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Part 1

Editorial








Thinking of Titles for Editorials Is
Difficult, by Stephen Theaker


Thanks for downloading, buying or borrowing this copy of
Theaker’s Quarterly Fiction #35. Whether you are reading
it on a Kindle, on an iPad or in fusty old print, you have my
undivided love. All of you.

Our main feature this time is a novella by Matthew Amundsen,
“House of Nowhere”, which apparently began life as a five hundred
page novel. Though we don’t have any word count limits here in TQF,
I’m glad Matthew submitted the shorter version: seeing poor, brave
Hully Bo go through sixty pages of mistreatment by the Conjurer
will be more than enough to break anyone’s heart! I hope you enjoy
his misery as much as I did.

I’m also very proud to have “Involuntary Muscle” in this issue.
It’s by Maura McHugh, whose story “Vic” in Black Static
attracted so much positive attention last year. It’s much shorter
than “House of Nowhere”, but delivers a similar emotional
punch.

Maura’s blog, Splinister.com, is also well worth reading.
Long-time readers (I love to pretend that we have them) will know
from my reviews of The Savage Sword of Conan, for example,
that I am the very feeblest of feminists, my good intentions
crumbling at the sight of Buscema’s fur bikinis. Thank goodness we
have writers like Maura to give the genres a kick up the bum when
required – and it often is.

A quick update on our plans for 2011. Issue 36, which we had
hoped to squeeze into 2010, is now scheduled more sensibly for
March 27, with issues appearing every three months thereafter: June
26 (#37), September 25 (#38) and December 25 (#39).

We haven’t been on a proper quarterly schedule since issues 5 to
8, back in 2005, and even that year we also produced four issues of
November Spawned. So this will be the first time that
we’ve had a clear three months between issues. We’re really looking
forward to taking a bit more time over them, to add an extra level
of polish to the magazine.

If the gap between issues sounds too long to bear, remember that
we are now posting reviews, news and other articles more or less
weekly to our blog (theakersquarterly.blogspot.com). Those
desperate for more frequent Theakerly interaction can also follow
me on Twitter (@Rolnikov).

Unfortunately, putting #36 back to March means that we’re always
going to be one issue behind McSweeney’s Quarterly Concern
(those imaginary long-time readers will know that our arbitrary yet
oddly motivational goal was always to catch up with them), but
perhaps that’s the way it ought to be!










Contributors


Matthew Amundsen’s stories have been published
in The Harrow, Millennium SF&F, Zygote in
My Coffee, Starsong, and others. He has also
published extensive music criticism for brainwashed.com and various
print publications. Over the years, he has worked in film,
television, and photography while living in New York, Atlanta, and
Minneapolis. He now lives in Knoxville, Tennessee, where he
continues to write as well as record and perform experimental music
as Surface Hoar.

John Greenwood is the co-editor of
Theaker’s Quarterly Fiction, as well as its most frequent
contributor. His blog on rare and unusual books can be found at
http://oxfambooksandmusicmoseley.blogspot.com. In this issue he
reviews I Wonder What Human Flesh Tastes Like and A
Roomful of Machines.

Maura McHugh was born in the USA but was
transplanted to Ireland when too young to protest. Her short
stories and poetry have appeared in publications in the USA and the
UK such as Fantasy, Shroud Magazine, Black
Static, Goblin Fruit, M-Brane SF and
Year’s Best Dark Fantasy and Horror 2010. In 2009 her
script, “Hotel Training”, was shot and premiered as part of the
Hotel Darklight anthology film. She also co-juried/edited The
Campaign for Real Fear horror story competition with author
Christopher Fowler. In the coming months Atomic Diner will publish
the graphic novel Róisín Dubh, for which Maura wrote the
scripts.

Douglas Ogurek’s Roman Catholic faith and love
of animals strongly influence his work. He lives in Gurnee,
Illinois with his wife and their pets. To this issue he contributes
a review of the latest Harry Potter film. To TQF33 he contributed
the astonishing “NON”.

Stephen Theaker is the eponymous editor of
Theaker’s Quarterly Fiction, and writes many of its
reviews. His reviews have also appeared in Prism and
Black Static. He wishes you all a happy new year.

Howard Watts is an artist from Brighton. He has
previously provided covers for Pantechnicon, Dark
Horizons and TQF, and for this issue as well as
supplying the cover he has written a review of the Doctor Who
Christmas Special.










Part 2

Horror








Involuntary Muscle, by Maura McHugh


Lilly wakes to the taste of ash.

Immediately she checks: Dave, asleep beside her, their tidy
bedroom, and the tang of citrus rising from the crisp sheets.
Serenity and order exude from the taupe walls, soft carpets, and
framed photographs of flowers.

Home. Her home.

Quiet. Peaceful. Clean.

Relief buoys her into her morning routine. She spends extra time
scrubbing her teeth, and gargles twice with mouthwash before she
dresses in her classy but practical suit and kisses Dave goodbye
with spearmint-fresh lips. Despite being five minutes behind
schedule she arrives at work early, because she values her
reputation for punctuality and always factors in extra time for
traffic hiccups.

From her office Lilly continues her impeccable job as
geek-wrangler – her private term for her job as project manager of
a variety of incredibly smart but socially awkward software
engineers. She marshals their genius in productive ways without
invoking their contempt, despite her disinterest in the trappings
of tech culture: Lilly doesn’t blog or tweet, she sings along to
sappy country and western tunes, and she prefers to play tennis on
a court than on a Wii. Yet, she is a balm for their highly tweaked
geek nerves, and she always coaxes the code from their exacting
fingers on time and bug-free.

She begins each conversation with a smile so automatic she can
no longer judge its authenticity.

Lilly returns home as the evening rushes towards night, to cook
a meal with Dave – salad on the side – and maybe watch The
Daily Show, or a movie they TiVoed that’s cluttering up the
queue. She hates leaving shows in limbo. Their expectation of
attention creates a vague anxiety in her mind. Every two weeks she
erases them, cleans them all out, seen or unseen, and every time
she wishes she could point the remote at the caged memories in her
mind that stink of smoke and hate, and click “delete all”.

If she could just do that Lilly knows she could tear off the
pinned-on smile, and loosen her tight throat so she could say
something real, rather than squeezing out sterile, safe
words.

Another headache throbs at her temple. Stress, her doctor
diagnosed, because there’s nothing physically wrong, and what has
she to complain about? Sometimes Lilly chases back an Ambien with a
glass of Shiraz at night to help her sleep, because if she’s still
staring at the ceiling at 3am, listening to Dave’s soft snores
rising up beside her, the quarantined thoughts will rattle the bars
and demand attention.

She and Dave make love. Unlike her mother’s generation Lilly’s
always known about her clit, and isn’t afraid to ask for and expect
pleasure. She loves the taste of sweat on skin, the tangle of
limbs, ecstatic breaths on half-parted lips, and the urgent thrusts
towards bliss. It is her favourite way to dissolve into sleep:
liberated by the glorious white-out of post-orgasm. Exorcised, her
mind slows, stills, and she eases into a comfortable slumber with
Dave’s arm snaked around her waist and his breath warm upon her
dewed neck.

But the next morning she wakes with a parched acrid taste in her
mouth. As if the brackish well of discontent brims across her
tongue, and is stopped only by her teeth. She checks her calendar,
and at lunchtime makes a trip to the pharmacy. The prospect is
unthinkable. She has always been so careful.

She cannot wait, and at work locks herself in the bathroom
cubicle, pees on the stick, and waits three minutes. “Pregnant,” it
declares. She laughs – a brittle unfunny sound – at technology’s
blunt truth. Lilly can almost hear a siren wail as the imprisoned
thoughts in her mind riot for release.

For a couple of days she resides in a state of shock, and seeks
comfort in details of beta tests and employee reviews which she can
schedule and rate. Her doctor confirms the results, so she breaks
the news to Dave and accepts his joy with a smile she believes must
be genuine. After all, it’s the logical next step, the relentless
evolution that swept her and Dave from girlfriend/boyfriend,
through live-in-lovers, joint homeowners, and finally to marriage’s
secure shores. She knows Dave will be a wonderful father.

Her mantra becomes “We’re so happy!”, even though every time she
says it she wipes her tongue across her teeth to erase imaginary
grit. It is the effluent of Lilly’s involuntary muscle, which pumps
assurances and breathes evasions.

Fear begins its assault. The physical changes are difficult
enough – she endures puking with white-knuckled forbearance – as
are the endless horror stories that women cheerily recount in the
smug fashion of battle-scarred veterans, but she can’t shake the
awful realisation that the baby is growing inside of her, residing
in the same space as her unfiltered corrosive past.

She fears the baby will be infected by it. Lilly dreams of
birthing monsters, babies with claw-like limbs and lopsided faces,
who attack her as soon as they gush from her lumbering body. When
she hints at this to a friend with two curly-haired miracles, the
flicker of repugnance makes Lilly swallow the words back, to join
the crowd of unuttered wrongness jostling inside of her that she
never dares set free.

At the first scan she squeezes Dave’s fingers so hard he makes a
joke about how she maintains the programmers’ attention at work,
but the baby is deemed perfect, normal. Lilly relaxes a little. She
sings to the child, listens to meditation tapes, and tries to
breathe out the anger and allow only positive thoughts to halo them
both. Everyone swears she will be an outstanding mother, but Lilly
has never shown anyone, not even Dave, the ugliness battened down
inside. If they glimpsed its raw unrefined fury she knows they
would wrest the baby from her at birth. Another reason to beam,
admit nothing, and corral worry with books, doula interviews, and
childbirth plans.

At eight months they decide upon a name – Siri – for the girl
pummelling Lilly’s ribs and bladder. When the baby kicks so hard
that Lilly staggers, Dave lays his hand upon Lilly’s belly and
says, “Be nice to your mother, Siri, she loves you.” Lilly cries at
that, and excuses it with the oft-repeated, “it’s just
hormones.”

Only the most irresponsible of pregnant mothers indulge in wine,
Ibuprofen, or sleeping pills, so at night Lilly lies awake besides
her slumbering husband, her hands sliding over her skin, and
whispers plans to her daughter: how she will read her Winnie
the Pooh, and allow her to play piano if she wants, but not
force it upon her if she doesn’t, however Siri should at least try
it.

Siri’s life will be secure and loved, Lilly pledges. No missed
bedtime stories, or forgotten lunch money. No crying apologies or
shrieking blame. No empty seats at the school recital.

Lilly’s a week late when her doctor suggests inducing the birth.
She resists, and says her family has always been stubborn. Siri
will arrive when she’s ready. “Better not force her,” Lilly laughs
weakly, “because she might dig in her heels.”

It’s 4am, and Lilly sits on the couch in a splash of light cast
by a single lamp in the quiet living room, a glass of decaffeinated
iced tea numbing her hand. She raises the wet glass to her
forehead, relishing the chill against the deafening pulse beating
in her head. The unyielding surface slips against the dent in her
temple that Lilly’s mother always insisted was a result of Lilly’s
forceps delivery.

She squeezes her eyes shut as if that will block out The Story,
the one her Mom repeated every year on Lilly’s birthday: about
Lilly’s drunken whoring absent father, the agonising labour, the
tearing, the blood, and Lilly ripped from her mother’s half-dead
body, screaming an angry protest.

Lilly whooshes out a long breath, hoping to release that
narrative from her body, like a valve on a pressure cooker made of
drum-stretched skin. Her eyelids are hot, heavy, but she knows she
is not tired enough for sleep. She reaches for the remote, but it
lies across the impossible gulf between her and the coffee table.
The TiVo queue is empty anyway, and the squawk of late night
television will agitate her jangled nerves.

She has no distraction from the thoughts in her cramped skull,
or the restless movements of her daughter against her organs.

“I had such dreams for you when I was pregnant,” the words,
slurred by time and alcohol, swim from the shape standing in the
rough shadow of the kitchen doorway. A cigarette tip burns red for
a moment, casting a dull light across a face cratered with
bitterness.

Lilly’s fingers grip the glass so hard she’s afraid it will
shatter, just like her eggshell façade. She breathes in the grit of
Luckies, the signature scent of her childhood.

“I did my best, Lillian,” the familiar self-pitying whine
distorts her Mom’s voice, “considering my problems.” She puffs
again, brutal. “You’ll understand soon enough.”

Lilly whispers, the smoke scratching her throat, “I won’t make
the same mistakes.”

Her mother’s laugh is a light bulb pop, and darkness blots
everything out except for the intermittent glow of the Lucky
Strikes tip. “I swore that too,” she says between asthmatic gasps,
“every time.”

Lilly heaves out of the yielding cushions, scrabbles at the lamp
for leverage and clicks the useless switch multiple times. The wire
of pressure cuts so deep she raises shaking fingers to her forehead
and expects them to touch blood.

“I’ll never be like you!” Lilly swears.

Her mother’s voice fades like a curl of smoke. “You’ll see.”

Lilly lurches to the light control embedded in the wall and
smashes the button with her palm. The glare of the overhead light
banishes the past, and she winces at its clarity. Nothing. Of
course not. Her mother died five years ago, alone in her ashtray
apartment.

She turns the light off again, unable to bear the harsh
illumination, and in the dark she wraps her arms around her
daughter and promises it will be different. “Please forgive my
mistakes,” Lilly murmurs, and Siri moves lazily, stretching against
her cocoon.

Exhaustion tackles Lilly. She shuffles to the bedroom, and
trails her hand against the hall wall to guide her to the doorway,
blind.

A final whisper – an echo, a prediction – is the rasp of sand
tumbling in an hourglass: “Forgive my mistakes.”

Lilly settles into bed beside her husband. He shifts to
accommodate her, and drapes his arm over her stomach, cradling
their daughter. Lilly covers his large hand with her swollen
fingers, but she doesn’t close her eyes.

Instead, she watches the ashen morning light seep through the
blinds until the first contraction shakes her with its irrevocable
signal of change.
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Fantasy








House of Nowhere, Matthew Amundsen


1. Plain Ghosts


When Hully Bo awoke in the circle at the bottom of the steps, he
knew that he had died again. Lightheaded, he put out a hand to
steady himself. He stumbled forward until recoiling upon brushing
against the rough surface of an invasive thick stalk. A cluster of
them had pushed through the basement floor some time ago, laying
siege from below before continuing through the dirt and into the
open air, and engulfing the house on all sides.

He stretched his hand again to confirm its location. The skin
was like a crust, like an old scab that would never heal. The
broken one was on the other side, the one he had punctured to
discover what was inside. A viscous centre had leaked from the
wound, dripped to the floor, and stained the room with its stench.
The stalks were bigger every time he died, longer, growing, as if
one day planning to crush the house between their spindly
fingers.

Stepping around the mass of tangled limbs, he climbed the
earthen stairs with equal care. A slip here would send him
sprawling backwards into the tangle of branches, and he made
deliberate movements to prevent that from happening.

Huffing and tired, he dragged himself up to the main floor. Dim
faerie lights hung in the air, illuminating the front room,
sparkling the distant chandelier despite its years of disuse.
Scattered silverware lay on the great staircase. Spoons and forks
and knives, adorned with the heads of nightmare steeds and bats, of
serpents and black cats, all dulled and gloomy.

The Conjurer was never subtle about the chores he wanted
done.

Hully Bo gathered them in two great handfuls and stacked them on
the small table near the stairs. Finding a rag and an old bottle of
polish in a cupboard, he doused a corner of the cloth with cleaner
and rubbed it between the veins of wings, scoured in between claws
and scowls, shined a slivered tongue.

As he worked, he saw something that looked like himself out of
the corner of his eye, avoiding the faerie lights, creeping
stealthily in the darkness. Afraid to approach but not frightened
enough to run away. Hully Bo kept his head bowed toward the silver,
pretending he didn’t notice. From the other side, another one
appeared, also shy. He knew there were differences between them,
and he wanted to study them both. Maybe then he would understand
where they came from and why they all looked like him. Maybe then
he would understand why he and the Conjurer were stuck in this
house while they weren’t. But he didn’t dare lift his head.
Recognition, a moment’s eye contact, and they would vanish.

Sometimes when they disappeared, they went outside. Hully Bo
often watched them from what slivers of window remained between the
stalks encasing the house. Sometimes they stayed out there for
days, as if they had forgotten how to get home even though they
were in plain sight of the house itself. Something in the woods
fascinated them. That was always a frightening time, waiting for
them to come back. One day they wouldn’t, and Hully Bo would be all
alone. Even their wraithlike company was better than none.

He put down a horse-shaped fork and picked up a black cat spoon.
Iridescent eyes like those of Mirry, his lost cat, stabbed his own,
and he dropped it. The falling utensil shot erratic reflections
about the room, startling Hully Bo, and the other Hully Bos were
gone. They were getting uglier each one, of that he was sure. Even
so, he hoped that one day, all of them would play together.

Hully Bo grabbed the spoon, felt the metal cool in his fingers
like a balm. Returning to the rag and polish, he shined its bowl.
It was tempting to look into its basin and try to see himself since
The Conjurer had broken all the mirrors from the house ages ago.
Leaning back, he listened for footsteps, for stirrings from the
tower. But there was nothing, just the sound of settling dust.
Should he? He wasn’t sure. He chewed his lip. Consternated, he
finally decided it was all right. He looked at his own reflection
and was dismayed. From what he could tell, his bones had continued
growing but his flesh had not. Warped, a freak; it was just as he
had feared.

Gazing into the oracular temple in his hand, he remembered when
he had begun to change, when his child’s body had learned to mutate
into this monstrous prison: the Accident. Nothing had been the same
after the Accident. Not that anything was normal before, but the
plan had gone wrong and changed everything. There had been needles
and those wicked, iron-spiked tools. Rusty, they had been so old
and worn down throughout the centuries, degraded by blood. Then the
flash had come like a million exploding suns; and the hunger, the
fast, chewing leather straps like a wild dog; falling, tumbling,
crashing. Oh, yes, the Accident. Nothing had been the same after
the Accident.

From far above came a subtle shift in the air, a breath, as if
what was closed was now open. Silence like cement poured over him,
buried him alive with pressure that tingled the back of his neck as
static. From upstairs came a creak, a gasp. Coughing like rocks
tumbled down the stairs; first pebbles then stones then heavy
phlegm boulders, a cascade, a landslide that pressed against him,
buffeted him, trapped him on his feet. A waterfall filled his ears
until he closed his eyes and everything washed out, trickled away,
echoed to admire its own voice.

When Hully Bo cracked his lids, the Conjurer stood at the bottom
of the stairs and stared with rheumatic jelly eyes over a crumpled,
vein-scarred nose from which hung scabrous stalactites. Tangled,
thinning hair that had faded to pale scratched his scalp and jutted
wild like the sun. He wore a wrinkled old smoking jacket with worn
elbows, burn holes, and threads that frayed like dead explosions.
One hand rested in a jacket pocket, a pale worm of a finger poking
through a rip in the bottom, probing curious. The other hand held a
mucal rag coagulate. One last wheeze launched a firm deposit into
his handkerchief.

The Conjurer went to a window and pulled aside a sliver of
curtain. A shard of light hit his face, cracked and disfigured it.
He stared transfixed at the dying light, at the drooping fronds and
marsh puddles. The scenery was a mirage. “I wonder what those
things are, those pink stalks. They encircle the house now and grow
taller almost every day. I do not suppose you have any idea?”

Hully Bo shrunk into a mushroom, shook his head.

The Conjurer let the curtain fall back into place, severing
external illumination, and turned to Hully Bo. “I thought not.
Ironic, really, that you know nothing and still retain your looks.
You do not look a day over twelve. If anything, you have gotten
younger.”

A sneer as The Conjurer mocked him, regarding Hully Bo as a
monster, not a child, an errant biological catastrophe running
amok.

“Do you even know how old you are? Or how long we have been
here?”

Hully Bo shook his head. “How long?”

The Conjurer smiled, bared yellow teeth, and leaned forward. “I
am not going to tell you.”

“Why not?”

“Because I am mean.” His laugh was a deep shout, praise for
self-amusement. “Tell me, what is your secret for staying so
young?”

“I don’t know. I don’t have secrets.”

“I am sure a lad like yourself has secrets. Tons.”

Hully Bo shook his head. It hurt to lie, sad, as if he knew he
would get caught. His eyes strayed.

“Tell me, boy, and maybe I will let you go.”

The Conjurer was getting old, or maybe he thought Hully Bo grew
forgetful. He’d already fallen for that trick many times before and
he wouldn’t do it again. He might not be clever, but he didn’t
forget things like that, especially when he got hurt afterwards,
abandoned, broken, and emptied.

“Is that why you won’t let me go? Because you think I have
secrets?”

“Of course not. It is for your own good. Where would you go?
There is nothing but swamp around here. You would be lost and
starving without me. Do I not keep the cupboards full?”

“Sometimes.” Hully Bo looked down at his shirt and pulled at a
button.

“Do you think your mother can help you now?”

The mention of her brought a single, shocking tear. He turned
away, kept it from the Conjurer. It was his and no one else’s.

“Silly boy, do you not know that your mother is long dead?”

Sharply, he met the Conjurer’s stare. Muted anger condensed in
dark circles around his eyes. The kidnapping was still vivid
despite its antiquity.

“She is, Hully Bo. A mere mortal cannot live forever. Age has
conquered her. She lives only in your dreams.”

Hully Bo sniffed. “That’s not true.”

“I’m afraid it is. We have been here a long, long time. How much
do you remember about her?”

“I don’t remember anything.” Hully Bo slipped out another lie,
another reason for inevitable punishment. It was wrong to lie.

The Conjurer sat back down. “Just as I thought. You have
forgotten everything.” The man gave a long sigh then an impossibly
phlegmatic cough. “You are such a tiny fool.” He coughed again and
waved it off.

“You know, Hully Bo, sometimes I see you at the oddest times of
the night. In the oddest places. I often wander to induce myself
into slumber and I swear you are always underfoot. And whenever I
call to you, you run away and disappear. Why is that? I can imagine
what a fright I must look at those hours with my hair asunder like
a madman. Is that why you run?”

The boy shrugged. Inwardly, he cowered. Does he know? No,
because the man cannot keep anything to himself. That assured him
because he knew he was right. The Conjurer knew nothing about the
other Hully Bos. The man was slipping into a fathomless space. The
danger and the safety were growing at once.

The Conjurer unlocked a cabinet and withdrew a carafe that was
bulbous and squat, blue and grey with a faded, silver label.
Uncorking the bottle, he poured a thin pool into a wide glass
before he re-corked the hole. A mind-melting concoction made from
ithuck worms; Hully Bo remembered the stuff queasily.

Even the fumes made the walls appear to melt like wax. Faerie
lights floated like the brightest stars, the dimmest closing
portals, slow-motion spinning in a green, lethargic haze.

The Conjurer was stark and distinct, the white of his cheeks
bright. His eyes narrowed half, a furrowed smile. His realm. “What
is your secret, Hully Bo? Why can you leave and I cannot?”

There was no lying now, not here, not in this time, this space.
“I do not know. It must be because of the Accident.”

The Conjurer’s eyes narrowed further, like a snake’s. “The
Accident. It all goes back to the Accident, does it not?
Everything.”

“Why don’t you let me go?”

“Because I do not want to be alone in this place.” The Conjurer
took another minute sip from his drink, set it on a table like an
anchor. “Yet I have been working on a way out. There is no
guarantee, but in time it could prove to be quite successful. And I
will need your help when the day arrives.”

“What do I have to do?”

“You will be my eyes.”

The boy squirmed under the Conjurer’s gaze. Red-hot nails dug
inside his flesh, and he couldn’t look at him. The Accident still
seemed fresh in his mind.

“Oh, come now, Hully Bo. You need not look so uncomfortable.”
The Conjurer swallowed more of his drink. Ichor drooled from his
lip. “We have had some pleasant times here, have we not? Like when
you foolishly tried to run away and I sent the hawk after you to
gouge out your eyes. Was that not marvellous?” He laughed and then
coughed, regurgitating thick, yellow phlegm.

Everything became unstable, wavering. Even the Conjurer became
transparent then solid, too solid.

“Or how about that time you annoyed me just with your presence
and I dangled you over the banister by tying one of your ankles to
a rope and let you hang upside down until your face grew red and
burst a vessel in your brain? That was wonderful.” He clasped his
hands. “You should have seen it pour when I popped you. You bled
for days.”

Whatever swam through Hully Bo’s veins pushed from the inside.
He breathed deeply. “Or how about when I saw you crying in the
basement.”

The Conjurer was caught, a frozen animal. He’d been somewhere
else but was dragged back here by strong words. “What? You
never!”

“Yes, I did. You played a music box for hours and wept and
finally fell asleep.”

The Conjurer’s brows bunched over indignant eyes, gathering
clouds. He threw his decanter at the window, breaking the glass
behind the curtain, a new opening in a tired prison.

“Come with me.”

***

The room at the top of the tower had unnerved Hully Bo. He had
tried to escape that first time but the straps had held him tightly
to the chair. Right before the Accident, the Conjurer had held his
head and made him drink more of that foul liquid, so much of it
that Hully Bo’s vision became blurry; as if through multi-faceted
eyes he had seen the Conjurer cycling, swarming, hovering.

He was living it all over as the man talked and talked and
talked, but all Hully Bo could focus on was the jars on the other
side of the room. Grey and ancient ithuck worms, with the white,
fuzzy mould of centuries trapped between the folds of fat flesh
that never moved. The insides of their glass houses, too, were
covered in the webs of tiny, long-dead spiders. The oily secretions
that housed their unique power collected at the bottoms of the
jars, rare oceans of awakenings and wisdom and insight as well as
other darker, less beneficial, properties that preyed upon weak
minds and feeble spirits.

