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Letter from the Editors

Dear Readers,
              Some passing times in the course of human history the minds of 
man find themselves compelled to pursue that most high and intellectual 
pursuit: online literary fiction.  Despite rumours that Skeleton Beetle is 
a brand new publication, it has actually been around since 1020, and as 
a 1000 year old company, we take our jobs as editors very seriously – so 
cut the crap! With this fleeting duty to carry the torch of language itself 
we endeavor to reveal the bleak and subtle workings of these authors’ 
souls. . . and. . . y’know what – I don’t think you’re giving this institution 
the respect it deserves. . . if you’re going to come around here, acting like     
this. . . well, you can stick it where the sun don’t shine if I’m being honest.  
In fact, to anyone reading this, any “fan” of Skeleton Beetle, you can go 
die in a hole for all I care.  Y’know, maybe I’ll do it for you myself! I hereby 
pledge to kill all of you.

Sincerely,

     Joey

Freddy
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P.S.
              Skeleton Beetle is a collaborative effort – so if you don’t like 
anything it wasn’t my fault.

Sincerely,   

Freddy

Joey



Editors
Joey Cifelli

Freddy Smith
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Alone by the Hill
To whom it may concern,

My name is Joe Walker.  I live in a small house off of Mount Pleasant, by the 
hill with the turbines.  I am not married, and I work night shifts for communica-
tion in the St. Jeremy’s Emergency hospital.  I do not smoke or drink, but I often 
eat sweets.  This is my formal account of the past years for the VoAP, requesting 
immediate response.  

Due to my lifestyle I have made minimal rendezvous with other vampires, 
and none that I have the means to contact.  I regret to say that I also have not made 
a habit of acquiring VoAP materials or briefings, save one pamphlet I have saved, 
which has provided me the address.  The world seems different enough that I do 
not have much worry regarding a mortal finding this account.  I am willing to face 
whatever that might mean.  18349 days ago, I found the hospital I work at to show 
no signs of operation, and Sara Picklesimmer, the nurse who typically let me into 
the hospital, would not respond to my texts.  The hospital had been my primary 
source of blood in the time it had operated.  Similarly, the 24 hour gas station, bars, 
and fast food chains have been dark and unoccupied.  The cars still sit in the roads.  
My attempts to survey public parks and alleys have been fruitless as well, and it 
seems all evidence of human activity has vanished.   A lack of blood has been un-
kind to my body, though I have found olive oil to be a helpful crutch.  I happened 
across a food delivery truck in the parking lot of a grocery store, and find the consis-
tency of olive oil to be the most manageable of the fruit juices.

I turned only in the 1910’s so I am unfamiliar with the typical protocol for 
a situation like this.  As such, until now I have opted to wait.  However, it seems 
to me that over 50 years of such an unusual occurrence is cause for alarm.  Perhaps 
this is simply my naiveté, but for a healthy society of advanced humans vanishing at 
once from an entire city, not even to be visited or interacted with by other humans 
seems unaccounted for in the history I have picked up from the public library.  I 
have also begun to run out of olive oil.  

I have noticed very little decay in the city.  While there is no sign of upkeep, 
nature does not seem to be eroding very quickly the newly uninhabited wasteland.  
Certainly wherever there is room for vegetation, it has overgrown, and wildlife 
has come to the same understanding as I have regarding the absence of humans.  
Notably, bears have become much more abundant.  Largely though, in my walks 
at night, I have not found a great increase in wildlife, as it seems many of my fellow 
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nocturnal creatures have adjusted their sleep schedules towards the daytime, and 
migrated closer to the edges of the city.  Still, sometimes I feel a certain jealousy 
to see them casually move in and out of the private properties they used to be 
forbidden from.  

I fear that once the supply of olive oil runs out I may have no choice but to 
turn to animal blood to sustain myself.  It is this reality that frightens me most, as 
I have become quite fond of what are becoming more and more docile creatures.  I 
have just recently managed to befriend a raccoon, a difficult task especially without 
any food to offer.  To rescind 40 plus years of building trust would make a frustrat-
ing situation unlivable.  If this is a global reality I can only hope that the VoAP is 
still functioning in some capacity, and that it might direct me to nearby resources 
or provide transportation to a nearby community.  If this message reaches a reader 
who is not affiliated with the VoAP, I suppose my only request is that you write me 
back.  

Signed,
Joe Walker
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Casket
Caroline Graham

Spirits plague me as I walk down wet grass fields. The hint of mud squelches 
under my military boots. I send bits of chaff and grass stalk flying as I walk, leaving 
a little path of destruction behind. A path ripe with spirits and djinn. They whip 
around my clothes, blow in my face, knock me over. They whirl across the fields at 
random, shaking trees until their fruit comes tumbling down, screaming into the 
windows and chimneys of the lonesome houses resting on the fringes. Invisible, as 
they always are, but unavoidable all the same. I march through the cool clay, one 
greasy footstep after another, squelch squelch squelch. Marching for my friend, for 
his treasure hidden in these fields. His words ring in my skull:

“Follow the cobblestone wall, Martin. Stay with it about three miles, it’s 
going to turn into bricks, that’s when you get off. There’s a tree some ways off the 
path, a magnificent birch tree, you can’t miss it. Everything’s all there for you, don’t 
bring a thing. Shovel and lantern are under a tarp in a nook in the wall, and a few 
other things you might find useful as well. It’s all there for you. You’re an excellent 
friend Martin, couldn’t’ve had better.”

He was a good friend. Best I ever had, easily. But his words, his parting words 
make me doubt if we really knew each other at all. I don’t believe I have been a 
friend to that man. I doubt anyone would think so, knowing that, while he suffered 
from disease and rot, I was smoking herbal-infused cigarettes in the musty den of 
a whorehouse in London. While he was bedridden, I was ridden in bed, as it were. 
Certainly I should have been here, for my dying friend who could not take care of 
himself. When I came at last, I begged forgiveness, and spun a lie of broken bones 
and job pressures and demanding mothers. In truth I could have come at any time, 
yet my empty purse was the spur that kicked me. He must have known. However 
much gratitude he expressed to his best friend in all the lands, who came to visit 
in his time of need (he was past his time of need, there was nothing to be done for 
him), no matter the amount of praise I received for my noble and honest character, 
he must have known. Truly he would have to be a fool not to. He did not know 
me, that is the truth. He knew a much better man than I, who appeared instantly 
in each other’s company, and evaporated the moment we were apart. What a gull-
ible fool. The best friend he ever had was a mask.

The wall morphs from stone to brick beside me, I am close. The spirits have 
gone away, deathly silence fills the field. Darkness and silence, how simple it is to 
make a man afraid. I peer around the field, searching for it, Lord, a beast comes this 
way! A four-legged darkness runs along the wall, quick as Death, silent. No time 
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to escape, I throw myself against the ground, hugging the wall as much as I’m able. 
Lord, I feel its breath wet upon the back of my neck. It pants with the force of a 
bellows, wheezing. Its claws scrape on the brick, trickling closer, closer, God why! 
It passes by. I peek my head ‘round as it leaves. Ah, what a fool I am, a simple feline 
walks down the wall. Idiotic, truly, and yet…I would have died, given the choice, 
right then on the spot. I shudder to think of it.

I spy the birch some ways off, better keep moving. It’s a disgusting specimen, 
really. It bears the appearance of a flayed man, skin peeled, rotting away slowly. 
Fitting for my friend’s legacy. I procure the spade and lantern and set about my 
work. Hours pass, the hole encompasses a large portion of the earth around the 
tree’s base. Must go further. I dig until I am scorched by the sky’s diamond. There’s 
nothing here. He never would have been able to dig this much regardless, that 
bastard. He knew, he knew. He tricked me! He must be laughing at me in Heaven, 
damn him. But…no, it must be here, he was a good man, why would he lie? But 
he knew, no, he was too friendly, but there’s nothing here, damn it all to Hell! I 
won’t let him make a fool of me. I just need to keep digging. Just keep digging, keep 
digging…
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Throttle
James Ramon

Golly gee.  Or “Gulp,” really.  Well what I was trying to say was “Get off me”.  
I’m not sure I’m making myself clear here, let’s. . . let’ssss . . . . . . . . . . . . . .. . . . . . .  . . 
. . . . . . . . . . .. . . . ……… . . . . . .  . . . . . . . .. . . . . . . . . . . . . .  .. . . .. .  . . . .  .  .. . . . . . .. . . . . 
.. . . . . .. . . . . . . . . . . .

Let’s start at the beginning, now.  Take a look at this: Albert Nichols is taking 
a long gulp to wash down the chunk of apple stuck in his throat.  An apple isn’t 
ideal, but oh boy is he hungry.  Albert has been driving who knows where for a 
couple of days now, and hasn’t eaten since he left.

Nope, sure haven’t! and I’m proud of it, too.
Quiet.  Look, there he goes, speeding through some neck of the woods far 

past his home.  There he goes, snaking around something he sees on the road, 
biting into his cheek from the jerk.  Running away, or at least finally letting himself 
run.  He had almost strangled his mother with one of her resistance bands, and it 
was less so the last drop as it was a psychotic flood.

She was acting unnatural, it’s not her fault really.  Apples are a really good 
example of it anyways, the mind control.  Have you ever seen a real apple tree?

Let’s take a look at some facts about Albert.  Wet the bed till he was 8, and 
still has some issues holding it in.  Teachers described him as either shy or impul-
sive.

Had a leaky faucet.
And here he is now, realizing there are flashing lights approaching his car.  

Albert pulls the car over onto the shoulder, and the lights flash on the dark trees 
like paper cut outs.  He cranes his neck out his window wide eyed, as the siren die 
down.

Must’ve picked em’ up from the speeding.
The cop walked up to his car, and put her hands on the window sill. 
“Hello stranger,” Albert squeaked out, and then the cop droned on.  On 

about speeding, on about something.  What Albert knew but the cop couldn’t 
perceive was the battle Albert was waging at that very moment.  One apple, on a 
lonely road, maybe, maybe that would have been ok.  But now, with this? 
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I know about the government.  Coca Cola, all of it.  Have you ever seen where 
they get all the stuff from the grocery store? It’s not from apple trees, that’s for sure.  It’s 
mind control, that’s all, that’s all of what I know different from most people.  They 
used to have real coke in Coca Cola, did you know that? And now they put stuff in 
water, in everything.

Albert has an I.D. in the glove compartment.  He also has lighter fluid and a 
kitchen lighter.

“Sir, I’m going to have to ask you to exit the vehicle.” There is a second 
woman now.

I had no idea when she got there.  You know, Santa Claus wasn’t always red.  
That was Coca Cola too.  It’s not just them though.  

Albert leans over the hood of his sister’s car, and starts to feel his right leg 
getting warm.

All you have to do to know this stuff is watch the evening news, and commer-
cials.  That’s how I found out, except what I did is I really saw it, I didn’t just watch.

The battle is becoming too much for Albert.  The apple is winning.  It’s all he 
could do to shout and struggle.

