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By Marie Hodgkinson 
 
Tena koutou katoa,  
June! In New Zealand, this month marks the miserable onset of winter, population-

wide outbreaks of merino and polyprops, and university exams. At Semaphore, for the 

sake of my sanity, I am avoiding these topics, and the contents of this issue reflect this 
steadfast fingers-in-ears approach to the tilt of the Earth on its axis. Within these pages 
you will find cross-dimensional trains, the proverbial genie in a bottle, faced aliens in a 
faceless world, wind-chime warnings, and an iron-clawed witch. No frosts. No icy 
mud-puddles. A gust of wind may blow a newspaper down a road, but it does not turn 
any umbrellas inside-out. 

The cover art for this issue is Train 2 by Bartek Nowakowski. Bartek is a multimedia 

artist whose short films have received international recognition and awards. His 
sizeable portfolios in various media can be viewed at his Psotek and Studio Armata 
websites.  

In a similar vein, the interior illustrations that complement the stories and poetry in 
this issue (and this editorial, and the table of contents above) are the gorgeous work of 
Gabrielle Rose. If you enjoy Gabrielle‘s work here you may wish to further admire her 
portfolio at her tumblr account. 

The Sir Julius Vogel awards, named for a previous New Zealand prime minister who 
wrote one of this country‘s earliest science fiction novels, are a celebration of Kiwi 
success in the fantasy, science fiction, and horror fields. They are run by the Science 
Fiction and Fantasy Association of New Zealand (SFFANZ), and I mention them here 
because Semaphore has been nominated for two awards this year. Semaphore Magazine is 
up for Best Production / Publication, facing competition from a vote of No Award, and 
the 2009 Semaphore Anthology has been nominated for the Best Collected Work award, 
and as such is in amazing company. Additionally, Ripley Patton‘s story ―Corrigan‘s 
Exchange,‖ which was published in the June 2009 issue of Semaphore, is in the running 
for Best Short Story. Semaphore contributors Simon Petrie and Grant Stone are also up 
for awards. The whole nominations list can be read here. The SJV award winners will be 
announced at this year‘s nat-con, Au Contraire, which is being held on the weekend of 
27-29 August. Voting is open to con attendees and members of SFFANZ, and my fingers 
are firmly crossed. 

 
 
 
Marie Hodgkinson  

 

http://www.bartekn.com/index.html
http://www.studioarmata.com/
http://drawgabbydraw.tumblr.com/
http://sffanz.sf.org.nz/Welcome.shtml
http://sffanz.sf.org.nz/sjv/sjvNominations-2010.shtml
http://www.aucontraire.org.nz/
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By George Moore 
 

 
I live among these old masters, 
with their curled capitals, words 
that come up on you  
and pass over your head,  

a string of English-looking 
phrases, a snake in Elizabethan  
cross-dress, a computer generated 
way of skipping through 
the news of the day. 
 
The paper blows away, down 
Main, across the park to some tree 
it wraps itself around like plaster 
or a skirt, hugging the thing 
it came from. 
 
And I think, this is the historic 
moment, soon lost in the currents 
of a one-culture future,  
the moment the wind 
dies, and electrical lines 
carry the flame, and the print  
is cured into blackened wires. 
 
And the news comes up  
as a future injection, 
a simple cure for reading, and time, 
which no one has time for, 
even to talk about.  What, what 
was that?  And the dead  
are walking around in the air 
without the need of their eyes.  
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By M. Shaw 
 
 
Susan has learned: There are no emergency vehicles in this city. Or, if there are, they 

don't have sirens. She listened for sirens for a few days once because sometimes you can 
at least tell what country you're in based on the sirens. If they have two tones you could 
be in England or Germany; three tones, Holland; a slurred, continuous up-and-down, 
somewhere in North America. But no matter how long she listened, she heard nothing. 
During her months here she has never seen an ambulance. 

Susan's mother told her: ―Even if you want to have a career of your own, it's best to 

marry someone who can provide for you. Like a doctor.‖ Susan's mother married a 
mechanical engineer. Susan likes girls. 

 
~ 

 
She was looking at the contents of a garbage can, debating whether it looked like the 

kind that might hold edible food, when the man hailed her from the street. That was 
unusual; mostly, they called to her from cars, using simple words that she understood, 
like ‗money‘ (fofom) or ‗sex‘ (kahu), when they discovered that she didn't speak the 
language fluently. When that happened, as now, she would give them a look over and 
decide whether the possibility of getting a little cash was worth the risk.  

It often depressed her that she had needed to resort to selling herself so soon, but 
nobody in this city took Euros, US dollars, or credit cards. Her options were very 
limited. 

The man looked normal enough: fairly short, casual clothes, a bit of a leer as he 
looked her up and down. She used some of the words she knew, gave her best demure 
smile against the cold wind. 

―Do you speak English?‖ he said almost tauntingly. 
She followed him. 
 

~ 
 
Susan has learned: People here speak a language that sounds kind of like Chinese to 

her untrained ear, but this city couldn't possibly be in China. The people look more 
Middle Eastern or North African. She knows nothing about these regions, and still can't 
use this to tell where she is. She wonders if they might have something like the Channel 
Tunnel under the Mediterranean so that she could have gotten on a train that ended up 
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in Marrakech, or Cairo. She has come to think of the city as Cairo because it's another 
place she knows almost nothing about.  

The first word she learned was ‗no‘ (pen), followed by ‗yes‘ (pua). In Cairo, ‗no‘ is a 
much easier word to hear than ‗yes‘. She has picked up some basics, mostly nouns — 
food (hodah), toilet (oun ponul), bed (inafua) — and imperatives — where (dou), how 
much (molling), for how long (ranom wa). Sentences are still hard, as the language is very 

confusing. The written language is pictographic. 
Nobody speaks English. 
Susan's father told her: ―You never really understand a machine until you have taken 

it apart and put it back together.‖ Susan's father invented a machine used to 
manufacture potato chips. He never eats potato chips, but Susan doesn't know if the 
two are connected. 

 
~ 

 
The man, whose name was Mike (Mike! Just hearing something so familiar made 

neurons in her brain sing that she'd thought were dead), ultimately led her to a 
dormitory in a hostel, where he told her that two other people would arrive 
momentarily. He was true to his word; minutes later, in walked a sturdy, curly-haired 
woman a little older than Susan and a little younger than Mike, and an Asian man in 
business-casual attire, older than any of them. 

Mike introduced them. Their names were Emily and Seung, whom, he informed her, 
she could call Professor Kim.  

―I met Susan on my walk back from the bank,‖ he told them. ―She's from America.‖ 
They were immediately all over her. 
―How did you get here? On the train, like the rest of us? Who's the new President?‖ 

said Emily. 
―Are you from Seattle? Do you know my cousin?‖ said Prof. Kim. 
Mike was kind enough to halt them both. Susan answered the questions in reverse 

order: No, she didn't know his cousin. She was from Hartford, not Seattle. George W. 
Bush, but that was over a year ago. Yes, by train.  

Susan had been on a European vacation paid for by her parents, who had given it to 
her for her 25th birthday. Getting the week and a half off had been hell, and even when 
she did, Greg in HR had told her it would be unpaid. She had flown from Detroit to 
Amsterdam, spent a couple days there, then went by train to Frankfurt for a couple 
more days. She had dozed on the train to Paris, where she was to finish her trip and fly 

home, woke up in a haze and got off at a stop that sounded like the one written on the 
directions to her hotel. She followed the directions and quickly found that she was not 
where she was supposed to be, went back to the station to look for the right train and 
was unable to find it or get any help from anyone. It went downhill from there. 

―That's so weird,‖ said Emily. ―Almost exactly what happened to me.‖ 
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It was the same for Prof. Kim, except that he had been on his way to a conference 
rather than vacation. 

Mike nodded. ―I was on a study abroad programme in college. I'd take trains to 
random places on the weekends.‖ 

―You're in college?‖ said Susan. He looked old for it. 
―I was,‖ he replied. ―That must have been eight, nine years ago. They don't use the 

same calendar here, so I don't know exactly.‖ He took a deep breath, straightened his 
back, folded his hands atop the little card table where he was seated. ―First things first, 
though. We're taking you with us when we leave.‖ Her heart soared. ―But before that, 
you have to help us out however you can, so we need to know what skills you bring to 
our operation.‖ 

Susan explained that she had a bachelor's degree in marketing and made most of her 
living writing descriptions of home furnishings for various catalogues and websites that 
her distribution company circulated. 

Mike frowned. ―Well, I guess I could have you watch my stall at the flea market 
while I'm off other places. Anything more pertinent?‖ 

―I don't know,‖ she said. ―What is our operation? You didn't tell me.‖ 
―Prof. Kim,‖ Mike indicated him with a gesture, ―is a very respected physicist. With 

him on our side, we're making it our goal to build, commission, or otherwise acquire a 
rocket ship.‖ 

Susan repeated the last two words incredulously. ―What do we need that for?‖ 
Mike looked at her as if she'd asked what colour the sky was. ―Well ... to get back to 

Earth, of course.‖ 
 

~ 
 
Susan has learned: In this city, doors are opened with a hook (ouanul) about 10 inches 

long that everybody carries with them. You use the hook to depress the latch and pull 
the door outward (all doors open both ways). She has never figured out how one 
acquires such a hook. There are other people in the city who are obviously foreigners 
(albeit non-English-speaking ones), but even they have hooks. Maybe a hook is 
something you're supposed to get before coming here, like a visa. 

You can open doors without a hook, by pulling on the latch with your fingers, but it 
hurts because the latches have quite a bit of resistance to them. Moreover, it seems to 
her like the hooks are some kind of status symbol, whereby wealthier people have more 
elaborate and expensive hooks and poorer people have simple, dinted wooden ones. 

Opening doors with your hands is somehow disgraceful. Susan tries to open as few 
doors as possible, as people will sometimes spit on you for using your hands. 

Susan's sophomore year RA told her: ―Okay, off the record, I kind of like you more right 
away for getting a single. Multiple people in a room always have problems. With 
doubles, there's always a good roommate and a bad roommate. With triples, you 
always get two of the roommates forming an alliance against the third. 
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―Quads are where it gets interesting. Sometimes you get a 50/50 split, sometimes 
you get the three ganging up on the one. And it sucks to be the one. I hate quads.‖ 

Susan lived in a double her freshman year. Her roommate eventually got a boyfriend 
who would sometimes say lewd things to her when the roommate wasn't around. She 
always lived by herself afterward. 

 
~ 

 
While Mike and Emily were out getting food, Susan talked to Prof. Kim. So far, she 

thought she liked him the best out of anyone. He filled her in on the basics. He himself 
had arrived here — no, he didn't know the city's name either — about two years back, 
and Emily had come a little after that. He was originally from Seoul and had dual 
citizenship in Canada. He lived in Vancouver and taught at the University there. Mike 
and Emily were together, though he suspected this was mainly because she needed 

him, as, he had to admit, he himself did. Mike spoke more of the language than any of 
them, knew the most about how to get money. He'd become a merchant of sorts, 
operating out of a booth at a flea market that ran every other day. Most of what he sold 
was stolen or pilfered from garbage bins, though a minority was bought legitimately. 

Was this really another planet? 
He shrugged, pursing his lips. Emily thought so. She was from rural Ohio and had 

been really into stargazing, astronomy. She said the stars here were all wrong. Nothing 
was familiar at all, so it couldn't be Earth. He admitted that he had to take her word for 
it; he knew nothing of astronomy. 

He laughed. ―I know nothing of astronomy,‖ he repeated, ―and they think I will take 
them to Earth in a rocket ship!‖ He said he had mentioned to both Emily and Mike that 
his work dealt mostly with quantum mechanics, but neither of them appeared to 
understand what this meant. 

He said nothing after that. Thankful to finally have someone to talk to, someone who 
wanted something from her other than sex, she asked him about his cousin. 

 
~ 

 
Susan has learned: In Cairo — in this city, there is no American embassy. Neither is 

there a British, Irish, Canadian, Australian, or New Zealand(ish?) embassy. Those are all 
the English-speaking ones she can think of. She once stumbled on what she thought was 
a French embassy. It was flying a French flag and the guards, who wouldn't let her in 

even when she showed them her passport, spoke what sounded like French. No 
English, naturally.  

Now, after meeting Mike and the others, she wonders if it really was a French 
embassy. The more she thinks about it, the more it seems like the middle stripe on the 
flag was wider than the other two, whereas she is pretty sure that all the stripes on the 
French flag are the same width. And the French vocabulary she thought she recognized 
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from the guards—‗oui’, ‗si vous plait‘ — seems like it wasn't being used the way it 
normally would, to mean ‗yes‘ and ‗please‘. Susan knows nothing of French. 

Susan's mother told her: ―Friendship is for morons.‖ Susan's mother is a middle school 
social studies teacher. At home, she rarely does anything other than give advice and 
complain about her job. 

 
~ 

 
To help them get money, which according to Mike they would eventually use to get 

home, they had Susan man the stall at the flea market. The ‗stall‘ was actually a blanket 
on the ground covered with a variety of oddments, some of which she recognized. 
Lights, tables, decorative boxes for cigars or jewellery, upholstered seat cushions, small 
rugs, a music box. Things she should have been writing descriptions of in an office in 
Hartford right now. There were some other things she did not recognize. 

On the front of the blanket was a sign written in the local language. The sign 
explained she was deaf, and that customers should indicate their wants using simple 
hand gestures. He told her this city (which even he did not know the name of) did not 
have formal sign language. In case of thieves, he also gave her a handheld device that 
he called a taser but was not one, as Susan knew from having carried a taser during 
college. 

As customers began to trickle in, it occurred to her that she did not know how much 
any of the things on the blanket should cost. When customers wanted something, they 
would point to it and hold up a number of fingers, indicating what they thought they 
should pay for it. At first she would only nod her head. After the third man walked 
away grinning openly, and customers started to swarm the stall, she started shaking her 
head and holding up a higher number of fingers. People would feign anger, disinterest, 
and eventually buy things, though they'd walk away looking dejected.  

Mike had told her he would use the time away from the stall to take care of other 
matters. He wouldn't say what these were. Probably, she thought, he was either talking 
to engineers about building a rocket ship, or he was stealing more goods to sell in the 
stall. 

The money they paid her with came in the form of paper bills and oblong silver discs 
something like coins (etuon). In her months here, she had always liked the coins better 
because they were all the same, apparently representing one of whatever unit of 
currency people were offering her in fingers. When she was on the street, she always 
had men pay her in coins and she always spent coins. Very rarely, someone would pay 

her with a greenish coin, maybe jade, which seemed to be worth a lot. 
At the end of the day she had sixty-eight of the silver coins and twenty-two bills. 

When Mike came for her, to help pack up the stall and wheel its contents back to the 
hostel, he was dissatisfied with the outcome. ―You sold how much and ended up with 
this?‖ 

She gave him a rough recount of the items she'd sold. 
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―Christ.‖ He picked the bills out of the cash box and thumbed through them. ―You 
haven't learned to read the numbers yet? I'll have to teach you later, I guess. Look, the 
bills are worth less than the coins, got it?‖ 

She nodded and apologised again. He sulked the whole way back to the hostel. 
 

