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Biographies
Roger Alford
is a writer and filmmaker. His produced plays include 
two staged “radio dramas,” The City Burns at Night and 
The Sheik of Hollywood. He created the popular Internet 
mash-up videos, Twilight Zone: Planet of the Apes, which 
Marc Scott Zicree (The Twilight Zone Companion) said 
was “great fun” and “genuinely plays like [an] episode” 
(evidenced by the number of YouTubers who think 
it’s real), and Raiders of the Lost Ark: The Serial. His 
screenplay Storm Tide is recommended by Script PIMP 
and was named a 2nd-round finalist in a Script Magazine 
Open Door Contest. And he’s hoping for great things with 
his latest “opus,” Gangland Hollywood (shameless plug). 
His work has been discussed in the New York Times, Wall 
Street Journal, US News & World Report, The Dennis 
Miller Show (radio) and Inside Edition. Website: www.
theblackspectre.com

Dan Barrett 
lives in Oregon state where he works for the U.S. Forest 
Service.  He has a university degree in Biology, with 
a minor in Art.  His goal in life is to reconcile those 
seemingly irreconcilable interests.  Dan also doesn’t like 
writing about myself in the third person.  You can find 
more of his artwork at: danblog.thebigproductions.com or 
wonderdookie.deviantart.com, 
 
“Cormac Brown” 
is my pen name. I’m an up-and-slumming writer in the 
city of Saint Francis, and I’m following in the footsteps 
of Hammett...minus the TB and working for the Pinkerton 
Agency. A couple of stories that I’ve stapled and stitched 
together can be found at http://cormacwrites.blogspot.com/

Susan Burghart 
is originally from Ellensburg, Washington and is a 
graduate of Central Washington University (1998, B.A. 
Graphic Design, Cum Laude). Susan was a graphic 
designer for about seven years for her alma mater.  In 
2005, Susan went back to school to study illustration, 
receiving her Master’s Degree with Distinction in 
Illustration from Camberwell College of Arts, University 
of the Arts, London. Susan currently lives in Aylesbury in 
the U.K. with her husband, and freelances as an illustrator 
and designer. See more of her work at:  http://www.
susanburghart.com/ 

John Donald Carlucci
Editor-in-Chief and former boy-in-a-bubble, JDC 
continues to search the world for evil-doers and the perfect 
cup of hot chocolate. He thinks the evil-doers are hiding 
it from him. Not that everyone is out to get me. No, that 
would be paranoid.  
Contact JDC:  PublisherJDC@gmail.com

Bill Cunningham
For those of you just meeting Bill Cunningham, the world-
renowned Mad Pulp Bastard, for the first time here, he is a 
screenwriter, producer, and marketer of movies, as well as 
the author of short pulp fiction and other media. He also is 
the master and proprietor of the great website Pulp 2.0 
(d2dvd.blogspot.com), a daily must-see destination for any 
pulp aficionado. Bill’s been promoting the magazine to 
his large audience since our very humble be-ginning, for 
which we thank him profusely.

Chris Dabnor
At an early age Christian Dabnor was captured by the 
Steam Pirate Captain Ron-son. He was made to perform 
various musical numbers for the Captain’s amusement 
until the Captain was killed in a boiler accident. Scared 
that he might be blamed for the accident, he decided to 
make himself as obscure as possible by working in IT in 
Cannock, England, land of trees, opticians, and murder. 
Should you wish to contact him, his email is skidiot@
btinternet.com. Christian chalks up his third story in AAM 
with this issue. 

Clayton Hinkle 
is 52, married (no children, one dog).  He and his wife 
Colette both work at the University of California, San 
Diego.   He grew up illustrating stories by pulp greats 
Edgar Rice Burroughs, Robert E. Howard, Lester Dent 
(aka Kenneth Robeson), Philip Jose Farmer, and tons 
of others he read in paperbacks his Dad gave him.  A 
visit to the San Diego Comic-Con convinced him to “do 
something” with his art.  This is his first (but not last) 
appearance in Astonishing Adventures Magazine,

Blue Johnson 
wonders how there can be so many Blue Johnsons on the 
Internet that aren’t her.  She is currently working on her 
own website so that she can stamp out all the imposters.  
Her story in this issue, “Broken Dreams,” is part of a 
concept collection of short stories titled “Contagious 
Nightmares.”  

Kerry Gammill
began working as a pencil artist for Marvel Comics in 
1979. where he also designed and penciled many covers as 
well as posters, trading cards, etc.  In 1988 he left Marvel 
for DC Comics to take over the pencil art on SUPERMAN 
comics.  In 1996, he relocated to Los Angeles to work on 
films and television as an in-house concept artist for Steve 
Johnson’s XFX, creating designs or storyboards for many 
sci-fi movies and TV shows including Virus, Phantoms, 
Species II, The Outer Limits, and  Stargate SG1.
In 1998 he returned to the Dallas area to become an art 
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director at Tic Toc, an agency which produces film and 
TV based promotional items. In 2002, he returned to 
freelancing, doing illustrations, storyboards and graphic 
art for a variety of clients. Currently I am at work on a 
new horror comic book called “Bela Lugosi’s Tales from 
the Grave” from Monsterverse Comics. He’s written two 
books, Kerry Gammill’s Monsters and Heroes For Film 
and Comics and Famous Monster Movie Art of Basil 
Gogos.  His website is:  www.kerrygammill.com. 

Peter Mark May 
was born in Walton on Thames Surrey England in 1968. 
Married with two young sons, he has been writing as a 
hobby since he left school.  His first novel Demon was 
released in January 2008 by Pegasus Elliott Mackenzie 
(Vanguard Press) and has sold internationally to 4 
continents so far.  Peter has read at the British Fantasy 
Society’s  FantasyCon 2008 and appeared as one of the 
Special Writer Guests at Gamesfest 3 in Tring. His short 
story Blood & Guts has appeared on the Horror Bound 
Magazine (Volume I, Issue I) website in Canada. Catch his 
blog at:  http://www.freewebs.com/darkside6869/myblog.
htm 

Larry Nadolsky 
Calls his art neopulp, and he would know.  He gained 
notoriety as the artist on Hey Boss! an unauthorized comic 
about Bruce Springsteen,  Work on Rock n’ Roll comics 
led to the creation of a gag strip called “Stab Back” that 
ran in a magazine called Soundwaves for years before 
he even knew about it.  Rock n’ Roll comics turned into 
Carnal comics, featuring adult film stars.  His character 
“Race Yukon of the Royal Galactic Mounted Police 
appeared twice in Heavy Metal magazine.  He is currently 
dong pinups for Stickerchick’s mypsptubes,working on 
t-shirt designs for Redbubble, and developing a graphic 
novel involving babes, dinosaurs and aliens(all the things 
dear to his heart).A rocker since the age of 16, he is 
currently lead singer of the band Los Grande Ninos. View 
his art on his site at:  http://pinuppulp.com/ 

Joanne Renaud 
is an illustrator who graduated in illustration from 
Art Center in Pasadena, California.  Before moving 
to Southern California, she studied graphic design at 
Central Washington University and art at the University 
of Ulster in Belfast, Ireland.  She presently lives in Los 
Angeles.  Recent clients include Simon & Schuster, 
Random House, Harcourt Inc, McGraw Hill, William H. 
Sadlier, Trillium Publishing, Zaner Bloser and Astonishing 
Adventures Magazine.  Joanne is a member of the Society 
of Children’s Books Writers and Illustrators, and enjoys 
travel, history, costume design, classic movies, old 
musicals and cheesy fantasy art.  See her art at:   http://
www.joannerenaud.com/ and http://suburbanbeatnik.
deviantart.com/
 

 Michael Patrick Sullivan
is a hack. Nonetheless, his work was recently recognized 
by the Rod Serling Conference at Ithaca College and by 
the Screenwriting Expo of Los Angeles. He also writes 
for comicbookresources.com. He currently lives in self-
imposed exile in Southern California and can be contacted 
though redrighthand.net. This marks The Auslander’s sixth 
appearance in Astonishing Adventures. 
 
Katherine Tomlinson
is the editor of Astonishing Adventures Magazine. She is 
a contributor to the anthology What Was I Thinking?  (St. 
Martin’s Press, February 2009). She and writer/illustrator 
Joanne Renaud are collaborating on a multi-media 
fiction project that will launch next year.  Contact her at:  
AMMDragonLady@gmail.com

Brian Trent
 is an award-winning novelist, journalist, poet, and 
screenwriter working in more genres than there are names 
for. He is the author of Never Grow Old: The Novel of 
Gilgamesh, and his work has appeared in more than 100 
publications including The Humanist, Boston Literary 
Magazine, Illumen, The Copperfield Review, The Eclectic 
Muse, Strange Horizons, Blazing! Adventure Magazine, 
Bewildering Tales, and many others. Trent was last year’s 
Honorable Mention finalist in the L. Ron Hubbard’s 
Writers of the Future Contest. His website is www.
briantrent.com.

Sarah Vaughn 
is an artist, writer, and graphic designer.  She has always 
wanted to be that girl the superhero reveals his secret 
identity to.  Alas, it has yet to happen.
Much of her art can be found at:  savivi.deviantart.com

Please only contact the above
contributors concerning serious
business or polite conversation.

No solicitation allowed.

Submissions
Guys and gals, we would love your 
submissions!

Please check out our writing and art 
guidelines at...

www.AstonishingAdventuresMagazine.
com
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Oh, Grandma, what a big chin you have.”

“My chin is big and strong, so that I can 
stand up to the likes of you.”

“And oh, Grandma, look at how much hair 
you have on your chin…why, it’s as if you are 
trying to grow a beard.”

“I’m not your grandmother, but if I were?  
I’d take you over my knee and give you what 
for.”

“And oh, Grandma….”

There is a huge collective gasp as Dix yanks 
the shawl and scarf off the frail old lady.  Mine 
is the loudest, because now I recognize her.

Makeup can do wonders and sometimes 
it can even do magic.  I’m not talking about 
what a little war paint does for a dame, though 
there’s that too.  My cousin married a pretty gal 

down in Baja and took her on a honeymoon up 
in Pismo Beach.  The next week I asked him 
how the two of them were doing and he said 
that the morning after, he saw her without her 
makeup for the first time and he was so shocked 
and disappointed that he drove her right back to 
Tijuana for a divorce.

I am talking about the magic makeup does 
on the silver screen, and I know whereof I 
speak on account of I get to see it almost every 
single day.  No, I am not in the movie biz; I 
just spend a lot of time at the studios taking care 
of business.  I handle equine investments and 
futures and things like that.  Yeah, that’s right.  
I’m a “bookie.”  Don’t look at me like I’m low-
rent; I’ve got a high-class clientele.  People you 
might of heard of if I were the kind of guy to 
talk out of school.  

If a director, producer, set designer or such 
can’t make it over to Santa Anita, the year-old 
Del Mar or the brand-new Hollywood Park, 

“All 
the better to”

By CORMAC BROWN    
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they get on the blower to me and make a little 
wager.  After the races are over, I swing by the 
studio and either pick up their money, or in 
rare instances, pay them off.  I get a kick out 
of seeing the magic up close, rubbing shoulders 
with the glamour.  

You wouldn’t call my place of business 
glamorous. I work out of Herb’s Haberdashery, 
a joint which does no tailoring or alterations.  
Hell, I don’t think that there is even a Herb any 
more.  The people that put the mayor in office 
and their mob partners bought out the place 
when the previous owner went belly up and 
then the clothing shop into the biggest betting 
joint on the west coast.  And maybe they had a 
hand in the guy going belly up in the first place.  
But it don’t pay to ask questions like that.

The cops come by every once in awhile, not 
to raid the place but to show the flag, let it be 
known that robbing the place would be a real 
bad career move.  Not that anyone would be 
dumb enough to try it, not with a minimum of 
four or five experienced gunsels on hand at any 
given time.

Still, you never know in this neighborhood.  
The place seems to breed so much desperation; 
you have to wonder if this area was cursed by 
Hoover when he said “prosperity is just around 
the corner.”  That was six years ago and even 
under the New Deal, it seems that prosperity 
turned a corner and just kept on going.

But I got a job and I’m in the shop on the 
horn trying to do it when Rusty starts barking at 
the old lady who’s just walked in with a box in 
her hand.  “What’cha got in the box, lady?” he 
asks and he yells it like he figures the old dear 
is deaf.  

“Rusty” isn’t called “Rusty” on account 
of his first name being Russell, and he doesn’t 
have red hair.  He got his nickname from the 
fellas here in the shop, because he is slow on 
the uptake from getting punched in the head too 
many times.  He wasn’t much of a boxer and 
as a result, he can’t shake the cobwebs.  Most 
of the time, he’s just background noise, but 
sometimes, the old palooka just gets on your 
nerves.

Right now I’m getting hot under the collar 
because I can’t hear the important client I have 
on the phone over his palaver.  With my finger 
screwed into my free ear, I repeat back the name 
of the horse I thought he said and I hang up.  
After I look through the racing forms, I realize 
that there is no such horse named “You Can’t 
Take It With You,” and that must  be the title of 
the moving picture that my client is working on.  
I don’t get why he’s all excited about a picture 
starring a skinny new guy named Jimmy Stewart 
and that squeaky-voiced Jean Arthur.  Now Rita 
Hayworth, there’s a dame wroth getting excited 
about.  And I have.

 I hate it when clients talk shop and horses 
at the same time.  It gets me all mixed up.  And 
Rusty’s still yelling at the old woman.  “One 
more time, I can’t let you in here without seeing 
what’s in the box, lady!” 

The old frail’s holding the box out of reach 
of Rusty’s big mitts when it is taken out of her 
small hands by Agosto Neri.  He’s a mobbed-up 
thug who spends most of his afternoons at the 
shop and likes throwing his weight around.  He 
also likes giving Rusty a hard time.  

Before the poor woman can say anything, 
Agosto has a stiletto out and cuts the box’s 
string.  He looks inside the box, and then he 
raises his knife towards Rusty in disgust.

“Cake,” says Agosto and he flicks two 
buttons off of Rusty’s shirt just to let him know 
what he thinks of him.  Two pockets of Rusty’s 
flab poke through where the buttons once held 
them in.  Agosto hands the box back to the old 
frail with a flourish and a shark-like smile that 
does nothing to reassure her.  She scuttles away 
fast.  Agosto seems genuinely hurt.  I guess even 
killers don’t like to scare old ladies, unless they 
have contracts out on ‘em.

As I search for my client’s number through 
the piles of papers that I have all over my 
desk, I sneak a glance at the elderly woman.  
She reminds me of someone I used to know 
when I first came out to California.  Maybe 
she is a distant aunt of his or maybe she is his 
grandmother.  As her hunched form disappears 
into the sea of gamblers by the betting window, 
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my mind turns to organizing all these damn 
numbers.

Then I hear a commotion at the door.  Uh-
oh, here he comes.  Dix Woodson has finally 
decided to drop into the “office.  The big boys 
put Dix in charge and we all have to answer to 
him.  He fancies himself another Nick Charles 
with his spiffy duds, his Homburg hat and his 
gold-headed cane but actually, Dix is just a 
mustachioed drunk in fancy clothes.

A few people around here think that Dix is 
short for “Dixon,” but the rest of us?  We know 
better.  Think about it.  What’s “Dix” plural for?  
You got it.  He’s a double dose of sonofagun and 
he’s been even more of one lately since his girl 
Ginny took off with another guy.

Much as he’d like us to believe that Ginny 
was just another skirt to him, we all know he’d 
been squiring her around town for two years.  
We figured her for a gold-digger but she showed 
us.  The guy she went off with?  He’s shorter 
than Dix and 10 years older.  And you’d better 
believe that burns Dix all over.  “What’s the 
guy got that I ain’t got?” you’ll hear him ask 
between nips of his flask.  Well, he has Ginny, 
among other things, though none of us are going 
to say that out loud.

Today he seems to be more of a mess than 
usual and me knowing how neat he usually is, 
I’d say that he is positively pickled.  If he didn’t 
have his cane to lean on?  He’d probably fall flat 
on his face.  We all avoid his gaze because he 
seems to be looking for someone dumb enough 
to meet his glare.  It’s not that we’re scared of 
him, per se, but we are rightfully scared of the 
people who back his play.

As my eyes dodge Dix, I see the old lady 
sitting down with her cake box in her lap.  She 
is on a stool near a speaker, listening to a race.  
As I bring my eyes back, I catch a glimpse of a 
disgusted-looking Rusty.  Even he knows not to 
mess with Dix, even though in a fair fight, he 
could beat Dix up with both hands tied behind 
his back.

Dix’s eyes light up when he spots the old 
lady.  His odd gait picks up speed and purpose, 

like an odd cross between Boris Karloff’s 
Frankenstein and an effete dandy.  He stops 
and looms over the old frail.  He’s got a sick 
grin on his face, like a starving dog that’s just 
smelled some fresh meat.  The rat is out to ruin 
probably the only fun she’s had all month long.  
She looks so fragile that I’m afraid Dix’s mere 
presence is going to give her a heart attack.  She 
winces before she even sees him, I’ll bet his 
breath got there seconds before he did.  When 
he goes on a bender, forget about asking him to 
brush his teeth and spend your time looking for 
a gas mask left over from the Great War instead.

She gets up with her box in hand, but Dix 
hems her in the corner.  His sneer is so severe, 
that it looks like his face is going to split in two.  
Thinking it’s great sport, Dix bellows, “Oh, 
Grandma, what a big chin you have.”

The old frail cranes her neck and looks up 
at him with one eye.  I’m just glad that she’s 
not smoking or Dix’s 100 proof breath would 
probably set both of them on fire.  “That’s 
because my chin is big and strong, so that I can 
stand up to the likes of you,” she says in a high 
reedy voice.

“And oh, Grandma, look at how much hair 
you have on your chin…why, it’s as if you are 
trying to grow a beard.”

“I’m not your grandmother, but if I were?  
I’d take you over my knee and give you what 
for.”

Like a punch to the face, that remark breaks 
Dix’s sneer.  He purses his lips and leans over 
her.  “And oh, Grandma…”

All eyes in the room are on them, and there 
is one huge collective gasp, as Dix yanks the 
shawl and scarf off the frail elderly woman.  
Mine is the loudest, because now I recognize 
her, even though her hands quickly try to 
cover her face.  Really, I should say his face, I 
recognize him as a friend of mine who I haven’t 
seen in years, Zane.  Dix’s roughness yanking 
off the shawl has torn the rubber or whatever 
it is he used as makeup and the scarf no longer 
hides his distinct ping pong ball of an Adam’s 
apple.
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Zane was one of the first people I met when 
I came out to California.  He was quite popular 
in his heyday as a movie cowboy…though Zane 
was the real thing.  He didn’t need a stuntman, 
because he could ride a horse with the best 
of them, and he could outdraw and outshoot 
anyone as well.  He did real well until the talkies 
came in, then his audience couldn’t believe that 
the roughest and the toughest of all the movie 
cowboys had such a high reedy voice.

After that, Zane was forced to take whatever 
horse wrangler or stunt job that he could get.  
I had met him just when it seemed that things 
couldn’t go any lower for him.  I liked the guy 
tremendously , he was the kind of genuine soul 
you rarely meet out here.  And here he was in 
a betting shop with Agosto Neri and three of 
his goons standing right in behind Dix, ready 
to pounce.

But Dix had recognized him too.  “The jig 
is up, buddy, don’t try to deny it, because I’ve 
seen you plenty of times, stopping by Ginny’s 
apartment at all times of the night and day,” Dix 
growled.

Zane’s posture straightened and Agosto’s 
goons spread out, their hands hovering near 
their holsters because they seem to have no idea 
just what exactly they are dealing with and why 
Dix is so wound up.

“I do believe that I am going to save you 
for last,” Zane says as he winks at Dix.  Dix’s 
eyes widen as Zane’s left hand moves with a 
quickness that makes lightning seem slow and 
reaches into the cake box.  He pulls out a gun 
wrapped almost entirely in cheese cloth.  One 
of Agosto’s goons has a bright red gaping hole 
in his forehead before I can comprehend what’s 
going on.  Zane shoots another through his heart 
just as his hand gets to his holster…at least, 
that’s what it looks like to me.

The bag that Zane’s pistol is wrapped in 
has caught fire and Zane puts the flames out 
by pistol-whipping Agosto.  Agosto collapses 
with a moan and his switchblade clatters to the 
floor a moment before he does.  The remaining 

goon is completely frozen with fear and Dix is 
almost as still as a statue, himself.  Zane twists 
his body as one of the cashiers takes aim at a 
suddenly shrinking target.  The cashier gets a 
shot off, but he’ll never know if his bullet struck 
true or not, because Zane has put his lights out 
but permanently.

Dix goes for his gun and Zane shoots him in 
his left foot.  Despite all that the man has had to 
drink, he feels the pain right away.  Dix tumbles 
to the floor in agony and Zane says, “Don’t 
worry, I won’t forget about you,” as he grabs 
one of the pistols off a dead goon.

Zane cups the spare pistol with his left 
armpit and he reaches under his skirt to pull out 
a canister.  The backup goons literally come out 
of the woodwork, from hidden rooms that we 
have just in case of situations like these.  One 
of them comes over the cashier’s wall like a 
doughboy leaping from a trench and Zane fires.  
The goon falls back and the cashiers put some 
distance between themselves and the dead 
muscle.  Zane yanks the canister’s pin out with 
his teeth and smoke fills the room.

I see some goons bringing out shotguns and 
I duck under my desk.  Through the haze, it’s 
hard to tell just what is happening.  Anyone 
still in the room is coughing and choking on 
the grenade’s smoke.  The booms from the 
shotguns are answered with quick, careful shots 
from Zane’s borrowed gun.  When it’s empty, 
he throws it on the floor.  It bounces right close 
to me as Zane grabs another gun from a dead 
man’s hand. 

The whole gun version of Tchaikovsky’s 
1812 overture starts up again, and then stops.  I 
hear screams and moans, though none of them 
seem to be Zane’s.  I want to peek and see what’s 
going on, but I doubt that Zane will recognize 
me as a friend.  Then I really think about it and 
I don’t want him to see me at all in case he’s 
planning not to leave any survivors.

The heels on the turn-of-the-century 
women’s boots Zane’s wearing sound like the 
clop of a horse as he jumps over the cashier’s 
wall.  The three remaining cashiers leap away 
from him and even under my desk, I see the terror 
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in the eyes of one of them as he momentarily 
falls on his face.  They scramble for the door.  
The smoke clears a little bit at ground level and 
I get my first glimpse of the carnage.  None of 
the goons that were here when I came in are 
still alive and one of them, Leonardo, looks like 
he has a small red constellation going with the 
wounds across his chest.

My head follows the sound of those boots as 
they leap back across the wall and walk towards 
the front of the shop.  As the smoke dissipates 
further, I catch a glimpse of Zane’s wig falling 
off as he shifts the weight of the bags full of 
money, from one shoulder to the other.

From the desk behind me comes a sound 
that’s half-gasp, half-grunt.  It’s Dix and his face 
is twisted in a rictus of rage.  He limps towards 
my desk and right past as me as if I wasn’t there 
and reaches for Leonardo’s discarded shotgun.  
Shrouded in smoke and the shotgun raised as if 
it were a scythe, he is a disheveled natty version 
of the Grim Reaper, out for revenge.

Dix straightens out at the threshold and 
pumps the shotgun with authority, with anger, 
but he looks left when he should’ve looked 
right.  I see Zane’s pistol quickly emerge in the 
shop window furthest to the right and he fans 
the hammer of his revolver just like the trick 
shooters that I used to see as a kid at the circus.  
Dix dances like a puppet as all the bullets strike 
him and then he falls just like a puppet that has 
had all his strings cut.

I crawl closer to the door, hoping that the 
waning smoke and shot-out lights will keep me 
hidden.  I stop mid-crawl, as Zane has come 
into view with his hands full of money bags.  
Zane tilts his head over Dix and he chortles, 
“I told you that I’d be back for you!”  A small 
Buick coupe pulls up across the street and you 
don’t need my gambling expertise to give you 
good odds that that it is Ginny behind the wheel.  
My eyes hurt and it’s not from the sun light, it’s 
from seeing Zane scamper across the street.  He 
made a convincing granny, but he is a damn 
poor sight as a lady.

Some way, somehow, the puppeteer has 
reattached some of the strings to Dix, who rises 

awkwardly.  Maybe jealousy has jolted him back 
the way that the bell does for a racing horse just 
before the gate opens.  Or maybe it’s just pure 
meanness.  The shotgun wavers in his left hand, 
as his right hand struggles to pull his body up, 
but he manages to get on his feet.

Dix pulls the trigger and I see why the 
shotgun is such an effective weapon.  You just 
have to get it in the ballpark and the power of 
the gunpowder and pellets the blast lets loose, 
will do the rest.  The money bags are flung out 
of Zane’s hands and he flies out of his boots.

“Zane?...Zane?!” Ginny asks, but she 
already knows what’s what.

The strings that have held Dix up are cut 
once again and he collapses.  Ginny’s lips 
tremble and she opens the car door.  She kisses 
Zane on the back of his crimson-soaked head 
and a little of his blood smudges her face.  
Ginny grabs one of the bags and throws it in the 
coupe, then she takes another and rips it open.  
The breeze outside has been light all day, but 
dollar bills weigh next to nothing and now there 
is a small wave of money scattering all over the 
street.

Ginny gets back in the Buick and she pulls 
away.  Once her car is out of sight, bystanders 
surge forward and pounce on the cash like it was 
a picnic aid on top of an anthill.  I slowly rise to 
my feet, amazed at the pushing and elbowing.  
The police finally arrive…late like they are 
supposed to, because the deal is the betting 
parlor is handles its own problems and the cops 
look the other way.  The people in the street treat 
the police like they are an afterthought, ignoring 
their pleas to leave or to put the money down.

Yes, I get to see the magic behind the silver 
screen almost every day, but nothing I’ve seen 
compares to what just happened and it probably 
never will.