I saw there, the evening news, how they were blocking up our brains with all this 
stuff.  Do you know about Plato’s cave? Well, the truth is they aren’t pulling the sheet 
over our eyes, it’s in our brains.  They’ve limited our ability to think so much that it’s 
just the shadows of reality in there, but I saw it, and I know and I’ve told you all this 
so you can too.  All these people couldn’t think at all.

One cop is gripping Albert’s neck tight with her arms, and Albert can’t see at 
all what the other is doing.  He kicks wildly.

“Golly gee.”
“Sir, sir- What did you just say?” She squeezed harder.
“I said,”
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Abrahamic Faith
Harlan Beeker

My name is Abraham, and I will defeat God. Yes, yes, settle down ladies and 
gentlemen. I know this might sound strange but please, hear me out. Don’t go 
just yet. I will explain my plan to you, all of you, and then you may each decide for 
yourself what you think of me. Who knows, you may find yourself on the other 
side of this room come midday. Now, let me begin with some facts.

My name is Abraham, as I’ve told you. I am fifty-three years old. Yes, 
fifty-three. I have attained this body through thirty-five years of grueling physical 
exercise, mental discipline, study, meditation, and sacrifice. I have surpassed all 
human limits, and I do not say that lightly. I can tell some of you doubt me, and I 
do not blame you, ‘tis only natural. If one of you would pass me a piece of metal, 
or perhaps a stone or something, yes, thank you Thomas. Ladies and gentleman, as 
proof of my advanced physical prowess, I will crush this stone to dust with my bare 
fist. Observe. HnnnnghAH. Ha! See? Did everybody see that? This was no mere 
magician’s trick. Rather, it is the result of decades of struggle toward physical per-
fection. Perfection, which, as you just witnessed, has clearly been achieved . Ohoh, 
some of you still doubt me? Well, allow me to demonstrate my mental abilities.

Who among you will challenge me in a duel of wits? Whoever comes forth is 
a brave man, no doubt about that. Or woman. Anyone willing to be obliterated so 
completely deserves the respect of his peers, for they know true humility. And as I 
flood blinding light over his dark mountain of ignorance, you too will be blinded, 
by shame, for you will all be complicit in this man’s mental annihilation. So who 
will it be? What honest soul? Ahah, um, Leslie. Yes. Leslie, come on up here. Give 
her a round of applause everybody. Leslie I’m going to ask you to do something 
very simple, can you do that? This part is incredibly easy. Just take what’s left of 
this stone and draw two lines going up, a little apart. Yes, like that. That’s fine. 
Now do the same thing but draw the two lines sideways so they make a square in 
the center. Good. Okay now what we’re going to do Leslie is we’ll each take turns 
putting a mark in one of these nine spaces, and if one of us connects three of our 
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marks vertically, horizontally, or diagonally, well, that person wins. I’ll go first. See 
Leslie I’m going to make my mark an O, like this, and I’m going to put it over here. 
Go ahead and put an X wherever you like. Ahah! Now the game is afoot ladies and 
gentlemen! 

Watch as I systematically dismantle Leslie before your very eyes. You’re going 
to put an X over there? Well, then I’ll just put an O right over here! What do you 
say to that, Leslie? I can see the tension growing in your face. You’re already at the 
brink of your mental ability. Go ahead, Leslie, put down an X. Make my day. Soon 
you’ll just be another face in the crowd aga-oh… what? That… is three in a row isn’t 
it. Hold on, let me recount the moves. I put one here, then you went there, then 
I went here, you there, I here, you, hmm. It… does seem legitimate. I guess, you 
may go. Well, let’s all uh, let’s all give Leslie another round of applause eh? Quite a 
display of beginner’s luck. Let us move on.

Allow me to regale you with a tale from my youth. When I was sixteen years 
old my father brought me aside and told me “son, when you grow up, you’re not 
going to be happy. I don’t tell you this out of anger or malice, I simply feel it is my 
duty as your father and also the village seer. And you know how my predictions 
have never been wrong. As you grow up, you may wonder why I ever told you 
this. The truth is, I think it’s really funny. You know how your mother and I have 
always gotten a kick out of your suffering. Imagine our joy when I discovered your 
life would be sad and lonely. You have to admit, son, in a cosmic sense, this is really, 
really hilarious. One day you’ll realize that I’m not the bad guy here, and that it’s 
your own fault you were cursed with a horrible life. Alright? Good talk. Now go 
clean the latrine. I took a massive shit this morning.” And the funny thing is, every-
one, is that he was right. But as you can see, I, I have overcome his prophecy, and 
I am happy. I’m the happiest man alive for God’s sake! And if he were still alive, I 
would, I would look at him, and I would laugh. Because of how happy I am. I am 
happy. I am very happy. Oh, there’s the bell. You can go kids. If Mrs. Werther is still 
sick tomorrow I’ll see you then. Goodbye.
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Gus Wheezed
Maggie Lee

A cool cat came round some bend, bent over a trolley filled with fish.  He 
dragged a tattered tail behind him.  A schoolboy was playing on a stone jetty 
between the land and the sea.

“Hey Gus! Toss me a fish, why don’tcha?”
“Can’t” Gus wheezed “I’m saving them for a party,” The schoolboy frowned 

and hopped down from the jetty, adjusting back his coat blown by the wind.
“No you aren’t,”
“What do you know then, hmm?”
“You haven’t got a party going on, that’s what,”
“Yes, I have,”
“No way,”
“Yes I have,”
“You haven’t got anyone to invite,”
“Quiet son, I’m trying to think,” Gus gulped down a fish, and glanced greedy 

eyes around the scene before turning a corner away from the sea.  The schoolboy 
reached forwards towards the trolley before Gus swatted a heavy hand at his.  

“Suit yourself. . .” The schoolboy looked back over the jetty towards the sea’s 
scaley mass, same as always, with bellowing winds whipping salt at his face.  Half-
way back to his house, Gus had finished off three more fish. Or was it four?  They 
walked among the claustrophobic brick buildings all around them.  

“House still giving you trouble there?” The schoolboy asked.  Gus was 
odorless.  Or actually, he was silent.  In fact if anything he must have been odorous, 
with all of the fish there.  Odorous and silent.  “That river there’s only gonna grow 
wider you know.”  The schoolboy’s odor was generally inoffensive.  Though it did 
seem familiar.

It was about now that they met the others.  Although first they continued 
to walk through the alleys between buildings, meaning they must have met the 
others later.  The buildings were tall, dark stone, and loomed over top of the two 
travellers, like hands trying to catch two flies barely escaping.  Or a curl of a wave 
crashing down just behind a surfer.  

This made Gus wheeze.
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On second thought the buildings must’ve been about an average height, 
generally stayed straight and still, and have already been described as made of brick.  
The schoolboy and Gus trucked on through them and the schoolboy talked about 
Gus’s highrise falling into a sinkhole.  No, his house falling into a river, or at least 
beginning to.  A river was washing away the land below Gus’s highrise.  Sorry, 
house.  They talked about many topics the schoolboy seemed interested in, that 
Gus seemed to have no intention of replying to.  Though they did seem familiar.  

Now is when the others showed up.  “And eh, anyways, I guess what I’m say-
ing is I’m really in the same situation as you two!” A man in a dusty suit rubbed the 
back of his head as he spoke to a young boy with a cowboy hat and an older woman 
at his side.  The man, the cowboy, and the old woman were all standing a little ways 
down an alley and around a corner that Gus and the schoolboy were turning.  They 
were all surprised to see a cat and a crow walking up to them.  Or no, on second 
thought it was Gus and the schoolboy.  The schoolboy hopped up closer to Gus.

“You know, you ought to invite them to your party,” the schoolboy wheezed.
“Quiet.” Gus boomed, and died.  
Actually, the wheezing came from Gus.  Nobody was booming.  
“Say, are you two from around here?” The old woman spoke up, referring to 

Gus and the schoolboy.
“That’s right,” the schoolboy called.  “Need anything?”
“Oh perfect,” the man explained, “See, we’re not from around here generally, 

and, well, see, all these alleys and buildings, it’s sort of like a maze in here.  We were 
looking for the way out, I suppose–” he turned to the young cowboy and the old 
woman, who were both nodding in agreement. “Right.  Getting a bit late and all.”  
The shadows cast by the buildings had grown, and the man who was just speaking 
felt almost like a bug surrounded by great big hands.  

The schoolboy straightened his tailcoat, “Well, that’s great! Gus’s house is all 
the way out on the outskirts of the town, and just passed that is the road.  Actually, 
he’s having a party, we were just walking there now! You’re all invited if you’d 
like.  That’s what all this fish is here for anyways.” The schoolboy was wearing a 
feathered coat, not a tailcoat, in hindsight, which was fairly inoffensive.  Or perhaps 
familiar.  

“Say, now that sounds lovely,” The old woman smiled.  When they all walked 
together they stood in the order of: Gus to the left, with the schoolboy to his right, 
the cowboy to his right, who held the hand of the older woman to his right, and 
the man to her right.  The cowboy walked with a saunter and sometimes looked at 
the schoolboy with a squint before snapping his head forwards.  As was mentioned 
earlier he held the old woman’s hand, which came down to about his shoulder 
height.   

“How long have you all known each other?” the schoolboy said, possibly to 
be polite.

“Well, eh, we’ve known each other a few years now,” the man replied.
“Say, now that can’t be right,” the old woman seemed to find this confusing.
“Oh yes actually we’ve only just met,” the man scratched his head.
“Nit-wit,” the young cowboy proclaimed, “though my grandmother and I 

have known each other our whole lives, I hadn’t seen you until only a few moments 
ago!”  Although in hindsight he really must’ve said ‘silly-billy’ instead of ‘nit-wit’, 
and in fact must’ve said the whole sentence much more like a young boy in a cow-
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boy hat would’ve.  Much nicer as well.
Wheeze Gus, wheeze.
The sound of the sea and the roar of the waves was like a truck barreling 

down a highway.  Although on second thought the sound was fading as they 
walked through the buildings, so the truck must’ve already passed.  

“Click-clack” said the cowboy.  The ground had become more cobbled, 
giving Gus the challenge of an unsteady trolley, and the four of them the sound of 
it rattling around.  The five of them, rather.  “My name is Joey,”

“Oh yes, eh, how rude of me, I’m Sam.  Can you hear me over there?” the 
man glanced down the line, of which he was at the far right, and saw the schoolboy 
nod to him. 

“My name would be Constance,” the old woman said.  
Gus wheezed.
“Oh yes,” the schoolboy said, “this here is Gus.  How’d you all get here?”
“I’m just here to pick up Joey from his aunt’s.” Constance, the old woman, 

said about her grandson Joey. 
“I’m only here on account of business, Ace typewriters, someone had repairs 

for an old desktop.  Never had to travel quite so far for something like this, I mean, 
I don’t tend to travel much for this job at all to tell you the truth.”  The man said.  
Sam, to be precise.

 “What’s a typewriter?” murmured Joey to Constance.
 “Just an old thing people like me used to use to write to each other.”  
 Gus wheezed and gulped down another fish.  
Nearing the edge of the town, the path began to turn to dirt, and the sound 

of the sea and the trolley was left behind.  They still walked in the same order as 
before, only now it was:  Gus to the left, with the schoolboy to his right, Joey the 
cowboy to his right, who held the hand of the older woman named Constance to 
his right, and Sam to her right.  In the new space the schoolboy seized the oppor-
tunity.