~ 
 
Susan has learned: The people in this city may or may not be North African, as she 

once thought. The more she looks at them, the more it seems like the tops of their heads 
are wider than they should be. She's sure there are other physical differences, but she 
can't put her finger on them. 

Susan's ex-boyfriend told her: ―In the continental US, you can never be more than 18 
miles from some kind of road.‖ She suspects this may be true in the rest of the world, 
but with train tracks, not roads. 

 
~ 

 
In the hostel's kitchen, she finally got another chance to talk to Prof. Kim alone. ―If 

we're not on Earth,‖ she said, ―how did we get here?‖ 
―Who says we're not on Earth?‖ He looked very tired. This was a non-flea market 

day, which meant that Mike brought in money by setting up Prof. Kim as a kind of 
street doctor, fixing up wounds and such. His ‗clinic‘ was the same blanket she used at 
the market. This was apparently fairly common in Cairo. Unable to buy medical 
supplies, he used wagoma (something like whiskey) as antiseptic, and strips of discarded 
clothing for bandages. Mike's job was to communicate with the customers. 

Mike did not seem to understand that physics had nothing to do with medicine other 
than that both required some kind of doctoral degree. Prof. Kim had pointed this out, 
but it did not dissuade Mike, who saw no reason why he shouldn't be able to treat 
people. 

―I thought that was a foregone conclusion,‖ she said. 
Prof. Kim stirred his food indifferently, a bowl of the harsh, salty vegetable soup (lug 

mufon) they ate so often. It gave Susan the runs half the time. She'd hoped her body 
would get used to the food, but so far, no luck. He seemed to be gathering his thoughts. 

―Emily says we are not on Earth because the stars are different,‖ he said at last. ―But 
the stars change over time, blinking on and off as they are born and die millions of light 
years away. Could it not be that we are on Earth, only in the future? Could it not be that 

we are in a parallel world, where the stars have never looked like the ones Emily is used 
to?‖ 

―Is that possible?‖ 
―Which do you mean? Space travel, time travel, parallel worlds? They are all 

possible, I assure you. What is impossible is that we should be experiencing them, 
though of course, here we are.‖ He gave her the look: the paternal look he had started to 
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give her every so often, that made her vaguely uncomfortable. He had asked her to start 
calling him Seung. ―Susan, there is a fourth possibility. Emily says she is a stargazer, but 
she is a stargazer from Ohio. How different would Earth's stars look from another 
latitude? From the southern hemisphere?‖ 

―You think —‖ 
He cut her off. ―I am very well travelled, Susan, but the world is a big place. How 

much do you know about South America, Africa, Asia Minor, Polynesia? If you know 
about the major countries, do you know about principalities, minor ethnicities? The 
people, languages, customs. I do not know anything about them. Yes, unlikely as it is, I 
think it is still possible that the four of us have become quite tragically lost, on Earth. It 
is not —‖ This time he stopped himself. 

Emily was standing in the doorway. ―Hey, doc?‖ By this she meant Prof. Kim. ―Mike 
wants to talk to ya. Something about cryo-stasis or cryo-sleep. He isn't sure which is the 
right name.‖ 

―Ah! Of course.‖ Prof. Kim pushed himself ponderously up from the table. ―We 
wouldn't want to arrive on Earth a thousand years dead. I will talk to him.‖ And he left. 

Emily sat down across from her. ―You gonna eat that?‖ she said, pointing at the 
professor's abandoned soup bowl. Susan shook her head, to Emily's pleasure. ―If he 
doesn't want it I'll take it. I'd go buy my own but the thing is, is that I wanna save my 
share and get a coat for the winter.‖ Emily had a coat: it was old and ragged, but it was 
better than any of theirs. She nearly always wore it, as she did now. She sat down across 
the table from Susan and dug in. 

Susan had been afraid to ask what Emily did, other than advise Mike on matters of 
astronomy. She and Mike were definitely fucking, sometimes within earshot, but she 
got the idea that Emily didn't really like him. 

―How ya doin' at the flea market?‖ said Emily. 
―Okay, I guess,‖ said Susan. ―He's less and less mad about how much I make. But it's 

never enough. Never, ever enough.‖ Wasn't that always the shape of it? Back home, if 
her company sold 10,000 red oak finished chairs to their dealers, the boss always acted 
like it was Susan's fault they hadn't sold 11,000. If she could just make the description — 
and he always used this word — sexier.  

―I hope you do well,‖ said Emily. ―I mean, I really do. If you're not doin' well he'll 
probably have you do other stuff. Bein' a girl, yanno.‖ 

Susan did not have to ask what ‗other stuff‘ was, and had enough tact not to.  
―I always talk you up when he's around,‖ said Emily. ―Us girls need to stick 

together.‖ 

―Thank you,‖ Susan said weakly. She had finished her soup, and got up to return her 
bowl to the kitchen. Mike had told her the hostel would start charging her more for 
food if she made them clear her dishes. When she returned, Emily took her by the 
shoulder and covered her mouth with hers. 

It was an awakening not unlike hearing an American name after being lost for 
months. For the first time since arriving in Cairo, Susan was suddenly, violently 
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aroused. She grabbed Emily's coat in a tightly-balled fist, pulled their bodies closer 
together, threw herself into it with all the abandon of a boulder tumbling over a cliff. 
She tasted like the damn soup and Susan didn't even care. 

Emily broke away forcibly, pushing on Susan's solar plexis. The look she gave was 
enough. Tone it down, someone might see. 

 
~ 

 
Susan has learned: Probably millions of people get on and off trains in Cairo every 

day. On one non-flea market day she sat in the station and counted. She was into four 
figures when she lost count, just from the one station. She looked at the maps. Even 
without reading the language, she can tell that some of the trains go around inside the 
city and some go outside the city. She thinks that even if they are on another planet, 
Cairo is only one city on that planet. Since Mike taught her the numbers, she has also 

figured out that some train tickets are very costly. Some cost more than she sells in an 
entire week at the flea market, of which Mike allows her to retain only a small fraction. 

Susan's summer camp counsellor told her: ―Never go to the bathroom alone. Around 
here we use the buddy system. It's for your own protection.‖ Susan grew up in an era of 
paranoia and sheltered children. To this day she is afraid to go strange places by herself. 
She knew this vacation would turn out badly. 

 
~ 

 
As she sat in the stall, arguing a man upward on the price of some kind of huge, 

square wooden plate, Susan considered the situation with Mike. Emily and Prof. Kim 
clearly stuck with him out of convenience, not real companionship. They needed Mike. 
But Mike was insane: his rocket ship plan made no sense to anyone who gave it even 
minimal thought. He treated people like crap, and he could never be dissuaded from 
anything. Once he got an idea in his head, nothing else would do. 

The man left without buying the plate. When he was gone, she took the taser out of 
her pocket and examined it again. She had a thought, briefly, and discarded it. That 
wouldn't be the way to go. She set the thing down on the mat. 

As she was brainstorming, a man walked up to the stall, eyes wide. Obviously trying 
very hard to contain his angst, he pointed at the taser sitting in front of her. He held up 
ten fingers, then flashed another ten, and another. 

Susan kept cool. She flashed her ten fingers, one two three, four times. 

The man nodded eagerly. He bowed, which was something she'd never seen a 
customer do, held up a hand telling her to wait, and hurried off. He returned minutes 
later with a sack full of coins. Her heart raced when she shook the bag, and could tell 
from the sound that the coins were jade, not silver. 

Susan hid the sack in something that resembled an especially large makeup case 
before Mike came to help her pack up. Later, after everyone was asleep, she dug 
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through Mike's cart where it was parked in the courtyard below the hostel. She took the 
bag to the nearest train station, up to what she was fairly sure was the ticket counter. 
There was only one salesman on duty.  

She pointed to the row of lockers by the nearest platform. ―How much?‖ 
―One.‖ (ho.) 
She dug a single silver coin out of her pocket and gave it to him. In return, he handed 

over a small key. The character printed on it was not one of the numbers she knew, but 
after a few minutes she was able to match it up to a character printed on the front of one 
of the lockers. She left the station with the key in her pocket, her empty hands swinging 
lively in the cold night air. 

 
~ 

 
Susan has learned: There are bookstores in Cairo, full of books that look basically like 

the ones you'd find in any old bookstore on Earth. Digging around in them, she has 
found items that are clearly dictionaries used to translate between various languages. 
None of them translate words to or from English. Or Spanish, the only other language 
she knows a little bit. She doesn't recognise any of the other languages, but there are 
supposed to be how many hundreds of languages on Earth? Every time she tries to 
name ten, just ten, she gets lost at nine.  

Susan's media studies professor told her: ―People always see what they expect to see.‖ 

She has never known how to feel about this. 
 

~ 
 
―I'm asking you point-blank. I want a yes or no answer. Do you think we're on 

Earth?‖ 
―I don't know,‖ said Prof. Kim. 
The two of them were walking in what she had long suspected was a public park. It 

felt so odd, doing something casual like this, as if for recreation. For the last several 
months — or had it been more than a year by now? — free time had been a curse for 
her, something to be avoided because you couldn't make money that way, or something 
to be feared because someone might steal the money you had, but above all something 
that she had a damnably endless supply of. 

―I don't know either,‖ she said, ―but how can we possibly figure it out if all we do is 
hang around here? I mean, Mike's been here for years and years and he still doesn't 

even know this city's name! Are we going to just keep saving up for this imaginary 
rocket ship forever?‖ 

―I have yet to be presented with a more viable suggestion. If you have something ...‖ 
The words made her hope, but he said them in a way that made them sound 
condescending rather than interested. 
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―We just have to get out of this city. Take the train. Walk if we have to. Maybe if we 
get out there we could find out something.‖ 

He frowned. It was the frown of a maths teacher whose student didn't show her 
work on a test. ―That could be a big mistake. If we leave, we lose our business, our 
ability to make money and live easily. The last time any of us took a train, we ended up 
here. Who can tell where we might end up next?‖ 

―I don't know,‖ she repeated meekly. ―But if we go together, at least then ...‖ What? 
They would be safe? She felt nothing could make them truly safe here. Sometimes she 
did not even feel safe from Mike. 

―I understand your concern,‖ he said. ―But we mustn't rush into anything without 
preparation.‖ 

―So let's prepare!‖ She must have spoken very loudly, because a few passing 
strangers clicked their teeth as they looked at her. 

―What do you believe we are doing?‖ 

She tried to keep her voice down. ―Something that we both know is not going to 
fucking work.‖ She flinched when she said this. Susan's mother had been a stickler for 
manners at home, and swearing in front of older people still made her very nervous. ―I 
mean, what kind of Star Wars Technology bull ... crap plan is this? Mike is ... he's crazy. 
He's crazy! He's using us here. He's, like, our pimp or something.‖ 

Prof. Kim stopped on the path, took her by the shoulders and turned her to face him. 
―I understand that Mike's motivations may be a bit off-base,‖ he said, slowly and with 
careful measure, ―but what he does is for our own good. Even though we're only 
making a little more than we need to live on, in time we will acquire the resources to 
make a calculated effort to get home.‖ He took her hand between his two, much larger 
hands. ―Until then, you need only be patient. We will take care of you, Susan. I will take 

care of you.‖ He was giving her the look again. Susan was sure that her mother, 
somewhere in space and time, had heard him and was nodding approvingly. 

She took her hand away as gently as she could. ―So that's how it is, huh?‖ 
―I did not mean ...‖ 
But she was already walking away. 
 

~ 
 
Susan has learned: The ‗taser‘ that she sold to the man in the flea market is something 

carried by police officers. This was hard to figure out because police officers do not 
wear uniforms in Cairo. She put it together after Mike taught her the word for ‗police‘ 
(maraekah) in case she ever needed to call them in the market. She has since heard the 
word numerous times in connection with people who wear the sort of dumbbell-shaped 
devices at their hips. She has never seen anyone use one. She has never seen them for 
sale anywhere. She does not want to know where Mike got hers. She does not want to 
know who she sold it to. 
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Susan's mother told her: ―No good deed goes unpunished.‖ In regards to herself, 
Susan's mother considered merely going to work to be a good deed. In regards to 
others, she thought that any kind treatment she received was somehow owed to her. 

 
~ 

 
It was days before she was able to corner Emily, in their hostel room before Mike and 

Prof. Kim got home. 
―Listen, Suze,‖ what happened was a mistake. She wasn't saying it, but it was written all 

over her face. It would have been nice to think she could change that sentiment, but that 
wasn't what she wanted now anyway. 

―Mike,‖ said Susan. ―He's your pimp, right?‖ 
Emily looked at the floor. ―Well, I mean, that's not really fair.‖ 
―What does he want from you then? What skills do you bring to our operation, as it 

were?‖ It was hard to come right at Emily like this, but it was also easy because Emily 
had hurt her, with what she now understood had been a false promise of things to 
come. 

―I know about, yanno, astronomy and stuff.‖ 
―Bullshit. I mean, what do you do? Where do you go every day?‖ 

Emily was quiet for a long time. When she finally did speak, it was only to say, 
―Come on, Suze.‖ 

―Come on, nothing.‖ She looked away, took a deep breath, rubbed her forehead, 
looked back. ―I'm sorry to have to be so stern here. I know you rely on Mike, but he's 
not going to get you out of here. You know it, I know it, and I think he knows it too. I 
care, Em. I know you don't care about me, but I care about you. Let's get out of here. 
We'll get home somehow.‖ 

Emily was silent for so long that Susan was worried she'd had a stroke. She looked at 
the ground, she scratched her head, she picked her teeth. When Susan was ready to 
walk away, she finally opened her mouth. ―I just still can't believe that Bush is really the 
President. I mean that, that cowboy?‖ 

 
~ 

 
Susan has learned: Mike, Emily, and Prof. Kim will live in this city until they die. She 

imagines it happening in order of age: Prof. Kim will die first, which may just cause 
Mike to finally, openly abandon his plan of escape. Mike himself will go next and Emily 

will live out her last days on the street, alone and scared. Mike will stay because it's all 
one big power trip for him; the other two, because they are afraid to go.  

Susan is afraid to go too. 
Susan's boss told her: ―You only have yourself to blame for the things that happen to 

you.‖ Susan's boss used to own a successful business of his own, but he lost a lot of 
money in the ‗80s recession and had to shut it down. 
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~ 

 
As she lay awake in bed, Susan was struck with the realisation that if she didn't do it 

right now she would lose her nerve and never be able to bring herself to it again. Later, 
as she hurried through the nearly deserted streets, hugging herself against the cold, she 
wondered if there was a parallel world where she had not gotten out of the bed, or not 
had that thought at all. Prof. Kim had said parallel worlds were possible. If so, she felt 
sorry for that Susan.  

The ticket salesman gave her a bill back when she returned the key to the locker. She 
left the bill on the counter, dumped the sack of coins on top of it and pointed to the sign 
above his head that she was fairly sure meant ‗tickets‘. 

―Where?‖ he said. 
She shrugged her shoulders, pointed to the pile of money, and said ‗where‘ back to 

him. He didn't seem to understand, so she pointed at the pile and waved her hand at 
the map of the rail system on the wall behind him. 

He sighed, shrugged his own shoulders, and counted the coins quickly. When he was 
finished, he looked at a notebook full of laminated printouts, frowned, and said a word 
she didn't understand. It was a question. Had he said the name of a destination? 