“It is an acquired taste, I know, but it will help dull the
pain. I will not lie to you. This will hurt.” He cupped the back of
the boy’s sagging head with his hand, upturned the decanter to pour
down a last dribble of the concoction. “You are taking this better
than I had expected, especially considering your youth.”

After securing Hully Bo’s arms palms-up to those of the chair,
the Conjurer brought out an old, worn box. From it he removed a
tray covered with a black velvet cloth. Underneath was a set of odd
tools, rusty and crusted, which he then lay on a small table next
to the chair. Hully Bo’s eyes wanted to linger but he sent them
wandering, to the ceiling, to the jars, to the bookshelves,
anywhere but where those iron instruments slept. He bit his lip and
felt no pain, queasy with a certain knowledge that soon the
slumberers would awaken.

“This is where the hurting starts. I apologise. But you should
not feel much right now.” The Conjurer began poking long, thin rods
into several vulnerable places on the boy’s body. “Each instrument
in my hand has been crafted centuries ago to accommodate specific
pressure points of the human body. Normally, this should not hurt,
but they are designed for adults. Your limbs are a little small, a
little tender, but you should heal quickly. That is the golden
benefit of youth.”

Stab stab stab and get it over with. Hully Bo felt nothing
except perhaps a little extra weight where the rods rested; no
pain, not now. Now he felt nothing but a growing grey wall. The
Conjurer removed another, more elaborate piece from the box, a
red-rusted iron claw like a huge hand with a long, metallic hose
connecting it to an ominous, oversized mask with drooping glass
eyes. Each finger was narrow and sharpened to a point, and each
corner of the mask had a smaller but similar barb. Hully Bo felt
himself slipping on the inside, his consciousness ascending,
scrabbling to leave but remaining trapped.

The Conjurer pushed Hully Bo’s shirt up as high as it would go
under the leather restraints and placed the claw on the boy’s
chest. Pressing a tiny, hidden button, the fingers closed, ripped
through skin for a rough handhold. This Hully Bo could feel, like a
giant had grabbed his torso and refused to let go. He scrunched his
eyes and clenched his teeth and when he opened them again, the
Conjurer held the mask to his own face. Once in place, the Conjurer
pressed another button and two barbs bit into his own temples, the
other two into the delicate skin under his jaw where it met his
neck. The convex windows on the mask enlarged the Conjurer’s eyes
ludicrously, while a full-length crack in one severed an eye in
half at an angle. An empty crescent remained at the bottom for his
mouth. The mask pushed at his hair like a muzzle. Connected to
Hully Bo, he reached for the last item in the box, a hefty, leather
tome with a circular etching on its cover.

“Do not worry.” He grasped Hully Bo’s ankle in a pantomime of
affection. “The world will soon open before us.”

He turned the pages, flowing them like a river until he found a
diagram with a passage underneath. Several hand-scrawled notes
decorated the drawing. The Conjurer then spoke in a language that
sounded backward and vile, nonsensical. Something stilled the air.
The words hung and lengthened as if about to seize the room and
send it tumbling. Heat from Hully Bo’s toes and fingers, from his
ears and eyes and head, gravitated toward the centre of his body,
pulling muscles and veins with it, tugging, tugging, incessantly
tugging as the Conjurer’s voice grew in pitch and reigned above
them both. The heat coalesced and condensed, pulsated, throbbed as
its own organ and the silence quickened in a deafening rush. At the
far end of the room, enlarged in his eyes and staring back with an
infinite obsidian oracular orb, was a worm. It moved slowly as if
nodding and the heat turned to light, left Hully Bo’s body
underneath the claw, and threw him against the back of the chair as
the smell of sizzling flesh came from the contraption. Then the
Conjurer’s voice abruptly faltered, and a burning flare supernova
erupted in the room, blanketing everything with pure white light. A
timeless moment etched in cold, white fire preceded a soothing
shudder of darkness.

The house moaned and shifted on one side, rocked into the earth,
shook Hully Bo awake with a groan. Books aflame fell to the floor,
burning. Several jars of worms shattered and were gone. Fat larval
bodies lay upon shelves and floor, their secretions having doused
the hardwood.

The hose connecting him to the Conjurer was broken, and the man
lay inert in a heap, his face smouldering underneath the mask. The
claw on Hully’s gut loosened, its retraction reawakening the nerves
it had severed. Though the restraints had been burnt, they still
held him tightly. He thrust his body forward, trying to break them.
Tied immobile, he had no choice but to use his teeth, scraping and
pulling at the straps, the taste of cinder mingled with the
lingering stain of worm oil. Panicked, unwilling to remain at this
site of destruction, he ripped at the leather until his teeth ached
and his gums bled and a savage animal keen born in his gut escaped
his lips. Several hours seemed to pass before he was able to slip
one arm out and eventually free himself. After painstakingly
removing the claw and the rods protruding from his body, he slipped
out of the chair at last.

The Conjurer was gone. Hully Bo had heard nor seen nothing, but
the man wasn’t there. He must have crawled away and hidden
somewhere, though there was only one apparent door. The boy
staggered, his body hurt everywhere, and he made for the exit on
wobbly legs. The door opened heavily onto the circling staircase
leading down to the base of the tower. The illuminating faerie
lights had all been extinguished and a cool, dark wind arose from
the depths. Gathering the courage to test his luck descending, he
heard something behind him.

“Hully.”

Hully Bo turned around to face the Conjurer. The man had removed
the mask and his face was scorched red. His eyes sealed under pus
and blisters, he stumbled near the boy as if blinded.

Hully Bo coughed. “Yes?”

The Conjurer followed the noise, lifted a hand, and hit Hully Bo
forcefully on the side of the head, sending him sprawling and
crashing down the stairs.

***

This time, The Conjurer dragged him from the hall and up the
spiralling tower staircase, back into that room where the Accident
–

“The pigeon has returned. That means it’s time to send our
emissary.”

Hully Bo stumbled along, his feet tumbling, tripping up the
stairwell. A slow, dreadful pit spread in his stomach. He didn’t
like the way that sounded. He didn’t like the way that sounded at
all.












2. Out of Darkness


Claws cast from dirty iron pushed dark glass disks against Hully
Bo’s eyes, dried grapes spying shapes. Hinged from above, the frame
slid over his head like a delicate wire mask, its rigid edges
indenting skin and pinning him like a collector’s insect. Attached
to the either side, two small rods hovered within the bowels of his
ears. Bands of steel buckled his arms and legs. A hefty belt
encircled his waist tightly, leaving no room for exhalation.
Another leather harness stretched across his neck to keep it from
turning.

He was back there, in the chair.

The periphery of the opaque eyepieces’ edges granted him a dim
view of candle flames flickering far in the background. The rest
amounted to shadowy shapes and muted colours in his eyes, a vague
movement, a blurring stirring. Birdsong and wind transmuted through
the rods, distorted and sizzling. It was like a moving picture show
but in colour and with sound. He sweated where his bonds grasped
him. In these places, his clothes were slicked against his skin.
The heat of observation had dazed him and he wanted out of the
chair, free from these devices, but he was not strong enough for
freedom.

The Conjurer huddled behind him. The arrangement still wasn’t
clear to Hully Bo, but the man’s uncommon invigoration lent a
certain otherness to the gloom of the tower room. Here for the
first time since the Accident, the room was so nearly unchanged
that it could have been hours earlier that he had last struggled
within these walls; but for the scorched floor, the ragged tear of
a fire scar; but for the worms, their number savaged and split; but
for the faerie lights dwindling, sad and dim, left without spin and
stagnant; but for the vague white shadow around the Conjurer’s eyes
and the deep wells of unmarked skin at his temples, at the fine
juncture of jaw and neck. These were different and marked the time
trapped here.

The pigeon whose return had heralded the rebirth of the
Conjurer’s hopes lay on a small silver tray. Broken and
manipulated, its blood pooled dense and cold. Having survived the
hawks encircling the house, it could not hide from the one
within.

“Tell it, Hully Bo. Tell it where to go.” The Conjurer’s voice
came from behind him. The man’s hands were on the chair.

“I don’t understand what you mean.”

“Do not play me for a fool, boy. Where is it? What is it doing?
Tell me. Tell me everything.”

“I don’t know what to say.” Hully Bo didn’t want to talk. He
wanted out of the chair and down, out of this situation and this
place. The restraints were too tight and he couldn’t breathe.

“Do not be so timid, boy. Tell me what you see.”

He made the vertical halos of flame and wood vanish into
imperceptibility, centring his gaze within the dense glass. It made
no immediate sense, a blur of colour. Movement for a moment,
reeling, and then a quiet, focused calm. Nothing distinct but hazy
shapes, soft shades anonymous. Tendrils reaching, scabrous veins
stretching.

“There’s a lot of brown, on the sides. Some green on the bottom
with patches of red mixed in, and some more green in the
middle.”

“Yes? What else?” Running fluids down ducts held back by suction
behind him, the man sniffed.

“At the top there’s a sort of puffy smoke with a sad blue behind
it. Under the smoke it gets kind of purple. Across the middle are
blocks of orange and red that sort of blend into each other, and at
the bottom is a thin line of pink.”

For a moment he scanned for elusive details, for unbidden
textures, but his hunt was tallied complete. From behind him came
only silence, drowning into depth. If he could turn, he’d see if
the Conjurer were still there, but he was stuck watching the smears
within the elaborate and precise construction. They slowly moved,
shaking as if lacking comprehension.

Then came the sobs.

The water’s salty cargo streamed grooves, eroded dead skin, each
drop splashing onto the wooden headrest. Tiny splintered factions
landed in Hully Bo’s hair, on the back of his neck like spittle.
His scalp coursed wet with another’s tears. Yet still he was
skewered into the mould, bound and spoken for. The electricity
swarmed and disturbed the air. Was wrath to follow?

“It has been years, Hully Bo. Years.” A sigh without
contempt.

“I don’t understand.”

The Conjurer chuckled, for perhaps the first time sincerely free
of malice. “Do you not get it? It is a sunset. Is it not
beautiful?”

“I don’t understand.”

“Of course you do not. Sometimes I forget you are but a child.”
The man walked around to the front of the chair and lifted the
apparatus from Hully Bo’s face, the tiny maligned hinges
screeching. The rods remained, transmitting a still breeze. “You
are still a child, are you not?”

Hully Bo nodded even though the years should have aged him into
adulthood decades ago.

“Good. Just checking.” The man shuffled along the floor, his
attention on the bookshelves grown old with ageless dust. “It is
easy for me to forget that you cannot read my mind despite our
having been together so long. It would just seem natural that my
every thought is cast from every corresponding muscle in my face or
else comes through in every gesture. I forget that you do not know
everything.”

Turning from the bookshelves, he pawed the ground at the fire
scar as if trying to erase it like a line drawn in the dirt. Leaves
crackled as if crunched in Hully Bo’s ears. The Conjurer clasped
his arms and elbows as if he were frail and cold. His hair was
listless, uninspired. “I have been busy up here in the years since
the Accident. I created a man – well, perhaps that is not the best
way to describe it. I created a creature in the form of a man and
animated it with the energy I had been able to steal from you
during the Accident. Then I sent the creature outside to sleep
underwater and wait. And at last I have found the one who can free
me from this prison and help me, like once I had thought you could.
A little bird told me where to find him.”

Fruitcake jelly coagulated in a silver tray.

“But that is where my power ends. I need you, Hully Bo, to send
this creature to retrieve the one who can help me. In helping me,
he will also help you.”

“Why do I have to do it? I don’t know anything.”

The Conjurer kneeled before the chair, looked him in the eyes
gentle and soft, like a grey-haired grandfather. “You are the only
one who can command him because you share a bond. You two are
nearly one. And do not worry, boy. I will help you.” He stood and
tousled Hully Bo’s hair.

Then he wandered back to the bookshelves, reading the crumbling
spines like choices. Whispering to himself and a gallery of ghosts,
he then straightened, remembering, and returned to the chair. He
slid the apparatus onto Hully Boy’s face once more.

“Night is coming. The perfect cover for travel. Tell it to walk
along the dark paths, to avoid light.”

“How do I do that?”

“Make it feel your will.”

“How?” Tears welled up when faced with the impossible. After
innumerable years, he was still so young.

“Suggestion. Just think hard and it will understand.”

The purple had nearly deepened into black, the orange and red
bled into nothing, and the pink all but vanished but for a hair.
The green had become a mere heavy tint, threading into the ground
and seeping into the sky. Hully Bo closed his eyes to shut the
colours out. Erratic thoughts and questions abounded, yet he had to
cleanse his mind. He knew it was important that this work. Their
failure to escape couldn’t be his fault, not this time. Enough
things were already his fault.

Clearly and cleanly: move.

He thought it, not so much as words but as feeling, as close to
colour as action could become. A sensation only one mind could hold
singly, which would only falter in translation. Follow sounds but
remain in shadow. Movement took him suddenly and jerkily, like
leaping out of the chair yet remaining still. He opened his eyes
and the sight was angled differently, askew but the same. Spying
the frame, he thought again, wished movement, and it came.
Haltingly, like a new, fearing lamb hoping to believe but scared.
Closing his lids so that the dancing fires in the distance, the
scuffed wood, and the rows upon rows of stale, bound words did not
impose upon his intentions, he did it again.

He felt like he was there himself, outside of the house, in the
woods, with damp soil under his feet and tall, stretching foliage
surrounding him like guardians, free of this place, of these
thoughts, of ever leaving home. It felt like a new life, false yet
real, like a new body sharing old thoughts. Run, be free, inhale
the essence of where you are always.

He made the creature move just by thinking about it and knew he
could do what the Conjurer asked. He also knew that the
satisfaction of freedom and movement was so much greater than the
Conjurer could guess that he had to be careful talking about it
lest the secret slip. The reward was his, and the Conjurer didn’t
have to know. If he did, there would be nothing left, nowhere left
for Hully Bo to be alone. Run, run free in the woods away from this
place, the sinking house where the madman paced. A golden glow
stole into his features, smiling for him when he could not.

The Conjurer grasped the back of the chair, his coarse nails
scraping the aged wood. “Tell me. Tell me everything.”

All the possibilities loomed before Hully Bo.

“What’s it doing now?” The Conjurer was breathless.

“It’s walking but not very fast. It keeps stopping to look at
the sky.”

“Is there a breeze?”

“How would I know?”

“Feel it.”

“Why do you care if there’s a breeze? You may be stuck here, but
you can open a window any time you want to.”

“These days the windows only open onto the pink crusty tendrils.
Would you care to have that smell invade our home in the event one
should break?”

Hully Bo could imagine liquid putrefaction staining everything.
“No.”

“I did not think so. Besides, I know these breezes. It is not
the same. Feel it and tell me all.”

Hully Bo closed his eyes and let his senses drift airy.
Everything concrete soon passed – the rigidity of the wood
underneath him, the straps ensnaring him, the expectancy hovering
at his back – and his open body became a receiver. The sound of
blustering footsteps, of birds settling for sleep, of leaves
washing each other as the sun faded, had always been in his ears,
yet now the sounds were more natural, lacking the faint static din
of reception. Along his skin came a soft wind, a gentle push
teasing him backwards while luring him on, a dare to resist. His
eyes opened.

“Yes, there is a breeze, and it’s sweet like a daisy fresh with
dew.”

“You are an evil child.” The Conjurer reached two brittle snakes
and pinched Hully Bo’s neck.

The boy couldn’t move, could only accept the punishment with
silence.

Yet the Conjurer’s enthusiasm soon brushed away the infraction.
“What’s it doing now?”

“It stopped because it saw two lights in the distance, low to
the ground. I think it’s scared.”

“An automobile, perhaps. It must be near the road already.”
Fingers rapped the headrest. “This may be difficult. I don’t
understand this world, Hully Bo. It has been years.”

“Can’t you make something appear that can tell you? Like a
book?”

“It does not work that way, child. I can only summon things I
have already seen.”

“Like the rooms in the basement where you won’t let me go?”

The edges of the opaque glass betrayed the Conjurer’s drooping
shadow fanned by candlelight.

“Like the basement?” Hully Bo repeated, sensing an
advantage.

Finally came a sigh. “Yes, like the basement. But that will all
change when we bring help here. He can save us.”

“How do you know he’ll want to? Maybe he won’t like it
here.”

“We’re not giving him a choice.”

“What do you mean?”

“I made the creature strong on purpose, very strong. It will
drag him here by the neck if it has to.” He uttered the words
tersely like talons. “Like I said before, the journey is going to
be long and troubling. Can you withstand what I ask of you?”

“I still don’t understand.”

“We are sending it up the river to the city of your old home.
Now where is the sunset?”

“In front, on the other side of the road.”

Then came a moment’s silence before the plan. “Okay. Have it
approach the road slowly, keeping between the trees. Whatever you
do, make sure no light falls on it. Have it drop to the ground, if
you must.”

“Why?”

“It must avoid people at all costs, because I’m not so certain
that looking at it would be anything but unsettling. Unfortunately
my artistic tendencies in that regard have all but faded. He will
be regarded as a freak, and that is a complication we would do best
to avoid.”

Another pair of lights came from the other direction, tiny,
growing suns that Hully Bo feared would only illuminate the
creature in his position between the trees. He had the creature
slip and collapse to the ground. The movement was awkward, the
creature’s limbs uncertain, and the shifting sky and smear of
darkness lurched Hully Bo’s stomach. But a moment of calm was
enough to quiet it. Scrabbling through the overgrown grass, he bade
the creature to lie along a thick, fallen branch. The bark scraped
its skin, but the sensation was not unpleasant. Then he lifted the
creature’s head to watch the automobile drift past, sleek and alien
and hidden but for its probing eyes.

“Tell me, are there many vehicles?”

“No.”

“Perhaps one day you can describe one to me, if you have the
chance. I am sure they have become quite marvellous.” His voice
yearned with dust. “When there are no lights from vehicles, make it
run.”

“I don’t know if I can.”

“Of course you can. You can make it do anything.”

Hully Bo wasn’t so confident even though there was a latent,
unused strength tugging at him from the creature, trying to pull
him physically through the device that connected them. It seemed so
unwieldy, wild, and prone to jump erratically if even touched. But
if the Conjurer said he could do it, then he had best listen, for
the man had not yet been wrong about this.

Another vehicle thundered from the other direction, on the far
side of the road, its lights much higher and intent than those
Hully Bo had seen before. From the bottom of a snake’s tail came
more eyes dragging a roar as they grew, edging the road as they
swelled and sprawling a gust punctured with shards of dust into the
creature’s face as they passed. Hully Bo winced instinctively but
he felt little of the actual sting. The night settled back into
shade but for a streak of violet, and Hully Bo knew he should
command it to run but was afraid that distant lights would shock
and stall the creature, ending the adventure before anything had a
chance to happen. A thought told him to be careful, to think first,
but a louder, more urgent impulse said run.

The creature lurched upright, and its long, irregular feet
slapped the ground in a jerky and uneven rhythm as it tried gaining
a feel for the pavement while picking up speed, awakening dormant
muscles longing to prove themselves. The grass lying between the
two grey stretches bathed his feet and soothed his new abrasions.
But the relief was ephemeral as his momentum carried him over the
dip, up the slight incline and onto the slab as tiny, bright dots
winked awake and widened at it from the far end of the road.
Thankfully, the creature was across and panting between two trees
long before the lights passed.

The exertion opened doors upon doors of unrequited energy and
strength, each nerve and muscle swelling for release. Hully Bo
could feel the creature stirring under the skin, like bound
lightning. Barely he restrained it from unbidden movement and
acceleration, his will like concentric circles of rope wrapped
around it strongly and tightly yet with an indefinite
permanence.

Hully Bo felt he could make it do most anything.

“It’s across now. We ran like you said.”

“Excellent, boy. I knew you could do it. Now you must do it in
the woods, in the dark, until it reaches the river.”

“Didn’t it come from a river?”

“No, child. That was a swamp. This river leads north. When you
guide it through the forest, avoid light at all cost.”

“Why?”

“Light means people.”

“What’s wrong with people?”

“Can you make it talk?”

“No.” He didn’t know whether or not he would ever be able to
communicate through the creature.

“Then it must avoid people because it is ugly and stupid. You
two really are a pair.”

“Can I eat before it keeps going?”

“There is no time. It must reach the water before the sun rises
so that it can slip onto a boat. During the day, there are too many
people and nowhere to hide.”

Hully Bo quietly forbade his hunger further voice. With time
stuck fixedly forward, the Conjurer’s cruelty shifted to accepted
normalcy under repetition. No longer were treachery and malice
surprises unfolding through nonsensical layers of time. Each remark
or gesture built upon the last until the rules of proper civility
realigned themselves within his black tower.

“Now run, boy. Go.”

Hully Bo ran the creature haphazardly through the forest. Dark
limbs and hidden roots shadowed under the all-but-faded sky
conspired to tangle and thwart its passage, but soon Hully Bo
learned the pattern of the forest floor, its signs and contours,
and set the creature to bend or break any floating impediments that
would otherwise hamper its progress. By the time the light
completely drained from the sky, its absence was moot for Hully Bo
had found the secret rhythm that allowed the creature to maintain
its progress without active directives. His hunger floated in his
body once his attention slipped from the creature, traversing his
limbs like lost, aching highways. The moment opened for
contemplation, a window on the night as the stars coalesced, dull
rocks rubbed regal.

The sensations of the woods were overdue and transported him,
but after the shock of renewed contact had worn off, it only served
as a reminder of his captivity, his mutation with age, his current
constraints and his inability to hide in the folds of time. And he
had not seen the other Hully Bos for so long as to make them seem
merely imaginary. And here Mirry was still gone forever.

Hours ran in circles while hunger and misery fought an
increasingly intense battle within the boy. So enrapt he became
that it took several moments to register that the creature had
stopped moving. The night was uninterrupted black with no lights
stirring in the darkness to draw the eyes. Nor were there any
sounds but for the chirping of insects or perhaps the sly movement
of a nocturnal creature. No scents unusual for damp woodlands,
nothing out of place or alarming. The pause made no sense. Hully Bo
focused, withdrew his own impressions from the fore of
consciousness and soon the sweet aroma of rot slipped inside. The
creature was staring at an irregular shape dangling from a spindly
branch. Hully Bo didn’t know exactly what it was but he recognised
it as fruit. But why did that make the creature stop moving?

It must be hungry.

That didn’t make any sense but it felt true. It wasn’t the same
hunger as his own; it was one born of exertion and strain, of
exercise and mobility and a weakening body. Should he have the
creature eat the fruit? What if it were inedible, how could he
tell? He hadn’t planned on this, on foraging in the forest, and the
thought of chancing poison made him uncomfortable, shifting within
entrapment. His body was sore and his mind was tired. Only the
Conjurer could properly analyse this dilemma. The creature was too
important to their freedom to lose him now.

The Conjurer sat propped in the corner, his eyes closed and his
breathing short and struggling. The dark lenses over Hully Bo’s
eyes blocked out the worms staring back above the man’s head. Hully
Bo didn’t want to wake him but knew he had to. The lenses were an
illusory shield but one in which he believed for the sake of
perseverance.

“I think it’s hungry.”

No response from the propped, snoring dummy.

“It’s hungry.” He raised his tiny voice.

This time the Conjurer flapped himself awake.

Hully Bo hated saying it. Each repetition seemed another nail.
“The creature, I think it needs to eat. What do I do?”

The Conjurer’s slack lips were without the proper pulleys and
harnesses to give them function. Massaging with his tongue and
prodding them into action, he lacked an excuse to keep the excess
saliva from tumbling overboard, passing incognito onto his worn
tunic. Confused, like a plague of invisible flies marauding, the
Conjurer asked, “Did you say hungry? Impossible. What would dirt
eat?”

Hully Bo had a quick defence, a child’s defence. “It stopped at
a fruit tree. I think it wants to eat.”

“You are a fool. It is sensing your hunger, not its own. There
is no time to lose.”

Hully Bo knew better but he grabbed the shapely fruit anyway, a
pair if not three, and allowed the creature to ingest them. The
mastication was untethered and vulgar but effective. He was too old
not to know that lies made trouble but too young to talk himself
off the path of mistruth. “Okay. You’re right. I made it keep
going.”

The sticky juice scraped from hearty bites raced down its chin
without intending to compete, mere sweet drool to carve erosive
grooves on new skin. There was a response within him but from
without. A relieving wash of bare nutrients marched like
electricity, and Hully Bo admitted to himself that he was right
this time and his resulting fear of victory trembled his very
enraptured flesh strapped to dense wood and held him like a heavy
hand.

With an urge akin to a shove, Hully Bo sent the creature to
resume its race through black trees. As the hours passed, Hully
Bo’s guidance was only necessary during the dotted instances when
the lights of man beaconed from the darkness. A sinew chain of
curiosity pulled the creature’s limbs whenever such checkpoints
flared in the distance but it wasn’t too difficult to steer it away
and ensure that it proceeded in the right direction. The absence of
light complicated the issue, and the detours Hully Bo devised were
of necessity minimal. Yet though he understood little of the stars,
he made his own connections by which to navigate. There was a
temptation to walk softly and quietly up to a window, to peek in
and see humans more tender and touching than the Conjurer and his
own ugly selves, but he no longer had the energy to defy the
Conjurer’s commands. It was within his hands to keep himself from
punishment, and he would be a fool not to spare himself from
harm.