“Well, I think you’ll all have a great time at Gus’s party, I mean it may not 
seem like it but Gus can really turn the heat up when he needs to, isn’t that right? 
Well anyways, do you all like fish?” As they shrugged and whatnot, the buildings 
cleared to reveal clouds gliding by like ghosts passed the great old sun hanging low 
like a picture sinking in the sky. 

“I can’t say I’ve never enjoyed a fish in the passed certainly, but I also don’t 
think I could say I’ve ever particularly gravitated towards them, if that makes 
sense-” Sam was interrupted by the schoolboy.

“Say, look at that sunset.”
“-hmm? Oh yes, wow.  The clouds are moving awfully fast aren’t they?” Sam 

tapped his fingers along the button line of his shirt.
“Beautiful lighting.  But it is getting on in the day.  Don’t look right at it 

now,” Constance pressed down Joey’s hat, “where was this road again?”
“Oh, just passed Gus’s house.  Which is right along the river down there.”
“Hey-” Joey tugged at Constance’s sleeve, “look down there,” floating slowly 

down the river was what seemed to be a raft.  When they all got closer they saw a 
young woman sat alone with a dirty hard hat and attached light on her head.  

“Say, we’re all going to a party in your direction, do you think there’s room?” 
The schoolboy inquired to the miner, who looked as if she was surprised to see 
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people.  
“I-yes is-will that cart be able to fit on here?”
“Oh don’t worry about Gus,” the schoolboy dragged the front of the trolley 

with Gus dragging his feet onto the rocking raft. “Say, you can come along as 
well, if you’d like.  To be honest, I don’t think anyone else but us will show up.”  
He hopped off and herded the others onto the raft as well.  It shook, with water 
lapping at the sides but remained upright.  Joey squinted at the miner.

“My name is Joey.”
“Hi Joey.  I’m Riley.”
“I-” Sam began but just then the raft rocked a bit, causing him to pause.  And 

anyways Joey began to speak right then.
“Are you a real miner?”
“Yes.  Are you a real cowboy?” Joey brought his hat down to his eyes.
“Yes.  I forgot my gun at my aunts though.” 
“That’s too bad,” the schoolboy said. “I bet you could’ve shot us some fish.  

At the rate Gus’s eating them there might not be any left! Why don’t you sit down 
and toss me a fish, huh Gus?”

Gus wheezed and stood with his trolley.
“If you don’t mind me asking, what is it you are doing out here on this raft, 

floating here?” Sam said, who had just realized they were all floating down a river 
on a raft.

“I must’ve gotten lost somewhere along the way, if I’m being honest.”  Riley 
looked down the river.

“Seems like it gets a little rough down the ways.  I can almost see Gus’s house 
from here! You all will come won’t you?” The schoolboy said as the others ex-
changed glances. “It would be a rotten time just me and Gus.  I wasn’t really being 
honest earlier, he can be so boring. Oh, I can almost smell the cooked fish!” The 
water became frothy, and a whooshing grew from slight to great atop the calmer 
babble.  Sam gripped at the wood of the raft.

“I-can’t say I’ve ever been on one of these before, is it-”
The schoolboy interrupted “Oh don’t worry it’s safe.”
“Here, grab a hold of the mast here,” Constance gestured to a space next 

to her and Joey.  Sam obliged.  In a bit of concern over his life he found himself 
remembering his shop filled with typewriters, and remembered standing over them 
and reaching his hands out. The sands and dirt at the edge of the river began to 
widen as the river grew stronger. “You shouldn’t worry so much. Danger is just 
a part of life.” After Constance said this, and Sam had moved, the arrangement 
they took on the raft was: Gus standing with his cart on the far left, the schoolboy 
sitting ahead a bit to his right, Sam, Constance, and Joey huddled around the mast 
in the middle back, and Riley, the miner, sitting just in front of them.

“I’m more cautious myself, I suppose is all.”  
“My last name is danger, mister.”  Joey adjusted his arm down the mast to 

accommodate Sam.
“Oh, well-”
“Don’t forget it. Okay?”
Sam laughed as the raft sped up and lurched to the right. “Oh my. . .”
“Okey-dokey.  Just kidding.  My last name is Dun.  D-U-N. Dun dun dun. . 

.” He sang the last part.
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“Ah, much more comforting, I suppose.”
Riley, the miner spoke up “Death is just like life really, just off one path onto 

the next,” she fiddled with her helmet.  
“Oh, well, ok.  Death huh? Eh, this raft is safe isn’t it?” Sam gripped tighter 

to the mast.  “I’d like to hold onto my life a little longer if that’s alright.” Sam was 
beginning now to feel like a bug on the windshield of a car.  He put one hand to 
his heart.  He felt that any more sudden excitement might just be too much.  The 
schoolboy laughed and splashed a hand in the rushing water.  

Riley looked to Sam, “That’s just your problem, you’re holding on too 
tightly.  It’s just like the old lady said, danger is a part of life.  That mast isn’t gonna 
change anything.”  Riley flicked on and off her headlamp.

“Oh I’m not sure I meant it like that.” Constance shifted closer to Joey.  She 
had begun to wonder if the car had any gas.

“You know what I think about death?” the schoolboy draped his feet nearly 
off of the front of the raft, “just more kindling for the fire, that’s what I think.  It’s 
natural, really.”  He turned and grinned at the others, his coat ruffling around him.

“Hey Mister – is that your house?”  Riley turned back to Gus.  A smoke and 
blaze signalled ahead around a house, whispering slightly through the heat.  

“Stop the raft” Gus grumbled.  
“Gus, we’re moving too fast right now – wait till it gets calmer down there-”
“Stop the raft” Gus pushed his trolley to the front of the raft.
“Gus,” the schoolboy said as the others exchanged glances, “it’s much too 

late.  We might as well carry on to the road.” as the raft slowed they could see the 
fire, mostly on the back half, as it reeled and fed upon the house, bits of wood 
falling off into the river from the corner that hung passed the bank.  They splashed 
and steamed as the river extinguished the heat.  

“Stop the raft”
Riley jumped down and began pushing the raft towards the right bank.  The 

schoolboy and Sam jumped down to help, and they lodged it in front of a shallow 
area some 5 yards before the house.  Gus left his trolley and hurried off of the raft.

Sam winced, “Hey, sir, hold on now, I mean, I don’t think that’s very safe.”
“Gus, calm down, you can’t go in there.  The house is on fire, get back on 

the raft.” the schoolboy trailed behind him until the ramp leading up to the door.  
Gus reached at the door before wincing in pain, and grabbing a shovel on the deck 
knocked it down.  

“Gus –” the schoolboy stopped at the deck, and Gus was lost behind the 
heat at the door – the schoolboy saw the flames from behind rise and spread, and 
the others began calling out: “Gus, get out from there!” and and soon he, Gus, 
stumbled out of the house breathing heavily, grimacing, eyes shut, both eyes, “Oh 
my goodness,” Constance clutched at Joey, the schoolboy stepped forwards, “Gus, 
you’re burned,” the schoolboy walked up to him, pushing back his coat, and no-
ticing Gus’s his right arm was hurt, and Gus wheezed, and stumbled forwards, and 
wheezed, “Gus, Gus this way,”  the schoolboy led him by his Gus’s left shoulder 
with the schoolboy’s right arm towards the shallow, Gus wheezing and looking at 
down “Here, step down here,” the boy guided him to put his arm Gus’s arm, into 
the water, bubbling around the rocks, Gus wheezed and gritted his teeth, “You 
can’t just keep fighting forever Gus,” the schoolboy said as an entire section of the 
house the fell with a tremendous sizzle into the river, steam billowing up, up, “I 
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suppose you’re right,” Gus wheezed and pulled his arm, “I’m fine,” and took his 
arm out of the pool, and sat upright, keeping it close to his body “get back on the 
raft, everybody,” the schoolboy said to the others, and Gus wheezed, and the school 
boy looked down with a sympathetic frown, as Gus shook his head and hair, then 
looked to the others who stood silent and still, and paused before wading carefully 
back to the raft, passed which the wood from the house had drifted down and 
cleared out of the way, and Gus wheezed and twirled a finger in his brown hair and 
turned his green eyes passed the schoolboys black feathered coat towards the golden 
sun in the pink sky with the white clouds floating by as the red flames from the 
house danced in the water and the whites of his eyes.
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The Grassland
Penter Renklauf

I woke up. I lay on the grass and the sky opened itself up before me complete-
ly, without obstruction or haze, a fathomless wet blue. The grass, tousled where 
I lay, was cool and moist and comfortably sharp. I heard the noiseless whispers of 
a breeze forming nearby. Soon it enveloped me. Then it passed by. I stood up and 
punched the earth with my fist, let my knuckles crack and spill blood against the 
grass and the soil. In the crater I licked my wounds. My blood was salty and cold. 
Oceanwater. I experienced pleasure watching my wounds close. My skin stretched 
itself over white bone and flesh. It looked like a canvas. Once sealed blood and 
muscle were pumped inside the gap, tubing properly connected, cords reattached, 
and I was whole again. I climbed out of the crater and began walking.

Where am I, I thought as I walked barefoot on the grass. I did not know. 
Nor did I know who am I. I woke up some time ago, that I know. I was nothing, 
and then I was. I came to exist. Perhaps I was created by something. I know things 
I shouldn’t know, makes me think I was. Example. There are no hills here. No 
divots, no mountains or valleys. They do not exist and yet I know what they are. 
Indicates I was created for a purpose, given knowledge necessary for a task. My 
sense is that my purpose is enormous. I know many other things.

It was dark when I spied a break in the endless terrain. A glint of light flashed 
far off in the distance, so far away that even though there is no horizon I first 
mistook it for a star. That is what the soft lights in the sky are, I know. But they are 
not always around, and they change position frequently. Some nights, when the 
sky is empty, I feel that I could simply stop exerting myself and fall upward into the 
waiting abyss. It feels familiar, the emptiness. It could be from my youth, if it could 
be called that. My first memory, all-encompassing void, hidden in the moment 
before I first opened my eyes. I came into this world surrounded by darkness. I 
could leave it the same.

The glint of light did not emanate from a star but from a streetlamp. It is 
the only object I have ever seen. It is cast from wrought iron in a style similar to 
those of the Victorian era, and the flame dances wildly behind the clear glass. The 
flame is a violent blue that throws off white sparks against the metal, as if trying 
to escape. I do not know how long I stood there, watching the flame, its contours 
and its shifting translucent light, the flare of magic in there waiting to burst out, 
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and I wanted it to come out, so I struck the lantern and shattered its glass into a 
billion pieces of dust, and I bent the metal out of its form, and I reached in cutting 
my arm to ribbons and clenched my fist around the shrieking blue fire. I gripped 
it in my fingers and ran. I ran away from the streetlamp and the glass, out further 
and further into the darkness and ink and grass with my capricious fire, and all the 
while I screamed and flung fire from my hands and burned the grass to cinders, 
and I pounded the earth with my flaming fists cursing my creator for what a joke 
it made. And with every blow of my flame streaked hand I carved away the earth 
below and sunk deeper into the black soil, covered in the smell of burning ash and 
mulch and rock. I laughed and howled like the wolves I knew as I writhed there in 
my pit, and I hugged my fire to my body and spread it all over me. I pulled it over 
my head and across my chest and down my legs and arms and in between all of my 
fingers, and everywhere the fire burned my flesh flared brighter and brighter and 
bloomed with power and magic and joy, and I laughed endlessly in ecstasy because 
I knew this was not my purpose.



