiful creature growing within me, I have a desperate need 

to wrap up unfinished business."  

 He leaned in and kissed me on the cheek, in an uncharacteristic display of 

affection that actually surprised me. "I think that's what I've always admired 

about you; you are relentless and determined. We can never forget the atrocities 

visited upon our ancestors, and no matter how much good our nonuman allies 

do, they can never be forgiven."  

 The door closed and sealed shut, and I cried a little, as the reflection of my 

withered, vengeful face was projected on his youthful innocence.  

 

3 

Ganujans, or as they prefer to be called 'faulli,' are a peaceful and visually 

stunning people. Of all the nonumans, all the non-humanoids, they are the most 

unique. They are a brain and eye suspended in a gelatinous fluid, surrounded in 

a translucent sac. And while that may sound visually unappealing, to see a mass 

of them is a wonder to behold.  

 My suite overlooked a main thoroughfare, and after I was dressed in my 

uniform, I stood in that early morning light to be transfixed by their beauty. 

Thousands of them floated back and forth, chirping to one another in their native 

tongue, yet in the bluish sunlight they all appeared as a mighty river, reflecting 

the light on and within their beautiful bodies like thousands of droplets of water. 
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There was a peace about their people that made the claims of abduction and 

abuse all the more disturbing.   

 My encounter with the Arji, their Representative of Interplanetary Relations, 

was not as delightful. He stopped by my room to begin our diplomatic discourse 

on as friendly a term as possible. 

 "So what brings a Warrant Officer to our planet?" 

 "As my rank indicates, I am a Warrant Chief, Arji JI-ulac, and I am here to 

perform my duty."  

 The Arji's skin grew opaque, which suggested he was getting upset, 

frustrated, and even confrontational. As a Warrant Chief, a large part of my 

training was to be able to read the expressions of nonumans. In preparation I had 

watched a great deal of the recorded encounters with the faulli, and studied 

extensively all available discourse in regards to social/linguistic xenopology 

concerning their race accomplished in the past thousand years. Yet even then it 

was difficult reading him. 

 "We have been friends of Earth well before the fall of the Union," said the 

Arji diplomatically. "When others plundered your populous world for forced 

labor or cannon-fodder, we abstained and even condemned the practice in every 

meeting of the Union we attended."  

 "That may be so, and yet here I am. We have received information that 

humans were indeed used as slaves on this world. It isn't unusual for some to 

profess words of peace, and yet practice war in secret."  

 The Arji's body massed puffed slightly, and his eye took on a yellowish hue. 

"You think us to be liars?" 

 "I think you may not have been present to witness those atrocities those 

many centuries ago, and the truth may not have been disseminated to all faulli 

through the ages." 

 "And yet you would hold us responsible for the crimes of our fathers?" 

I smirked, as it was always amusing to listen to nonumans use human 

sayings to their advantage.  

 "You and I both know that faulli have no fathers. Your consciousness is 

transferred from vessel to vessel, maintaining all your knowledge and experience 

through eternity."  

 The Arji's body slimmed, with the detail in his eye blurring and changing 

color to a light violet. I could even detect he was emanating a sweet scent, like 

lilac. "And that is how we have developed such a peaceful, enlightened society. 

How we weathered the cataclysm, how we exist today not as some protectorate 

of Earth, but as one of the few sovereign worlds left."  

 I stood, sensing some saber-rattling. "Ganuja may be sovereign, but when 

you accepted our aid, our resources, you agreed to the charter like all the rest. 
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You will be judged by the human race, and held accountable for any crimes 

committed against us."  

 It was just then, when I had my hardest face on, that I felt my little prince 

kick. It had been days since I felt him move, and his silence had allowed me to 

focus. Now, it was all broken. I suddenly felt vulnerable in front of the Arji, and 

fearful his skill at reading expressions was as developed as mine. 

 "Perhaps we should adjourn," he said sweetly, confirming my fears. "I 

would we not be adversaries, but rather good friends committed to resolving a 

troublesome issue. When you are . . ready, I shall avail you of all my staff, in the 

hopes this matter can be resolved quickly, and you can go back to your life 

unmolested."  

 That last word stuck in my mind, and in my youth, when I wasn't burdened 

with child, I would have verbally eviscerated him. As it was I needed to escape, 

and quell the motherly sentiment that threatened to engulf my mind. When the 

door slid shut behind him, not even my formidable resolve could contain my 

tears. 
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 As I sat in my room reluctantly crying, I heard a knock at my door. As the 

faulli possessed no knuckles for knocking, I assumed it was humanoid.  

 "Come in," I said, as I wiped clear my face. "Charles!" 

 My young protégé swept in, and knelt before me dashing in the black and 

grey uniform of a Warrant Officer. "I came to offer my services to you in this 

endeavor."  

 "Why?" I asked, wary of his motives. "Has the Core been in contact with 

you? Do they doubt me?" 

 "No. I . . . well, my prior mission is finished, and because it went well, they 

gave me a three week leave. I opted to remain here."  

 I leaned in close, anger building in my mind. "Do you doubt me?" 

 "No, I love you."  

 I had to get to my feet for this one. "What do you mean 'love me'?" 

 "I fell in love with you as I watched you mentor me and the others. I fell in 

love to the sound of your voice, to the strength in your eyes. And for some 

reason it all was made clear, when I saw that beneath all that strength, lay some 

vulnerability."  

 I strode over to the window, and gazed out on a world I was starting to 

actively dislike. "This world is dirty, Charles. I feel it in my bones like I feel blood 

in my veins."  

 "How so?" 
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 "They act kind, intelligent and wise, and yet they all reek of deception and 

subterfuge. They are the most different of the non-humanoids, and I think they 

believe that difference makes it impossible for us to divine their true feelings."  

 "Isn't that a trap you taught us about; distrust of the different?" 

 "Yes, it is, and yet . . . let me show you." I pulled out one of my most 

cherished possessions; a drawing done on torn watercolor paper. "Look at this." 

 I unrolled it for him on a table. It revealed a landscape, drawn with red ink, 

in which a long bridge was being built. Hundreds if not thousands of human 

figures dotted the landscape, lifting materials and working machinery. In the 

foreground a small group of humans knelt in fear before a figure that seemed to 

be out of the picture-frame.  

 Charles nodded somberly. "I've seen dozens of these mementoes of our dark 

time. What does it mean to you?" 

 I pointed to one of the kneeling figures – a woman. "She was one of my 

ancestors. Not only does this picture exist, but fragments of her diary, where she 

details her abduction, torture, and enslavement by an alien race that utterly 

frightened her and those with her."  

 "And you think this has something to do with the Ganujans?" 

 "Look at this torn edge," I said, pointing to the right half of the paper. "This 

was torn to take out the one depiction of their masters. Her diary was redacted to 

eliminate all references to their identity, and to conceal the nature of the more 

heinous abuses. Other nonumans take a certain degree of pride in being our one-

time masters, while the race that enslaved these people has actively sought to 

keep their atrocities hidden. This is why I became an expert in non-humanoid 

studies, why I have travelled the entire galaxy following up on any and all claims 

against them, why even though I am about to give birth, I am here, on this world, 

digging for the truth."  

 Charles sat on the bed. While to some he had a naïve kindness about his 

eyes, I always saw a keen, intuitive mind that, with training, could even rival my 

own. "If they wish this secret to be hidden, then they would surely kill to keep it 

so. You need my help more than I thought."  