The air started changing as the creature ran into the night,
becoming heavier and clinging to it with each gradual stride. It
could only be nearing the river. What then? Every task the Conjurer
gave him seemed impossible, but so far he’d been able to complete
each one. Where would it end? The whole journey still puzzled him,
all but the end. That part was clear. But what would happen when
they were free? Just because they could escape the house, did that
mean Hully Bo would be free to go or was he bound to the Conjurer
just the same? And even if Hully Bo could leave, where would he go?
His family was gone and the Conjurer was all he had. He was so ugly
now that people would consider him a monster. Was time vengeful?
Would it take back what the house had stolen in one fateful heap of
swollen wrinkles and decay and brittle bones? There was no way to
know.

Dawn had sent scouts prowling amongst the branches, sniffing the
damp earth, sorting the leaves with gloved fingers. Dim rays waited
for the signal to advance.

Hully Bo pushed the creature hard to get it to the river before
the morning’s unveiling. A void opened between the trees, and the
creature stopped as commanded at the boundary denoted by sight and
sound as the river itself. Walls of pre-morning fog shifted slowly
over depths whose unfathomability suggested possibilities fit only
for the imagination. Here, then, the great river, the destination,
the watery highway that would lead to the grand hour. But there was
nothing to suggest a signpost of destiny, no portents of what was
to follow. And the creature itself, sensing the nature of its
focus, tried to slip back the way it had come, but Hully Bo held it
firmly in place. Perhaps the creature feared being swallowed, or
maybe it remembered its own aquatic origins and resisted its
return.

“Hurry, it’s at the river.”

The Conjurer gasped himself awake. His alertness had been in
decline. He rose, pushing himself up on the walls before balancing
for a moment on the display shelves which housed most objects he
deemed precious, the remaining worms among them. As his hallowed,
hungry eyes implied, his new passivity was soon to fall into the
clutches of the past.

“All right. Now we are getting somewhere.”

“I need to eat. I’m too weak to continue –”

“How often must I tell you that there is no time? Stop thinking
of yourself for once and listen to me carefully. Every detail is of
vital importance.”

Hully Bo ached in the chair as the Conjurer revealed the next
stage of his plan. Blinded by the mask, his legs and arms cried for
action, his back and bottom sore from disuse. Sweat had stained his
face with streaks, its stale evaporate clinging like another skin.
None of the bonds gave or even promised to yield. His hollow gut
spread its pangs to the rest of his body so that it wouldn’t suffer
alone. Another, even more important segment of the journey was
about to begin and his condition, all considered, was worse than
most he’d yet faced. Before, throughout what he could only assume
was a hierarchy of decades, the anguish had been unrelated to
physical discomfort – except for waking up in the basement near
those pink pungent stalks, with that dry, empty feeling like
another layer of life being stripped away. Was all before but
preparation for this greater horror? He felt foolish believing that
the worst had been over. It was quite possible that the worst was
just beginning.

“It will take several days to do this, perhaps even a week, but
keep in mind that swiftness is of the essence. He is not to know we
are coming lest those who surround him cloak him in half-truths and
lies.”

“I still don’t understand what he can do to help us.”

“He has untapped powers inside of him like I thought you had,
but you proved me wrong. And if he does not share it with us
freely, we will kill him – or at least you will.”

“How can I kill anybody? I wouldn’t know how.”

“Through the creature you can. And do not worry, I will make
sure that you have plenty of practice.”

“But I don’t want to kill anybody.”

The Conjurer passed through a crescent to stand behind the
chair. With two fingers like iron branches, he pinched the back of
Hully Bo’s neck. “Hully. Stop pretending you have a choice. You
will do what I say. You always do what I say.” His words floated
like memories of snow, faint and cold and muting the heat of Hully
Bo’s heart. Then the Conjurer stepped away leaving only the sore,
red patch where he’d twisted Hully Bo’s skin.

Under the Conjurer’s direction, Hully Bo headed up the shore
looking for a sign. He jogged the creature as fast as the terrain
would allow so that the sun wouldn’t catch him in its rays when it
rose. Even in the heavy mist that draped the woods like a spill
from the river, however, nothing indicated humanity’s surge into
this deep, drooping hinterland. Creeping through stillness,
however, he arrived at a metal fence with thin wires like a net and
could go no further. Green letters on the rain-worn wood matched
the ones he sought.

“I found the sign.”

“Are the letters on the sign the ones I told you about?”

“I think so.”

“Are they?”

“Yes.”

“Then go to the lamppost and I will guide you to the vessel I
had in mind. Do you see the lamppost?”

“Yes.”

“I have ridden pigeons here before, so I know where to go. Pity
their little bodies burn out so quickly. I envy you, boy. The one
you ride obeys not the fragile laws of nature.”

He sent the creature to the lamppost. From there he looked to
the river and spied a small boatyard with various craft moored in
the warm fog, sleeping like wondrous mythological beasts. The
Conjurer sent him there and Hully Bo walked alone among vessels
with haphazard casts of netting and green, holed canopies nestled
alongside sleek, metallic dragons with dormant wings folded in the
grey mist. Hully Bo kept the creature’s footfalls quiet on the
planks, careful not to alert those who might watch over the
boatyard at this forgotten hour. These ships nearly overwhelmed him
like an allowance to visit an untouchable future or a past that
never existed.

The vessel the Conjurer had in mind wasn’t like the others. This
one docked at a separate pier apart away from its brethren. The fog
bathed its flaws in gentle condescension, casting it in an almost
regal light. Although larger and clumsier in appearance than those
in the main yard, its old timber lent it a majesty the smaller,
metallic ships lacked. And the giant wheel at its rear suggested an
altogether different form of propulsion than its watery
compatriots.

A small booth surrounded by hand painted signs hunched at the
pier’s entrance, itself only a shadowed box in this uneasy dawning.
Hully Bo walked the creature down the planks toward the ship,
flanked on the right by a long wall studded with torn and faded
posters advertising the boat and the carnivalesque features
designed to lure tourists to its lair. It felt as if any moment now
sailors might flood the yard to prepare their ships for another
long day. Yet this ship’s crew, the Conjurer assured, would not
stir until the sun was well up and rested. If the Conjurer’s
suppositions were accurate, this vessel’s attraction was its very
antiquity, and scores of curious passengers would later arrive to
journey up the river to a silvered city in quaint old-fashion.

As the creature boarded the vessel, the pristine illusion
evaporated though yet wrapped in an early morning gauze. The
boathouse’s white walls were peeling miserably like tears and in
some of the worst places showed the bare wood underneath to be dark
with moisture. A deep verdant trim spread onto the deck, edged its
way across the entirety and onto the patched railing that encircled
the vessel completely. Around the side of the boathouse, letters
marked a door. It was here that the Conjurer intended the creature
to hide, for this closet’s function would never be utilised and the
creature would pass unnoticed throughout the tour’s duration and
thus bring them halfway to their destination.

Not until Hully Bo opened the door did he realise the creature’s
size. Not only was it much taller than the doorway, but its immense
girth also prevented easy access. After a pained negotiation, Hully
Bo managed to squeeze the creature inside, moved aside a stiff mop
and a bucket stuffed with smaller supplies that cluttered the
corner and the floor, and finally jammed the body into a narrow
crevasse made by the wide cylinder that occupied the rest of the
closet. With an awkward pull, the creature closed the door into
darkness. And though not entirely comfortable, the cessation of
movement alone was cause enough to allow it to close its eyes.

Hully Bo, too, thanked the rest and tried to let himself drift,
but his scrawny, aching tendons kept him tethered. His eyes closed
but his consciousness, reduced to a minimum of alertness, still
reported the lackadaisical sound of water hitting the shiphull that
the creature’s ears received and sent through the rods invading
Hully Bo’s ears. His head would have sagged had it been able.

The Conjurer had again retired to the corner once certain that
the creature had successfully stowed away on the vessel. There was
time before Hully Bo would need to answer the man’s questions or
provide further instruction. His sleep was bothered. Dimly, the
noises competing in Hully Bo’s ears fell indistinct and silent.

Visions like dreams assaulted him. Rivers of blankets scared
rigid without ripples under the baleful headlights of the Cyclops
search party releasing pigeons plummeting to the earth flowing
blood carrying tourist parties along crocodiles’ jaws to a
periphery of silver shining a signpost tunnel pasted round with
faded pictures of a sinking house and its grand pink topiary
clasping skeletal welcome fingers. Only a calm burning ate the last
anxious cinder, blank verses between an empty, mild awareness that
part of him still lay waiting for the outside world, a sleep
knowing he was sleeping.

After time pulled another trick, lapsing and distorting itself,
floorboard turbulence, commotion, perfunctory conversations, and
yawning doors lifted Hully Bo to the surface, but he did not break
it. Once the new stimuli were determined harmless, he sank back
into the depths but only went shallow. The activity escalated for
quite some time before it hit a short lull that ended with the
boarding of several dozen passengers, walking, running, laughing,
sprawling over the vessel until little of it went unoccupied. When
the flurry was over, an ascending anchor rattled links of chain,
and the ship groaned with its release from the dock.

The Conjurer’s electric presence at his back opened Hully Bo’s
eyes a while later, though the straight view of darkness through
the lenses upon his first awakening gave him a disorienting fright
compounded by his sudden rise to consciousness. The effect soon
wore away and he suddenly remembered the events leading to his
present condition.

A silence passed, interrupted only by the Conjurer’s coarse
breathing before the man asked, “Is it still safe?”

“Yes.”

“What is happening on the rest of the ship?”

Hully Bo listened, ignoring both the frequent footsteps that
passed outside the door and the chugging and churning of the engine
as trivialities, and concentrated on the muted din that emanated
from deeper within the vessel, vibrating through wood that had
withstood a century of noise and weather: a chattering hum of
excited conversation, intermittent bursts of laughter, and below
those sounds, a dancing piano.

“I think they’re having a party. They’re talking and someone’s
playing the piano.”

“Oh.” The Conjurer’s sigh was wistful. “I used to attend parties
like those before I met you; grand galas held in the royal courts
of small nations that no longer exist, whose tiny fiefdoms rarely,
if ever, bear the slightest mention in even erudite histories. You
may not believe it, boy, but in my youthful days, between the magic
I knew and my looks, I could charm the crown off a queen had I so
desired. And often I did. It was not uncommon to find me
established in some of the most gilded suites in all of Europe and
Asia.”

“What happened?” By now, Hully Bo knew when to indulge the man
with questions.

“Change, boy. Nothing lasts forever. Whenever the lands grew
unstable, as most did back then, I took to wandering. That is when
I found answers to questions that I had never known to ask – and
more secrets than I knew existed. But when the air at last turned
for the worse and everyone knew some big disaster was in the
making, I came back to America. A few years later, I found you. You
were the key to my lock, I thought. But you were just another
prison.”

Before Hully Bo had the chance to offer an awkward response, he
became aware that someone was trying the handle to the closet where
the creature slept.

“It’s locked.” The voice, tired and irritated, called out, “You
got the key?”

“Someone’s trying to get in.”

“Do not worry, child. Remain still and they will leave. There is
nothing for them in here.”

Someone else hurried to the door and pulled a jangle from his
pocket.

“They have a key.”

“Oh dear. Lie still for now.”

The key entered the lock and though Hully Bo merely cracked the
creatures’ eyes to bare slits, a wave of light flooded the room.
The mop clattered out the door, onto the deck.

The voices of two men came through the rods to Hully Bo’s
ears.

“Here it is. Somebody puked already.”

“What the fuck is that in the back?”

“Looks like somebody stuffed rocks back there.”

“But it’s all seamless. How the hell can that be?”

“Fuck if I know. Poke it.”

“You poke it.”

“I ain’t touching it.”

“Neither am I.”

It seemed they stood staring at it a while, for there were no
trailing footsteps to indicate that they had left, nor was darkness
reinstated to signal the door’s closing. Hully Bo could well
imagine that both men’s jaws were dropped in dumbfoundment.

“Well?”

“Well what?”

“Aren’t you gonna poke it?”

“I already said I ain’t gonna do it.”

The Conjurer interjected, “Hully Bo, what’s happening?”

“Two men are arguing over who’s gonna poke it. They think it’s a
big rock, but they’re not sure. What should I do?”

“Wait.”

Finally one of them lifted the mop handle from where it had
fallen.

“All right, I’ll do it. Don’t crowd me.”

Two pairs of feet shuffled forward.

“I said, don’t crowd me.”

“I’m not crowding you.”

“Then why can I feel your breath on my neck?”

“Sorry.”

Through the creature, Hully Bo felt a soft nudge in his left
side. It began as a tap but, with a little pressure, became a tiny
push. The creature’s body gave very little and held.

“Do it again.”

“Get your damn breath off my neck!”

“Sorry.”

Again, but the nudge was more insistent.

“Nothing. What the hell is it?”

“There’s the captain. Let’s ask him. Hey Boss, come look at
this! There’s something weird in the closet!”

“They’re telling their boss.”

“Strike them down, Hully Bo. Now.”

“But they didn’t –”

“Silence them and then jump in the water. But hold onto the ship
from the river. You should be able to stay afloat and out of
sight.”

“They’re not bad people!”

“Strike them hard and fast and get away. Now!”

The Conjurer twisted the same sore spot on Hully Bo’s neck and
it stung even worse than before.

Hully Bo lifted the creature to its feet in one big heave. It
staggered after such long disuse, rearing into the wall. Hully Bo
saw the gangly men turn their heads and stiffen, their eyes
enlarging as the creature emerged from the shadowed corner. Hully
Bo lifted its arm and formed a fist. The men were frozen.

“Strike them! Now!”

Hully Bo closed his eyes as he swung the creature’s massive fist
at the man nearest in the doorway. With a wet, sodden crunch of
bone, the blow shuddered up his arm, and the man crumpled as if his
spine had suddenly vanished from his body. Hurting both men would
be cruel and so he left the man’s partner intact and staring. A
brief blur of blood streaked past as Hully Bo opened his eyes
hurriedly to leave the closet. He tried climbing the railing,
thinking from there he would leap into the river, but the
creature’s weight was so great that the wood fell apart under its
feet, and it plummeted head first into the water still clinging to
the fragments of the railing, a crash of a splash.

Immediately Hully Bo felt smothered even though he himself was
not underwater. Fighting through that first panic, he quelled the
creature’s flailing and instead sent it deep after the retreating
boat, stalking in the trailing foam. Swimming at first felt
unnatural but the creature, with Hully Bo’s assistance, soon eased
into a natural rhythm once it returned to the instincts granted it
during incubation. It soon caught up to the ship, which was itself
capable of no mean speed. Near the wheel and out of sight from any
would-be observers, the creature clutched the boat and allowed the
vessel to drag it through the river. Occasionally its face broke
the surface for intakes of air, though it was impossible to
determine if this was a necessity or just a product of Hully Bo’s
presence within the creature.

“Tell me what happened.”

Hully Bo was almost out of breath, as if the exertions had been
his own. “It hit one of the men and then after that it broke the
railing and fell into the water. But it swam back to the boat, and
now it’s holding on.”

“It only struck one of them?”

“Yes.”

“I told you to command it to hit both of them.”

“There wasn’t time.”

“Was the one it hit hurt badly?”

“There was a lot of blood on his face. He didn’t get up.”

“But there’s still one who can describe the creature to
others.”

“Yes.”

“Were there passengers on the deck?”

“I don’t think so.”

“Were there?”

“I don’t know.”

“Did anyone see the creature swimming?”

“No. And it’s in a safe place.”

“How can you be sure? You have already erred by letting one man
escape its wrath.”

“But it didn’t matter.”

“No? Let me judge such issues. This is too important for any
mistakes. The creature is our last chance.”

“Why do you keep calling it the creature? Why don’t you give it
a name?”

“Because it’s not alive and objects don’t need names.”

“But I think it might be alive. How can you be sure?”

“Because I know. What you are sensing inside it is your own
reflection.”

“But how do you know for sure?”

“Either I’m right or all of the previous accounts in my books
are erroneous.”

“You were wrong about the Accident.”

The Conjurer stepped sharply into view in the left side crescent
beyond the glasses, his features focused and angry. Then he turned
around briskly and left the room, treading down the tower’s steps,
leaving behind empty echoes. Out the open door and down the tower’s
vast stairs, Hully Bo could see the faerie lights so muted as to be
little more than faint shadows of light. Only a few were in the
room itself, and even the scattered candle stubs burned
brighter.

The rest of the day passed in and out of consciousness, a
condition much more fitful and tiring than the previous sleep.
Although there was a certain peacefulness inherent in the river’s
streaming ministrations on the rest of its body, clamping onto the
boat and fighting the current’s pull tired his arms tremendously
and they soon ached. But Hully Bo commanded the creature to hold on
at any cost, and the soreness eventually passed into his own arms.
Whether or not it was imaginary, the feeling still held. Once, upon
coming out of a vacant state, Hully Bo found a small loaf of bread
resting on the left arm of the chair and his arm free to help him
eat it. His body adored what little sustenance the bread gave, his
stomach sprouting needles upon reactivation. It was a pleasurable
price. And then later, after waking again, he found his arm once
more fastened.

The creature seemed resigned to its own bizarre confinement, its
rebellious spirit doused with exhaustion. No other stimuli
distracted it: the wheel’s constant roar drowned all sound and its
body’s submergence numbed any tactility. When at last the boat
anchored the following afternoon, the cessation presented its own
hazy unreality. Dully came the clatter of disembarking passengers.
For a while, there was a gentle hammering while others cleaned up
and prepared for the following day’s return home. Eventually these,
too, dissipated. Only after an hour of silence did Hully Bo dare
shift the creature onto the deck, its dense boulder of a torso
heaving with fatigue.

The Conjurer waited patiently. His mania had subsided for the
moment.

“Has everyone left the ship?”

“Yes. Or at least I don’t hear anyone.”

“Have you yet seen the silver monument I told you about?”

“No. The creature hasn’t left the ship, and it only sees
water.”

“You will probably see it when the creature switches boats,
though it will be dark and not nearly as magnificent. It is
beautiful. Just seeing it gave me hope when I’d finally managed to
ride a pigeon that far. I basked in its reflection for several
hours in the park underneath it. That is when I found that the
birds held longer when I let them take over, let them do what came
naturally. Unfortunately, this one died shortly after I had learned
what I needed to know to help you. Shame. I was just beginning to
enjoy that sliver of freedom. But soon we will have more. Chin up,
child. We are halfway there.”

The sun fell gradually, but night finally stole onto the river
and claimed it as its own. Hully Bo moved the creature from the
boat and sent it back into the water when he heard the mutterings
of men from elsewhere in the boatyard. Land was too great of a
risk, and the other ship wasn’t too far away. The creature didn’t
resist the water this time. More distracted than anything else, a
sensation Hully Bo could only attribute to its hunger. It watched
the land while gliding in the water. In the distance, lighted by
powerful lamps, was the silver monument the Conjurer had mentioned.
It was a singularly unusual curiosity more than anything, stirring
nothing else in him. Perhaps the daylight framed it more
favourably. Behind it, the conglomeration of lights and impossibly
huge buildings that must be the city unnerved him. What must people
be like who can live in a place such as that?

Gaining the new vessel, the creature climbed aboard. This ship
was almost identical in model to the last but for its colour. Hully
Bo had no choice but to stow the creature in a closet similar to
the one in the other ship. Even though that had turned out
disastrously, he didn’t know enough about the ship’s layout to do
anything else and sending it immediately into the water to hold on
seemed especially harsh given its current physical condition. He
managed to find a small closet that lacked the supplies of the
earlier one, garnering for himself a small hope that the creature
would thus go undisturbed.

The night passed but brought no comfort. Any passing boats could
have carried marauders or, if not, the wake from their passage
shifted the ship into a mass of moaning wood. Any breeze or sound,
no matter how distant, awakened an unstable paranoia. By the time
the passengers loaded, after the sun had well awakened, the
certainty of their bustle relieved his brewing anxiety even though
solid rest was an even greater impossibility. Uneasy as they were,
the next couple of days elapsed relatively calmly. Nearby footsteps
had several times raced his heart but no hand tried the door. From
what he heard through the bulwark, merriment occupied much of the
passengers’ attention.

At the end of this leg of the journey, the Conjurer conducted
himself in a high state of agitation. Although his bare expression
passed for a smile and his eyes were alit with an intense energy
Hully Bo had thought long plundered, there was tension clinging to
his excitement. His mannerisms gave the illusion of activity, but
when examined closely they amounted to little more than rearranging
candles or flipping through the few precious books that had
survived the Accident’s fire. Nothing of substance, for even the
Conjurer’s face betrayed little interest in his own actions. It was
more like he was diverted solely by the mumblings of his own
breath. Finally he stopped and addressed the boy with a grin that
approximated lunacy.

“We are getting so close, child. Is it not exciting?”

“What should it do now?”

“There is a barn after you pass through the woods I told you
about where you can hide the creature tonight. I need you both well
rested for what lies ahead.”

“Isn’t this almost over?”

“Oh, no. There is much more. But I will explain the rest in the
morning. Try to sleep yourself, if you can.”

Dogged and fading, he led the creature from the closet, down the
long pier, and to the shore. The dock here was plastered in
colourful-though-fading advertisements of a similar nature to those
of the first boatyard. The yard itself resembled the first more
than the second one in the city. Only a single road led here,
lending a more desolate, almost abandoned, feel to the place even
though nothing else suggested dilapidation. The metallic boats were
no less sleek or awe-inspiring than the others had been, but Hully
Bo, as worn out and drained as he was, could no longer appreciate
such things even as wondrous and fantastical as they seemed. At
least the woods here were empty and, but for the chirping of
crickets, devoid of mischief.

He trudged the creature into the woods, indiscriminately
brushing aside any branches that obstructed their arbitrary path.
If anything, this forest was more easily navigable than the one
outside the house where the Conjurer imprisoned them both. Without
noting any definitive passage of time, the trees parted to reveal a
lone farmhouse and its barn farther past, both at the far end of a
field of rising corn. At this hour, he knew he should be wary of
farm dogs or even the farmers themselves, but after his recent
trials, he lacked the energy necessary for caution. Instead he
trekked through the field, alongside the house itself, and let
himself into the barn, closing the wide door behind him with a soft
thud. Livestock of some sort occupied most of the stalls, but
several toward the back were empty. Hully Bo selected one and fell
into a bundle of hay in the corner, exerting just enough effort to
pull hay over the creature to hide from immediate view before
falling into an abysmal sleep.

Hully Bo wasn’t aware that he’d been sleeping until the Conjurer
woke him with an odd cheer. “Time to get up. I have a surprise for
you.”

His eyelids lifted as if under the weight of mountains,
unwilling to face another gruelling day. He peeked around the
glasses, not quite ready for another vicarious ride.

The Conjurer seemed unusually exuberant and much of yesterday’s
anxiety was absent. “It is a grand surprise.”

“What is it?”

“Not yet, child. Wake the creature first.”

Hully Bo centred his eyes in the glasses and peered inside. “The
creature’s already standing!”

“It what?”

Hully Bo fought it with suggestion but he had no effect upon the
creature whatsoever. “And now it’s moving and I can’t stop it!”

“Oh, my, oh, my! All is lost! All is lost!” The Conjurer reacted
with exaggerated panic before erupting into vicious, meditated
laughter. “I love how you fall for all my tricks. That is the
surprise! You already guessed it a while back. You are smarter than
I realised, child. You do not know how hard it was for me to
suppress my giggles when you first mentioned it to me.”

“But why didn’t you tell me? What does it matter?”

“It could not have gotten this far without your help. But all it
needed to make itself complete was the little bit of you it was
able to take during your intimate association. Do you not realise?
Now it has almost all of your soul, child. It is more alive than
you are.” The Conjurer’s laughter was manic, tears dripping from
his eyes.

Hully Bo was stunned. All this time, he’d hid the hunger. Had he
been feeling himself disintegrate? He didn’t feel empty.
“Get me out!”

The Conjurer collapsed into chuckles, wiping his eyes with a
dirty thumb. “Now that you two have bonded, you cannot escape. You
are stuck. Do not worry, your task is almost done. Now all you have
to do is tell me what it does. It can sniff out what we are after
from here. We are so close, even I can feel it.”

Hiding himself behind a placid mask to keep himself from falling
apart, Hully Bo watched through the creature’s eyes. It approached
a young man in the centre of the barn, probably one of the farmer’s
sons, who dropped the shovel he’d been using. Reflected in the
young man’s eyes, Hully Bo saw the creature for the first time,
arising like a stone god.

“There’s a man, and I think it’s going to hurt him! Make it
stop!”

“You do not understand. No one commands it any longer. It only
does what is in its nature to accomplish our task.”

The creature raised an arm as it approached the frightened man,
and it felt as if Hully Bo’s own arm lifted, as if he were doing it
himself. He fought not to hurt the young man, but he was unable to
send the creature away.

“And I thought you should know that it does have a name. I call
it the Pounder.”

The creature’s arm fell like a boulder at the man’s head, and
Hully Bo could do nothing to stop it.










3. Collapse


Drifting listlessly, Hully Bo floated lost within his body,
avoiding light and sound, eschewing sensation. Mechanically he
could describe things to sate the Conjurer’s sweltering appetite as
the maned gargoyle hovered at his back twitching sunken claws, but
the experiences and the words passing through his numb lips
registered nothing. Carefully, he cited sights without character,
to purposely leave no impression on sifted sand. Yet the most
minute detail shocked thrilled shivers through the Conjurer as if
banality were a trophy. And Hully Bo sunk further beneath the
surface with every wasted word.

Since the incident in the barn, Hully Bo had withdrawn,
relinquishing what little sway his influence held. From there the
Pounder’s progress had bounded with unprecedented swiftness,
lacking Hully Bo’s impeding forethought and deliberation. The speed
itself had frightened Hully Bo within his shell. He had shrunk
involuntarily though strapped rigidly, reduced to automatonic
description to feed the Conjurer’s curiosity. The fear he had faced
bravely, but he had distanced himself so far from the unfolding
events that he might as well have had his eyes closed.