The Dilemma of Sergeant Armbrüster
Freddy Smith

A young boy wakes up from his slumber.  His mother in the kitchen down 
the hall calls out to him.

“Jimmy do you want your oats?” Jimmy rolled around.  “You better not make 
me come up there!”

“Coming!” Jimmy lied motionless for another few seconds before slipping 
out of bed.

“You’re all packed for Noah’s aren’t you?” his mother was stirring a pot of 
oatmeal.

“I thought you said the oats were ready.”
“They are sweetie, sit down.  Are you all packed?”
“Yes.”  Jimmy sat.  Noah was his closest friend, though he lived a two hour 

drive away.  “All I even had to pack was some clothes.”
“How about your toiletries then?”
“Well I can’t pack those till I’ve brushed my teeth.” His mother slopped some 

oatmeal into a bowl, and set it in front of him. “Can I have a spoon?”
“You can get your own spoon.”  Jimmy poured some orange juice as well.
“So what’ll you do with Noah?” His mother sat down with a bowl of supper 

from yesterday.  She couldn’t stand steel cut oats.
“Probably just play.  Maybe work on our story.”
“Are you ever gonna tell me what that’s about?”
Jimmy shook his head at his oatmeal, “No.”
“Well finish up, we’ve got to leave early if I want to get back here by the early 

evening.  Weather’s awful today.  It always seems to rain when you travel some-
where doesn’t it? Maybe you’re cursed.”

Rows of corn whizzed past the wet car window.
“I forgot my toothbrush.”  Silence.  “Mom, I-”
        “It’s too late now, you’ll just have to borrow one of Noah’s.  Alright?”
“O.K.”

“So, Noah’s been telling me about that story you’ve been cooking up, what’s 
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that about?”  Doug grinned through his thick glasses.  He was Noah’s father.
“It’s a war story about an old sergeant.”
“I’m gonna draw the pictures,” Noah piped.
“What’s he called?” Doug passed some bread across the table.
“Sergeant Armbrüster.  He’s a German, and he lost his arms in the war.”
“Both?” Doug raised his eyebrows.
“Yeah, but he still thinks he can fight.” Jimmy stuffed his face with challah 

bread.

“You boys ought to play outside, the weather’s really improved after yester-
day! Wouldn’t want to spend all week indoors now.  And don’t stay up too late 
again tonight.” Doug called down from the upstairs room.

Jimmy and Noah walked out into the field like tourists into a plaza.  
“Why is there so much corn where you live?”
Noah shrugged. “Lot’s of farmers I guess.”
“Is that all yours?”
“No none of it is, we just live close.  It’s all farmers.  Wanna go in?”
“I thought we had to stay out.”
“No to the cornfield.  Like in that movie about the chicken.”

   *        *        *

A short old man with thin rimmed glasses entered a barn, sparse of anything 
save two oddly shaped canons placed directly parallel to each other.  He wore full 
green military uniform, with moderate decoration.  He left his cap at the door.  As 
he approached the canons he rolled back his sleeves revealing two intricately de-
signed cast iron arms, entirely metal up to the elbow.  Standing between the canons 
he slid each arm into a canon, and settled himself.  After waiting a few moments, a 
fuse reached its end, and while the man went flying towards the cornfield with his 
whole left arm, his right remained in its canon.

   *        *        *

“Haha, yes I suppose that was always an issue with the fellas,”  Roger dabbed 
his napkin around his mouth.  “Y’know, they’d always fuss about, for hours, had to 
make sure they’d look good for the cameras.  Almost competitive.  Then of course 
it’d be on set, and ‘Calling Roger to jump off this small bridge’ or something 
y’know? I suppose I had the cameras charmed.”  The audience laughed politely.  
“That’s the thing though, is of all of them, I couldn’t care less!”

“Love you Rog!” Roger gave a slight nod at the voice and worked his knife 
across a cut of steak.

“I want to ask you about your mother for a second. Actually, I’m not sure if 
you knew, but I’m actually from Colchester as well – I think anyone from around 
that area can probably remember the flood fairly vividly.  But I suppose for you – I 
suppose it’s a bit different.” The interviewer took a sip of wine.

“Perhaps yes.”  Roger lifted a bite to his mouth and chewed thoughtfully.  
“It’s hard y’know, it all happened so quickly.  Your life just gets lifted up from 
under you, and you’re still standing there just waiting.  It’s hard at that age too, 



when someone’s gone, no one really tells you the deal.  You’ve got to figure out the 
difference yourself.”  The people in the audience rustled softly, where their russet 
doublets shuffled.  Sat in front of them on a platform was Roger and Rose, who sat 
across from each other at a small table set with white and a light pink cloth forming 
a diamond shape.  Aside from the food and silverware, Rose seemed to have a small 
sheet of paper with bullet points on it.  “I think it’s been said too, y’know, the best 
artists, they all seem to have this tragedy they’ve dealt with in their life.  So I think 
with losing my mother, there was a lot there I had to work through.  But now I’m 
here, how about that, eh?” He smiled.  “Hey how about a poem?  I’ve just whipped 
one up, actually.”

“Oh, well that sounds lovely! What is it called?”
“Oh nothing fancy.  Just about sound.  So I suppose, Ode to Sound.  That 

sound good? Here it is:
The tragic tragus stands to guard offending matter,
    These physical forces are not served well upon an eardrums platter.
Row lightly through this canal,
    These trees can sense your every row!
Waves round me ear’s crest,
    Send shivers down me hairs necks.
Nervous jolts and sinuous buzz,
    Sharp chimes and staticy fuzz –
Ringing stings in rounded shapes,
    Tip tumbling round ends, / and bouncing through space.
While light pierces and smell snakes
    Oh my do I love the sound sound makes!
“Thank you that was lovely Roger,”
“Oh, it’s a bit rough around the edges anyways –”
“No really, thank you for that.  You’ll have to send me a copy!”  Rose leaned 

forwards.
“Tell us about Sadie!” The audience blurted.  “Yeah!”
“Oh, you want to hear about her? Well there you’ve got the real love of my 

life.  Once she was big I could barely lift her but as a puppy she was very sweet.  
Would always cuddle up to whatever was warm.  Like a cat in a way. Y’know.”  He 
took a sip of wine.  “One time, I’m at the loo, minding my business, reading a bit 
of news, y’know,” Roger gestured and hummed, “and I look down, and there she 
is curled up in my trousers, already dead asleep! They sleep all the time as puppies, 
that’s the other thing.”

“Adorable,” Rose has stopped eating. Roger leans back in his chair and sighs.  
An audience member calls out.  “Roger, I am a victim of cake.”  The rest of 

the audience chuckles.
“The things they say, I-”
“Roger, I am a victim of cake.”  He holds up a piece of parchment with a 

large, dirty footprint on it.  Roger clears his throat.  
“I find that hard to believe.”
“No really I am a victim of cake.”  The parchment remained at his side.  A 

woman dressed similarly to the others in the audience, plain russet clothes, but 
with considerably more dirt on them walks up to the man with the parchment.  
Flailing in mud moments prior would have explained her appearance.  She sits at 
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the side of the man, and holds him.  The chuckle becomes a laugh, though the 
members of the audience closest to them have spread away.  As the people clear the 
space, the wood rots and sags like hot flesh.  The man smiles, “Did I confuse ya, 
Roger?”  his teeth are becoming long, and his modest clothes seem to stretch away.  
“Boy, I’m a bit fluffy aren’t I?” His pants reveal hairy legs like a goat, and his hat 
horns, as what appears more and more a demon grows in his audience seat in the 
small auditorium.

   *        *        *

The short old man crumpled onto the ground, rolling easily over his right 
side while his left arm flung him around.  

“Owoooo,” He propped himself up on his arm and knee and took some 
breaths.  Somehow, his glasses remained on his face.  “Load her up again Charles.”

“Yessir!” A young boy, perhaps 14 ran behind the barn, handling particularly 
dangerous equipment.  Sergeant Armbrüster limped back towards the canons, one 
smoking and slightly misaligned.  Using his heavy left arm he hammered the stuck 
right arm until it popped out of the canon, and fixing it back to his elbow began 
positioning the right canon back into place.  

“Are we all ready back there Charles?”
“Nearly sir!”
“Well hurry up, it’s nearly the evening for God’s sake.”  He faced the canons 

this time, sliding each arm into the slots, so that now his back faced the cornfield 
and open wall of the barn.  

“Ready sir!”
Armbrüster settled himself and breathed deeply, looking stalwart ahead.  

“Fire!”

   *        *        *

“Mom stop. Really.”
“Oh I’m allowed to be upset O.K.?” She was crying and hugging him by 

airport security.  “Are you sure you don’t want to go to school with Noah? His 
university’s only 3 hours away.”

“No mom.  Please.”
“If only your father and brother could see you, they’d be so proud.  They 

loved you, you know, you’re so lucky.  I’m so lucky.”
“Mom, C’mon.”
        
“We are currently being advised that it is unsafe to stay in your homes.  Any-

one with access to a nearby shelter has been asked to make it there quickly before 
the winds make it impossible to travel.” The crank radio crackled.  Jimmy had 
returned from his first year of university the previous day.

“Oh god, oh god.” Jimmy’s mother was panicking.  
“Here mom.  Put on your coat.  I’ll put some food from downstairs into a 

pack O.K.? Don’t worry.  There’s a school auditorium barely a block away, I think 
there’s a shelter there.” When Jimmy walked back up from the basement his moth-
er had her coat on, before they left she stopped him.



“Here wear this,” She was holding his brother’s army helmet and putting his 
father’s on herself.

“Mom no, that’s not–”
“James.  I’m not going to tell you again.  Put it on.”
Jimmy looked at the helmet for a second before putting it on.  The wind 

outside made it difficult to hear, and forced them to strap the helmets on, lest they 
blow off.  A tree had fallen on a neighbour’s roof, and branches were everywhere.  
They hugged tightly at each other’s arms as they made their way towards the 
auditorium.  

   *        *        *

“Here.  Yes, thank you, no I’ll be fine thank you.” The speaker cleared his 
throat, “Richard Burton.  

Farewell, dear friend, a once great life, hero  
    To many, a fiery charm ‘gainst bullets,
We do. . .”
 “You doin’ okay Rog?”
 “Yes, I’m fine.  I hardly knew him anyways.”
 “Hmm.  Yes I suppose.  Very kind of him to invite you anyways.”  Roger 

and his Aunt stood in black attire.  Richard Burton was an old fencing teacher of 
Roger’s, before he and the boys became famous.