―Is place?‖ (douma su) she said. 
He laughed, a deep, stomachy growl. ―Is place.‖ 
―Yes.‖ 
He swept the coins behind the counter and gave her the bill back, plus another bill he 

took from the cash register and two silver coins. He printed her ticket, chuckling and 
shaking his head the whole time. 

The train came thankfully quickly. She had been worried that if it was a long wait, 
she would give up, go back to the counter and ask for a refund (though she did not 
have the vocabulary to do so). Several people got on the train with her. That was how 
busy the trains were in Cairo, even now, in the dead of night.  

As she took her seat, a voice came on the loudspeaker. She recognised the words for 
‗go‘ and ‗place‘, which were followed by a long list of names that must have been the 
stops. All of them were unfamiliar. At the end was another short phrase, clearly not the 
name of a stop, that she did not understand at all. But even if she knew none of the 
words, she could infer what it meant. ―... and points beyond.‖ 

―And points beyond,‖ she said to herself, closing her eyes as she reclined the seat. 
 

~ 
 
Susan has learned: A train is nothing like an airplane or a rocket ship. It does not go 

from one place to another; it goes from thousands of places to thousands of other 
places. Trains are not individual machines that operate separately from one another; 
they are one big, interconnected machine, spreading over the world — maybe the 
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universe, maybe more — on an inconceivably large steel web. One machine, permanent 
and permanently moving, so huge that no single person can ever truly understand it. 
Every town has a train station, every city has many. There are train stations in empty 
fields that used to be towns. There are more train stations than there are places to go by 
train. The wrong train will get you hopelessly lost, and there are many wrong trains. 
The right train will take you home, and there is only one. 

Susan's American Literature professor told her: ―You can't go home again.‖ He was said 
to have admitted, privately, to various students he spoke with during his office hours, 
that some of the writers he taught were perhaps a bit overrated. 

 
 



 
 

                By Camilla Brokking 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Saffron was already half-dead when I saw her. She was sprawled on the ground in 

a puddle next to an overturned bucket, shivering and miserable and struggling to get 
to her feet. A crowd of snot-nosed youngsters were gathered around her, Gorge 
poking at her with a stick, his piggy-snorting laugh a counterpoint to Saffron‘s 
distressed mew. I could smell the aniseed from all the way over by the cowsheds, 
and I knew what would come next if I didn‘t do something. I ran around the back of 
the cowsheds to the woodpile, close to Gorge, but just out of his line of sight. There 
was a long, thick beech branch leaning against the pile. I took it up, and then before I 
could talk myself out of it, I threw myself at Gorge, knocking him flying. This was 
only possible because I‘d caught him by surprise; he was short and broad, and as 
yielding as the wall of a house. I threw the stick wildly in the direction of his cronies, 
scooped Saffron up and ran for my life.  

Saffron wasn‘t her real name, it was just what I called her in the secret part of my 
mind. She was a scrawny scrap of a teenage cat, lemon yellow with dark orange 
stripes and eyes like the amber whisky from MacReady‘s not quite legal still. She was 
one of the Mongrel Horde that lived and lurked around MacReady‘s farm, taking 
care of the mice and rats and any milk from the dairy going begging after the cows 
were turned loose again, and producing litter after litter of scruffy kittens. Most of 
the MacReady cats were wild little things and would dive for cover the moment they 
saw you coming, but Saffron and her littermates were different.  
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They were the only gingers among the Mongrel Horde, which mostly consisted of 
tabbies and black and white patchwork cats. Nobody knew quite where they‘d come 
from; they were birthed early in spring by a timid silver tabby, father unknown. 
She‘d brought them up competently enough until they were old enough to fend for 
themselves, just as she had her previous litters, and then she‘d left them and had 
returned to lurking among the cowsheds with the rest of her compatriots. The 
kittens, three toms and Saffron, never went hungry. Their unusual colour ensured 
that they received far more attention from the humans around them than any of the 
other farm cats ever did, so they rapidly became accustomed to people. In time, the 
three toms found their way to other farms, but Saffron stayed at MacReady‘s, 
friendly and cuddlesome towards the youngest children, but always evading any 
serious attempt to capture her. MacReady, a terse pragmatist with a head full of milk 
quotas and calving lists, didn‘t much care whether she left or stayed, so there was no 
shortage of people eager to catch her and give her a home. However, she always 
seemed to sense the approach of these acquisitive souls, and she‘d station herself 
somewhere just out of reach and politely decline to be captured. 

Until today, that is. Gorge and his Henchkids had tricked one of MacReady‘s 
youngest into catching Saffron for them on the pretext of wanting to give her a fish to 
play with. They‘d snatched her from the protesting child and Gorge had dumped her 
in the pail they‘d brought along (―For the fish‖, they‘d said), only it was full of 
aniseed water and they‘d held her under. In her panicked thrashing she gouged 
Gorge‘s arm with her claws and he let her go, knocking over the bucket so she spilled 
out onto the ground with the water. She was too weak and shocked to escape, but 
still alive enough to be interesting to Gorge.  

The element of surprise had given me a head start, and fear of retribution had 
fitted my feet with wings. I flew along the track away from MacReady‘s farm, hoping 
I could make it to the smithy where my brother worked. Gorge was a thug, but 
Mickle was huge, and I doubted Gorge would dare take him on. It wasn‘t long before 
I realised I was in trouble, however. Gorge might have been heavy, but he was fast 
and I could hear him gaining on me. I needed no fancy calculations about trains 
leaving stations at different speeds and different times to tell me I was never going to 
make it. There weren‘t many options available to me, not out here where it was all 
fields and woods.  

I was running along the last section of the harness lane by now, its rutted, 
summer-hardened grooves about to give way to the smoother gravel road that left 
the sun-drenched fields and entered the cool, dark tunnel through the woods. The 
land rose up there on one side of the road, gently at first and then precipitously to a 
balding and rocky summit where sheep and goats grazed the sparse pasture down to 
a velvet lawn.  

That hill was also home to Black Annis. 
Almost of their own volition, my feet took the next opportunity to leave the road, 

and I plunged through a thin spot in a hedge and ducked under the eaves of the 
woods. This part of the woods hadn‘t been thinned for years, so there were crowds 
and crowds of saplings among the large trees, all reaching for the sparse light coming 
through the canopy. Their whip-thin stems and branches lashed out at me as I 
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crashed through the undergrowth. Brambles plucked at my clothes, detaining me 
with their beckoning hooks and thorns. I hoped the cover was dense enough to 
obscure my passage, but I could hear Gorge shouting something and it was clear he 
had not given up the pursuit.  

The woods came to an abrupt end flat up against the slope of the hill. There was a 
tiny stream running down off some rocks and into a pool. I tucked Saffron into my 
shirt so I could have both hands free, and I jumped over the pool and started to 
scramble upwards. 

The slope was steep but not impossible to climb. The ground was littered with 
small stones and rocks embedded in the mossy grass. Sheep and goat droppings lay 
everywhere, although I could see no animals yet. I had not been this way before, but 
I knew that once I reached the top, I could get my bearings and then make my way to 
a hidey-hole in a rock outcrop that Mickle had discovered several summers ago, 
before he was apprenticed to the smithy. It was rather too close to the Black Annis‘ 
bower for my liking, but I did not see that I had much choice in the matter. I hoped I 
could wait in the hidey-hole until Gorge got bored and gave up looking for me. I 
could sneak down the other side of the hill then, swinging sunwise along the slope 
and back towards the village, and safety.  

I paused in my climbing, and felt in my pocket. The horseshoe nail Mickle had 
given me as defence against the fey folk was still there. I wasn‘t sure what it could do 
against Black Annis though – the legends spoke of her wickedly long iron fingernails, 
so a horseshoe nail was unlikely to impress her. Perhaps I could stick her in the eye 
with it. Mickle wasn‘t scared of her, or so he said. Mother had always said he didn‘t 
have the imagination to be afraid, but I suspect his size had more to do with it. At 19, 
he was second in size only to our father, the smith. Even MacReady‘s draught horses 
couldn‘t budge him if he had a mind to stay put. 

Just short of the summit of the hill, I stopped again and turned around. The 
canopy of the woods lay below, dark green and mysterious in contrast to the pale 
green grass and grey stones all about me. I could still hear the voices of Gorge and 
his minions, but they were fainter now, and they seemed to be staying down in the 
woods. Perhaps the threat of Black Annis kept them down there, or perhaps they‘d 
expected that it would keep me down there. Just then, however, I saw Ferron, a 
weaselly, high-pitched boy, emerging from among the trees. He spotted me and cried 
out. There came an answering bellow from Gorge, and I turned and ran. I followed 
the curve of the hill now, away from the direction of the village, hoping that it would 
quickly obscure me from their sight.  

It seemed as if I scrambled over the rocks for an age. Saffron was close against my 
chest inside my shirt, damp and still. I could see no sign of the hidey-hole or the 
mound of boulders in which it was located. After a while, Gorge and his friends 
must have gained the summit for I could hear their voices much more clearly. I was 
beginning to panic. If I did not find the hidey-hole, there was nowhere for me to go, 
and I couldn‘t run as fast down the hill again for fear of falling and hurting Saffron.  

I rounded yet another unpromising boulder and found myself before Black Annis‘ 
oak. The shock of seeing it there sent a wave of icy terror down my back and froze 
me to the ground. It was an ancient, stunted thing, squat in trunk with gnarled and 
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contorted branches and tufts of leathery leaves that looked as if they never fell in 
autumn, but were as old as the tree itself. The lower branches were festooned with 
frayed bits of leather from which were suspended countless little bones, dancing and 
clattering against each other in the breeze. Behind it, opening like a ragged mouth in 
the flank of the hill, was Black Annis‘ cave. The opening was broad but low, and 
fringed with drooping grasses. I could see only the smooth sand floor of the entrance, 
but no further. I strained my ears, but could hear nothing except the clatter of bones. 

I stood, rooted to the ground with fright and indecision. Behind me, Gorge and his 
cohorts were still coming. My hidey-hole was nowhere to be found, and my escape 
route was blocked by Black Annis‘ cave. Just then, I heard the voice of Gorge. He was 
terrifyingly close.  

 ―I‘m going to skin that cat and make you wear it!‖ he was singing. He didn‘t even 
sound winded; in fact, he sounded as if he was enjoying himself very much. ―I‘ll 
make you eat it, innards and aaaaallll.‖ 

I took the only option left to me. Hugging Saffron close, as much to comfort myself 
as her, I hurried past the oak, crouched down and crept into the cave. It was cool and 
dry inside, and not as dark as it appeared from outside. The roof was higher than I‘d 
expected, but still too low for me to walk. I crawled a little way along until I judged I 
could no longer be seen from outside, then I squatted down to wait, pressed up 
against the rock wall. I unbuttoned my shirt and took Saffron out, and cradled her in 
my arms. Her fur was in spikes and she smelled strongly of aniseed and wet cat. I 
stroked her head between her ears, and she regarded me with an expression of weary 
sadness, as if she couldn‘t believe what had happened to her.  

―You‘re safe,‖ I whispered to her. ―I won‘t let them get you. But you have to stay 
quiet.‖ 

As if in acquiescence, she heaved a sigh and closed her eyes, and rested her head 
on my arm. 

The voices of Gorge and his minions drew closer and closer and then all of a 
sudden, they were right outside.  

―Where is the little fucker?‖ I heard Gorge say. 
The trembling voice of Jem, his second-in-command, came in reply.  
―Perhaps he‘s been eaten by … her.‖ 

―Don‘t be a fucking idiot, Jem,‖ said Gorge. ―Black Annis isn‘t real, she‘s just a 
stupid story to scare kids to sleep at night.‖ 

―What are these then?‖ said Jem. There came a faint rattling from outside. He 
must have touched the bones and set them to swinging. 

Gorge‘s response came as an explosive ―Ha! Chicken bones,‖ followed by a 
clattering, rustling noise and then the patter of little bones as they scattered across 
the ground and bounced off the rocks. A couple rolled into the entrance of the cave.  

I realised I was in danger of being found. Gorge wasn‘t afraid of Black Annis, 
didn‘t even believe in her. There was no way he wasn‘t going to look inside the cave. 
I‘d have to move, and quickly.  

―Oh no, we‘re dead!‖ Jem again, his voice an octave higher, strangled with fear. 
―No we‘re not, you fucking coward. What are you, five? Want to run home to 

Mama?‖ 
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Silence. I tucked Saffron inside my shirt again, and rolled onto my knees, ready to 
crawl. 

―We‘re not dead,‖ said Gorge. ―But that Smiff kid is. I bet I know where he‘s 
gone.‖ 

―Oh no,‖ I whispered under my breath.  
Supporting Saffron with one hand, I began an awkward, three-limbed crawl into 

the pitch dark recesses of the cave, hoping that I wasn‘t making too much noise. 
After a short distance, the sand under my hands changed to pebbles, or worse. They 
ground and muttered under my knees, making far too much noise and hurting me 
into the bargain. I stopped, turned around and pressed myself back against the wall, 
hoping the dimness away from the entrance would help conceal me. 

From the depths of the cave there came a sound that froze my blood and shocked 
my body into rigidity. It was a scraping, dragging sound, as of something large and 
heavy being hauled over the litter on the cave floor, and it was punctuated by 
breaths; heavy, wheezing sighs that ended on a deep, rumbling moan. I had nowhere 
to go. I could see Gorge‘s legs at the cave entrance. My imagination had 
treacherously populated the darkness to the other side of me with every single 
gruesome description of Black Annis that had been fed to me and my friends by our 
parents when we‘d done something wrong. Somewhere beneath the icy terror a tiny 
part of me was protesting at the unfairness of it all. I‘d been trying to do the right 
thing, and now I was going to be eaten by a monster.  

 
The sound of scraping drew closer, and the sighs turned into streams of irritable 

mumbling. Saffron chose this moment to struggle free of my embrace and poke her 
head out of the top of my shirt. I held her tightly, but I could feel her ears tickling me 
under my chin. She was prick-eared interested, not flat-eared afraid.  

Just then, Gorge bent and shouted into the cave, ―I know you‘re in there, Smiff!‖ 
He paused as if expecting a reply. I sat very still. So, I noticed, did the scraping 

thing in the dark. Both the dragging noise and the mumbling had stopped. I could 
feel its attention, reaching out past me to the legs and head framed in the cave 
entrance. 

 ―Orright, Smiff, you‘ve had your chance. We‘re coming in there after you, and 
we‘re going to skin you and that damn cat and hang your bones on the tree!‖ 

If it was possible to hear the advent of rage, I did then. The atmosphere in the cave 
changed, and then something large and incredibly smelly exploded out of the 
darkness and rushed the cave door with a gargling roar that made me piss my pants 
on the spot. Saffron clawed her way free of me and sprang from my arms. I lunged 
after her, but she was too fast. I couldn‘t blame her, really. I‘d be running too, only 
there was something huge, dark and terrifying blocking my only escape route. At 
least Saffron would be able to squeeze past. I cowered in the dark, my wet trousers 
stuck to my skin, and watched as the thing erupted from the cave entrance. Gorge 
had taken a giant leap backwards when it roared, and now I could hear screams, 
running and chaos as whatever it was sprang into their midst. 