The Conjurer seemed oblivious to the change, devouring whatever
effortless descriptions Hully Bo dropped in his lap without regard
to their intrinsic value. Flat spanning fields had fascinated him,
as had the towers connected by long ropes, the wispy hairs of
horizontal clouds, all evoked with the simplest unenthused language
available. The closer the creature had drawn to the city, even the
dullest of the Pounder’s escapades was delirious entertainment.

Seeking abandoned streets without light but settling for quiet
ones with a few burned bulbs, the creature’s progress became more
cautious once it invaded the outskirts of the city. Excepting the
stray bright-eyed straggler, the neighbourhoods had seemed charmed
with sleep in their uniform dispassion. Eerie, the thing that
walked while they dreamed.

When the sun pulled itself up from the ledge of the world, the
Pounder had no choice but to retreat to the shadows, crawling into
large trash receptacles and bleak hidden black holes that even the
rats feared to enter. Stealing glimpses, Hully Bo watched the
approach of a nightmare world of towering black metal, glass, and
light. He tried to remove himself when these frightful images
filled his vision, but the restraints biting his arms, his legs,
his waist and neck, sank their teeth too deeply for any hope of
rest. He sat there impaled those daylight hours, letting his
fractured mind devise extravagant meals and impossible beds of the
softest comforting clouds. Time advanced that way, creeping by
night, languishing by day, starving, sore and sleepless, until at
last the Pounder had pierced the heart of the city.

On the eve of approaching the dwelling of the man who would save
them, the Conjurer spoke after first studying Hully Bo hard from
across the room with open, staring eyes.

“Are you lying to me, child?”

Hully Bo pulled himself from the void. The city froze him with
shock, so alien and cold and inhuman. “I didn’t say anything.”

“About this whole thing. You could be making it up.”

“I couldn’t.”

“Oh, you could. You are the devil.”

“I’m not.” The bottoms of his eyes itched.

The Conjurer chuckled slow and deep, like rumbling razors. “But
if you are, you will learn new words for pain.”

Hully Bo was too tired to respond. He had died so many times
already that threats were just strings of old syllables like any
others.

At last, the Pounder hovered in the alley outside their target’s
building in a neighbourhood of abandoned, gap-toothed warehouses
and derelict squats. The creature itched with excitement but had
nothing upon which to act, becoming anxious in its unrequited
stimulation. Nothing presented itself as a focus for the attention,
and the yearning at this peak of stimulation boiled the Pounder,
even seeping into Hully Bo as well. The Pounder’s thwarted will
nudged his own, as if circling each other warily. Hully Bo sensed a
weakening in the confusion, a pale link in the Pounder’s otherwise
steadfast directive, but he didn’t touch it. He didn’t dare test
the gap for no good reason, too afraid of failing and losing any
control forever. He only hoped that there would be another chance,
another more advantageous time, when the outcome of such a struggle
might matter.

Outside the building, a presence like vaporous energy tugged, an
evaporating drift calling and waving its hands, imploring
exploration. The Pounder couldn’t wait any longer and followed the
sensation inside the target’s building, squeezing itself through
the doorway, trailing the phantasmagoric fading lure. Up the
stairs, the creature’s massive bulk rocked the planks, sailing the
rickety seas. Weighted steps crashed, a congress of cacophony. A
naked bulb stared over a stained carpet. The siren continued to
echo from behind a door on the right. The Pounder found the knob,
barely able to grasp it in its oversized paw, and twisted it. The
door wasn’t locked.

Once inside the apartment, Hully Bo dared to merge himself with
the Pounder again, commandeering one of its arms to find the light.
The Pounder resisted the intrusion with a growl, but that abated
once the room was illuminated. Hully Bo returned once more to being
a spectator.

Balls of dust covered the apartment floor. A battered table
sheltered an uneven chair. In the far corner squatted a bed matted
with sweat and empty weight next to a pool of dirty garments. It
was more a badger’s grotto than a hero’s home. The sight deflated
Hully Bo under his mask of distance but he didn’t dare voice those
doubts, instead merely describing aloud the miserable lodgings and
the absence of their prey.

When Hully Bo informed him of the squalor, the Conjurer didn’t
react, instead continuing to stare at the blank, singe-stained wall
from where he sat in the centre of Hully Bo’s left crescent. The
man fixed his attention on the wall when Hully Bo spoke, as if the
boy’s descriptions wrought moving pictures. Instead of noting the
apartment’s details, the man puzzled over their prey’s apparent
non-corporeality, why he felt so close and remained unseen, why the
attracting force felt so adamant yet was without focus.

The Conjurer went to a shelf and removed a book from next to one
of his beloved worms. Sitting back down, he began paging through it
when Hully Bo told him of the discovery of the other room. The
Conjurer nodded without much interest when Hully Bo said there were
over a dozen paintings in it and only asked vaguely about their
quality.

Hully Bo didn’t want to say anything more, didn’t want to share
the ecstasy the images had brought him. Disturbing and bizarre yet
somehow imbued with an innocent beauty even Hully Bo’s childish
sensibilities could absorb, they refreshed a mind clouded with
decades of stagnant misery. Inherently, the paintings themselves
weren’t frightening, but they showed a hazy, implied menace, a
menace that had reminded him, somehow, of the Conjurer.

The Pounder paused upon entering the room, its confusion
paralleling Hully Bo’s awe and allowing ample time for observation.
From the tiny tugs Hully Bo felt, this room had been the
precipitate that had drawn the Pounder into the building, minute
fields of the man’s essence within each canvas that, collectively,
had projected a wraith-like energy, a phantom presence. Even this
pause didn’t phase the Conjurer, who merely nodded at hearing it,
absorbed in his dear tome. Then the Pounder finally determined a
course of action, that for which he was named.

The Pounder smashed the nearest painting, breaking its frame,
sprawling it to the ground, and knocking over the spattered easel
upon which it had rested. The clap of the collapsing wood amplified
in the small room, stunning the Pounder into silence. Then it
realised that the sound wasn’t a recrimination, just a random
after-effect, and began its rampage in earnest. The destruction
sickened Hully Bo but he couldn’t prevent it. A thin band of rage
spun from the Pounder, encircling their bond and rendering it
impregnable. The Conjurer only laughed when Hully Bo explained what
the Pounder was doing. Hully Bo withdrew his presence from the
creature as much as he was able.

The Pounder attacked the easel on the ground, snapping its
supports matchstick style. Next it stomped upon the broken
painting, shattering the frame completely, smudging and smearing
the canvas, reverberating its strikes into the floor, shaking the
walls, rattling the glass in the windows. Threshing the others, it
kicked them where they stood collected in rows, filed with
breathing space. Akimbo, they congregated on the floor, awaiting
herding or further orders. The Pounder bent to pick up several at a
time and then shredded them with great tearing rips, dropping the
scraps to float ignobly back to the hardwood floors.

Once the creature had ruined them all, it had paused to examine
its hand, staring at the splinters lodged within. The more it gazed
incomprehendingly, it gave Hully Bo a chance to look himself. As he
concentrated on the tiny wounds, gauging their depth, his own palms
started itching, a warmth that grew into a throbbing pain. Oh, the
things they shared.

The Pounder returned to the main room and continued its rampage,
squashing the unsteady chair with one foot’s strike and crumpling
the table protecting it with a two-fisted explosion. The bed was
the next victim, raised and shredded into pieces, its stuffing
freed to waft deliriously. After it tore the piles of rags into
forms even more useless, it punched the very walls themselves,
erupting holes in the sheetrock and widening the pain in its
fists.

As Hully Bo bit his bottom lip adjusting to the unkind prickling
spreading in his hands, something thumped at his feet. Again came a
knock followed by muted shouting. The Pounder stopped to consider
as crumbling walls swallowed its arms, then looked at the floor and
understood. Someone below had heard the commotion.

The creature made its way out of the apartment and into the
hall, lumbering down the stairs. Hully Bo shied away, again an
unwilling hostage. He wanted to scramble out of there having a fair
idea of what was about to happen. He didn’t possess the strength to
struggle with the creature in this state. The Pounder’s rage hadn’t
abated through its rampage. Now it had a real focus, an
entertaining enterprise – or so said the sensation of lightning in
the veins trickling through the distance Hully Bo tried to
maintain.

The Pounder waited for nothing and crashed noisily through the
door of the protestor’s apartment. The aged female tenant dropped
the broom she had been riding and gaped at the monstrous advancing
hulk bursting shrapnel through the wafer covering her hovel’s hole.
She slumped in a backward scurrying slink, raising half-mast claws
to her face and recoiling. Her scream was silent, a hydrant welling
from still lips. The Pounder marched right up to her, snapped the
broom, covered her head with one mealy paw and squeezed. Ichor
erupted from her melon, grey and pink and bloody, mushed from the
fissures dripping strings of gore and trailing sinewy strands. Her
body slumped crumpling, sighing escape.

Hully Bo’s hands trembled in captivity. His fingers had absorbed
the touch of the woman’s crushed skull. When the Pounder returned
outside, the overwhelming pulse that had urged of an impending
meeting with their prey had withdrawn to a distant blip with
nothing to account for the discrepancy. Hully Bo shook and blacked
out.

When he awoke, the groggy morning sun sagged in the sky and the
city thawed to life. Stealthily, the Pounder kept to alleys and
backways, savouring what few pockets of darkness remained
untouched. The attractive force was still there, weak but
strengthening with the creature’s progress. Hully Bo slumped torpid
within the chair, having lost much of the sensation of his body and
its weight.

The man they sought must have been moving too. That was the only
justification Hully Bo could imagine for this daylight excursion.
The route grew convoluted since the Pounder often had to
circumnavigate the very locus of the attractive magnetism because
approaching the man directly would have risked exposure. Finally,
the force became stationary after a full morning’s tracking, and
the Pounder chanced a sighting by darting across a street from one
alley to another in hopes of gaining the day’s closest vantage
point yet. No cars screeched in astonishment. No one surged to the
alley’s mouth to point indignant admonition. Drawing its limbs to
its body, the Pounder made itself as outwardly inanimate as
possible and bided its time.

The Conjurer laughed at the Pounder’s daring, astonished at its
brazen conceits. “It gets that from you, you know. My creature is
becoming like you because it is stealing your life.” The Conjurer
peered behind the thick glasses perched in front of Hully Bo’s
face, his gaze stern and humourless, with a mere hint of his
accustomed malicious pleasure.

Hully Bo hadn’t really heard because he had been so consumed by
the tugging energy coming from their prey. It was insistent yet
distant if only because the man hadn’t been directly before him. He
wished the Pounder would stick its head out of the alley to try to
see the man and watch him, but the danger was obvious. The thought
crossed his mind of fighting it for control just for a quick peek,
but in this focused and rigid state, the gap that confusion had
opened between them was not wide enough to ensure success. Only in
chaos, amidst distraction, did Hully Bo think there a realistic
chance. Nor did he resolve to himself that this was something he
wanted to pursue in the future. He had already revealed his own
cowardice in the face of murder, frightened into silence.

They maintained that state in the alley, driving the Pounder
into a frenzy even stronger than when they had stood sentinel
outside the man’s apartment building. Such self-control didn’t seem
possible, but the Pounder’s strength for once had saved them both
from succumbing to impulses like moths rushing to flame.

And patience paid off. After the sun ascended its throne, their
quarry neared. The heat and anticipation swelled, sending prickly
runners through Hully Bo’s veins. The Conjurer then asked Hully Bo
about the glimmer of a grin that gripped his face. The boy didn’t
even know the man could notice something like that, especially
since his features were obscured under the intricate iron devices
cluttering his face.

“We’re getting close.” He had to let those words rest unadorned.
The context could only bring complications.

The Conjurer didn’t press, but surely he couldn’t think Hully
Bo’s initial unwillingness had transformed so quickly into ardent
enthusiasm. Or maybe the man imagined that his own will was so
complete that it seeped into everything, even drowning Hully Bo’s
reluctance. Whatever the case, he didn’t question Hully Bo
further.

Then things happened quickly. The man they sought walked
backwards across the mouth of the alley while taunting unresponsive
pedestrians who were enrapt only with each other’s words. The
Pounder tore after the man, who bolted when he saw the frightful
beast advance upon him. The Pounder’s enormous weight crashed onto
the sidewalk’s slabs, stranding itself in a murky sea of busted
concrete. When it looked up, the man was gone, as was the warm
presence that linked them.

The Pounder had returned to the alley in a rage, knocking Hully
Bo to the recesses of their shared consciousness so forcefully that
the boy cried out. The noise alerted the Conjurer, who then
demanded to know what transpired. When Hully Bo told him, the man
erupted, kicked over the sizeable chair in which he had been
sitting, and then pulled on and twisted Hully Bo’s cheek.

“How can you lose him after all this? He is simply gone?” He
struck Hully Bo, cracking and stretching the leather straps binding
his neck. “If you do not find him soon, evil child, you will die –
forever this time.”

Hully Bo’s vision blurred, the buildings blurred, and even the
returning darkness of the alley blurred. He huddled warily inside
himself, sinking into the chair to make himself invisible to the
Conjurer’s searing eyes. As much as the pain of violence hurt, so,
too, did the sudden withdrawal of that joyous glowing feeling that
had risen in their target’s presence. Without it, Hully Bo felt
empty and hopeless.

Thwarted and boiling, the Pounder seethed in the shaded alley,
its anger unabated. With no lead to follow, it wound its way
through a tangled maze of dark locales, abandoned, hollow
warehouses, shaded alcoves and even one of the several subway
tunnels that interrupted the elevated tracks. It waited there
crouching for hours like days until the sun withdrew enough to cast
shadows, opening new secluded tributaries of passage. Taking
unprecedented risks explainable only by its incensed ire, the
Pounder wove through the living neighbourhood, bowed under low
trees, flattened its bulging mass against the sides of houses, and
scurried under porches and unused basements until it once again
reached the man’s apartment.

Despite the yellow tape blocking the entrance, the creature
entered the building without hesitation. It stormed the stairs to
the man’s apartment and started tearing the place down by ripping
plaster, warping wood, pulling and bending exposed pipes. It
grabbed handfuls of bare wires within the walls and yanked until
they snapped, sparking tiny fires. Hully Bo shielded his eyes and
only opened them whenever the Conjurer asked the details of the new
destruction. After the boy gave brief descriptions of events, the
man chuckled approvingly.

The remainder of the day passed that way, with the Pounder
systematically obliterating any and all matter that could crumble
beneath him. Even the floor wasn’t safe. The creature stomped
through it, starting in the far room and ending at the front
doorway, surrounded by holes, pockets of space. Then it pummelled
through the door of the apartment opposite and began again in
earnest. Hully Bo realised then that the thing was intent on
bringing the building to ruin.

Hully Bo fought to keep his eyes sealed while the shocks and
blows from the Pounder’s efforts reverberated throughout his
immobile arms, sending muscled shockwaves through his shoulders and
collecting at his pinned neck. His feet and ankles grew as sore and
swollen as if his own legs were responsible for the misshapen dents
in appliances and strangers’ fractured furniture. What had
compelled the creature to drag the place to ground, Hully Bo hadn’t
been able to fathom. Other than that it had housed their prey, the
structure and its contents had done nothing to warrant this
treatment. But all would fall.

The news delighted the Conjurer. His glee at the spree mounted a
revival of faith in his incensed creature. As the structure
collapsed from within, the man faded to sleep with a faint smile,
confident that the ship was sinking.

The Pounder hid itself once the interior had been wrecked beyond
salvation, and the skeletal frame wavered on its unsettled
foundation. Still early in the evening, the creature climbed into
another large trash receptacle in the parking lot of an empty store
across the street. When the apartment building finally shrugged
itself to the ground, the creature didn’t risk exposure by peeking
but instead relied on sound muted by the thin steel walls.
Collapsing bricks splintered in jumbled heaves, and a minor quake
came crashing.

In its wake followed a maelstrom of siren banshees, wailing
alarms, screeching rubber slams and shouts, hoses watering the
waste. Ascending murmurs droned with the footsteps of the curious
gathering around the site and sharing whispers. After some time
passed immeasurably in those dank quarters, the sound filtered away
until the close of one final car door. The vehicle’s departure
heralded silence.

At last the Pounder pushed on the bin’s lid and stole a glance
at its carnage. The mess was damp and steaming but essentially
unchanged. The creature then pulled itself out and surveyed its
handiwork in relative safety. The ring of yellow tape expanded to
outline the entire wreckage, but the people who had come left
little else.

Since the Pounder seemed fairly spent and without direction,
Hully Bo chose this moment to try regaining control of the
creature. In such an unguarded state, his chances were best. He
concentrated intently before making his attempt, willing all his
energy into seizure and bracing for resistance. With a last look to
be certain of the Conjurer’s ignorance, he jumped past the barrier
dividing him from the creature and grasped. The Pounder’s swirling
defences and dim consciousness had not the least awareness of the
intrusion and surrendered without even knowing it had done so.

A familiar sensation crept in while Hully Bo had made his
usurpation: the tightening of purpose that said their prey walked
again in the world. The boy prepared for reprisal from within but
none had surfaced. While he wondered about his next course of
action, the connected feeling in his chest had grown, albeit
slowly. The man approached the creature rather than the other way
around. It seemed that the man was returning home, but Hully Bo
didn’t want to trust completely in the assumption, especially
considering his precarious position of power. The mutiny would be
easier to keep hidden if he were to command the creature to take up
their common purpose. And so, at the boy’s will, the Pounder once
again began drawing toward the man who would save them from this
prison of house.

Hully Bo didn’t choose a direct route for he didn’t know the
man’s exact path, but by constant attunement to the slight chest
tugging, the warmth grew. Slowly, winding a circuitous trail, the
Pounder followed at a distance, with Hully Bo keeping it from
nearing too closely despite the undercurrent of inclination
rippling below the surface of their bond. Still, keeping to the
darkened walks along vacant streets, there were only so many
choices available before proximity became inevitable. The Pounder
itched to run and conquer, and Hully Bo had to tighten his grip to
keep it in check.

And then came the rain. Its arrival was subtle at first, not a
presence so much as just a sound brushing the tops of trees,
filtering through the leaves, siphoning through the branches to
finally pool and drip onto the Pounder’s flesh. The rain brought a
certain calm to their endeavour, soothing the impulses that beat
within like gentle thunder. The storm’s effect on the other man was
palpably different because the honed instinct linking them surged
and abated in drastic spurts. Following him grew more difficult and
at times Hully Bo had no choice but to command the Pounder to run
parallel to the man’s motions. When at last they neared one of the
train tunnels in which the Pounder had crouched earlier, Hully Bo
understood the man’s destination: the train, to get out of the
rain. He stopped the creature under one of the streetlamps nearby
in case the man should glance in the Pounder’s direction, to show
him that it meant no harm, that he shouldn’t be afraid.

He felt the man’s presence before he ever saw him, and then he
rounded the corner full of light, piercing the night. Wondrous and
defiant, his course had spoken of determined strength and Hully Bo,
watching from a block hundreds of miles of lifetimes away, felt
something different, a keen emotion he had shut out of his own
thoughts for so long, so powerful and warm even as he watched the
man disappear down the maw of the train entrance. But he didn’t
worry. The new feeling inside told him not to. After a train had
come and gone, he commanded the Pounder to return to the building
it had destroyed. He knew the man would come back. Through the
rain, the Pounder retraced its steps and trudged back to the fallen
building, letting the rain cleanse what stains it could from its
soiled body. When at last it returned, the rest Hully Bo suggested
seemed to be welcomed. Folding into itself in imitation of a pile
of rocks behind the smoky debris, the creature found relief in
sleep.

Hully Bo, however, didn’t dare to seek the same respite. Too
many anxieties assailed him. Although he was certain the man would
come back to his home, there was no guarantee of it, so Hully Bo
remained vigilant in sensing their connection even as the train had
carried it farther away. And though he had governed the Pounder, it
wasn’t an easy task considering that the creature’s injuries crept
into his arms and legs, the discomfort only growing with
irritation; not to mention his own bodily aches, held immobile for
days and days, with that raw, gnawing hunger.

Soon after the rain stopped, the Conjurer awakened and demanded
an immediate update. Hully Bo told him about the structure’s
collapse, the gathering and subsequent dispersal of authorities and
onlookers, and the Pounder’s ability to stay clear of the
potentially dangerous entanglements. The Conjurer was pleased, and
pleased especially to learn that their subject hadn’t disappeared
completely. Hully Bo told him that the man approached but slowly.
Before too long, however, the boy felt the bond once again
strengthen as their prey’s trajectory reached its zenith and began
bringing him nearer rather than farther away. Night erased
time.

From Hully Bo’s limited view, the street seemed desolate and
devoid of life, as if the building’s crumbling had scattered its
huddled neighbours like rats to places more serene and less
hazardous. The streets steamed from the rain’s passing. Even the
air was subdued, as if silenced in weighted anticipation. Then,
while the Pounder slept and at the edges of drowsiness himself,
Hully Bo felt a surging heat in his own chest. The man had left the
train and was heading here.

The Conjurer craved action and began pacing behind Hully Bo’s
chair, pausing only to grasp its back seeking updates. The scene
played too slowly, brewing the Conjurer in his own anxieties, his
nervous energy emanating from the tips of his rapping fingers.

The man approached invisibly, and even the Pounder stirred,
awakening at the presence. Hully Bo felt it tense and soon after
fought to keep the creature still. In tandem, it and the Conjurer
stretched him thin.

Closer and closer, Hully Bo felt the man coming. The radiance
crept inside, adding buoyancy to the developing struggles. Nearer
and nearer he came while the Conjurer fidgeted behind him,
carpeting breaths down the back of his neck. A pause; oh, come –
and then finally the man edged into vision, wondrous with shining
light.

Hully Bo watched in awe as the man approached the ruins, his
faraway face registering an unsettling mixture of disbelief and
acceptance. He bent to retrieve something from the ground before
touring the wreckage, searching for scraps of recognition. As he
came closer to the back of the lot, following hidden pathways of
tiny runway fires, Hully Bo saw that his face had noticeably
changed since last they had seen him. Haggard yet sturdy, rugged
and tired, he carried himself with resignation, lacking much of the
spirit that had carried him through so much before. He then lifted
his arms to the sky as if in some form of appellation. And then he
stared straight into the shadows, as if into Hully Bo’s eyes.

“Now what?” The Conjurer sensed the change, spoke through a
clenched jaw.

“He sees the creature.”

“Capture him, child, before he slips away from us.”

The Pounder agreed. Hully Bo felt the underlying strength, but
he fought them both and instead willed the creature into the pale
aura of the man’s glow, of the candle glare of tiny fires. Hully Bo
siphoned some of the Conjurer’s anxiety, but for different reasons.
How could he ask the man for help, when the Pounder itself was
incapable of speaking? But just the sight of him preserved hope.
There had to be a way, had to. Hully Bo pushed the creature
farther, into the ring of rubble itself, with a deliberate, and
hopefully obvious, lack of aggression.

The man stared back, bewildered, perhaps a little confused.
Anger and fear commingled in his face. “Why are you just standing
there? What do you want?” He tried another tactic. “I’m right here.
Come get me!”

The man wiped the sweat from his face, brushed back his hair.
Stuck in silence, the situation began slipping away from the child.
The man didn’t look quite so majestic anymore, increasingly
resembling a scared, lost child himself.

“Come on, I don’t have all day!” He tapped his chest, targeting
himself.

Hully Bo remained frozen. What to do?

The man sent a loose brick flying at the creature but
missed.

“What is he doing now?” The Conjurer was unable to suffer the
silence.

“He threw a brick but he missed.”

“Does the creature have him?”

“No. ”

“Why not?”

“It’s not chasing him.”

“I do not understand.”

Hully Bo slipped a little. The Pounder flinched to chase the man
but Hully Bo reined it in time. The betrayal struck true. He was at
a loss as to how to communicate and felt his age, his years,
bearing the burden.

“Child, what is happening?”

The man crouched among the rubble, bent in agony, before
erupting with an anguished, piercing scream that even the Conjurer
detected spilling out of the rods hovering near Hully Bo’s
ears.

“What was that?” The Conjurer sounded shocked, astounded.

“He screamed and then he fell down. On his knees. I think he’s
hurt.”

“Do not fall for his tricks. Why has the creature not grabbed
him yet?”

“I don’t know.”

“I am beginning to think you are lying to me.”

Hully Bo didn’t answer.

The man loomed large before him, filling his vision.

“Answer me, damn you!”

Hully Bo didn’t know if the words came from the man or the
Conjurer.

The Conjurer slapped him, hurting the boy’s neck, bouncing his
ears painfully between the rods edging inside. Still, the boy said
nothing, wholly absorbed in the collapsing man before him,
anguished and ill.

“I see.”

Dimly, Hully Bo saw the Conjurer walk to the far side of the
room and retrieve a heavy box, opening in it on top of a desk.
Sifting through the contents, they sounded like metal
implements.

Cautiously, Hully Bo willed the creature forward so as not to
startle. It stopped just before the man, whose head hung heavy with
anticipated disaster. Hully Bo wanted the man to look up, but it
wasn’t something he could will. The creature’s head bent down, and
finally the man lifted his head.

Their eyes locked for a moment, sharing magnetic black and white
swirls. Hully Bo sent pleas for help and mercy and understanding
from the Pounder’s sockets, and in return the man’s glowing aura
lent the child a strength and power that invigorated both his
resolve and his body a thousand miles away in the tower. Hully Bo
was tired of scaring people and hurting people and being scared and
being hurt. He wouldn’t do it anymore.