 I sighed, knowing I was beaten. Like I said; a keen, intuitive mind.  
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As is customary in these investigations we began with dull, meticulous 

research, going through all archives available to us to search for inconsistencies 

in timeline or in general historical accounts.  Humans were abducted for two 

reasons; to serve as grunts in a nonuman's war effort, or to serve as manual labor 

on a nonuman world. No matter how far back I went, I could find no evidence 

that the faulli had been at war during the period in which humans were evolved. 
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I had Charles focus on finding out what they could have built on their world that 

was so monumental, so massive that they needed slave labor to see it 

accomplished. He had as much luck as I. 

 What the Arji said about his people was true; they had created an 

enlightened society that was free of violence, strife and pain. Several centuries 

ago they evolved to the point where the desire for physical gratification was 

nearly eliminated. All their senses were muted, allowing for the enlargement of 

the problem-solving centers of their brains. The Faulli were widely known for 

their mathematical prowess, having advanced faster-than-light travel 

exponentially since the incorporation of the Confederacy. 

 And yet, I still knew they were lying. It was the Arji's arrogance that 

cemented that belief, and the refusal of the Ganujan government to grant me 

access to any citizens. There also were rumors of some technology they invented 

that allowed the sharing of recorded experiences and emotions, though no one 

had been able to corroborate its existence. Too much ignorance and gaps of 

knowledge in any species always smacked of deception. So I decided on a direct 

approach; a visual tour of the world, concentrating on sites where such a bridge 

could have been built. As Ganuja's surface was comprised of twenty-five percent 

more water than Earth's, it looked to be a long, grueling endeavor.  

 We ascended in a larger journeyman, to accommodate not only Charles and 

our supplies, but two faulli sent to watch over us by the Arji. They were as 

menacing as faulli could get, with thick, coarse skins and emitting some kind of 

bitter pheromone that made it difficult to concentrate. Thankfully we sat in a 

divided compartment that sealed so Charles and I could discuss things privately.  

"Why did you say you loved me?" I had been itching to ask that question for 

some time now, and at least now in the journeyman he wouldn't be able to evade 

or distract me.  

 "I don't know. I needed to say something, to make me different, to separate 

me in your mind from the dozens of other acolytes you've had." 

 "Did you mean it?" 

 "No, not really." 

 "People rarely say things they don't mean," I pressed gently, "in some way 

or another." 

 "Did you want me to mean it?"  

 I sighed. I felt like I was eighteen again, trying to figure out if a boy liked 

me. I don't even know why I cared; I always had such poor luck with men. I had 

driven away two husbands because of my work. No, that isn’t right; I drove 

them away because there was no room in my life for any distraction. Until I 

found the nonumans who built that bridge, I could afford no distraction.  
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 "Can I take a look at your picture again?" he asked, giving me an easy out of 

a conversation I had started. 

 "Sure." 

 I brought out a small holo-projector, and cued it up for him. He focused in 

on the small group that included my ancestor who cowered in fear in the 

foreground. 

 "You know, it doesn't look like they have expressions of people being 

threatened with a weapon." 

 "No, more than likely they are cowering in fear of a nonuman they have 

never seen before, something so utterly foreign to their eyes, that they cannot 

quite comprehend it." 

 "That might be true," he said, "but in the numerous sociological studies done 

since the incorporation of the Confederacy, it seems to be an established fact that 

human beings adapt surprisingly quickly to nonumans with different 

physiognomies. These slaves have been abducted, and have worked for a period 

of time on the bridge in the background. I think they are afraid of something 

new, something only just revealed to them." 

 I took another look, seeing his analysis for the truth it was. "Very good, my 

young acolyte. And what do you think it is?" 

 "I think a nonuman is doing something to a human, something so 

abominable that it terrifies them. I've seen this expression before; it is worn by 

those who are seeing their own kind being eaten." 

 It hit me, just as he said it. There were only a handful of species that found 

human meat appetizing, and photos of their atrocities revealed humans wearing 

those exact expressions. 

 "Why didn't I recognize this before?" 

 Graciously, he said; "you have obviously kept this close to your heart. 

Sometimes it takes someone with some emotional distance to see clearly."  

 "So the question now becomes; did the faulli prefer human meat in their 

past, and was it a brief period?" 

 

Along river banks we flew low, examining bridges built and abandoned. 

The curious thing is that the faulli really had no need for bridges, or even roads. 

Their newly evolved bodies hovered a few feet off the ground, and could cross 

bodies of water with ease.  

 For several days we traveled along the major rivers of the most populous 

continent, Vieol. Down the moss-covered banks of the Guillo River we flew low, 

landing often to inspect sites along the way. As we flew from one shore to the 

other, I noticed how unusually long it took for us to cross. Charles confirmed my 
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suspicion, and we lowered the barrier between us and our pilots, opting to 

endure their acrimonious scent to divine the truth. 

"Are you slowing down when we cross the rivers?" I asked. 

The faulli remained silent, piloting the vehicle. 

"Hey!" shouted Charles, "the Warrant Chief asked you a question!" 

As unusual it was to have someone defend me, I kind of liked the sensation. 

I sat back, as one of the faulli turned to face us.  

"Did you do any research about our world? Our atmosphere acts as a lens 

when our suns reach certain points in the sky. It can make far objects seem much 

closer." He turned back, muttering something in Ganujan that probably wasn't 

kind.  

We both glanced again out the window, and sure enough, as we blinked a 

few times and squinted, the true position of the opposite shore could be 

discerned. And the faulli's words of rebuke stung; I hadn't done the right kind of 

research.  

 

As night came, we progressed up to the mouth of the mighty Uki-oi river, 

framed by the high Ulladdag canyon walls. While it wasn't a pleasure trip, 

Charles indulged himself, and opened the wide windows as we flew through a 

cloud bank, taking a long gulp of the moisture-laden air. I actually laughed as I 

watched him, thankful for a few moments of beautifully distracted pleasure.  

At each potential site along the river we scanned for human remains, yet 

found none, and both of us were growing discouraged. We progressed to sites 

within the heavily populated cities, drawing unwanted attention as we worked. 

The faulli would gather by the dozens to watch us, and it was becoming 

increasingly discomfiting. Ganuja never was much of a tourist destination -- 

though the faulli did nothing to discourage it. Instead it just seemed that no one 

much wanted to visit their world, and I soon learned why. 

 They gathered close around us, watching with almost prurient eyes, as if we 

were not only on display, but performing some lascivious show for their 

pleasure. Their singular gaze followed our movements, drinking in our forms, 

closing now and again as they thought on something. A scent aroused from the 

mass of them; a sickeningly thick sourness that made me a little nauseous. A few 

times some of them would shake uncontrollably, and chirp excitedly before 

refocusing on us.  

 "You know," said Charles, "I've been on a lot of worlds, met a lot of different 

nonuman species, but the Ganujans disturb me more than any other." 

 I nodded silently. "Just don't let them see that. We are Warrant Officers from 

Earth; representatives of the dominant economic and military power in the 
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Confederation. All it takes is a word from us, and we could condemn a 

significant portion of their population to death." 

 Charles clasped his hands behind his back, straightening his posture and 

leveling his gaze. "You always said we have to bring out the hammer sometimes. 

And still . . . do you ever . . . doubt?"  

 I strode to the riverside and glanced at my distorted reflection in the water. 

"Never." 

 

Two weeks went by, and we got the same reactions from the faulli, and no 

success in finding any human remains. Our time was growing short, and Core 

was requesting status updates nightly.  