The mouth of the cave was open now, but I dithered, terror blinding me to reason. 
I could escape, but the thing was out there and would catch me. Wouldn‘t it be far 
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better to stay in here, in the nice, safe, quiet darkness, where it could catch me and 
eat me later? Finally my good sense got the upper hand, and I scrambled towards the 
light, hoping I could get around the thing while it was preoccupied with Gorge and 
his mates. I was too late, however. When I reached the opening, Gorge and his mates 
were long gone, and the thing was prowling around the oak tree, grumbling and 
picking up bits of bone from the ground.  

The bright daylight somewhat diminished the terrible monster supplied by my 
imagination. I saw an ancient, bent hag, as gnarled and twisted as the old oak. She 
was draped with layers of greasy rags, and her sparse white hair hung in tattered 
strands from a knobbled scalp speckled with age spots. Her face was pallid and soft, 
but her forearms and hands were brown and leathery as if she‘d left them out every 
day in the sun. At the end of her bony fingers were long, rust-brown claws, notched 
and broken like an old, forgotten knife dug up after years buried in the earth. Seeing 
her in the light did nothing to diminish her smell, however. She stank of rotting 
meat, like the sad little hollow by the gate of MacReady‘s farm, where he laid out the 
carcasses for picking up by the bone-man.  

Saffron was out in the light too, sitting on a protruding knob of oak root and 
licking herself clean and dry in the sun. Every now and again she paused to shake 
her head and sneeze as if the taste of anise displeased her. 

I wondered if I could get around the old hag. Perhaps if I waited till she was on 
the far side of the tree – 

As if I‘d spoken out loud, the hag turned and looked at me. 
―Come out, boy,‖ she said.  
Her voice was not at all terrifying. In fact, she sounded like my grandmother.  
―Come out,‖ she said again, ―I will not harm you.‖ 
I crawled out and stood up slowly. I wanted to stay close to the rocks, to give 

myself the chance to escape around the side if the opportunity presented itself, but 
she came forward and cut off my escape route. By the oak tree, she stopped and bent 
to stroke Saffron. Saffron butted her head against the hag‘s hand, closing her eyes 
and purring in bliss. I edged away from the rocks and came out into the sun. The hag 
looked up at me and then noticed the state of my clothing. She cackled with glee and 
said, ―Ah the old girl still has it in her to frighten you young ‗uns! Well, you are not 
the only one wearing a pair of damp trousers. I doubt that Gorge boy will be able to 
look his friends in the eye for quite some time.‖ 

She cackled again, and my face burned with humiliation. 
―Oh come on, boy, there‘s no need to be embarrassed. I‘ve made men far older 

than you lose control of their bladders in my time. I‘m just pleased to find that 
people still remember to be afraid of Black Annis, even after all these years.‖ 

There it was. That name. An ice-cold stream of fear trickled back into me. I knew 
all the stories. She hadn‘t eaten Gorge and his friends, so that left only me. 

She saw the look on my face and laughed. 
―Don‘t worry, boy. My child-eating days are long past.‖ 
She grinned, revealing a set of knobbled gums devoid of a single tooth.  
―See? Couldn‘t eat you even if I wanted to. ‗less I made a soup of you …‖ 
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She appeared to ponder this for a moment, and then she winked and grinned 
again. 

―Got you going for a moment there, didn‘t I, lad? No, you‘ve nothing to fear from 
me. My cats bring me my food these days, stolen from your tables more often than 
not.‖ 

She sat down on the oak root with a little sigh, and took Saffron into her lap. I 
finally found my voice. 

―So you‘re really … Black Annis?‖ 
I came forward cautiously, but remained standing, just in case. The hag nodded 

and said, ―That I am, although my crowning glory is no longer black.‖ She took a 
strand of her hair between her fingers, and laughed. ―No longer a crowning glory 
either.‖ She let it fall again, and went back to stroking Saffron. 

―And did you really eat little children?‖  
I could hardly believe my own daring. I wasn‘t sure I wanted to know the answer.  
She stared away to the horizon for a long moment, and then said, ―You should dry 

your trousers before you go back, boy. Hang them on that rock there. It‘s warm from 
the sun so they‘ll dry in no time. Don‘t want to be a laughing-stock, do you?‖ 

I did as I was told, and sat down on another rock, pulling my shirt down over my 
knees. Saffron jumped down from Black Annis‘ lap and came over to me. I scratched 
her behind her ears, and she licked my leg.  

―What is your name, boy? I heard that lout calling you Smiff, but you don‘t look 
like a Smiff to me.‖ 

―Smith,‖ I said, ―My father and brother are blacksmiths. Gorge does it to annoy 
me. My real name is Peet.‖  

―Ah,‖ said Black Annis. ―And will you be a blacksmith too one day?‖ 
I shrugged. 
―Maybe. I‘d rather go to sea though. How many blacksmiths does a village need?‖  
―I once had need of a blacksmith,‖ said Black Annis, looking at her claws. ―None 

of them were brave enough to come near me, so I had to do my own smithing.‖ 
She held her hands out to show me.  
―I could borrow some things from the smithy and come back if you like,‖ I said, 

and then, carried away by my own boldness, ―I could even bring you some food 
too.‖ 

Black Annis smiled, but it was a sad smile with no humour or joy in it at all.  
―And who would be afraid of me then?‖ she said. ―Who would fear the old 

woman in the hill?‖ 
―Why does everyone need to be afraid of you?‖ I asked in return. ―It seems like a 

pretty lonely way to live.‖  
―It‘s the only way,‖ she said. ―Ask me who was king when I came here first, ask 

me who ruled this land when my hair was still black and my talons were still shiny 
and sharp as daggers.‖ 

―Who, then?‖ I said, feeling a little put out that my offer of help was being refused. 
―There was no king here then,‖ said Black Annis softly, staring at the ground. ―No 

kings, no queens. I was here even before people, when the only things to be afraid of 
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me were the birds. Of course, no one had to be afraid of me then. My own kind 
walked this land still. But then your people came, my kind left, and I … stayed.‖ 

She looked at me, and I realized she was as old as the hill in which she lived, and 
it made me sad to think of her, up here alone and apart from her kin for so 
impossibly long. 

―So no, there can be no food brought, and no tools to shape my claws. But thank 
you for offering. It was a kind thing to do. As was rescuing my cat, for which I also 
thank you.‖ 

She held out her hand to Saffron, who gave me one last nudge and lick and then 
returned to her place at the side of Black Annis.  

―The best you can do for me, boy – Peet – is to go back down into that village, 
screaming and terrified, and never come near the hill again. Tell your children the 
stories, tell your children‘s children. Tell them about my claws, the bones, whatever 
you must to keep them afraid. Forbid them from coming here. But don‘t tell them I 
am no more than an old woman hiding in a cave.‖ 

I felt so sad then, I almost wept. But I knew it was true, and I knew I would do it.  
―And don‘t worry about me being alone. I‘ll never be lonely here.‖ 
She gestured about her, and I noticed for the first time that the clearing was filled 

with cats, perching on rocks and in the oak tree, lurking in the shadows of the 
boulders. They were all bright ginger, like Saffron. 

―Will I see Saffron again?‖ I asked, hating myself for the smallness of my voice. 
―You gave her a name?‖ Black Annis looked delighted. ―Of course you will see her 

again, and her brothers and sisters too. If there is one thing you could do to help me, 
it would be to watch over my cats and keep them from harm when you can. That you 
may do, but you may never say why, nor that they are my cats.‖ 

I nodded and said, ―I understand.‖ 
We sat silent for a long time, and then I got up and took my trousers from the 

rock. They were almost dry, so I put them on. Then I gathered up the rest of the 
bones and scraps of leather that Gorge had scattered on the ground, and set them in a 
little pile next to the tree. Black Annis watched and said nothing, but she stroked 
Saffron, making furrows in her fur with her rusted claws, and looked peaceful.  

Finally, there was no longer anything I could do to delay my departure. Black 
Annis looked up at me and grinned with her toothless gums.  

―Farewell, Peet. And remember: be afraid.‖ 
She winked, and got up off the tree root, and went inside her cave without looking 

back. I waited for a while, and then I took my leave of the cats and started out for 
home. 

At the bottom of the hill, on the edge of the woods, I stopped by the stream. I 
splashed my face with water, added some streaks of mud, and rubbed the fuzz from 
a dandelion into my eyes to make them water and redden. Then, after a moment‘s 
hesitation, I scooped up some more water and splashed my trousers, all over where 
they‘d been wet before, and some more besides. I didn‘t care what Gorge thought 
any more. I doubted I‘d ever be afraid of him again.  
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I blundered through the woods towards the road, scratching myself on brambles 
and making as much of a bloody mess of myself as possible. Before I reached the 
road, I heard my brother calling my name, panic in his voice. I started to scream.  
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By Joyce Chng 
 
Now 

 
Well, this is it. 
I see. It looks old. Sure it‘s the right place? 
I double-checked. Unit 1-10.  
Wonder if he‘s in or not.  
Nobody‘s answering the door. 
Is he seriously crazy? A bit siao. I mean, all the junk outside. Some of it is 

positively ancient. A fire hazard, definitely. All the newspapers are yellow! 
He‘s just a little eccentric, that‘s all. I mean, he‘s harmless. 
The neighbours say that they keep hearing the sound of breaking glass at night. 

That‘s why they called us, right? They don‘t want people to get hurt. He‘s obviously 
a hoarder. Not sure if he‘s violent — 

The neighbours also say that he likes hanging wind chimes made of glass bits on 
the black wattle trees outside the apartment block. Colourful glass bits, mind you, 
made of broken glass bottles and fishing string. 

Okay, the door is slightly open. Want to go in? We are volunteers, right? 
Ladies first. 
It‘s so dark and musty. And what‘s that? Wait. Glass bottles. Look, Cedric, just look 

at all these glass bottles. Different colours. Green, blue, red, transparent. He must 
have collected them from the coffee shops and the dumpsters. So many bottles. 

Ouch!  There are glass shards all over the floor! Oh wow. He really polishes them, 
doesn‘t he? All the sharp edges gone. So smooth, like pebbles. 

He must have been a glass smith or something when he was a young man.. Just 
look at these wind chimes. They glow in the light. Peridot green, sea blue, ruby red. 
And the music they make. Magical. 

One of the neighbours told me he hangs them out to entertain the fairies. Or 
spirits. Either way. Really weird stuff.  

They are just wind chimes, Cedric. Very charming. I mean, he‘s obviously talented. 
Why doesn‘t he sell them or something? Why does he want to remain a karang guni 
man? 

Maybe he just wants to remain a rag and bone man to collect weird things and 
entertain fairies as a hobby? 

Cedric, you are so — Wait, I see something. Oh god, Cedric, come over here. You 
have to see this. 

Shit. I think he must have been dead for one — for at least a day. I‘m going to call 
the police.  



27 

 

 

I think he tripped, Cedric, and couldn‘t get up. There is dried blood on the floor. 
Head injury. Oh god, this is so — 

Calm down, Ling. I called the police. They should be here in about five minutes. 
They‘re bringing the ambulance too.  

It‘s already too late, Cedric. Too late. 
 

~ 
 
Outside the unit, the wind chimes stir in the breeze, twinkling in the twilight, inviting the 

fairies and other spirits to sing with them. 
The music the chimes make is not the sound of breaking glass, but a gentle tinkle, almost 

like laughter born of a light heart freed from sorrow and bleeding hands. 

 
~ 

 
Then 

 
He found the fairy entangled up in wire netting designed to trap birds.  
It was a quiet afternoon, warm because it was the hot dry season, and quiet 

because he lived in an apartment block filled mostly with men and women of the 
same old age as him. The sunlight was an uncomfortably bright orange, coating the 
brick walls with a golden glaze. The trees rustled – fruit trees: starfruit, belimbing 
and jambu. He knew it was warm, because even the mynahs that feasted on both ripe 
and unripe bounty were conspicuously absent. 

He was coming back from the neighbourhood coffee shop, carrying his load of 
used aluminium cans and glass bottles. He had not been working for a long time 
now, preferring instead to collect newspapers, cans and bottles, all the disposable 

detritus of modern-day living in Singapore, in order to supplement his meagre 
income. He received about fifty dollars per month from all the collected objects, 
enough to buy himself simple daily essentials. The volunteers from the Moral Home 
Society would bring him food in the form of Khong Quan biscuits, Milo, and instant 
noodles. Sometimes, the good-hearted Malay lady who fed the stray cats would 
bring him vegetables and fruit. 

Lugging his full bag of cans and bottles he made his way to his unit. It was a small 
abode, filled with stacks of newspapers and used appliances, not yet exchanged with 
the companies who made money taking in recyclables. He had decided to live here, 
ever since his wife had passed away and he chose not to live in an old folks‘ home. 
He did not want to waste away in such  a place. He no longer cared about his grown 
sons who had conveniently forgotten about him, except for in the Lunar New Year 
when they made a big show lavishing him with mostly useless gifts.  

At first, he thought it was a bird — a mynah or a sparrow — caught in the thin 
wire nets strung up by the town council to deter any pests. They often did so, after 
receiving complaints from irate and tidy-minded people. He sighed, dropped his bag 
and walked towards the nets. He loved birds.  
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The winged creature was struggling itself into a spin, thin leg caught in the net. 
Birds often died this way and he buried them under the trees. It made no noise 
though, just a determined flap-flap-flap of wings. 

He reached out to hold the bird... only to find out that the bird was actually a little 
girl. Or that it looked like a little girl, clad in a peach-pink gossamer dress — like 
spider silk, he thought, amazed. She had brown sparrow-like wings.  

For a moment, he gaped, then backed away. Jing. Evil spirits. He had been brought 
up with stories like that. Fairies and spirits were not often benevolent and kind-
hearted in the myths and stories. They were chaotic little beings, mischievous at best, 
but more often capricious . 

But he did not like seeing living creatures — jing or animal — suffering. Indecision 
warred with compassion. Compassion won – and he gently removed the thin wire 
netting from around the fairy‘s ankle. The fairy rubbed her ankle, soothing the 
abraded skin with a pained expression on her thin face. 

―Wait here,‖ he heard himself saying. ―I will get some Tiger Balm for you.‖ And 
so in he went, into his little dim housing unit, grabbed the half-used container from 
the broken shelf and hurried out, thankful that the fairy was still waiting for him. She 
leaned wearily against the lamppost, next to the bird trap. Her eyes were closed. 

He had to dip his little pinky into the pungent minty ointment, scooped a 
fingernail-sized amount and applied it, ever so gently, on the reddened skin. Even 
fairies get hurt, he thought, as the fairy evidently relaxed and gave a soft wince of 
relief. She exercised her sparrow wings and cocked her head to regard him. Like a 
bird. She looked vaguely Chinese. 

―Thank you,‖ she said in a sweet piping voice, speaking fluent Cantonese. He 
blinked, surprised, hearing his native tongue issuing forth from a little … fairy.  

Before he could speak, uncertain of what to say, the fairy had already darted 
away, disappearing into the distance, a flash in the sunlight. 

He certainly could not sleep that night, his mind filled with Cantonese-speaking 
fairies who looked like sparrows. Pulling himself out from bed, he began to sort 
through the bottles. He had a plan. 