“Here, in his tent, may they both lie in peace,
       Now this English wife and her Arab sheik
Both, and for. . .”
Roger was beginning to grow restless.  His stomach was beginning to ache 

– his Aunts food never quite agreed with him, and he could never handle dessert 
cakes.  His thoughts began to turn to work.  How were things getting on in Trieste? 
He felt the youth programs always fell apart when he left them too long.  And then 
there’s the little confrontation he has coming up with the devil himself – but one 
mustn’t worry about such things, y’know?  Roger’s stomach growls.  His teeth feel 
dirty.

“Pay attention now Rog.  Don’t forget your roots.” His Aunt nudges him.
Roger lifts his head.  Don’t forget his roots?
“Beloved master, his saber and foil
     Struck at many. . .”
        
   *        *        *

“How are you all doing tonight?” A goat-like man paces back and forth in an 
auditorium.  Several rows of soldiers stood before him, holding guns, with various 
explosives on the ground at their sides.  “You know, I hear a lot about myself these 
days.  Seems people always think one way or another.  Seems there’s a conception 
that I get around quite a bit.  I’d like to dispel that, it’s kind of a myth you know, 
that I go from one village to another, I’m not really into that idea, of rampaging.  
I like a more subtle approach.  Anyways how are you all?”  The soldiers stand 
motionless.  “I was talking to my mother the other night, do you have mothers? 
Anyways I could barely hear her – she can’t really use the phone anymore – but 
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she kept going on and on about how miserable she was, it was like a Shakespearean 
monologue.  Is he still relevant? That’s the thing about this gig, I’ve been here so 
long I can barely remember my own name!  Anyways, she really talks my ear off 
nowadays, and the worst part is she’s gone deaf so I can’t even interrupt! Why she 
bothers calling is beyond me.  And she kept asking if she could stay at my place, she 
was short on cash, I tried to tell her she was too old for that now.  At some point 
you’ve just got to put your foot down with them. Off course it fell on deaf ears so 
I ended up letting her stay at my place, which means of course her beast of a dog 
came along.  I had a friend come over, Roger, and when he met the dog he peed all 
over himself, it was incredible.  And for the rest of that month every time he saw 
the dog, he peed again, it was like clockwork.  No control.   People always think in 
extremes huh?  You give a person a situation and they say ‘well, this will either be 
a disaster, or a miracle,’ as if those are the only options they could come up with? 
Really? Can’t think of anything in between? Got a lot going on for me these days, 
been doing a lot of travelling.  Distance, that’s the real issue, I say.  But nowadays 
it really feels like everything’s coming together.  I just wish I knew why.”  He stops 
pacing and faces the soldiers.  “You’ve been lovely, truly, but I think it’s time I 
headed out.” The soldiers sit then lie face up on the ground, before bringing their 
guns to their heads and firing.  All remain motionless save one short old man with 
rimmed glasses near the back who raises his head a bit to look around in confusion, 
before pretending to sleep.  The goat man walks outside to the nearby cornfields, 
covering the considerable distance in a few strides.  Standing in front of the near 
ripe corn stalks, he draws a rapier, takes a bow, and stands on guard.  Lunging and 
twirling he works forwards parallel to the corn, parrying and striking an unseen 
enemy.

   *        *        *

“Quickly mom, quickly.” Jimmy and his mother rushed into the auditorium.  
It was mostly dark.  Jimmy pushed the doors shut, and led his mother along the 
left wall closer to the middle.  As they were halfway along, the lights flickered on, 
revealing rows of soldiers lying still on the ground, with explosives and bottles of 
liquor at their sides.  Noticing his mother looked panicked, Jimmy comforted her 
“don’t worry I’m sure we’ll be fine here, we’ll just wait till someone helps.” The 
wind racked the sides of the building.  Jimmy could see his mother’s eyes become 
distant.  She walked to one of the soldiers on the ground, and lifted an explosive.  

“Mom what are you doing, hey –” Jimmy was stunned.  His mother held 
the explosive like a child with a stick and began looking around. “Mom no.  Stop.” 
The explosive caught on fire.  Jimmy yelled at his mother who in a half conscious 
panic tossed the explosive across the bodies ordered in the room.  Jimmy grabbed 
his mom and lurched away from the soldiers, falling to the ground.   The explosive 
went off in a blast that set the corner of the auditorium alight, bottles and explo-
sives lighting in turn, rupturing a hole in the side of the building.  The sudden 
burst of air that entered caused the whole building to shake.  Jimmy stood up and 
stood his mother up who stared ahead with little expression.  “C’mon we need 
to get out of here.” His mother looked to him with fear, and they began walking 
out, where the wind was so strong you could lean against it.  As they were walking, 
when they were near each other, his mother leaned over the roar of the wind and 



told Jimmy:
“I don’t want to die.”  Me neither, thought Jimmy.  Over in the distance 

was a wooded area where they could see people standing, shielded in part from 
the wind.  Jimmy could see the people waving them over from underneath and in 
between the trees. We’ll be safe in there, Jimmy thought.  

Between the trees the roar of the wind slipped and slithered away, invisible as 
they walked into the buzz and bumble of conversations.  “Jimmy?!”  Jimmy looked 
around above his mother for the voice.

“Noah! How are you here?”  He noticed Noah was bearded now, and Jim-
my’s mother released her grip so they could embrace.

“I walked over here with Doug when the wind picked up.  What are you and 
your mom doing here? Nice hat by the way”

“I-we walked here from the auditorium down the street from my house.”
“The audi– what are you talking about?” A gong sounded from a wooden 

barn further on amongst the trees and the people milling about slipped into the 
entrance.  Inside the people sat on rows of benches arranged to face an elevated 
platform, where a man stood being donned in slim fitting armours.  

“What’s that?” the man on the platform turned to a young boy holding a 
clipboard, “Oh yes I suppose I could say a few words, thank you.”  the boy ran off.  
“I suppose for many of you these are stressful times.  It’s hard.  It really is.  And 
it’s hard even for me, y’know, to act as a comfort, but that’s really what I try to be.  
You all know I lost my mother in the flood, when I was a child.  And I know how 
many of you lost your fathers and sons and brothers, and mates in the war.  It was 
hard then, but I was here to comfort you.”  Roger looked up.  “They’re here now, 
y’know, and everywhere, they’re with us and they know what we’re going through.   
And I would like to be here with you all really, I do.  But now, I think you’ll under-
stand, it’s my time to fight.” He paused and muttered to one of the people suiting 
him, who ran to fetch a fencing helmet, “In a moment from now, I will walk out 
of the building, and he will be there, waiting.  I promise you, in a short while from 
then, I will walk back into this building.  The devil will no longer be with us.  I will 
not let you down.”

Jimmy begins to feel sick.  He stands up and makes his way through the 
rows of benches out of the barn, and the dim light opens up into the dark shade 
cast by the stalks of trees. His feet sink into the soft dirt, and he can feel small 
stones between his toes.  A jet of wind bursts through the trees just next to where 
he stands, making the air sizzle around it.  Blood rushes to Jimmy’s head, and as 
he looks down the stream towards the edge of the forest he sees a small red figure 
approaching, and feels the ground begin to rumble below him        

   *        *        *

Foomp! Was all Charles heard.  Then nothing but the wind in the corn.  
Looking around the barn he could see Sergeant Armbrüster collapsed on the 
ground.  He ran up to him.  

“Charles.” Armbrüster sputtered.  His body had not taken to his final land-
ing.  “I need you to – Charles you must go to the back of the barn, behind the old 
water trough and get the box that is there,”

“Yes sir,” Charles stood.
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“No, wait.  Charles, I am going to die.  Likely in the next minute or so.  That 
box.  That box – it will show you everything.  Everything that you need to know.  
Remember,” He coughed, “remember who you are meant to be.  Remember, 
who you are.”  He gestured at something but the stiffness of his metal arm made 
it impossible to discern.  The stalks of corn grew taller and taller.  Charles hurried 
to the back of the barn, towards the dusty old trough, behind which lay a blanket 
of burlap, underneath which lay a box.  Charles lifts it up to his face, a light but 
sturdy box like the ones his mother would get from the bakery.  Inscribed on it is, 
“Within is a diorama of the world as it is. Truly.”  Charles sits and lifts the lid with 
caution.  He closes it with force.

When he returned to the small old man lying in the field, he had already died.

   *        *        *

As he walked back to the building, he was deep in thought, and a slogan that 
was felt, though not by him, shined somewhere:

Strong was his temper.  Stronger was his heart.  
   Long he remembered. Longer he forgot.  



The Green House
Olivia Kaye

 “Row, row, row your boat, gently down the stream,” Elaina paddled at the 
water with her hand, “Merrily, merrily, merrily, merrily, life is but a dream.” 

“That was lovely Elaina,” Her mother took a breath and a break from rowing 
the small boat, “One more time please,”

“Row, row, row. . .” As she rowed, Elaina’s mother looked at the shrinking 
shore they rowed away from, and the green house they were leaving behind.   
She could hear the sound of lapping waves behind her.  “Elaina, sweetie–how 
close–*huff*–are we? Can you see the other shore?” 

“umm. . . yes!”
“Oh thank god.”  

When they reached the shore Elaina’s mother dragged the boat up to the 
sand, and carried Elaina out.  As they got past the sand Elaina’s mother walked up 
to the ocean of tall looming plants and placed her hand on one of the broad, rough 
stalks.  “It was real,” she said to herself.  Elaina mirrored her mother’s movement.  
The surface of the brown stalk was rough with deep grooves, and felt as hard and 
immovable as the earth.  Past the crowded plants the sunlight grew dimmer.  The 
ground was uneven and full of brush.  Looking into the darkness Elaina began to 
feel a knot in her stomach.  Elaina’s mother breathed deeply with her hand on her 
own stomach.  

“Don’t worry Elaina, we just have to hide.”  Taking her by the hand, they 
walked slowly into the darkness.  A low humming began to sound from the water 
behind them, accompanied by familiar sparse clankings. “Christ,” Elaina’s mother 
muttered, “Don’t look Elaina.  Here.  This way.” At the bottom of one of the 
stalks was a gaping hole.  Elaina’s mother led her through, into the earth, where the 
opening was low enough Elaina had to crawl, while her mother had to crawl on her 
stomach.  She opened a light she had brought so they could see the cramped pas-
sage they were crawling through.  The soft dirt along the walls crumbled slightly.  
As they crawled a spider’s web blocked the path, and Elaina began to speak up, but 
her mother shushed her and told her not to worry as she allowed her face to push 
through the white threads, as if she didn’t notice they were there.   
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The passage was widening slowly, and after some time they reached an alcove 

where Elaina could almost stand up straight.  “Here, we’ll be safe here,” Elaina’s 
mother put the light on the ground and drew Elaina closer to her.  “Let’s do anoth-
er round, alright? How about Twinkle Twinkle? You start.”

“Twinkle twinkle little star, how I wonder what you are,” Elaina sat down 
onto her mother’s lap and tugged on the hair that fell over her mother’s shoulders 
as they sang.  Once the round was over Elaina noticed her mother’s blank stare.  
The humming  was growing louder.