“All The Better To” 13



ASTONISHING ADVENTURES MAGAZINE14

 
A Herbert Smythe Adventure

“THE ETERNAL SLEEPER”
By CHRIS DABNOR

In my many adventures, I have experienced 
all manner of shock and revelation, from 
betrayal by the most trusted ally, to the 
discovery of lost civilisations.  The story I 
am about to recount to you, however, ranks 
with the most strange and unexpected.  Ladies 
and gentlemen, please, join me as I recount 
to you a tale I like to call “THE ETERNAL 
SLEEPER.”

My tale begins in the kitchen of my 
town house, where I had assembled Jarvis, 
my trusty, yet often inscrutable butler, and 
Mrs. Dougherty, my housemaid.  They were 
gathered round to witness the unveiling of my 
latest device – the Steam Powered Breakfast 
Chef.

“With this machine of yours, what will 
I have to do in the morning?” asked Mrs. 
Dougherty.

“Why, you and Mr. Dougherty will be able 
to sleep a little longer,” I replied.  For some 
reason, Mrs. Dougherty giggled at this.  I gave 
her a quizzical look, in reply to which she 
covered her mouth and lowered her eyes.

“Mrs. Dougherty, could you place the bread 
on the conveyor please?”  I asked.  She did 

so, and, without further ado, I disengaged the 
break and pulled on the large lever.  After a few 
moments, the device spluttered into life and the 
bread was jerkily dragged down the conveyor 
into the toasting chamber.  Meanwhile, the 
boiling pot sputtered into life and began to 
bubble away.  Part of the genius of the device, 
which allowed it to be installed in the smallest 
of kitchens, was the utilisation of one stove 
providing the fire to toast the bread, as well 
as boiling the water which powered the whole 
device and provided the boiling water for the 
egg and tea.  I watched as the conveyor which 
carried the now toasted bread out of the other 
side with quiet satisfaction.  I picked it up, 
to place it on my plate, but to my annoyance, 
it lacked the solidity one would expect from 
toast and instead, one half of it drooped limply, 
before dropping back to the conveyor, which 
then proceeded to dump the messy slop onto 
the kitchen table.

“Ah,” I said, half to myself, half to my 
staff, “it appears that the toast has been 
steamed, as well as toasted.  Oh well, at least I 
have tea and an egg to look forward to.” 

As if on cue, the egg rolled out down its 
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would have been your first port of call,” I 
enquired, though secretly happy that it had not 
been and she had instead come to me.

“I’m afraid that a delicate approach 
is required,” she said, leaning forward 
conspiratorially, “My brother had lost money 
gambling and built a substantial debt with 
some rather,” she paused and looked to the 
window, “unpleasant characters.”

“If you believe him to be in danger, 
then we must make all haste.  I believe the 
appropriate place to start would be your 
brother’s lodgings.  Where was he staying?”

“We live in shared apartments on the West 
side of London.”

“Then we must away.  Jarvis!  Prepare 
the steam carriage!”  I cried (and I do believe 
that she was genuinely impressed by my 
assertiveness).

“Mr.Smythe, wait,” she exclaimed, placing 
her hand lightly on my forearm, “I would 
rather it was just us, lest my brother’s affairs 
become public.”

“Of course,” I replied, maybe a little too 
readily, and turned to Jarvis.

“Sir?” he enquired stiffly.
“Jarvis, it has come to my attention that it 

has been too long since you had any time to 
yourself, so I’d like you to have today off.”

“Thank you sir,” he said, I’m sure with a 
sideways glance at Miss Naryshkin.

The Steam Carriage shuddered to a halt 
in a cloud of thick grey steam.  I was a little 
concerned that Miss Naryshkin’s clothes might 
have become dirtied, but as I helped her down 
from the carriage, I was pleased to see that she 
was unsullied.  She led me to the top floor of 
a well-appointed maisonette, where she bade 
me sit.  Eager to impress with my skills as a 
detective, I refused, but she insisted.

“Please, Mr.Smythe, a drink before we 
continue,” she said, ringing a small bell.  
Presently, a swarthy fellow entered, wearing 

delivery chute onto my plate, or at least the 
yolk did.

“Peculiar,” I muttered, “There is no facility 
for the separation of yolk and white within the 
device.  Jarvis, would you be so good as to 
pass me my tea?”

“Sir,” said Jarvis, looking down at the 
cup with a look of distaste on his face, “I do 
believe I’ve found the egg white.”

“I’ll get your breakfast together, shall I?” 
asked Mrs. Dougherty with what appeared to 
be a satisfied smile.

It was shortly thereafter, as I was sitting 
eating my breakfast (prepared by human, rather 
than machine, unfortunately) and reading my 
daily newspaper, that there came a knock at 
the door.  As I stood to accept my guest, my 
heart skipped a beat.  Before me was a lady of 
a quite magnificent beauty, her slender features 
recalling those of a Pre-Raphaelite painting.  
Her red hair cascaded past her elegant neck 
and splashed across her shoulders.  I have to 
admit, dear reader, that for a moment I found 
myself lost for words (a crime of which I have 
scarcely been accused in the past).  Jarvis 
spared me from the uncomfortable silence, 
however, by introducing her.

“Allow me to introduce Miss Evgenie 
Naryshkin.”

“Miss Naryshkin,” I said.
“Mr. Smythe,” she replied dipping her 

slender fingers briefly into my offered hand, 
a brief whisper of a handshake.  I gestured 
for her to be seated, and, once she was 
comfortable, did the same.  Her accent was 
unmistakeably Russian.

“To what do I owe this pleasure, Miss 
Naryshkin?” I enquired.

“Mr. Smythe, your reputation as a solver 
of great mysteries is without equal in this city, 
and I am in need of such skills.  You see, my 
brother, Sergei Naryshkin is missing.”

“I would have thought Scotland Yard 
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a brightly coloured headscarf, a large earring 
hanging halfway down to his shoulder.  
Besides that, he was dressed as a manservant 
should be.  They conversed in Russian, and, 
with an obsequious bow, he left.

In a terrible breach of etiquette, I have to 
admit, I found my eyes wandering across to a 
bookshelf in the room.  It contained tome after 
tome of scientific journals.  An impressive 
collection, almost half the size of my own.

“Your brother, was he a fellow scholar?” I 
asked.

“Those are mine, Mr. Smythe,” she replied, 
thankfully not bring attention to either my faux 
pas or my assumption, “I have more than a 
passing interest in thermodynamics.  Maybe 
once this is over, we could discuss some of my 
papers.”

“Wait!” I exclaimed, excitedly, “are you, in 
fact, E. Naryshkin, author of Thermodynamic 
Principles in Contemporary Mineral 
Extraction?  A fascinating treatise, if you don’t 
mind me saying.”

She smiled and bowed her head graciously 
at the compliment.  “I couldn’t publish 
it under my full name.  Although we are 
undergoing a period of grand scientific and 
mechanical endeavour, the politics of gender 
are still somewhat archaic.  Ah, here are the 
refreshments.”

The swarthy butler wheeled in a small 
trolley, which he positioned between us.  Miss 
Naryshkin dismissed him with an elegant wave 
of her hand.

“Your butler, he’s of Romany extraction, 
is he not?”  I had had dealings with his sort 
before and not of the gentle kind (you may 
wish to read my chapbook Herbert Smythe 
and the Fury of the Land Pirates for further 
elaboration of this).

“Yes, he has served me as both manservant 
and bodyguard for some time now.”

“What’s this?” I asked, looking at my 
drink.

“It’s cinnamon tea, a recipe passed down 
amongst my family.  An unusual drink, but one 
which I think you’ll find rather interesting.”

After a quick sniff, I took a tentative sip 
of my drink.  It was indeed, rather refreshing, 
warming my chest quite pleasantly.  I drank 
another mouthful and was about to compliment 
my host when I experienced what felt like two 
hammer blows to my stomach.  The backs 
of my forearms and hands began to tingle, 
and I convulsed.  I knew at once I had been 
poisoned.  I managed to pull myself upwards 
and dashed Miss Naryshkin’s cup from her 
hand. 

“Poison,” I managed to spit out, before 
I dropped to my knees, my vision growing 
dimmer.  I should have known that the 
manservant was not to be trusted.

I awoke to almost total darkness.   The 
silence was occasionally broken by the sound 
of dripping water.  I soon found I was bound 
hand and foot to a chair, which was securely 
bolted to the floor.

“Hello?” I called out.  “Hello?”
“Hello, Mr.Smythe,” I recognised the voice 

at once.
“Miss Naryshkin.  Why?”
There was a click and the chamber was 

instantly illuminated.  She stared me hard in 
the eyes.  “Because, Mr. Smythe, you have 
done great harm to one of my dear friends.”

“I have never harmed anyone who didn’t 
deserve it.”

“Who said they didn’t deserve it?  Revenge 
does not necessarily follow the paths of justice.  
Sometimes it is simply of the heart.  If you 
would be so kind as to remain seated, there is 
someone whom I would like to reacquaint you 
with,” she said with a smile, and left my sight.

I cast my eyes about for some escape route, 
but saw none.  The cavern’s entrance must 
be behind me, I realised.  As if to vindicate 
me, I heard a squeaking of wheels from 
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that direction.  What manner of new horror 
approached?  In my mind’s eye, the squeak 
was that of a trolley of torture instruments; all 
manner of glistening blades and devices neatly 
lined up, ready to cut at my flesh.  I craned my 
neck to see.  The source of the squeaking was 
to be even more shocking than I could have 
ever imagined.

“Mr. Smythe.  It’s been a long time,” said 
the hunched figure in the wheel chair, a tartan 
blanket pulled up across his shoulders.  The 
once livid burns that had ravaged his features 
were faded, and he was somewhat emaciated, 
but the cruel, intelligent glint in his eyes was 
instantly recognisable.

“Kaspersky!  But last I saw you; you were 
being propelled back in time!  A prisoner of the 
prehistoric,”  I exclaimed (the shocking events 
leading up to this are recounted in Herbert 
Smythe and the Predator from the Past).

The Tsar of Terror seemed racked by a 
violent cough, which I soon realised was a 
laugh.  “Wishful thinking on your part, maybe, 
Mr. Smythe?  No, it is true I was hurled into 
a time before history, the Ice Age.  A brutal, 
bloody time, nature at its purest.  I had to 
resort to living as a savage, my intellect all but 
useless in my daily fight for survival.  I made 
rudimentary traps and weapons, but woolly 
mammoths are, as you can imagine, hard 
to hunt.”  He stopped as he was once again 
shaken by a dry cough.  “I kept myself sane by 
trying to work out how to return to the present 
without my Time Gate or the instruments 
to manufacture a new one and once there, 
what manner of revenge to take upon you.  
Eventually, I came upon an idea which seemed 
implausible, but it was my only chance.  
Fortunately, years before I even met you, I had 
spent time training with Mr. Yao.”

“Ah, the famous Chinese mentalist?”
“The very same.  He taught me the skills to 

lower my heart rate and mental activities to a 
near death state.  I set out for Russia, a journey 

which was to take three years.  Three years 
avoiding being killed by savage beasts or even 
more savage cold.  Miss Naryshkin, please 
show Smythe my foot.”

With a grimace, the beautiful betrayer 
removed one velvet slipper from Kaspersky’s 
foot.  I recoiled at the sight - he now only had 
two remaining toes.  Kaspersky laughed again, 
a dry sputtering sound.

“You may look shocked, you may flinch, 
but you are to blame for this.  I had to remove 
my own toes with a flint knife when they 
became gangrenous after frost bite.  Finally I 
made it to a place which I knew would remain 
frozen until now.  A place, fortuitously, near 
Miss Naryshkin’s home town.  When we first 
met, she told me of a cave she used to play 
in as a girl,” with that, she place her hand on 
his shoulder and he smiled.  “It took some 
searching, there were no man made points of 
navigation, but I found it and carved a message 
into the rock.”

Miss Naryshkin took over at this point.  
“Until I met Kaspersky, I thought nothing 
of the messages.  Then, it all began to make 
sense.  I returned to my home and, with my 
knowledge of thermal energies, began the 
lengthy process of defrosting him.  It had to be 
done at precisely the correct speed, otherwise 
we risked permanent damage.”

“As you can see, I didn’t entirely escape 
unharmed,” said Kaspersky, nodding down 
at his atrophied body.  As if to further 
demonstrate his fragility, he coughed again, 
an unpleasant hacking sound.  Miss Naryshkin 
stroked his cheek and he smiled weakly, 
drawing comfort from her warmth.  “Now, 
Mr. Smythe, my old adversary, I feel it is 
time to say goodbye.  Miss Naryshkin has 
placed explosives to close the entrance to this 
cavern.  You will, before you die, experience 
cold and isolation.  Not to the degree I did, 
unfortunately, but that cannot be helped.  
Adieu, Smythe, Adieu.”
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I cursed at them both, using language of 
a most unparliamentary sort, which I will 
not cause offence by repeating here, as she 
wheeled him out of my sight.  I listened to the 
squeaking of the wheelchair, as it slowly faded 
away.  After a moment came the sound of an 
almighty explosion, followed by the sound 
of the tunnel entrance collapsing.  I was soon 
enclosed in utter darkness.  For a while, it was 
possible to keep my spirits high by singing 
songs of a jingoistic nature, but hope began to 
drain away.  I am not too proud, dear reader, to 
admit to a certain amount of dread.

It was at my lowest ebb, however, that 
I noticed a single shaft of light pierce the 
darkness and strike against the wall opposite.  
It was followed by another, then another, and I 
heard the sound of rubble sliding.

“Hello?” I cried out. “Hello?”
“Sir?” came back the flat reply.  It was 

Jarvis!  My trusty manservant had come to my 
aid

“Jarvis.  How did you know where to find 
me?”  I asked him, elated, yet curious.

“I decided to spend the free time you so 
graciously allowed me in the acquaintance 
of a friend, a fellow manservant.  By some 
coincidence, he had recently been in the 
employ of one Miss Naryshkin, until recently 
she released him from her household.  I told 
him you were helping her locate her brother, to 
which he displayed great surprise.  Her brother 
died at Sevastopol.  .Obviously, this raised 
my suspicions and I went to her apartments 
to investigate.  There, I was assaulted by her 
Romany manservant, whom I was able to 
overwhelm.  After that, he was quite unable 
to resist my... persistent questioning, and soon 
told me where you were being held, explained 
Jarvis as he unfastened my bonds.

“Now I am free, we must pursue my 
erstwhile captors,” I said, massaging some 
life back into my wrists.  I decided against 
chastising Jarvis for discussing my business 
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with others, but would have to keep check on 
any other untoward behaviour on his part.

“The steam carriage awaits outside, 
sir,”replied Jarvis.

Then we must make all haste.  They won’t 
be expecting my return and we must use the 
advantage of surprise.

I took the stairs to the apartment two at a 
time, gravity pistol in hand, eager to make sure 
they did not escape.  I flung the door open.  I 
saw Kaspersky first, still in his wheelchair.  
Behind him, Naryshkin was packing her cases.

“Smythe?  How did you escape?” she 
asked, her voice wavering slightly as she saw 
the pistol in my hand.

“Let us just say that my employees are 
a little more loyal than yours.  Now, if you 
would just proceed downstairs, it’s time for 
you to face up to your crimes.”  I stood to 
one side and motioned towards the door.  In 
the brief moment my pistol was lowered, 
Naryshkin propelled Kaspersky in his 
wheelchair towards me.  As he spilled from 
it, my reactions took over and I made to catch 
him.  Naryshkin ran past me, and locked the 
door behind her.  I threw myself against it, but 
it stood firm.

“There is an old Russian proverb – ‘there 
was never a saint with red hair’,” chuckled 
Kaspersky, wryly. “Of all those I’ve called ally, 
she was the last I would have dreamed would 
betray me.”

“Don’t worry, Kaspersky, she won’t evade 
capture for long.”

At that point came a rattling at the door, 
and, as if to prove my point, she entered, her 
gaze lowered to the floor.  Behind her stood 
Jarvis, a small pepperbox pistol pointed at her 
back.

“Good show, Jarvis!”  I exclaimed, “Now, 
to put this pair of miscreants where they 
belong.”

I slid open the heavy sash window and 

shouted down to a street urchin.  “Boy!  Make 
haste and find a constable.  There’s coin in it 
for you.  The quicker you are, the more you’ll 
get.”

“Yes sir!”  He shouted, his booted feet 
scrabbling for purchase on the cobbled stones.

When the boy returned, I made a great 
show of staring at my pocket watch, before 
deliberately clicking the case closed.

“Well, it’s not as quick as I would have 
liked,” I said, with feigned disappointment, 
“but, I suppose it’ll do.”  I reached into my 
pocket and fished out a shilling.  The boy 
took it, thanked me and sped off.  I turned my 
attention to the constables who were fastening 
cuffs about the wrists of my prisoners.

One of the policemen made to wheel 
Kaspersky out, but he stood shakily.

“At least afford me the dignity of walking 
out,” he said, somewhat feebly.  The constable 
nodded, and offered support to my erstwhile 
opponent. 

“Make sure you deliver these two directly 
to Inspector Greaves and don’t listen to a word 
they say.  They are tricky customers and not to 
be trusted,” I warned.

The constables bundled their charges out 
of the door, nodding politely to Jarvis and I 
as they did so.  I watched the elegant Miss 
Naryshkin and enfeebled Kaspersky as they 
descended the staircase.  As I heard the door 
at the bottom of the stairs close, I ran to the 
window to watch my adversary leave.  

As if he knew I was observing him, he 
paused, turned to the window and winked 
at me, a smile radiating across his face.  
Somewhat startled by this, I could only watch 
as the quartet disappeared      

down a side street.  It was then that I 
noticed the boy from before, leaning against a 
lamppost.  He tipped his cap towards me and 
followed them.  

“Jarvis!  Quickly!  I fear we’ve been 
had!” I sprinted down the stairs, clutching at 
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the baluster at the bottom of the stairs to stop 
myself from falling, my balance all but lost to 
the desperate rapidity of my flight.  I wrenched 
the door open and ran into the street and down 
the alley which my prey had previously taken, 
but of my nemesis there was no sign.  There 
would, however, be another time.  Kaspersky 
would soon crawl from beneath whatever rock 
he was hiding beneath and I would be poised 
above him, to strike, to offer him up to the 
justice he so richly deserved.

http://www.sideshowtoy.com/?page_id=4489&sku=7193
http://www.sideshowtoy.com/?page_id=4489&sku=7193
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It was not the first time the white-haired 
foreigner had heard the crack of bone. It 
wasn’t even the first time in the last two 
minutes. It was, however, the first time that 
the cracking sound had emanated from his 
own body.  

He fought in a figurative fog of pain and 
in a visual red -tinged fog, as blood from a 
gash on his brow dripped into his eyes. He 
was outmatched, and his thoughts should 
have been plainly focused on defeating his 
opponent, a classic example of the Aryan 
superman Hitler was so fond of, despite 
being the polar opposite of it. Instead, 
he wondered to himself why it was that 
the German spy he uncovered working 
in the machine department of an aircraft 
manufactures research department was so 
perfectly able to anticipate his every blow. 
“Is it possible I trained him?”

The rest of the fight was a blur to the 
black-clad and bloodied stranger. And at 
some point, he lost consciousness. When 
he awoke to find his foe dead and partially 
dismembered by a large piece of machinery 
that he knew neither the name nor function 
of, he attributed it to luck. Anything else 
would be both hubris and likely inaccurate. 

Medical care had always been a concern 
of the black and white man since shortly 
after he first awoke with no memory of who 
he was and an accent that would immediately 
peg him as a German or Austrian at best and 
a Nazi at worst. Being that he was stateside, 
it was no small problem. 

He knew full well that going to a hospital 
would be out of the question. His viability 
would be compromised the moment they 
asked him who he was. He only had one 
answer for such question.

“Ich bin ein Auslander.”

Any further questions would surely come 
at the end of a fist under a bright light in a 
military prison somewhere.

Instead, the man known as The Auslander 
dragged his bloody and broken body to a 
hotel room he had taken earlier that night 
and with whatever supplies he could find or 
shoplift, he set his own broken arm. And with 
the help of a medicine commonly known 
as Rum, he slept, praying that he would not 
dream that which he did.

Since his nameless awakening, his 
dreams have led him to criss-cross the United 
States. Each vision led him to a German plot 
of stateside sabotage. He knew better than 
to attribute these dreams as messages from 
beyond. They were memories. They had to 
be. And he knew the only way he could have 
such memories if he had devised the plans 
himself. And now it was his job to untie his 
own knot, living with the fear that, once 
unbound, his memories would return him to 
the monster he once was.

The Auslander rose before the sun did. 
He dreamt of concrete and water. The dream 
must have been triggered by something he 
saw or heard recently, as his journey would 

THE AUSLANDER 
In

“My Hostage, My Hero”
By Michael Patrick Sullivan
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be a short one. His destination was a dam 
some twenty miles to the south and that 
overlooked a town whose chief industry was 
the manufacture of the very aircraft designed 
in the facility where his ulna was fractured. 

It was the second stage of the plan the 
Avenging Austrian believes he devised 
himself. Once the plans for any advanced 
aircraft had been copied, the plant would 
be allowed to go into production, utilizing 
man-hours, money and materials, and just as 
the first new aircraft is to roll off the line, an 
agent working in the dam would unleash a 
torrent of water that would not only destroy 
the aircraft plant and kill its workers, but 
would wipe an entire town from the face of 
the Earth.

That day had come. The Auslander had 
arrived just in time to intercept the stolen 
plans before they could be spirited away and 
the first plane was to roll out in a ceremony 
that day. The fighting foreigner had no time, 
or, given his current state, ability to worm 
his way into an undercover position of his 
own at the dam or to spend the time trying to 
uncover the saboteur. He had a plan, though. 
Not a good one, but a plan nonetheless. 

A quiet bus ride that felt hours longer 
than it was ended with the shock-haired 
stranger outside the dam facilities. It was still 
early. The sun was coming up and the shift 
had not yet changed from the skeleton night 
crew to the more populous day shift. He had 
to act now. The Auslander had one problem 
though. He was also in no shape to fight, 
going in or going out. Given the excruciating 
pain he experienced pulling himself over the 
fence, any such scrap he might find himself 
in would, at least be mercifully short.

Slipping though an unlocked and 
apparently unused side door, The Auslander 
engaged in the main thrust of his plan. He 
grabbed the first person that walked by and 
held his German Army issue Luger to the 
back of a balding and slightly overweight 
man that wore overalls and a tool belt that 
surely doubled his weight. And in an accent 

that was both unmistakable and fear-inducing 
and that he made no attempt to disguise, he 
said, “You will do as I say or will kill you.”

The w’s cut like v’s in the bald man’s 
ears. The s’s buzzed as z’s. 

“You know what I am?”

In his mind, only one word. “Kraut.” He 
nodded silently.

“You are an engineer, ja?”

The bald man was too stunned to reply.

“You will answer.”

“No. I’m just maintenance.” He said 
it twice. The first time was inaudible. “I 
just work on the pumps.” The Auslander 
recognized the nearly paralyzing fear in the 
man. He was glad to see it. He needed it, but 
it brought him no joy to induce it. 

“You will take me to the control room. If 
you attempt to escape me, I will shoot you. If 
you or your co-workers attempt to stop me, I 
will shoot as many people as I can.” Then, as 
an afterthought, “Each death will be another 
small victory for the fatherland.”

No American would respond to the 
request of a man with a German accent. The 
hairless maintenance man’s fear was the only 
thing that would get the Auslander to the 
control room and might be the only thing that 
will allow the Erstwhile Enemy to complete 
his self-appointed mission. Any red-blooded, 
patriotic American would surely die before 
he’d aid a Nazi agent. Any clear-headed 
American would certainly not do anything 
he believed would endanger the population 
of his hometown. It was only the bald man’s 
fear that would override that instinct. And 
as long as the man quivered uncontrollably, 
there would be hope.

The maintenance man led his foreign 
captor slowly to a nearby stair. They drew 
no attention from the skeleton staff that were 
weary after a long night and focused on the 
looming end of their shift. The steps were 
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grate steel and ascended from a seemingly 
random point on the machine floor, which 
was riddled with pumps, pipes and personnel. 
At the top of 25-foot climb, the stairs ended 
on a catwalk that was made of the same 
grated metal and hugged a concrete wall that 
was still several stories taller that the stairs 
and dwarfed the mechanisms below, which 
in turn dwarfed the men that maintain them. 
At the end of the catwalk were a set of steel 
double doors that the Auslander could only 
assume would be the final destination of his 
glabrous guide.

The Auslander’s mind was taxed as they 
ascended the steps. Pain clouded his thoughts 
as he tried to be vigilant about his captive 
and maintain a watch over his shoulder 
for discovery by the maintenance man’s 
colleagues. What the black-clad man hadn’t 
accounted for was that with the handyman’s 
trembling came clumsiness and an unsure 
step led to a stumble. And a stumble led to 
a heavy steel wrench sliding from its cradle 
in the hairless man’s voluminous tool belt. 
The Auslander felt time crawl as he saw the 
implement plummet to the cement below.

The klang with which the heavy tool hit 
was more than enough to gain the attention 
of even the most tired plant worker.  The 
foreigner was sure it would even be enough 
to arouse the dead. He would have to think 
fast to make sure that the population of the 
dead would not be added to in the next few 
seconds. Not by him. Not by anyone.

It was mere heartbeats before the 
assembled shift realized what was going 
on and spotted the Luger held to their 
bald friend’s sweaty back. They swarmed 
together and approached the base of the 
stairway. Maintaining his pretense of being 
the enemy agent that he probably once was, 
The Auslander shouted, “You will stay back 
or I will kill this man.” The accent was 
unmistakable, even in the din of machinery.

The Auslander looked down and quickly 
assessed the look of each of these men as 
they realized the threat he presented. These 

men were junior workers. Surely the older, 
senior men worked the day shift. They were 
also likely classified 4F. There was not a one 
of them, The Auslander surmised, that hadn’t 
enlisted to fight the good fight and now 
was their chance to serve their country and 
maybe snag a little glory. A group of them 
did not relent at the foreigner’s warning and 
mounted the stairs.

“Stay back.” The Auslander made it 
sound authoritative and commanding, but 
deep inside him, it was a plea. He had no 
desire to hurt innocent men, but they weren’t 
listening. Instead they hurled epithets and 
quickly boiled their rage. 

“Kraut!”

“Nazi scum!”

“Kill the bosch,” yelled an odd older man 
in the back of the madding crowd. 