He gathered what was his from the Pounder and drew it into
himself in a swift rush that left the creature empty. Vacant, the
Pounder crumbled much like the building it had destroyed. The last
thing that Hully Bo saw through the creature’s eyes before that
view faded to darkness was the man falling onto his back, stunned
and glowing.

The clanging metal at the far end of the room drew Hully Bo back
to the tower. The glasses covering his eyes blocked much of the
view, but the little he could discern spoke of sharp points and
tongs, of dried blood and blunt edges – of torture. Oh, not more,
not–

“Hully.”

The Conjurer turned to face the chair, armed with an array of
mean, rusty tools. If only there were something to distract him, to
avert his attention to give the boy a chance to escape. Despite
being strapped in so tightly and stuck, he almost felt as if he
were already free. Inspired by the glow of the man he had let
escape, the answer occurred to him.

From the shadows, so hard to see, came a rustling slither. The
Conjurer turned to face the unexpected noise, peering into the inky
stain. “What? What is a snake doing up here, of all places?”

Then the Conjurer walked over to the corner but found it devoid
of everything but dust. He was puzzled.

“You are going to hurt for betraying me, child. You have cost us
everything.”

He turned back to the boy, but the chair was empty, with all of
the straps and restraints intact.










4. The Wait


Hully Bo hid. He had run and run and the Conjurer had howled,
and then the house settled into stiff preternatural silence. The
air grew heavy and the dim, dismal faerie lights faded out
completely, winking away. Darkness descended but for the shards of
pale sky filtering past the bloated pink stalks hugging the windows
and the house.

He was afraid to breathe. The Conjurer looked for him, he knew
it, and the slightest disturbance would betray his location. But he
had to breathe slowly and deeply, without the slightest hiss. His
limbs still ached from his days in the chair even though his
bedraggled run from the tower room had stretched them warmly.

Time tried slipping past but he held it solid. He couldn’t hide
in it, not this time, or else the Conjurer could find him. Other
trouble had been bad, but this, this was different. He had lost it
for them both. But he couldn’t weave away this time or he would
never escape, even if he went backwards. Now’s the time, this dry,
empty nothing.

The longer he held the position, the more aware he became of the
carpet under his palms. Each bristled fibre differentiated itself
as unique, like soldiers awaiting marching orders. Underneath him,
the floor moved, subtle like revolution. Was the house sinking? He
didn’t know. He wanted to turn his head, to see whether or not the
trees were rising, but even the smallest movement could be blur
enough to reveal himself. The Conjurer was out there, searching
silently in the darkness.

Nothing came from the depths, swirls of nothing, until a quiet,
trailing tinkling, swaying metal or dropped coins rolling into a
swallowing void. And then again came a long stretch of nothing, no
light, no sound, just Hully Bo’s careful breathing.

Outside, the sky was dying.

“I know you are still here, boy. When I find you, I am going to
kill you again and again. You cannot escape.”

The voice came from downstairs. The man couldn’t see him, but if
he were to move, one of his joints might squeal or else his
clothing might snag or a hundred other things could happen. He
couldn’t take any chances, not anymore, nor could he afford to bet
against the Conjurer’s senses.

There were no more sounds to cover his steps. He remained
poised. The Conjurer would finish searching downstairs and then
would move up when he couldn’t find Hully Bo in the great hall or
the living room, or the small, windowed conservatory where the
piano was never played. The trick would be getting around the man
when he came up here, knowing where he was, where he was
looking.

Cramps in his legs didn’t help. So tired, he wanted to sleep.
His own efforts, he doubted them with slipping resistance. But he
couldn’t let the Conjurer catch him, not this time.

A creak from the stairs betrayed the Conjurer ascending. Hully
Bo knew the informing step and avoided it on silent days. Nothing
resounded afterwards, as if the groan had been an aberration. But
the Conjurer was there. Hully Bo couldn’t forget he was there or he
was doomed. Searching in the darkness, he could only estimate the
man’s progress. He moved nothing, remained still. Even the Conjurer
refused to breathe. Under his hands, Hully Bo felt the troops
crouching as a nearby presence announced itself. It was a weighted
moment before the fibres straightened as the behemoth sought other
lands.

In the dark, they were silent. Hully Bo was losing track of the
hours – or was it days? Looking without looking, reaching with
senses yet undeveloped to gain prominence over the other. And then
a few whispered words from the top of the stairs and a lantern
beacon of light appeared swollen in the Conjurer’s hand, chasing
shadows into naves.

Hully Bo closed his eyes to keep them from reflecting the
Conjurer’s lamp. He feared his heart would expose him, the way it
pummelled his chest. The Conjurer had forfeited caution with his
lantern. Silence could not hide what sight revealed. There were
scuffs on the carpet.

“I know you are here somewhere. You cannot hide from me
forever.”

The lights burned Hully Bo’s lids. The silence was still stark
but charged. He waited for the touch, the poke, the grab. But the
moment ebbed like recoiling electricity. Hully Bo dared to open his
eyes. The Conjurer was down the hall, vanishing into a bedroom.

Hully Bo took his chance, sliding quietly from the bench under
which he had taken cover. Around the corner and he was safe so long
as he was quiet. The yawning staircase was a maw under a thin haze.
Slowly he descended, each stair a milestone marking freedom. Almost
halfway down, the aura at his back grew to the cadence of
carpet-dampened footsteps. Hurriedly, he couldn’t be caught frozen
in mid-stride like a wild-eyed animal. In his haste he forgot the
bad stair and stepped on it, groaning. All froze for further
friction. Then the Conjurer rushed toward the staircase, Hully Bo
rode the commotion to the bottom of the stairs undetected. The
light and its bearer trailed him with thumps.

Down, down, through the door to the cellar floor of haunting
sheeted furniture, covered curios and relics of glorious days past;
to the basement full of the Conjurer’s memories. Hully Bo heard the
pale banshee flapping above, descending like a wicked wingless
angel on his heels. The boy intended to reach the door that led to
the chamber where he always awakened after dying, but there wasn’t
time with the Conjurer so close behind. Instead he quivered under a
cloth covering an old table.

Footsteps like raindrops dripped down the worn wooden stairs and
reached the bottom. Again came the icy vapour of silence. Edges of
light from the Conjurer’s lantern peeked under the cloth but held
their tongues. A whispering breeze swept the floors, rustling ghost
trails of dust and shivering hems. Light cast from the lantern
approached and ran away sporadically as the Conjurer overturned
random cloths covering shelved memories, hoping to expose the
escaped boy.

Hully Bo tried recalling those treasures from his own forbidden
excavations, the gems unearthed and later reburied to avoid
discovery. He recalled the green table with camel hooves at the
base of each leg, the animal that had been his constant companion
throughout desert adventures, battling nomads and their djinn,
rescuing princesses; and the box of old cigars he’d smoked with
some of the world’s most influential men before they crumbled from
his mouth; the chair he’d sat in, with the dark stain on its back
where the traitor had been assassinated; the viola he’d tried
playing while the Conjurer slept, still cracked from when an
overweight duchess had sat on it; the neatly-folded flag of a small
valley kingdom that one day vanished merely because the rest of the
world had forgotten about it, this the only relic that remained of
the splendored place; the jewelled necklace that had slipped off
the neck of guillotined nobility and into his hands; the coat he’d
made from the pelts of vicious mountain lions that had been
terrorizing a village and eating its children; a pair of bifocals
that had once belonged to a despotic queen’s advisor and lover; a
set of large iron keys that clanged as he patrolled the castle’s
uneasy corridors; an ornate telescope given to him by the pirate
captain whose life he’d saved; the lamp that had signalled
revolution; the painting of a gilded city with water for roads so
beautiful that that he had smeared its oils with his tears.

“I do not remember any of these things.” The Conjurer’s voice
came to him distant with echoes.

Hully Bo crouched somewhere between the man and the door down,
listening for chances.

“And this clock? I have never seen it in my life. I do not even
like time-keeping devices. Where did these things come from?”

And then came a sudden burst of silence. No sheets flapped in
the air, nor did powdered footsteps wander one way or the other.
The lantern crashed, shattered. The fire spilled and died. A muted
whisper and another’s radiance took its place.

“Those rooms beyond, I did not conjure them, only this one.
Where did they come from? When did they appear?”

Didn’t he? Hully Bo had thought they were always there. He crept
from his hiding place, scurrying on hands and knees away from the
Conjurer, whose attention lay at the back of the room.

“How far back do they go? I can see door after door after door
after–”

The Conjurer’s voice faded when Hully Bo slipped through the
open door down to where he always awakened, the one place the man
would not follow. Light from the Conjurer’s lantern brushed the
landing before descent. One of the pink stalks from below poked its
head from the room downstairs, snaking through the house
itself.

Hully Bo had never gone down those long stairs before. He had
only climbed them. But this time he had to, to keep the Conjurer
away. The stalks, they’d be there clustered as a trunk, their
headquarters for invasion, but it had to be done. Running his hand
along the wall, he walked parallel to the thick finger climbing the
stairs, careful not to crush it with his foot and unleash the foul
fluid and its attendant odour. Water cascading from the very walls
further eroded the steps, and at intervals Hully Bo had to pause
for footing. He couldn’t help the grunts and heavy breathing
bubbling from his lips. At the bottom, he arrived in a splash.
During his time captive in the tower, the water had flooded this
place. Moving would be difficult here, avoiding the branches even
more so. But at least he would be alone. Not even the other Hully
Bos would venture down here. They might stay hidden forever without
him to guide them out of the Conjurer’s grasp.

He could hear the water trickling in, through pores in the earth
itself. If the level rose much higher, he’d be forced to cling to
those things. They could collapse all around him, flooding
him in wretched stink of putrid gore. Their density had swelled
since the last time. He could barely move without bumping one of
their clawing spindles.

A dull haze billowed down to the room, a figure outlined at the
top: the Conjurer, cast in shadow.

“I heard your flight. I know where you are.” He studied the pink
branches emanating from the chamber. “So this is where the stalks
come from. Your doing, I am sure. What else can one expect from a
child without a soul?” His chuckle was like a drawbridge closing.
“It seems you have unforeseen talents, child. A shame you chose to
employ them so selfishly. We could have worked together. But I told
you I would kill you, and so I shall. Only this time, it will be a
little different, a little slower. You see, once, a long time ago,
I convinced a guard to show me his lord’s vault, which was rumoured
to be full of exotic riches. It was behind the heaviest, most
elaborately locked iron door I had ever seen in my life.
Understand?”

The Conjurer mumbled to himself and suddenly the doorway was
blocked by a slab, sealing the chamber in the stifling darkness of
crypts. And the water continued to stream gently through the walls,
the level rising nearly to Hully Bo’s waist.

The boy thought about what the Conjurer had said, that he hadn’t
created those rooms. So where had they come from? Only the two of
them lived here, and the rooms couldn’t have sprung into being on
their own. That left only Hully Bo. Could he have created them
without realizing it? He’d controlled the Pounder and made that
snake in the tower, hadn’t he? Maybe the Conjurer was wrong. Maybe
Hully Bo wasn’t useless after all.

He climbed the slick stairs slowly. At the top, he pretended
that the Conjurer had forgotten to lock to the door even though he
had heard the gears slide into place. He pushed the door to test
it. The slab swung open easily. Maybe he could do anything.

Then he wished that he had never been kidnapped and trapped
here, that the pink stalks would drag the house into the swamp
forever and vanish as if it had never existed.

A deep rumble erupted underneath him.










5. Exorcism


The house swayed and tilted, shifting all the furniture,
toppling lamps from their stands and curios from their cabinets.
Some clattered free of cover while others tangled themselves in the
sheets bunched at the bottoms of divans. As the floor rose before
Hully Bo, these things tumbled toward him at the epicentre of the
quake. Luckily the noise of their falling made them easy to
avoid.

“I figured you for a betrayer, Hully Bo.” The Conjurer called to
him from the back somewhere.

“I’m leaving.”

“Like hell, boy. You are staying to the end.”

Hully Bo’s skin had taken on a subtle glow like that of the man
he had sought through the Pounder. “How can you stop me?”

The Conjurer sighed as if not surprised. “I see. So that is how
it is going to be, is it? I was so hoping we could do this
peacefully. Oh, well.” And then came a spark in the dark like a
flame, whispered backward words, and a pair of growl growls. “Find
me if you can.”

The rest of the furniture joined in, lurching first and then
sliding along the floor, savagely screeching the wood with their
legs in horrible cacophony. A chair crashed at Hully Bo’s feet as
he balanced one foot on the tilting wall and the other on the floor
as the house unhinged. On either side, water trickled inside,
splashing, threatening to flood.

He hadn’t imagined the growls. They reappeared closer. He could
see them now by the pale light of his skin, a pair of slavering,
dog-like beasts. They watched him with eyes at odd angles. No
symmetry existed in the creatures; their ears, even their limbs,
were only indirectly opposed. They shambled toward him, the menace
in their mouths rippling their swollen lips, baring chunks of
skewed teeth.

Hully Bo had nowhere to go. Furniture piled up behind him, and
his position was already precarious. A thin trail of water streamed
along the floor. Coming closer, their breath like rot crawled up
his legs. Together, they lunged. He placed his hands bracing out
for blows. His fingers met snouts and maws, dangling, grappling,
and his palms blanketed their faces. The light from his skin
swarmed into their eyes upon contact, and the beasts slumped at his
feet, expired. He was amazed at the – he hadn’t expected
that.

Now that those worries had passed, he had to get out of the
sinking place. Up the floor he ran, grabbing onto the heaviest of
the descending furniture to boost himself when he stalled. He
reached the top of stairs, pulled himself up, and used the corridor
as a floor. He made it to the door to the main hall, kicked it
open, and crawled through it horizontally. Amazingly, the other
Hully Bos appeared behind him, following at a distance, climbing
out like he had.

He leapt to the far side of the hall, which for the moment was
stable and dry enough to use as a platform. The house’s door only
opened into the deeper end of the murky sludge in which the house
struggled. Overhead, the opposite wall’s windows shone like
moonlights, however covered they were with the pink gripping
stalks. Ceramic shards tumbled like waterfalls from the dining
room. Two of the chairs had already fallen to the lower reaches,
while the table clogged the doorway. The other chairs lined up
patiently behind it. The only exit appeared to be out the
Conjurer’s tower, the highest, driest point in the building. It was
the only way.

Looking back at the other Hully Bos, he saw them playing in the
chaos: dangling in the dining room delta, jumping and tumbling and
splashing in the pool that had been the hallway. Hully Bo turned
back to the tower and ran. The hall’s wall sloped more steeply, and
he made the tower’s entrance just before it drifted overhead out of
reach. He pulled himself up, legs kicking, muscles twitching,
stretching, and grunting the last few inches.

The house slowed though it wasn’t quite still. The opening
through which he’d climbed was now but a gape in the floor behind
him. There was only one way. The others Hully Bos ran below,
underneath the gash in the pale night stars, looking up with
occasional forlorn looks. They couldn’t join him here – or
wouldn’t.

He raised his hands to unmask the gloom. The glow betrayed a
tunnel empty with settling dust. Some of the rock had chipped and
fallen in the uprising, and slabs obscured any easy path to the
Conjurer’s lair. Echoes of silence reigned over a dank stretch
devoid of both life and fire. Not even insects or rodents dared to
venture there.

A light wind brushed from the other end, a whispering voice
growing, swirling against the walls and coils of obsolete stone
stairs, its tone both sinister and benign, amused and impatient,
tired and ready. “Shall we begin?”

Hully Bo stared at his palms. This was it. “Let’s go.”

On its side the tower writhed, slinking masonry rings in
undulating pulses. Gears grinding tablets spun concentric stone
circles delivering destruction and a throb hum conundrum. Pressure
pointed to the mirror man unmasked in the entry.

Hully Bo and the Conjurer were suddenly in a laboratory, a tall
hall stretching invisibly. Totems of copper coils and oscillators
towered over banks of antiquated gadgetry crackling electricity and
drills shearing steel splinters. Rippling conduits sparked the air,
dense fields of sonic velvet. The noise grew into their bodies,
lapsing into familiarity. The volume hadn’t changed, their
perception of it had lessened, submerging them in an ambient
sensation of clattering scraps and dramatic amplification in
incidental increments.

Scattered throughout the equipment were scores of large eggs,
each at least a foot tall, some bulging even larger. More round
than oval, they perched on shelves, secreted in cubbies, lounged in
plain view on tabletops. Dark shapes loomed inside the largest, but
most were ivory opaque.

Hully Bo and the Conjurer were cloaked in white, with matching
surgical masks covering nose and mouth. The boy felt taller, older
somehow. He held a tray of barbed tools from which the Conjurer
selected and replaced at will as he worked on an unseen patient
wobbling under a blanket.

Up to his elbows, the Conjurer’s arms were dipped in blood. He
spoke as if lecturing, as if he had been all along. “You see, each
man pursues the Great Work in his own fashion. It is the nature of
the art. Everyone thinks he knows something the others do not,
found a thread that others had overlooked. And that’s because if
someone had found an answer, there would be no point in the rest of
us looking. We would all follow that model and arrive at a
similarly satisfying conclusion. Results like that cannot remain
secret. Make sense?”

Hully Bo nodded. It did make a certain sense, even though he
didn’t know what the man was talking about. The truth of it came
through, whatever it was.

“I am no different from the others before me. We all exist on
the brink of success and dwell in the pit of failure. We each
choose the path we believe offers the most promise. Me, I follow
the Worm.”

He grunted in his efforts, buried almost to the shoulders under
the blanket. Hully Bo still couldn’t see the patient underneath,
not even an outline of limbs. The Conjurer’s arms emerged, but he
still engaged in an unseen struggle. Finally he pulled free a
writhing, grotesque mass and handed it to the boy.

“Here. Hold this.”

Hully Bo regarded the bundle curiously, held it arms’ length in
study. The creature spanned almost two feet. Limbless, an
overgrown, undulating maggot, its only feature a circular mouth
that wrinkled, wavered, then erupted in bursts of short cries. He
swathed the thing in a blanket, held it like an infant, tickled it
where a chin would be. Soon he had it smiling and thrust it toward
the Conjurer.

The man scowled and reluctantly took back the gurgling maggot
and lay it in a baby carriage. The laboratory and its eggs faded
behind them, and they started walking up the horizontal tower’s
wall with no regard for gravity. Their dress had changed, both now
attired in finery a century out of date.

“When I was young, I always sensed that I was destined for
something wondrous. I never knew what exactly, but something. I
could feel it. This divinity was reflected in all aspects of my
life, from the most drearily mundane to the most majestic, grand
moments. Growing up, I believed that all events in history had
conspired to give birth to me. Even in childhood there existed in
me a perception most others I knew did not possess, which to this
day I have only found in a certain few. This certainty I felt
within my heart humbled me, for I knew enough to be grateful for
the blessing of such gifts. Others did not recognise it, but I
could forgive them for that. It was not their fault they lacked
such sight. As I grew older, I was fairly good at most things I
tried, and I quickly grew comfortable within such ease of effort.
Knowing what surely awaited me, I did not want to exhaust my
resources before my true destiny was revealed. Yet sadly that
moment passed and, somehow, I have missed it. I have been trying to
regain that feeling of otherness ever since.”

Their path stopped at the side of the stairs, dropping several
feet. Hully Bo leapt down and picked up the front end of the
carriage, helping the Conjurer lower it gently to the wall. They
resumed their stroll, fully upside-down yet not falling, winding
deeper and deeper into the tower. Overhead gathered debris and
loose stones. From the carriage came high-pitched screeches and
idle babble. The maggot was learning to talk.

“I had to leave home when I came of age, to assert myself in the
world. I yearned for someone, anyone, to acknowledge what I already
knew of myself, the deeds of which only I was capable. Before long,
I found people who would tell me what I wanted to hear. Some were
women, some men. But either they would break my heart or I would
break theirs, and I soon tired of dealing with the fickleness of
relationships and emotional entanglements and withdrew from contact
with people for several years. During this time, I rekindled a pale
reflection of that very same power I was so sure I had possessed in
my adolescence. Without warning, my lifelong interest in things
otherworldly became concrete. You see, I had discovered magic. Or
to be more precise, it had discovered me.”

The Conjurer coughed into a handkerchief, which he folded and
replaced into a pocket. The maggot started to cry at the
interruption, but before long the man had calmed the creature with
a touch and a few words of comfort. Soon they resumed their walk.
Neither end of the tower was visible, only caps of black.

“Almost by accident, I noticed the appearance of little items
around my dwelling, trinkets and pictures, toys and keepsakes I had
not laid eyes upon since I was very young. They were things I had
either lost or otherwise gotten rid of long ago. Unconsciously, I
had learned to conjure. After I realised what had happened, it was
easy for me to develop this talent. At first it was mostly small,
simple pieces, but after a short time I was able to bring to life
increasingly difficult objects. In these early stages, I learned my
limits. I was able to summon anything inanimate from my memory but
nothing that lived. Complex biological systems forever remained
beyond my reach. Soon I yearned to use this ability beyond my
meagre room and eked out a small living in the streets performing
for passers-by. Eventually I yearned for greater triumphs and
employed my skills in more clandestine activities. Again, I was
successful, but the wealth I attained was unable to satiate my
deeper hunger. I needed prestige and fame, things money alone could
not obtain. Thus I left the country and headed for Europe’s shores
to ply my trade in search of a greater destiny.”

The Conjurer stopped and peered into the carriage. A terse smile
creased his face. He pointed inside.

Hully Bo looked. The maggot slept.

They continued their walk.

“I got nowhere at first. The language barriers alone distanced
me for quite some time. Much of my fortune was lost in despondency,
on gambling, drink, women. All of the era’s acceptable vices. Then,
as fortunes do, mine turned. While attempting my trade in Paris,
the daughter of minor nobility befriended me, most likely out of
pity, and one day invited me to a soiree hosted by her family.
Somehow I managed to charm a guest or two and more invitations
followed. Within the year, I travelled in their circles regularly.
My spirits reinvigorated, I was able to resume my work and made
progress heretofore unparalleled. And now that my company was of a
higher echelon, I managed to gain access to esoteric works and
studies that had previously been out of my grasp.

“Eventually my contacts extended beyond the limits of Paris and
France herself, and I travelled more and more into the hinterlands
of Europe. I was able to visit places I had only read about, and at
last I met wise men of whom I had only heard whispers.
Unfortunately, those encounters usually taught me very little. By
now my knowledge of hidden matters nearly rivalled their own, and
what paltry lessons I gleaned came only at the high cost of
prolonged tedium. I sensed myself at an impasse and knew that it
was time to come home.”

The maggot awoke, emitting the awkward, mewling chirr that
passed for communication. The Conjurer picked it up, but the thing
wriggled in his hands, loosing its blanket to float to the floor
above their heads. The maggot squirmed and the Conjurer dropped it.
The thing fell to their feet. It inched along the ground a few
paces and stopped moving altogether. As they watched, it shrank
slightly in size, assuming an oval shape. Its rings of white flesh
browned, the circles smoothing. Hully Bo bent and touched it, tried
to push it but the thing was firmly affixed.

The Conjurer stayed put. It seemed their walk was over.

“Once I returned to the States, an immediate relief struck me.
It felt as if my greatest challenges were in the past. However,
along with this bliss, I felt immensely drained even though my
hunger for greatness was stronger than ever. I wanted to seduce the
world. But I was not so foolish as to blind myself to the fact that
I needed help in doing so. My reserves were tapped, and I needed
the strength of someone else. Initially, I tried constructing a
female companion using the things I had learned abroad, thinking
that perhaps I was capable of that which I had forever been unable
to do. Alas, this, too, was a devastating failure. I soon realised
that I needed another person to aid me in this task, someone with
more than enough power to fuel my plan.

“It wasn’t easy, but at last I found the proper helper: you, a
child with more potential than I had ever dreamed of finding, a
reservoir of otherness that rivalled my own, perhaps even surpassed
it. The circumstances were perfect. You had an undesirable domestic
situation with no true father to speak of and an insatiable
curiosity about the mysteries of the world. It was nothing to lure
you from safety and bring you here, where no one could find us.
From our new home, I plotted my domination. But something went
wrong. When I tried harnessing your power, you deliberately
sabotaged the project in childish revenge for your abduction. And
ever since I have been, as it were, stuck.”

The Conjurer bent in two over the changed maggot and ripped a
seam in its surface. Holding aside the halves, he plunged his head
into its body, squirming deeply, up to his neck. Buried and gone.
The rest of his body straightened as if in a headstand, his arms
placed stiff and straight along his torso. He hung upside-down yet
straight against the space. Silence engulfed emptiness.

“Now that you have discovered your power, you are our last
chance.” His voice, muffled from the insect’s womb though clearly
audible. “I bow before you and humbly admit that I need you.”

“I won’t do it.” Hully Bo’s words echoed throughout the tower,
swelling and doubling.

“Perhaps you misunderstand me. You have no choice.”

“You can’t make me and you know it. That’s where you went wrong
before.”

“Remember those words when you beg for mercy.”

The whispers turned to roars. The Conjurer’s arms rose from
stasis, and he placed his palms flat against the floor. Bending his
elbows and pushing, he wrenched his face from the hardened mass.
His legs lowered and once again he stood upright. Eyes loomed large
and faceted over tufts of coarse hairs and twitching mandibles. The
Conjurer had the head of a fly.