Finally we began the search of the Youlo continent; home to their ancient 

seat of power. The Ganujan sky was a limitless expanse of violet and green, 

punctuated by brilliant bursts of white lightning, sending our journeyman diving 

frantically to escape the thunderhead. I still hadn't gotten used to their 

atmosphere; storms could erupt without a moment's notice, without a single 

cloud in the sky. It was as if the entire planet lied on a continuous basis, and 

perhaps that's why I distrusted her people so.  

River by river we methodically progressed through the densely populated 

countryside. The cities were frankly a marvel to behold, filled with walkways 

that hovered in the air, effortlessly connecting one building to another. Ivory 

spires framed their cities, and from them emitted some kind of EM wave that 

dispelled turbulent weather, leaving the interior peaceful and calm.  

At the end of the day, we landed the journeyman outside the mighty city of 

Gulantople, along the Vauda river bank. It was a hub of activity, with hundreds 

of faulli passing to and fro. I took a moment to sit with Charles to review our 

situation.  

 "This is going nowhere." 

 "I agree. There are just too few markers in your drawing to make any good 

identification."  

 I folded my hands together and fidgeted, picking at my nails. "Our time is 

running short. Core suggests we make a final determination in two days. We are 

the third group of Warrant Officials to evaluate this planet. By the charter, we 

must be the last."  

 As we spoke, a crowd of faulli gathered around us. At first we thought little 

of it, as we both had grown used to their attention. But these faulli pressed closer 

than ever before, standing only a few feet from where we sat. Charles, the 

impetuous youth he was, had enough. 

 "What is it?!" he demanded, bolting up. "There is no culture in the galaxy 

that is foreign to the concept of privacy; why not afford us some?!" 
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 A faulli pressed even closer to him, and as it did, three others closed in 

tightly around him. I struggled to my feet, only to be knocked back by a faulli 

close by. Charles shouted at them to stop, but they ground against him, 

smothering him, their eyes rolled back in that sickening translucent skin. And it 

wasn't just those three. They rotated, with each faulli moving in to be close to 

Charles. I wanted to scream, but there was no one to help. Our guides hung far 

away, refusing to get involved, and all I could do was stand there and watch 

until they finally let my Charles go.  

 

6 

Back in the hotel, I sat by Charles' side as he lay sleeping after a long night 

of surgery at the Earth embassy hospital. It was touch-and-go for a while, as the 

faulli had crushed one of his lungs. Thankfully I had brought the portable 

respirator with me in the journeyman, and was able to stabilize him for the trip 

back. I was informed that he needed to be taken off-world for proper treatment, 

but if he could survive the night, then there was a good chance he would survive 

the flight. 

 I sat back, bloated and tired, a broken beauty saddled with child, robbed of 

thorns. I hurt me that I could do nothing to help Charles – never before in all my 

investigations had any of my officers been assaulted in such a way. And the 

problem is I couldn't even tell how they assaulted him. The faulli evolved 

beyond hunger, beyond sex, so I couldn't figure out what they gained by the 

assault. Either way, they derived some pleasure from what they did, and 

someone needed to explain. I sat in the chair, with an almost eight-month old 

belly, feeling the weight of my existence press heavily against my spine.  

The door chime sounded, and I knew it must be the Arji. "Come in." 

With malevolent grace he floated around the bed, his lone eye examining 

my fallen Charles. "I must apologize for the actions of my people," he said 

carefully. "They are unused to beings such as you." 

I bit my lip and steeled myself against the pain. Slowly, deliberately, I got to 

my feet, and squared off against the Arji, determined to act as if I was that 

young, arrogant human whose image still filled my memories.  

"There is something more, Arji – there is always something more! No matter 

how much evidence I have uncovered on the worlds I have investigated, there is 

always more that lay beneath, untold, unwritten."  

He had no mouth and yet I knew he sneered at me. "You have flown all over 

my world, peered into every crack and crevice you could think of, and what have 

you found?" He waited, as if I would actually respond. "You've found nothing! 

You've disrupted my people's lives, insinuated base charges."  
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"Look at this man, Arji – look at him! He lies here because of something 

more than simple off-worlder contact. Your people took pleasure at what they 

did, and I want to know why." 

"You have precious little time to do it." He hovered close to me, his skin 

rippling. "Why are you even here, at this stage in your life? Shouldn't you be 

focused on your future, instead of the past? Why would you risk the safety of 

your child for such a dubious quest for vengeance?" 

I wanted to yell, I wanted to scream, but more than all that I just wanted to 

urinate. It felt like a lead balloon was expanding inside me, and my head 

pounded with a crippling headache. As much as I wanted to strike back at him, 

my body betrayed me, and it took all my dexterity to fall gracefully back into the 

chair.  

The Arji could contain himself no longer – he laughed.  

"You pitiful, arrogant humans, travelling the galaxy to sit in judgement of 

older and wiser races. There is no such thing as –" 

"Spare me the lecture, Arji. Just leave. Get out of my sight!" 

The Arji hovered for a moment, examining me. "Why are you even here?" he 

pressed. "Why does your race persist in uncovering these alleged atrocities? You 

think none of us have suffered at the hands of other races? You think the Hlendi 

Union was built on peace and goodwill? It is survival of the fittest, even out here, 

and we have all used others to accomplish our goals." 

"There is such a thing called dignity," I spat, determined not to let him get 

the better of me, "and when it is stolen from a people, it begs to be returned. All 

your cloying overtures of peace and friendship will never dull the blade of 

vengeance!" 

The Arji harrumphed, turning his eye away from me. "Such an immature 

race you are. You didn't even earn the technology you threaten us with; you 

scavenged it from your betters. You have forty-eight hours to finish playing at 

detective. After then, we will exercise our rights as a Sovereign state of the 

Confederacy, and demand this inquiry be closed forever. 

"We paid for that technology with the blood of our people!" I yelled as he 

floated out the door. "And we deserve still more!" 

Charles groaned, and something about hearing his voice, even if it was a 

moan, was immensely comforting. I took a deep breath, banishing the anger and 

frustration from my mind, and sat beside him on the bed. 

"Charles . . . Charles – are you alright?" 

Slowly he opened his eyes, and as he focused on me, even smiled. "It's good 

to see you again, Yulina." 

"That's Chief Yulina to you, officer." 
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He chuckled and cried at the same time, wincing at the pain. "I wish I didn't 

remember what happened." 

"I'm sorry I couldn't help you. I wish I had thought to bring a weapon." 

He shook his head. "I know protocol. We can't look like invading soldiers; 

we must be as field judges, protected only by the letter of law."  

"It isn't giving us much protection now. I've always been against military 

intervention, but I would love to see some of our Shock Troops wipe the smirk 

off the faulli's faces."  

Charles nodded. "You know, I had a dream." 

"What of?" 

 "The ocean. The limitlessly wide ocean."  

 As he said those words, something clicked in my mind. A new perspective 

was given, and suddenly it all seemed so much clearer. 

 "They weren't building a bridge across a lake – they weren't building a 

bridge to be used at all! They had the slaves build a bridge to nowhere, just for 

the sport of it."  

 Charles coughed, and weakly asked; "across an ocean?" 

 "Yes. And to those slaves, the ocean must have seemed like a river, with the 

lensing effect of this atmosphere. They must have actually thought they had a 

chance at succeeding. We were looking in the wrong places – that's why we 

could never find any remains."  

 Charles managed to sit up. "What are you going to do? We only have 

another two days left in our warrant."  