 
~ 

 
He had been a glass smith once, way back in the forties and fifties, when he was a 

young man, fresh from Guangzhou. He had apprenticed himself to a glass smith 
working in  Zhujiang, then a rural area, now a thriving industrial town known for 
metal and steel work. He liked the look of glass, how it melted under extreme heat 
and how it would form into various shapes. How it shone under the sun. 

He did not have the tools of the glass smith now, only a rusty hammer he found 
discarded at the foot of the stairwell near his unit. With it, he began to break the glass 
bottles. He hoped the fairy and her friends liked the colours red, blue and green. He 
had rejected the Guinness Stout bottles because the colour of the glass was too dark, 
not bright enough. 
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Without the proper tools his hands grew raw, cut by the sharp shards. He had to 
use sandpaper (salvaged from a carpentry shop) to smooth the vicious edges and 
even then, his fingers bled.  

Then, he used fishing string (again, from the same carpentry shop – the boss liked 
to do a fair bit of fishing) and threaded the glass pieces with it, looping and tying 
them so that they stayed secure. It was delicate work. The fishing string was thin, like 
the bird trap wires. He rued his clumsy fingers, no longer nimble for such fine and 
delicate crafting.  

In the morning he hung the first wind-chime up on the jambu tree, where he 
spotted yet another bird trap. The wind-chime tinkled in the morning breeze, 
glittering red-blue-green-transparent on the low hanging branch.  

―Uncle,‖ a boy stopped in his tracks, his bicycle squealing to a halt. ―What are you 
doing?‖ 

―Entertaining the fairies,‖ he answered, watching the wind chime sparkle in the 
sun.  

For every bird trap he discovered, no matter how discreet and well hidden the 
officers of the town council had meant them to be, he made a glass bottle wind 
chime. 

 
~ 

 
One evening, when he was about to make some broth out of instant noodle soup 

mix (the Malay lady had not visited him in some time, as she was busy with her 
family), the fairy appeared with another fairy. They carried, with some difficulty, a 
plastic bag filled with fried chicken wings. He stared as they placed it, almost 
reverently in front of him, before they flew off, laughing gaily. He cautiously peeled 
open the bag and the delicious aroma of freshly fried chicken plumed forth, bathing 
his face in oily fragrant steam.  

The fairies continued to bring food every week. They carried in pok choi, string 
beans, chye sim and assorted root vegetables like muang kuang and sweet potatoes 
(his personal favourite – steamed or boiled). He did not know how they managed to 
collect all these vegetables. Perhaps, they salvaged them from the wet market that 
sold fresh vegetables and produce. He was grateful for their kindness, for their 
generosity. In return, he made more of the glass bottle wind chimes. His hands bled 
but he did not care. He woke one day to find that the fairy had left him a small tube 
of cream for cuts and bruises  

 
~ 

 
The wind chimes seemed to capture the attention of the apartment dwellers. 

Children often stopped and watched the glass bits stirring in the breeze. Sometimes, 
they stole the wind chimes and yet he did not get angry. Instead, he made more wind 
chimes, breaking the glass bottles at night and tying the glass shards with fishing 
string.  
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Some parents became concerned and they wrote to the town council about the 
weird and violent old man who broke glass at night. Please send down police, they 
requested urgently. Or people from the IMH. We are afraid he might hurt our children with 
his broken glass. 

Trying to placate the residents and wanting to be seen to be doing its job, the town 
council sent officers to knock on the old man‘s door and slip warning notices through 
the gap, hoping he would read them. But he simply threw them away and went on 
making the wind chimes. The IMH — the Institute of Mental Health — sent in 
volunteers, too, but they were ignored by the old man. 

It was two days before the Hungry Ghosts‘ Festival when the smooth glass 
pebbles started appearing in little plastic bags. He had noticed his unfinished glass 
shards disappearing a couple of weeks ago and was concerned, because he had to 
make the wind chimes for the fairies. The glass pebbles intrigued him. Someone had 
smoothed the edges, made the glass pleasant to the touch. He made wind chimes out 
of these glass pebbles and hung them on the trees. The music they made was 
different from the sharp-edged glass shards. Softer, sweeter, lighter.   

Like fairy laughter. 
He would sometimes catch glimpses of the wind chimes at night and how they 

would draw groups of stray cats who would just sit and watch the glass bits twinkle 
intermittently under the light of the street lamps. Or there would be small little 
moths fluttering close to the wind chimes, drifting like white petals in the breeze. 

More letters came from the town council. He shredded them and threw them into 
the gunnysack designated for recycling. All this happened during the weeks within 
the Hungry Ghosts Month. He could hear the funeral wakes during the day and, at 
night, Buddhist chants wafting in the quiet estate air.  Oddly enough, he felt 
strangely protected and did not worry about hungry spirits haunting his abode. The 
food and pebbles still appeared as if on schedule and he was grateful for these little 
gifts. 

 
~ 

 
Cedric. The police are here. We need to go. 

 Cedric? 
 Listen ... 
 Can‘t you hear them? 
 

~ 
 
The wind chimes are still there, singing in the breeze: still serenading the fairies, still 

warning of secret dangers. 
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By Ripley Patton 
 

―What do you think that is?‖ asked 
Dirk pointing to the front of the Old 
Portland towering above them. 

―It looks like a werewolf has been 
climbing in the window,‖ said Nancy 
Fisk. She found honesty was rarely 
useful, but it could sometimes be 
entertaining.  

Dirk gave a snorting laugh, ―No, 
really. What do you think made those 
marks?‖ 

Nancy scrutinised the front of the 
house with its wretched pale green 
paint. After working for months 
restoring the interior of the classic 
1800s manor, today the crew had 
finally removed the grove of old holly 
trees that had huddled up around the 
exterior of the house forever.  

When the dust from the chainsaws and stump grinders settled, someone had 
noticed the marks. Dirk had immediately requested her presence at the job site. He 
was pretending simple curiosity, but Nancy could tell he was a little spooked. 

―A werewolf,‖ she said again, mostly to herself. 
The bizarre gouged-out scratches, spaced like handprints with long-clawed 

fingers, ran straight up the front of the house and over the second-story window sill. 
This could mess up everything, just when the house was almost done, but it 
wouldn‘t do to let the hired help see her vexed. Nancy chased wisps of her reddish 
hair back into the knot at her nape with an index finger, feeling for the long silver 
hair pin jutting from it Japanese style. She had had the pin specially made and it gave 
her some comfort. 

―A neighbour across the street thought he saw a homeless guy climbing in that 
window a couple nights ago," Dirk said. "He called my number, the one on the sign, 
and I came to check it out. The house was all clear. No sign of anybody. That‘s why I 
never called you. Still, maybe that was it.‖ 

―You came after dark?‖ Nancy bit back most of her anger. This naïve idiot‘s death 
could have been on her hands right now. ―I thought I was very clear about leaving 
the work site before dark.‖ 
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―Well, yeah. We all left before dark, but then this guy called and he was pretty 
freaked out. I wanted to make sure some bum wasn‘t pissing on my work, Nancy.‖ 

She wanted to tell him he was lucky to be alive. She wanted to tell him the 
werewolf had probably pissed on every corner of his work and then stalked him 
invisibly while he foolishly bumbled through its new-found territory. She wanted to 
tell him to run away and never look back, but she didn‘t. Honesty was rarely useful 
and it had ceased to be entertaining. 

 
~ 

 
 A week later, Nancy sped down Highway 101 in her BMW exuberantly full of 

herself and with good reason. She was good at her job. She loved being a real estate 
broker. She had been at it for almost fifteen years now, long enough to cultivate a 
very rich and eccentric clientele. Today was closing day on the Old Portland and it 
was going to make her buckets of money. Despite the werewolf scare everything had 
gone as planned. Dirk and his three-man crew were finishing up the beautiful, new, 
exterior paint job at this very moment. It had been a calculated risk, hiring Dirk fresh 
out of architectural school, but oh, he was cheap, and good.  

 Some of Nancy's former, more experienced, architects and contractors had 
sometimes balked at the unusual requests of her patrons. But not Dirk. When she had 
told him the interior of the house was to be done only with natural materials — 
rough-hewn hardwoods, river-rock and marble, raw hide and leather — he had 
seemed to enjoy the challenge. She did not know, or care, how he had done it but you 
could not see a switch, an outlet, a light source or appliance in the entire building. 
Special alcoves and built-ins throughout hid the many components of the most up-
to-date systems available but, to the untrained eye, the house was as it would have 
looked circa 1800. The upstairs was the exception. Nancy doubted anyone in the 
1800s even had skylights; this house had nine. Dirk had installed each one carefully, 
without complaint. Once again, her risks were about to pay off and she was beaming. 

Red break lights blossomed in front of her and the highway came to a dead stand 
still. When a fire truck and two ambulances came barrelling down the shoulder her 
worst fear was confirmed; somewhere up ahead there had been an accident and it 
was going to mess up her day.  

Dirk was expecting her at the house for his final payoff and, at first, Nancy was 
sure the road would clear in time. Adolescent disc jockeys made boob and penis 
jokes on the radio while she went over all her paperwork for the third time. She 
found an old energy bar in the glove box and washed it down with lukewarm bottled 
water. When drivers started getting out of their cars and chatting with one another 
she began to panic. It was never a good sign when people were bored enough to be 
neighbourly.  

Nancy took out her cell phone and tried to call Dirk. She had a good signal but 
something was wrong at his end. She got some lame message from his carrier. She hit 
the search button on her radio, cutting streams of useless chatter into even more 
worthless shreds. No one was saying anything about the accident. She dialled Dirk 
three more times without getting through. He and his crew would be waiting at the 
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house. They would not heed her warning about never staying after dark, not tonight, 
when they were anticipating that last big pay check and the festivities afterwards. If 
they had already broken out the beer, they would be three slightly-soused, sitting 
ducks for the werewolf.  

Nancy got out of her car and walked to the side of the road looking down the 
shoulder. All she could see was the fat red backside of a fire truck jutting out into the 
highway. She called Dirk again and again until her signal faded out of existence 
joined by the last dredges of the dying sun. Nancy willed something to give. She 
willed the sun to stop, the road to clear. She willed Dirk and his crew to be called 
away from the house by some emergency. She willed the traffic to move.  

Suddenly, people began to get back into their vehicles. A few cars honked in 
celebration and the three lanes of traffic began to inch its way forward. Nancy ran 
back to her car, hopped in and looked at her watch. She might still make it, barely. 

 
~ 

  
Outside the freshly painted house with its daintily restored detail work, Nancy 

leapt from her car. The sun was setting in purples and reds casting Dirk‘s truck and 
the dumpy Volvo of the crew in silhouette where they sat in the driveway. She 
grabbed her leather document case, slammed her car door and ran into the house. 
Her high heels clattered loudly across the hardwood floors and echoed in the huge 
unfurnished rooms. The house was already darkening as she made her way up the 
ornately balustered stairs but she did not hesitate or stop to find some magical 
hidden switch to light her way. She could hear Dirk and his crew bantering back and 
forth as they made some final, finishing touches to the room upstairs.  

The sun left the room just as she entered it. She already had the check in her 
hands, pulled from an outer pocket of her case. ―Let's go,‖ she said, waving their 
payment at them, beckoning. They all turned to stare at her as night fell soundlessly 
into the room through its one window, the window into which werewolf scratches 
liked to lead. The full moon‘s subtle light would soon spill in upon them through the 
three huge skylight panels, newly situated in the slanted ceiling.  

One of Dirk's boys turned on a flashlight. 
―Turn it off, idiot,‖ she hissed at him. 
The muffled noise of traffic and the far-off heart beat of a bar band drifted in on 

the breeze through the open window. Dirk started to say something to her but 
stopped short when a long, low desolate howl ascended from the street below, 
joining a police siren as it faded into the distance. The howl went on and on, its pitch 
fluctuating, grieving, celebrating, warning. The fine short hairs on the back of 
Nancy‘s neck rose in reply and she bit her lip, resisting the unbelievably strong urge 
welling up in her throat to wail with it. 

When it finally stopped, releasing them, Dirk strode to the window, his curiosity 
always two steps ahead of his understanding. Just as he reached the sill and looked 
over it a thud shook the outside wall of the house and wood shrieked its agony. Dirk 
backed away from the window, his mouth open in a cartoonish ‗O‘. He looked at her 
with his boyish eyes, accusation written there.  
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―I told you,‖ she said. Except she hadn‘t, not really.  
A massive paw, clawed and graceful, curled itself over the window sash, claiming 

purchase, and Dirk froze halfway to her. The creature vaulted through the window 
opening, its buff coat of grey, black and rust rippling like blood-tinted moonshine. It 
posed almost like a man, upright for a moment, then back on all fours, its deadly 
claws flexing and digging into the new Berber carpet sumptuously. Nancy focused 
her eyes on the wolf, looking it full in the face so it would know she was the 
challenger, but the sounds of Dirk‘s crew panicking, flailing, possibly wetting 
themselves in the background, was distracting her. She saw the golden eyes of the 
wolf shift hungrily from her to them. 

―No you don‘t,‖ she said to the werewolf under her breath. To Dirk and the boys 
she shouted, ―Get out now!‖ They listened, although Dirk must have realized at the 
last minute that they were leaving a poor, defenceless woman behind to die, and he 
tried to be chivalrous. He stopped at the door and pleaded, ―Nancy, come on.‖ 

―Dirk, I‘m telling you, as your boss, get out now, dammit!‖ 
―I won‘t leave you,‖ he asserted weakly while she positioned herself between the 

unnatural wolf and the doorway to protect her architect in case he was serious. 
Outside doors slammed and the Volvo pealed out of the driveway. 

―You will leave or I won‘t pay you. You broke contract by being here after dark. 
Go!‖ She tried not to think that she might not be able to pay him, if she were dead. 
She wasn‘t sure he had left the room until she heard him fall down the stairs. The 
wolf, all easier possibilities gone now, fixated on her. It paced to one side, baring 
teeth with a nasty snarl, testing the resolve of its prey. Nancy stood firm and 
addressed it in a low, calm voice. ―You could have come in the front door. It was 
wide open. Now you‘ve messed up the new paint job and that pisses me off.‖ 

The wolf advanced on her slowly its neck hairs bristling. It was not used to being 
challenged in this form, or any other for that matter, but especially on the night when 
the tide of its power was at its peak. When it was almost too close to her, Nancy 
finally reached back and pulled out the long silver hair pin and held it, point up, in 
front of her, not threatening yet, just showing. Her long wavy hair cascaded down 
around her oval face and she hoped the effect wasn‘t lost on the werewolf. 

―I told you not to come like this tonight,‖ she said to it. Her silver needle caught 
the moonlight, winking between them and she lowered it to point directly at the 
wolf. 

It lowered its eyes then, the slow softening of its black lips into a wolfish grimace 
indicating it was going to back down. The wolf form began to dim, becoming slowly 
transparent, as the man form came through more and more clearly. It was not like 
the movies, with contortions and the impossible stretching of one species into 
another because man could never actually become a wolf, but he could put on its 
body of transformation like a cloak around his own. He could don the etheric 
substance of a wolf, infusing its animal characteristics and powers with his own 
human capabilities.  