They would not halt their advance. 
The Auslander considered holding the gun 
directly to the maintenance man’s head, but 
sought something more definitive. He needed 
an action that would surely hold them off, 
if not permanently, at least something to 
give them pause enough to get he and his 
hostage behind the steel doors that was their 
destination.

The maintenance man thought he heard 
his captor utter something that sounded like 
“Ich entschuldige mich.” He thought it was 
some kind of invective. He didn’t know it 
was an apology.

It was at that moment that the Auslander 
let lead fly from the barrel of his German-
made weapon. Even with the pain of a 
broken bone, the foreigner’s aim was 
impeccable. The leader of the gang was 
a large and grease-covered man who the 
Auslander could not fathom was classified 
4F. He should have been on a battlefield 
someplace, tearing apart tanks with his bare 
hands. Instead, he was thunderous with the 
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pain of a shattered kneecap caused by a 9mm 
round.

The greasy man fell back on the crew 
behind him; his body was obstacle enough 
even if their mind weren’t riddled with a 
new level of doubt and fear for their own 
mortality.

With the time gained, the shock-haired 
man hurried his captive up the remaining 
steps and clambered him across the grated 
plates of the walkway to the double doors. 
Now at the surmised destination, he was able 
to confirm that his prisoner was not leading 
him astray. A small, embossed plate mounted 
on the door read “Main Control Room.” He 
pulled at the door handle. It would not budge.

“Open it!” The words shook the tool-
bearer’s eardrums. And his hands shook 
the same as he fumbled to get a key into 
the door’s lock. The mob below was still 
occupied with their fallen leader, trying to 
stop the bleeding. The wails from below 
made the foreigner think they might be doing 
more harm than good. 

Click.

As soon as the Auslander heard the door 
unlatch, he forced his fearful captive though 
the door and followed in behind him. He 
was briefly struck by the panorama before 
him, as the control room was mounted above 
the dam wall with a large plate window that 
looked down on the valley. Inside it, the 
town that was in danger of being scrubbed 
from the land below. He was not so struck 
though that he forgot to order his hostage to 
close, lock and bar the doors with one of his 
remaining tools.

With the doors secured, the bald man 
did not turn back to face his alien captor, but 
the Auslander demanded it. “You will face 
me,” he commanded. The maintenance man 
slowly complied. 

His panic was beginning to subside. 
Maybe he was just getting used to his 
situation, but he was absolutely regaining 

his faculties. He was able to think again. He 
knew why the apparent Nazi forced him to 
the control room, and silently cursed himself 
for complying even as much as he had. He 
knew that he would be the last hope of the 
townspeople below, including his own wife 
and children. He knew he would comply no 
more. He knew his life was going to have 
to be expendable and he was glad that his 
coworkers were locked out of the room; 
because he was unsure of his resolve should 
he have to watch them be harmed further.

“Now, listen closely to me and do exactly 
as I say and no one will be hurt.”

The Auslander had perhaps slipped too 
far into the role because, while he meant 
every word of what he’d said and in a most 
benevolent way, all the bald man heard were 
the lies of a “Nazi swine.”

“No.” The bald man stood his ground 
with a courage the Auslander had not seen in 
him thus far and that the engineer had not felt 
in ages. “I’m not going to help you.” The fat 
fixer of things also mentioned a simple little 
truth that might buy him some mercy. Not 
that I could if I wanted to. I’m no engineer. “

That didn’t matter. In the Auslander’s 
dream of warning, he saw the means of 
sabotage quite clearly. If he was, in fact, the 
grand designer of this play of sabotage, he 
did his research well. He knew exactly what 
needed to be done.” It was simple. A bomb 
had been planted that would cause the deadly 
torrent that would fulfill the dastardly plan 
and that bomb was mounted in a crevice 
high in the dam wall. In was unreachable 
in strange sentinel’s current state, but the 
water could be diverted by means of a valve, 
opened by turning a wheel in this control 
room. One he simply could not turn in his 
present condition.

“You will open the valve.” He ordered 
the bald man.

“I won’t do it.”

“Do you know what this valve does?” 
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They were the first non-threatening words 
the Auslander had spoken since walking in 
that unlocked door below.

“It doesn’t matter what it does. I’m not 
doing what you say.”

The foreigner realized he was still 
pointing his Luger at his hostage and 
corrected that. “It will divert the flow of the 
damn into the old secondary reservoir.”

“Why would I believe you?” asked the 
maintenance man.

“What is your name?”

The overweight man in overalls was 
taken aback. Why would it matter? Why 
would he care? He was too confused to not 
answer. “Jerry.”

“Jerry.” The Auslander smirked a little. 
“Jerry, if this valve is not turned, flooding the 
secondary reservoir, a bomb is going to go 
off, very soon indeed, that will destroy the 
town below. Everyone will be crushed by the 
flood or drown in its rushes.”

“Like I said, why should I believe you?”

The Auslander shifted back to his 
previous persona. “You don’t have to believe 
me. You just have to do it.”  He resumed 
threatening Jerry with the pistol, but the man 
held firm.

“I won’t do it.”

“You will!”

“No.” Jerry shut his eyes waiting for the 
inevitable. Five seconds passed, then ten. 
He opened his eyes to see the Auslander 
standing before him, holding his weapon out 
for Jerry to take.

“If you don’t, everyone will die.”

Jerry considered the weapon for several 
seconds before snatching as fast as he could, 
which the Auslander noted was not fast at 
all. He fumbled with the weapon, hurriedly 

trying to point it at the man of black and 
white.

“Why do you think I won’t just shoot 
you?”

The Auslander spoke calmly. “I don’t 
care if you do. You just have to turn the 
wheel. It requires more torque than I’m able 
to exert upon it. “

Jerry noticed the sling for the first 
time. With his adrenaline pumping it didn’t 
surprise him that he hadn’t seen it before. 
He wouldn’t have noticed the Auslander had 
been five raccoons stacked upon one another 
inside a black trench coat.

“There is a bomb planted in the dam face. 
There’s no time to stop it, only to prevent 
total disaster. You have to divert the flow and 
then this facility must be evacuated.”

Jerry considered the options. 

“You have the gun,” The Auslander 
said. “You have the power.” Jerry walked 
up to the Auslander and put the barrel of the 
weapon against the foreigner’s forehead. The 
Auslander met his eyes and showed no fear. 
“Pull the trigger now, if that’s what you want. 
Just turn that valve all the way to the right.”

Jerry lowered the gun and handed it back 
to the stranger, who took it back slowly. 
Jerry then waited a moment, as if a test. He’d 
given the supposed Nazi one more chance 
to threaten him or to kill him. A chance not 
seized upon. “I’m gonna need both hands for 
this, right?”

The Amnesiac Avenger smiled and 
holstered his weapon as Jerry went to the 
valve wheel and gripped it at nine and 
twelve o’clock and put all his strength into 
turning it. It moved slowly and with great 
resistance. It hadn’t been used in years. Jerry 
was scarcely fit and broke a sweat almost 
immediately.

“Hurry,” said the shock-haired man. 
“Hurry.”
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The wheel was moving even more 
slowly. “I don’t know if I can do it.”

The Auslander knew that time was 
running out. He pulled a nearby fire alarm. 
Red lights illuminated around the facility and 
buzzers blared. At least the plant workers 
would be safe when the bomb exploded. He 
then began to aid Jerry. With his good arm, 
he gripped the wheel at one o’clock and 
pulled. The wheel creaked. It was moving 
again, but still slowly. Both men struggled.

“Just…a...little…more…torsion.” Jerry 
struggled to get the words out. He nearly 
regretted speaking them as they drew too 
much energy from the task at hand.”

The stranger knew what had to be done. 
He steeled himself and with his broken arm, 
gripped the wheel at eleven o’clock, crossing 
Jerry’s right hand. With enormous pain and a 
howl that would not only wake the dead but 
also frighten them back to death, he pulled 
on the valve control and it finally broke free 
of its entropic stall and turned freely. Jerry 
finished the job, spinning the wheel until it 
would turn no more.

The white-haired foreigner convulsed 
against the wall in pain. We have to get out 
of here. The bomb could blow at any time.”

He was proven right as a loud explosion 
shook the facility as Jerry aided his new 
ally back down the stairs they’d ascended 
just moments before. Jerry looked over his 
shoulder to see the concrete wall behind him 
crack and as they made their exit from the 
building, he looked again to see it fall away, 
taking the control room with it. 

Once outside, in the chaos of two shifts 
of dam workers running for their lives, 
Jerry saw that the water of the valley’s 
river was indeed rushing into the secondary 
reservoir. The stranger told the truth. Clear 
of the collapsing facility, Jerry watched the 
destruction unfold, relieved that this man 
beside him had arrived to prevent a massive 
loss of life. It was then that he realized he 

didn’t know his companion’s name or where 
he came from.

“Who the hell are you, anyway?”

The mysterious foreigner had heard the 
question before. Many times. His answer was 
always the same.

“Ich bin ein Auslander.”

Jerry didn’t really understand the reply 
and was distracted by the further collapse of 
the dam facilities. When he looked back, the 
Auslander was gone.

That night, in a car he’d stolen in the 
confusion at the water plant, the nameless 
man laid down in the backseat, parked 
behind a billboard on Route 66. As he drifted 
off to sleep, he hoped, he prayed that there 
would be no dream that night. He needed 
time to heal. 

“Though if this is penance for crimes of a 
past life, then who am I to complain.”

The Lord of the Rings: The Motion 
Picture Trilogy (Theatrical Editions) 
[Blu-ray]

Price:   $69.99
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Bloodlust And Darkness
By SARAH VAugHN

It turned out he really had them.  After 15 
minutes enclosed together, his eyeteeth grew.

That was when Helen started the breathing 
exercises her therapist taught her.  Inhaling 
as deeply as she could through her nose, and 
exhaling through her mouth, the oxygen in her 
lungs calmed her enough to think clearly.

She could vividly imagine those sharp 
pointy teeth tearing apart her flesh.

“It doesn’t hurt,” he said.  “My saliva is an 
anesthetic.”

“That’s good to know,” she said.  Really 
kind of gross, but she was sure it came in handy.

The vampire was now plastered to the 
farthest wall; his eyes closed tightly, beads of 
sweat dripping down his forehead.  His clothes 
lay in a heap in a corner; the only thing left on 
his body was his undershirt and underwear.  
Boxers.  He had asked her if she minded him 
undressing to cool off.

No.  No, she hadn’t minded.  Nope.

Although able to keep her clothes on, Helen 
wasn’t faring much better.  The walls were 
sinking in, the air was too stuffy, and the floor 
needed to be swept.  God knew how many dust 
mites there were floating around.

She began to think about how this tiny little 
box was suspended hundreds of feet in the air by 
a cord that could snap any minute.  She would 
plummet to her death, all her bones shattering 
from the impact, blood draining out her mouth.  
Maybe the vampire would survive.  They were 
known to do that.  If he was kind, she could use 
him as a cushion for the fall.

“It might be best if you think positively.”

“It’s easy for you to say that,” she said.  
“You’re not the one going to have your brains 
bashed out by faulty wiring.” 

“Oh, I would die if my brains were bashed 
out,” he said.  “I highly doubt we’ll drop, 
though.”
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Helen was stuck in an elevator with a 
vampire.

To his credit, he was far more polite than 
she expected one to be.  As far as she knew, 
vampires sneered and ate people.  This vampire 
was doing his best not to do either, and that she 
had to appreciate.

No, the main issue was that she was stuck in 
an elevator.  Period.

“I’m sorry,” she said through deep breaths.

“It’s quite all right,” he said.  But obviously 
it wasn’t.

He was the kind of gorgeous people paid 
$15 a ticket to see on a big screen.  Dark hair 
beginning to wave from the heat, gray eyes that 
could tell a three-volume novel if able to speak, 
and lips that looked like they could handle a 
rough hour or two in the dark.  Add a bag of 
popcorn, and that was a night to remember.

He took off his jacket after pressing every 
button on the elevator panel, including the only 
one that didn’t respond without a key.  When it 
was apparent the emergency call did nothing, 
he began to breathe through his mouth.  After 
15 minutes, unable to control his reaction to 
her, which she assumed was because she was 
ten times less attractive than he was, he had to 
explain the truth.

“It’s not you.  Forgive me.  I just have the 
strongest desire to taste your blood,” he said, his 
vowels clipped, his consonants sharp.

She had no idea how to respond, so she 
merely nodded her head, keeping as low a 
profile as she could.  It wasn’t every day that 
a man declared himself a creature of the night 
at 2:00 in the afternoon.  But if he was going to 
suck her blood he was going to do it, fangs or 
no.

This distracted her.  “Aren’t you kind of 
dead already?”

“I am as alive as you.  Maybe not as human 
these days, but my heart beats all the same.”  
The vampire rolled his shoulders trying to relax.  
His muscles rippled.  “I can be killed.  That is 
entirely different from dying.  I almost was 
killed once.  Quite recently, in fact.”

There was a smooth fleshy seam where his 
new left arm had regenerated.  After seeing 
the first one, she began to notice similar rings 
around his wrists, and a few digits.  It must be 
nice to lose something so essential only to have 
it grow back again.

“How long ago was that?”

“About a decade, I would say.”

Ten years.  That was his “quite recently.”  
Ten years ago seemed forever ago to her, a 
mystery of empty memories and gaping holes 
that hypnosis never filled in.

A loud bang reverberated through the shaft, 
causing the elevator to vibrate.

Helen screamed and scrambled to the middle 
of the floor.

She was going to die.  Oh dear God, this was 
it, lying on this dirty floor looking like a fool 
with the most beautiful man-vampire-human-
thing she had ever seen, inhaling dust mites and 
dead skin cells—

“I lied.  It’s you,” he said.  “Forgive me, but 
it is entirely you.  I have always prided myself 
in my control.  You are throwing it off.”

“I can’t help it,” she said.

“You must try, for my sake… for yours, 
really, in the end.”

Was he being snippy?
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“What are you even doing in an office 
building anyway?” Helen asked, riled up.  She 
didn’t care if he was an Adonis; he was a bit of 
an ass.  “I’m sure there’s a lot tastier blood out 
there than a doctor’s.”

He moaned.  “I am a doctor, thank you very 
much.  My office is on the 25th floor.”

Her mouth was getting too big.  Instantaneous 
death by elevator was preferable to vampire 
bites and numbing saliva.  She wondered if she 
would still feel some kind of sensation as her 
blood was sucked out of her.  Helen decided it 
was time to bridge the gap.  “Do you like being 
one?”

“Being a doctor or a vampire?”

Helen really didn’t like him now.

“What a cranky old man,” she muttered.

He stared at her.  Shocked that she’d actually 
said it out loud, Helen clapped a hand over her 
mouth, her eyes as wide as a deer’s ready to 
meet a fender.  She waited for him to rip her 
throat out.

Instead, the vampire laughed.  He didn’t 
stop.  He had to wipe away tears.

“You are the first person ever to say that to 
me.”

“I’m sorry!”

“No, no.  I am.  You aren’t far from the 
truth.”

The lights brightened after a small 
mechanical whoosh, and Helen felt the air begin 
to circulate again.

The walls widened and the ceiling rose.

Both she and the vampire relaxed.  Helen 
was even a little giddy that the elevator still 

wasn’t moving.

“It isn’t the taste of blood,” he explained, 
reaching for his clothes.  She was a little sorry 
when he started to put his pants back on.  “It’s 
the smell of fear that triggers the instinct.  The 
scent when your body releases its pheromones—
the sound of your heart as it beats faster, your 
pulse—”  He stopped and turned away for a 
moment.  “Your blood sings.”

Was he blushing?

“You are the most terrified person I have 
ever met,” he said.

Fair enough.  “I wasn’t always this scared, 
you know.”

“I do,” he said, gently.

“And I am going to therapy,” she said.  “It’s 
why I’m here.”

“It does not seem to be working,” he said, 
his lips quivering into a semblance of a smile 
before straightening.

“How do you know?”

“Are you admitting it?  We could sue for 
malpractice.”  She laughed, a little too loudly, 
and had to bite her lip.  His grin distracted her 
control.  “Who is your therapist?  Dr. Stevens?”

“No, Dr. Tiberius.”

The vampire was still for a brief moment, 
and then grabbed his shirt.

“Dr. Aurelius Tiberius?” he asked, slipping 
his arm through a sleeve.  “Long white hair, tall, 
grey eyes?”

“That’s right.”  For someone with all the 
time in the world to practice, the vampire was 
tying his tie very poorly.  “Is something wrong?”

“Not at all,” he said, putting on his suit coat.  



ASTONISHING ADVENTURES MAGAZINE32

“Have you had lunch?”

“W-what?”

“You must be starving.”

“Um.  Yeah, actually.  But, I’m not that late.  
My session—He’s probably—I mean— Are 
you asking me out?”

“Quite possibly.”

The vampire was staring at her intently.

His tie was crooked.  Helen reached over 
to straighten it for him, but hesitated, realizing 
he might not want to be touched, and unsure 
whether she even had the nerve to.  But she had 
issues with odd angles, and it was a risk she was 
willing to take.

He held onto her hand once she readjusted 
the knot, and pressed it to his chest.  His palms 
were a little sweaty, his skin warm.  She could 
feel his heart beat in his chest, rapid and uneven, 
just like hers.  He smelled like mysterious 
spices.

“I don’t even know your name,” he said.  

“Helen.”  She swallowed.

“I am Janus,” he said.  The sound of his 
name thrilled her, but she was puzzled when 
he grimaced, as if he had tasted something 
unpalatable.  “Janus Tiberius.”

The lights flickered off.

“Oh God,” Helen said as the vampire 
wrapped his arms around her in a vice grip.

A loud, piercing sound like a gunshot 
deafened her.  This time the elevator dropped.

On the way down, Helen felt his teeth sink 
into her neck.

Helen’s ears were still ringing when she 
came to.  She had to blink a few times to make 
sure she was really awake, but a small amount 
of fear crept up when she had enough of her 
senses to wonder if she was blind.  Her head 
was pounding.

At least she was alive.  That calmed her.

Her composure evaporated when Helen 
tried to move her legs and then her arms to lift 
herself from whatever had padded her fall.  She 
was paralyzed.

And then she remembered there was a 
vampire in the elevator with her.

There was a vampire with her in an elevator 
that plummeted fifteen floors.

She couldn’t help it.  Helen began to cry.

“I wish you wouldn’t do that,” the vampire 
said underneath her, his breath tickling her 
ear. 

She screamed.  Nothing happened.  No 
sucking of blood as far as she could tell.  He 
wasn’t pushing her off him, or breaking off a leg 
to munch on.  “Are you really alive?”

“My brain is intact.”

“I can’t move,” she said.

“Neither can I.  But you might have fewer 
bones broken, so if you could try, I would be 
most grateful.”

“I’m sure you would.”

“Can you feel your torso?  Shoulders?”  She 
shifted her weight.  He grunted.  “Try rolling 
off.  Don’t worry about me.”

“Oh, I won’t,” she said, beginning to seesaw.  
When she finally had enough momentum, she 
was able to fall off his side, landing on his arm.
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He screamed, and then bit it back.

“I can’t go farther right now,” she said.

“That’s fine.”  He began to inhale in quick 
sharp breaths.

Helen tried to move her arm. It flopped 
over like a dead fish.  Her legs became more 
responsive, and she shimmied away from him 
like a caterpillar, only to bump into rubble.

“Helen, you will have to help me if we are 
to get out of here alive.  See if you can find an 
opening, if you are amenable.”

“No, I am not amenable.  You bit me!”

She heard him take a deep breath, and then 
gasp.  “You stood a better chance of surviving if 
you were relaxed.  And if you didn’t… I didn’t 
want you to be in pain.”  He waited.  “I broke 
your fall for you.  On purpose.”

She was still silent.

“It hurt,” he said.

“Okay, okay.”  She could move her elbows 
now, but her hands still felt like strange mitts of 
dough.  “Did you drink any of my blood?” she 
asked.  He did not answer.  “Oh my God, you 
did!”

“Not much,” he promised.  “I couldn’t help 
it.  No more than a few drops.  It has been a very 
long time since I’ve had fresh blood, and yours 
was… irresistible.”

“Am I a vampire now?” she asked, trying to 
ignore how that last word sounded rolling off 
his tongue.

“I promise you, you would know if you 
were one.  Our blood must mingle for the virus 
to transfer.  The symptoms can be unsettling.”

“Virus?  What?”  She was becoming 

hysterical, but did not have the energy to stop.  
“Were you bitten by a rabid bat?”

“No.  Your therapist.”

She was ready to give him an earful, but 
when she whipped her head around she caught 
sight of a flash of green light.  She dipped her 
head to see it again.  One of the elevator doors 
had popped open from the impact, revealing a 
narrow hall.  The light came from the end of it 
in the shape of a little square.

“That would be the scanner.  We’re on the 
bottom floor.  If we can get through the room, 
we have a chance.”

“Where exactly are we?”

“Five levels underground.”

She remembered the nameless button that 
needed a key in order to respond.  This must 
have been the floor that corresponded to it.

Parts of the ceiling had collapsed in front of 
the door, and Helen could only move so much.  
Her fingers were massive, fumbling sausages.  
She was so hungry she almost thought about 
eating one.  

Kicking away the bits of ceiling from the 
doorway proved to do the trick.  The elevator 
made a warbled ding when Helen shoved the 
other door open.  But now the hard part came. 
She had to move a broken man to the end of a 
long hallway. Tucking her hands under his arms 
and pulling with all her might they could get a 
foot, maybe two at a time.

They reached the door.

“Can you lift me up?” he asked.

“Are you kidding me?” she said, gasping for 
breath.  “Haven’t your vampire powers kicked 
in yet?”
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He grunted.  “A little.  But not enough.  I am 
only a Delta.”

“Delta?”

“Fourth generation, having mixed blood 
with a Gamma, who in turn mixed blood with a 
Beta, and Alpha before him.”

“Who did the Alphas mix blood with?”

“They simply arrived.”

“Arrived.  Like what ?  From the sky arrived?  
Like aliens in space ships arrived?”

“Yes,” he said simply.

With one last burst of strength, Helen 
struggled to help him to his knees.  Feeling for 
one of his hands, she smushed a finger against 
the scanner.  The door clicked open, then locked 
again when she missed the handle.

It took several tries to time it so she could 
scan Janus’s finger, shove her back into the door, 
and then pull them both in.  The door swung 
closed behind them, and after this effort, she 
had nothing left.  Helen collapsed to the floor.

Several loud pops echoed through the room.

“Don’t worry, it’s just my spine going back 
into place,” Janus said.  

Owie.

“What now?” she asked.

“Just stay close to me.  And be prepared.  
I’m turning on the lights now.”

The light blinded her, but slowly her eyes 
adjusted.

Janus leaned against a silver wall, a complete 
mess.  His shirt was red with blood, his own she 
hoped, and his hair caked with sweat and dust.  
His skin was almost blue.  Helen didn’t even 

want to know what she looked like.

“We have to get to the door on the other 
side.”  He dropped a hand on her shoulder.  
“Don’t be frightened by what you see.  I swear I 
will protect you, as long as I am here.”

She turned to survey the room.

Though the room looked relatively small, 
she did not feel claustrophobic.  The walls 
joined together in smooth, rounded corners, 
creating a shape somewhere between a rectangle 
and an egg.  In the center was what appeared to 
be a medical chair surrounded by strange little 
machines.  Helen saw another, much larger 
door, across the room.

“What is this place?” she asked.

“A medical lab to study vampires – the 
saliva, genetic traits, physical attributes, 
differences between the different generations.  
No human has been down here before, or at 
least come back from it, if the rumors I’ve heard 
are true.  Tiberius and I had a falling out quite 
recently, so I don’t know what he’s been up to.”

Helen felt the hairs on her arms stand on 
end.

“That ‘quite recently’ wouldn’t happen to 
have been ten years ago, would it?”

There was a long pause before Janus said, 
“I’m telling you this to give you incentive to 
get out.”

“You don’t have to tell me twice,” she said, 
and began to help him along the wall.  It was 
taking a while, and they were only halfway 
across the room, parallel to the medical chair, 
when Janus crumpled to the floor.  One of his 
healing leg bones had snapped apart again.  He 
dragged himself to a set of drawers.

“What are you doing?” she asked as he 



“Bloodlust and Darkness” 35

scattered drawers of medical supplies across 
the floor.  A mallet slid across the smooth floor 
toward the ornate door.

“I’m looking for a saw.”

“Um... um, why?”

“So I can cut off a finger for you to scan.  
I’m not healing fast enough.  You’ll have to go 
on your own.”

“No no no no,” she said, snatching a scalpel 
from his hand.  “I can’t.  I really can’t do that.  
I’d pass out before I could hold a severed alien 
finger.”

“I am more human than not,” he said.  
“The virus makes us stronger as time goes on.  
Tiberius is 500 years older than I.  It is he you 
must worry about.  So please, the sooner you 
are away from the building, the safer you are.” 

“What if I meet him on the way?”

“That’s a good point, Janus,” said a man 
across the room as the far door slid open.  Dr. 
Tiberius walked towards them, tying his long 
white hair back as he walked.  “You’ll need that 
finger.”

“Run,” ordered Janus, but there was nowhere 
for her to go.

Helen’s therapist looked at her, sharp teeth 
bared, grinning from ear to ear.

Great, she thought.  There goes all my 
progress.

“Hello, son,” said Tiberius.  “How is your 
arm?”

Janus limped in front of Helen, pressing her 
towards the wall.  His fingers brushed against her 
leg, and she looked down to see him motioning 
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to her with a subtle twitch.  She had no idea 
what he wanted her to do, until she remembered 
the scalpel in her hand.

“J-Janus?” Helen whispered.

Tiberius smiled at her.  “How have you been, 
Helen?  I was wondering what was keeping you.  
How fortuitous to find you waiting for me, right 
where I had planned to take you!”

She simply stared at him.

“I am curious.  Did you never once suspect 
you were getting treatment from a vampire?  
That this office building was not like the rest?”

“How could I when you were scheduling all 
my appointments in daylight?” she said.

“Tinted windows,” said Dr. Tiberius.  “Lots 
of sunscreen.”

“Let her leave, Tiberius,” said Janus.