 I sat back in the chair, shaking my head. The oceans of Ganuja were 

immense, their coasts stretching on forever in terms of linear measurement. In 

my youth I could get it done, when I didn't have this weight holding me down. 

In my prime I only needed the sound of my voice and focus of my mind to bring 

the hierarchy of any world to its knees. I needed to decide if this vengeance was 

worth not only my life, but the life of my child as well.  

 Charles coughed, and as we both looked at his hands, we found them filled 

with blood. I glanced up into his eyes, and saw them grow faint and distant. He 

slumped back in bed, and I rushed to his side. 

 "I fear . . . I fear I won't be able to protect you anymore." 

 I smoothed his hair, and ran my hand along his eyes, struggling to hold 

back my tears. "Don't – hush, be quiet. I must get the doctor." 

 As I started to move, his hand caught me. It was a weak grasp, but enough 

to hold me still. I had seen death, and knew when it couldn't be chased away. 

 "I remember once you said how great we were," he said weakly, "how 

mighty the Earth is. I was never one to disagree with you, but I wonder if we can 

still look in the mirror after all the ill we have done."  
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 I wanted to challenge him, tell him how wrong he was, but he stole away 

with death before I could reply.  
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Alone I sat, swaddled in my thick grey robes, waiting. It was a short trip to 

the Earth embassy, and an even shorter wait to see their physician. There was 

only one woman before me, and the nurse told me he was almost through with 

her.  

 I only carried this child because of a mistake. It was, in truth, an unwelcome 

burden. On a mission I was sloppy and short-sighted, and got caught literally 

with my pants down. The two boys paid for it with their lives, but I opted to 

keep the child, after all, we have an empire that is growing and hungry for 

cannon-fodder and burgeoning bureaucrats. I convinced myself it was my own, 

and was determined to love it not as some mistake, but as some gift of 

providence.  

 It was all so much simpler, before. I allowed few distractions in my life. I've 

always kept to a strictly regimented diet, exercised religiously, and maintained a 

meticulously ordered office and home. Everything has always been in its place, 

enabling me to devote all my focus to any case at hand.  

 I wouldn't have been this sloppy before. The things Charles pointed out 

would have come to me much quicker. It's only sentiment and this child within 

that has weakened me. People have said I am as vicious as the desert wind, 

merciless and deadly, yet now that desert is in bloom.  

 What does life mean to me? Why must I be this vessel? It is as if I no longer 

have my own purpose; nature has stolen it, and replaced it with her own 

imperatives. Before this burden, I was at the top of my game. They feared me . . . 

they hated me . . . yet they all respected me.  

"He can see you now," said the nurse in a cloyingly sweet voice. I don't 

think she was true human. So many nonumans are getting surgery to fit in better, 

to be assimilated into the heirs apparent of the galaxy. In another couple of 

centuries, the human genepool will be diluted and polluted, and being 'human' 

won't mean anything at all.  

 Maybe that's why this was so important to me. I needed to make them 

understand how much they violated us, make them pay before the time comes 

when we will all forget; before all the atrocities committed against man become 

nothing more than a five-line passage in the Encyclopedia of Worlds.  

 "Warrant Chief, the doctor is ready for you now."  

 I glanced at the doorway once more, hoping something or someone would 

come in, to tell me which way to go. Would I move forward, like some fertile, 
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ignorant, forgiving oasis, or turn barren and harsh, an agent of vengeance, and 

die alone? 
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The morning brought rain on Ganuja. 

The rain on Earth is a tease in comparison. You see, I love the rain. During 

the few brief respites I've taken from the service, I didn't travel, or visit old 

friends, or take up a new hobby. I sat by my window at home on the Pacific coast 

and watched the rain. It always started weakly, with a drizzle, but eventually 

turned into a downpour that lasted almost an hour. On Ganuja, the rain is bold 

and assertive, and accompanied with tremendous thunder and lightning. There 

was no preparation for the onslaught; it spontaneously erupted, delivering a 

punishing blow of volumes of water. It's fine for the Ganujans as they evolved to 

live in copious amounts of water. But for us humans, who fear the water as if it 

was blue fire, it makes us retreat under shelter and hide, until it passes, which 

sometimes isn't for days.   

And I was hiding. I felt . . . empty. The rain that gave me so much pleasure, 

so much calm, fell on a beautiful, blue-jewel of a world that was guilty. Blacker 

than sin it sat in the darkness of space, and I finally had the answer I searched so 

long for.  

Over the night, I went alone in a journeyman, and had allowed instinct to 

guide me. And of all things, I had found a human child's skull buried deep in the 

ground, near the beach of the Nuyab Ocean in their Udona continent. What had 

drawn me to that spot I couldn't say, for I had arrived there without any 

machines to help me search or computers to analyze soil. I merely had landed the 

craft, stepped out, and dug my hands into the wet ground. 

Now all it would take is one communication to bring my survey team to 

exhume the rest, and Uja's judgment would be entered. And while I had made 

my sacrifice, committed my sin, so I could have the fury to accomplish this one 

task, I sat watching the rain, impotent, as time evaporated.  All I could think on 

was my little prince. In my belly there had been a thumping warmth that cooled 

my fury for the first time in my life. The anger that propelled me through the 

stars had ended, and I was able to smile, and laugh, and connect with others.  

I know I was being selfish. So many of my ancestors were tortured and 

killed on that blood-soaked water-logged paradise, that I couldn't afford to let 

that depression stay my hand. Even my acolyte had paid the ultimate price. 

So I mustered the strength to venture out into the rain with a hovershield, 

though in truth I would have rather let the rain soak over me and through me, to 

wash the lingering smell of blood from my body. Making my way through the 

press of faulli, I was reminded of how Charles died. I knew there was some 
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sexual component to what they did to him, making him in essence a victim of 

rape. They raped him and he died from it, I thought to myself. And as I condemned 

my rapists to death, his must pay the same price.  

I went to the office of the Arji, and in moments I was seated before him. For 

a second I thought of asking him how there was a chair in his office when his 

species didn't sit, but I needed to remain focused. All my prior confrontations 

with him ended badly, and this one had to be different.  

His expression was completely changed; he had heard what I had done. His 

eye appeared to be bloodshot; his skin leathery and wrinkled, turned a sickly 

pale orange hue. He reeked of decay, of that pungent aroma fruit emits when it 

becomes rotten and foul.  

"I . . . I am sorry for your loss," he said, haltingly.  

"Which one?" 

The color of his skin changed to a dark purple, almost black, as his eye 

remained focused on me.  

"You have found something?" he asked. 

I took a deep breath. "Do I need to?"  

"That is your job, Warrant Officer." 

"Warrant Chief!" I stressed. "I have never called you anything but 'Arji;' you 

owe me the same respect. Or perhaps you seek to diminish my importance in 

your eye, and reduce the power I hold in my breast."  

The color of his skin lightened to a dark red, and it filled with fluid, 

becoming firm and full. "You are barren now, and without life. The power you 

had, the power we cannot have, you took away from yourself." 

His words cut me deeply, and it took all my presence of mind not to stagger 

back from the blow.  

"What I do with my body is my responsibility and mine alone. What 

happened on your world is your responsibility. Now, you need to focus your sole 

eye not on my breasts, or my womb, or anything else that you think weakens me. 

You need to focus only on one thing; my title. As Warrant Chief, I have 

investigated a dozen worlds, and sentenced nine to that ultimate punishment." I 

took a step forward. "Whole worlds cringe at the mention of my name. And this 

Warrant Chief is telling you, Arji, that you are guilty of crimes against the human 

race. This Warrant Chief is giving you an opportunity to volunteer the 

information I need."  