Nancy could almost recognise the features of the man materializing before her, a 
man she had met several times before, when suddenly his still-yellow eyes shifted, 
looking over her shoulder. In an instant, full wolf again, he sprang clean over 
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Nancy‘s head, teeth snapping the air. She pivoted and saw the wolf and Dirk 
standing in the doorway, embracing awkwardly. One huge wolf paw dug into each 
of Dirk‘s shoulders, opening shirt and skin easily. The wolf stood on his hind legs, 
towering over Dirk‘s blond head, mouth wide and ready to sink its teeth into his 
exposed neck. Dirk cried out in pain and rage, struggling to lift the shotgun he held 
in his right hand but there was no room between his own body and the creatures for 
its long barrel. He couldn't shoot. Dirk was going to die.  

Nancy clutched her silver hair pin, gripping it like a knife, and took two quick 
steps. She stabbed between the werewolf‘s shoulder blades, feeling the wolf form 
pushing back at her, like a balloon resisting being popped. She put both hands on the 
pin and shoved with all her might, sinking it deep into flesh and muscle. The pin 
began to vibrate, tremors of energy resonating up and into her hands, buzzing 
through her bones, using her as a conduit. The werewolf imploded, its shattered 
form rushing into a black hole halfway between Dirk and herself. A final burst of 
matter winked out, like a shooting star, and was gone. The silver hairpin fell 
soundlessly and stuck into the new carpet. There was no bloody body, no mess, no 
evidence that they had just fought for their lives.  

Dirk stared at her, his eyes crazed, panting, his body flushed full of adrenaline. 
Nancy knew she looked the same. The shotgun was at his feet where he‘d dropped it.  

―Fuck!‖ she screamed at him, picking up the huge gun lengthwise and shoving it 
at his chest. ―Fuck you! Fuck you and your damn heroics! I told you to leave. I had 
him. He was going to back down!‖ She was yelling into his face now, spittle flying. 
―That was our buyer, you fucking idiot, and I think you made me kill him!‖ 

―It — was a werewolf.‖ Dirk said cradling the shotgun in his arms and leaning 
heavily against the doorjamb. He was thinking of passing out. 

―No, you don‘t.‖ Nancy said, setting the shotgun aside quickly and going to slide 
her slender arm under his, hoisting him up until she felt him take his own weight 
again. ―No, fainting. We‘ve got to go. Now.‖ 

―Are we going to the hospital?‖ Dirk asked distantly, eyeing the blood seeping out 
of the gashes in his shirt. 

―No, we don‘t have time. There‘s a small chance the werewolf‘s human body is 
still alive. We‘ve got to find it and help him or we‘re screwed. 

―But he‘s dead. You killed him,‖ Dirk insisted. 
Dirk, listen to me. This is very important.‖ She gripped his shoulders now, 

squeezing, and saw the pain clear the haze of shock from his eyes. ―That was the 
alpha male of a pack. This house is the new den. For all of them. If we‘ve killed him, 
they‘ll know it and come for us. Tonight. If he‘s still alive, but injured or 
unconscious, they might not figure it out until the morning when they come to 
themselves and he doesn‘t. Either way they‘ll kill us if we don‘t do something now.‖ 

―There are more?‖ Dirk glanced at the window, ―How many?‖ 
―I don‘t know. There are five bedrooms in this house, so probably that many, at 

least. Maybe more.‖ Dirk‘s eyes fell to his gleaming gun on the floor next to the pin. 
―Unless you have silver bullets in that, it‘s no good,‖ she said. 

―Do you have more hairpins?‖ He asked.  
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―I have something better. Let‘s get to my car,‖ said Nancy. She had never lost a 
sale and she wasn‘t about to start now.  

 
~ 

  
They sped north and Nancy, at the wheel, had her document folder open in her 

lap, trying to find the buyer's current address in the mountain of paperwork. Dirk 
had padded his bloody shoulders with fast food napkins from the glove 
compartment. He had also found the handgun there and it now rested in his lap, 
held firmly in his right hand. He had checked the chamber already. Silver bullets.  

―I still don‘t understand. We killed it,‖ he said. 
―No, we dispelled it — the wolf part, anyway. Take half of what makes a man 

solid and half of what makes a wolf solid and put them together. That‘s a werewolf. 
But one part can‘t hold up without the other. 

―It was real.‖ 
―Yes, it was. As real as you or me.  
―I thought I saw — a man.‖ 
―He was transforming when you interrupted. A shape shifter can choose to 

manifest as wolf or man but the other part is always lurking in the background. What 
you saw was the man‘s astral projection, solid because the wolf part supports it. Pop 
the wolf and the man‘s spirit has to hurry back to its body, if it can find it. The 
backlash from silver disruption is pretty harsh, but he might still be alive. Here it is.‖ 
She snatched a paper from the pile, threw the folder into Dirk‘s lap and began 
punching the address into her onboard navigational system.  

―Oh shit!‖ Dirk said, his face becoming even paler. ―He bit me. Will I turn into 
one?‖ 

―He didn't bite you. He scratched you. And that's just a myth. It takes years to 
learn how to shape-shift. It's a skill, not a curse.‖ 

―How do you know all this?‖ asked Dirk suspiciously. 
―I research my clients. It‘s how I stay alive.‖ 
 

~ 
  
Fifteen minutes later they pulled up the long driveway of a dilapidated Queen 

Anne Victorian. The grounds took up an entire city block and a crumbling stone 
retaining wall topped by old growth trees shrouded the property into obscurity. The 
house was dark, no electric lights on, but Nancy thought she could see the dull 
flickering glow of candlelight from somewhere within. She turned off the car and 
looked at Dirk. He had been in silent thought since their last conversation and Nancy 
braced herself for what must be coming.  

―I‘m not going in there,‖ he said simply. Nancy waited. ―He was going to fucking 
kill me. Why should I risk my life to save his?‖ She reached over to check his wounds 
and he jerked away but she saw enough to know they had stopped bleeding. ―You — 
you knew what he was. You didn‘t tell me. You‘re crazy.‖ 

―Dirk, if I had told you, would you have believed me?‖  
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―Maybe. Probably not. It doesn‘t matter. You should have told me.‖ 
―You're right.‖ 
―He didn‘t attack you. Why did he try to kill me?‖  
―You had a gun. You were a male threatening his territory. I‘ve seen even normal 

clients flip out over a house that isn‘t technically theirs yet. It‘s called ‗buyer 
attachment‘.‖ She twisted her hair back into a knot, slipping the hair pin in place. 
―He was supposed to come in human form, to sign the papers, long after you and the 
crew had gone. They're very superstitious but when he insisted on signing at the full 
moon, I should have known better. It was my mistake.‖ She took the handgun from 
Dirk gently, gathered her paperwork back into her case, and put the keys to the car in 
his hand. ―If I‘m not out in half an hour, go to the police. Tell them whatever works. 
Your name is on all the permits but the pack might not come after you.‖ She stepped 
from the car, leaving the door open. Let him close it when he got up the nerve to 
drive away.  

Up on the porch, she tested the door knob clumsily, unwilling to put down the 
gun or her leather case. It turned easily and the door swung open. ―If we have to kill 
one, we have to get them all,‖ she said to Dirk as he came up behind her. He took the 
gun from her and they entered the house.  

 
~ 

  
 The room where the bodies were laid out was on the main floor, thankfully. It 

was the family parlour, where once proper, over-dressed, Victorian ladies had sipped 
tea with their proper gentlemen callers. There was nothing proper about it now. The 
once beautifully restored woodwork was scratched and chewed beyond recognition. 
Numerous wolf-sized holes were punched into the lathe and plaster on several walls. 
A glasswork chandelier hung crookedly by a thin wire from the high ceiling. Heavy, 
gothic curtains hung in shreds over the picture windows, which still sported their 
original bevelled glass, badly cracked. The room was candlelit, smelling strongly of 
wet dog and human sweat.  

There were seven cots spaced haphazardly around the room. They were all 
occupied. One had an old woman, grey-haired and dressed like Nancy‘s grandma. 
Grandma werewolf, apparently. Four more were kids, three teenage boys and a 
younger girl, looking nearly like angels, as children will when they‘re asleep. The 
girl‘s limbs began to twitch, chasing rabbits somewhere, maybe. The final two cots 
were pushed together, one with a woman, one with a man, side by side. They wore 
ordinary street clothes, jeans and t-shirts. The woman had on sandals and her 
toenails were painted red. Nancy headed straight for the man, kneeling over him and 
feeling for a pulse at his neck.  

―He‘s alive.‖ The man‘s body was grey, discoloured, compared to the pink-
cheeked, blonde beauty lying next to him.  

―Now what do we do?‖ said Dirk, looking over the room in disgust. ―This place is 
a pit. Still, it has a lot of potential.‖ He was looking at the built-ins now, the intricate 
moulding near the ceiling that the werewolves hadn‘t got to.  
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―Dirk, focus!‖ Nancy was looking around the room for what she needed. On an 
ancient roll top desk were several thick books and she began to rifle through one.  

 Dirk went and stood over the girl. ―I thought you said it took years to learn this 
shit? She looks like maybe she's ten. What is this, the werewolf Brady bunch?‖  

―Don‘t touch her.‖ Nancy warned. ―It might bring her back here. We don‘t need 
that.‖  

―The woman just opened her eyes.‖ Dirk hissed, quickly backing away from the 
cots, the gun held out shakily toward the waking werewoman. ―I didn‘t touch her. I 
didn‘t touch her.‖  

Nancy turned, losing the place she‘d found in the book, to see the woman sit up 
slowly facing Dirk. He had backed to the far side of the room now, near the door into 
a long hallway, the gun still ready. Nancy saw movement behind him. 

―Dirk, don‘t shoot anything,‖ she said it just in time. A medium-sized white wolf 
brushed past Dirk‘s legs and darted into the room. It was growling low in its throat, 
ears flattened to its head in fear, glancing frantically between Nancy, Dirk and the 
prostrate bodies of its family. Dirk trained his gun on it now, forgoing the threat 
from the entranced woman.  

―I‘m your realtor.‖ Nancy said to the wolf, drawing a long stare from it. But the 
wolf turned back to Dirk. It didn‘t growl, or move but stood calmly, waiting. Despite 
its wolfish manifestation, Nancy recognized its demeanour as the same one she‘d 
taken in the car with Dirk earlier; a woman letting a man come around. Don‘t push 
him and he‘ll make the right decision, hopefully. Dirk lowered the gun. The white 
wolf turned its back on him and leapt at the woman on the cot. Nancy and Dirk cried 
out simultaneously, as the wolf dove through the chest of the woman and out the 
other side, its back legs skidding across the floor until it crashed into the plaster wall, 
leaving a large dog-sized dent. The woman swayed for a moment and then stood up, 
her eyes blazing. 

―Why are you here?‖ She demanded of Nancy, ignoring Dirk completely. The 
white wolf came to her side, leaning against her thigh, its hackles up.  

―Your husband came to the closing in wolf form.‖ 
―So? You‘re obviously still alive,‖ the woman responded dryly. Nancy had hoped 

she already knew, had thought that was why she had shown up so quickly. Nancy 
didn‘t want to have to say it. 

―There was a misunderstanding. My architect,‖ Nancy indicated Dirk, ―was 
attacked.‖ The wolf woman was still waiting. ―I used my silver hairpin on your 
husband.‖ 

The woman rushed to Nancy, shoving her aside and pulling open a drawer in the 
desk. From it she pulled out a jar of what looked like blackberry jam and ran to the 
man on the cot. She dug into the purple-red stuff with her index finger and smeared 
the thick paste into the man‘s flaccid mouth. Then she leaned over and seemed to be 
giving him mouth to mouth, or a very vigorous frenching.  

Eventually she was satisfied and lifted her head, her mouth and cheeks smeared 
with what was obviously congealed blood. Leering at Dirk and his gun she snarled, 
―Men!‖ Then she turned back to Nancy, licking her lips. ―I want my house. Do you 
have the papers?‖ The man began to stir on the cot behind her. 
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―I have the papers, but I‘m not selling you the house. Dirk almost got killed. The 
deal is off.‖ Nancy grabbed her document bag off the desk and turned to leave, 
hoping Dirk would follow with the gun, quickly. 

 
~ 

 
Dirk and Nancy stood in dappled sunshine, looking up at the Old Victorian that 

towered above them. Dirk swung his muscled arm lightly over Nancy‘s small 
shoulders, hugging her to him. He didn‘t wince. His stitches were out, the scratches 
fully healed. She had kissed the fresh pink scars this morning, before they‘d got 
dressed to drive here. 

―What do you think that is?‖ he asked playfully, pointing to the bizarre gouged 
out scratches running up the side of the house into an upstairs widow. 

―It looks like some werewolves used to live here, before I convinced them to give 
me this house.‖ 

―You drive a hard bargain, woman. I thought you had lost your mind when you 
refused to sell them the Old Portland unless they threw in this place. They wanted to 
kill us, you know.‖  

―They wanted to, but they didn‘t. You saw what I saw. They were desperate for a 
new den. They needed that new house too badly.‖ She pulled him up onto the porch. 
―Come on. We‘ve got work to do. I already have a client in mind for this place.‖ 

―I can‘t wait to meet him,‖ Dirk said with a groan and they entered the dark house 
together, arm in arm.  
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Lawrence Buentello 
 

Professor Thomas E. Nagy had 
achieved an academic prominence 
known by few people in life — he‘d 
earned renown in his scientific 
specialty, his books were critically 
acclaimed best-sellers, and his 
research in galactic formations 
promised him serious consideration 
for a Nobel Prize in the coming 
years. An avowed atheist, he was a 
ceaseless proponent of rational 
thought and the application of 
reason (whenever possible) in an 
irrational world. He lectured 
tirelessly on these subjects, seeing 
himself as a sincere soldier in the 
war against irrationality and 
superstition. 

On this day, however, he was 
taking a holiday from these 
pursuits, strolling on a length of 

private California beach, his 
trousers rolled to his knees and his 

long, gray hair dancing in the breeze. With hands clasped behind his back he studied 
the beautiful coastline as he walked, happy, peaceful, and serene, a paragon of 
personal achievement and towering intellect. 

Until he happened to stub his bare toe against an object buried in the sand. 
Cursing in High Latin, he rubbed his toe as he bent to study the hidden hazard. 
It seemed to be the top of a bottle. 
Flotsam, he thought as he pulled at the piece of glass in order to dispose of it 

properly. 
The broken piece of bottle was not a broken piece at all, but seemed to be attached 

to an entire bottle. 
Curious, he bent on one knee and began rescuing the object from the smooth, flat 

sand that imprisoned it. When he‘d finished his excavation he pulled a very old, very 
dark bottle into his hands made of shiny black glass. A cork stopped the bottle‘s 
mouth. Bereft of a label, it could have been a year old or a hundred years old. It 
possessed, however, a fairly antique shape. A curious find, but perhaps beautiful 
enough to set on the mantel of his beach house. 
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Professor Nagy shook the bottle gently to see if any contents remained, but the 
bottle seemed too light to contain any liquid. Still, it might have contained a nice 
vintage of wine at one time, or perhaps some rare liqueur, so he innocently pulled at 
the cork until it slipped from the bottle, intending to give the neck an educated sniff. 