“And what?  Let her scream at the top of 
her lungs about vampires and aliens?  She 
didn’t have a chance to begin with, with that 
unbelievably fearful blood.  What makes you 
think she has one after your unfortunate fall?”

This time, Helen knew for sure that she was 
going to die.

Dr. Tiberius lunged at her.

At that same moment, Janus twisted the 
scalpel from her hand, throwing it at the 
oncoming vampire, and shoved his body into 
her, sending them both to the ground.

Tiberius slammed into the wall, a scalpel 
imbedded in his head.

Helen was pinned to the floor by Janus’s 
body.  He didn’t move, and Helen couldn’t tell 
if he was conscious or even breathing.  She had 
cracked her head when she landed, and her head 

was throbbing, eyes welling with tears.

“Janus?” Helen whispered.  She received no 
response.

“Excellent aim!” said Tiberius, applauding.  
“Just not enough force.”

Through her labored breathing, she could 
hear the soft rustling of cloth as the doctor 
stood, the ping of a scalpel falling to the ground, 
and then oncoming footsteps.

“It is just you and I again, my dear,” said Dr. 
Tiberius, checking Janus’s pulse.  He picked the 
young vampire’s body up and flung him across 
the room.  Janus rolled several feet when he hit 
the floor.  The awful sound of cracking bones 
bounced off the walls.

Helen closed her eyes, and did not struggle 
when Tiberius lifted her and carried her to the 
medical chair. He smoothed her hair off her 
face, and rubbed a smudge of dirt off her cheek.

“When you walked into my office that first 
day seeking my help, I knew you were special.  
So damaged, your scars still fresh, memories 
buried deep in your psyche.  You had no idea 
the hypnosis I suggested was not to uncover 
your fears, but to add to them.  I understood you 
were a perfect wine.  You just needed aging.  
And the time is now, Helen.”

Tiberius’s fingers slid across her body in a 
very scientific manner, down her stomach to her 
thigh, probing her legs.

“Do you know what I’m searching for?” he 
asked.  She had an idea, and squeezed her eyes 
closed.

“Please don’t,” she whispered.

He found her scars.  “Sense memory is such 
a remarkable thing.  The brain stores every 
memory, available at your disposal.  You only 
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choose to ignore them.  I’ve been telling you 
this all along.  But the body!  The body cannot 
forget.  The air holds the ghosts of lost limbs.  
Scars carry the weight of their pain.”

He pressed into her largest scar with his 
thumb.

It was enough to make her scream the 
loudest she ever screamed in her life.

She could not stop.  The high-pitched wail 
reverberated through the room.  The walls 
hummed. 

Tiberius’s knees buckled.  He covered his 
ears and stumbled back, bumping into a limping 
Janus, wielding the mallet.

 Janus swung with excellent aim and perfect 
force.

“Helen.”

She was still screaming when Janus began 
to pick her up.

She didn’t snap out of it until she snapped 
Janus’s leg, trying to kick away from him.   
They both toppled to the ground.

He shouted a string of obscenities, clutching 
his femur, and buried his face in her shoulder.  It 
was his spicy scent that calmed her.

“Oh, I’m sorry!” she cried.

“It’s—It’s fine.  It was instinct.  Let me get 
my breath back.”  He sucked in air through 
clenched teeth.  “What did he even do?  It 
looked like he barely touched you.”

“He touched the scars where my legs were 
stitched up.  I… It’s a long story.”  One she 
wasn’t ready to tell him.  Helen felt Janus nod 
his head against her, and she was filled with 

relief when he let the topic drop.

“Just don’t look around. It’s not a lovely 
sight,” he said.

Helen kept her eyes in front of her.  

“Is he—“

“Oh, yes.  Very much dead.”  

A few minutes later there was another snap, 
and Janus began to get up.

“Let me help.”  She slung his good arm 
over her shoulder, and they made their way 
to the door past the medical chair.  “You were 
just trying to get me out of the building, earlier, 
weren’t you?  When you asked me out?”

“You tasted too delicious to let die,” he said, 
flashing a set of white teeth.  His fangs were 
gone.  

She rolled her eyes at him.  “But not enough 
to eat?”

“Ah.  I took the Hippocratic oath.  I cannot 
uphold it if I am to suck people dry.”

“That’s a pretty effective loophole.”

“I always thought so.”  Janus grinned.  He 
still smelled like spices.  “You never did give 
me a good answer.  Are you hungry in spite of 
everything?  We could get an early dinner.”

She was back to feeling like a little 
schoolgirl.  “Are you serious?”

“If you continue to be concerned about 
sessions, I could recommend Dr. Stevens for 
you.  Decent man.  No biting, no experiments.”

“Is he a vampire?”

“Everyone in the building is.  We need to 
keep things in house, so to speak.  I thought 
you knew.  No humans enter the building here 
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unless they know the truth.”

It made sense.  “That would be nice.”

“Dinner or therapy?”  Janus was blushing 
now, unmistakably.

Helen had to bite back a goofy grin.  “Both.”

By the time they made it to the hallway, 

Janus could walk on both legs easily.

“What are you doing?” she asked, as he 
started pressing a button on the wall.

“Calling the freight elevator.  Why?”

She stared at him.

“Let’s take the stairs.”
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January, 1932

Rylan Mathis stepped onto the red-
lacquered bridge overlooking the sampan 
village, and realized suddenly that he was 
being followed. The panic of Shanghai under 
siege was already conjuring his dependable 
survivalist instincts, attuning him to the fleeing 
crowds; families burdened by crates of luggage 
making the desperate dash inland. Fleets of 
rickshaws veered off of the bustling roads, 
bumped dangerously on uneven garden paths, 
and vanished into pulsing alleys.

From scattered loudspeakers, a confusing 
chorus of alarmed voices rang out. Rylan heard 
French, Russian, and hasty Mandarin repeating 
the same mantra:

“Japanese troops are attacking the city! 
Japanese troops are attacking the city! Evacuate! 
All civilians must evacuate Shanghai!”

Rylan halted halfway across the bridge. 
He was fluent in eleven languages, and had 
negotiated with people as diverse as shrewd 
Istanbul merchants and untrusting Congolese 
tribes. A flush of outrage burned in his face. 
He had already seen the Japanese fleet from 
Helena’s plane, and thousands of troops 
massing on Shanghai’s shoreline. But with his 
outrage came the bitter grip of helplessness. 

Like snapshots of his nomadic life, the same 
lesson arrived once more. Human hives locked 
in jaws of steel, fire, and blood.

Behind him, the rhythmic approach of his 
unknown pursuer grew closer.

Rylan was tall, muscular, and handsome as 
a Greek marble. His strong-jawed countenance 
was marred only the pale fleck of scar near his 
mouth. The short brown hair crowning his head 
was utilitarian, like the cut for an executive or 
banker; his chiseled body, however, exuded a 
simmering and unchained strength. Clad in 
khaki cargo pants and a blue button-down shirt, 
the sleeves rolled up despite the January chill, 
he moved with an easy grace. An ancient and 
trusted medallion hung from the leather cord 
around his neck.

A nearby cannon went off, splitting the air 
with thunder.

Rylan turned to face his pursuer. The bridge 
was supposed to be a meeting spot between 
him and a Far Eastern contact. He maintained 
a complex network of artifact dealers, treasure-
seekers, historians, and unusual merchants 
throughout the globe. Not all of them he had met 
face-to-face… and many preferred anonymity. 
Nonetheless, Rylan doubted that his contact in 
Shanghai was the robed man he now saw, clad 
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entirely in black with only his eyes showing, 
running at him with a long silver dagger.

“No talk, eh?” Rylan asked, and he pushed 
his sleeves further up his muscled forearms. A 
pity. He had just bought this shirt from a Tibetan 
pavilion yesterday.

The attack came from behind him. Had it 
not been for his years spent in African jungles, 
he would never have known how to react. But 
he knew the sound of a spear cutting the air, the 
air whistling against the sharpened tip, as it flew 
at him.

Rylan twisted his body in the nick of time. 
The jeweled spear – painted in red Chinese 
calligraphy – rotated a full turn as it flew by his 
face and careened off the bridge.

Three brown robed men ran at him, two 
still holding spears. No mistaking the way their 
hair stretched back into whip-like queues, or 
the tattoos on their arms. Triad gang members. 
Rylan’s heart skipped a beat.

His masked pursuer, the one with the silver 
dagger, threw the weapon at him.

Rylan bent backwards, the blade twirling 
over his chest. It landed with a meaty thump! in 
the chest of the nearest Triad.

Straightening up, Rylan plunged between 
the two remaining Triads. He tore a spear out 
of one set of hands and subdued both men with 
iron-like swats of the weapon. Then he spun 
around.

“I doubt you’re my contact here,” Rylan 
told the masked man, grinning coldly.

The man’s eyes narrowed. “No,” he hissed, 
“I’m not.”

Rylan frowned. The man had an accent, 
and it was not Chinese. It wasn’t even Eastern. 

With only five meters between them now, he 
perceived the man’s swarthy complexion was 
more akin to the Near East than the Orient. But 
did that mean anything? Triad Leader Lin Jun, 
who hated Rylan with vitriolic passion, had 
hired assassins from every race to pursue him 
around the world.

“Who are you?”

The masked man started to reply, when there 
was another burst of artillery from the beach. 
The shot screamed into the bridge. Rylan was 
suddenly airborne, pelted by wooden splinters 
and sawdust.

He fell, striking out his hands blindly. His 
shoulder smashed hard against jutting rocks and 
he plunged into the cold river beneath.

When he bobbed up in the water, he looked 
up to see the pulverized bridge. Only the ragged 
extremities remained (a real shame, Rylan 
thought, having noticed that the bridge had been 
an admirable tribute to Qing Dynasty artistry.) 
Now, wooden shards floated around him.

“Rylan!”

The voice came from the river banks. Rylan 
spotted the burly figure of his adventuring partner 
Simon de Camp prancing about there, waving 
to him. The man was built as if in emulation of a 
bear, with strength to match. A thick moustache 
sprouted beneath his sizeable nose. He was 
flailing his arms in fierce insistence.

“Catch!” Simon wound back and propelled 
something high into the air. Rylan watched it 
fall toward him like a discus. The man should 
have been born in ancient Rome, he thought.

Splash! Rylan swam over to the mystery 
object, found it floating darkly in the debris-
clouded water, and grabbed hold. It was some 
kind of rubbery grip, attached to a cable so thin 
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he had barely seen it when thrown.

Rylan looked again to the riverbanks. Simon 
was sprinting away from him, making for a 
small park enclosure near Shanghai’s Russian 
district. There, Helena’s trusty barnstormer 
plane, the Cassiopeia, sat like a red sculpture 
praising this new era of flight.

The other end of the cable was attached to 
the plane’s struts.

“No...” Rylan started, and in that instant a 
wave of Japanese troops swept over the rise. 
Helena kick-started her propeller and climbed 
in, just as Simon hopped into the back. The 
plane ambled forward – 

Then rocketed across the park on twin 
bursts of flame… courtesy of Simon’s peculiar 
inventive handiwork.

Rylan held tight as the cord snapped taut and 
wrenched him across the water. He managed to 
straighten to his knees, then pulling himself to 
his feet, as the cord yanked him over the beach 
and the green enclosure. The Japanese troops 
watched, agog, as he flashed by them. Cassiopeia 
plane pulled into the sky, Rylan dangling below 
it. His feet barely missed the green treetops of 
Huangpu Park.

Conversation was difficult as he held on, the 
wind hurtling around his ears and the scene of the 
Japanese invasion below punctuated by gunfire 
and explosions. It was possible that some of the 
invading troops were even taking shots at him, 
too, but for his part he heard nothing of that, and 
Helena stayed her course north. Soon the blue 
East China Sea was below him.

In time, Helena lowered altitude. Rylan 
noticed Simon waving at him from above, 
saying something. Rylan read the man’s lips... 

an old trick he had picked up during those 
pleasant years of adolescence before the hellish 
Rape of Belgium had changed him forever.

“Your contact couldn’t make the rendezvous 
with you because of the invasion,” Simon was 
saying.

Rylan gave a visible nod.

“We received a message when you went 
into the city. Your contact is in a Dragon Boat 
off the mainland, just another few minutes from 
here. Helena says she can already see it.” Simon 
shrugged. “I don’t know how she does it. She 
can count craters on the moon. Anyway, when 
you see the ship, just drop off and we’ll meet 
you aboard.”

“Do we know who the contact is?” Rylan 
shouted. 

Not being a lip-reader himself, Simon 
stared blankly. Then he ducked down into the 
seat, rummaging for something in his bag. In a 
moment he was back, plugging a small device 
into his ear. 

“Do we know who the contact is?” Rylan 
shouted again. He was already half-convinced 
that the message he had received in New York 
from the Shanghai contact was just a set-up, 
perpetrated by Triad Leader Lin. If it was a 
fraud, it was a good one; Rylan and his friends 
dealt with archaeologists, occultists, and 
historians from around the world and there was 
a lingo amongst that academic crowd that was 
not easily faked.

“Yes,” Simon mouthed. “Your contact 
regrets that she couldn’t meet you in Shanghai, 
but the invasion made it impossible.”

She? Rylan breathed a relieved sigh. So 
much for thinking this was one of Lin’s tricks.

“Who is she?”



“Dragon Of The Veil” 43

“The daughter of Triad Lin Jun.”

Rylan tightened his hold on the grip. The 
wind was cold on his face.

When it appeared on the horizon, the Dragon 
Boat was an awesome sight. Rylan squinted, 
fast-approaching the magnificent vessel. All 
wood it was, shellacked so that it glinted in the 
setting sun like crimson lights. Huge tapered 
sails flapped, the skilled sailors tacking against 
the wind and pushing deeper into the Pacific, 
away from the mainland. The deck was lengthy 
and littered with unusual cargo, the nature 
of which Rylan couldn’t discern. And true to 
its name, the bow was carven into image of a 
wrathful saurian, its breast thrust forward, and 
a flowing crest fanning the length of its back.

Helena turned her goggled face toward him 
and gave him a thumbs-up. Rylan sighed and 
released the grip. For the second time that day, 
he plunged into water. This time it was the salty 
ocean. He came up immediately, thinking of his 
two pistols; an ivory-hilted .45 and his trusty 
British Army Trocaola. How had Lin’s daughter 
convinced his friends that this was a good idea?

The sailors waved to him. Rylan kicked for 
the boat, caught a rope ladder dropped at him, 
and was soon on deck, standing amid twenty 
women, all armed with swords.

Rylan placed his hands on his hips, and 
grinned while the seawater made a pool around 
him.

“Hardly fair odds, is it Shao?”

The women parted around an approaching 
figure. Shao, daughter of the Jade Walker 
Triads, was sleek as a cat in her golden silk 
gown. Embroidered silver phoenixes seemed 
to flutter and shimmer in the dying blossom 

of sunset, fire flickering at their mouths and in 
their eyes. Her hair was drawn up, pierced by 
chopsticks. Rylan grimaced. Years ago, he had 
seen her use one of those “chopsticks” as a dart, 
killing a good friend of his.

She stopped a meter away, staring with eyes 
like black iron. “That was years ago,” she told 
him, having caught his meaningful glimpse at 
her weapons. “At the time I was employed by 
my father. Times are different, Mister Mathis. 
Surely you have heard that the daughter has 
broken with her father.”

“There are many rumors in Shanghai.”

Her lovely face flushed with anger. “Is it 
rumor that China is under attack?”

Rylan’s eyes softened. “No, the invasion 
is real enough.” Old memories of battle and 
slaughter wheeled through his thoughts, 
helplessness and rage, steaming trenches and 
steel beasts ravaging quiet Belgian villages. It 
passed like a grisly nightmare.

“I wanted to meet with you,” Shao continued, 
and then her words evaporated as the drone of 
Helena’s plane increased in pitch.  All heads 
turned to watch the barnstormer make a gradual 
circle in the sky, coming in low for a landing.

Shao’s eyes widened. “She can’t land it 
here.” 

“She could land on a golf-tee, if that was 
her need.”

The crew gaped, gawked, and finally 
scattered as the plane came down. The wheels 
squealed on the deck. Then billowy chutes 
deployed behind it, while a burst of white smoke 
jettisoned from the front of the plane. The vessel 
stopped, two inches from the aft rails.

Helena and Simon hopped out while the 
propeller was still spinning. Shao’s guards 
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encircled them, swords bristling in a forest of 
white steel. In that moment, Rylan finally noticed 
that the deck was littered with giant clam shells. 
Each specimen had been pried open, the meat 
removed, and the shells now haphazardly piled 
up in odd corners. 

“We were supposed to make an exchange,” 
Rylan said, dismissing this curious sight. “The 
message I received in New York claimed 
‘ancient Chinese antiquities’ in exchange for 
my cooperation on some sort of expedition.”

Shao nodded. She motioned to one of her 
guards, who handed her a strange object. At 
first, Rylan didn’t know what he was looking 
at. It looked like a perfectly round black glass 
ball, thrice the size of his fist. Concentric rings 
appeared within its murky surface.

Then he looked anew at the discarded giant 
clams.

“Yes,” Shao purred. “A giant pearl from 
an undersea cavern, off the northern coast. 
Immeasurably rare and priceless.”

 Helena started forward. “A pearl?” The 
guards blocked her way, but the Triad daughter 
called them off. Both pilot and inventor sprinted 
forward to examine the marine treasure.

 Rylan took the pearl in his hands, 
weighing it. He passed it over to Helena, whose 
eyes sparkled as she thrust it to the sky, where 
the last rays of sunlight formed a blazing corona 
around it.

To Shao, Rylan said, “This may be of 
interest to gem-collectors and marine biologists, 
but little to me, Shao. Pearls have no historical 
significance, other than the occasional footnote 
of how Cleopatra used to let one dissolve in her 
wine goblet every night.”

Shao said nothing. With her darkling gaze, 

she motioned for him to look at Helena. 

His pilot was still holding the pearl aloft, but 
had frozen in fear. For the pearl was illuminated 
by the sun in such a way that its murky depths 
became visible as like a bowl of gold.

And inside, there lay a human hand.

Night folded its wings over the ship, and they 
retreated to Shao’s cabin. Stepping inside was 
like being magically transported to a Chinese 
palace. Red carpets, golden tapestries, antique 
swords, a cherrywood table large enough for 
a conference (and inlaid with a gemstone map 
of China’s coastlines) and an opulent bedroom 
antechamber.

“You hate injustice and tyranny, Mister 
Mathis,” Shao was saying in a stern voice. “And 
the three of you have confronted such things 
across all the world. Why, the New Caesar who 
tried taking over Europe! The mad scientist 
in the arctic! Even the mobsters of Chicago’s 
dangerous streets.”

“And of your father,” Simon pointed out. 

“My father will one day die,” she said 
coldly. “All men are fated for a short time on the 
chessboard of life. But China must outlast the 
span of any player! It is the oldest continuous 
civilization. The Jade Kingdom was here before 
Egypt! To see it bombed and raped by foreign 
devils…” Wrath, black as storm clouds, swirled 
behind her eyes as if belonging to a being far 
older than this young woman; the outrage of 
an entire civilization, maybe, channeled here 
and now. Rylan thought it strange how anger 
seemed to make her even more beautiful.

And he couldn’t help but be moved by her 
impassioned tone. There was no falsity in it. He 
paced throughout the chamber, letting his eyes 
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note its details, his mind filing them away for 
later examination. “Granted,” he said at last. 
“But what does China’s plight have to do with 
me? Or with this pearl?”

“Inside the fisted hand here,” her fingernails 
tapped the smooth exterior, “is a map to an 
island no human eyes have seen. A relic from an 
ancient time, back in the hot dawn of the world 
before the continents shattered into their current 
shapes.”

Helena made a noise. “Ha.” 

But Rylan held his old enemy’s stare. In 
his mind, old tales shifted and shambled out 
from dark corners. He had heard tales in the 
Australian outback of a prehuman age when the 
continents had been a single piece of land. And in 
the Hollow Earth, accessible through the secret 
chasms in Venezuela’s legendary mountains of 
mist, there existed rock paintings showing the 
Earth’s surface in congealed configurations.

Was it possible? 

Helena saw Rylan’s meditative expression. 
“You’re not really listening to this, are you, 
Ry?”

To Shao, he asked, “If the map is so old, then 
how did a human hand come to possess it?” 

“Good point!” Helena said, slapping the 
cherrywood table. 

By way of answer, Shao slid one of the 
black chopsticks out of her hair. Rylan, Simon, 
and Helena tensed. The Triad daughter held the 
utensil above the pearl, and carefully twisted its 
lower half. A clear droplet formed at the end, 
swelling like a fat dew on the edge of a pine 
needle. Then it fell, followed by a steady trickle 
of more liquid. Upon the pearl’s surface, the 
reaction was like corrosive acid.

“Well I’ll be!” Simon gasped, his moustache 

twitching.

Shao rotated the pearl, drizzling the acid as 
she went, and melting the gem to a bubbling 
third of its former self, but not affecting the 
human hand. Five ancient fingers, curled like 
some ghastly wooden shape, were exposed to 
the air after untold centuries.

And in that morbid death-drip, a rolled 
brown parchment stood revealed.

“This map,” Shao whispered. “was drawn 
in the days before men were hatched upon the 
Earth. In sunken stone vaults it was discovered, 
and then stored by Shaanxi monks in a 
mountaintop temple for a millennium. There 
it remained, safe even from the Mongols. But 
when the Manchus invaded, the temple was 
put under siege, and one brave monk – heir to 
the Triad resistance – chose to hide the map 
undersea where none could find it. Until now.”

“He willingly placed his hand into that 
clam?” Simon shouted. 

“It was his sacrifice. The legend of it has 
since passed down among us. The time to use 
it is now.” 

She lifted the map and unscrolled it. Rylan 
found himself shivering, a wolf’s paw of fear 
stalking up his spine to the hairs on his neck. 
The map was splashed in eccentric symbols 
rendered in unknown purple ink. It didn’t look 
like paper; more like skin of some kind, golden 
and rough to touch.

Shao studied it hard, while the three 
adventurers peered over her shoulder. A 
single continent was displayed. All unfamiliar 
coastlines, mountains, and bays…

And an island.

Shao shouted a new bearing to her crew. 
They scurried to oblige. 
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“There’s no island there,” Helena said, 
looking at her. “I’ve flown the Asian skies 
before. I would have seen it.” 

“Besides,” Simon sputtered, “If this huge 
continent broke into the smaller pieces we have 
now, then surely that island would have moved. 
Or sunk.”

Rylan nodded. “They’re right.”

“No,” Shao said menacingly. “They’re 
not. This is a most unusual island, and would 
maintain the same distance from China’s shores 
– even when China was part of this megaland – 
for all time. It’s what the old legends say.”

“What legends?”

Her scowl that seemed so permanently 
scarred into her brow softened at last, and a 
wicked smile tugged at her lips. “Old legends, 
Mister Mathis. Very, very old.”

For twelve days they remained aboard 
the Dragon Boat. Helena wasn’t happy with 
the arrangement, regaling them how this was 
supposed to have been a quick stop, not a cruise. 
With characteristic fire, she was especially 
defensive if any of the crew approached the 
Cassiopeia, and more than once accused their 
hosts of tampering with it. Melees nearly 
exploded on three separate occasions.

Yet otherwise, the voyage was without 
incident. Rylan pored over the map with Shao, 
dined with her each night, and showed particular 
fascination with her cabin’s collection of jade 
artifacts, priceless tapestries, and terracotta 
statues dating to the Ch’in era.

But one item got the biggest reaction from 
Rylan. One night in her cabin, Shao showed him 
a black-lacquered chest, set on a silk pillow, in 
which lay a Jade Book. The pages themselves 

were perfect cuts of the milky green stone, 
and silver letters were painted upon each page 
surface.

“That’s one of the Immortal Diaries!” Rylan 
exclaimed, his heart racing. 

Shao nodded tiredly. “Yes.” 

“I’ve only found one other in all the world.” 
He remembered discovering it in the booby-
trapped vaults of a sadistic Russian aristocrat. 
There were allegedly eight Diaries, one for each 
of China’s legendary Eight Immortals.

“You can’t leave this on a boat!” he scoffed. 
“What if you spring a leak?”

“Then the sea will claim all.” 

Rylan glowered. “The wonders of the past 
belong to all people.” 

Shao shrugged and blew out the cabin’s 
cabin. Darkness engulfed them. 

“I’ll make you a deal,” her voice said. “If 
we find this island, you can take your pick of 
the treasures this ship possesses.” Her footsteps 
moved daintily across the floorboards.

“You give me your word?” he asked, 
listening carefully for signs of treachery. 

Her footsteps reached the bed. He heard the 
sound of silken bedsheets moving. The clasp of 
her gown hit the floor.

“I do,” her voice said. 

Rylan heard her slide onto the bed. He took 
a step. 

The floorboards creaked suddenly beneath 
new weight. A set of nimble feet darted towards 
the bed. 

“Shao!” he cried, and ran at the sound. His 
sharp ears detected the bell-like ring of a dagger 
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pulled from its sheath. The room’s blackness 
swirled with phantom-like movements.

Relying solely on his savage instincts, 
Rylan ducked toward the intruder’s feet, thrust 
his hands out, and gripped a leg. He flipped the 
assailant over with one throw. Shao leapt up, 
struck a match.

In the flaring light, Rylan saw a silver flash 
twirling by his face, flying straight for Shao.

Blind reflex was all that saved her. The 
assassin’s throw would have been perfect, 
would have landed the silver blade in her breast, 
if not for Rylan’s arm. The adventurer raised his 
forearm, letting the weapon bite mercilessly 
into his flesh. The blade impaled, stopping at the 
ebony hilt. The wound didn’t even hurt at first; 
a warm sensation spread out from the rupture.

The assassin stood revealed in the light. 
Rylan glanced quickly at the black robes, the 
covered face, the eyes glistening darkly. 

The man from the bridge! 

Shao had drawn a sword from her wall, and 
she rushed to Rylan’s side. “Who dares attack 
us?”

The masked man made as if to dart for the 
locked door. Rylan plucked the knife out of his 
arm, the burning wound now a terrible fire, and 
lunged.

Then he saw the crimson badge on the 
assassin’s sleeve. 