"And if I do? You will spare my world your punishment?" 

"I will spare you that punishment; no more." 

His iris contracted, and the odor became bitter and metallic. "You think me a 

fool. You have no evidence." 
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"I haven't found much of anything yet," I answered sharply. "But I now 

know where to look. I will find what I need within two hours of my team 

arriving. I have thirty hours left, and in thirty-one hours the judgment of the 

Confederacy will be leveled on your world." 

"Then why are you here?" 

I got up, and stood by the window. "I don't know. Perhaps because this 

judgment will hurt me more than any other that I have given. Make no mistake; 

your planet deserves this judgment, for past and current atrocities." 

"You mean the death of your acolyte . . . Chuck –" 

"Charles," I snapped. "I mean for the rape and murder of a Warrant Officer of 

Earth." Finally, I could feel the rage coming back. My stomach muscles tensed, 

and while for a second it hurt, that pain gave way to a degree of pleasure. "Your 

citizens raped and murdered an officer while he was investigating your world. 

Your citizens are guilty of abducting members of the human race for torture and 

sport. Your citizens are guilty of withholding important information for an 

official investigation." I took a deep breath, and felt the strength and focus return. 

In every prior confrontation with the Arji, I felt compromised. But finally freed of 

my maternal sympathy, I could use my words as weapons. "My agents will be 

here within four hours; prepare for judgment." 

His skin suddenly turned black. "Filthy human. Filthy, dirty, ground-

digging human! We sneer at your judgment and scoff at your authority, you 

pitiful child of a species." 

"Sneer all you like," I snap back, "for you will not be exempted. Scoff at our 

youth on the galactic stage, but we have the will and the might to remain the 

dominant power for centuries to come. I may have arrived here on a common 

transport, compromised by my physical condition, but I stand here now fully in 

control, with evidence and the might of the Empire of Earth at my side. Two-

thirds of your population will be eliminated; trust in that." I start to leave, but the 

satisfaction tastes too good. I turn back to look on a broken vessel of a being and 

say; "I hope you're a gambling type, because you have a thirty-three percent 

chance of surviving my judgment, and those aren't very good odds." 

 

As I stand on the massive leuitship H.R. Clinton, looking down through the 

massive bay window on Uja, the events of the past year weigh heavily on my 

mind. I can't help but think back on the two youths who raped me. It was such 

an unbelievable thing to have happened to me; many events had to have been 

ordered in a certain way for me to be as vulnerable as I was. Is it cowardice to 

imagine I was raped for a reason; to break my spirit? Or could someone have 

accessed my psychological profile, and determined that I would keep that child, 

and it would change how I execute my duties? I feel one's womanhood has been 



44 
 
used as a weapon against women since time immemorial, and as much as I hate 

what I have done, it has still given me control over my body at a crucial moment. 

I am sure that those humans who died on Uja would think I paid a small price to 

finally uncover the truth.  

"Warrant Chief; all is in readiness," says a tall young acolyte, not unlike my 

beautiful Charles.  

I take a step forward, and say; "on behalf of the Earth Confederacy, I hereby 

pass judgment. Evidence has been found to support the assertion that human 

beings were kidnapped and used against their wills by the citizens of the planet 

Uja. As such, two-thirds of the Ganujan race is hereby sentenced to death. Officer 

Xuan, please begin the viral bombardment of Uja." 

"Yes Warrant Chief."  

I whisper a prayer to the stars as the first volley is launched, in hopes my 

unborn prince is held close to the bosom of God. As the ship alters orbit to 

bombard another portion of Ganuja, I catch my reflection in the windowpane, 

and for a second it frightens me, so devoid my eyes are of the vibrancy of life. 

Oh, my dear Charles, I don't know if you would praise me for my dedication or 

condemn me for this ancient fury that rustles in my black heart. You that once 

said that we can never forget the atrocities visited upon our ancestors, and no 

matter how much good our nonuman allies do, they can never be forgiven. Well, 

my past may finally be at peace, but it has come at the cost of my future.  
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Scribblings in a diary, crudely bound in calico cat fur with oddly shaped parchment 

pages, recycled scraps scraped clean and free of palimpsests. Two tiny, clawed handprints 

adorn the first page. 

 

. . . took loss of ‘prentice hard. No longer trusts me. Sideways glances, 

servants run errands I done before. His thoughts are curtain of shadows. 

 

7th day, Reaper’s Moon 

‘Prentice’s damned cat hissed at me when I opened root cellar door. Didn’t 

know it was still here. Slammed door. Mustn’t let master see. Two long pins do 

for it. 

 

8th day, Reaper’s Moon 

Summoned to inner sanctum today. So eager for forgiveness, I not notice 

broken vial inside doorway. Cut my foot, but master said no worry, he clean up 

ichor and glass. I limped off, forgot to ask what he wanted. 

 

10th day, Reaper’s Moon 

Master worked in sanctum all day. I make binding for notes. Cat good for 

something after all.  

 

11th day, Reaper’s Moon 

Great pain today. Tried to tell master, but doorway warded! Master gone 

mad! Spoke ritual of unmaking.  

Master forgot other way in: scrying pool and cistern fill from same spring. 

Wyvern blood and long pin do for master.  

I master now. 
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It wasn’t my section of town. It wasn’t my usual bar. It wasn’t a bar I would 

be welcome at. Jerry, as I called him, picked it for just that reason. 

 I pulled open the door. It looked like it was made from pieces of driftwood 

nailed together. Maybe that’s exactly what it was. When I walked through I felt 

like a gunslinger walking into a saloon in one of those old movies from Earth. 

 The bar was noisy with hissing and bubbling. I glanced around. It was 

shadowy, the light coming from a few covered lanterns hung near the bar and 

entrance. I was the only human there. The rest were all squid. As one, their big 

round eyes turned towards me. A group of hard looking ones sitting at a table in 

the corner glared, their skin flashing red and yellow aggression. I ignored them 

and looked around until I spotted Jerry. He was sitting with another squid at a 

table in the even more dimly lit rear, his back to the wall. The only open seat 

would leave me with my back to the door. I slid into it anyway and nudged my 

case under the table with my foot.  

 “Hello, Julius,” he said. 

 “Jerry.” 

 “So good of you to come.” 

 “Hmm.” I looked at his companion, a squid I didn’t recognize. His three 

eyes were glazed white and a half-empty jar of salve sat in front of him on the 

table. Telltale wipe marks covered his tentacles. All three arms and the two 

thickly muscled legs. Most squid try to hide wipe marks, but this one’s were 

drawn up in intricate tattoos. Whirlpools and primitive depictions of sealife both 

animal and vegetable. It must have taken considerable time and effort. All of the 

squid have their center eye higher than the other two, but his was almost even. 

One from a far northern race. Supposedly artistic in their expression of skin 

display. 

 “Don’t worry about——” The name was just hisses and clicks, a little 

burbling. That’s all their language is. Hard enough to speak and damn near 

impossible to translate. Hence “Jerry.” Ever since humans settled here, we’ve 

worked at learning the language, but it’s a lot easier for them to learn ours. 

Besides, we’re in charge. 

  “Good.”  

A waiter ambled up to the table. He eyed Jerry suspiciously and me even 

more so. “What can I get you?” he asked. 

 “I’ll take a bourbon. On the rocks.” 

 “We don’t serve bourbon here, sir,” he said, a picture of politeness and 

professionalism. “May I recommend the ——. It’s local and very similar.” 