To his shock, a great plume of bright green gas erupted from inside, mustard gas 
likely, or some hideous chlorine-dispensing device created by hateful 
undergraduates. He immediately dropped the bottle to the sand and covered his 
mouth with the tail of his shirt. Poisoned by drop-outs! What a terrible way to go! 

To his relief, the vapour did not immediately envelope him and melt his lung 
tissue. Instead, it seemed to collect into a nice, uniform sphere in mid-air, and then 
shape itself into a short, thin being with decidedly demonic features. Naked, the 
creature spread its arms in greeting before bowing in obvious supplication. 

On rising, the creature exclaimed, ―Behold! I am the jinn of the bottle! You have 
freed me from my prison, and so I will grant you one wish!‖ 

Professor Nagy blinked perplexedly a moment before muttering, ―Beg pardon?‖ 
The jinn — evidently expecting some confusion — smiled warmly and bowed 

again. 
―I am the supernatural presence of the bottle,‖ it said brightly. ―Long ago, an evil 

vizier imprisoned me in this bottle and cast me out to sea. I pledged with my eternal 
life that whosoever freed me of my prison would receive one wish, of any dimension, 
to be fulfilled with all due gratitude. My glorious rescuer, what is your wish?‖ 

Nagy stared helplessly at the bizarre green entity before turning his head from 
side to side to see if anyone else was watching. Fortunately, the beach‘s limited 
access prevented any bystanders from noticing the improbable scenario. 

―You can‘t be real,‖ Nagy said, running a hand through his hair. ―Your existence 
is an impossibility.‖ 

―And yet, here I am,‖ the jinn said, bowing once again. 
―Stop doing that!‖ 
The jinn stood erect, a quizzical expression on its face. 
―You‘re not pleased to know that I am granting you a wish?‖ it said. ―Perhaps you 

fail to understand the potential of such a gift. Anything you may envision, anything 
at all, I will grant you. Anything, really. From a harem of beautiful women to a chest 
full of priceless jewels.‖ 

―No, I understand that part.‖ 
―I could snap my fingers and make you king of the world! Would you like that?‖ 
―No, no. Listen, I understand what you‘re saying, but your very existence is 

impossible. Do you understand what that means?‖ 
The jinn folded its arms across its smooth, hairless chest. 
―Yes, of course. I‘m not an idiot, you know. I understand that one doesn‘t run into 

magical creatures every day, but this is a special occasion.‖ 
―No! No, you don‘t understand! One doesn‘t ever run into magical creatures! Not 

in this universe!‖ 
The jinn bit its lip over this statement a moment, then said, ―It‘s been a long time 

since I studied metaphysics, but I‘m pretty certain my existence proves that one does 
run into magical creatures. You, at least.‖ 
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Professor Nagy was a brilliant man; it didn‘t take long for his brilliant brain to 
ascertain the particulars of this incident. Obviously he‘d released some 
hallucinogenic substance by uncorking the bottle. The entity he now addressed was 
the product of a drug-induced stupor. Despite feeling relatively normal, this simply 
had to be the case. 

He chuckled mildly, wondering when the effects would dissipate. 
―I‘m afraid you‘re not hallucinating,‖ the jinn said. ―I‘m as real as you are.‖ 
Nagy furrowed his brow. 
―You can read my thoughts?‖ 
The jinn rolled its eyes. ―Of course, I‘m a supernatural manifestation. I have all 

sorts of nifty powers. Had I the impetus, I could destroy the world.‖ 
Nagy scratched his chin. ―I realize you‘re only a hallucination, but I‘m curious. 

How would you go about destroying the world? Nuclear weapons?‖ 
―Do you wish me to destroy the world? You still have a wish coming.‖ 
―No, I‘m just curious as to how you would do it.‖ 
The jinn shrugged. ―If just humanity, I‘d probably unleash a horrible plague. If 

you mean to destroy the whole planet, I‘d make the sun go nova or something.‖ 
―How?‖ 
―Listen, this is really going beyond the purview of my responsibilities. This wish 

thing is really more of a personal pledge than a requirement, you know.‖ 
―If you would indulge me. As a hallucination, you may not exist for very much 

longer, so I‘d really like to know.‖ 
The jinn made a face, then said, reluctantly, ―I‘d probably instruct a brood of 

demons to tease the dragon sleeping in the heart of your sun. Once the dragon was 
properly exercised, it would undoubtedly unleash its fury in the form of violently 
exploding nuclear matter.‖ 

―So there‘s a dragon sleeping in the centre of the sun?‖ 
―Yes, of course. It‘s been sleeping there a very long time. And, brother, you don‘t 

want to wake it up!‖ 
―That‘s all well and good, but I know there‘s really no dragon sleeping in the sun.‖ 
―There really is. Just because your perceptual abilities are significantly limited 

doesn‘t mean it isn‘t so.‖ 
Nagy tapped his chin with his index finger, dubious. 
―If you can really read my mind,‖ he said, ―then you would know I believe in a 

completely rational universe.‖ 
―Yes, I saw that.‖ 
―Then you also know that I simply cannot believe in demons, dragons or genies 

flying out of bottles.‖ 
―I‘m a jinn, not a genie,‖ the jinn said, mildly perturbed. ―And, yes, I did see that 

aspect of yourself while I was rummaging around in there. It‘s quite an impressive 
psychological construct, I must say. But your beliefs are all wrong. You discount the 
existence of the spiritual realm because you wish the material realm to be absolutely 
objective. And it just isn‘t so.‖ 

―That‘s a pretty clever argument for a hallucination.‖ 
―I‘m not a hallucination!‖ 
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―Prove it.‖ 
The jinn puckered its green lips, then studied the ground for a moment. Spying its 

quarry, it bent to probe at the sand. 
―I‘ll enlighten you with a little empirical knowledge,‖ it said, as it rose and flung 

the broken carcass of a sand dollar at the professor‘s head. 
―Ouch!‖ Nagy exclaimed, clutching the place at his temple from where the sand 

dollar had ricocheted. ―That hurt! Am I bleeding?‖ 
―Only your pride. A hallucination couldn‘t possibly have done that to you. Listen, 

do you want that wish, or not?‖ 
Nagy rubbed his temple a moment longer before sighing in resignation and sitting 

heavily on the sand. He shook his head sadly, contemplating his future. 
―You don‘t understand,‖ he said. ―My entire academic career has been founded on 

the belief that we live in a completely rational universe. And now this! If you‘re real, 
then my entire life is a fraud. I have nothing left to study. Hell, I have nothing left to 
live for!‖ 

The jinn sat on the sand, too, crossing its spindly green legs and resting its hands 
on its knees. 

―Poor fellow,‖ it said, soothingly. ―I understand your dilemma. And I wish I could 
say otherwise. But as I noted before, my very existence proves that we also exist in an 
irrational universe, a magical universe based in mystical powers beyond the 
ordinary. I know you‘ve built a nice career for yourself in some rather specialised 
circles, but that doesn‘t change reality.‖ 

―Then my life is ruined,‖ the professor moaned. ―My studies are for nothing, my 
lectures denounced, my beliefs so much nonsense.‖ 

―Utter nonsense. There‘s a good fellow, taking it like a man.‖ 
―This can‘t be happening to me!‖ 
The jinn nodded its pointy head sagely, then said, ―My unfortunate appearance 

may have ruined the life you once knew, but don‘t forget about that wish. You can 
wish for anything at all. Enormous wealth. Power, prestige, influence. Did I mention 
the women? That can really take one‘s mind off utter failure.‖ 

Nagy‘s eyes blinked hypnotically in the sunlight. The roar of the waves assisted  
his deep meditation, which had come on suddenly, but with purpose. When his 
meditation was complete he smiled thinly and regarded the jinn with a devious gaze. 

―That‘s the solution, isn‘t it?‖ he asked. 
―The solution to what?‖ 
―To my dilemma, of course. Do I want to make a wish? I most certainly do!‖ 
The jinn raised his arms into the air, literally, then caught them when they fell 

again, reattaching them with a snap. 
―Praise be to all things eternal!‖ it said. ―Very well, then, what wish may I grant 

you, noble freer of my being?‖ 
―I want you to make ours a completely rational universe.‖ 
―Beg pardon?‖ 
―You heard me,‖ Nagy said excitedly. ―I want you to use your magical powers to 

turn the universe into a completely rational, mechanistic, objective construct free of 
all magical influence. That‘s my wish!‖ 
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―Hold on one minute,‖ the jinn said, brushing sand from its flesh as it rose to its 
feet. ―I don‘t think you‘ve thought this through well enough.‖ 

Nagy rose to his feet as well. 
―What‘s not to think about?‖ he said, his voice growing excited by the prospect. 

―If you turn the universe into a rational mechanism, then all my work will still be 
valid and I can return to my studies without worry. No harm, no foul.‖ 

The jinn raised its eyebrows appreciably, showing the professor his palms. 
―Did it occur to you that if I change the universe into a completely rational 

mechanism all irrational mechanisms will cease to exist?‖ 

―Yes, that‘s my point exactly. Isn‘t it wonderful?‖ 
―But I’m an irrational mechanism.‖ 
―It‘s my wish.‖ 
―Yes, but don‘t you see the contradictory nature of the request? I‘m granting you a 

wish because you liberated me from a stupid bottle. If I grant your wish, my 
prospects become even less appealing.‖ 

―But it‘s the only way to reclaim my work.‖ 
―Listen, I like you and all, but I‘m not into self-destruction. There must be some 

other wish you can make.‖ 
Nagy scratched his chin. ―I don‘t want to feel like a murderer or anything,‖ he 

said. ―But I don‘t see any other way of setting the universe straight.‖ 
―Well, think about it,‖ the jinn said nervously. ―I could just make you forget this 

ever happened. Then you‘ll never know that the universe isn‘t completely rational.‖ 
―I might remember subconsciously, or I might run into another magic bottle.‖ 
―Is that really likely to happen?‖ 
―If it‘s possible, then it‘s a problem for me.‖ 
―What if I make only this world completely rational? Then I could go live 

someplace extraterrestrial.‖ 
―I‘m an astronomer. I might see a dragon in another galaxy or something.‖ 
―Good point.‖ 
―No, you simply must make the entire universe rational. That is my wish, and you 

cannot change my mind.‖ 
The jinn sighed, then stared out at the beautiful Pacific waters for a while. It was 

an intelligent creature, and highly ethical for a being of its type, but it certainly didn‘t 
want to be winked out of existence simply to repay a favour. And yet, it felt it owed 
the professor some gesture of good will. This seemed a dilemma without a solution. 
If he granted the professor‘s wish, though, someone‘s life was going to be ruined, all 
right. This was worse than the vizier‘s wretched curse. 

―Just for my elucidation,‖ the jinn said, ―and because I‘m not immersed in this 
concept of ‗rationality‘ in the same way as you, would you be so kind as to explain 
your understanding of it?‖ 

Nagy suspected the jinn of stalling, but he tried never to miss an opportunity to 
educate the great unwashed, so he said, rather polemically, ―The rationality of the 
universe is based on its knowable physical qualities. Reactions happen logically. A 
body in motion tends to stay in motion unless acted upon, that sort of thing. You 
can‘t have magical elements reacting arbitrarily in the universe and still have 
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rationality, chiefly because they simply don‘t react from a logical basis. Your very 
existence is based on elements outside the physical realm.‖ 

―Is it my fault the physical realm coexists with the magical realm?‖ 
―That, too, is beside the point. There must be no magical aspect to my universe. 

Ergo, my wish.‖ 
The jinn bit at a fingernail a moment, then said, ―Isn‘t it logical to say that the 

universe you believe is rational is really rational and irrational simultaneously? That 
would simply make the current state of existence de rigueur, wouldn‘t it?‖ 

―Not in my perception of things. Listen, my beliefs are the ones being challenged. 

And I simply won‘t accept anything other than my definition of a rational universe.‖ 
The jinn sighed, somewhat defeated. ―Very well. But could you define your terms 

definitively so my magic will be accurately applied?‖ 
―What do you mean?‖ 
―A simple definitive statement on what you believe to be the perfect rational 

universe.‖ 
Professor Nagy smiled broadly. 
―Why, certainly,‖ he said. He collected his thoughts a moment before clearing his 

throat and speaking again. ―My definition of my rational universe is this: that all 
cause and effect relationships in the universe occur from logical constraints within 
the physical qualities of existence, and that I may know these relationships as the 
rational consequence of energetic interactions.‖ 

―That‘s a mouthful,‖ the jinn said. 
―I‘m known for my brilliant oratory.‖ 
―Evidently. Still, I wish there was another way.‖ 
―You promised to work within the constraints of my definition.‖ 
―That I did, my friend.‖ 
The jinn stared out to sea once more, sad that it would soon be lost to creation. 

After waiting all this time for his freedom, he had to be rescued by a ‗rationality‘ 
fanatic. It seemed a cruel trick. These academic types certainly thought of themselves 
as fabulous geniuses. Now the jinn would meet its end because of some stuffed shirt 
with faulty beliefs. Still, how much worse could oblivion be than imprisonment in a 
bottle for centuries? It was all a matter of perception— 

Then it was the jinn‘s turn to smile as a wonderful idea blossomed in its thoughts. 
―Tell me, professor,‖ it asked Nagy slyly, ―do you know the difference between 

the letter of the law and the spirit of the law?‖ 
The professor tilted his head curiously, but by the time he formed a proper 

response in his mind it was too late. 
With a snap of its fingers, the jinn granted the professor‘s wish. 
 

~ 
 
Professor Nagy never really understood the difference, of course, because 

everything in the world seemed completely rational to him. And it was rational, at 
least, essentially so. He never did remember stubbing his toe on a buried bottle on 
the beach that day. But he often recalled that day with fondness because it was on 
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that very beach that his greatest astronomical insight came to him in a rush of 
inspired thoughts, revelations that proved to be the capstone of his impressive 
career. 

Only five years after that eventful moment he received the Nobel Prize in physics 
for his ground-breaking paper on the essential influence of sleeping dragons on the 
nuclear activity of galactic cores, thus disproving once and for all the completely 
irrational belief that the mechanism of nuclear energy was based solely on non-
spiritual elements. 

Of course, Nagy never did discover that the jinn hadn‘t really granted his wish — 
instead of making the universe completely rational, he made the universe completely 
irrational, thus making the irrational the normal state of affairs, and maintaining the 
professor‘s belief in a universe ruled by cause and effect. That the causes and effects 
were now all supernatural was surely only a minor detail. 

Actually, they did meet again one day in a restaurant in Laguna Beach, though 
Nagy thought nothing of it, since the west coast was a favourite vacation spot for jinn 
and genies of every sort. That particular location held certain magical qualities 
unknown elsewhere (amorous sea sprites, if the truth be known). The jinn patted 
Nagy on his shoulder as it passed his table and gave him a knowing wink, leaving 
the eminent professor to ponder bewilderedly where they might have met before. 
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By Don Norum 
 
I was the only one who could recognise 

them, which was kind of funny, seeing as 
they were the only ones I could recognise. 

Apart from that, though, they‘re pretty 
much indistinguishable from humans. 

See, I have something called pro — I can 
never remember this, either — 
prosopagnosia. I simply can‘t recognise 
faces. You have a problem with 
remembering names? Well, I sometimes 
have a problem confirming the existence of 
distinct individuals. They‘re all a faceless 
— ha-ha — mass to me. 