“Hashshashin?” he exclaimed, stopping 
himself just short of stabbing the man. The 
assassin halted.

Shao tried to take advantage of the pause; 
she ran at her assailant. But Rylan interposed 
his body and twirled, as if in a dance with this 
Dragon daughter, to move her out of the way. 

He shoved her off to safety, and found himself 
facing the assassin again.

“You are hashshashin,” Rylan repeated, 
clamping one hand on his wound. He removed 
his hand only long enough to roll up his sleeve 
even further, showcasing a small tattoo near the 
elbow. It matched the masked man’s badge.

“I am,” the intruder said, in a crystal voice 
fit for an opera house. “And you were never my 
target, Mister Mathis. Why else would I have 
saved your life on that Shanghai bridge?”

In his youth after the terrible Rape of 
Belgium, Rylan had fled to the Near East to 
recover. Hiding in the villages there, picking 
up the local language and customs, he briefly 
tasted a quiet, peaceful life. Fate had other 
plans, though; after only a few months, a  tide 
of invaders ravaged the villages. First it was 
bandits, then foreign imperialists. Rylan went 
underground and fought with the locals in 
defense of all they had.

He hadn’t known that an ancient sect of 
assassins had been monitoring him closely, 
holding his life in the balance of their shadowy 
courts. Then during an espionage mission gone 
wrong, a 17-year-old Rylan was captured by 
the village enemies and tossed before a firing 
squad. He would never forget that night when, 
as gunmen took aim at his bound body, masked 
assassins fell on them from the shadows. Rylan 
was spirited off to lands ever-shifting sand 
dunes, introduced to their leaders, and declared 
friend of the sect. As long as he didn’t cross 
them, a friend he would remain.

The assassin in Shao’s cabin introduced 
himself as Kurshah, and he didn’t take his eyes 
off the Triad daughter as he treated Rylan’s 
wound. “It will scar,” he said, tying a bandage, 
“But no infection will grow.”
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Rylan glared. “Why did you attack us?” 

“I attacked her... for what she is trying to 
do.” 

“And what is that?” Shao snarled. “What 
interest does a Persian assassin have in the 
goings-on of China?” 

“None,” he replied, in a way that conveyed 
ultimate finality. 

“Then what?” 

“My interest is in this island you are 
seeking.” 

Rylan moved his arm to test the bandage; the 
pain blossomed with even the slightest twitch of 
his muscle. At the assassin’s statement, though, 
he raised an eyebrow. “Yes?”

“It must not be disturbed.” 

Shao looked in disbelief at the Persian. 
“You snuck aboard my ship, remained unseen 
all this time, and overheard us speaking about 
the map? How? Even a ninja couldn’t achieve 
such stealth!” 

“He is hashshashin,” Rylan said, moving to 
interpose himself between them. “They are the 
greatest assassins on Earth. In ancient days, the 
jeweled dagger on a royal pillow was enough to 
strike kings with terror.”

“But why is he on my ship?” 

“Because you seek to awaken the monster 
of the veiled land,” he said. “And this cannot be 
permitted.” 

“Others of his kind have been woken 
before,” Shao contested hotly, drawing back but 
not putting the sword away. “In ancient times, 
so say our legends.”

Kurshah nodded. 

“Then why fear doing it again?” 

“Because when they wake, they destroy the 
world... as they have in the past.” 

Rylan felt the urge to pace, but resisted. 
“Shao, you said an ancient weapon was hidden 
on this island. A weapon to help you defeat 
Japan.”

“It is a weapon!” she snapped. “A living 
weapon. A dragon from the olden days, 
possessed of the wrath of eons.”

Rylan blinked in bewilderment. “A… 
dragon?”

Kurshah’s piercing dark eyes glimmered 
like polished onyx. “An abomination, Mister 
Mathis. A race of creatures that Allah has seen 
fit to destroy or cast into slumber. Yet some 
persisted into historical records, and brought 
great suffering to the world’s peoples. Thousands 
of years ago in my homeland, men awoke one 
slumbering on a mountaintop. They thought to 
control her, to make her do their bidding. She 
turned Mesopotamia into a fire-pit.”

“But… a dragon?”

“My people called her Tiamat.”

Rylan felt a cold hand touch his heart. 
“Tiamat?” he echoed. The cosmic dragon of 
Mesopotamian belief who tried to destroy all of 
creation. She was so huge and mighty that the 
Earth, they said, that her shadow turned day into 
night. Mankind might have gone extinct had not 
a mighty warrior killed her… and even then, 
only by luck.

Shao sighed in disgust. “China is under 
attack – ” 

“Then fight for her,” the assassin challenged. 
“But don’t bring down a world destroyer in your 
quest for vengeance!” 
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After a tense night of debate and threats, 
the trio found that dawn had arrived. Rylan 
made both Shao and Kurshah swear to cause 
no violence on the ship, and the two reluctantly 
agreed. Rylan summoned Simon and Helena to 
his side, as peacekeepers should the need arise.

The morning was crisp, with a January gale 
chilling them while everyone went on deck for 
Shao to consult her map again. Kurshah stood 
behind them, never far from Simon’s sight or 
reach. The two often looked at each other, as if 
fencing in invisible contests of will.

“It should be there,” Shao said, pointing to 
the blue seas.

Helena spat into the wind. “Told you. 
Nothing’s out here, lady.”

“Look!” Rylan pointed. A flock of birds 
was overhead, in a place no birds should be. 
Helena was correct; no land existed for many 
miles, yet the birds were swooping low to the 
water, snatching fish, and wheeling around as if 
expecting dry land to be within reach.

Shao smiled. She barked new bearings to 
her crew, and the ship made for the peculiar 
gathering of birds.

“We need to turn back,” Kurshah repeated, 
his covered face like a death mask.

Rylan turned to him. “Even in mythology, 
Tiamat was defeated.”

“By the world’s most courageous warrior,” 
the assassin said, nodding. “And do any such 
exist today? We live in an age of cowards, our 
blood diluted through inaction and complacency. 
There are none now to challenge the Reptile 
Race.”

“There!”

 All eyes watched in astonishment as 
the birds, still wheeling about in a short victory 
flight, vanished one by one, as if they had 
ducked behind a magical curtain.

 “The veiled island,” Shao and Kurshah 
said in unison.

 And suddenly it was as if the Dragon 
Boat was being assailed by silken drapes. The 
sensation tickled their faces, ruffled their hair, 
rippled like a mirage they could almost see. It 
was like wind and cobwebs, unseen strands of 
invisible threads of time, caressing them. Even 
the ship’s sails changed shape under ghostly 
probings.

 The ship’s saurian prow looked out 
suddenly upon a vast dark shape, shimmering 
and appearing. An island! Where none had been 
visible before!

 “I don’t believe it,” Helena whispered.

Rylan’s first impression was that the island 
was little different from most he had seen in 
the Pacific, if perhaps more desolate. Gloomy 
forested grottos, their roots drinking from 
meltwater marshes. Three mountains, a mighty 
volcanic cone flanked by two lesser mountains 
of identical size and shape on opposite ends of 
the land.

A volcanic island.

The ship anchored, and they took a small 
cutter ashore, Rylan, Simon, Shao, and a 
regiment of twelve guards. The guards weren’t 
taking chances; in place of swords, they carried 
hunting rifles and Russian-style pistols. And 
Kurshah had been forced to stay aboard, under 
careful watch.

Rylan breathed deeply, feeling the 
excitement of a new world burn in his blood. 
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It was warmer ashore than at sea, as if the 
concealing veils had somehow trapped heat as a 
greenhouse does. Simon was already sweating.

Helena frowned, though. “I think I’ll go 
back to the ship. If you need a pickup, here,” 
she tossed Simon her flare gun. 

Rylan gave her a puzzled look. “That’s not 
like you to back away from adventure!”

Helena eyed the island suspiciously. “We 
shouldn’t be here.” She looked to her friends 
and shook her head. “I know how that sounds, 
okay? But that’s the only way I can describe 
how I’m feeling – ”

“Then go,” Shao snapped, and strode deeper 
into the terrain. 

Rylan and Simon hesitated. “Is it the 
volcano?” asked the latter, aware of Helena’s 
close call with an eruption in South America, 
in which she had been forced to fly through the 
blast and saw her previous plane, the Ariadne, 
turned into a fireball around her.

“Ha!” she said, though her laugh was empty 
and chilled her companions. “I’ll be on the ship, 
taking care of Cassie.” She squeezed both their 
shoulders affectionately, and then plunged into 
the sea, swimming back to the Dragon Boat.

“We make for the volcano,” Shao said, after 
a quick consultation of her map. 

“Does the dragon live inside?” Rylan asked. 

She heard the skepticism in his voice. 
“You’ll see, Mister Mathis.” 

“Who said I’m going to let you go through 
with this?” 

The accompanying bodyguards looked 
menacingly at him. 

Shao tucked away the map. “Because you 

don’t want China to fall, either. I know your 
history well.” 

“But what if Kurshah is right? What if 
awakening the dragon will result in the world’s 
destruction?”

 “The rest of the world isn’t my concern.” 

Right, he thought, hearing the lie in her 
voice. But he was weighing the possibility that 
even if there was a dragon, it was likely some 
prehistoric beast scientists believed was extinct. 
In odd corners they still dwelt, and in the Hollow 
Earth he and Simon had encountered monstrous 
behemoths of all shapes and sizes. 

As scary as those scaly titans had been, he 
and Simon had killed plenty of them with spears, 
rocks, and gunfire. No matter what Kurshah 
said, no dragon could destroy the entire world.

About mid-day they stopped to rest. The day 
was hot, the sun an angry eye behind the mist, 
as they sipped from canteens. Insects droned in 
a discordant choir around them.

 When they resumed, Rylan realized that 
his first impression of the island was incorrect. 
It was not a typical Pacific locale in any sense. 
From the ship, the view had offered only a 
pale beach, bright green palm trees, and twin 
mountains flanking a volcano. But now three 
things alerted him to unrealized oddities.

One was the dirt they walked on. It was 
greyish, dull as clay but strangely coarse. When 
he scooped some up in his hands, it was like 
handling pulverized bone or seashells. Soil it 
was not.

The second point was brought to his 
attention by Simon. 

“These trees look sickly,” the large inventor 
said. “Take a look! Every one of them could be 
pushed over with a single shove!”
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Shao glanced skeptically at the foliage 
surrounding their grey path. “Perhaps the 
sunlight fails to penetrate the veil adequately.” 
She strode ahead.

Rylan and his friend exchanged a meaningful 
glance. Then, bursting out of the foliage near 
Simon’s feet, came the third unusual point. 

It was reptilian, four-footed, covered in grey-
and-yellow scales like varied corn kernels. In a 
blur of movement, its misshapen, boulder-like 
head lunged for Simon. The two adventurers, 
rolled out of the way, one in each direction, 
and the mighty slavering jaws slammed shut on 
empty air.

Rylan’s Colt Peacemaker was in his hand 
the next instant. He fired a shot, point-blank, 
into the beast’s flank. There was a black splash 
of blood, and the creature groaned, recoiling 
into the protective bush.

“I hate lizards,” Simon cursed.

“You would,” Rylan muttered, adrenaline 
thinning out in blood at the sight of the predator 
glaring at them from the reeds. A thread of 
smoke unfolded from his barrel. While trapped 
in the Hollow Earth, Simon’s backside had been 
surprised by a particular nasty saurian’s jaws 
clamping down; there was still a ring of fang-
marks on one cheek. 

“Creatures that swam here long ago,” Shao 
said, eyeing the beast (which had now retreated 
so far into the brush that only its lantern-eyed 
gaze was visible,) “And found no reason to 
leave. I expect they aren’t the only ones.”

“I hope that wasn’t your dragon,” Simon 
taunted. “If it couldn’t kill one man, I doubt 
China will be saved by even a fleet of them.”

They pressed deeper into the jungle. Weird 
cries and howls punctuated the wilderness. The 

entire group was on edge, warily studying the 
foliage.

Three hours later they reached the feet of 
the volcano. The air was excessively dry, and all 
drank copiously from their canteens. A strange 
ridge of stone rose out of the ground where they 
stood and traveled the length of the volcano 
almost straight to the crest.

 They began their ascent quickly. Rylan, 
who had a deeply developed appreciation for 
aesthetic, turned to view the island from this 
vantage point.

 A masked, robed shape ducked off the 
main path and into the jungle that very instant.

 Rylan sighed. As if this expedition 
wasn’t already dangerous enough.

 “Keep your eyes peeled,” he told Simon. 
“We’ve got company.”

 On the side of the rocky trail he was 
ascending was a most extraordinary geographic 
feature. Though the volcano was rough and 
pebbly, he was suddenly looking at an immense 
smooth spot on the side. It was like an eggshell 
half-buried in the side of the mountain, nearly 
as large as their ship, and oval in shape.

Unease invaded Rylan’s body. He didn’t 
know why. A flutter of panicky butterflies in his 
stomach, a palpitation in the heart. The wolf on 
his spine set its chilly teeth to his neck.

This is what Helena was feeling, he thought 
morbidly.  

At the crest of the volcano the company 
halted. Shao was beaming proudly. 

“We’re here!” 

Rylan looked at Simon. His large friend 
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was staring past him, to the other side of the 
volcano’s mouth.

Shao unraveled the scroll and shouted, the 
words of a dead language like the poetry of 
snakes, hissing and slithering from her lips.

Rylan followed Simon’s stare. All around 
the volcano’s interior, a ring of jutting rocks 
was visible. They were odd formations. Slender, 
curving, and white.

 From the volcanic fissure, a hot air 
was issuing… in rhythmic patterns like the 
exhalations of a slumbering monster.

 “No!” Rylan cried. 

His exclamation was so loud that it silenced 
Shao in mid-speech. Her guards jumped at the 
fear in his voice. In the abrupt quiet, an echo of 
his cry bounced across the island in a haunted 
chant.

The ground trembled.

“Look!” Simon pointed to the smooth circle 
on the volcano’s side they had noticed earlier. 
Incredibly, it was changing shape! The surface 
slid to the side, revealing a colossal eye, pale 
and thickly veined.

Shao’s guards screamed. 

In that instant, Kurshah leapt into view from 
behind several grey boulders. He was armed 
with a Chinese sword, presumably stolen from 
the ship.

“You mustn’t awaken another Tiamat!” he 
roared.

The two mountains, on opposite sides of 
the island, flattened and revealed themselves 
as being gigantic wings that had, for millennia, 
stayed bent like those on a perching bat. There 
was a thunderous crash as these wings began a 
slow stretch that darkened the sky, rock and tree 

spilling off into the sea!

Rylan looked down at the eye. It fixed him 
with a murderous stare.

The adventurer grabbed Shao and shook her. 
“This entire island is the dragon! This volcano 
is the beast’s snout!” As he said it, the volcano’s 
fissure yawned wider still. A deep grumble 
rolled out to them, like thunder from the early 
days of time.

Kurshah leapt forward. Instinctively, Shao’s 
guards stepped in the way. 

“Put the beast back to sleep or it will destroy 
all of us!” he demanded, and for the first time 
his voice shook with terror.

The massive wings were beating wildly, 
sending hurricane gusts around the island. 
Sand, rock, and trees flew from each titanic flap. 
The ridge flexed, revealing itself as a spine. The 
volcanic cone straightened out, buckling the soil 
with stuttering pops like from a Tommy Gun.

 Rylan shook Shao again. “Do as he says! 
Use the scroll’s incantations!” 

“I can’t!” she shrieked. 

“There must be a way to put it sleep again!” 

The wings beat even faster. The godlike 
head leveled, Shao’s guards stumbling and 
losing their footing, falling off the titan’s head 
to the ruined jungle below. The landscape was 
completely unrecognizable now, and still the 
creature shook the forest that had grown on it 
like a dog shaking fleas.

Rylan grabbed the scroll with shaking 
fingers. Kurshah had been right; there was no 
nation on Earth which could stop a creature of 
this magnitude. Even with modern weaponry, 
this monster would knock planes out of the air 
like an elephant brushing aside gnats. And if it 
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could indeed breathe fire…

An image of the whole world aflame, burnt 
carbon and red skies, filled his head. 

“If we can’t put it to sleep, how do we kill 
it?”

Shao stared blankly, her eyes glazed with 
terror. Kurshah touched his shoulder.

“Marduk killed Tiamat by stabbing it in the 
heart,” the assassin said, and handed him the 
Chinese sword.

“What?!”

Just then the island shifted form violently. 
The soil (sloughed off skin of the monster 
itself?!) filled the air as choking powder. Tracts 
of land rose, revealing themselves as claws, 
and the dragon rubbed the remaining trees off 
its flesh and lifted its head to the heavens once 
more. A deafening roar trumpeted from the 
volcanic mouth.

Shao tumbled out of Rylan’s grasp. It was 
all he could do but hold on to the spiny ridge 
for himself.

Simon clutched the rocks near him. Rylan 
handed him the scroll. 

“Get back to Helena!” he said. 

Before Simon could reply, Rylan pulled 
himself to his feet and, sword in hand, jumped 
down the monster’s throat. 

As Simon bolted down the spine of the 
beast, he took note at how fast the wings were 
beating. The landscape tilted dramatically, and 
he was suddenly looking down at the ocean.

They were flying! 

What it must have looked like to any seagoing 

vessel, Simon could scarcely guess. He ran in a 
blind panic, falling, rolling, stumbling back to 
his feet. His mind was still wrestling with the 
fact that of the human race’s own insignificance; 
that all her wars were like the squabble of flies, 
and her songs the drone of insect choirs, while 
behemoths like this still existed like slumbering 
apocalypses.

Without warning, the island tipped over 
entirely in the air. Simon was suddenly airborne, 
plummeting toward the water.

He seized one of his shirt buttons and pulled. 
The button came away on a lengthy cord. 
Hidden mechanical wings snapped out from his 
shirt, permitting him to kick into a glide.

The Dragon Boat was below him. He glided 
straight onto its deck. 

Helena was already in her plane, goggles 
on, propeller humming. She craned her neck to 
stare at the monster in the sky.

The beast wheeled once across the blue 
heavens. Its eyes were visible even from that 
range. Then it pivoted in mid-flight, the grey 
scaly body jackknifing, and it began descending 
on the boat. The mouth opened in hunger.

Helena grabbed Simon’s shoulder. “Where’s 
Rylan!”

Simon was caught between terror and 
anguish. He opened his mouth, fishing for the 
right reply.

Above them, the dragon halted. The blast of 
wind nearly capsized the ship; if Helena’s plane 
wasn’t tethered, it would have crashed into the 
deep blue.

Only a hundred yards above them, the beast 
roared in agony. It swerved off, spun around, 
like trying to shake off a stinging insect. A jet of 
blood burst from its dry mouth.
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And then it fell. The impact was an explosion 
of white froth and cold seawater. The Dragon 
Boat tilted so that its masts almost touched the 
ocean, and then it righted itself. The shock of 
the impact was already racing far out to sea… 
toward the Chinese mainland, where it was sure 
to cause devastating damage.

 All was silent, and after the cacophony 
of moments ago, this grim quiet was maddening.

 Then a woman’s hand appeared on 
the deck rail. Shao was hoisting herself up, 
drenched and pale, shivering. She collapsed 
onto the floorboards. The ships’ crew dashed to 
assist.

 Helena drew her pistol and leveled it at 
the Triad daughter. “Where’s Rylan?”

 “Here.”

 The voice startled them all. Pulling 
himself onto the deck, drenched in blood and 
seaweed, was Rylan Mathis. He was shirtless, 
his pants shredded, but his trusty medallion still 
clung to his neck.

 Helena lowered the pistol. “Rylan! What 
happened?”

 “The dragon and I had a heart-to-heart.”

 Shao tore herself away from her 
bodyguards and wrapped her arms around him. 
“A thousand apologies, Rylan! I had no idea… 
your friend was right! I am a fool!”

 Simon gazed at the ocean. Leafy debris 
were all that floated on the undulating waves, 
like a vast marsh. “Kurshah is dead?”

 Still clutching Shao, Rylan turned 
towards the sea. “Maybe. But I wouldn’t count 
on it.”

 “I only wanted to help China,” Shao 
said miserably.

 Rylan turned away from the sea. “Then 
let’s help her.”

Simon and Helena blinked. “What?”

 “I am enlisting myself to aid China 
against invasion. Don’t doubt that I will still 
take my pick of this ship’s treasures, Shao. 
But I cannot stand by while injustice is being 
wrought.” He held her by the shoulders. “I will 
help you. Without monsters or magic.”

The Triad daughter bowed her head.

“Good,” Rylan said, running his hands 
through his hair. “Then let us get under way. 
Someone wise once said that we are pieces on 
a game-board for only a short time. Let us not 
waste it!”
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Charlie “Cherry Nose” Caifano had been 
cooped up for the past three days in the hotel 
room where he lived in the lower South Side 
of Terminal City. It had been that long since 
he’d received The Spectre’s mark -- a note card 
inscribed only with an “X.” He would never 
have admitted to anyone that he was scared, and 
certainly not even to himself. He was a hired 
gun for Vito “Spats” Gennaro, after all, boss of 
the South Side mob. He’d plugged many a guy 
that had it coming to him. So many, he’d nearly 
lost count. In fact, just the week before he’d 
taken down Frankie Maritote. Walked up and 
plugged him with a shotgun right outside his 
house, just after dark. Only it hadn’t gone off 
as planned. Just as Cherry Nose had squeezed 
the trigger, Frankie’s four-year-old little girl 

opened the door. It was a darn shame. But these 
things happen, Cherry Nose told himself over 
and over.

Frankie had it coming. No one else was 
supposed to have been home. It was an accident. 
So why should Cherry Nose even worry? He 
didn’t have anything to be afraid of.

But the fact was, Cherry Nose hadn’t gone 
out since getting that card. He’d heard plenty of 
stories about The Black Spectre. Stories about 
how he may not have even been human. Stories 
that couldn’t possibly have been true.

But Cherry Nose was hungry, and he was 
really itching for a drink. Even though the sun 
was already going down, Jack Smithy’s bar was 
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only two blocks away. Cherry Nose shook off 
his nerves, reminded himself that he, too, was 
someone you didn’t want to meet in a dark 
alley, and grabbed his coat and .38 before he 
bolted out the door.

He’d only made it a half a block from the 
hotel before he heard footsteps behind him on 
the cold, snowy pavement. He stopped short 
and looked back. There were plenty of people 
on the sidewalk behind him, but none that 
seemed to have been following. He made it only 
a few more yards before stopping again, certain 
that someone was right on his heels. But there 
wasn’t. Not that he could see, anyway.

Cherry Nose shrugged and chuckled to 
himself. His mind was getting the best of him. 
Just what The Spectre wanted, he told himself. 
It was crazy, he thought. He really needed that 
drink.

Cherry Nose set his sights on the bar ahead, 
charged directly toward it, and tried not to let 
his thoughts get the best of him anymore. He 
was completely oblivious to the alley as he 
passed it. He could almost taste the whisky in 
his mouth when something unseen grabbed him 
from out of nowhere and hurled him like a rag 
doll down the dark brick passageway. He was 
barely able to come to his senses when he saw 
the tall, shadowy figure loom above him. The 
gleaming skull on The Spectre’s mask was all 
that was visible of his black-cloaked form.

The stories were true, thought Cherry Nose. 
The Devil had surely come for his soul. There 
would be no escape.

But that didn’t prevent him from trying.

Cherry Nose scurried to his feet and ran full 
bore down the dark alley. He never stopped to 
look back as he navigated the tight turns, banged 
his shoulder on one corner and scraped his knee 
on another.

Finally, he reached a dead end. It was there 
he would either have to give up the ghost or 
make his stand. He chose the latter.

Cherry Nose reached into his shoulder 
holster and was relieved to find his .38 was still 
there. In all the commotion, he was sure that he 
had dropped it.

He stared back down the long alley. All he 
could do was look and wait for the demon to 
come. His breathing was hard and labored. And 
it wasn’t from running. He could feel his heart 
beat loudly inside his chest.

A shadow loomed over him. From above.

Cherry Nose only had a second to realize 
his mistake. He quickly swung around with his 
gun and fired upwards, the flash from his pistol 
belching out into the darkness above.

But it was no use.

His volley was answered by two .45s 
screeching back like angry dragons. The bullets 
ripped through Cherry Nose’s chest and neck 
and knocked him down to the snow-covered 
stones beneath his feet.

His wide-open eyes stared straight up to the 
heavens open as his warm, crimson blood dyed 
the cold, lily-white snow that surrounded him 
like an angelic cloud.

He remained just like that until the Police 
found him a short while later, except for the 
worn card that was tucked in his lapel pocket.

A card marked with an “X.”

Reclusive millionaire Brent Gregor sat in 
his wheelchair at the breakfast table and once 
again pondered the invitation that he held in 
his hand. As one of the wealthier residents of 
Lakeview Heights, he received a regular stream 
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of invitations to the events hosted by the “blue 
blood set,” and had only in the past year begun 
to attend any of them. 

But this particular invitation was of a 
very different sort. It was from the office of 
Mayor Eugene Barker: an invitation to the 
double execution of housewife Ruth Johnson 
and corset salesman Judd Gormon, who had 
conspired in (and blamed each other for) the 
murder of Ruth’s husband, Albert, the previous 
year.* Vicky Rose, reporter for the Daily 
Crusader, and The Black Spectre had aided in 
their capture and, after a sensational trial, both 
were sentenced to die in the electric chair. The 
state needed witnesses for each execution. The 
higher on the social ladder, the better.

The thought of it nagged him. As The Black 
Spectre, he’d already taken his share of lives in 
the name of justice. Just two nights earlier he’d 
killed the vicious gangland executioner “Cherry 
Nose” Caifano. But this was different. Or was 

it? It was a question he couldn’t answer. And 
that was what nagged him.

“Shall I tell the Mayor you will attend, 
Sir?” asked Bernard Worthington, his older, 
gentlemanly valet and confidante.

“I’m just not sure, Bernard,” Brent 
responded, lost in thought.

“Not sure how you feel about the execution, 
or not sure you want to attend?” Worthington 
asked.

“Both,” Brent replied.