 “Sure.” He walked away. His fused together leg-tentacles were heavily 

tattooed. Something tribal looking, but not nearly as intricate as Jerry’s associate. 
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A lot more of them had been getting marked that way recently. Solidarity or 

something. 

 “Sorry to ruin your street cred,” I remarked. 

 Jerry brushed it off. “Don’t mention it, chap.” 

 “Good. I won’t.” 

 “So,” he said, drawing out the word, “I assume everything is in order?” 

 “No, the case is empty.” I added: “That’s a joke.” 

 “Under the table.” 

 I reached down and took an envelope from his outstretched tentacle. His 

finger-claws caught on the edge and ripped it slightly. I slid it into my pocket 

without taking my eyes off him. 

 “It’s been a pleasure doing business with you,” he smiled. When you’ve 

been around them as long as I have—my whole damn life, unfortunately—you 

get to understand their expressions. The skin colors and patterns take the longest 

to figure out.  

 “Likewise.” 

 The waiter brought me my drink. I took a sip. It tasted nothing like whiskey. 

Salty, a bit of a fishy aftertaste. Almost certainly from fermented seaweed. 

 “It’s an acquired taste.” Jerry remarked. 

 “Apparently.” 

 The whole damn planet was supposedly an acquired taste. We’d found it 

almost by accident, when a colony ship veered off-course. Back on Earth, a ship 

going off-course would lose days, maybe weeks in travel time. In inter-stellar 

space it meant the ship ended up in the completely wrong solar system. Some of 

the squids’ primitive radio waves had limped far enough to get picked up by the 

lost ship, which immediately swooped to the planet. 

 It seemed promising, at first. The squid were still basically tribal; the ones 

who lived on the shore knew that they were superior to the squid who lived on 

the floating cities and vice-versa. In fact, both human xenopologists and squid 

historians agreed that it was the human settlement that led to centralization. 

Small coastal groups banded together and formed coastal cities. Some even 

ventured inward, bringing back into the fold squid that had lived in the away-

from-water wilderness for so long they were nearly feral. There were still the 

floating cities, but their inhabitants were afforded the same respect that desert 

nomads got on Earth once the rest of the planet was fully civilized. 

 I’m not one of the original settlers, of course. That was hundreds of years 

ago now. But I am descended from them. We’re supposed to treat the planet like 

home. It’s a prison. Even the settlers that come now—some even of their own 

accord for God-knows-what reason—are stuck. 
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 Jerry’s companion stirred, his center eyelid fluttering. His finger-claws 

poked out of the fleshy tip of his left tentacle. It was the one nearest me and he 

began rapping them on the table. Jerry reached into a pocket on his tunic and 

pulled out a brush. He dabbed the brush into the jar and wiped it on his 

companion’s closer tentacle. The tapping stopped and the finger-claws retracted. 

His companion’s skin slackened as he drifted back into a stupor.  

 “So, Julius, I’ve been dying to ask you. What do you plan on doing with the 

money? If it isn’t too rude a question.” 

 “I’ve been asked worse,” I said. “I want to get off this planet. Enough 

money can get you anything.” 

 “If only all of your people felt the same.” He reached into a pocket and took 

out a tin. He pinched out some of the pulped mushrooms and stuck the wad into 

his mouth. 

 “That why you’re doing this?” 

 “Of course,” he chortled, his thin teeth chattering rapidly. All three eyes 

trained on me. His voice was steel. “You all need to get off of our planet.” 

 “Good luck with that.” 

 “But you’re banking on that, aren’t you? A war, I mean. Even with the 

money, they’ll never let you off the planet. You were born here. You’re a citizen.” 

He spat the word. Even though he tried to hold it in, his skin flashed a quick 

yellow. “What do you care about some planet you’ve never even seen?” 

 “Maybe if I get you a few more, they’ll start letting people off.” We both 

knew how likely that was, but I saw no need for telling about my other unsavory 

friends and their excellent forgery skills. I always had the desire and now I had 

the money. When I was off the planet, no one would ever have to know what I 

did. 

 He smiled, composed. “I certainly wish you luck with that, chap. But I must 

say, you don’t feel at all bad about what you’re doing to your countrymen?” 

 “I could ask you the same question.”  

 “For me, at least, it is a country.” 

 Ironically—if I’m using the word right—that was my reasoning as well. If I 

had no country, I had no countrymen. Not that I would take particular pleasure 

in what Jerry was planning. I had thought long and hard about what I was 

doing. In fact, I almost agreed with him.  

 I finished my fishy bourbon as the waiter got to the table. “Can I get you 

anything else, sir?” he asked me. 

 “You have any liquor made from something land-based?” I asked, knowing 

the answer. 
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 “No sir,” he answered. I could hear his brown back teeth chattering. He 

didn’t even try to hide the laughter. “We don’t serve anything like that here. But 

may I recommend –” 

 “No thanks,” I cut him off. “I’m good.” 

 “And you?” he asked Jerry. 

 “A pint of the blue, please.” 

 The waiter nodded and walked off. 

 “You really should try one,” Jerry told me. “I think you might like it. It’s 

quite sweet.” He smacked on the wad of mushrooms and swallowed. He’d 

mellowed out, though I noticed he kept one tentacle tightly wrapped around the 

case’s handle. 

 “Some other time.” I took out a pouch of tobacco and papers. “Can I smoke 

in here?” Some of them don’t like it. 

 “No.” He shrugged, an imitation of us. Before we came, they never did it. 

“Sorry, chap. Dries out the pores, you know.” 

 “I’ll survive.” I stood. “I hope you won’t mind if I leave you to your drink.” 

 “Not at all, chap, not at all. I hope I don’t have to see you again soon.” 

 I nodded. “Same here.” I didn’t extend my hand and he didn’t extend his 

tentacle. I walked out of the place, one deadly suitcase lighter and three million 

richer.  

 I headed to the closest dock and stepped into a water-taxi.  

 “Where to?” the human driver asked. The first human I had seen since I had 

landed in squid-town. He must have been destitute to be working this far out. 

 “Fishhead Quay.” No time or reason for me to go home, so I’d go there, get 

my forged transit papers and get off this bubble as quickly as possible.  

 The motor sputtered to life and we headed off. Though it looked like any 

combustion engine, I knew that the motor had a tiny dark matter drive inside it. 

The same thing that had enabled humans to get here in the first place now 

helped us get around. And, of course, like any good technology, it had been 

turned into a weapon. Bombs so powerful they could wipe out a metropolis. 

Bombs so small they could fit inside a suitcase. 

 “So… business or pleasure?” the driver smirked. 

I was offended—anyone in squid-town for pleasure was the worst sort of 

degenerate—but I didn’t answer. Instead I looked up into the sun. It was shining 

down through a cloudless sky. It was white hot. I could imagine the reactions 

going on at its core and the power being thrown off and all of it blasting through 

my skin. 
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It was there, resting on the kitchen floor like something that had always 

been there. A giant, red high-heel shoe sitting as proudly as a ship about to be 

christened, gilded in red quicksilver. It glowed in the dim orange light of dusk. 

Its ruby brilliance sent hazy aquatic shapes around the walls and ceiling. The 

shiny metallic surface seemed as if it was covered in a swift current of running 

water, or maybe an impossibly fast lava lamp. I stared, transfixed. I was startled 

at the sound of soft clicking of claws on the linoleum.  