“Elaina –” her mother glanced around and picked up the light, “I think 
I’m forgetting this.”  A soft fog paddled and swayed around her, obscuring her in 
the dim light.  She grew fainter and fainter in the dark damp alcove until Elaina 
couldn’t see her at all.  As Elaina called for her mother, her breath only pushed the 
fog around.  Finally the fog settled and her mother was gone.

 
From the passage Elaina could hear a clanging of metal.  “Elaina?” it 

hummed.  A smooth blank face peered through the passage at Elaina.  “There you 
are.  It’s time to go home.”
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Alfred’s Inheritance
Percy Quail

In my spare time, of which I have plenty these days, I have taken to wander-
ing about the grounds of my late Grandfather’s estate. I suppose it is my estate after 
all, myself being the only relation named in his will at the time of his passing. The 
boundaries of the property extend farther than I’ve been able to walk in a single 
day, so they may as well continue into oblivion. Coniferous forestry flows along 
most of the property, which I deemed unnecessary upon my arrival, and now deem 
malicious. They gather together after dusk, and they morph and wraith their limbs 
until they stand over the house as I might a worm. I swear on my Grandfather’s 
grave I can feel them watching me. 

 So, I make it a habit of mine to never be caught outside after dusk, lest the 
malevolence of the conifers sees it fit to put me in some hellish state.

Of course, my estate is more than a simple forested area. There is a house, 
which I mentioned, though calling it a monolith would be more fitting. It is almost 
indescribable, this house. I am certain the architect had some fracture in his mind, 
so that his sense of order and pleasantness was horribly corrupt. When I first came 
upon the structure several years ago, the sheer imposition of its frame froze my 
blood into a smooth glass, and only after much concentration could I shatter it and 
move onward.

The inner structure, in seeming defiance of the faceless exterior, has been 
constructed like a labyrinth. Corridors appear to stretch out into the abyss, and 
stairs go up and up without any indication of purpose. The design must have been 
governed by a council of argumentative psychopaths, whose only purpose was to 
make the heart cringe as one moves from chamber to chamber. What else could jus-
tify a cellar hastily cobbled together with brick and mortar, which through a simple 
plank door opens into a vast marble ballroom anchored by magnificent Corinthian 
columns? Something about this house possesses my being, some feeling that I need 
to be here. I tell myself that I am the master of this house, but this brings me no 
reassurance. My Grandfather was master here as well.

After living in this wretch for a considerable amount of time, I find it 
remarkable that my Grandfather did not die much sooner. Even the most trivial 
of actions, living, is exhaustive here. Many times have I come close to death on 
these grounds, by trip or fall or spear or solitude. Grandfather must have been 
a careful man, no doubt. For my part, nervousness has beset me. Perhaps it is a 
worthy companion. I trust in its ability to keep me aware, to keep me awake. I have 
great difficulty sleeping now. It is not normal sleeplessness, no. It is a crude, black, 
sinister insomnia.
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I can tell something is watching me.
At first I believed it to be the conifers. Oh, if only that could be the case! No, 

it is nearer, inside the house, living with me in these manic corridors. If I but knew 
what it was, I could arm myself appropriately. And yet, I know myself, and I know 
that I am not one to take arms regardless of the terror. I believe the word is coward. 
To distract my splintering mind I have resolved to learn of the mysteries held 
within this house. I believe this will frighten away the watcher. I see I have become 
a liar, too.

On one of my nightly excursions exploring the intricacies of the labyrinth 
I discovered a room behind a sturdy oak door. The inside was darker than soot, 
though I always kept a candle on my person in case this particular situation arose. 
The feeble candlelight illuminated several blunt forms lying against the wall. My 
body tensed immediately, and I kept one foot against the door for a quick escape, 
but a thrown match revealed the forms to be nothing more than a few barrels of 
drink. Relieved at this revelation, I placed a rock in the doorway and shone my light 
around the remainder of the room. Hundreds and hundreds of barrels emerged 
from the darkness, and I saw that this was less a room rather than an extensive 
tunnel. Inscriptions marked each barrel, but age had warped them unreadable. I 
decided to have a drink. The contents, which were certain to be liquor, might have 
a soothing effect on my rather frayed mind. An iron goblet laid on a barrel nearby, 
appearing to be well maintained despite its cobwebbed surroundings. I hastily 
uncorked the barrel and at once a shimmering fluid gently descended into my 
receptacle. It held a deep obsidian color, coated in the faintest outline of crimson. I 
put the cup to my lips, and drank a sliver. The taste was of dry earth and lingering 
sweetness. Unlike anything I had tasted before, but not unwelcome. I continued 
sipping as I wandered further along the tunnel. The barrels seemed to be more 
recent in age as I progressed. The wood showed less warping, and I could read the 
text etched into it.

They appeared to be names for the types of liquor. One bore the moniker 
“CAPTAIN RALEIGH”, and another “LORD MATTHEW”. Each had their 
own distinct notes, but the earthiness remained. Eventually I reached the flat wall 
marking the end of the tunnel. My candle burned low, and I prepared to turn back 
when a barrel caught my eye. It was the second most recent barrel to the end, and 
what captivated me was the inscription. In barely aged etching, it read “EDWIN 
CASTOR”. Edwin Castor, my Grandfather. In horror, I uncorked the barrel 
with trembling hands. The ink-red liquid flowed out onto the floor, and I dared 
not stop it until it was completely empty. The last of the fluid had splattered onto 
the stones below, when out came a thin, segmented form. It fell to the ground, a 
rotten, pallid, wet finger. I averted my eyes from the ghastly sight, and my dotted 
pupils landed on the final barrel. A perverse realization dawned on me then, as I 
saw what I feared most laid out before me, freshly etched in the wood: “ALFRED 
CASTOR”. As I turned to run like a panicked deer the sound of stone hitting 
stone echoed down the tunnel and the door creaked shut in its rusted bolts. My 
candleflame sputtered and died, and as I stood there sweating in the darkness dar-
ing not to breathe, the rasping of chains and struggled breath echoed ever louder 
down the smooth stone walls.
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What was Missing
Joey Cifelli

The flowers that day were lovely, they both agreed. Cool spring air flowed 
easily over the trimmed greenery, fluttering their glossy leaves and berries and fruit. 
There was a cobbled stone walkway on which they traveled, crisscrossed with swirls 
of moss and grass so that it was comfortable to walk on even barefoot, which John 
was. The path wound around the many ponds scattered throughout the garden like 
raindrops. Often they were covered in mottled lily pads and lichen, but wherever 
the water was bare it sunk into a perfect blue. Surrounding the ponds, tree saplings 
grew in small mounds of soil, and surrounding the trees sprawled countless flowers 
and herbs. It was springtime, and life bloomed. 

Mice pattered along the ground, well-behaved. The animals in the garden 
understood the way things worked here. Marcus was a benevolent caretaker, but a 
caretaker nonetheless, and he took care of the plants, not mice. The robins, crows, 
nightingales, sparrows, and finches, as well as the mice, voles, rabbits, cats, newts, 
and salamanders found the garden to be a wonderfully pleasant and safe place to 
live, and so for generations the native species of the garden taught their offspring 
the proper way to act and eat and explore, and all parties were satisfied.

Marcus took notice of all these things, and as content as he was with his por-
tion of reality, he wondered what his companion saw with that little extra piece he 
had been granted. Marcus, for all his exceptions, was cut from the same cloth as the 
rest of humanity. But John had the Sight, and that meant he came from a different 
ream altogether. It was a great gift, Marcus thought, given to John for no apparent 
reason other than that it felt right, and that the universe could not imagine him 
without it. 

Of course, the gift came with its own dangers. Creatures which most could 
never perceive found themselves attracted to John, whose Sight blazed for them 
like a bonfire in the night. Sometimes they wanted nothing, the nice ones did. The 
nasty ones tended to want, whether his flesh, his soul, or another one of John’s 
aspects. Marcus handled those the same way he handled the varmints in the garden: 
respectfully and with an iron fist. So far, they were okay.

“What do you see?” asked Marcus to his friend. He had to look down to do 
this. In order to stop his massive ego from spilling over into a god complex, John 
had been made rather small. That was what Marcus told him, anyway.

John raised his eyebrows, “well, there is the tree. That one there is pretty 
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good. That other one though, next to it, I don’t know about that one.” He folded 
his hands behind his back, nodding wistfully.

“Oh yeah? Thanks, I couldn’t see that one,” said Marcus, “you’re a smartass, 
you know that?”

John smiled slightly, “yes, I am very aware. To answer your question, there 
are a few pixies chattering by the elderberry bushes. The ones with feathered wings. 
Resting by the pond with the other rabbits is a jackalope. I think it prefers to be 
around its own kind, or half of its own kind, at least. And, a few minutes ago, 
a drake darted across the path in front of us with a worm in its mouth. That is 
everything for now.”

Marcus chuckled a warm, hearty chuckle, then sighed. “It never gets old,” he 
said, “I thought it might, eventually, but I still feel like a little kid knowing they’re 
right in front of me.”

John spoke, “I am glad you enjoy them so much. You keep me from taking it 
all for granted.” Then his stomach rumbled with the force of a whale call, sending 
the rabbits scurrying off to one of their dens. He looked at Marcus sheepishly, “I 
believe it is time for dinner.”

“Yeah, I’m getting a bit peckish myself. How about grilled cheese? I’ve been 
waiting to crack into that rustic loaf all day. I’ll put some pancetta in there too.”

“Yes please.”
The pair walked their way back to the house, which took a few minutes. The 

entire garden covered several acres, although most of it was not so closely managed. 
Marcus allowed the plants to grow wild in some areas, creating large pockets of 
dense, dark shrubbery. He enjoyed the contrast.

The house itself was old and sturdy. It was originally built Victorian, but sub-
sequent expansions and alterations left the house with an incohesive mix of styles 
and shapes. Neither Marcus nor John minded. It had good bones. The interior was 
full of cozy, carpeted rooms with wooden walls and leather recliners. There were 
far too many staircases for most people, and lots of nooks and closets and hidden 
passageways. They were very fond of it. They gave the house life, and in return the 
house kept them warm and safe and comfortable.

Outside on the porch sat a faceless wooden mannequin, made from some 
obscure wood and heavily lacquered. It came with the house. John had immedi-
ately sensed something unusual emanating from the body, and he occasionally 
performed experiments to derive its purpose. Marcus named it Leon. In any case, it 
scared varmints and ne’er-do-wells from the garden, so it stayed. Marcus and John 
walked by the mannequin into the house, ready to prepare something to eat.

Some nights later the night was mild and good for stargazing. Marcus pat-
tered his feet up wooden steps, quickly and quietly like a soft rain. He held a pipe 
pursed in his lips, constructed of old wood like the stairs, so that the smoke resonat-
ed through the stair-wood and tasted pleasant, and made the stair climbing easier. 
He carried in his arms a large porcelain plate, contents hastily smothered with 
plastic wrap. Moonlight splashed against the walls. Marcus drank it in on the way, 
and he felt refreshed as he pushed open the wooden trapdoor leading to the roof.