The man whispered nonsense, flittered his hands. A torrent of
water assaulted Hully Bo, knocking him from his feet and carrying
him in an unending vicious stream. The current dashed him against
the wall, though luckily he managed to avoid any dangerous
protrusions. There was a river in the tower. Hully Bo poked his
head above, treading water as the level quickly rose. There would
be no room to breathe at this pace. Soon he would drown.

The Conjurer was a matchstick in the distance, on the ceiling
from Hully Bo’s viewpoint. The child ducked underneath the surface
to allow his limbs a brief respite. He swam upstream as best he
could but he knew he could never reach the Conjurer in time to stop
him from flooding the place entirely. He needed something to drain
the water, but what? He couldn’t think under the pressure, gallons
upon gallons of it.

An idea emanated from his glowing skin. He concentrated,
visualising the solution, the growing remedy. Would it work? He
tried anyway without knowing. The tide, did it surge or recede? His
senses were strangled in the water. A drop in his stomach confirmed
it, not fear but motion. The water was lowering. He held his breath
against the rushing sinking, tensed for the impact, the alighting
on ground. Merciless fleeting moments, and he touched, falling to
his knees.

Around him bloomed fields of golden sunflowers with giant
yearning stalks. Verdant forests of them surrounded him, tall as
trees. They had drained the tower of water, using its sustenance
for unrepentant growth. Resplendent colours saturated the dank
stone interior. Hully Bo was lost among their stems, pushing
against the hoary trunks as headed toward where the Conjurer still
stood.

Hully Bo saw him overhead, between the leaves, commanding with
his fly’s head. The man stretched his jaws wide and dark pellets
flew from his mouth in hoards. They fell toward Hully Bo, a
descending cloud of circling buzz. When they drew closer, the boy
ascertained their nature. They were bees for the flowers. Yet they
passed the languid invitations, heading directly for Hully Bo
himself. Their numbers were sufficient to sting him to death. He
ran away, but the insects could weave through the foliage even
better than he could. There was nowhere to hide.

He stopped and concentrated on the glowing light for the
solution. As the first of the fiends brushed against his body,
their furiously beating wings elongated and batted softly while
their torsos shrank to trunks. The bees became butterflies and
flitted away, distracted by sweet nectar and rendered utterly
harmless.

Hully Bo took advantage of his newfound safety to rush closer to
his adversary, using the plants for cover. Once underneath the
Conjurer, he began climbing the tallest sunflower in the vicinity
in vague hopes of getting closer to him. No longer was he confident
he could walk these walls. His efforts brought him to the apex of
the flower.

The Conjurer spotted him easily, watched him with amusement. A
nod of his head and fierce winds picked up from the far reaches of
the tower, battering Hully Bo and the flower to which he clung. The
butterflies were first to go. Petals and leaves from other flowers
nearby tore off, sweeping into him briefly before tearing past. His
hair whipped about his ears as the plant became pliant, bending
under his weight and the force of the gale. The force disengaged
his hands and he was forced to cling with his legs. The field of
flowers was torn asunder, his own about to disengage its grip. And
the winds could crush him as easily as they had the vegetation.

Something to try, he had no choice. Hully Bo leaped before the
sunflower he’d been holding on to wilted, making himself light and
buoyant. Like a kite or a sail, he floated in the air by using the
wind as propellant.

A stalactite, the Conjurer ceased the wind though Hully Bo
remained still. The man drew his hands together, whispered, and
then streaks of fire flew from his fingers. Hully Bo caught the
blazes in his hands and by his touch transformed them into
pyrotechnic blossoms, dazzling iridescent streaks and patterns like
fireworks.

The Conjurer lowered his hands to his sides, closed his mouth at
last to gibber. Hully Bo hovered nearer to him with arms wide for
stability, filled with light. For the first time in decades, Hully
Bo grinned.

The Conjurer still stood upside-down on the ceiling, opposite of
Hully Bo’s levitation. “You tire me. I have stopped the wind but
you still float. Even the fire you defeated. Something simpler,
then.”

The Conjurer reached into his jacket and withdrew a revolver. He
pointed it at Hully Bo’s face and retracted the hammer with a
thumb. “This is how we did it in the old days.”

Hully Bo studied the interplay of metal intently. He lifted his
head and met the Conjurer’s eyes. “How does it work?”

“Easy. I pull the trigger, you die.”

“Really? But how does it function? Think about it carefully.
What are its exact properties?”

The Conjurer paused, considering against his will. Soon the
pieces of the gun slipped loose from each other, its individual
components sliding away and falling, clattering far above the
Conjurer’s head yet below Hully Bo’s feet.

“You don’t know, do you? Or you can’t remember.”

“Stop it!” The Conjurer fled toward the room at the peak of the
tower.

Hully Bo spun around and descended to the floor. All traces of
the sunflowers, of the butterflies and water, of fire and its
works, of the laboratory and the maggot, had vanished. The tower
was back to its natural state. Hully Bo followed in the Conjurer’s
wake, in no hurry. His feet scraped against loose stones, echoing
loudly in the chamber. Several times he had to step down where the
stair met the wall. A thin stream joined him in the basin, overflow
from the submerged house. Everything soon would be swallowed. At
last he came to the end, where the last chamber hovered overhead.
The rest of the tower was empty, black, and sinking. There was
nowhere left for either of them to run.

Hully Bo used the cracks and holes in the wall to pull himself
up to the opening and then climbed into the room. Sunlight poured
in through a small window at the back. The ceiling was a wall of
empty bookshelves, the floor covered in broken bindings and
half-burned tomes, smothered in broken glass.

The Conjurer stood perpendicular to Hully Bo on a wall facing
the ominous chair fitted with harnesses. His eyes were bloodshot,
his smile ravenous. Suddenly he muttered to himself and conducted
his arms and fingers.

Against his will, Hully Bo found himself back in the chair on
the wall. Hardened straps and unyielding braces buckled him
motionless. Even the slice of leather across his throat had
returned.

“Let me out of this.”

“Do not worry. The world will soon open before us.”

The Conjurer pulled out a worn box and opened its dusty lid to
reveal an atrociously rusty mask attached to a long metallic hose
with a large claw at the end, the one from the Accident. Before
touching them, he consulted a book, rapidly flipping and scanning
the pages. When he had found and read the entry for which he had
searched, he closed the book.

The Conjurer slipped the mask over his face, tightening the
straps around his head. The glass over his eyes was cracked and
faded, his orbs baubles behind it. Once satisfied with the mask, he
extended the hose toward Hully Bo, sprang the release on the
blunted claws and pressed them to Hully Bo’s chest.

Hully Bo wouldn’t go through this again now that he knew what he
was capable of doing. He’d had enough.

“Wait.”

The Conjurer stopped, looked up.

“You’re doing this the wrong way. It didn’t work last time
because you were too small of a conductor for my energy and it
caused an explosion. What makes you think it would be different
this time?”

The Conjurer straightened. The confusion on his face was
palpable.

“You’re supposed to be in the chair instead of me. That was your
error. It’s the only way it will work. Think about it carefully.
You know I’m right.”

Hully Bo found himself standing on the floor, buried to his
ankles in debris and the Conjurer was in the chair, trapped and
befuddled but curious.

“But I do not understand. How will this work?”

Hully Bo shrugged.

“I don’t understand how this will help.” The Conjurer grew
agitated when he realised there was hardly space to breathe, that
it was impossible to leave. He was much too big for the chair.

“Is it secure or can you get out?”

The Conjurer shook his bonds. “It is quite tight.”

“Good.”

He lifted his head to watch Hully Bo. “What next?”

“Next, I leave by the window behind you, never to see you or
this place again.”

The Conjurer’s jaws parted. “You tricked me.”

“Did I? You’re stuck until you can figure it out, but you can’t
figure it out if you’re stuck. It’s your own fault, really. Too bad
your arms aren’t free to conjure, though I don’t know what could
possibly help you out of it anyway.”

The Conjurer was crestfallen. The truth of Hully Bo’s words
played upon his face. He cursed himself into ruin, ending his
tirade with an exhausted sigh. “I am finished. All I wanted was to
leave this place.”

“Why didn’t you?”

“I told you, it was impossible. I was trapped.”

“Couldn’t or wouldn’t?”

The Conjurer hung his head. Thin tears dribbled dripping
sideways to the floor. “I don’t know.”

“I think you were afraid.”

“Of what?” Derisive, arrogant.

“Of being normal.”

“Perhaps.” Sniffed and looked away. “They were all mad, you
know. The men I wanted to be.”

“It caught up to you.”

“So are you just going to walk away and let me starve?” The
Conjurer shuddered as if sick. Even that was painful, in
bondage.

Hully Bo could leave the man strapped to the chair and drown
when the house eventually sank, but no matter what the Conjurer
said, he was no monster. He couldn’t knowingly let someone
suffer.

“Unlike you, I prefer not to see people suffer. This is the
end.”

“Why do you do this?” Sweat streaked his skin.

“You did it to yourself.”

“Why don’t you let me go?”

“Because you’re not to be trusted, not by anyone.”

“I do not remember anything.”

Hully Bo said nothing, just watched the man for any sudden
moves. But there would be none.

The Conjurer’s head dangled. His eyes were closed. He was
fading, his mind quickly deteriorating. “When are we going
home?”

“Very soon.”

“I want my mother.” Drool spilled from his mouth. A thick gob
stretched down the side of his face and dangled in space.

Hully Bo touched the Conjurer’s eyes, dousing their fire for
good. The man’s body shrivelled quickly, dehydrated and crumbled,
and then fell to the floor in a fan of dust. Time had caught
him.

The house lurched, and Hully Bo ran for the open window. He
didn’t fall far. The swamp water had risen almost to the top, and
the house itself had disappeared but for the room he’d just left.
Hurriedly, he splashed away to keep from getting sucked under with
the vacuum. Weary and covered in mud, he managed to pull himself
onto dry land.

The pink stalks clutched the house tightly like a fist. The
other Hully Bos huddled together at a window, looking worriedly at
where he stood on the shore. They were more alone now than ever,
and there was nothing Hully Bo could do about it. As he watched,
the stalks clenched their grip on the house and dragged it under
completely.

Hully Bo headed into the woods. The blazing sun had never been
more welcome. Although he badly wanted to get away from that place,
his body couldn’t move quickly. Hunger had weakened him, and his
limbs did not respond like he wished. And everything muddled in a
head too exhausted to fully process much of anything.

After a few minutes, he stumbled upon a clearing. There was
nothing particularly remarkable about it except for a ring of
stones in which a fire had once blazed. That must have been ages
ago, because now the ashes were overgrown with weeds and clogged
with dried leaves, even cobwebs. Looking deeply, the centre held a
strange collection of white sticks poking through the dirt. Hully
Bo moved closer. They weren’t sticks. Woven through with grass and
half-sunken into the earth was a small skeleton, like that of a
child.

The years lifting like a fog, that moment came back to him now
though it had happened decades ago, back when the Conjurer had
first kidnapped him. The man had lit this fire while he brought
their new house into being from the depths of this forgotten
forest. Hully Bo had tried to escape then, his first act of
defiance, and the Conjurer had caught him, dangling him over the
flames as a warning. But the man’s grip had slipped, and that was
the first time Hully Bo had died. He had returned to life only
after the house had been completed.

Now his skin glowed with sunlight, yet even that faded as he
slowly grew transparent and vanished altogether.
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Isabelle, André Gide


Reading and reviewing The Translation of Father
Torturo, with its themes of Catholicism and amorality, left me
fancying a little Gide, and so here I am. A review of an
established classic such as this seems rather redundant, and indeed
part of my reason for reading it was to read something I wouldn’t
have to review, giving me a chance to catch up on all those reviews
that are currently unfinished. But reading this book was a
revelation to me, for reasons noted at the end of this review, and
I was determined to share my discovery. Before that, I will say a
few words about it; to do otherwise about such a marvellous book
would almost be criminal.

This was a excellent short novel, though Gide himself I think
would have described it as a récit. It concerns Gérard
Lacase, who upon visiting an abandoned house with friends tells
them how he first came there as a young man. His professed purpose
in visiting le chateau de la Quartfourche was for
research, towards a degree, but other things were on his mind from
the very beginning. “Je sais de reste ce qui l’attend sur le
sentier de la vertu; mais l’autre route?… l’autre route…”

The less virtuous path is that of the novelist: “dès qu’on
se croit né romancier on s’accorde aussitôt toux les droits”.
From the house and its occupants he wishes to extract every
possible morsel of material for his fiction. Upon discovering the
image of an absent mother, Isabelle de Saint-Auréol, he becomes
determined to meet her, and to win her confidence. He pursues her
as if in love, and the reader may wonder as to the lack of effect
that the revelations of her poor character has upon his ardour.

This is a woman, for example, who has abandoned her disabled son
to the care of her parents; a son disabled, it is implied, because
she strapped down her stomach to keep her unplanned pregnancy a
secret. (“On attribue l’infirmité de Casimir aux soins que sa
mère avait pris pour dissimuler sa grossesse …”) Gerard
watches her steal jewellery from her family, and yet his attraction
to her is undiminished.

The answer is that his interest in her isn’t truly that of the
lover, it’s that of the novelist, romancier rather than
romancer. “Cette nuit que vous l’attendiez, prête a fuir avec
lui, que pensiez-vous?” he asks with a particular lack of
sensitivity about the night her lover died. An alternative reading
is perhaps possible – he does after all say to himself
disappointedly, realising the impossibility of eliciting love from
cruel, selfish Isabelle,”est-ce la comme elle savait
aimer?”

But he then says of her, “Je ne sentais plus aucun désir de
la questionner davantage; subitement incurieux de sa personne et de
sa vie, je restais devant elle comme un enfant devant un jouet
qu’il a brise pour en découvrir la mystère …” Her mystery
revealed, her story told, his interest evaporates, he moves on.

She is unchanged, and perhaps unchangeable, but he is not. His
experiences have after all led him to the path of virtue: a real
affection for young Casimir, for whom he provides a home. The novel
suggests there is yet hope for anyone who, seeing someone in
distress, has first or second the thought: this would make a good
story.

However, my original reason for writing about this book lies not
with its content, but with the way in which I read it. What I
realised here was that I could buy a French dictionary for the
Kindle, set it temporarily as the default dictionary, and so use it
to instantly look up the words I didn’t know while reading a French
novel. For anyone studying a foreign language, that makes the
Kindle an utterly essential purchase.

Of course, little of this will come as a surprise to our
American friends, who have had Kindles for years, but it’s only
been out in the UK for a few months, so we’re still catching
up.

The dictionary I bought was the Merriam-Webster
French-English Translation Dictionary. I would have preferred
a French-only dictionary, because it’s better when reading in a
foreign language to stay within that language as far as possible –
to build a framework of words that stands alone, rather than one
requiring the scaffold of your English – but I’m sure one will be
available before long.

As well as helping English people to read French books, how
phenomenally useful the Kindle and its built-in dictionary must be
for people learning English as a foreign language!

If using the Kindle in this way, I recommend upping the font
size quite a bit, making it easier to zip around the page to find
definitions.

The selection of French books on Amazon is not terrific as yet,
the vast majority being texts also available for free via Project
Gutenberg, so that’s a good place to start. Bookmark
http://m.gutenberg.org/ on your Kindle for easy access to the
mobile version, where you’ll find books by Flaubert, Dumas,
Stendhal, Verne and many more. – Stephen Theaker

Isabelle, Andre Gide, Project Gutenberg, Kindle,
1215ll.












I Wonder What Human Flesh Tastes Like,
Justin Isis


“If I know one person who is the future of writing, it is Justin
Isis”, writes Quentin S. Crisp, in his introduction to this debut
collection of ten short stories set in contemporary Japan. Don’t
get me wrong: I think it’s a good thing for editors to be genuinely
enthusiastic about the authors they publish. Indeed, one could make
a pretty good case that many substandard books on the bestsellers
list are the result of cynical, risk-averse publishers. Editors
should love books and writers more than they love making money from
the aforesaid, but this kind of puff piece does neither Justin Isis
nor Chômu Press any favours. For one thing, it gives the impression
that the writing can’t stand on its own merits (which it can), and
for another it makes the publisher look desperate and amateurish,
which is a shame when the rest of the book is so professionally
produced.

The kind of praise that Quentin S. Crisp lavishes on the work he
has himself selected and edited is usually reserved for the
introductions to 25th anniversary editions, or Penguin Modern
Classics. Justin Isis, we are told is “as playful as Borges, but
not as intellectually mechanical (I mean that with no disrespect to
Borges)”. Crisp is confident that in a hundred years’ time, readers
will still be lauding the acuteness of Justin Isis’s prose. The
introduction ends with some impressionistic images generated by
reading Justin Isis: “an iridescent boot in the heart of the brain,
kicking the pineal gland”, “a question mark fashioned out of razor
blades”, “aesthetics as a form of WMD”. I imagined Nathan Barley
rapping these toe-curling epithets over some squelching Warp
Records beats.

After such an introduction, I was ready to despise these
stories. It’s as good a testament as any to the author’s talent
that I found myself unable to. The best of them are among the most
memorable short stories I’ve read in the last year. All the stories
here are set in modern-day Japan, but the location seems arbitrary.
Refreshingly, Justin Isis isn’t much interested in trying to
explain Japan to us, to make it seem either fascinatingly alien, or
to prove to us that we’re all the same under the skin. In fact,
what the stories show if anything is that everyone, Japanese or
otherwise, is fascinatingly alien. Most of the protagonists are
unrepentant obsessives who, far from wanting to escape their
obsessions, are bent on following them into the heart of madness,
whether their appetites are for J-Pop idols or, as the collection’s
title suggests, for the taste of human flesh. Those who are not
willingly infatuated are glacially indifferent to everything that
goes on around them.

In the best of these stories, Justin Isis has achieved an
understated elegance of style that draws the reader effortlessly
along without having to raise its voice. Occasionally there are
shock-tactics that seem out of place. “It was the first time he’d
cut a woman’s face” observes the narrative casually as the
protagonist prepares to mutilate a giant woman’s face that has
blotted out the sky. The implication is that this won’t be the last
time (although we never find out) – clever, but perhaps a little
attention-seeking. “Nanako’s tears, thick and inelegant, stained
her cheeks like dribbles of semen” – ho hum.

In an interview (with Quentin S. Crisp again), the author said,
“All that really interests me is texture … I’m only really
interested in writing that is like jewelry”, and at their best
(“The Garden of Sleep”, “I Wonder What Human Flesh Tastes Like
Etc.”and “A Thread from Heaven”) the stories have a deceptively
smooth, polished patina that many more experienced writers fail to
manage. But when the author says, “definite verbal meaning,
symbolism (of the one-to-one correspondence kind), cliches,
‘redemption’, ‘epiphanies’, character development, social
commentary etc. seem to destroy the ‘jewelry’ effect that the
writing I enjoy has” I have to disagree. The stories where Isis has
abandoned “definite verbal meaning”, and the rest of what might be
called the traditional virtues of fiction, are the ones succeed
least. The first story in the collection is a mere stringing
together of alternately provocative and banal statements leading
nowhere particularly interesting. In “Nanako”, one of Isis’s
atomised protagonists becomes obsessed with the face of an old
schoolfriend, but the tension of their jangly reunion dissipates
into hallucinations and unreal violence. As I read “Manami’s Hair”
I began to wonder whether any of Isis’s protagonists were enmeshed
in the world, or would they all be like Miyabi – simply drifting
through life in exquisite ennui?

I needn’t have worried: despite what Isis himself claims about
his lack of interest in character development, his better stories
are all about character. Indeed, without character, what kind of
“texture” is possible in writing? They’re mutually supporting:
texture is a function of characters interacting. Perhaps he is
right that there are no “epiphanies” here (apart from the
mock-epiphany in the rather silly “Quest for Chinese People”), but
even at their most grotesque, the stories are about human
motivations, the extremes that people will go to in order to find
satiety. Isis mentions Yukio Mishima as an influence, and while I’m
no expert on Japanese literature, the writer who seems to have left
his mark most strongly on Isis’s work is for my money Junichiro
Tanizaki. “The Garden of Sleep”, the story of a crapulous and
unexceptional middle-aged man who finds his life’s work in the
adoration of a teenage transvestite, brought to mind Tanizaki’s “A
Portrait of Shunkin”.

There are three stories here with variants of “I Wonder What
Human Flesh Tastes Like” as titles. The one suffixed “etc.” is by
far the best, and does what it says on the tin: an unattractive,
unpopular teenage girl, raised in a strict vegetarian family, makes
it her mission to try all the available varieties of meat, and
follows this passion to its logical conclusion. The prose is
wonderfully controlled throughout, right up until the efficiently
appalling last line.

The story “I Wonder What Human Flesh Tastes Like” (tout
court) is more obvious in its grotesquery: an adolescent boy
of uncertain age meets a female nihilist on a park bench, and they
have various repellent and inconclusive adventures. There’s a very
dry, black sense of humour: while the woman is drowning a stray dog
in a public toilet for reasons unstated, the boy “worried about how
present he was. He felt the need to assert himself, but the light
pressure of Hidemi’s hand on his wrist, her fingers barely long
enough to encircle it, restrained him”. Later, “He felt he had to
say something, but nothing came to mind. Finally he said: –When we
were watching it die, I think we really shared something. We were
alive, I mean.” I did laugh out loud at that point; again the joke
depends on the author’s ironic understanding of character.

“A Design For Life” and “A Thread from Heaven” stand out from
the collection for their unfixated, detached protagonists. In the
first a Singaporean Chinese student at a Japanese university
pursues a Japanese girl through various drunken parties and
meetings, until he finally loses her to a much older, rather
shambolic friend. The story captures nicely the fuggy, half-drunk
rhythm of student life, and in that respect makes for the most part
rather tedious reading, but it’s redeemed by the last paragraph.
Endings are something that Isis seems to particularly excel at,
even in his weaker stories.

Far more compelling is “A Thread from Heaven”, the longest in
the book, in which a frighteningly self-contained Korean schoolboy
navigates his way through the pitfalls of Japanese adolescence,
weaving his own private philosophical (or perhaps religious) system
along the way. My main criticism of it, which goes for several of
the other stories, is a predilection for the idea of suicide as an
act with an aesthetic appeal. No amount of “jewel-like” writing
will convince me that suicide is anything more glamorous or
philosophically defensible than a tenant who does a runner from
their flat, leaving unwashed plates in the sink and unpaid bills on
the doormat. Having said that, this is a complex story, certainly
the most thematically ambitious in the collection, and the one that
whets the reader’s appetite for what Justin Isis will do next.

Quentin S. Crisp writes, “Justin’s ideas never need to be
disguised and inflated by pompous verbiage”. I entirely agree, and
only wish that he had followed his own advice a little more. You
can understand the editor’s zeal, even if its expression is
misplaced, because Justin Isis is the real deal, a talented writer
with an assured style and original ideas. He may not yet be up
there in what Crisp calls the firmament of the imagination along
with Borges, Burroughs, Lovecraft, Mishima and the other influences
Crisp names, but he’s just got started. I will certainly be
watching his trajectory with interest. – John Greenwood

I Wonder What Human Flesh Tastes
Like, Justin Isis, Chômu Press, pb, 335pp.










Night of the Living Trekkies, Kevin
Anderson and Sam Stall


Zombies wouldn’t really be that big a threat in the Star Trek
universe – they’re basically disorganised, disconnected, weaponless
Borg who wouldn’t even be able to pilot a starship! Dr Crusher or
the emergency medical hologram would take minutes to whip up a
retrovirus to sort them out. Perhaps that’s why the living dead in
this book aren’t zombies in the ordinary sense. What they
are is revealed in the course of the book; what they do is
infest a Star Trek convention, as well as the surrounding city,
leaving security chief and former soldier Jim Pike (get it?) with
very few options in his efforts to save his little sister.

This is straightforward silly entertainment, with few ambitions
beyond raising a chuckle, giving the odd thrill, and diverting the
reader for a few hours. It’s not a laugh riot – the tone is
primarily serious – but there are lots of in-jokes. Like the hero’s
name they aren’t particularly clever ones: a hotel named Botany Bay
doesn’t make much sense when it isn’t in Botany Bay. The chapters
take their names from Star Trek episode titles. Most of the best
lines are lifts from Star Trek or Star Wars dropped into
appropriate situations, but others caught my eye too. “He’d only
just met this guy, but he’d already disliked him for years,” thinks
Pike of sleazebag Matt.

It’s not all that frightening – apart from one brilliant scene
where zombies in nearby buildings notice the survivors through the
hotel windows – but the action moves quickly and efficiently.
Klingon merchant Martock is at the convention to sell replica
weaponry, and the survivors put the bat’leth and lirpa to good use.
Pike is a resourceful and compassionate hero, with only one blind
spot: for some reason, though he discovers early on that taser
shocks have an explosive effect on the infections, he doesn’t think
of applying this method to fresh bites to prevent people
turning.

There is a very good sense of place, with the hotel’s layout
being used cleverly. For example, using the stairwells to get
around is a good plan, since the zombies struggle with doors – but
what if the fire door on one floor was left open and zombies
spilled out from that floor? Another sequence where the survivors
move through a series of interconnected rooms is strategically
intriguing, each room presenting a new challenge, the heroes
learning from their early mistakes.

This isn’t an official tie-in, and “any personnel claiming
otherwise will be sentenced to one year of hard labour in the penal
colony of Rura Penthe”, but I doubt that will prevent it from
finding appreciative readers among Trek fans. Once you’ve seen the
cover and chuckled at the concept, actually reading the book
doesn’t add a great deal, but for what it is, it is done well, and
if you like the idea enough to consider buying the book you’re
unlikely to be disappointed. – Stephen Theaker

Night of the Living Trekkies,
Kevin Anderson and Sam Stall, Quirk Books, pb, 254pp.