“You have to let me go!” reporter Vicky 
Rose demanded as she plopped herself down 
on top of City Editor Frank Matson’s desk and 
thrust her face directly into his.

She might have been more intimidating had 
it not been for her lovely auburn hair and soft 
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features. Frank just leaned back in his chair and 
shook his head. He liked it when she got mad. It 
made her a better reporter.

“No can do, Red,” he answered matter-of-
factly. “An execution is no place for a woman. 
Besides, I thought you were against capital 
punishment?”

“Well, I am,” Vicky retorted, “but I helped 
solve this thing! I have to see this story through.”

“Even if I said yes,” Frank explained, 
“Mayor Barker’d never allow it. You can bet on 
that.” As soon as the words left his mouth, he’d 
realized where he’d made his mistake.

“So,” Vicky asked as she hopped back off 
the desk with that knowing tone in her voice, “if 
Mayor Barker says it’s on the up-and-up, then I 
can go, right?”

Frank didn’t even have time to answer 
before she whisked herself out of his office 
and the fast clacks of her heels echoed down 
the tiled hallway. There was no doubt about it. 
Come hell or high water, she was going.

He hoped it wasn’t the former.

“Miss Rose to see you, Sir,” Bernard 
Worthington intoned as he led an anxious Vicky 
into the large study of the Gregor Mansion 
where Brent sat behind the great mahogany 
desk in his wheelchair. As usual, his eyes lit up 
at the sight of her.

He could tell immediately that this meeting 
was different. Normally, Vicky’s eyes wandered 
about her lush surroundings anytime she came 
to the mansion, having never gotten used to the 
overwhelming opulence. But this time, her eyes 
were locked on him.

“Brent, I need your help,” she quickly 

blurted out as she sat down. “I want to go to the 
execution, but Frank won’t let me unless I get 
an okay from the Mayor. What do you say?”

“By ‘the execution,’ you mean Ruth Johnson 
and Judd Gormon?” Brent asked to clarify.

“Yes, yes, of course!” Vicky trampled on his 
words as she answered. “What other execution 
is there?”

“But I thought you were against capital 
punishment?” Brent asked, rather puzzled.

“I am,” Vicky shot right back, letting her 
irritation with Frank get the best of her.

Then she stopped for just a moment to get 
her emotions in check. “Like I told Frank, this is 
my story and I have to see it to the end.”

Brent eased back in his wheelchair and 
clutched his chin. Vicky waited breathlessly 
for a moment before asking in a soft, pleading 
voice, “Will you call the Mayor for me, please?”

So, Brent thought, his decision had been 
made for him. If Vicky were going to attend the 
double execution, he would have to be there for 
her. He knew she certainly would not see it as 
such, but it would be that way just the same.

“Let me think it over,” Brent finally 
answered.

He could see the fire build within her eyes 
and could already hear the counter arguments 
coming from her lips about how it wasn’t right 
to keep her from doing her job just because of 
her sex. He also knew that were he to tell her 
the truth about his decision that she would have 
probably leaped across his desk and kissed him. 
And as much as he wished for that day to come, 
he knew full well that this was certainly not the 
appropriate circumstance.

She would find out soon enough. After she’d 
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gotten back to her office. And his decision was 
delivered to her in a message.

“Are you just telling me that, or are you 
really going to think it over?” Her suspicion 
was even more evident in her tone.

He leaned forward and looked her straight 
in the eye, just to make sure she didn’t doubt 
him. “Yes, I’m going to think it over.”

There was nothing left for Vicky to do 
except thank him graciously and hope for the 
best. She shook his hand gently and Brent 
savored her touch as Worthington returned and 
showed her out.

Brent took a deep breath and tried not to 
think of the circumstances under which he 
would see her again.

Vicky’s arrival at the prison death house 
was greeted with surprise and disbelief. Her 
chief rival newshounds, Charlie Hecht and Ben 
Gelbart of the Terminal City Standard, both 
shook their heads at the too-familiar sound of 
her heels against the tile floor, followed by her 
triumphant smile as she sauntered through the 
door.

“Hello, Boys,” Vicky cooed to the tall, 
handsome and bespectacled Hecht. She always 
thought he looked more like a playwright than 
a newspaper reporter, but aside from her stories 
on The Black Spectre, it was usually a neck-
and-neck race to see who got the headlines first. 
Somehow, when it came to The Spectre, there 
was never any contest.

Gelbart, the older and shorter of the two, 
took a long drag off of what was probably his 
twentieth cigarette of the day and asked, “So, 
who did you hustle to get in here?” The spin he 
put on the word “hustle” left no doubt as to what 

he meant.

“I didn’t ‘hustle’ anybody,” Vicky shot 
back. “There was no way anybody was keeping 
me off this story.”

This got Gelbart’s dander up, but Hecht 
stepped between them before it got any worse, 
only to lob another volley of his own. “Look, 
Doll, you don’t want to see this. You just don’t 
have the stomach for it. Trust me.”

“Don’t worry,” Vicky retorted as she pushed 
her way past him, “I’m man enough for it.”

Several hours passed as both Ruth Johnson 
and Judd Gormon were given their last meals, 
said their good-byes, and were prayed over by 
the Chaplain. Soon, the time had crept well past 
midnight. The final hour was nigh.

Bernard pushed Brent’s wheelchair down 
the snowy walk and up to the small, red brick 
death house, where three Prison Guards leapt to 
his assistance and carried his chair up the stairs 
and inside. As soon as the two of them entered, 
Brent was immediately greeted by Mayor 
Barker who quickly dispatched an assistant to 
get them both coffee.

“Mr. Gregor, thank you for coming to do 
your civic duty on such a somber occasion. I 
thank you, and the city thanks you,” Mayor 
Barker intoned, sounding more like he was 
making a speech than a greeting.

Brent accepted his chubby and hearty 
handshake and the appreciation, as real as it 
may or may not have been. He remembered 
that Barker had taken office at the same time 
he had become The Black Spectre, following 
the murder of former Mayor Nibley. Barker 
was a consummate politician, and firmly within 
the grip and pocket of Mob Boss Vito “Spats” 
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Gennaro. But Brent smiled anyway.

After the necessary pleasantries, Barker 
trundled off to shake a few more hands and 
Brent found himself in the sights of his own 
personal nemesis, Julius Kennelly II, who was 
already well intoxicated. Julius stumbled over 
to nudge him hello and spill a few drops on 
scotch on Brent’s shoulder. Julius paid no mind 
as Worthington dutifully cleaned it up with a 
handkerchief.

“Let’s hope we don’t see another ghost 
tonight, eh Brent?” Julius chuckled, referring to 
their neighborhood’s long-standing childhood 
Halloween ritual of staring into the old, haunted 
Patterson house. Brent had only done it once 
and had actually seen a ghost, or something 
like it. This was the same night that he and his 
parents were shot.

Julius either didn’t remember or didn’t care.

“Let’s hope not,” was all that Brent could 
answer in return as he hoped that Julius would 
move back to the bar. Then Julius raised his 
glass and did just that.

Brent looked around for Vicky. Certainly 
she was there, and most likely with the Press. 
He would see her soon enough, but how he 
wished it were under different circumstances.

Frank arrived at the Press Room with 
Thomas Delmont, whom he introduced to 
Hecht and Gelbart as another reporter “just 
in case,” nodding towards Vicky as he said it. 
Vicky would have taken great offense had she 
not known the truth. Delmont was actually a 
photographer and strapped to his leg was a small 
German-built camera with a long tube than ran 
up his pants leg to a squeeze bulb in his pocket. 
Frank’s plan was for Delmont to snap a photo 
of Ruth in the chair just as she got the juice and 

then plaster it on the front page the very next 
morning.

“So, we all set?” Vicky asked Frank when 
they got a moment alone.

“Yeah,” Frank answered, anxiously. “Just 
help me make sure Tom gets on the front row, 
okay?”

Finally, the time came.

Bernard wheeled Brent into the rear of the 
death chamber along with the Mayor, Warden 
Kellman, and a dozen other prominent citizens 
that Brent knew personally or by reputation. 
Julius stumbled in at the tail end, determined to 
finish his drink before witnessing the event.

Vicky, Frank, and the other reporters filed 
in moments after them. Vicky and Brent both 
acknowledged each other with a simple nod. 
Hecht and Gelbart both noticed and nodded to 
each other.

It was a small, bare red-brick room with an 
obvious focal point -- the utilitarian chair made 
of hard wood and adorned with leather straps 
and wired with electric cables. On the right-
hand side, set off so that they didn’t have a direct 
view of the execution, were three rows of short 
“church pews.” On the right-hand wall was a 
small window through which Brent could see 
a man only from the eyes up. This must be the 
Executioner, he thought. Next to the window 
was a plain, wooden door. Above it was posted 
a small sign that read “Silence.”

Vicky took a seat on the front row of the 
pews, then cringed and fanned her face as she 
moved to the back instead,  and offered her 
place to “fellow reporter” Tom Delmont. This 
struck Brent as a bit odd. He knew something 
was up. Delmont took the front row seat and 
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crossed his legs with his ankle hoisted over his 
knee.

Worthington dutifully locked the wheels on 
Brent’s chair and asked if there were anything 
else he needed.

“Don’t worry,” Julius interrupted as he 
leaned over two others to answer Bernard, “I’ll 
keep him company.”

“No, I’ll be fine,” Brent replied quietly, then 
touched Worthington’s comforting hand as his 
friend and valet took leave.

Vicky noticed that Charlie Hecht did not 
look well. He had broken out into a cold sweat 
and tugged at his collar. When the Doctor, who’s 
job it was to confirm that the prisoners were, in 
fact, dead, entered the chamber, Hecht bolted 
for the door and nearly knocked the poor man 
down in his efforts to escape. Everyone closed 
their eyes and lowered their heads as Hecht 
vomited in the outside hallway.

The sound of it all did not do much for 
Julius, but he managed to hold it in. A personal 
triumph that clearly satisfied him.

Finally, the door behind through which 
they’d all come was closed (without Hecht’s 
return). Ruth was led into the chamber through 
the “Silence” door by two Prison Guards. 
Behind her was the Chaplain, his worn Bible 
clutched firmly in his hands. Her hands and feet 
were shackled.

Brent was surprised to see that her head 
was unshaven, until she was turned towards the 
chair and he saw that they had only shaved the 
back of her head, just enough for the electrodes. 
She was calm but had clearly spent much of the 
night crying. This was the first time that Brent 
had seen her in person. Even in her drab gray 
prison dress, Brent could see the faint sparks 
of beauty that had once attracted her husband, 

Albert, and bewitched her accomplice, Judd 
Gormon.

Ruth struggled lightly against the guards as 
they put her into the chair and strapped her down. 
Brent continually glanced between Ruth, Vicky, 
and Delmont, who at this point had shifted in 
his seat and put one hand in his pocket.

With Ruth secured, the Guard stepped back 
and the Chaplain said his final prayer. It was at 
that moment that Brent realized he had the power 
to stop the execution. Using the powers granted 
to him by the Spirit Force, he could stay the 
hand of the executioner and keep the electricity 
from being turned on. It was a weighty decision 
to be sure, but he quickly found himself right 
back asking the same questions he had asked 
himself only days before. Was this murder or 
was this justice? Was he just as guilty as Ruth? 
Or was that different?

He suddenly found himself plagued with 
these and other questions. Were he to save 
Ruth, what would happen then? Would they 
then execute her on another day? Would he 
have to douse the lights and whisk her away as 
The Black Spectre? And if so, what would he 
do after that? Where would he take her? What 
would happen when the lights came on and 
everyone saw that he was gone as well? Would 
he give away his identity? Would he truly set 
her free? She needed to pay for her crimes, but 
how? Could he have her locked up somewhere 
else?

His mind raced as he pondered these 
questions over and over. As much as he wanted 
to stop the executioner’s hand from pulling the 
switch, it was the unknown answers that kept 
him from acting immediately.

Brent looked over to Vicky, hoping to find 
some resolution. She sat silently and anxiously 
waited for the final moment to come. He knew 
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that if he saved Ruth, that certainly she would 
approve. But did he really want to save Ruth 
to win Vicky’s heart? He knew that wasn’t the 
reason, but at the moment he wasn’t completely 
sure it wasn’t.

He wanted her to look back at him, to give 
him some sort of nod, a glance, or any kind of 
brief acknowledgement. She had no idea what 
he was thinking. She couldn’t. Looking to her 
was useless. He needed to make the decision on 
his own. Or not. To not act would be to decide.

He needed a moment to think. He needed 
control of the situation, not burdened with 
panic, forced to wonder what he should do and 
how many seconds he had left to decide.

He quickly scanned the room. Through 
the small window, he could still glimpse the 
Executioner. That was where the switch was. 
He closed his eyes and focused his thoughts 
upon it. He saw it there, felt it in his mind, and 
clutched it in his own mental grasp.

The Warden gave the nod, but when the 
Executioner threw the switch, it wouldn’t 
budge. Brent held it firm, free to truly consider 
his actions. Or so he thought.

He was still distracted. Warden Kellman 
nodded again, then stepped through the 
door himself to see what was the matter. The 
witnesses all grew restless and wondered just 
what was amiss.

Julius let out a very vocal, “What the hell?”

Vicky, Frank, and the other reporters 
whispered back and forth to each other. Tom 
Delmont shifted uncomfortably in his chair. 
Ruth tried to look around through her thick 
leather blindfold.

Brent had to shut everything out. He held 
a woman’s very life in his grip. Did he let her 

live or die? To give her hope at this moment 
seemed needlessly cruel. But he had to make up 
his mind.

Should he give her the same consideration 
she gave her own husband when she, Judd, or 
both of them, smashed Albert’s skull in with a 
sock full of quarters and then strangled what 
little life remained in him with a piece of piano 
wire?

Then another thought struck him.

Ruth’s life was only in his hands because 
he deemed it so. Were it not for his powers, he 
would have been seated there just the same as 
any other witness. Ruth Johnson put herself 
where she was. She gave no such consideration 
to her husband.

She murdered him.

Then she tried to blame it on others to 
collect the insurance money from the multiple 
policies that she had taken out on him. She had 
tried unsuccessfully to murder him three times 
before.

It was just too much to consider.

Brent released his grip on the switch. The 
executioner shoved it down with unexpected 
force. Ruth’s entire form tensed up as the 
electricity suddenly surged through her body. 
The lights overhead flickered on and off. Tom 
Delmont squeezed something in his pocket.

The executioner let the electricity flow for 
what seemed like an eternity. There was an 
audible sigh of relieved tension in the room 
when he finally turned it off. The smell of singed 
flesh filled the room.

Again, Julius was the most vocal to 
acknowledge it.

Brent opened his eyes to the gruesome sight 
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before him. Ruth was dead. The Doctor stepped 
forward to confirm it, though it was obvious to 
all.

Brent looked down at Vicky. She sat silently, 
not saying a word. He wanted to comfort her, 
but knew he could not. He wished that Frank 
would, but Frank sat just as still.

The room remained quiet as the Doctor 
and two Guards loosened Ruth’s body from 
the chair. They laid her out on a stretcher, then 
quickly covered her with a sheet and carried her 
out. Then another Prisoner was led in to clean 
up afterwards.

As soon as the chair was ready, Judd was led 
into the death chamber and immediately reacted 
to the still-lingering scent. His head was shaven 
and he put up much more of a struggle as he was 
strapped in.

Brent didn’t struggle this time, however. He 
was too emotionally exhausted. Besides, he’d 
already made his decision. He looked away 
and found himself glancing over at Julius. He’d 
passed out. Well, Brent thought to himself, 
perhaps Julius had the right idea after all.

Moments later, Judd Gormon was dead, too. 
Then, just as before, the Guards put him on a 
stretcher and carried him out, too. Finally, it 
was all over.

Brent kept his eyes on Vicky as everyone 
got up to file out into the hallway. She stood 
quietly behind Frank and Tom Delmont, whose 
leg appeared to have gone to sleep.

Gelbart leaned over to Vicky and smugly 
asked, “So, you still think this is any place for 
a woman?”

Vicky snapped back at him, “The hell with 
you! The hell with all of you!” and stormed out 
of the building.

“Guess that answers that,” Gelbart chuckled.

Frank would have decked him except that 
he was too anxious to get Delmont back to the 
office.

Brent watched as they quickly followed 
Vicky out.

Worthington stepped back into the room 
and reached down to unlock Brent’s wheelchair, 
then looked at him with surprise.

“Sir, how did your wheels become 
unlocked?” he asked.

“Please, just take me home, Bernard,” 
Brent replied quietly. Worthington nodded in 
obedience.

The next morning, Brent opened the 
morning issue of Daily Crusader to find a photo 
of Ruth, strapped into the electric chair, locked 
in the throes of death. It was a gruesome sight, 
and sure to sell thousands of papers.

So, he thought to himself, that’s what that 
fellow was hiding. Should have known.

It wasn’t much longer in the day before the 
phone rang and Worthington announced that 
Vicky was on the line.

“I didn’t get a chance to thank you,” she told 
him, though it sounded more like an apology. 
Then she went on to actually apologize for the 
doubt she displayed when she had come to 
see him, and especially for her outburst at the 
execution.

“No need to apologize,” Brent assured her. 
“I’ll always be there, whenever you need me.”

She was silent for a moment, then thanked 
him again before adding, “I should have known 
that.”
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It was on the tramp steamer Augustine that 
I first became involved in the affairs of the secret 
group known as the Society; or the Society 
for Supernatural Research to give them their 
grandiose title.

It was April of 1934 when we left The Narrows 
and New York City behind to sail back to my 
homeland of England, to dock in Southampton in 
several weeks time. I myself a fit 28-year-old had 
just left the employ of an American University in 
Massachusetts; where I’d been a diver for wrecks 
of archaeological interest in Boston harbour.

Times were hard and with no further 
employment forthcoming I decided to head back 
to the green hills and gentler pace of my English 
home.

The first week of our journey was cold, but 
calm and not too unpleasant. I had struck up a 
friendship with an ex-police inspector now in his 
60s by the name of Morris. He also had been in 
Boston, setting up a little business venture and 
doing a few investigation of the private kind for 
an American acquaintance he only referred to as 
Howard.

I had picked up the habit of smoking 
American cigarettes since my engagement with 
Boston Universities Archaeological wing. Morris 
liked to smoke a pipe after dinner and we often 

found ourselves engaged in conversation at the 
starboard rail. In the latter half of our second 
week of voyaging together, I rather candidly asked 
him about the purpose of his investigations.  At 
this point my new acquaintance became reluctant 
to answer my questions. All he would say was that 
a friend called Howard had requested his help 
investigating some unusual occurrences.  When 
I pressed him, he asked me a question I had 
never heard before.  “Do you have an open mind 
Hodgson?” he asked. “Have you seen things with 
your own eyes that neither science nor theology 
could explain?”  This question would come back 
to haunt me later in the voyage.

We were not the only passengers to frequent 
the ship’s rails at night, after drinks or a hand 
of Rummy. A very loud gentlemen called Guy 
Samson sometimes, butted into our conversations 
with wild boasts of books he had written and 
adventures he had had in the Americas, Africa 
and such places.

So Morris and I; the night before...well I shall 
come to that in turn; moved to the port side of 
the ship to avoid the odious Mr Samson. It was 
there we observed the presence of a lady dressed in 
black on the lower deck. She had both her gloved 
hands on the rail and was gazing out into the dark 
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night.

When she put one boot on the lower rail, 
Morris let out a loud startled cough and pulled 
his pie from his lips. It seemed to both of us that 
she meant to throw herself over the side.  Morris’s 
cough had alerted the lady to our presence and 
with a turn of her head, she fled. Her clothes and 
a hood she wore masked her appearance in the 
dark and when we reached the lower deck, she 
was gone.  We informed the Chief Steward of 
what we had observed, but with no description 
and 40 or more female passengers on the ship, 
detection would be difficult.

Morris and I stayed up well past midnight, 
just encase, but we saw her not again. We finally 
said our goodnights at around one and went back 
to our respective berths. Not knowing the events 
of the next day, would make this small mystery 
pale into insignificance.

The next morning dawned grey and uninviting 
and I slept late and took my breakfast inside my 
cabin. It was not until 11 that I finally made my 
way up on deck to find a cold fog surrounded the 
ship.

“Ah there you are, Hodgson,” Morris observed. 
“Fancy a stroll to the prow Hodgson?  I do love a 
good fog.” Morris said, breathing in a lungful of 
the sea air, before lighting his pipe.

“Why not?” I replied, having little else in the 
way of entertainment planned for the day.

The ship had slowed to a quarter speed as 
we reached our destination. We watched from 
the deck above as two of the ship’s crew brought 
lanterns to the ship’s prow.  We were not alone 
in our fog-bound vigil for long, as several of the 
passengers joined us along the rail; including the 
incorrigible Guy Samson and an attractive widow 
by the name of Olivia Valentine.

The prow of the ship was lost in the dense fog 
and only the two lanterns could be seen moving 
to and fro. The atmosphere was gloomy, damp 
and dull; yet somewhere miles above our heads it 
was nearly noon.

Suddenly the ship gave a sudden soundless 
lurch to starboard sending some of the passengers, 
including the rotund Samson, crashing to the 
deck.

The two sailors afore cried out, but their 
screams were cut short, like a squall wind had 
passed across them. Then the ship righted itself 
and there came the squeal of metal rubbing up 
against something before then the ship stopped 
dead in the water. The engines still roared below 
and the propellers turned, but the Augustine did 
not budge an inch.

“Iceberg!” screamed one excitable fellow 
passenger, grabbing his wife and child and 
running off aft to the nearest lifeboat.  The fog 
still surrounded the ship, yet something vaguely 
dark and at least 50 feet tall could be seen before 
the prow of the ship.  The Captain sent the First 
Officer down from the bridge to investigate while 
he gave the order to increase the ship’s speed to 
full. The Augustine did not budge and fearing 
that his hip had hit another vessel, iceberg or reef; 
he ordered the ship into full reverse.

By the time the First Officer had made it 
down to the prow with four sailors at his heel; the 
Captain had given up and ordered a full stop to 
the engine room.   “Did we hit another 
ship?” I asked.

“Come on, let’s take a closer look,” Morris 
suggested.

I nodded and followed Morris down to the 
main deck. We headed forward past the mighty 
anchor chains and approached the First Officer, as 
we walked through the fog-shrouded deck.
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We, with Mrs Valentine and Samson behind 
us; stopped just behind the sailors and gazed up at 
what they beheld.

The front 30 feet of the prow of the ship was 
gone. Not really gone, but it was not at all visible 
from our position and its invisibility had nothing 
to do with the denseness of the fog.

No vessel or iceberg blocked our passage, 
something more puzzling and fantastic had 
stopped the Augustine in its tracks.

In the wall of fog, there was a black fissure 
rising in a conical tear 50 feet up in the air. It 
seemed like the Augustine had punched through 
the fabric of the world and the front of the ship 
was wedged into this umbra crack.

“Roberts give me that.” The First Officer 
pointed at a sailor who held a flare pistol in his 
hand. The First Officer pointed it at the centre of 
the dark space and fired.

“What is that?” I heard Samson ask 
incredulously behind us as the flare shot into the 
black crack and disappeared without shedding 
any light on the situation or revealing what was 
beyond the darkness.

“An ice cave?” Mrs Valentine offered in her 
sharp American accent.

“Let me take a closer look sir,” a young seaman 
suggested to his superior.

“Okay Millward, but do not take any 
unnecessary risks m’lad.” 

Morris moved forward to stand with the crew 
and I followed suit.

“There must be something hidden in the fog, 
but for the life of me I cannot reason what it could 
be,” I said to all present.

“Pertwee, go fetch the Captain.” the First 
Officer ordered.

“Yes Mister Greenwood sir.” The older man 
was glad to be given this task as it got him away 
from the unnatural fissure.

Meanwhile, Millward stood only a foot away 
from the inky blackness.

“It has no smell sir,” he called back, “and no 
colour to it but pitch.” Millward raised the lantern 
in his hand, his eyes squinting.

“Be careful lad.” Morris called out as the 
young sailor began to walk along the line of the 
fissure, towards the starboard rail.

“It’s like a line of night across th-“ Millward 
did not finish his sentence, because he tripped on 
something and pitched into the murky beyond.

The crew, plus Morris and I, ran forward to his 
aid, but he had totally vanished into the unknown 
blackness in front of us.

“Millward, can you hear me lad?” First Officer 
Greenwood shouted into the glass-smooth black 
hole.  The darkness did not move, ripple or show 
any signs of being a natural Earthly phenomenon.

“What in the realm of Poseidon is that?” asked 
the Cornish Captain West as he joined us.

“That is what we are trying to fathom 
Captain.” Morris replied.

The Captain reached into his pocket and 
pulled out a tanner and lobbed it at the black wall. 
The coin passed through the dark barrier without 
a trace and if it hit the deck on the other side, no 
sound was heard on this end.

“Roberts fetch two ropes and a boathook,” 
the Captain ordered.  Turning to the rest of us he 
added, “I suggest everyone take a few steps back.”

Roberts returned within minutes with a 
seven boathook and two coils of rope over each 
shoulder.  The Captain held the boathook before 
him like a Spartan Hoplite as he inched forward. 
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As the hook neared the dark barrier, Captain West 
planted his feet like he was preparing for a tug-of-
war contest and lowered the hook down into the 
blackness.

“Do you feel any pull or resistance in that 
black ichor?” Morris asked.

“Not a thing.” The Captain replied and 
pushed the pole at least two feet forward, where it 
disappeared like it was going into a barrel of black 
treacle.

“Try lowering it to the deck Captain.” I called 
out, wondering if the ship still existed on the 
other side; or if the black crack consumed it.

The stout Captain moved forward a little, but 
still kept a respectable distance from the umbra 
rent in the fog. The Captain proceeded to tap 
down like a blind man with a white stick and then 
moved the hook in a three yard arc from left to 
right.

“The deck still lies beyond.” The Captain 
turned and smiled at the select assembled throng 
and then pulled the boathook back from the inky 
darkness. It was still intact, but had a crystallised 
thin coating , like frost upon it’s adventurous 
end.  Captain West pulled the pole towards him 
and touched it with his gloved hand. He quickly 
flinched away and the boathook dropped to the 
deck with a bang that made us all jump.  