It‘s just as rare as you might imagine — 
at least, it‘s really not the kind of thing that 
pops up on a standardised test, so it may 
be more prevalent. I really hope it is, but if 
so, I feel sorry for those poor bastards. 

It was a Monday morning, which was 
good — people are more likely to use 
names on a Monday, letting me know that 

blue-blouse is Martha, red-tie is Jonas from 
accounting, and so on. I work for a small 
IT consulting firm — they‘re good about 
my trouble with faces, but maybe they just have to put up with worse from the 
hardcore techies in the pits. 

Monday was the day I went out to the JAG school to hook up a new 
videoconferencing system. (I like military institutions, or at least, I did. All that chest 
salad, geometric insignia, and above all nametags! Enough to make a guy like me feel 
normal, sometimes.) 

I was walking down the halls at lunchtime, headed for the cafeteria, when I saw 
him. He had a large nose with a slight hump in the middle, thin greying eyebrows 
over slate-grey eyes, pale lips, almost paler than the rest of his face, six hours of 
stubble, slight cleft in the chin — 

You have to understand, his was the first face I‘d seen in decades — even my own 
face slid and warped like greased mercury across the mirror of my mind‘s eye. There 
wasn‘t anything special about this face — not as I understood it, not in the sense of 
any gross abnormality, yet it was unique, or nearly so, for it was the first face of 
many thousands that I could recognise. 

I‘ve since recognised more than a half-dozen others, more and more often now, 
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and... 
I can only hope that, somehow, my sense is returning, that I am becoming more 

and more able to discern their features, more attuned to whatever subtle distinctions 
mark them apart (it is not an artefact of scent or sound, for I recognised someone I 
saw on the television, back in April.) I must hope this, for the alternative — that these 
faceful butchers are somehow multiplying, emerging from their indistinguishable 
cocoons to become ... 

I shudder. But the possibility of my senses sharpening is no rational explanation, 
possesses no internal logic. It has nothing to explain why I can now recognise 
strangers whose faces I have never seen, while my own family remains — 
obstinately, mercifully — interchangeable. Nothing to explain why those strangers 
cluster in their seats of power. 

I digress. 
The man seemed to be in no particular hurry — as much as you can tell from a 

military man, anyhow — so I called to him and asked if he could take a few seconds 
to help me double-check part of the teleconferencing rig. If he refused, I don‘t know 
what I would have done — waited for him in the parking lot, faked talking on my 
cell phone to snap a picture, looked up his home address — as the first face I 
recognised in thirty years, it had that much of an effect on me. 

But he agreed, and I went down the hall with my laptop and watched as he sat 
down in front of the cameras, and listened as he started reciting ―One two three, 
testing, one two three.‖ The system worked fine, of course — I was just there to 
adjust the user interface — but now I had photos of his face, video even. I thanked 
him for his help, and never saw him again. 

(I do not mean he vanished, nothing so melodramatic [although I think now I 
would have preferred that he had] — he was transferred to Cheyenne Mountain as 
part of a promotion; I read about it in the newspaper with an accompanying photo 
from the files that I could recognise as him only from the caption. At the time, I 
figured that it must have been the poor resolution, the blurring dots that made up his 
picture.) 

I filed all of this away and finished the day‘s work to return home. I decided not to 
tell Caroline about it — I told myself that she would feel hurt that after recognising a 
stranger her face was still blank to me, but more than that, I was afraid the way a 
man would be to wake up and piss green. 

It‘s not blood, it‘s not the tea-brown of dying muscle, you don‘t know what it is, 
but since it‘s new it‘s nothing good. Injuries like mine don‘t repair themselves. Sure, 
a few people here and there claim to recognise a few faces again, but they do 
unconsciously what I‘ve trained myself to do — see a wart, a pair of glasses, earrings, 
a chipped tooth, and figure out the person. But they aren‘t recognising the face, no — 
put that wart on a hobo and they‘d ask Aunt Millie how the nephews are doing. 

I did go online though, while Caroline was putting Ellie to bed, when I said I was 
doing my e-mail. The NIH page confirmed it — some stroke victims do 
spontaneously regain use of the fusiform gyrus, but that‘s the only case. I found no 
evidence that cancer could do it either — cancer is the epitome of entropy, and it‘s 
not about to give me new brain centres. 
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So I didn‘t have cancer, which was a relief, not that I‘d ever really thought that I 
might — but it left me at more of a loss than before. I hadn‘t had a stroke, you see, I‘d 
had a four-inch galvanized steel nail go through my skull into the soft and mushy 
parts inside. 

That‘s not the sort of injury that repairs itself thirty years later. 
 

~ 
 
When I was ten, my parents had our house remodelled. Our two-story foyer got 

the top half floored over and made into a library, which meant that for a month or so, 
the centre of our house was a pillar of construction. Come time for the framing, the 
workers used these big, heavy automatic nail guns (you see where this is going) to 
put in the timbers. Wrestle the beam into place with one hand, unholster the brute 
with the other, and faster than you could say Dirty Harry they‘d have it plugged into 
place. 

I can‘t remember if a gun fell, if I picked it up, or if I fell on a gun, or what — I was 
only ten and it was all very traumatic. For all I know, Tyler Wilcox and I were 
playing William Tell, Cops and Robbers, or just Nail Tag. He sure wouldn‘t say. 

I woke up in the emergency room, feeling like someone had drilled a third eye 
into the back of my head (which I suppose is exactly what happened.) They feared 
the worst at that point, when I couldn‘t recognise my parents, or the doctor, or 
myself. They thought for a minute that I‘d be brain damaged for life — and not the 
way I am, but the drooling, mewling, too-late-to-abort-but-not-to-commit kind of 
brain damage, the kind that makes for horror, not Lifetime movies. 

Everyone was real glad when I could tell people the date, and the President (we‘d 
just had an election) and my own name, and sum up or subtract numbers. All that 
jazz was still there, I just couldn‘t keep faces straight. 

In a way, it was harder than if I‘d been born that way — losing a thing is always 
harder than never finding it, and I was frustrated as hell for the longest time, but 
most ways I was better off. I knew I‘d lost something, for one, so I knew to make up 
for it, and I knew what I‘d lost, for another. The idea of people having faces wasn‘t 
alien or bewildering to me, just off-limits all of a sudden. 

Part of me wishes the velvet rope hadn‘t been drawn back off of that area, so to 
speak. 

 
~ 

 
You might think that something like recognising this guy would be an epochal, 

life-changing moment, that everything afterwards would be different. It wasn‘t, 
though, not really — at least, certainly not right away. I'd only recognised the one 
face at that point, and even that was only in person or on a high-resolution screen. I 
saved the pictures anyway though, tucked into a McBain paperback on the shelf, and 
went about my life. 

But I was still drawn back to it — not to him or his face specifically, but to the 
feeling and fact of recognition. It was like déjà vu, like a lucid dream, like a hit of acid 
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— imagine all of a sudden possessing an entirely new sense. I started spending lunch 
hours surfing the web, looking at pictures — just trawling through news articles, web 
feeds, CNN, BBC, all the major outlets. At the time, I told myself it was just idle time-
passing, like a kid who gets a harmonious chord on a piano and spends the weekend 
banging away to parental dismay. 

Looking back on it now, of course, I see myself pulling a Johnny Smith — I was 
shaking the hands of every pop star, politician, scientist, mogul and military official 
that I could find, through the miracle of cyberspace from my Aeron chair. 

About a week and a half after I started that, I had my first cold hit. I almost missed 
him – when I saw the link I thought ―I‘ve seen this guy before,‖ and I had — in an 
article on university-birthed companies. But the rest of it looked intriguing, the magic 
word ‗robot‘ (music to my eyes) next to a picture of something that really looked like 
an eight-year-old Asimov fan‘s dream, not just a gun with a servo trigger on a 
turntable. 

And all of a sudden, there he was — I could recognise him perfectly. I found more 
images of him on Google, including the one from earlier that I hadn‘t recognised, and 
realised that I could recognise some. Every picture taken after March, in fact. 

I had two data points now, two intervals of time before which I couldn‘t recognise 
their faces, and after which I could. The intervals overlapped. 

When I found the third face, that of a State Senator, and could only recognise him 
in photos taken later than early March, I began to really worry. 

There was no common thread running through the images I could recognise 
versus those I could not — lighting, location, dress, emotion, age — I even extracted 
the EXIF metadata to compare the make and model of the cameras. Nothing. The 
only commonality was the time — pictures before then I couldn‘t recognise, pictures 
taken afterwards that I could, and had to use the captions and articles to make sure 
that the subjects were the same as in the earlier photos. 

That was when I went to the doctor, my neurologist. I don‘t think I was afraid of 
anything happening to me — I already figured it couldn‘t be cancer and I couldn‘t 
think of any other explanation — but I think that I was afraid that nothing was 
happening, that there was no internal malfunction to explain the recognition I was 
experiencing. 

I told her about being able to recognise a few people now, at first in person and 
then from photographs. How I could only recognise them after a certain date — I 
phrased it as a random discovery and not the product of half-serious research. 

She had me fill out worksheets, read and recite number series, take a few quick 
computerized tests, and then looked at the results humming and hawing. 

―All of your scores are still in the normal range,‖ she said, ―and it doesn‘t look like 
there‘s anything physically wrong. Of course, we can‘t be sure without an MRI or a 
CAT scan, but that seems a little bit unwarranted as of yet. 

―Tell me,‖ she said, ―have you been experiencing any hallucinations or illusions? 
Colours, voices in static, ghosts, anything like that?‖ 

I said I hadn‘t. 
―A sense of strong déjà vu? Like life is a dream, any odd sensations of extra senses 

or of something being different about the world?‖ 
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No, I said, nothing except for recognising the faces. 
She shrugged — as much as a medical specialist will permit themselves to shrug 

— and asked if I‘d ever seen any of these people before. 
I almost said no, until I realised that if I had, I probably wouldn‘t have known it. I 

said as much, adding that while I might have glimpsed the state senator in a paper or 
the military officer at the JAG school when I was working there, but the roboticist, I 
couldn‘t see how. But of course, there was no way for me to be sure. 

She said that she didn‘t think it was anything to be concerned about — the brain is 
plastic, it can rewire itself, oddities happen on a daily basis, yadda, yadda, yadda. If 
anything else starts to seem off — smelling burning leaves in winter, or blackened 
toast in an ice cream parlour — then come back post haste. Until then, she said, there 
wasn‘t anything to worry about. 

I added more in-depth information about prosopagnosie to my studies. My aim 
was still to find some reason within myself for this turn of events, but I knew it was a 
false hope. 

You‘ve seen the Body Snatchers, right, or read the book? (At least know the basic 
premise.) That was what I was afraid of — I understand how this must sound, so I 
left it unspoken until this point — so you appreciate that I did not come to this 
conclusion lightly. In a way, I have no more cause for my belief that these people 
have been changed somehow than the characters in the novel — there are no 
objective signs, no changes in emotional makeup, no physical evidence, no sudden, 
subtle asymmetries or aberrations 

Yet at the same time it is, for me, much more than a feeling. I can recognise their 
faces — this isn‘t a vague sense of an intruder, it is as clear to me as if they were 
doused in red paint. 

 A moment — there is a knock on the door. I called down for a room service menu 
a few minutes ago. 

 
~ 

 
Where was I? Oh yes. They stuck out. I saw more of them — it was like spotting 

my name amidst a page of Chinese ideograms. Always one of the big three — 
military, political, and applied science. I didn‘t recognise as many (well, any) 
industrialists, manufacturers, captains of industry, but then, they don‘t all have a 
public profile — the big ones, anyway. And those scientists did start their fair share 
of companies. 

What convinced me was when the manufacturer of combat robotics was awarded 
a certain contract by the now-US Senator, flanked by a certain general at a press 
conference, and of the dozens of faces in the room theirs were the only three I could 
recognise. I couldn‘t figure out what their plan was, but then, if it could be 
unravelled using only the knowledge of its existence, it wouldn‘t have been a very 
good plan. 

That was when I needed a drink — this proof, however circumstantial, that they 
were all in it together, and that was why, or how, I got into the fight. 

Which in turn was the reason for my sudden ‗business trip‘, the nights spent in 
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this motel, worrying how long I can stay here before my wife worries herself and 
calls work, where I‘m sick, or my daughter misses her daddy too much. 

(I should have time to finish up this part before my burger gets here.) 
I was at a nice, niche bar on the Downtown Mall with billiards upstairs and stone 

benches out front. It wasn‘t too crowded and I was letting the ritual, more than the 
alcohol, steady my spinning thoughts. And then I recognised a man — military 
haircut, of course, two twin dimples in his forehead like he‘d screwed his helmet on 
too tight. 

I did my best not to stare at him, to split my gaze between him and the rest of the 
bar, but the rest of the bar was a single person to me, so maybe I stared at him more 
than I meant to. Maybe that was what set him off, he was a military man in a bar 
after all. But maybe he saw that I recognised him — maybe they can recognise me in 
turn by whatever mechanism I can recognise them. 

Or maybe they know just who I am, from an Echelon tap of my image searches, or 
a note about this one odd patient written up and submitted to a medical journal — 
identifying details stripped away, of course, but there's no anonymising my 
condition. Maybe my eyeballing him was just a welcome excuse. 

Either way, the fight is why I‘m in the motel now. 
I was out back in the alley, pissing against the wall when he came out after me. He 

said something, but it was too slurred or intentionally unintelligible for me to get. He 
shoved me, I stumbled, he took a solid jab that would have sent me into the bricks if I 
hadn‘t been caught hunching over, underneath his swing fumbling with my fly. 

A lucky punch is what it was, all it was, as I came back up. Fist into face and — I 
don‘t know, exactly. It‘s not that there wasn‘t a bone to be found, like his face was 
jelly or something. It wasn‘t that. I could feel his jaw shift sideways with a little snap, 
but ... 

It was like the face was only skin deep — it moved like it was a solid mask pasted 
on top of the bone — I could see it even in the dim sodium light. It was like you had 
painted his features onto a soda bottle and swung it into a wall. The face changed, it 
contorted and flexed and flexed back, but ... it was all flat while it flexed, more like it 
was, yeah, I suppose more like it was just painted on. 

(I‘ll try not to get ketchup everywhere.) 
It‘s been three days here now, calling home on my cell so the local area code 

doesn‘t show up on caller id. After the fight, I thought, if they didn‘t know about me 
before, they would now. 

Or will they? In the movies this is where I would Google two or three generic 
catchphrases and find a beloved curmudgeon of a conspiracy theorist who‘d give me 
all the info I need before the conspiracy revealed itself by killing him, turning my 
quest into a crusade. But that doesn‘t — hasn‘t, won‘t — work. 

I wonder if this is how those tinfoil-hat types start out? In a hotel room, away from 
their loved ones on account of their fear of the out-there-others, looking back on the 
many little steps that brought them here and making the chilly, coldly rational 
decision that between being a delusional, lonely man in a strange room, and a horrid 
prophet of truth, possessed of the second sight, there is one that will let them sleep in 
that motel bed with self-worth and self-respect intact. 
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Of course, I can‘t really — 
Hold on. I must have forgotten to sign the credit card receipt. 

 

 

 

 

 

 