The Translation of Father Torturo,
Brendan Connell


Father Xaviero Torturo is, like many of the protagonists in
Connell’s later collection Unpleasant Tales, a man
obsessed with change, though the changes he desires extend beyond
himself and into the world in which he lives. He is a priest who,
tired of being “the begrimed receptacle” for the offences of
others, applies the philosophy, dedication and ruthlessness of the
family trade – assassination – to his work.

“As a child he had been brutal, a kicker of cats, a resolute
swatter of flies…” His parents savagely murdered, this boy is taken
in by Uncle Guido, their avenger, a kindly murderer who would see
him enter the church. Torturo’s education is thus entrusted to
cigar-fancier Father Falzon, who encourages the young prodigy to
read very widely, and gives him a piece of deathbed advice: “Don’t
give yourself away. Not until you have them check-mated.”

As Torturo’s career within the church first falters, and then
progresses at pace, he follows that advice to the letter, even
withholding his plans from the reader. Though we are able to guess
his intended destination – “playing the faithful servant”, he hopes
to “usurp the master” – his purpose and methods remain obscure.
This allows us to appreciate the fruition of his plans all the
more.

I almost felt as if I should have read this book in French – it
reminded me very much of reading Gide. I can easily imagine it in
Gallimard’s Collection Folio alongside books like Les
caves du Vatican. Perhaps that stems from the shared subject
matter – Catholicism and amorality – but I think also there’s a
similarity of tone and a similar intellectualism.

The book’s dedication nods to another gay writer of that period,
Baron Corvo, on whose Hadrian VII this is roughly
patterned. This novel could perhaps be criticised for its portrayal
of homosexuals – Bishop Vivan, an early ally of Father Torturo, is
something of a giggly, effete stereotype – though a defence is that
the main characters, good and bad, are Catholic priests, not
generally an occupation in which you would expect to find healthy,
happy gay men.

The Translation of Father Torturo dates back to 2005
but is now available for the first time on Kindle, published I
think by the author; a few typos and formatting glitches did no
real harm. Some Roman Catholics might be pleased by its assumption
or at least implication that the sacred relics of the saints hold
actual, magical power; others might choose to find the perverted,
corrupt priests that populate the book offensive. I wouldn’t
hesitate to recommend this provocative and grimly amusing book to
everyone else. – Stephen Theaker

The Translation of Father
Torturo, Brendan Connell, Kindle, 3417ll.










Viator Plus, Lucius Shepard


Viator Plus begins with “The Emperor”, the only piece
of outright science fiction in the collection. A novella about
humans surviving among the machines, it’s one of the most
convincing depictions I’ve read of an environment in which humanity
is no longer the dominant lifeform. It is followed by six short
stories; varied in subject matter, consistent in quality. In “After
Ildiko”, Pederson, “an idler, a self-deceiver, an American fool of
no consequence, on vacation from a life of petty crime and
monumental indecision”, rides a South American barge with Swiss
Ildiko and treats her badly; “Chinandega” is a town of misery and
sexual degradation into which a brother dives in search of a
missing sister; “The Ease With Which We Freed the Beast” concerns
angry teenagers and what they grow into; and “Larissa Miusov” is a
mysterious, beautiful Russian with a remarkable talent for
pre-production. Two stories concern a singer once dubbed the Queen
Mother: “Carlos Manson Lives” provides a poolside view of LA, while
“Handsome, Winsome Johnny” finds her dissatisfied while recording a
new album. There is very little happiness in these stories, and
their view of relationships is bleak. There’s lots of sex, but it
tends to the miserable, as in “After Ildiko” and “Chinandega”.
Happiness tends to result from deliberate self-deception or
relinquishing one’s identity: if you can’t be happy, become someone
else. The horror lies in how repugnant that new person might
be.

Though the stories are substantial, the main course is “Viator”,
an excellent and bewildering short novel. Viator is a
ship, a “freighter whose captain had steered her into the shore at
so great a speed, she had ridden up onto the land, almost her
entire length embedded among firs and laurel and such”. Wilander is
one of five men engaged to live aboard the ship, for reasons
initially unknown. Frightened by the eccentricity of his crewmates,
he is more frightened yet by the sense that he is just as bad.
Whether the ship is moving or not, they are men on a mission, and
he is determined to see it through. I loved this novel; it’s
perhaps the best novel I read in 2010. Given the layers of meaning,
the astonishing writing, and the remarkable ideas, this book would
repay much more careful study than I can offer it here. One notable
feature is its extraordinarily long sentences, often used to carry
you along with Wilander as he experiences the stranger parts of his
adventure: the previous quotation comes from a sentence that is in
total half a page long. It’s a novel that could be read and read
again, and one that like the shorter pieces in the book crosses
genres, or rather draws on them all, perhaps reflecting that in
fiction why things happen (often the dividing line between genres)
can matter less than how those events affect the protagonists. Is
“Viator” science fiction, fantasy, or horror? Readers may come to
different conclusions, or to none at all, but it’s a brilliant
novel, of that there’s absolutely no doubt. – Stephen Theaker

Viator Plus, Lucius Shepard, PS Publishing, hb,
366pp.










What Will Come After, Scott Edelman


What Will Come After is a collection of very literary
zombie stories – and one excellent play – from Scott Edelman. The
stories aren’t interconnected, but they are more or less consistent
in their approach to zombification. It isn’t a plague passed on by
bites – in most of the stories everyone who has recently
died returns to life; undeath, rather than death, becomes the
complementary state to life. (Understanding this helps to make
sense of the first story, in which otherwise it’s not clear how the
narrator knows he is about to change.) Each zombie is extremely
strong, able to rip humans and animals apart, and in most of the
stories they display a shark-life sense for discovering their prey.
In most the world goes on living, more or less, people coping (or
not) with this new disaster just as they coped (or didn’t) with all
the others.

The collection begins with “What Will Come After”, a stunning,
poetic tale told in the future tense, where a writer describes what
will happen after he turns. In “Live People Don’t Understand” a
young wife wakes to find herself beneath the ground, and decides
upon revenge. “The Man He Had Been Before” concerns domestic
violence. People find it hard enough to leave abusive partners in
our world; how much harder to do it after the apocalypse? “Almost
the Last Story by Almost the Last Man” finds a writer holed up in a
library, in which he writes story after story, trying to find some
kind of sense to it all. In a way it’s the most traditional zombie
story in the collection, with a protagonist ensconced in an
impromptu fortress, having to make decisions about when and how to
venture outside, but it’s also the most expansive and playful of
the stories.

“Live People Don’t Understand” is built upon the plot and
characters of “Our Town”, a play by Thornton Wilder, and two of the
very best pieces here also play with earlier texts. “Tell Me Like
You Done Before” is a superb sequel to Of Mice and Men,
which sees poor George pursued by undead mice and men across the
dustbowls. Recommended to anyone who thought Steinbeck’s ending too
cheery. “A Plague on Both Your Houses” is a play in five short
acts, a Romeo and Juliet of the living and the undead
which I would love to see performed. (My own impromptu performance
went down badly with the family.) Recommended to anyone who thought
Shakespeare’s ending too sad.

The remaining stories suffer only in comparison to the high
standards of this collection; in most other books they would have
been outstanding. In “Goobers” a projectionist working in a cinema
showing nothing but zombie films finds an unusually appreciative
audience, but the abrupt ending didn’t satisfy. “The Human Race”
concerns a woman who lost her family in the London 7/7 bombings,
and learns to live again when surrounded by the dead. “The Last
Supper” is eaten by the zombie who hunts down the last living
human, in a story that reflects, I think, our own overwhelming
greed with regard to the resources of our planet.

Stories like “Tell Me Like You Done Before” and John Kessel’s
“Pride and Prometheus” demonstrate that what’s come to be known
dismissively as the mash-up isn’t the sole domain of quick cash-in
artists; in the right hands it can produce works of art that have
value beyond a catchy title and a chucklesome cover. This book
shows, if it needed to be shown, that while we can in complete
fairness be dismissive of particular books, and even dismayed by
particular trends in publishing, it’s always, always a
mistake to dismiss an entire category of fiction. What Will
Come After stands as an outstanding example of the literary
potential of genre fiction. – Stephen Theaker

What Will Come After, Scott
Edelman, PS Publishing, hb, 194pp.










With Deepest Sympathy, Johnny Mains


Nicholas Royle’s introduction to this collection of fourteen
stories leaves the reader somewhat apprehensive, effusing over the
author’s enthusiasm and efforts in resurrecting the Pan Book of
Horror series, but conspicuously avoiding any suggestion that these
stories are any good. Royle does say that Mains “would have walked
into the [Pan] series”, but since his own entry in the series is
dismissed as “juvenile” it’s a slightly backhanded compliment.

The first two stories, at least, surpass those lowered
expectations. “Reconvened: The Judge’s House” wraps itself with
some vigour around a Bram Stoker story, and “With Deepest
Sympathy”, the title story, is by far the best of the book. Mrs
Primrose Hildebrand discloses terrible secrets to those mourning
the dead, in sympathy cards, and gets a nicely nasty comeuppance.
It’s an excellent idea for a story, well executed.

Unfortunately, later stories like “Losing the Plot”, “Gun Money”
and “Bloody Conventions” range from average to mediocre, while “The
Spoon” is just a daft joke and “The Family Business” is a barely
fictionalised account of an embalming. We’re told only that two of
the stories have been previously published, one in
Pantechnicon and one in The Obverse Book of
Ghosts (though a third appeared in The Fourth Black Book
of Horror), and this does have the feel of being a collection
of everything the author happens to have written, rather than a
carefully curated selection of his best work.

The book is also a bit old-fashioned and unsophisticated;
deliberately so, of course, but some stories are weaker for it, and
none feel particularly fresh or surprising. “Final Draft”, about an
enthusiast tracking down a Pan Horror author in hope of extracting
one last story from him, unaccountably fluffs the chance to make
the entire collection and its author part of its fiction. That lack
of tricksiness makes this a slightly odd fish among the Obverse
list.

In one way this book does match its Obverse stablemates: as with
Ms Wildthyme and Friends Investigate, the proofreading is
dreadful, if it’s been done at all. Missing apostrophes abound (or
fail to, one should say), and other typical mistakes include “five
squeals, in tandem” and “He got up … and left the restraint”
(meaning restaurant).

As Royle’s introduction says, it would indeed “be a churlish
critic who begrudged [Johnny] his own collection”, and I won’t do
that. Each story does at least have an idea to offer, and if you
squint and tilt your head just so you can see a hint of what a more
gifted writer – a Basil Copper, say – might have done with those
ideas.

But what was gruesome and transgressive in the seventies seems
less so today; for a collection of horror stories, With Deepest
Sympathy is awfully cosy and mild. After Connell’s
Unpleasant Tales, for example, much of this seems tame,
the shocks diluted by a sense of “Is that all?” It isn’t
frightening; the mechanics of a horror story are in place, but
something’s not quite right.

None of the stories are brilliant, some are downright poor, and
it didn’t really deserve hardback publication, but it’s an
enthusiastic re-creation of the kind of book the author likes to
read: that’s an impulse I understand. To that extent it’s a
success. If you like that kind of thing, this is more of that kind
of thing, only not quite so good – and sometimes that’s good
enough. – Stephen Theaker

With Deepest Sympathy, Johnny Mains, Obverse Books, epub,
c.2189ll.










Comics


Clint #4, Mark Millar (ed.)


Nemesis is the undoubted highlight of each issue of
Clint: a pacey, brutal, blood-soaked war between
Commissioner Gordon and an evil Batman; terrifically exciting stuff
from Mark Millar. Steve McNiven’s artwork is vivid and dynamic but
precisely controlled and gorgeous: Frank Quitely without the big
chins.

Turf runs it close, though. Tommy Lee Edwards has done some
terrific work over the years in titles like Gemini Blood
and The Invisibles, and Jonathan Ross’s story of gangsters
and vampires suits his moody artwork perfectly. There’s something
about the way Edwards draws a flying vampire that is extremely
disturbing.

The other strips entertain without quite matching the heights.
Rex Royd is interesting but it’s not very clear what’s going on or
why we should care about it. American Jesus is a slow burning
Second Coming. Kick Ass 2 is fun but reading it in bite size
monthly chunks is frustrating, and the art seems over-inflated at
A4.

Two writers contribute for the first time to this issue. Stewart
Lee writes “The Property”, a decent one-off with good, loose Steve
Yeowell art. Muriel Grey somehow resists the temptation to throw
Geoff Widders in a grinder in her story, “Best Man”, a funny short
illustrated by Des Taylor.

As ever, the features are a mixed bag. There to fill the space
between comics and stop the reader racing through the issue too
quickly, most range from embarrassingly tacky (“Sexy Chavs”) to
simply dull. The brief, depressing interview with Kevin Smith seems
to be a couple of years old: it doesn’t mention his last film, Cop
Out, or his next, Red State.

Best of the features is the Badass Cinema 101 column by Vern of
Ain’t It Cool News, writer of the hilarious Seagalogy. The
magazine needs more features like this, and less like “Worst
Christmas Ever”. Passion, excitement and enthusiasm, not
deliberate, cynical trashiness.

Each issue presents a substantial selection of action-led comics
at a great price, and is highly recommended if you like that kind
of thing. Good to see a Garth Ennis strip will be joining the
magazine next issue. It was surely only a matter of time: this is
very much a post-Ennis comic in its aesthetic. – Stephen
Theaker

Clint #4, Mark Millar (ed.),
Titan Magazines, 98pp, £3.99.












Showcase Presents DC Comics Presents
Superman Team-Ups, Vol. 1, Martin Pasko and friends


These stories date from perhaps the dimmest period of DC’s
history – long after the glories of the Silver Age, but before the
1986 reboots kicked in. Neither classic, nor in continuity, stories
from this period don’t seem to get referenced or reprinted as much
as those before or after. These were the stories being published
when I was a child, but they didn’t make their way to our local
newsagents so most were new to me. Two came with fond memories: I
bought a German edition of issue 14 – Superman vs. Superboy! –
during a school skiing trip to Austria when I was ten or eleven
years old, and issue 26 was reprinted in one of the hardback
Superman Annuals. I think it was probably my first Green Lantern
story. Reading those stories in the context of this series didn’t
affect my enjoyment of them much either way, but there are nice
links here from one story to the next, especially in the first half
of the book.

The team-ups feel organic, a natural part of Superman’s everyday
life. But this is a very angry, emotional Superman, hardly
recognisable as the same character. Whether it’s his jealousy of
teenage girls paying attention to Mister Miracle in Steve
Englehart’s “Winner Take Metropolis”, or leaving Pete Ross’s son on
an alien world for the slimmest of reasons in Paul Levitz’s “To
Live in Peace Nevermore”, this wasn’t my Superman – interesting as
he was! In “Plight of the Giant Atom” by Cary Bates, he’s all
sunshine and light again, calling Ray Palmer “old buddy”, and then
he’s off on a bunch of lightweight, standalone adventures that make
for easy reading. Some interesting things happen: Firestorm is
invited into the JLA, Superman discovers that magic is simply a
form of radiation, and I discovered that Batgirl is merely a brown
belt.

Considering the random assortment of writers and artists
involved, and the variable tone, this is a surprisingly good book;
perhaps that variety is exactly what makes it so readable. No
classics here, but lots of entertainment, and the artwork looks
fantastic in black and white: I developed a real fondness for the
work of Jose Luis Garcia-Lopez and Dick Dillin over the course of
this book. I hope we’ll see lots more DC comics from the late
seventies and early eighties reprinted like this. – Stephen
Theaker

Showcase Presents DC Comics
Presents Superman Team-Ups, Vol. 1, Martin Pasko, Jose Luis
Garcia-Lopez, and many, many others. DC Comics/Titan Books, tpb,
512pp.










Strangers: Homicron, Lina Buffolente and
friends


Disaster strikes a mission to the moon, but luminous Homicron,
the envoy from Alpha, helps the astronauts return safely to Earth.
Upon meeting his rescuer, Major Ted White suffers a fatal heart
attack, leading Homicron to possess his body, and inherit his
memories and, as Homicron comes to realise, his feelings for Doctor
Rita Tower. From the beginning he has the power of telepathy and
mind control, and soon he is able to unlock his Alphan abilities,
including flight, superhuman strength and phasing through solid
objects.

The first section of this book was originally serialised in
Futura, a French comics magazine, beginning in 1971. This
English adaptation is by Jean-Marc and Randy Lofficier, whose
previous translations include Marvel’s Moebius graphic novels. The
second section is from a later revival in Fantask, written
by Lofficier and with art by Jean-Jacques Dzielowski. It’s a
grittier take on the story, focusing at first on Frank Universal
and Sally Swift, ecological investigators for the World Safety
Unit, and eventually introducing a new female Homicron.

This isn’t a fantastic book or an remarkable discovery – it
would be kind to describe the dialogue as functional, and the
storytelling is very basic – but reading it was an absolutely
lovely way to spend an afternoon. In its broad strokes the story
resembles Fantastic Four or Green Lantern, but
the approach is entirely European, and that gives it a very unusual
feel. It’s similar in style to Starblazer or Bonelli
comics, and if you like that kind of thing you’ll probably enjoy
this very much. I certainly did. – Stephen Theaker

Strangers: Homicron, Lina
Buffolente et al, Hexagon Comics/Black Coat Press, pb,
364pp.










Movies


Harry Potter and the Deathly Hallows,
Part 1


What happens when you pump $250 million into the first
instalment of the two-part finale of today’s most well-known
fantasy series? You get something extraordinary.

The serpentine Voldemort (Ralph Fiennes) and his conspirators
have started a movement among Pureblood wizards and witches to
persecute Muggles (humans without magical powers) and “Mudbloods”
(Muggle-born wizards or witches). And what would make Voldemort
more satisfied than his snake after it eats a human? To destroy
Harry Potter, the only wizard capable of killing him and stifling
his plot.

In this seventh and perhaps most accomplished chapter of the
Potter film series, Harry (Daniel Radcliffe), Ron Weasley (Rupert
Grint), and Hermione Granger (Emma Watson) depart from the comfort
of Hogwarts, and, in effect, their childhood, to confront a
malignant force reminiscent of Nazi Germany. To defeat Voldemort,
the trio must not only find the remaining Horcruxes (dark magical
objects used to attain immortality), but must also discover how to
destroy the things, since their arsenal of spells just won’t do
it.

Like the films that preceded it, HP7 Pt. 1 offers a variety of
characters, from the zany to the creepy to the sociopathic.
However, this film retains a tighter focus on Harry and his two
friends. Indeed, it isn’t too difficult for the viewer to identify
with the normalcy of these three in an abnormal world.

The best parts of this movie have less to do with magic and
special effects, and more to do with convincing acting. Watch for
the scenes in which characters who wear the Horcrux get a little
testy à la Frodo and his famous burden.

The story-within-a-story is difficult to pull off, especially
with today’s frenetic filmgoer. Yet when Hermione relates “The Tale
of the Three Brothers”, the combination of sparse prose and eerie
animation make it hard to check your Facebook status on your
iPhone.

Watson is poised for a bright future in the film and fashion
industries. Grint, despite his tendency to mumble, offers a
convincing performance and shows a lot of potential. The question
is whether Radcliffe will be able to shed the Harry Potter
connection, or if he is doomed to be the next Mark Hamill.

There were a couple minor irritations, such as the potency of
Radcliffe’s eyebrows, and Potter and Weasley’s ability to carry on
a conversation after jumping into ice water. (Couldn’t someone have
cast a spell to dry off? I thought these were wizards.)

But on the whole, this film reflects the frenzied nature of
contemporary life, as the trio dissaparates from one setting to the
next, and at one point moves into adult bodies. By the conclusion,
the viewer has experienced a range of emotions, and is eager to see
how this all ends. – Douglas Ogurek

Harry Potter and the Deathly
Hallows, Part 1, David Yates (dir.), Warners, 148 mins.












Poetry


A Roomful of Machines, Kristine Ong
Muslim


I don’t read much poetry nowadays, and I am probably one of many
readers who lament this fact, and wish that they had the time to
read poetry, only to find, when they do sit down in front of a
poem, that what they lack is not time but patience. Generally I am
a slow reader, but not slow enough to absorb anything other than
the most superficial verse. So having spent the last few months
chewing through large chunks of short stories and novellas
submitted to Theaker’s Quarterly, faced with Kristine Ong
Muslim’s first full-length poetry collection, I struggled to find
the right pace to avoid literary indigestion.

A Roomful of Machines is a fairly lengthy book as
poetry collections go, but given that the author has been published
in over 400 journals, one can imagine that her hypothetical
Collected Poems would be an intimidating prospect indeed.
Glancing through her publishing history, a lot of Kristine Ong
Muslim’s poems have appeared in genre publications: horror and
science fiction zines, and she has sometimes been described as a
“science-fiction poet”. On the evidence of the poems assembled
here, I didn’t see that as a useful label. None of these poems have
a speculative or futuristic, or scientific bent, but many could be
described as “object oriented” to borrow a term. She organises her
poetic investigations of the world in discrete, often domestic,
objects: carpets, doorknobs, cups, sinks, socks. These are not
riddle poems: the subjects are usually flatly named in the titles.
Instead, the author invests these household items with desires and
plans of their own, often either sinister or quietly despairing:
the carpet eagerly awaits its fate as the breaker of glass
ornaments, the ice cube doesn’t want to be parted from its fellows
in the tray, the bed gets us ready for death by summoning us to
horizontality, books wait anxiously to be found or mended.

There’s an obsessive, microscopic quality about these “object”
poems, and I quickly formed a mental image of the poems’ speaker as
an agoraphobic, a shut-in surrounded by possessions that have taken
on lives and ideas of their own in the absence of human
interaction. Even when the dissecting eye takes in a group of
teenagers playing basketball, they are at a distance, watched, one
feels, through window blinds. There’s only one line of dialogue in
the sixty-odd poems in this collection, and precious few other
people, either in the present or past. Only when we get to a series
of poems set in hospitals and institutions, in the section entitled
“Dark Clocks”, do we see anything resembling a dialogue, and these
prove to be some of the most interesting, certainly accessible,
pieces in the collection. There are some evocative lines here
exploring the inertia and timelessness of institutional life:

“She saw the afternoon as just another

morning seen from the other end of the day.”

And a few pages on:

“Pain is measured in years, I think.

Most of the time, I try to run, but it always catches
up

on me. Now, I just lie down, do as the doctor
says.”

It’s the colloquial tone of these poems that makes them
successful.

Elsewhere, I found the poems habitually reaching for cherished
“poetic” words. “Vestigial” appears three times, there are a great
deal of “ghosts”, and a recourse to academic and bureaucratic
verbiage that reminded me of my post-graduate struggles with
Foucault and Deleuze and Guattari: “death’s mnemonics”, “an
inventory of things left behind”, “the folded catalog of night”,
“this is the negativity of form”, “annotated sacrament”, “this
almanac of breathing methods”, “epistemology and diction”, “a
discourse on continuity”. There are statements that read like
parodies of philosophy’s abstract precision. “It must then speak of
what is imaginary, what is yours”, “we decide by means of tactile
stimuli”.

I appreciate that poetry needs to be able to speak in different
registers, but these tactics, whisking everything off to the cold
realms of the terse and abstract, distance the reader. In between
the microscopic investigation of domestic objects, and the macro
level of abstract philosophical assertions, there seemed to gape a
hole left by the absence of anything at the level of human
relationships and emotions.

There are, as I say, exceptions: “The Fan” is one of the very
few poems that deals with two people in the same room together, but
the real focus of the poem is the television set that separates
them and prevents communication. Elsewhere, many of the poems
express an ambivalence about humanity: “A man is only a prop, a
lesser evil in an / abandoned room.” “The man on the bench is a
glove fashioned out of winter’s skin. Spent and hardened. Like an
unfinished interview.” “The agile bodies move: so many branches, so
many leaves, so many years left to break them all.” These are
powerful lines, but their apparent attempt to reduce people to the
same status as the dissected objects doesn’t wash. There’s a
current of unease about other people, about the emotional turmoil
they entail, that runs underneath most of the poems in this book.
It’s not openly expressed, but a line like “loneliness and the
iterations thereof” seems to want to speak about emotional pain,
only to attempt an immediate retraction of the confession in the by
now familiar verbiage of “the iterations thereof”.

The Self gets almost as rough a ride as the Other, and I was
surprised on a second reading to notice how many of the poems ended
with a line that was, while not despairing, aimed at a sort of
poised negativity, a stoical gritted-teeth, and expressed the idea
of the Self being reduced, squeezed, limited, stilled, denied:

“Voice is a city that pilfers pain / quiets us with its tiny
lights.”

“Then we will all be shrunken to the size of a box of salt,
a mouthful of dead fish.”

“Teach us to slurp silently, slowly. Teach us
restraint.”

There’s plenty of wit in A Roomful of Machines, but
little irony. For the most part the poems take themselves and their
pronouncements rather seriously. Infrequently one glimpses a voice
undermining its own gloomy gravitas with humour: “Summer is a
snapped twig / glued back in place / But it will dangle again. /
You’ll see.” As before with the hospital poems, the informality of
“You’ll see” saves this poem (“Balancing Act”) from pomposity.

On a technical note, these poems are all, as far as I can see,
unrhymed and mostly unmetered. Stanzas are of equal lines, but most
seem to me to have been snipped to make patterns of lengths on the
page, rather than syllables in the mouth. The clue that alerted me
to this possibility was the frequency of little connecting phrases
like “it is”: metered poems don’t always have the luxury of
speaking in such regular grammatical sentences. There were a few
places too where I felt that compression would have been a good
thing. In “The Fan”, we have:

“The overdue bills are unfurling

where the whirling electric fan

hits them.”