    Pickle, my roommate's ginger cat, loped over to the heel and rubbed against 

it. He looked up at me and gave a little meow. "Hey, Picks." I returned my gaze 

to the gleaming red shoe. "What the hell is this thing, anyway?" 

    "It's my latest piece." I was startled again, and turned towards the voice. 

Saul came into the kitchen, carrying an empty mug and a plate of crumbs to the 

sink. His hair was all over the place and he hadn't shaved in days. He was 

wearing an open robe over his boxers and his pale gut stuck out. There was a 

stain that looked like mustard on his left sleeve, and stains that looked like 

something else on his underwear. In short, he looked like walking shit. "I made it 

while you were in Fresno." 

    "What the hell is it?" He was intently cleaning his plate. His face was tense; 

almost glaring at the dish. 

    "Peg's gone. She left me, Jimbo. She said she couldn't handle it anymore." 

    "Jeez, man, I'm sorry." I hoped I didn't sound too disingenuous. I had 

always hated Peg, and she never made any attempt to hide her utter loathing of 

me. I don't think I pulled it off, because his reply was just a little snort that wasn't 

quite a laugh. I watched a translucent squid-shape playing back and forth across 

Saul's face, then I went back to staring at the heel. 

"Anyway," he said after drying his dish and putting it away, "it doesn't 

matter. I finished my work. This is all that matters to me now." 

"But what the hell is this thing? How does it do that?"  He didn't reply, and I 

just kept staring at the fluid surface of the heel. He eventually responded with 

the loud crack of a cigarette lighter. I looked over to see him lighting the end of 

an large, badly rolled joint. I watched him suck, head tilted slightly to the right, 

then exhale a pungent cloud about his head. Seeing this was almost as shocking 

to me as the crazy shoe, because I knew it had been about seven years since he'd 

smoked anything. 

"I've been studying the Kabbalah. This is the result; this is my Philosopher's 

Stone, my Homunculus. I’ve combined the loving waters of Netzach with the 

disciplined brutality of Geburah." He took another huge hit. "Mars and Venus, 

dueling it out between the ears and between the sheets. Endless linga and yoni. 

Endless fucking and fighting." 

 "So… why is it a shoe?" 
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He reached into the pocket of his robe and pulled out a scuffed, red high-

heel. "This was the only thing she left. Her one-line note and an old shoe. But it's 

okay. I could forgive that dumb bitch anything now, because by leaving the shoe, 

she left me the Key." He put the shoe back in his pocket. 

"So, when did you start smoking pot?" 

He exhaled the hit he had just taken. "The day after she left. I went to sleep 

that night with her fucking shoe on my pillow. I had a dream that a golden angel 

visited me with a flaming wand. It flew over me and handed the wand to me. At 

first I was scared, but it told me not to be afraid. It said it was giving me a boon. 

When I went to grab the wand, it had turned into a joint. I started smoking, then 

woke up and saw the shoe by my head and I knew what to do." He took another 

hit. "I got some shit from Alfie's little brother. He happened to be back from 

Santa Cruz for spring break or something." 

"But how did you make this thing? How does it do that?" 

He smiled a big smile that did nothing whatsoever to comfort me. "It's 

magic, Jim. Magic." 

"What the hell does that mean? What is this thing even made out of? What 

the fuck?" I was starting to get pissed and freaked out at his goofy answers.  

 "Ok, ok, I'll tell you. I got the weed and got really high and took the shoe 

into the garage, and sort of made an altar to it. Then I did this kind of ritual thing 

from some Crowley book I have that allowed me to contact the angel from my 

dream. It came to me and showed me how to combine the Sephiroth of Netzach 

with the Sephiroth of Geburah to make this. It started as chicken wire covered in 

canvas and lacquer. Then I painted it red. Then… magic! That's it." He tittered a 

strange little laugh I had never heard him make before. 

 "You talked to the angel?" I was back to staring at the shoe. 

 "Sure." 

 "In our garage?" 

 "Right." 

"Ok. I guess that explains it." 

"Look, it doesn't matter where this thing came from. It doesn't matter what 

it's made out of. It doesn't matter who or what showed me how to make this 

thing. It doesn't even matter that Peg's gone. I've got this. This beautiful, crimson 

monstrosity shooting the light of love and war around our kitchen. That's all that 

matters." 

I looked from the shoe to the shapes on the walls. I had been so transfixed 

by the surface of the heel that I hadn't paid much attention to them, except to 

notice that they were aquatic shapes. What I hadn't noticed was that they were 

eating. An oval of jellyfish-light on the ceiling engulfed a splotch of clownfish-

light. Near the floor, little crab-lights fought and conquered and devoured each 
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other. By the sink the squid-light was busy gobbling a mackerel-light. I stopped 

focusing on details, and tried to take in the whole room at once. All around me, 

there was an orgy of gluttonous death. A fish-light would eat a smaller one, only 

to have itself eaten a second later. Tiny pieces of meat-light drifted about to be 

attacked by the small shapes of fish and brine shrimp. Vicious deep-sea jaws 

snapped at wavering tentacles. Little worms wriggled frantically, as if in pain, 

helpless fodder. All around me, it glowed in the color of a light bulb dipped in 

blood. 

"God, Saul, this is horrible." 

"Yes. And beautiful. It's very horrible and very beautiful." 

I looked back at the shoe, heavy and severe, as if at every instant it had just 

completed a tremendous stomp. All around it, the electric carnage simmered. It 

was like a giant, high-heel sun, radiating destruction. I went to the fridge 

(ignoring the hideous silhouettes on the door) and found a beer. I opened it and 

sat at the kitchen table. Saul sat down next to me, smoking his joint. I watched 

the shapes gorge, realizing there was a pattern to this. It was chaotic, but there 

was a warbling pattern to it. Endless eating and death, yet the shoe always made 

more. The waters never ran out of life. All the death was actually a plentitude. I 

was quiet, just watching for a long time. 

"Yeah, you're right," I said finally, "It's beautiful." 

Saul nodded his head, grinning at me while expelling another thick cloud. 

He patted me softly on the shoulder, then stood up and headed back to his room. 

I watched him slowly shuffle down towards his door. Just as he reached it, he 

noiselessly folded himself flat into the black shadows at the end of the hallway. 

In the corner, Pickle tried repeatedly to catch a minnow on the wall. I 

watched the lights and finished my beer and hoped there was another one in the 

fridge. 

And there was. 

 

 

 

 

 



57 
 

 

 

Hervé 
Ian Kappos 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Ian Kappos was born and raised in Northern California. His short fiction has appeared or 

is forthcoming in a number of periodicals, most notably Neon, Specious Species, Bartleby 

Snopes, and Grim Corps Magazine. An art school dropout, he lives and attends community 

college in Sacramento, California. 



58 
 

We are in Josh’s room smoking heroin off of a sheet of tinfoil. Well, Josh is 

smoking heroin off of a sheet of tinfoil. I’ve been clean for a while. 

 “Can you check on Sandy?” Josh asks me after he exhales a thin gust of a 

smoke. He leans back and catches himself, readjusting the slice of tinfoil before 

the stream of black liquid can fall off the edge. I’m here for the family, I remind 

myself, but it doesn’t help much. 

 A rerun of Fantasy Island is on. Josh is evidently too invested in it to spare a 

moment for his sister. 

 “Yeah,” I say, and get up. 

 I leave his room, walk down the hall, open Sandy’s door. She sits on the 

edge of her bed, a thin strand of saliva descending from the corner of her mouth. 