“It’s cold,” the Captain announced, a bemused 
look on his face.

“Then we did hit an iceberg and this is 
some sort of ice cave.” Guy Samson announced, 
grasping for a rational explanation.

“I do not think so Mister Samson.” Ex-
Inspector Morris replied.

“Then what is it man?” Samson retorted; not 
at all used to having his opinions dismissed.

“An entrance maybe, to no place any man has 
ever ventured or mapped before.” Morris mused, 
looking at the edges of the blackness.

“It sounds like the Inspector has been reading 
too much Mister Wells and Mister Verne at 
bedtime.” Samson  said snidely.  No one laughed.

“Captain, is it possible to launch a boat to 
investigate this occurrence at sea level?” Morris 
asked.

“We are of the same mind sir, because I was 
just thinking along the same lines,”  the Captain 
replied.

“I should like to tag along, if I may,” I 
asked quickly before the buffoon Samson could 
volunteer.

“First Officer Greenwood, launch a boat 
with six crew and as many flares and lanterns as 
you can carry.” Captain West ordered, “and take 
Mister Hodgson along with you.”

“Could I come too?” Guy Samson asked.

“Mister Hodgson is an experienced diver 
Mister Samson.” Captain West stated firmly, “and 
any how, we need your expertise up here.” I felt 
like clapping old West on the back. 

“Just observe from a distance,” Morris warned.

“Understood.” I replied.

Luckily the Augustine was a large enough 
ship to have a motor launch onboard. The launch 
chugged forward about eight yards from the port 
side of the ship. The man on the tiller slowed the 
launch down as we approached the prow of the 
Augustine. Only the –USTINE and –LFAST, 
could be seen on the ship’s hull. The rest of 
Augustine and Belfast (where the ship was built) 
were swallowed up by the black hole in the fog.
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“Can we skirt the blackness and go to where 
the prow should be?” I asked the First Officer 
beside me.

“Of course.” He nodded wanting to know 
more himself. “MacDonald, take us past that 
darkness.”

“Aye, aye sir.” MacDonald replied. We moved 
past where the Augustine met the phenomena on 
a sea as glassy and calm as the Serpentine in Hyde 
Park.

“Mary mother of God save us,” cried one of 
the crew.

“Pipe down Gunn.” Greenwood ordered, 
but then saw what Gunn and the rest of us could 
see.  It is not possible!” Greenwood exclaimed in 
wonder.

For we had now rounded the black crack in 
the fog and where the grey hulled prow of the 
Augustine was simply not there.

“I’m getting us out of here,” Greenwood 
stated in a trembling voice as he gave the order to 
come about. We kept our distance and went past 
the black fissure at full speed. 

 

On returning to the ship, we discovered the 
situation onboard had moved on somewhat.  Guy 
Samson, adventurer extraordinaire. was standing 
by the fissure, with one of the ropes Roberts had 
brought around his waist.

“Don’t be a fool man, you don’t know what is 
beyond that black veil of night,” Morris shouted, 
quite agitated.

“I will not let you or anyone steal my thunder 
Morris.” Guy Samson replied, “I am the most 
qualified person here, so someone hand me a 
lantern.”

“Give him a lantern.” The Captain replied, 

having given up arguing with him. 

“Don’t go in there Samson,” I said calmly, but 
he refused to listen.

“You have had your turn Hodgson, now let 
the professional take charge.” Samson took the 
lantern from a crew member, without a ‘thank 
you’ and turned towards the widow Valentine.  
“Would you permit me a good luck kiss lady?” 
Samson bowed as much as his gut, clothing and 
rope would allow.

“I wish you well Mister Samson, but that is 
all.” She replied sternly, lines of disgust on her 
pretty countenance. “For I fear you’ll need luck, 
more than the taste of my lips to keep you safe in 
there.”

“Ah, perhaps on my return then good lady.” 
Samson blustered and with two crew members 
holding the rope, he took a nervous deep breath 
and walked through the black wall.  I moved 
closer as the rope began was pulled forward, 
disappearing into the inky darkness and whatever 
lay beyond.

After only a few seconds the rope began to lift 
up into the fissure, as if Samson was climbing up a 
steep incline on the other side. “Shall we pull ’im 
back sir?” one of rope holders asked the Captain.

“Not yet, he might have found Millward.”

Then the rope suddenly began to disappear 
at an alarming rate into the black fissure. The 
men cursed and dropped the rope as it burnt 
the skin from their palms and fingers.  It was 
an unexpected hero that took the first action, or 
should I say heroine?  Mrs Valentine went straight 
to the end of the long rope and tied it to the 
starboard railing. She just finished her last knot 
when the rope ran out and went taut.  The rest 
of us rushed to the starboard rail to heave it and 
Samson back.
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For some reason Samson was resisting eight 
men, or had something else unnamed on the 
other side got hold of him.  “He might have fallen 
over the side,” First Officer Greenwood offered as 
a suggestion.

“It feels like we are reeling in a whale.” I added, 
just a second before the pulling on the other side 
relented and we all fell into a heap.  The Captain 
who still wore his gloves, pulled the icy rope back 
to our side of the fissure, with no resistance. Only 
half the length returned to the ship, covered in a 
silver frost.  The end was cut neatly in half.

“Maybe I should have given him that kiss.” 
Mrs Valentine stated, as I stood up beside her.

“I am glad you didn’t.” I replied with more 
than my usual candour in such situations; but this 
was far from a normal situation.  She smiled for 
the first time on the voyage and it fair warmed 
my heart.

“What do we do now sir, send out an SOS?” 
the First Officer asked.

“I suppose so,” the Captain replied. “I 
wouldn’t send anyone else in there without a suit 
of armour.”

“Captain West, I would like to volunteer to go 
in there.” I pointed to the murky barrier, ignoring 
the gasp from the widow beside me.

“Do you have a suit of armour then, Mister 
Hodgson?” The Captain asked with a heavy 
emphasis on the sarcastic.

“No sir, but I have the next best thing.” I 
smiled, wondering how long it would take to 
reclaim my diving suit and apparatus from the 
ship’s hold.

An hour later with the Augustine still caught 
in the fissure,  I was nearly ready to enter the black 

crack.  My petrol-driven pump of my own design 
was being looked after by the ship’s engineer and 
all I required was to have my helmet fitted. I had 
donned three layers of thick woollen socks, an all-
in=one American  set of underwear, thick trousers 
and a shirt and two pullovers. On my hands I 
wore fur-lined gloves and over them, rubber/
canvas waterproof gloves fixed into my suit with 
brass air tight cuffs.

Morris stood next to me, holding my diving 
helmet, while the First Officer re-checked my gear 
for me. I was about to pull my balaclava down 
over my head when Mrs Valentine approached.  
“You don’t have to do this, just to impress a girl 
you know.” She smiled at me, but her eyes were a 
hair’s breath away from tears.

“I feel I would fly to the moon and back to 
try and impress you Mrs Valentine.” I smiled and 
patted her arm as best I could.

“Call me Olivia please.”

“Then you better call me Christian, Olivia.” 
I would have bowed, but in my diving it suit it 
would have been rather difficult.

“I,” she began, then paused. “I want to thank 
you both for saving my life the other night.” 

“You were the poor lady on the rails the other 
night.” Morris whispered, leaning forward, not 
wanting all and sundry to hear.

“I was,” she nodded and looked down at my 
lead-weighted boots. “My young son and husband 
were killed a year ago last night in an automobile 
accident and I just wanted to join them.”

“All ready to go sir.” The First officer clapped 
me on the back and gave me an encouraging smile.

“I have to go.” I said to her, a might too 
coldly. Not wanting to show my emotions before 
the ship’s assembled crew.
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“I understand.” She reached up to roll my 
balaclava over my head.

“I will be back, before you can say Charlie 
Chaplin,” I joked; making light of the situation 
before I plunged into the black unknown.

“Now don’t take any risks Hodgson; just see 
what is beyond that,” Morris advised.

“I hope I can find the missing crew and that 
fool Samson.” I replied.

“Oh and take care old chap.” Morris handed 
me an oil lantern with a glass-enclosed wick, 
carefully into my left gloved hand.

“I have my electric battery torch.” 

“Always best to have something in reserve.” He 
nodded to Greenwood and together they lifted my 
brass diving helmet and lowered it over my head. 
With a turn, it was secured and then bolted in at 
the back, as my world suddenly shrunk to the size 
of a goldfish bowl. The First Officer pointed to the 
pump behind me and gave a thumbs up signal; 
which I reciprocated, indicating everything was 
working as it should be.

When I was standing directly before the black 
wall, I lifted the lantern high and walked through 
it. I closed my eyes for some primordial reason.

When I opened them again, I was in a very 
different world indeed. The first thing that struck 
me was it was nigh time on the other side of the 
fissure and there was not an inch of fog to be 
seen.  I lowered the lantern as my eyes adjusted to 
the darkness and was glad to see the deck of the 
Augustine beneath my leaded boots. A thin layer 
of crystallised dew covered the deck as far as my 
lantern made out. Looking up. I could see stars.

I only got two steps before the lantern 
flickered three times and then died. Dropping my 
air tubes, I reached down and grabbed my torch 
from my belt and switched it on.

I was shocked as the torch beam showed frost 
was already starting to form upon the glass of the 
lantern.  In that same instant I began to feel it 
also. I threw the useless lantern over the nearby 
port rail. Then I stood amazed as the lantern 
reached the rail  and kept spinning and turning in 
a straight line past the rail. It continued onwards 
into the cold darkness without ever showing any 
signs of falling.

I made it to the icy rail and bent over as far as I 
could, my torch extended before me in my gloved 
hand. There I made a discovery that shocked my 
beliefs and religion to the very core.  Around the 
sides and underneath the Augustine was a vast 
waterfall of frozen seawater. 

“The sea has been frozen solid”. As I spoke I 
noticed cold puffs of air rise up from my mouth 
inside my brass helmet. Leaving the port rail, I 
headed towards the prow of the ship; to see if 
I could find any signs of Samson and the crew 
before I became too cold to move my limbs. I did 
not hold up much hope of finding them alive; 
as the cold dark world on this side of the fissure 
must have surely frozen them to death by now.

I became aware of a chattering sound, but 
soon realised it was only my own teeth. I knew 
I would have to go back through the world-
dividing hole soon, before I became a permanent 
ice sculpture here.

Reaching the end of the ship, where port and 
starboard rails converged into a v-shape, I became 
aware of a glow.

This glow began to increase rapidly in a thin 
elliptical shape in the distance. As the orange light 
increased and spread, it raced around to reveal a 
round far off-shape, so immense it staggered my 
calculations.  Soon there were five great orbs could 
be seen of varying colours; shapes, distances from 
me and sizes.

“My lord God.” I whispered and had to wipe 
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away the frost from the outside of my face plate 
to see.  

These shapes before me were stars that no 
human astronomer had ever laid eyes on before. A 
sun like our very own must lie behind a vast grey 
planet that dominated the vista before me. The 
freezing cold had penetrated deep into my bones 
now and I knew I had to leave. Once warmed I 
could make another journey through the black 
veil into the other dimension of God’s creation.

I was half-turned to retrace my steps back to 
the safety of the fog-bound side of the Augustine 
when movement caught my eye.  I saw specks of 
small things appear from behind a purple plant 
dead ahead and maybe thousands of miles away 
from me.

I lost count at 50 as hundreds of these small 
things darted about, showing they were individual 
creatures and not space rocks or comets. Thousands 
zoomed around the planet like a shoal of fish. It 
wasn’t long before something larger arrived—
something bigger and beyond scale that could 
send a sane man mad just trying to calculate its 
enormity. This leviathan moved through the stars, 
with great undulations of its grey body. It was 
twice the size of the purple planet and ten times 
its length. If it had eyes, I could not see them, 
yet it had a mouth of sorts, round and filled with 
silver teeth, much like the lamprey fish of Earth’s 
seas.

Finally the cold and the sight of this 
nightmare grey colossus, caused me to fall on my 
side: a shivering wreck of a man. I knew I should 
try and drag myself back to the other side of the 
Augustine and safety; but my body was already 
too weak and my mind would not leave this place. 
With great effort, and my last ounce of strength, 
I watched this demonic creature, advance on the 
unsuspecting planet with its mouth wide open 
to consume it.  I wondered vaguely if there was 
some form of human life on that world or other 

sentient beings that had evolved unlike us. Then 
I watched, for I could do little else, in morbid 
fascination as the great star maggot brought its 
jaws to bear on the purple world and bit almost 
half the world in two and swallowed it.  The rest 
of the world seemed to split asunder as its core 
exploded outwards, with soundless explosion of 
light and debris.

The great space Proteus seemed unaffected by 
this, but the creatures that led the way like pilot 
fish were blown across the stars.

I  remember being buffeted like an earthquake 
had hit the ship and something flew into my 
vision. I turned so I could see through the right 
porthole of my helmet. One of the gnat creatures 
had escaped the destruction and was hovering 
above me on gossamer wings. The boat beneath 
me continued to be rocked by the shock waves of 
the destroyed world.

The creature, clicked together two great 
pincers that were attached to its body.  It had no 
head, eyes or nostrils, but somehow it sensed me.  
I wondered if hyperthermia or the creature would 
end my life first.  And, as I lay far from home, the 
darkness took me.

I awoke to find myself in the sic bay of the 
Augustine.  It was day and sun steamed through 
the nearby portholes. I nearly whooped with joy 
as I realized the ship was moving again and at 
full speed. With stiff arms and pains in my feet I 
pulled myself up into a sitting position.

“Doctor, he’s awake,” Olivia Valentine said.  
She was sitting by my bed, wrapped in a blanket.

“Steady there son, you’ve had quite a rough 
time of it of late.” The ship’s doctor rushed to 
my side to give me the once over. I reached out 
a bandaged hand, which Olivia clasped in her 
warm-blooded hands.
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“Charlie Chaplin.” I said and smiled.

“Charlie Chaplin.” She smiled back; tears of 
relief flooding down her enchanting cheeks.

“We’ve broken free from the hole in space?” 
I asked. 

“Yes,” she said and kissed my bandaged hand,  
“You saved us all.” 

“Did I?” I responded, “The things I saw there, 
Olivia, no man will believe me.”

“I’m no man, but I’m darn sure that they will.”

“How can you be so sure? I’m not sure what I 
saw, it could have been hallucinations brought on 
by the freezing temperatures?”

“Trust me, they will.” She winked and the 
next day I found out why.

 

The frostbite in my hands and feet had not 
been too bad, though I did lose two toes on 
my right foot. The next day, Olivia and Morris 
wheeled me to the ship’s upper hold.

At the entrance were two crewmen armed with 
rifles. Inside were Captain West and First Officer 
Greenwood, both also armed. In an iron cage, 
surrounded by a circle of salt (Morris’s idea) was 
the gnat creature I saw before the ship had been 
pushed back into normal space by the shockwaves 
of the exploding purple star.

I stared at its strange thin fronds and listened 
to the clicking sounds the pincers made as it 
attacked the bars. I wondered how far away that 
sun and those planets had been. I trembled inside, 
wondering how long the leviathan space Proteus 
would take before it reached the Milky Way and 
our own planet Earth. 
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Comic Books, Concepts 
and Cinema
ARTIST kERRy gAMMIll
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Born April 26, 1954 in Ft. Worth, Texas, Kerry Gammill began working as a pencil artist 
for Marvel Comics at the age of 24.  At Marvel, his assignments included stints as regular 
pencil artist on POWER MAN AND IRON FIST, MARVEL TEAM-UP starring SPIDER-
MAN, INDIANA JONES and FALLEN ANGELS.  He also penciled issues of FANTASTIC 
FOUR, UNCANNY X-MEN, STAR WARS, SPECTACULAR SPIDER-MAN, DEADLY 
FOES OF SPIDER-MAN, SAVAGE SWORD OF CONAN, WONDER MAN, DOCTOR 
STRANGE, and MARVEL FANFARE stories starring Captain America and She-Hulk 
and WHAT IF? featuring The Hulk.  He also designed and penciled many covers as well as 
posters, trading cards, and other projects.

In 1988 Gammill left Marvel when DC Comics invited him to take over the pencil art 
on SUPERMAN comics, the flagship book of the Superman line.  For the next four years 
he worked on this and various other Superman comics including ACTION COMICS, 
ADVENTURES OF SUPERMAN, SUPERGIRL and two graphic novels, SUPERMAN FOR 
THE EARTH and SUPERMAN: UNDER A YELLOW SUN, as well as many Superman 
covers and trading cards.  

In 1996, the Texas-born Gammill  relocated to Los Angeles and started working in film. As 
the in-house concept artist for Steve Johnson’s XFX, he did designs or storyboards for many 
sci-fi movies and TV shows including VIRUS, PHANTOMS, SPECIES II, THE OUTER 
LIMITS, and STARGATE SG1.

In 1998 he moved back to the Dallas area to become an art director at Tic Toc, an agency 
which produces film and TV-based promotional items. Our clients included Pepsi , Colgate, 
General  Mills, TGI Friday’s , Braum’s , Denny’s, Hershey and others.

In 2002 he left Tic Toc and returned to freelancing, doing illustrations, storyboards and 
graphic art for a variety of clients. Currently he is working on a new horror comic book 
called “Bela Lugosi’s Tales from the Grave” from Monsterverse Comics. 

Gammill has written two books--KERRY GAMMILL’S MONSTERS AND HEROES 
FOR FILM AND COMICS and FAMOUS MONSTER MOVIE ART OF BASIL GOGOS.

He also designs and maintains a website for classic horror movie fans called MONSTER 
KID ONLINE MAGAZINE which can be found at:  www.monster-kid.com.

His own website is:  www.kerrygammill.com. 

AAM:  What kind of family were you raised in?

KG:  Midwestern, middle class. My dad was an engineer and was very technical-minded. He 
never really understood my interest in things like comics and monsters but he put up with it. My 
mom was more creative. She was a doodler and was especially good at drawing women’s faces. 
She also was a movie fan growing up and would give me little tidbits about the actors in the old 
films I would watch. 
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First attempt to draw something?

The first thing I really remember drawing was 
Superman. The TV show starring George Reeves was 
my favorite show and made a huge impact on me. 
I used to draw him in that dramatic pose from the 
beginning of the show with his hands at his waist and 
his cape blowing in the wind. 

Did anyone notice your early art attempts?

I always got a lot of positive feedback from both 
kids and adults. Starting in kindergarten I was always 
considered the artist of the class. It really helped form 
my self-image as an artist very early on. 

What contributed most to your early interest in 
drawing and art? What drove you to draw?

My art was always a reflection of whatever my 
interests were at the time. It was sort of a way of 
try to recreate the excitement I felt from watching 
Superman or monster movies or whatever sparked 
my imagination. I guess it was mostly an attempt to 
capture that magic feeling on paper.  

Any thoughts on how to encourage a child to draw?

Most kids don’t need much encouragement to 
start drawing, but they can be easily discouraged from 
drawing if they think their work isn’t good enough. I 
think it’s important to be as supportive as possible of 
their creativity and point out things that are especially 
good or unique in the way they interpret something. 
Exposing them to work by other artists that they might 
connect with or be inspired by is helpful too. 

AAM:  If you could go back in a time machine and 
give some advice to your young artist self what would 
that be?

KG:  Wow. I’ve never really thought about that. 
I’d probably say not to focus less on details and more 
on general form and impression. 

AAM:  What was the first fanzine you had work 
published in?
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KG:  I had some covers printed on an adzine called The Nostalgia Journal and a cartoon in The 
Monster Times. Then I did several pieces for a well-known comics fanzine called Rocket’s Blast 
Comic Collector. 

AAM:  Did you self-publish any comic work as a fan artist showcase? What came out of that? 

KG:  I created a super-hero character called The Cyclone and self-published one issue of a 
b&w comic. It got me a little bit of attention, but mainly it was a great learning experience. It’s 
pretty embarrassing to look at today, but it was a start.

AAM:  What other artists were working in fanzines at the time that you were involved?

KG:  There were several others who went on to become popular professional comics artists. 
John Byrne, Mike Zeck, Mike Mignola, Jerry Ordway, Bob Layton and others all had early work 
printed in the fanzines of that day. 

AAM:  Did the fanzine work help in any way and if so, how?

KG:  Just having your work seen by even a small audience was a rewarding experience, 
especially when those readers were hard-core fans of comic art and very supportive of fellow fans 
seeking to turn pro. And seeing the art published helped you better see how to work for the printed 
page and learn how different techniques would reproduce in print.

AAM:  What were comic book conventions like at the time you were first going to them?

KG:  Before the internet, conventions were the main way of touching base with other fans and 
collectors. The early ones I went to in Texas were really great. Besides comics, they were heavily 
geared towards movie fans. They showed 16mm prints of genre movies and serials all day, which 
was cool because back then you hardly ever got a chance to see an old movie on a big screen 
and uninterrupted by commercials. And you could meet actors and stunt men from b-movies and 
serials who were there. 

AAM:  Did you meet anyone at the conventions that left an impression upon you?

KG:  Gil Kane was one of the first major artists I met and he gave me some feedback on my 
work that was helpful and inspiring. Roy Thomas was also very encouraging when he saw my 
work. 

AAM:  What was your first comic book job and how did it happen?

KG:  I met Stan Lee at a convention in Houston in 1977 and showed him my art. He said I still 
had some more growing to do but he thought that I had the talent to make it as a Marvel artist. That 
led to a 5-page trial story that I penciled  before getting my first real assignment. It was Marvel 
Team-Up # 73 featuring Spider-Man and Daredevil. 

AAM:  As a beginning professional, was there an incident or experience that helped you “jump” 
to another level?

KG:  At first it was a little difficult for me to let go of some things I wanted to draw a certain 



“Comic Books, Concepts And Cinema” 81



ASTONISHING ADVENTURES MAGAZINE82

way for the sake of telling the entire story the best way possible. In my first issue as regular penciler 
of POWER MAN AND IRON FIST, I was a little annoyed when I saw copies of the finished pages 
and I found that the editor had had a couple of my panels redrawn. One of them was a nice full-
figure action scene of Iron Fist running which I was very proud of. It was changed to a long shot 
from above of the character zipping through the street. After looking at all the pages I realized the 
editor was exactly right. The individual pages looked fine, but when you looked at the story as a 
whole it had a rather claustrophobic look. I had too many close shots and not enough wide shots 
that established a sense of place and gave the action some breathing room. From that point I feel I 
started to grow much stronger as a story-teller. 

AAM:  What book was the first series you were hired to work upon and how did that come 
about?

KG:  POWER MAN AND IRON FIST was my first regular series. It was what you might call 
a “buddy- comic” to borrow a phrase from the movies. It teamed a martial artist known as Iron Fist 
with a black character named Luke Cage who was sort of like Shaft with super-powers. Each had 
been a solo character before but by the late ‘70s both of the genres that had inspired them were 
starting to wane and the sales were slipping so they combined them into one book. The contrast 
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between the characters helped give them some odd 
chemistry which helped keep the book interesting. 
Before getting that assignment I had done a few fill-
ins and back-up stories in other Marvel comics. One 
of those was an issue of the STAR WARS comic 
which was written by Mary Jo Duffy. She was also 
writing POWER MAN AND IRON FIST and when 
the book needed a new artist she suggested me.

AAM:  What was the process of working with 
the writer on that book?

KG:  As with most comics, the writing was done 
in two stages. First came the “plot” which was like 
an outline of the story told in a few typed pages. It 
focused on the “who did what” and how the story 
would get from point A to point B and so on. From 
that plot I would draw the story doing my best to 
make it visually interesting and exciting and add as 

much personality and emotions to the characters as I could. Then Jo would write the dialogue 
and captions to fit the art. At first her plots were more detailed when describing the action and the 
character reactions, but soon she felt I understood the series and the characters to the point where 
she could leave more of the choreography and character bits to me rather than write them all into 
the plot. We worked very well as a team and had a lot of fun doing the book. 
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AAM:  Now that you had become an 
established professional artist on a regular book, 
what changed in your professional and private life 
because of it?

KG:  It was very exciting to have that first 
regular book at Marvel because I felt like I had really 
joined the ranks of some of my favorite artists and 
would be a small part of Marvel Comics history. 
And I knew the readers would start recognizing 
my work and my name. I was very proud of being 
a Marvel artist. It is an odd life though. Living in 
Texas, I didn’t get to mingle much with others in 
the business and I worked mostly alone. Since I 
didn’t have to keep regular hours, I kept a pretty 
weird schedule, usually working late at night so 
my personal life was a little bit odd. 

AAM:  At the time, how did you feel about 
your growth as an artist?

KG:  It’s hard to say. Although I felt that I had made great strides, I still knew I was anywhere 
near the level of the comics artists I admired most.

AAM:  What other artists and industry people did you meet and become friends with? 

KG:  Bob Layton was one of the first people I got to know because he had a girlfriend in Ft. 
Worth not far from me. Coincidentally he was the cover artist for POWER MAN AND IRON FIST 
at the time I took over as penciler and he asked if I wanted to do the pencils for the cover of my 
second issue. He had already done a sketch which had been approved by the editor and he let me 
do the actual pencils, then he finished it in ink. It was my first cover so I was very grateful that Bob 
was generous enough to give up part of the assignment and let me handle the pencil art. 

There were a lot of great people at Marvel at that time and it was nice to get to know them, 
either through my occasional trips to New York or by seeing them at comics conventions. People 
like John Byrne, Frank Miller, John Romita, Jr., George Perez, Bill Sienkiewicz, and Mike Mignola 
were all beginning their careers around that time and it was cool to hang out with them and talk 
about each other’s work. It was also great to get to meet and get to know some of the people 
I idolized in the business like Gil Kane, Gene Colan, John Busema, Archie Goodwin and Jim 
Steranko. It was a very exciting time.

AAM:  What was the next book that you worked on as the artist? 

KG:  My second series was called MARVEL TEAM-UP and the writer at the time was J. M. 
DeMatteis. Spider-Man was the regular star of the book and each month he was teamed him with 
a different Marvel hero. Drawing a Spider-Man book was a real kick for me since he was Marvel’s 
most famous character and the one that made me a comics fan. It was a little difficult, though, 
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handling a new co-star each issue. Unlike most of the other comics, the stories in TEAM-UP didn’t 
usually continue in the next issue. You had a single issue to introduce the guest star and the villain 
and create a logical story that led to the two heroes teaming up to defeat some bad guy. Usually by 
the end of the story I had just gotten the hang of drawing the guest hero, but next issue I had to start 
all over with a new one. But hey, I was drawing Spider-Man and I loved that. 