I would have edited that to:

“The whirling electric fan

Unfurls overdue bills.”

There seems to be a loose consensus that poetry is a very
“personal” thing, whatever that means, which sometimes precludes
reviewers from saying whether they think a poet’s work is really
any good or not, on the basis that somebody somewhere might get
something out of it, particularly if the poetry is rather dense,
concentrated and open to wide interpretation, as Kristine Ong
Muslim’s collection certainly is. On balance I doubt whether I
would recommend this collection to others. It didn’t speak to me in
the way Alan Bennett describes the best reading experiences: when
you see that others have thought and felt in ways you had thought
were yours alone, and which are like a hand reaching out to yours.
I’m certainly very glad I’ve read it, and forced myself to take the
time, to marinate my mind in the words on the page, rather than
just ploughing on through them. It also gave me to opportunity to
think again about the purpose of poetry, what sort of things poetry
should talk about, and if there are even things that poetry ought
to leave well alone. The poems here seem to leave a lot unsaid, or
shut off, but that realisation was in itself an interesting reading
experience. For her part, Kristine Ong Muslim writes, “real poetry
must be indistinguishable from regurgitated hunger pangs”.
Typically, this raises more questions than it answers (for one
thing, can a hunger pang be regurgitated?), but it does seem an
apposite description of her technique: writing out a lack, bringing
back up the meal that was denied in the first place. And perhaps
recognising new types of questions is one of the pleasures of
poetry that I am still discovering.

A Roomful of Machines, Kristine Ong Muslim, Searle
Publishing, pb, 103pp.












Television


Doctor Who: A Christmas Carol


Doctor Who has been an integral part of my SF diet for as long
as I can remember. Now, with the Christmas Specials establishing
themselves in recent years as a complete self-contained SF
Christmas Day supper, I find myself drawn to them, despite my
previously preferring the many and varied courses presented by the
serialised helpings of so many years ago.

Spoilers ahoy for those of you who still have this special on
their hard drive and have yet to view it.

From its opening in medias res, A Christmas Carol
treats us to a visual bombardment that on the face of it is
familiar SF TV territory. A Galaxy class cruiser in distress, upon
the bridge sparks fly à la Star Trek (or rather Galaxy
Quest judging from the production design). It’s all here: the
bridge layout, uniform emblems, a Geordi La Forgesque character
replete with monocle rather than visor. Then we notice the lens
flare “effect” from J.J. Abram’s Star Trek movie, punctuating the
reference. Chaos ensues, before the Doctor’s companion Amy Pond
(Karen Gillan) appears in the now famous policewoman’s uniform to
flesh out (no pun intended) the setting with a little exposition,
helped by her new husband Rory (Arthur Darvill).

Cut to another delicious feast for the eyes in the shape of a
cloud-enshrouded planet surface. The production and costume designs
are superb here – Steampunk details are drawn across the shot –
flying goggles and tall top hats, bat-like umbrellas, waistcoats
and leather, windows like ocean liner portholes. The distinctive
tones of Michael Gambon roll over the scene, slowly, gently at
first, building with anger against the beautiful choral soundtrack
to introduce his character, Kazran Sardic – or, quite obviously,
even at this juncture, Ebenezer Scrooge.

We now sit in quiet confidence thinking we know how this special
is going to play out. The clue’s in the title, obviously – but with
a few little twists and turns once fully digested, thank
goodness.

The Doctor’s entrance down the chimney of Kazran’s study is
wonderful, and Matt Smith’s disjointed monologue is delivered
perfectly, with a few foreshadowing offhand comments thrown in with
good comedic measure. Then the Doctor takes a turn as The
Mentalist’s Patrick Jane, breaking down Sardic’s persona with a
swift, damning explanation for his disposition.

So, we have Amy and Rory in peril with the clock ticking and
less than an hour before the ship crashes. We have a worthy
antagonist in the shape of Kazran Sardic and his “isomorphic” cloud
controlling machine/church organ prop. The Doctor takes on the role
of the ghost of Christmas past in an attempt to change Sardic into
a man that cares enough to use his machine to save the ship.

The visuals continue to serve the story well. Kazran’s gloomy
room shot from low angles, the Doctor walking through a door set
into a wall where Kazran’s past is being projected in black and
white, only to reappear in the projected image upon the wall a few
seconds later. At this point we could be forgiven at wondering why
this recording of Kazran’s past was still running, and then how it
was set up in the wardrobe while “Bruce” the shark attacked. Okay,
it’s a neat narrative device, but perhaps not needed for the elder
Kazran’s reactions at this point.

Kazran and the Doctor’s Christmas Eve adventures are numerous;
“See you in a minute, I mean a year,” says the Doctor, correcting
himself. The image of Bruce pulling a cart across the Christmas Eve
sky with the Doctor and Kazran aboard is a brilliantly original and
startling image, perhaps worthy of Dali himself. Slowly Kazran the
elder’s past is re-written. We are reminded a little of Blade
Runner here, with the small black and white photographs young
Kazran has taken defining the elder as he sits in the gloom of his
study gazing at them and the memories they kindle similar to
Deckard’s scene at the piano with the black and whites and
Polaroids.

But the Doctor’s plan has backfired, he cannot predict human
nature. Kazran has now grown into a young man who loves Abigail.
The scenes that follow are a delight, in particular California of
1952 where the Doctor inadvertently becomes engaged and
subsequently married off-screen to Marilyn Monroe, played with good
humour beneath Abigail’s unmentioned secret, a secret we discover
later means she only has one day left to live. How could Kazran
choose a last day to spend with the love of his life? That Kazran
and the Doctor are now responsible for the elder Kazran’s Scrooge
persona is delicious.

Kazran Sardic’s annoyance at the Doctor altering his past to
suit himself is misplaced, as it was Sardic as a young boy who
chose Abigail’s “coffin” to be used to return Bruce to the clouds,
and then told Abigail: “He visits every Christmas Eve,” forcing the
Doctor to continue this tradition, thus presenting him with an
opportunity to change the old man as he grows to adulthood by
visiting him and Abigail every Christmas Eve.

Amy and Rory manifest themselves as the ghosts of Christmas
present to Kazran, (“Dressed like that?”) showing him the
passengers of the ship singing Christmas carols. He is unmoved, and
it is down to the Doctor showing Kazran as a young boy the man he
will become. This “ghost of Christmas future” pastiche reminds the
elder Kazran he has become his father in a mirror scene, as he
raises his hand to strike his younger self.

Kazran finally convinced to save the ship finds he cannot
control the cloud controlling machine and ultimately it is down to
Abigail and her beautiful singing voice (subtly played by Katherine
Jenkins) to create a harmonic resonance to dissolve the clouds, via
the broken half of the Doctor’s sonic screwdriver still residing in
Bruce’s stomach high above. The clouds dissolve and snow falls,
allowing the ship with Amy and Rory aboard to land. We are treated
to one last shot of Kazran and Abigail being pulled across the sky
in the cart by Bruce (their first and final Christmas day together)
and 2010’s serving of the Doctor Who Christmas special is over.

Steven Moffat continues to mine established ideas to forge their
raw materials into his story. The broken sonic inside Bruce reminds
us of Captain Hook’s Crocodile that ate the clock, alerting him to
his whereabouts. The suggestion that Abigail was frozen as she was
ill and perhaps could be awakened when either funds for her
treatment were available, or the medical technology was advanced
enough to cure her, is a staple of SF. Even Abigail and Kazran’s
romantic outcome is similar in tone to Heinlein’s 1956 novel
The Door Into Summer. But there are a few plot problems.
The Doctor could have materialised the Tardis aboard the ship and
shepherded everyone to safely inside. Perhaps a few lines of why he
couldn’t do this would have served the plot better, rather than
some of the throwaway comedic lines we enjoyed whilst examining the
cloud controlling machine. Kazran’s persona altered by the Doctor
so his cloud controlling machine couldn’t recognise him is fine –
but was young Kazran an obvious solution to this problem? Even Matt
Smith glances momentarily at the young actor when delivering the
line, “Uh, um. I don’t know,” when asked by the elder, “Then what
do we do?”

These minor quibbles aside, it is a pleasure to note the lack of
running away from a host of Christmas based creature designs amid
pyrotechnic extravagance, and moreover the subtle, almost whispered
delivery of the Doctor’s solution compared to the wide-eyed
forehead slapping/facepalming of Christmas specials past, context
taken into account. Murray Gold’s scoring during this special is
charming, utilising thematic passages and subtle texturing to hint
at Abigail’s final song, long before we hear it in its entirety; a
neat and effective musical foreshadowing of a superb piece that
works brilliantly. The Doctor’s dialogue is rich with detail,
brimming with references beyond the context of this story to add
background substance. Some details could have been explored with a
little more screen time, some perhaps omitted, but overall the pace
of this special was just right, hitting the peaks and troughs
perfectly.

It is then the Doctor and his portrayal by Matt Smith that
pleases the most for this reviewer. This accident-prone Doctor’s
disjointed bumbling, boyish wit and energy sometimes overshadow his
faith in humanity. His curiosity about human beings and need to
understand them becomes a weakness in this story, as Kazran doesn’t
react in the way the Doctor would have predicted. But for the
Doctor there’s always a solution. And with this solution a final
Christmas for Abigail and an absolution for Kazran. I look forward
to further Christmas helpings from chef Moffat and his array of
talented commis. – Howard Watts

Doctor Who: A Christmas Carol (2010 Christmas Special),
Steven Moffat (wri.), BBC1.
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But Not Yet Reviewed



	The Age of Ra, James Lovegrove (Solaris, 448pp)

	The Beautiful Room, R.B. Russell (Nightjar Press,
12pp)

	The Bone Sword, Walter Rhein (Rhemalda Publishing,
230pp)

	Catastrophia, ed. Allen Ashley (PS Publishing,
284pp)

	Come Here and I’ll Show You, Derek Lantin (Bangkok
Books, c.179pp)

	DC Comics: the 75th Anniversary Poster Book (Quirk
Books, large format paperback, 208pp)

	The Dracula Papers, Reggie Oliver (Chômu Press,
474pp)

	Engineman, Eric Brown (Solaris, 512pp)

	The Fallen Blade, Jon Courtenay Grimwood (Orbit Books,
c.368pp)

	The Gospel of Bucky Dennis, by J.R. Parks (Ding Fleet
Press, 212pp)

	The Hammer, K.J. Parker (Orbit Books, c.328pp)

	I Don’t Want to Kill You, Dan Wells (Headline,
310pp)

	Iris Wildthyme: The Panda Book of Horror, ed. Stuart
Douglas and Paul Magrs (Obverse Books, 224pp)

	Music for Another World, ed. Mark Harding (Mutation
Press, 5631ll)

	Outpost, Adam Baker (Hodder & Stoughton,
370pp)

	A Revelation of Cormorants, Mark Valentine (Nightjar
Press, 16pp)

	Revenants, Daniel Mills (Chômu Press, 274pp) (we have
a story from Daniel scheduled for Theaker’s 36)

	Roman Hell, Mark Mellon (Amber Quill Press,
242pp)

	What They Hear in the Dark, Gary McMahon (Spectral
Press, 22pp)

	The Worlds of Philip José Farmer: Protean Dimensions,
ed. Michael Croteau (Meteor House, pb, 264pp)

	Andromeda Spaceways Inflight Magazine #48 (132pp)

	Doctor Who: A Shard of Ice (Demon Quest #3), Paul
Magrs, read by Tom Baker (BBC Audio, 1xCD, 1hr30)

	Doctor Who: Starfall (Demon Quest #4), Paul Magrs,
read by Tom Baker (BBC/Audiogo, 1xCD, 1hr10)

	Doctor Who: Sepulchre (Demon Quest #5), Paul Magrs,
read by Tom Baker (BBC/Audiogo, 1xCD, 1hr10)

	Doctor Who: The Edge of Destruction, Nigel Robinson,
read by William Russell (BBC/Audiogo, 4xCD, 200 mins)

	Doctor Who: The Jade Pyramid, Martin Day, read by Matt
Smith (BBC/Audiogo, 1xCD, 70 mins)
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	Theaker's
Quarterly Fiction #16 (2007)
This issue’s brilliant cover by John Shanks has doubtless
alerted you to the main content of this issue: Howard Phillips
relates to us The Doom That Came to Sea Base Delta! Then Lawrence
Dagstine tells of “Our Plight on Amaros”, in a high concept tale of
human despair on an alien world. This issue also brings the next
part of After All, by Michael Wyndham Thomas. Wash that down with
another sip of Newton Braddell, and then you'll be ready for
another Lost Classic of the Silver Age, a tale of one Cleabella
Danger, with thanks to the plucky fellow who rescued her book from
a space pirate! And dropped into the mix at the very last minute,
an extract from the novel-in-progress, Chameleon Man Gets Lost, by
Caroline Marwitz: “The Good Fortune Driving School for Men”.



	


Theaker's
Quarterly Fiction #26 (2008)
TQF#26 has one of our best ever covers, courtesy of the
marvellous John Shanks. It shows the three kings doing battle with
a demon on their way to Bethlehem. Eric R. Lowther tells the story
in "We Three Kings". In the last of our series of stories by
Richard K. Lyon & Andrew J. Offutt, Tiana pays a visit to the
"Inn of the White Cat". In John Greenwood's series that never ends,
Newton Braddell experiences "The Cruellest Month". And then John
Hall tells the chilling story of "The Burrower Beneath". In the
last quarter of the issue we have reviews of the latest from PS
Publishing, among others. It's a rather shorter issue than usual
(we had to hold some material over to next time), but it's a very
nice one. The editorial is a bit rubbish – I'm still working
through my feelings about losing at NaNoWriMo, so you'll have to
bear with me – but if you skip that bit you'll have a great time
with TQF#26.



	


Theaker's
Quarterly Fiction #24 (2008)
TQF#24 contains 75,000 words of fiction and reviews. There's a
full novel by the pseudonymous Howard Phillips, The Day the Moon
Wept Blood, which is best avoided, but there is some better stuff:
the ubiquitous Aaron Polson writes a scary little story of a little
metal man; John Greenwood continues the saga of Newton Braddell;
and Andrew Offutt and Richard Lyon fill in the gaps around their
scarlet-haired adventurer, Tiana.



	


Theaker's
Quarterly Fiction #25 (2008)
TQF#25 contains horror from Bob Lock ("Jack"), Ralph Robert
Moore ("Strangers Wear Masks of Your Face"), J.R. Parks
("Mississippi Sunshine") and John Hall ("In the Vale of Pnath");
fantasy from Rafe McGregor ("Murder in the Minster", a Ruritanian
tale), Richard K. Lyon and Andrew J. Offutt ("Naked Before Mine
Enemies"); science fiction from John Greenwood ("In the Mountain of
Sanity", plus two more); and a lot of reviews and second-hand news
items from the editor.



	


Theaker's
Quarterly Fiction #22 (2008)
TQF#22 offers, from Mike Schultheiss, "Darwin's Corridor", a
rousing tale of action, colonialism, love, anthropology and
philosophy on a far-off planet. Then we have “The Spirits of ’26”,
by Robert Laughlin, a Silverberg-esque story of ambition,
dedication and calamity. Sam Leng returns to our pages with “A
Matter of Taste”, another short, sharp tap on the shoulder, and
Richard K. Lyon and Andrew J. Offutt supply another in their series
of Tiana adventures. In my editorial I take a trip down memory
lane, it having been ten years since I started to use the name
Silver Age Books, while at the other end of the issue John
Greenwood describes the next events in the unfortunate life of
Newton Braddell, researcher unextraordinary. In total, 44,409 words
of free fantasy goodness...



	


Theaker's
Quarterly Fiction #23 (2008)
TQF#23 has science fiction from Wayne Summers and John
Greenwood, fantasy from Richard K. Lyon & Andrew J. Offutt,
horror from Anna M. Lowther and John Hall, and reviews galore.
Altogether, there are 52,534 words of free reading material in this
magazine (but no one will blame you for skipping the 4,394-word
editorial).



	


Theaker's
Quarterly Fiction #27 (2009)
TQF27 presents a marvellous novel in full: Operation 1848 by
Mike Schultheiss! Plus two short stories: "Orchid Strangelove and
the Kiss of the Taipan" by Sam Leng and "Lost Futures" by Cyril
Simsa. The issue is rounded out with the usual half-baked reviews,
news and editorial musings.



	


Theaker's
Quarterly Fiction #28 (2009)
TQF28 starts in the best possible way with "Quadrant Five" – a
bunch of people on a spaceship going who knows where. That's
followed by the next riveting instalment of Newton Braddell and a
short-short from Josie Gowler, "Soldier", before things get rather
literary with the double-barrelled strangeness of "Breaking Out of
Sleep" and "Anatomy of a Wounded House", from Barry Pomeroy and
Douglas Thompson respectively. Then John Hall wonders whether you
dare descend "The Stairs in the Crypt", and Jason Hinchcliffe tells
the saga of the "Bloodbegotten".



	


Theaker's
Quarterly Fiction #29 (2009)
Here is TQF29, seven stories high. Douglas Thompson takes the
lead, with the eerie and poetic "Madame Mortadore & the
Clouds". "Foundling" by Nick Sansone follows a painter through a
troubled life foretold. "Imaginary Prisons" by David Tallerman also
has a good deal to say on the subject of prophecies. John Hall
delivers the last of his forgotten stories to our horror section,
"The Feaster from the Stars". (Its final image is unforgettable.)
John Greenwood then lets us have it three times in the third eye,
as Newton Braddell wends his hopeless way across the world. The
review section contains the usual batch from me, as well as ones by
John Greenwood, Rafe McGregor and Steve Redwood, who consider
Morpheus Tales #3, a Hound of the Baskervilles graphic novel, and
Midnight Street #12 respectively.



	


Theaker's
Quarterly Fiction #30 (2009)
The issue opens with "Citadel Ninety-Nine" by Michael Canfield,
in which a bloodthirsty army tears its way across a strange,
strange world.

Also in this issue… John Greenwood plots the next point in
Newton Braddell's weary journey. Jon Vagg shows what really goes on
at conventions in "DeadSoulsCon". K.J. Hays tells the story of "The
Zombie Who Went to Town in Style". K.J. Hannah Greenberg writes
about creatures in mailboxes in "Just One Case of Flash: Another
Chimera Story". And Ben Thomas & Skadi meic Beorh win this
issue's best title award with "The Periodic Honking of the
Fruit-Seller's Truck".

The issue ends with our usual bountiful selection of reviews,
including comment on all of this year's British Fantasy
Award-nominated novels, two books from Rhys Hughes, and a
collection by Steve Redwood.



	


Theaker's
Quarterly Fiction #31 (2009)
If you've had a good Christmas, it's about to get better! If
you've had a bad one, here is its saving grace! Theaker's 31 is
here for your pleasure! We've got eight terrific stories and
nineteen reviews. We have fantasy from Zachary Jernigan and Heather
Anastasiu, horror from Alex Smith and David M. Kinne, science
fiction from Alison J. Littlewood, David Tallerman, Glynn Barrass
and John Greenwood, though as ever these labels are applied
somewhat loosely! The marvellous cover is by Howard Watts, while
Douglas Ogurek and Rafe McGregor supply reviews.



	


Theaker's
Quarterly Fiction #32 (2010)
This special issue of Theaker's Quarterly features the
long-awaited conclusion of our very long-running serial, Newton
Braddell's Inconclusive Researches into the Unknown. And on the
flipside, a special treat, issue 10 of Pantechnicon! This issue of
Pantechnicon includes Alex Davis (founder of Alt.Fiction) on
organising literary events and an interview with goremaster
Herschell Gordon Lewis.



	


Theaker's
Quarterly Fiction #33 (2010)
I don't think it's at all a stretch to say that this is one of
the strangest issues of Theaker's Quarterly Fiction we've ever
published!

Our lead story is "NON", by Douglas Ogurek, a dizzying blur of
new words, new fashions and new ideas; Charlie and the Chocolate
Factory as written by Anthony Burgess.

Then we have Steve Redwood's "Nose Trek", the story of a nose
that implodes upon itself, and the brave souls who go inside to
investigate. What happens once the mass of mucus in a nostril has
passed the Chandrasekhar limit?

"Houseguest" by D. Harlan Wilson is as odd – and exciting – as
anyone who's read his other work would expect, while "El Aullido
del Diablo" by Dean M. Drinkel is so entertainingly barmy that I
have to confess I'm not entirely sure what it's about, but I know I
enjoyed it!

By these standards, "Bird Talk" by Mark Lord is almost
incongruously normal, despite its mix of witches, clerics and boozy
tramps.

The issue is rounded out by a relatively normal selection of
reviews (as long as you think there's nothing unusual about lengthy
discussions of whether Superman can move his lips quickly and
skilfully enough to mimic the softness of a human kiss, that
is).

The cover is by the wonderful Howard Watts.



	


Theaker's
Quarterly Fiction #34 (2010)
TQF34 features a series of terrific stories, an indulgent
editorial, our first ever convention report, and a huge review
section: twenty-two books, seven movies, three audio reviews, one
comic and one game. The cover is once again by the wonderful Howard
Watts. Horror: “The Chapel on the Headland”, Rafe McGregor and “The
Needs of the Dead”, Jon Vagg. Fantasy: “The Frog God’s Chosen”,
Steve Cotterill and “The Free Dynamos and the Lone Island in the
Sky”, Mike Phillips. Science fiction: “Of Kith and Kin”, Howard
Watts; “Barney Wilson”, Kevin Bridges; “Glass Houses”, David
Tallerman; and “Name the Planet”, Ross Gresham.



	


Theaker's
Quarterly Fiction #36 (2011)
144 pages of fiction and reviews, all available for free
download!

Our fiction this time: The Photographer’s Tale by Daniel Mills,
A Fable of Worcester by Victor D. Infante, Angeline of the Woods by
Dylan Fox, Told in a Brothel on Darien by Elaine Graham-Leigh, The
Burden of Proof by David X. Wiggin, Totem by Howard Watts, Huracan
by Matt Baxter and “A” Story: an Animated Adventure by Nicholas
Rasche.

The Quarterly Review takes in four Doctor Who audio adventures,
books from James Lovegrove, Michael Moorcock, Brendan Connell,
Stephen King, Michael Croteau and Gary McMahon, and comics from the
brothers Nicolle, Black Coat Press and Dargaud. In our film review
section, Jacob Edwards and Douglas Ogurek review The Adjustment
Bureau, I Am Number Four, Paul, Season of the Witch and Tron:
Legacy.

The space-age cover is by superstar artist Howard Watts.

If it weren't for the slightly lazy editorial, I'd call this our
best ever issue!



	


Theaker's
Quarterly Fiction #37 (2011)
Eight stories and one article feature in this issue of Theaker’s
Quarterly Fiction: Apoidroids by Douglas Thompson, Make It Sacred
by Mike Sweeney, The Last Testament by Rafe McGregor, Curios by Ben
Kendall-Carpenter, The Model of a Boy by Alex Smith, Harrowing of
the Barrow by Skadi meic Beorh, Devilry at the Hanging Tree Inn by
David Tallerman, The Watchman by Chris Roper, and In the Shadow of
Slartibartfast: Donald Cotton and Doctor Who’s Other Comedic
Trilogy by Jacob Edwards. The editorial, How Could a Person Up and
Call a Person Wack?!, addresses the suggestion that giving books
bad reviews is something one should avoid. The review section
stretches to thirty pages, covering books by McSweeney’s, Jason
Heller, Matthew Hughes, Ian Whates, Richard Parks, Adam Baker,
Daniel Mills, Gary Fry, Andy Remic and D.F. Lewis, as well as CDs,
comics and films.



	


Theaker's
Quarterly Fiction #38 (2011)
Stories in this issue: “The Lives and Spacetimes of Thornton
Excelsior” by Rhys Hughes (actually eight stories in one!); “The
Daylight Witch” by Jim Steel; “Off and On Again” by Alison
Littlewood; “Better than Llandudno, eh?” by Michael W. Thomas; and
“Old Preach’s Gods” by Z.J. Woods. Books from Paul Magrs, Reggie
Oliver, Anne and Todd McCaffrey, Nathalie Henneberg, Glen Duncan,
Vendela Vida, Wil Wheaton, Johnny Mains, Guy Haley, Ian Cameron
Esslemont and Catherynne M. Valente are reviewed, plus seven
comics, six audio adventures, five films and one game. Contributing
reviewers this time include Jacob Edwards, Regina Edwards, Michael
W. Thomas and Douglas J. Ogurek. Cover art by Howard Watts.



	


Theaker's
Quarterly Fiction #39 (2011)
Theaker’s Quarterly Fiction #39 has six more stories of Thornton
Excelsior from the magnificent Rhys Hughes, mutant ultraviolence
from Mike Sauve, science fiction from Douglas Thompson, and an
interview with Matthew Hughes. There are lots of reviews, from
Jacob Edwards, Douglas Ogurek and Stephen Theaker. The Christmassy
cover art is from Howard Watts.



	


Theaker's
Quarterly Fiction #40 (2012)
Featuring cover art by Howard Watts (and in the print edition,
interior art by Ben Ludlam), plus “The Delusions and Tangents of
Thornton Excelsior” by Rhys Hughes, “The Journey of Toil Ling; a
Folkish Tale” by Lewis Gesner, “Homecoming” by Mitchell Edgeworth,
and thirty-odd pages of reviews by Stephen Theaker, Howard Watts,
Jacob Edwards, John Greenwood and Douglas J. Ogurek.
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