Sandy is retarded. Well, that’s probably not right--Sandy has Down’s syndrome, 

of the more extreme variety. 

 “Sandy,” I say. “Everything all right in here?” 

 She’s watching a Muppets movie on VHS, I don’t know which one. She 

doesn’t answer me right away. So I ask again, “Sandy, everything all right in 

here? You doing okay?” 

 Sandy looks at me, dragging the thread of drool across her collar. “I’m good, 

Luke.” 

 On her TV, the Muppets are just breaking out into song. I look back at her 

and decide that I should make myself useful. I walk over to her and readjust her 

collar and wipe the saliva from her chin. She winces a bit at my touch, but her 

eyes stay locked to the television. 

 “Okay, Sandy,” I tell her as I walk back to the door. “If you need anything, 

just holler. I’ll be back soon to help you brush your teeth. Okay?” 

 She says nothing. 

 “Sandy, what did I just say?” 

 “You said holler, Luke. If I need any--” 

 A glob of bright gold oozes from her mouth. It plops onto her shirt, a 

modified Napoleon Dynamite shirt that proclaims “VOTE FOR SANDY.” A 

steady stream of it leaks from between her lips, thick as paint. She sputters. 

 “Jesus,” I say. I grab one of her mittens from the desk next to me and run 

over to her. I brush the liquid from her shirt and wipe at her mouth. The mitten 

comes away gilded. “Jesus, Sandy, what did you eat?” 

 “Cheesy potatoes,” she says. 

 The drip has stopped, whatever it is. Thankfully, from what I can tell, she’s 

breathing okay. 

 “Sandy,” I say. “I’ll be right back.” 

 “Okay, Luke.” 
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 When I get back into Josh’s room he is nearly on the nod. He’s looking at 

one of his many movie posters, an old James Bond one: The Man with the Golden 

Gun. Roger Moore stands in the foreground, golden gun in hand, a girl wrapped 

around his leg. In the background Christopher Lee as Scaramanga stands 

menacingly beside his dwarf manservant played by Hervé Villechaize. Josh has 

always had some odd fascination with Villechaize, I don’t know why. “It’s 

something about the way he asks questions, in his movies,” Josh once told me, 

but that didn’t really clarify much. 

 “Josh,” I say. He looks at me. One of his eyes tends to go lazy when he’s 

loaded; it’s never the same one. “What’s wrong with your sister, man?” 

 “Huh?” He rolls his head around until I’m presumably centered in his 

vision. “What do you mean, man?” 

 “She’s spewing or something, man.” 

 “Spewing?” 

 “Yeah, dude, I don’t know what to do.” 

 “Just wait,” he drawls, his head lolling back. 

 “Wait for what? Your mom?” 

 Josh’s head jerks upward. He looks around, his eyes lighting up for a 

moment, like someone bursting from the surface of a very cold pool. A bright 

fluid weeps from his ear, gold as liquid sunflower. He makes a sound, clutching 

an inert hand to his temple. 

 “Just wait,” he says, I think more than anything to check if he can hear his 

own voice. 

 I look back at the James Bond poster and gaze into Hervé’s black eyes. I 

don’t know if I see inquisitiveness there so much as I see something dull and 

crushed. I always preferred Moonraker, anyway. 

I wait. 
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Jersey Devil Press 
an interview with Associate Editor Laura Garrison 

 
One of the reasons we love Jersey Devil Press is because they publish incredibly 

unique fiction and poetry—the kind of material that readers are still 

remembering weeks after encountering. A special thanks to Laura Garrison for 

providing this interview that defiantly reflects the unique character of JDP. 

 

 

 

Can you tell us a bit about the origins of Jersey Devil Press? 

Hell, yes! In 1735, at the edge of the Pine Barrens in New Jersey, Deborah Leeds 

was preparing to launch a small person out of her uterus like a wrinkly red 

squash from a potato gun (for the thirteenth time!), when she—Oh! Sorry. Jersey 

Devil PRESS was founded by Eirik Gumeny, with assistance from Monica 

Rodriguez; the first issue of the monthly magazine was published in October 

2009, complete with Eirik's own hilarious account of the legend of the Jersey 

Devil. Incidentally, that issue also contains a wonderful tale about a werebear 

written by Mike Sweeney, who is the current online editor of JDP.  

 

What makes Jersey Devil Press different from other genre publications? 

Eirik started JDP as a kind of Island of Misfit Toys for fiction—a comfy place 

where zany stories that are well crafted but too "out there" for most other 

magazines can lounge around in their jammies without feeling self-conscious—

and we like to think we're staying true to that goal. But we've also published 

some subtle stories that are free from any glaringly bizarre elements, because a 

great story is a great story. 

 

Jersey Devil Press produces a number of themed issues, like the speculative 

poetry and writing Lovecraft like Neil Gaiman issues, and also sponsors a 

novella contest. Can you talk a little about where the decision to expand came 

from, and what you hope to achieve for writers and readers through these 

specialized publications? 

Essentially, a themed issue is born when one of us (usually Mike) says, "Hey, I 

really like 'X'! I want to read more stuff like that and show it to other people." We 

always hope writers and readers will share our enthusiasm for a particular 

theme.  
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The novella contest is our effort to shine a spotlight on an often-overlooked 

genre. We love short stories and flash fiction, but sometimes we want to spend 

more time getting to know the characters and their world and letting the plot 

unfold.  

 

We like trying new things to see what inspires people; a while back we had a lot 

of success with Eirik's Brilliant Disguise feature, a series of fiction inspired by 

Bruce Springsteen lyrics. Our writers came up with a lot of very cool stuff for 

that.  

 

What are you looking for from authors who submit? 

An ideal submission has all of these things: great pacing, a distinctive voice, 

memorable characters, a clear sense of place, an intriguing plot, and excellent 

command of grammar and sentence structure. We also enjoy cryptozoology, time 

travel, outer space, miscellaneous adventure, unusual hobbies or occupations, 

and poop jokes. 

 

When submitting, what is the one thing you’d recommend authors not do? 

Fail to adhere to our guidelines, either through ignorance or by taking them as a 

personal challenge. The second thing would be to come across as pretentious, 

rude, needy, or psychotic in the cover letter. You're basically on a blind date here, 

so let's keep that shit bottled up, mmmkay? 

 

How to determine what selections will be included in Jersey Devil Press?  

All the editors can read everything that is submitted through our submissions 

manager. We vote and voice our opinions in the comments section for each 

submission. Every story is judged by its own merits; we are not swayed by 

anyone's previous publications or lack thereof. The online editor makes the final 

calls about which stories to include.  

 

Who are some of your favorite authors/books? 

You can find many of them in our own pages. To that eclectic list, I would add 

Ray Bradbury, Roald Dahl, Daphne DuMaurier, Neil Gaiman, Edward Gorey, 

Elizabeth Hand, Nathaniel Hawthorne, Joe Hill, Shirley Jackson, Stephen King, 

Kelly Link, H. P. Lovecraft, Herman Melville, Edgar Allan Poe, Karen Russell, 

John Swartzwelder, Jules Verne, and Bill Watterson. The other editors would 

have different lists (although I suspect there would be some overlap). 
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What has surprised you most as an editor in the process of publishing Jersey 

Devil Press? 

I am continually surprised to discover what the human imagination is capable of 

generating. Sometimes I'm surprised in a way that makes me blissfully happy, as 

if I've just gotten an unexpected hug from a giant panda. Other times I'm 

surprised in a way that makes me angry or sad, and I feel like I need a hug from 

a giant panda. 

 