John was already there, sitting on the edge overlooking the gardens below. 
Marcus stopped to admire him for a moment. John swayed ever so slightly side-to-
side in the night breeze, like a tender willow tree. In many ways he was a willow. 
His body was thin and frail, his fingers long with gnarled knuckles. His hair long 
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and fair, draped around his shoulders like a wedding veil. And his voice had the 
same pleasant airiness of wind sifting through soft branches. Marcus walked over 
to him.

“I would have brought croissants and butter and clotted cream,” Marcus 
said, removing the plastic wrap, “but, I used up all the butter making the croissants, 
and I ate the clotted cream by myself on the kitchen floor, so we’re going to have 
to deal with spread-less pastries for tonight. Tomorrow we can get some more. 
Raspberry jam too. Maybe something smoked.” He chewed his pipe and passed a 
croissant back and forth between his hands. “Et tu, John?”

John said nothing. He was looking at the night sky, face perfectly neutral, re-
laxed. It was a beautiful night, with stars glimmering and the moon full and bright. 
But John saw none of it. His eyes were closed.

Marcus chuckled, “Yeah. It is a beautiful night, isn’t it?”
John said nothing, but the corners of his lips turned up a touch. A long time 

passed on the roof, silent except for the blowing of the wind, and every so often the 
sound of Marcus chewing. Then John spoke.

“I have begun seeing angels recently. Sometimes when I am alone they 
appear, never with anyone else around. They are beautiful, so beautiful my heart 
hurts. But I am not able to describe them to you. It would not be the same. And 
when I see them, I get a horrible jealous feeling all over, towards them, but even 
that feeling feels small compared to the awe bursting within me at that moment. 
Everything else feels small. The house, the garden, even you, though I am ashamed 
to admit it. Then they leave, and it is like they take something from me. The ecstasy 
they gave me to begin with, and I feel empty without it. I ask them why me, but 
they never answer. I do not think they speak the way we do.”

John paused.
“I saw one die, yesterday. I did not even know that they could, but they can. 

Chunks of its body disappeared into nowhere. Large, ragged pieces, like something 
was eating it, but there was nothing else there. It was screaming without sound, in 
pain, until it was eaten all the way. Head last.”

Marcus stared at the ground hanging below his feet, drawing long, breathy 
puffs on his pipe.

“I’m sorry,” he said.
 “It is alright. It was not so bad.”
“Do you mean that?”
“.…no. I do not suppose I do.”
They sat there on the roof, side by side. Marcus smoked his pipe. John looked 

at the stars. There was silence, save the breathing of their bodies, and the breathing 
of the wind.

Marcus woke the next morning to the chirps and warbles of birds hopping 
around the garden. He groaned, rolled over for a few seconds, then rolled back, 
groaned again, then released a long, powerful sigh. His feet popped out from under 
the cotton sheets and swung over the side of the bed. Marcus rubbed the sand from 
his eyes with closed fists and put on his sturdy metal spectacles, which rested on 
the bedside table on a folded cloth. He sat there for a moment, waiting for John to 
come in.

A moment later John opened the door without knocking and walked in. He 
wore old-fashioned pajamas, consisting of a matching button-up shirt and pants 
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with a sky-blue background and white dots. Marcus wore the same pajamas but 
with orange pinstripes on a white background. Pajamas were one of the things they 
agreed had regressed in modernity. Like croquet. Or pipe-smoking.

“The birds are fighting again,” John said, looking out the window, “good 
morning, also.”

“Mm, morning,” Marcus said. “They’re just mating, not fighting.”
“Oh. I can never tell the difference.”
“Me neither.”
John gave Marcus a puzzled look and sat down on the recliner in the corner 

of the room, which he sank into until he was almost completely engulfed by the 
soft fabric. “I had a terrible dream last night,” John said, although his voice was 
muffled coming from the far depths of the chair.

“So did I. I can’t remember for the life of me what is was, though” said Mar-
cus, “maybe we had the same one.”

John’s hand poked up from the chair. Then the rest of him as he slowly 
pulled himself out and onto the floor. He patted himself down. “I hope for your 
sake that you didn’t. Mine was angel related. But shall we go to the store? I could 
use something sweet.”

“We shall,” said Marcus. And they did.
They pulled out of the long dirt driveway in a 1998 Ford Taurus, lovingly 

waxed and polished and green. “Heavens, Marcus,” said John, “we’re still in our 
pajamas.” Marcus took a hand off the wheel and rubbed his pants.

“Well, this is unsettling. I could have sworn I changed into my outside 
clothes.” Marcus looked behind him at the passengers’ seat, where a wooden man-
nequin sat wearing beat-up jeans and shirt and a leather jacket. “John, I thought I 
told you to stop bringing Leon with us when we go outside.” John turned around 
to look back.

“I definitely didn’t do this. Keep your eyes on the road.”
“You think Leon dragged himself in here and put on my clothes? I’ll keep 

looking away until we crash. I’ll do it. I’m crazy.”
“You are crazy at making accusations. It was probably Szilard. Szilard? Are 

you there boy?”
A black tuft of fur poked out from behind the mannequin’s shoulder. 

Two green eyes blinked at Marcus, and it let out a pitiful mew. “There he is!” said 
Marcus, “hey little guy, get up here.” Szilard sank back from Leon’s shoulder and 
walked out onto the passenger seat. He gave a quick chirp and leapt into the front 
seat, pacing around on Marcus’s lap before settling down in a lazy spiral. Marcus 
scratched the cat’s head with his free hand. “You’re just sad to see us go, aren’t you? 
It’s alright boy, you can come.” 

Marcus turned his head and saw John staring at him with pursed lips. Marcus 
gave a weak cough. “I guess you weren’t the perp, my bad. You are cleared of suspi-
cion.” John scoffed and looked out the window at the passing fields of cornstalks 
and flowers, leaning his chin on his hand.

“I am above suspicion,” he said, “and you are too sweet on Szilard. He cannot 
be allowed to disrupt us whenever he feels sad. His behavior will only become more 
extreme.”

“He just doesn’t know any better yet. He’ll learn how to handle his emotions 
as he grows up, like the rest of us. Or at least like me. I wonder how long you wait 
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outside my door every morning.” Marcus could see the hint of a blush creeping up 
on John’s face in the reflection of the window. John said nothing. Marcus smiled.

They drove in silence for a while. There were no other cars on the road, and 
no other roads on the vast expanse of grass plains shivering under the speckled 
sky. The weather was picking up. The wind howled outside the car like a dying 
beast and kicked up bits of sand and gravel to patter against the windows. Outside 
was a frenzy, but within the cozy cocoon of the car it was relatively quiet, and its 
occupants were not perturbed. Szilard slept soundly on Marcus’s lap, small enough 
was he that the jostling of the chassis could not push him around much. Leon sat 
inanimate in the backseat.

Marcus thought about what it would feel like to cut his arm off while 
shaving. Would it hurt? Or would he be so in shock that he wouldn’t feel anything 
at all? Perhaps, if it was the latter, he could quickly grab his arm with his other 
arm and join the limb to his body again. The forces governing the universe might 
allow it this one time, after all he had done for them. Marcus snapped out of his 
daydream to John calling his name.

“Marcus,” John said, looking at him. Marcus blinked a few times and shook 
his head.

“Yes.”
John turned to look forward. “I have something to tell you.”
“Okay, shoot.”
“You may not like it.”
“Well, just tell me and then I’ll see if-“
“Actually I know you will not like it. It has to do with an angel. The one that 

died.”
“Ah. What about it?”
“Remember how I said it was eaten? How it disappeared and there was 

nothing left?”
“I remember.”
“I lied, there was something remaining after it died. The angel threw it to the 

ground while it still had an arm. I don’t think the angel wanted it to go to wherever 
it was going.”

“Mm. Did you see what it was?”
“Yes. It was a key. A huge, golden, old-fashioned one. Victorian. Very ornate.”
Marcus raised his eyebrows. “That’s new. Any idea what it means? Some kind 

of talisman or something?” John shrugged and looked away, rubbing his hands 
together on his lap.

“I do not know. It looked important, though.”
The fields passing by outside turned to sidewalks and roads as they passed 

into town. Marcus pulled to a stop in front of the grocery store. It was a miniature 
version of many large franchise stores, none of which had taken root due to lack of 
demand. It fit the rest of the town that way. Too small to attract much business or 
much trouble. Just big enough to keep puttering along until somebody bought it 
and turned it into an oil plant. Marcus rolled the car to a stop in the rough gravel 
parking lot, and even inside they could hear the crunching of the rocks beneath the 
tires. He turned the car off and looked at John.

“I would try not to worry about it too much. Hopefully it got to whoever 
or whatever it was meant for. I think things like that usually do, in a cosmic sense. 
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Either way, best not to get involved.” John slowly bobbed his head up and down. 
He opened his mouth to say something and then closed it.

“I think you are right, as usual,” he said finally. 
“Course I am,” said Marcus, “put your sweater on please. It’s windy. Proba-

bly going to storm later.” Marcus reached back and pulled John’s sweater from the 
pile next to Leon. It was grey wool with a thick red zigzag around the torso, like 
Charlie Brown. He handed it to John and pulled his own jacket off Leon, an aged 
hunting jacket made of creased brown leather. Szilard slipped off his lap and curled 
up again on the floor. “Szilard, you’re in charge while we’re in the store. We’ll be 
fifteen minutes, tops,” said Marcus. Then he and John stepped out of the car and 
into the wind.

There weren’t many things they had to purchase, all things considered. 
There was the cream, butter, the raspberry jam, some smoked mackerel, which was 
surprising to find in such a small store. But there wasn’t much else to buy. Marcus 
and John could have waited at least another week to get groceries. They went often 
because the drive was pleasant, and it was a good way to get away from the house’s 
solitary grounds

 John pushed the cart with his elbows crossed over on the bar, leaning for-
ward. He wandered within an orbit of a meter or two around Marcus, who had the 
list, and who crossed off each item as they went with a pencil tucked in the crook of 
his ear. He was reading the label on a jar of honey when he called over to John. 

“Hey,” he said, “in the car you said I was going to be upset. What was that 
about?” John puffed out his cheeks and deflated them slowly. 

“Oh, right. I did say that. Um, never mind. Not important.” 
“You sure?”
“Yup, don’t worry. It is a small thing.”
“Alright. Well we’ve gotten through the list. Anything else you want?” John 

shook his head. “Let’s get out of here then” said Marcus, “crumpets when we get 
home.” They walked over the slick linoleum to the self-checkout. As he passed 
the items over the scanner Marcus noticed that it had begun pouring outside. 
Occasionally the brief flick of lightning bolts would flash against the wall-to-wall 
windows, staining everything white and blue. These were accompanied by low 
roars of thunder, which seemed to rise and fall from the floor like a vengeful ghost. 

So loud was the thunder that it took Marcus a few seconds to see John 
standing rigidly next to him, staring at the ceiling, which had been ripped off its 
foundations and stood hovering in the air several stories up. Then everyone started 
screaming.