AAM:  After leaving Marvel you ended up at DC. Why? How? Did it differ from Marvel? 

KG:  When my exclusive contract with Marvel expired I did a few assignments for DC because 
of some friends I had over there. Most people in the business back then sort of drifted back and 
forth between the two big comics publishers. Mike Carlin, whom I had worked with at Marvel 
when he was the editor of THE FANTASTIC FOUR, was then at DC editing the Superman titles. 
When he offered me the job of regular penciler on SUPERMAN when John Bryne decided to 
leave, I couldn’t turn it down. I was mainly a Marvel fan, but Superman was THE super-hero  
started it all and the one that made such big impact on me as a kid through the old TV show. 

I spent the next five years doing art for various Superman comics or products and having a 
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blast. Mike Carlin was the best editor I ever worked with. There were four ongoing Superman 
titles and he did a remarkable job of keeping them all in synch with each other, giving each book 
its own direction. Every year they had a “Super Summit” with all the artists and writers to map out 
the coming year and decide which book would handle which stories and how they would overlap 
into the other books. It was a real group effort with people like Roger Stern, Jerry Ordway, Dan 
Jurgens, George Perez, Louise Simonson, and Jon Bogdanov. Everyone was able to pitch ideas and 
make suggestions. I really enjoyed being a part of a big team like that. 

AAM:  At this point you are a well-known artist in the industry. What has changed for you? 

KG:  Hmmm. Well, I have a lot of the same friends, though I don’t see them in person as much. 
Johnny Cassaday and I go way back. When he was just a kid I used to see him every time I was at 
a convention in Dallas. I found out was a fan of classic movies and old Republic serials from the 
‘30s and ‘40s which I love too. We talked about movies and our favorite serial scenes and stunt 
men, etc. a lot more than we talked about art or comics. I had a lot of the serials on tape that he 
hadn’t seen so I would make copies and leave them at the local comics shop so he could pick them 
up whenever he was in town. I lost touch with him for a while and the next thing I knew he grew 
up to be John Cassaday: brilliant comics artist.  He did some incredible work on Captain America 
that I think came directly from his love of those great ‘40s movie serials. When we see each other 
now we still talk mostly about movies. 

AAM:  It’s no secret, you had a tough time with deadlines. What were some of the reasons 
behind the deadline problems? 

KG:  I’ve always been a bit of a perfectionist, which led to a lot of trouble with deadlines. And 
I work best on things I’m really excited about or inspired by. But when you’re on a regular monthly 
comic you can’t wait around for the inspiration to hit you or pass on a story that you don’t find very 
interesting. After a while I stopped drawing comics full time and starting doing other kinds of art 
like storyboarding and conceptual art.

AAM:  How did you like working in the film industry as a conceptual artist for an effects 
company? 

KG:  I’d always been interested in film make-up and special effects and knew a few people 
in that business. Steve Johnson, who started as one of Rick Baker’s crew on AMERICAN 
WEREWOLF IN LONDON, had become very successful with his own effects studio. When he 
was looking for a new staff artist to do concept art and character designs, I applied for the job and 
got it. I moved out to LA and began a new phase in my career. As much as I like being in comics, 
I felt like I was really at home for the first time working in the film industry. I basically got paid 
for drawing monsters and aliens all day. And occasionally something would end up on the movie 
or TV screen based on my concepts. It was very cool. I did that for quite a while and have done 
concept art for several other effects studios as well. It’s been an interesting field to work in, on and 
off, over the past ten years and to see the big changes that computer graphics have brought to the 
effects business as well as the way character designs are done. Today I use Photoshop and ZBrush 
almost as much as pencil and paper. 
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AAM:  The world of comic book publishing has gone through a huge change in the last 20 
years. Have you thought of creating cover art in an effort to better showcase your artwork and have 
the time to create the best possible work to present to the public?

KG:  Yes, the comics business has gone through a lot of changes since I started. And the 
technology of creating comics has changed quite a bit in recent years. Computers have changed 
several things. My friend Brian Denham who has drawn a lot of recent issues of IRON MAN does 
almost 100% of his work on a computer using Adobe Illustrator and a Wacom tablet to “ink” his 
work. You’d swear he was using quills and brushes but the lines are actually vector shapes. For 
talented artists a computer is just another tool in his art box. Photoshop coloring has added a whole 
new dimension to the art through a full range of colors and effects. The quality of the art and the 
printing in some comics today is really stunning. 

At this stage of my career I feel extremely confident in my storytelling, illustration and technical 
skills and I want to be able to show off my work in the best possible way with today’s printing 
standards and technology. Right now I’d love to work up some covers of classic characters using 
the best technical tools afforded on the computer today. I want to knock people’s eyes out when 
they see a cover with my interpretation of those characters. I hold my self to a high standard along 
the lines of Frazetta, Kirby, Steranko and John Cassidy’s gorgeous work.
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AAM:  Any characters that you’d like to do covers for?

KG:  Well, I’d love to make one more return visit to Superman and try to do something 
memorable. Batman is a character I never got to do much with before. Of course he’s so dark and 
grim, he’s the direct opposite of Superman, but that’s why I’d love the chance to do it. 

AAM:  If a comic book publisher were to make you an offer, what would be your dream way 
of completing a six-issue story arc in a manner to best showcase your artwork and yet still make a 
profit for the publisher?

KG:  I’d love to sit down and work with a terrific editor and writer and discuss a story and 
create it from the ground up. This would get my enthusiasm full steam for the project. I’ve learned 
from past experience that I need to be involved with and share in the creative groundwork to stay 
excited about the work. No more throwing scripts at me on a monthly basis. We work up the ideas, 
get a really good one and then set about doing the work of breaking it down into a fantastic and 
compelling story. I’m the biggest critic on myself for telling a good story with the best illustration 
possible so I don’t want to frustrate myself on something less than epic. Then let me go off and 
illustrate it. We set down a story for six monthly issues with the goal to have them collected into a 
graphic novel format when done. That’s it. This way the company gets what they want and I can 
get the quality to the work that I want. Everybody’s happy.
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I’ve been working up some projects with writer/producer Sam Park who I’ve got an easy rapport 
with because he’s my cousin along with being a talented writer working in film and comic books. 
We also love all the same movies and comic books and have all the same influences, too. Which 
is a huge help since we share all the same cultural and pop touchstones. We’ve been developing 
comic book projects to be announced at this summer’s San Diego Comic Book Convention that 
will feature original stories and characters and also be pitched as film projects. It’s a very exciting 
time to be moving back into the comic book industry.
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“Passover”
A Tale of the Masquerade

By BIll CuNNINgHAM
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“The Masquerade” was begun in the years 
after the Great Disaster of 2103.  With the world 
economy in the metaphorical waste facility, and 
the authoritarian infrastructure in shambles, it 
was decided that a new law enforcement agency 
was needed. Of course, this new organization 
would need to include safeguards so as not to 
repeat the mistakes of the old order, which led 
to the Great Disaster in the first place.

“The Masquerade was intended to be a secret 
organization, autonomous and enigmatic. Even 
agents of the Masquerade would not know each 
others’ identities.  This was made possible by the 
special masks they wore when on missions. This 
cloak of secrecy allowed for The Masquerade to 
be anyone any time, anywhere and everywhere. 
Criminals were awestruck because any agent 
of The Masquerade could strike with impunity 
and simply disappear into a crowd seconds after 
removing his mask. 

“How does one combat a super-powered 
organization that doesn’t even exist - not even 
to its own members?

“There was no headquarters per se, no 
meeting area, no leaders nor rules save that 
justice and truth had to be served and preserved. 
Within those broad parameters agents were free 
to investigate and deal with crime and corruption 
as he or she saw fit.  It was a terrifying mandate 
to…unleash. 

“Thus after careful consideration and debate, 
it was decided that only a select few, the best and 
brightest, would be allowed to become agents  
of The Masquerade.  They had to have a high 
intellect, a flawless genetic profile and the right 
psychological makeup.  Only after undergoing a 
battery of tests would the candidate selected as 
an Initiate undergo the Transfiguration, and even 
then, not until the crucial ritual of Passover.”

[Begin Download] 

Tommy Marks bounded through the back 
door with two sacks of groceries for dinner, 
taking the steps two at a time.  He barely 
missed Sparks, the family hound who was 
flopped across the welcome mat as he always 
was. Tommy grinned and petted the animal and 
thought, “The more things change the more 
they stay the same.” 

“Hi Mom!”

Mrs. Marks turned from the sink and smiled. 
She placed the wet dishes in the rack and wiped 
her hands on her apron. Most families used 
a washer - but not his Mom. She was old-
fashioned in a PD (Pre-Disaster) sense. She 
held her arms out to embrace her boy.

“Oh hey! What are you doing here? This 
is a pleasant surprise. Is everything all right?” 
The words came out of her in a tumble with all 
the motherly concern that her 52 years could 
muster. “I have some extra credits…” 

Tommy held back a white-toothed grin, 
but couldn’t withhold  the sparkle in his eyes. 
“Mom, I’m okay. I was in the neighborhood and 
thought it would be nice to have dinner together. 
Can’t I do that for my folks?” 

Marjorie caught the twinkle in his eye and 
returned it. “As long as you cook, I’m good.” 
She pointed her head upward. “Howard! Get 
out of that VR chair and come see your son! “

They heard Howard Marks’ heavy feet 
descend the stairs. He still had the old style 
VR goggles on as he stared down on them. 
He looked like a bug, with a few extra pounds 
around his middle. “ Let me guess, he brought 
his laundry!” 

“Nope, smells like corned beef.”
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“Corned beef?! Must be serious.” 

------------------------

Howard Marks pushed his chair away from 
the dinner table and patted his belly now full 
of deli food – a corned beef sandwich, pickle 
and potato salad. He looked at his boy, now a 
young man of 22, and tried to figure out what 
had prompted the surprise visit.  

Tommy just sat there and smiled at the two of 
them, thinking that this was the perfect “picture 
postcard” (as they used to call them) moment. 
He could see the worry in his father’s eyes, but 
looked past it. He had business to attend to…

“Well,” asked his father, “are you going to 
keep us guessing, or do I have to drag it out of 
you? And don‘t you think I couldn‘t.”

“Howard…let the boy speak.” His Mother 
said with a softness that spoke volumes about 
how much she cared for him. 

“Sorry, didn’t mean for this to get all 
sentimental,” said Tommy. “I have something I 
want to share with you, something that is really 
important to me.  But I guess you figured it out 
already.”

His parents nodded their assent and kept 
silent. Tommy bowed his head. Not looking at 
them while he said it made it much easier. Not 
really, but that was what Tommy told himself as 
he ran his hand over the crocheted tablecloth. 

“I decided what I wanted to do with the rest 
of my life. It was really hard coming to this 
decision, but I did like you always taught me. 
I worked hard. I worked smart and I did my 
best… and it was good enough.”  Tommy could 
barely get the words out. 

Howard put his hand on his boy’s arm, and 
Tommy flinched. His father rarely touched him 
and it felt strange. “Good enough for what, 

son?”

Tommy looked up. Caught their eyes as they 
grasped the seriousness of their tone. The words 
snagged in his throat, but he got them out. 

“I qualified for The Masquerade.” 

The silence hung for a second, then Howard’s 
voice burst forth as he hugged his wife. “That’s 
terrific son! My boy is going is going to be… 
well, super! We’re so proud. Aren’t we, honey?”

Marjorie tried to match Howard’s 
enthusiasm, but all the color had drained from 
her cheeks. “Are you sure this is what you 
want, Tommy? The Masquerade. Oh…it’s 
overwhelming. I… don’t know anyone whose 
kids made it into…”

“Yes, mom. This is what I want to do. More 
than anything. Really.”

Howard and Marjorie looked at their 
offspring in a new light. He had done something 
incredible. The Masquerade offered its tests 
free online to anyone who wanted to apply, but 
so few were actually accepted that the odds…

Howard beamed. “I told you our boy was 
special, Marj! The Masquerade! Damn, this 
calls for a drink!” Howard levered himself out 
of his chair and ambled over to the refrigerator 
for two beers.

Marjorie looked at her son and a tear formed 
in her eye. Tommy stared back, his eyes saying 
what his mouth couldn’t…

“Dad, come on back here. There’s more.” 

Howard came back out of the kitchen, 
the two neo-glass bottles clinking together as 
he handed one to Tommy. “Well, what more 
could there be? My son is a member of The 
Masquerade! To my son!” He held his beer 
bottle up for Tommy to complete the toast. 
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But Tommy let his bottle sit there. “I’m 
not an agent of the Masquerade, Dad. Not yet. 
There’s one thing left that I have to do.”

“Okay then, do it.”

“Dad, you don’t understand.” 

“Okay then, son. Make me understand. 
What is it you’re trying to say?”

Tommy locked eyes with his parents, and 
tears formed as he spat out the words that would 
unmask his feelings. He could do this.

He wanted this. 

“The Masquerade is a secret organization. In 
simple terms - it doesn’t exist. Its agents don’t 
know one another. They don’t hang out.  That 
was the problem with all the Supers that led to 
the disaster. The criminals were able to strike 
at them through their families, friends, and so 
forth. They were able to trace them through 
fingerprints and bribing officials.”

Howard piped up, “That’s why they made 
the Masquerade secret. To protect all the agents. 
Right?” 

Marjorie put her hand on her husband’s. 
“What he means dear, is that this will be the last 
time we see our boy. That’s right isn’t it? You’re 
leaving? 

Tommy nodded. “Yes, that’s part of it.”

Howard blurted,  “Separating a boy from 
his family because of his job…I mean…”  
The words started getting tangled up with the 
thoughts that were racing through his head. 

His boy was leaving them. This was The 
Masquerade. The system put into place so 
mankind could live in peace knowing someone, 
somewhere was looking out for them. 

“Once you’re in The Masquerade,” began 

Tommy, “you’re in for life. You’re injected with 
complex nano-particles allowing you to heal, 
think, react faster and stronger than anyone else. 
The FAQ program at the station says it’s a 200 
percent enhancement… that costs 10 million 
per agent.”

He’d never wanted anything more in his 
entire life. 

Howard let out a whistle. Even adjusting that 
figure for inflation he could see The Masquerade 
was making a serious investment in their son. 

“So, they have to keep everything secret…
and they have a final exam. They call it Passover. 
Named after the religious holiday when the 
Angel of Death passed over the houses of the 
faithful…’

Tommy suddenly bolted up.  As his chair 
skidded away, Sparks ran out of the room and 
out the doggy door. 

He could do this. 

Tears were in his eyes as Tommy looked 
into the faces of his frightened parents. He owed 
them that. Payment in full. He could do this…

He began reciting the paragraph he’d 
memorized as part of this, his final test:

“ An agent of the Masquerade can only be 
free to act if he has no ties to the world. No 
loyalties except to justice and truth. If an agent 
were ever found out he, his family and our 
society would be forfeit. This we cannot allow. 
With this in mind and heart, we celebrate our 
ritual of Passover. Be not afraid, but be proud. 
Your sacrifice means you can go to your reward 
knowing  your child will be the best of all of us. 

He will walk in freedom and serve.”

Marjorie shot a worried look at her husband, 
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then at Tommy. Her son’s clenched fists cracked 
with tension as he swung. 

She didn’t even feel her neck snap. 

[End download]

The android gestured to the glass holo-
display featuring the black-mask- wearing 
agent standing in agony over the slain bodies 
of his parents. The psycho-reactive cloth of the 
mask displayed the enigmatic symbol of The 
Masquerade across the figure‘s “face” - a single 
question mark.  After the tour had all received a 
good look at the display, the android’s antique 
vocal simulator sparked up.

“There are many displays of The Masquerade 
here within the corridors of The Museum of 
Supernatural History. For more information or 
directions to other significant displays, please 
consult the Museum’s index under: 

Masquerade, The 

Chrono: 2103 - 2329. 

And now… let us step over to the display 
showcasing the reason the dinosaurs became 
extinct. We like to call it The Hunting Party…”

And as the tour moved on the holo-field 
within the display went dark. 

Find out who killed Denny 
Martin in 

Denny Martin came home from the war 
with a chest full of medals, a French war 
bride and the belief that the world owed 
him a living. 

The wife?The wife?

Was it the
redhead?
Was it the
redhead?

Was it the 
girlfriend?
Was it the 
girlfriend?

Who killed the

womanizing war hero?killed 

Within a year he’d 
pawned the medals, 
slept around on his wife 
and found out there isn’t 
much call for ex-heroes 
in civilian life.

TRIFECTA
Coming in Issue #7 of AAM
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“Broken Dreams”
By BluE jOHNSON

“The old woman who’d lived in 206 had 
been a happy person, not sour and bitter like so 
many of the people who lived in the apartment 
building Marisol managed.  She’d never 
cornered anyone in the elevator to monopolize 
their time with self-absorbed monologues.  
She’d never scolded the children who ran back 
and forth in the hallways because they had 
nowhere else to play. She’d always been nice to 
Marisol, not like some of the tenants, who saw 
her as the enemy because she was the one who 
had to post the three-day pay-or-quit notices 
when they were late with their rent.

The old woman had always paid her rent on 
time.  Although she was on a fixed income, she 
had no problem living within her means.  She 
was a vegan who ate soups and pasta and salads.  
She didn’t drink coffee, didn’t smoke cigarettes, 
didn’t touch alcohol.

She  had a computer but not a television 
set.  The only telephone she used was a cheap 
princess phone she’d picked up at a yard sale.  
She wrote a lot of letters in an elegant script 
she’d learned at a fancy private school.  Her 
parents had been wealthy and thought educating 
their only child was money well spent.  She had 
loved her parents very much.

She read voraciously, borrowing books from 
the library—five or ten at a time.  She never 
went to the movies.  She told Marisol once that 
the last time she’d seen a film, Kennedy had 
been president.  She didn’t remember what the 
movie was but did remember she hadn’t thought 
it was worth the money, even then.

She had known she was ill, but unlike every 

other sick person Marisol had ever known, she 
was not eager to waste anyone’s time with a 
recitation of her troubles or an accounting of 
her aches and pains.  It was only near the end 
that her body betrayed her, and Marisol would 
sometimes see her hunching over in the hallway, 
defeated by her pain.

Knowing her death was near; the old woman 
had made preparations.  There had been discreet 
deliveries of envelopes filled with cash to people 
the old woman had cared about.  In addition to 
the cash, the envelopes had contained lovely 
handwritten notes that spoke of her gratitude 
for their friendship and her hope that the gifts 
would be welcome.  

Marisol had gotten one of the envelopes.  
There had been ten thousand dollars in it.  The 
note had made her cry.  

The old woman had left behind few 
possessions.  She had never been someone 
who needed “stuff” in her life.  She had been 
a teacher on the Yavapai-Apache reservation in 
Arizona, but had left when Indian gaming had 
become a reality.  She disapproved of gambling.  
She’d joined the Peace Corps at 50 and spent 
time among the inhabitants of the Brazilian 
shanty towns known as favelas.  Once, in a rare 
moment of melancholy, she had told Marisol 
that in some parts of the country, infant mortality 
was so high that people sometimes brought a 
tiny coffin as a gift to a child’s christening.  That 
was the saddest thing Marisol had ever heard.  

The old woman had not wanted to rot. 
The Neptune Society took care of everything.  
Her ashes were scattered at sea while a young 
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called Marisol and told her to clear out 206 and 
get it ready to show to new tenants.  

There wasn’t much to clean up.  The old 
woman had been tidy.  There was hardly any 
food in the fridge, and just the usual clutter of 
bathroom stuff.  She had used Jergens hand 
lotion, Marisol noticed.  Her mother had used 
Jergens, and the cherry almond scent always 
took her back to her childhood. Marisol had 
loved her mother and still missed her.

 In the bedroom, Marisol stripped the 
mattress and decided to keep the sheets for 
herself.  They were well worn but pure cotton 
and felt comfy and clean in her hands.  Over 
the bed was a dream catcher, an authentic one 
made of sinew and willow hoop, decorated with 
rough-carved totem animals of stone.  

The thing caught her fancy, so she took 
it and hung it up over her own bed.  Lee was 
out of town with his band, playing some club 
in Fresno or Modesto or Bakersfield.  Some 
dusty town that wasn’t L.A.; some place where 
he wasn’t going to be discovered but where he 
might get lucky.  

So she slept alone, as she often did, and her 
dreams were sweet.  

Lee was in a bad mood when he got back.  
The gig hadn’t gone well.  They’d opened for 
a band people had actually heard of and the 
audience wasn’t shy about wanting Lee and the 
others to get out of the way so real musicians 
could take the stage.   The girl he’d had his eye 
on hooked up with the drummer instead of him 
and wasn’t interested in a three-some.  Lee had 
spent most of his share of their pay-day buying 
junk food and booze to fuel him up for the 
return trip.  

Marisol was bone tired by the time Lee 
showed up.  She’d tried to get some food into 

actress sobbed her way through lines from 
The Tempest, the verses about suffering a sea-
change into something rich and strange.  The 
old woman had wanted a party afterwards and 
had paid for it in advance.

There’d been a lot of booze, even though the 
old lady didn’t drink herself.  There was more 
than a little pot (all her old hippie friends came 
baked).  And there were lots and lots of pastries 
from the Moroccan bakery around the corner.  
The owner of the bakery had come with his shy 
wife, who wore the headscarf and was skittish 
among all the strangers.  The baker and his wife 
had gotten envelopes too and put the money 
away for the education of their unborn child.  
Both the money and the child were blessings 
from Allah they believed, and they included the 
old woman in their prayers.

Lee had gotten drunk at the party and then 
he’d gotten mean.  Lee hadn’t liked the old lady.  
He ran into her sometimes when he was rolling 
in from a gig, coming to Marisol for food or 
sex.  He told Marisol that the old lady looked 
at him like she was judging him, like she knew 
everything there was to know about him and 
wasn’t impressed.

That wasn’t the old lady’s way, Marisol 
knew, but she also knew the old lady was no 
fool.  When the envelope of cash was delivered 
to Marisol, the note inside had included a 
postscript suggesting, in the nicest way possible, 
that she not mention the financial windfall 
to Lee.  Marisol had heeded the advice from 
beyond the grave and had hidden the money in 
the one place she knew for sure he would never 
look—under the kitchen sink where she stored 
cleaning supplies.

The old woman had died in the hospital 
after collapsing near the pool on her way to post 
a letter.  Marisol saw her fall and called 911.  
Two days after she died the apartment owners 
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him but he’d said he wasn’t hungry.  At least 
not for food.  When she told him she was too 
exhausted to have sex with him, he called her 
names and stomped out of her apartment.

She was already in bed when he returned 
and she regretted—not for the first time—that 
Lee had his own key to her place.  He was so 
blind drunk that even before he stumbled into 
her bedroom and flopped down next to her she 
could smell the alcohol stink on him.  And then 
he moaned and vomited.  She managed to roll 
him over so he spewed on the floor instead of 
her bed but the stench made her gag.

“You’re cleaning that up Lee,” she warned 
as she fled to the bathroom, so disgusted she 
was afraid she might puke too.  Cursing, Lee 
stumbled off to the kitchen for some paper 
towels and spray cleaner. Marisol was just 
rinsing out her mouth when she heard a roar 
from the kitchen, and remembered too late that 
she had stashed the old woman’s money under 
the sink with the SOS pads and the Bon Ami 
powder and the spray-bottle of Clorox.  

Lee came back into the bedroom brandishing 
the envelope of money in one hand and the 
Clorox bottle in the other.  “What the hell is 
this?” he demanded, whipping her face with the 

envelope, giving her a paper cut.  She tried to 
think of some excuse, some placating lie she 
could tell him but nothing came to her, so she 
just stood there mutely as he began spraying the 
Clorox at her in blinding bursts.  She begged 
him to stop and he did, only to attack her with 
his fists.  He was so angry he couldn’t form 
words, only grunts.  He threw her on the bed 
and she scrabbled backwards, trying in get out 
of range. 

He lunged at her and because he was drunk, 
misjudged the distance and hit his head on 
the wall.  Dazed, he reflexively grabbed for 
something to steady himself.  His fingers caught 
in a strand of the dream catcher, breaking it.  
He slid onto the bed face down and laid there, 
unmoving, a carved bead of turquoise caught in 
his hand.  Without stopping to collect her purse 
or shoes, Marisol ran out of the apartment, 
wearing only the t-shirt and shorts she slept 
in.  She spent the night in her car, which she 
never locked because it was such a piece of junk 
anyone stealing it would be doing her a favor.  

Upstairs, in Marisol’s bedroom, Lee’s 
drunken stupor passed into natural sleep and 
he snored.  And he dreamed.  And one by one, 
every nightmare the broken dream catcher 
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had ever captured dripped out of it and into 
Lee’s sleeping mind.  Like most bullies, Lee 
was a coward to the core and when he became 
conscious of the horrors and couldn’t wake up, 
his mind snapped and his heart stopped and he 
… died of fear.  

When Marisol ventured back into her 
apartment the next day, she found Lee stone 
dead, a look of terror frozen on his face.  She 
found the broken dream catcher still clutched in 
his fingers.  Just the one strand had come loose, 
but it had been enough.

Lee had been a big fan of the movie Pulp 
Fiction, but he’d never heard of a pulp writer 
named Cornell Woolrich who once wrote, “First 
you dream and then you die.”   Marisol had read 
a couple of Woolrich’s books in an English class 
she took at junior college.  She was thinking she 

might take the old lady’s money and spend it to 
finish her associate degree.  She’d gotten good 
grades in school.  And she thought maybe she’d 
like to be a paralegal.  Or a CSI tech, like the 
ones on TV.  That sounded like a job that would 
be recession proof.  People are always dying.  

Lee had had a bad heart she told the 
paramedics when they come to pick up the body. 
She knew they would find drugs in his system if 
they did an autopsy and no one would question 
his cause of death.  

She repaired the dream catcher and hung it 
back up over her bed.  

She slept alone and her dreams were sweet.
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