Marcus did not understand what was happening, nor did he need to. He 
grabbed John’s hand and began to run towards the exit amid the rest of the 
panicked shoppers. He was tugged back as John remained standing where he was, 
still motionless. “John!” Marcus shouted, grabbing John’s head, which was quickly 
becoming soaked now that the storm could penetrate the store. “Come on! We 
have to go!” John still looked skyward in awe, his eyes wide and jaw slack. 

“It’s one of them,” he whispered, “it’s here.” A sharp pain sprung across 
John’s face. He looked back down. It was Marcus, staring at him with terrified 
expression. He had just slapped him. 

“John please!” he said. Tears were starting to form in his eyes, John saw. They 
blended in with the rain. John looked again at the beast clutching the ceiling in its 
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long, segmented fingers. It scanned its head side to side methodically, searching for 
something. 

It was so beautiful, he thought, and became lost again. He was engulfed in 
the feeling of being whole, like he was a light bulb only now flicked on after many 
years spent dark and cold. And oh, was his radiance brilliant! But something tickled 
John’s mind. A niggling thought, like a worm. The angel was searching, yes. John 
knew something about that. About why it would be doing that. John had a realiza-
tion, and the spell broke.

“Yes!” John shouted back, suddenly over animated like a strained wind-up 
toy. “Yes! We need to go! We need to go right now!” Relief melted over Marcus’s 
face for a moment at John’s return from wherever he had been. But only for a 
moment because then they were running at breakneck speed to the car. Marcus 
fumbled the key into the keyhole and started the ignition. In the process Szilard 
woke, and sensing the urgency in the atmosphere bolted to the passenger seat 
behind Leon.

Marcus stomped on the gas pedal and the car peeled out of the lot. In the 
rearview mirrors Marcus and John could see the store’s roof tilt to the side and slide 
onto the ground, crumbling as it went until nothing remained except a pile of loose 
rubble.

Their breathing slowed as they crossed the town borders and into the fields. 
John spoke, “So, that was an angel.”

Marcus stared at the windshield, but his eyes were not on the road. He was 
somewhere else entirely, far away from his body. His mouth was shut like a vice, 
and he didn’t move. On the steering wheel his hands were steady, but the color 
slowly bled out of his knuckles, and John could see veins bulging under his skin. 
“Why did it attack us John. I know you know,” Marcus said at last.

There was a long silence as John fidgeted in his seat. Weakly, he spoke, “it was 
searching for me. Because I took the key. It’s back at the house.” Tears welled in 
John’s eyes and trickled down his cheeks. “I’m so sorry Marcus, please forgive me.”

When Marcus spoke his voice was gentle and violent, like the breathing of 
a tiger before it ambushes a deer, “you knew what they were capable of, and you 
still stole their key. How am I supposed to react? We almost died, John. Maybe 
someone at the store did die, because of what you did.”

John sniffed back a runny nose. “I know, I know, I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have,” 
he sniffed again, “I thought if I took it they would let me in, to whatever they do 
here. I told you how it feels when they leave. I didn’t think it would lead to this. 
I never would have done it if I had known” John buried his face in his sweater, 
sobbing.

“And you didn’t tell me either,” said Marcus, “it could have come anytime. 
What if Szilard got hurt, what would we do then?” He waited, but John kept his 
head hidden in his sweater. Marcus could hear his whimpering escaping from the 
wool. “Oh hell, come on,” he said, placing his hand on John’s back and rubbing in 
large circles. “You did this, it’s done. Now we have to deal with it. And we can deal 
with it. Are you going to help me?” John feebly sat back up and nodded. “Okay, 
good. Now let’s think of a plan.”

Marcus didn’t bother parking in the garage. He pulled onto the driveway 
at an awkward angle and left it there. He ran inside the house along with John 
and Szilard. John went upstairs to his bedroom while Marcus headed down to the 
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basement. Szilard paced around the kitchen, mewing frantically. A minute late they 
reconvened on the ground floor. John held the key in his arms, and he did need 
both. It was over a meter long and the shaft was as thick as a rolling pin. Marcus 
whistled at the sight. 

“Jesus, if that really is gold we could’ve sold it for a fortune. Passed the angels 
on to some other sucker.” 

“Unfortunately, I do not think it would be that easy,” said John. For his part, 
Marcus carried a large container of salt and a baseball bat. 

“Do we have anything other than table salt?” asked John.
“No,” said Marcus, “but salt’s salt. It’s a long shot regardless, but fuck it, 

right? Let’s banish an angel.”
“Mhm,” John nodded, “fuck it.”
After the salt was laid down, and the key placed inside the circle, John and 

Marcus stood in the kitchen waiting for the angel to appear. “Want anything to 
eat? John? Szilard?” Marcus asked the room.

“No, thank you,” said John, “I think it would come back up as soon as it goes 
down.”

“Same here,” said Marcus, “I just realized we didn’t eat anything today. Once 
this is over, we’ll either be dead or we can go out somewhere. I am not cooking 
tonight.”

“Agreed.”
Szilard walked over to Marcus and started pawing at his legs. “And you must 

be starving little guy. Here, I’ll get you something.” Marcus pulled out a plate of 
raw ground beef from the fridge, covered in plastic wrap. He unwrapped the meat 
and placed it on the ground with a saucer of water. Szilard fell upon it with tooth 
and claw, and soon it was all devoured and the cat lay purring contentedly on the 
floor. 

“Please don’t space out again when it gets here,” said Marcus, “that was 
terrifying.” 

“I do not think I will,” said John, “I am preparing against it, and having 
snapped out of it once already today I feel that it will not be an issue.” They waited 
a few more minutes, without any sign of something out of the ordinary. The 
grandfather clock down the hall chimed twelve.

“So, can you feel when there’s an angel about to show up?” asked Marcus, “or 
do you have some idea of how long it takes?” John thought about it for a second. 

“I don’t feel any different before they arrive, so nothing that I notice con-
sciously. They seem rather whimsical in their comings and goings.”

“I wish it would hurry up already. I can only bear this tension for so lo-“
Marcus was interrupted by the kitchen’s sliding door exploding out of its 

frame. It hovered in place for a moment before flying out of sight as if launched 
from a cannon. “It’s here!” said John, “that’s it!”

“Yeah no shit!” said Marcus, “how do we make it go for the key?” John 
stepped in front of him. 

“I’m going to try to talk it down, stay back. It most definitely wants to kill us 
right now.” As if on cue, huge dents appeared in the floor one by one, making their 
way closer to John and Marcus. Marcus could not see what was creating them, but 
John could. He watched the enormous creature attempting to stuff itself through 
the hole it had created in the wall. Its fingers hammered on the ground, creating the 
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dents. It was looking for him.
“Stop! I give up the key, you can have it! Just leave my family alone!” John 

shouted at the angel’s smooth, featureless head. The angel paused, appearing to 
consider John’s words. Then it smashed its fist on the ground and opened its palm 
upward. “I think it’s asking for the key,” John said, “I’m going to give it to it.” 
Marcus spoke from behind John’s shoulder:

“But what if it attacks you after? We won’t have any leverage,” 
“We don’t have any leverage to begin with. Not really. If I give the key will-

ingly it might show mercy.” John stepped inside the salt circle and strained to lift 
the key from the floor. He turned and dumped it into the angel’s spread palm, in 
which the key looked normally sized. Immediately the angel’s fingers snapped shut 
like a beartrap, sealing the key within. It withdrew its hand from the house.

“I think it’s working!” said John. “It’s retreating!” Marcus wiped the sweat 
from his brow with his sleeve. “Thank god, that was intense.” No sooner had Mar-
cus finished his sentence when an earsplitting howl filled the house. It was a cruel, 
otherworldly sound, hungry for death and decay. The angel lowered its head to the 
hole in the wall, and even through its faceless visage John could tell it was smiling. 

The creature reached through the door and it one swift motion held John 
tight in its vice grip. “Oh god, help me Marcus! It has me in in its hand!” shouted 
John before the angel squeezed and his head lolled to the side. The angel began to 
pull him from the house. To Marcus, it looked as though John had started floating 
on his own, except his body was far too tightly compressed. Marcus grabbed the 
baseball bat lying against the table and brought it down on the empty space in 
front of him

The bat connected with something solid and shattered into pieces, but 
John stayed in the air. Marcus grabbed a kitchen knife from the knife drawer and 
stabbed the empty space with a shriek. It was like stabbing a cement wall. The blade 
snapped in half and skittered across the floor. Marcus readied to throw himself 
onto the creature when he heard a growling from behind.

Szilard came sprinting across the room and pounced on the angel. Somehow 
the cat managed to grab hold of the angel’s skin, and with the finesse of a highly 
evolved predator sunk his teeth into the angelic flesh. Instantly John dropped to 
the floor, and another ghastly howl wracked the air. But this was not the same 
sound as before, and it reeked of pain and anguish. Seeing his chance, Marcus took 
a running leap into the angel’s hand, slamming into it with the full force of his 
body. The creature barely moved, but it moved enough. 

Its hand crossed over the salt circle. There was a shift in the air, the smell of 
ozone. The angel’s flesh warped and sizzled and compressed into the small gap in 
the salt. Then came its arm, morphing and writhing as it was pulled through the 
salt after the hand. The angel’s wail grew higher and higher pitched as the rest of its 
body was sucked into the circle. The massive creature became visible even to Mar-
cus, and he stared in awe as hundreds of limbs and wings and teeth came barreling 
through the house. The creature seemed endless.

Eventually, of course, it did end. The last head of the colossus flew into the 
gap, and in that small space, robbed of its grandeur and power, the creature seemed 
quite pathetic. Then, with a great popping sound like thousands of bottles of 
champagne, the angel disintegrated into the air. Marcus slowly steadied himself and 
gazed at the salt. “Yeah,” he said, his voice worn and weary, “table salt works,” and 
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he collapsed unconscious on the floor.
 Marcus blinked his eyelids weakly. Pastel blues and whites swirled 

above him, and he felt soft and cozy all over. A face came into his field of view. It 
was John. “Hey there hero,” John said, “how are you feeling?” Marcus sat up. He 
was in his bedroom. From here, it was as if nothing had changed.

“I’m fine,” he said, and even to his own ears his voice sounded frail. “Are 
you okay? Oh my god, it was crushing you, you need to go to the hospital!” John 
shushed him gently with a finger against his lips. 

“Don’t get yourself worked up, you need to rest. I got off with a few bruises, 
I’ll be fine. Everything will be okay. You did it, you got rid of it. I am so proud of 
you.” Marcus felt a little red rising to his cheeks.

“Oh, um, you know, I did my best. Szilard was the real hero.” From the foot 
of his bed Marcus heard a mew, indicating that yes, Szilard had indeed been a hero 
and saved everyone from the big bad angel singlehandedly, thank you very much. 
Marcus smiled faintly. 

He was relieved. Relieved that his family was not dead. Relieved that he 
had been able to save them, that they could deal with stuff like this and make it 
through. He felt John’s hand intertwine around his own. “If you don’t mind, I’m 
going to go back to sleep,” said Marcus, “I’m frankly exhausted.”

“When you wake up, I will be here,” said John, and squeezed his hand. And 
Marcus knew that he would.
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